
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Image 1]

ALPHA PHYSICS

 

Book 6: Home Bound

 

Author: Alex Kozlowski

 

Copyright

Copyright © 2022 Alex Kozlowski 

All rights reserved. 









Contents

Copyright

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 69

Official Examination of Cataclysm Event

Authors Note

Biography

LITRPG Groups

 

Chapter 1

Jules was sitting across from him. Adrian’s sense spread around and he knew they were safe and nothing could sneak up on them. 

Jaracol being locked away felt terrible. 

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” she finally proposed. “Talking about it helps. It helped me.” Her face fell as she struggled to hold back tears. 

The ghosts of Kozzie and fair enough. 

“I don’t know,” he stuttered. “It doesn’t feel right.” 

“Go easy,” Jules suggested. “Don’t talk about your interface, just about how your journey had been.” 

Adrian thought long and hard. His mind kept reliving the sacrifice that Jaracol had made and everything that had happened before that. The interface had done a lot for him. Prodded him to get stronger, pushed and helped him conquer his fears and silly issues. 

“I was lost when the change came. It’s all a bit of a blur now. I think in hindsight the interface manipulated me into getting the right skills. Fighting the imps was scary and then returning to town to get you guys even more so. Everyone was so scared, and the world was so different. I spent most of my time observing and sneaking. Even killing some stuff, but I knew there was bigger stuff out there. Then there was the octopod.” 

He stopped talking for a moment, but Jules did not interrupt. She had heard it all before but was being polite and listening. “And . . . 

“It was attacking a family, and it is my biggest regret. It was too strong for me to fight and I was frozen with indecision.” He looked into Jules’s eyes. “I still beat myself up about it daily.” 

“You shouldn’t. Everything was so scary back then.” 

“I should have acted immediately, but fear delayed me and . . .” 

He hit the ground as he remembered the consequences. “By the time I responded, they were almost dead. Then, when it was already too late, I fought.” Adrian laughed at himself. “I should have died. 

The octopod was too strong. I ran, and that was the first time Jaracol saved me. Convincing me to crawl away and get to safety.” 

Adrian paused, tasting his own words. The interface had rescued him. When he was hurt beyond measure, it forced him to crawl to safety. 

“Then I got to town—” 

“Then blah, blah,” Jules interrupted. “Adrian was a big hero and killed the Bird.” 

Adrian looked at her till she lowered her eyes. “I’m talking about Jaracol, and he gave me the ideas I needed for that plan. All of it apart from shoving the potions into its mouth, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that was also his intention.” 

Jules nodded. “Everyone in Wagga owes you for that.” 

“Then we planned to leave straight away, but my interface encouraged me to stay and learn Flame Sprout. I hated it for those delays, but I have since learnt they were required. I needed Flame Sprout for the trolls, bears, and shintopurs. Then there was the dersbrawk.” 

“Was your interface involved in that, too?” 

Adrian shook his head. “I saved us from the plant and it changed our relationship. I think it started respecting me after that. Then it returned the favour against the shintopurs, stopping time to let me work out how to save myself from an ambush.” 

“Shintopurs still make me shiver. Even though they are ridiculously easy to kill now.” 

Adrian ignored her. “Then we celebrated.” 

“Don’t,” Jules said, her hand grabbing his mouth. 

Adrian deliberately did not mention that Kozzie had been killed and instead skipped forward. “We found out about Albury with Jamal, and with Charlotte’s help we killed Adhava’s kids and in-laws. 

Eliminated all those she had soul bonded so we could hunt her down without reinforcements coming from behind.” 

“Jamal knew what he was doing.” 

“And my interface,” Adrian reminded her. “Without the Mind abilities, without the thief stone, they were all things Jaracol planned for.” 

“Sure.” Jules sounded unconvinced. 

“We won; Steve lost his foot. We got through the dungeon.” 

“We all got gifted immense power,” Jules interrupted. 

“It was one level.” 

“For you.” She laughed. “And you must be about to get a second.” 

“True,” Adrian agreed readily enough. “I think he saved us by helping us find all those traps.” 

“You think?” 

“Just a suspicion, but . . .” Adrian shrugged. “At the very least, he made sure I had the skills for it.” 

Jules nodded. “Then we got rich from looting the bitch.” 

“You can’t say that; she’s dead.” 

“So . . .” Jules looked affronted. “She was a—” 

“Respect the death!” 

“No. Not after what she did. She was a bitch.” 

Adrian considered his response. “She was a horrible person.” 

“Bitch!” Jules repeated. 

“Then we used the trainers.” Adrian ploughed on. “And both of us got internal haste ability.” 

“Yeah, but yours is ridiculous.” 

“It was like every step in my development was for that purpose.” 

“Then we got richer.” Jules smiled. “And then ran into some shintopurs.” 

“And a bloody snake.” 

“And now your interface is gone.” 

“It’s unfair.” 

“You know the rest of us never had a Yoda whispering universal truths in our ears for every step of the way.” 

“Unfair on him,” Adrian clarified. “Not me. I had it good and I’m already missing him. A wall separates us. I know he’s in my body, but he’s locked away.” 

They sat in silence before Jules smiled sadly. “It was his choice and I’m glad he made it.” Her eyes were glistening. There was another period of silence. “And now we can finish the journey to Melbourne.” 

“If we can get past that echidna,” he reminded her. 

Jules shifted, a smirk on her face. “Don’t worry, I’ll bash it into submission.” 

Adrian laughed. “I am sure you will. But . . . are we really almost there?” 

Jules shrugged. “A couple of weeks, that’s nearly.” 

“You are just parroting me back to me.” 

Jules giggled at the accusation. “Sometimes you need someone else to say it in order to believe it.” 

“Two weeks,” Adrian whispered. 

It was so close. He would be home soon. Home! 

Chapter 2

“We should go back. They will wonder where we . . .” Jules’s face fell when she saw the change in Adrian’s expression. He knew he had gone from content and hopeful all the way to despair. Jaracol was gone. The safety blanket he represented was gone, but mainly it was about the companionship. The ball of emotions was as cheeky as the interface usually was. 

 It was a snake. 

The irony of that was not lost on him for a moment. He had lived with snakes his whole life, a known danger that he had effortlessly avoided. Until one mutated and became something more. “You’re right. It will be dark soon. We need to set up camp.” 

“You’re not going to insist on chasing the shintopurs to the end of the earth and eliminating every one of them?” 

“I’ll talk to Mike, but with the fighting forces broken we can leave it to the locals.” 

“That’s a change.” 

Adrian shrugged. “Having reached our levels. Time is not in the shintopurs’ favour. Albury can put together an army of rangers that will tear through anything the shintopurs can throw up.” 

“Really?” 

“That Perception improvement from the training facility almost neutralises them.” 

“Oh, yeah. Stops them from ambushing.” 

“Yep.” Adrian shrugged. “The locals will all be level twenty, and with personal shields. They can handle it. But you knew that?” 

Jules waved off the implication. “Of course. I just didn’t think you would be ready to let them.” 

“I have grown.” 

Jules nodded at him. 

“And I want to get home.” 

“Yep,” she agreed. “It has been a long journey.” 

When they reached the shintopurs’ village, to use a clunky description, the destruction had progressed. All the log houses were now burning, but there was still a hive of activity. Instead of energy being focused on searching the area for hidden enemies, it had been switched to processing the dead. Butchering the carcasses, extracting the cores, weapons, and armour, and piling them in groups. 

The bodies were everywhere. Then he remembered the dairy farm and the bolt holes they had created. He looked once more at the spot where shintopurs had clashed with Jules’s force, then studied where the bodies had fallen, the clear evidence that the shintopurs’ defensive lines had still been forming when the battle had begun. No way! 

Mike might have got their fighters moving fast, but not quick enough to stop a supernaturally drilled military group in a permanent state of alarm from preparing. 

Something was hidden. The shintopurs had an escape plan or counter ambush. There was a concealed group. Adrian could almost smell it. 

“Jules.” The girl looked at him in surprise. “I’m going to do a sweep.” 

Jules nodded. “Everyone . . .” 

“What?” He startled briefly before realising Jules was talking into her communication device. 

“I need two bashers to accompany Adrian on a sweep.” 

A couple of teenagers who had been moving corpses immediately dropped them and jogged over. “We will help,” the younger of the two said. They were locals from Barnawartha. “What do we do?” 

“Just follow,” Adrian ordered, walking towards the burning structures. He figured patrolling up and down would be more than sufficient to find anything that was hiding away. The changes Jaracol

had made on his behalf as a parting gift were extraordinary, and he could see under the ground as easily as through a wall. Sure, he had sacrificed stuff, particularly his Mind skills, but it was like selling a vintage car that no longer worked right when you needed cash to avoid becoming homeless. A useless bit of baggage that had been transformed into a treasure. 

The heat this close to the burning houses was oppressive, and almost without thinking he cast the fire aura over the two young men following them. Granting them resistance to the oppressive temperature and then, only a moment later, dumped all three of them in a cooling mist. 

The flames curled away as he realised the spear was creating a slight breeze to further insulate them from their surroundings. The thick smoke was spun away, bringing them fresh air. The other two crowded closer. 

“What the hell is he?” he heard one of them whisper, probably thinking the roar of the burning log houses would hide his voice. It didn’t. 

Adrian kept walking and then deviated slightly. There was a family of shintopurs hiding in a hidden cellar. 

“What is it?” the talkative young man asked upon noticing the deviation. 

“Enemies,” Adrian answered. He remembered the lucu and how they had suffocated it with smoke. His new senses were giving him a three-dimensional view of the cellar below. The entrance to their hidden cave was partially covered by a collapsing log. “I’m not sure they can get out,” he muttered to himself. Already he could see the spear responding to his urging and had created a mini fire-smoke tornado. A little whirlwind that whipped across the ground, sucking in smoke before it disappeared into the burning structure. He felt that concentration of energy dump itself into the small room. 

More of the tiny whirlwinds formed, gathering their own ammunition and then rushing downwards to dump their deadly payload. 

“Good spear,” he whispered to it. Below, the adult started throwing itself against the entrance. The big lump of wood shifted, and the entire house groaned in response. Bits of wood slipped. The kids—or, more precisely, teenagers—shuffled back slightly. Their hands didn’t go to their weapons, as they probably erroneously believed the crack that had accompanied the shifting structure was natural. 

Below, the shintopur pulled backwards, preparing for another charge. 

He threw a Mind Spike and was amused that two metres of solid earth did nothing to reduce its potency. The spike hit, and he felt the adult shintopur’s mind shatter. No crack. It disintegrated, and the monster collapsed. The little cubs ran around the dying older shintopur. Adrian hardened his heart. The evil beasts needed to die. 

Two metres away, smoke started emerging from a patch of ground between the log house. It did not take a degree in physics to work out where the smoke was coming from. 

Step. 

He stood at the outlet, blocking it. It was unnecessary, but he might as well do it, and speed up the deaths of the remaining cubs. 

Adrian waited a minute till, first, the movement stopped, and then a short while later, the minds he had been sensing vanished. 

“Taken care of,” he told the others and kept walking. Once more, they drew in close to benefit from his cooling mists. Flames roared all around them. Every single one of the buildings was burning. The noise was thunderous. If there was one group like that, he was sure there would be others. 

He reached the other side of the field, walking around the circumference of their makeshift village, searching underground for anything out of the ordinary. Nothing came back. 

“How does what you are doing work?” 

Adrian hesitated. “It lets me sense anything for about forty metres in every direction.” 

“What do you mean everything?” 

“Use your imagination,” Adrian told him and started walking again. 

They followed and after the first ten metres. Adrian froze. This was what he had been looking for. 

 

Chapter 3

He had found it. The village bolt hole! Deep in his heart, he’d known they had one; otherwise, there would be tracks of their young fleeting. The initial rushed feel of the defence, that illusion of them not responding in time to Mike’s attack had been an act. Likewise, the hundreds of cubs they had sacrificed were just the cost of the diversion. It had all been done to allow this cavern to be left unnoticed. Unfortunately for them, Adrian, having fought them once, was not so easily fooled. 

“What?” The young man yelled to be heard over the noise of the surrounding flames, confused about why they had stopped. 

With a secret smile, Adrian theatrically clicked his fingers. 

Suddenly, all the excessive cacophony around him vanished. His command of sound worked both ways. Jaracol would have appreciated the stunned expressions that greeted him. 

“The shintopurs have a hideout underground. I didn’t get a good look, but I’d expect there to be an alternative exit, but they’re not using it. At least ten adults and four or five times as many juveniles. 

Wait here. Let me scout properly.” 

Step, step, step. 

His focus was on what was under the ground, but despite that, his external senses stretched every way. If someone attacked from behind or from the sky, he would know about it. There were three caverns that had been dug out, each connected with generous gaps. 

Two smaller ones holding a similar number of shintopurs as the main room though obviously more tightly packed. It was a large group. 

Carefully, he built up an image of the entrances and exits. There was a narrow tunnel that led off to who knows where. They were clearly not using it, preferring to hunker down and hide as their town burned overhead. In addition, there had been two larger exits, both of which were filled in with stone and dirt besides being covered by the burning interiors of the log houses. 

Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 

The mini gales pushed into those blocked entrances. Air pressure surged and dust and flames burst into the cavern below as a dozen entry points were opened. The couple of shintopurs nearby shifted back uneasily, but those exits were into the small room so there was little space for them to shift. He could see them looking at the barrier they had built, but not doing anything to shore it up. They knew that if they moved there were spells and divination skills that would find them even buried under the earth as they were. Staying still was their best defence, and the mass of them did that. Creepily, the cubs were just as frozen. 

Adrian nodded to himself. The barriers, as he expected, were just loose-packed rocks and dirt, so were porous. He could repeat the trick from earlier and send whirlwinds full of smoke through the holes to do the job for him. 

Before he took the final step, he needed to ensure whether they were trapped, or if they had another bolt hole that Adrian would need to block. The tunnel was not a problem since it was only wide enough for them to crawl through, and if they used it, they would not be taking their armour and weapons with them. If that was the only way for them to escape, then he could easily follow and ambush them as they exited. 

The question was, what would they do when they realised smoke was pouring into their caves? 

Would they leave by the tunnel or elsewhere? These things were military planning lunatics. They would have contingencies behind contingencies. Carefully, Adrian extended his domain. He focused intently on building a picture of how the cave had been built. They were not buried deep. There was less than half a metre of dirt separating them from the surface. 

That wasn’t laziness. 

It would be deliberate. The earth was supported by wooden beams. Adrian remembered a similar sort of setup under the road in Albury. If the roof was held up by wooden beams, then if you pulled out those supports . . . boom! 

The distribution of the shintopurs almost made sense. The smaller spaces were more tightly packed because the larger space was designed to collapse. While he was not an engineer, he would happily bet that the ceiling could be brought down from the inside to let them out en masse if it was required. 

It also made sense based on the tactical core instructions that each shintopur possessed. That military “brain” would not allow that many of them to be trapped without a guaranteed escape, and that other tunnel could be blocked by a single mage. 

It was a definite—they could collapse the cavern. 

Step. 

Adrian looked back at the spot where he had been standing. You couldn’t tell by looking at it, but he knew it could be pulled out from under his feet at any moment. 

He moved away from the fall area, only an idiot would stand on it. 

With a nod to himself, he decided to flush them out. 

Step, step. 

First thing he had to do was to get his friendly bashers. When he got back to them, they were looking hot and sweaty. 

“Sorry,” he apologised, still encased in his sound bubble, stepping close so his icy mist washed over them. 

“Don’t be.” 

“We have a fight on our hands, so I figured we should know each other’s names. I am Adrian.” 

The more confident of the two, previously the talkative one, a natural blond started. “Buster,” the young man said, holding a hand for a shake. Adrian accepted the offer, appreciating the firm wrist that greeted him. He hated those weak-limbed efforts. 

“Nickname.” 

“Nope, my mum had a weird sense of humour.” 

“Chase,” the younger brown-haired kid said as sweat dripped down his face and off his chin. 

“We have thirty adults—” 

“Thirty!” Chase interrupted. “Shouldn’t we get some support?” 

“No.” 

“But?” 

“Trust me; it’s not that many.” Adrian kept walking, and the boys followed. “I’m going to smoke them out. We—” He walked quickly and led them to where he suspected they were planning on bursting out from. “We,” he told them, “are going to guard here.” 

“You want us to guard some grass?” 

“As far as I can tell, when they realise I am smoking them, they will collapse the area to attempt an escape. You’re here to stop them. Stay. I’m going to set things up.” 

Step. 

Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 

Step. 

The entrances to the cave system were still within his domain, and two log houses collapsed under the impact of his Wind Gusts. 

The small amount of structural integrity left was overwhelmed by his devastating force. Even if the shintopurs tried to get out that way, they would not be successful. 

He returned to stand between the two boys. “That’s the prep work done. Now for the smoke.” 

While Adrian knew he could do this himself, that was inefficient. 

Instead, he let his magic flood into the spear, it sucked the power in and focused on it. Giant tornados formed above him. The thick smoke from multiple burning log houses got sucked into the two funnels of whizzing air. Black whirlwinds bled from the bottom of the larger one and rushed towards the places he had just collapsed. As each of the dark spinning devils left, the tornados got a little lighter. 

Chapter 4

Adrian monitored the slaughter below without actively paying attention to it. They were efficient and hit each of the cubs like you would crush a detestable enemy. The two kids had obviously lost family to these monsters, and they paid those losses back in spades. 

There had been almost a hundred cubs down there, and five minutes later they were finished, and then set about processing the adult bodies. 

“Just the cores,” he said quietly, with his sound magic funnelling his voice down to where they worked below so that he did not have to shout. They had stripped some armour, but that could be done later. 

When they came back, they offered him all the stones. “I’ll take half.” They handed thirteen over, having rounded upwards and given him the extra. His Fire and Ice Blades had destroyed some cores while he had been killing their owners. Arguably, he should have taken the time to be more precise, but it was too late now. He dropped them into his bag, figuring he would keep them for Emily or the kids. They could be used to kickstart their defensive abilities. 

Adrian was under no illusions. The world would not be getting safer and he’d need to train them to be strong. 

Two weeks! 

He only had to wait a couple of weeks and he would see them again. That would pass in a blink of an eye, so if he could gather things to help, then he would. 

With Buster and Chase shuffling along behind him, he completed his circuit of the log houses. There was nothing new or surprising, and he finally returned to the main group. They were all smiling happily, especially once news of the slaughter contained in the underground caves started being circulated. They should be happy. 

The large group had come together to destroy the threat, and they had been successful with no one dying. If that didn’t deserve celebration, Adrian did not know what did. 

But losing Jaracol drained him. 

The interface made his choice and Adrian would honour that, and not mourn it. Sure, he had lost a nice, warm safety blanket, but versus everything else that had happened, it wasn’t much at all. 

There was no point staying where they were so, directed by locals, they trekked two miles to a small farmstead to camp. Three months ago, it would have been someone’s pride and joy. Now it felt like it had been abandoned for decades. Despite that, there were no suspicious stains, no signs of desperate battles. The owners must not have been around when the event occurred. 

“This place is nice,” he said to the earth mage. The older man just grunted. “You are not much of a conversationalist, are you?” 

“I’m working.” A two-metre-high rock wall exploded out of the ground. 

“But why? I mean, the house is enormous.” 

The man shrugged. “Orders.” 

“Whose?” 

Another shrug. “Omala.” With his Magic Focus, he could see power gathering and recognised that an extra section of the earthworks was about to go up. 

Adrian looked around at what the rest of the group was doing. 

There was a pig-like creature on a spit crackling away nearby, and a hive of activity in the kitchen where men and women were putting together salads. He had seen Charlotte, Mike, and Jules all pitching in. Their two rangers were out hunting any shintopurs with the locals providing sentries on duties. Everyone was busy. 

Adrian wondered what to do. Socialise? Read a book? Or watch the sunset? 

With a shrug, he went into the house and up to the second-story porch off the master bedroom. The outside chairs were broken, but he could grab a wooden chest from the bedroom and carry it out. 

The porch groaned slightly but not in an “I am about to collapse” 

manner. The sun was going down. His hand dipped into his bag of

holding and he pulled out a beer. Pre-chilled. Just like pulling it out of an ice-filled esky. 

With the sun dropping toward the horizon, he sat there and watched the changing colours, drinking in contentment. 

A young man entered the master behind him, one of the random Barnawartha bashers they had brought along to give closure. 

He strode into the room confidently. Threw a pack on the bed to claim it and then turned towards the balcony door. 

There was an audible gasp, like a man who had forgotten he had left the stove on and the veggies were about to burn. He snatched his pack up and rushed down the stairs. 

Adrian smiled to himself. Of course, no one would try to take a room he had claimed, but now that someone knew where he was, his peace was gone. 

“One, two, or five minutes.” Another sip of his drink. Someone would be up to cheer him up. Deliberately, he sucked in his scouting senses. He wanted to be alone and with so many people around, if he let it loose, he would feel every movement they made. He finished the beer and grabbed a second. Then looked at the label. Fat Yak. 

Old world and yum. 

Despite restricting his domain, he still felt it when Mike came up the stairs. 

“Adrian?” 

“Yeah.” 

 Only two minutes. 

He sighed internally in disappointment. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Watching the sunset.” 

“Dinner is served.” 

“Yeah.” He waved his hand, reengaging his senses. Now from outside, he could hear the noise of the talking and the clinking of forks on plates. 

“May I?” 

Adrian reached into his bag and handed a bottle to him, and then grabbed a third for himself. Drinking this fast once would have been a harbinger of problems. Now it was just beers. He could literally drink them like water and barely get a buzz. 

Mike accepted the offering and sat down next to him. 

The sun was gone, all that was left was the bright colours reflecting off the bottom of the clouds. It was beautiful, but there wasn’t much longer to go. Even though the world was well lit now, that would disappear quickly as the sun set quickly at this time of year. 

Mike let him sit in silence. 

“So, you are normal now?” 

Adrian waved that comment away. “I am more worried about the interface than about me.” 

Silence. 

They drank. 

“I was a prisoner a week ago. I had no hopes and no prospects.” 

Adrian smiled at that. 

“And now you are strong, powerful, and have a girlfriend.” 

“Charlotte? We will see about that.” 

“Really?” 

“No, not like that,” Mike said hurriedly. “She is great, but it has been a week. I am not a ‘she is the love of my life after making eye contact across the room’ sort of guy.” 

“Sometimes it works,” Adrian told him quietly, thinking of Emily. 

“And maybe we have serendipity, but I’m not sending out wedding invites after a week or a month.” 

“So. I’ll expect an invitation in what, six weeks?” 

Mike burst out laughing at that. “Maybe. But what I was saying is that I had no hope and now I do.” 

“Hope springs eternal.” 

“Something like that. But not if you’re dead.” 

“Mike, I’m okay. It’s done. All I can do is live my life.” Adrian nodded towards the now-almost-dark horizon. Then his beer. 

“I can respect that.” They clashed the rims of the bottles together. “But you really need to get some pig before it all goes. 

Absolutely amazing.” 

Chapter 5

Adrian tramped downstairs and got a concerned look from both Jules and Charlotte. He gave them a thumbs up and helped himself to the food. There was a fresh potato salad along with a host of different side salads. Even what looked and tasted like a mango salad? His identification focused on the orange fruit pieces and regional knowledge kicked in. 

 Tuouralac Fruits

It was an Alpha plant that produced fruit only slightly larger than a grape. They were tough like coconut and difficult to process, but if you could, the internal flesh resembled a mango. Someone with significant strength had gone to work to create the salad. 

Unapologetically, he scooped a large proportion before grabbing the meat and went and sat at the kitchen table. 

Jules parked herself on the seat next to him. 

Adrian swallowed and looked at her. “I only ever saw the result of your fight with the shintopurs. How did it go?” 

Jules shrugged. “It was barely a battle. Their arrows couldn’t hurt us and then we nuked them from afar.” 

“It was a bit more sophisticated than that,” Mike complained. 

“So you got the four of us who could physically stop arrows on one side,” Jules said dismissively. “The rest set up behind a ranged projectile barrier, and then we walked up to them. Your instructions were, I quote, ‘When you get close enough, blow them apart with magic.’” 

“Yep,” Mike said with satisfaction. “It worked brilliantly, just as I predicted.” 

“That easy?” Adrian asked Jules, amused by the byplay. 

“They set up a shield wall. Like forty of them packed real dense. I hit them with a lightning cloud. Then we walked through and executed them. It was nothing to do with Mike’s planning.” 

“The Branawartha mages raising earth defences behind was important. It basically made it clear they had no chance of flanking us. Otherwise.” 

Jules shook her head in disgust, and to Adrian, it did not sound like much of a battle plan. If the creatures were stupid enough to clump, the battle was always going to be a foregone conclusion. 

“Good job.” 

Mike laughed, ignoring Adrian’s sarcasm. “We had them over-matched. It helped that you had wiped out their southwestern front. 

They were so scared of that invisible threat they met us head-on. 

Instead of running and regrouping.” 

“How did you know about that?” 

“We found them in the clean-up operation,” Mike said with a shrug. “I have the cores.” 

“I’ll take half,” Adrian said instantly. “Apart from one shitty snake, it was a good day. What’s on for tomorrow?” 

“Springhurst,” Mike reminded him. “We can probably skip it and make Wangaratta before dark if we do.” 

“No,” Adrian rebutted. “We should at least check that they have everything under control.” 

“Yeah, hopefully we will get waved on.” The other man sounded doubtful. “But there are no major threats according to the badge, and the locals thought the same. But they have been cut off for two weeks.” The why was obvious. 

“Are we really doing that, being heroes?” Jules asked. 

“We have been the whole way,” Adrian said. 

“I know, but you—” 

“Yes, I complained continuously. Will the detour irk me? Maybe, but we should still do it.” 

“Good,” Jules said, smiling. “With great power comes—” 

“Extra servings of pig,” Adrian interrupted, standing and heading back outside. 

The rest of the night went smoothly. Adrian drifted from group to group. The bashers were happy with their decision to come. Most had got a nice boost of experience, but all of them had received the closure of revenge. They were country guys and girls and not as squeamish as a city slicker like him. Overall, they were happy to have, if not ended the threat, at least materially reduced it. His own extended team was thankful they had not had to kill the juveniles. 

He slept peacefully, and in the morning before everyone was up, he did some targeted mediation and set off the process of attuning the taraliginc feather for the spear. The process was going to take twenty sessions, each twenty hours apart. It would be worth it eventually, but it was not a high priority for him. 

They went through Chiltern, just in case. Adrian had the tiny proportion of his feather settle in his stomach as he used its power. 

He could feel his personal core growing and his control and understanding of air mana at the same time. 

Distracted as he was, Adrian did not participate, but the rest of the group for the entire passage through the town was actively yelling. Hoping to find additional survivors, praying that their incessant shouting would encourage some starving person to crawl out of a bolt hole. The situation made Adrian cry despite himself. 

The town had survived at least for a while, and then it had been broken. By the time they had gone all the way through and there were no responses, his tears were spent. The locals were less restrained, which he did not judge. For half of them, this graveyard was filled with their friends. As pathetic as the shintopurs were against something stronger than them, they were nothing but devastating, deadly efficiency against anything weaker. 

Adrian shivered. He remembered that monkey town from the regional knowledge dump when he first learned about shintopurs. 

Barnawartha would have gone the same way if they hadn’t struck first. 

His team said the goodbyes and Adrian let them, stabilising his own breathing. These locals were alive because of him. There was

nothing he could have done to save Chiltern. His only choice was to keep going. A day here and there to help or hopefully stabilise a town was a worthwhile change. He was powerful, and when he reached Melbourne, he doubted retirement would be an option, but at least he would get to spend time with his family in between saving communities. 

With the core group around him, they headed toward Springhurst. Adrian took one flank and the other two rangers the other. Adrian relaxed a bit. To do his job and the group safe, he kept scanning his surroundings while stepping from one concentrated herb patch to another. 

Just before lunch, Adrian caught sight of the watcher. He was perched right in the crown of a big gum tree. Without the bonuses from the training facility, Adrian doubted he would have noticed him in time. 

Step, step. 

“We have company,” he announced, nodding towards the giant tree. “Everyone wave.” 

He started waving, Jules and Praveen, their tank, joined enthusiastically. 

There was a pause as their watcher clearly considered what to do. Then he shifted slightly and made a come-here gesture before settling back into his watcher’s position. 

“Fair enough,” Adrian whispered. Personally, he respected the man’s response. He had kept his discipline, and his job wasn’t to look for humans. 

They jogged over. 

“Hi,” Jules yelled up. “Can you talk?” 

“Yeah,” a youthful voice yelled down at them. “But I need to keep watch.” 

“What for?” 

“Monsters!” the kid yelled back. 

“Anything specific?” 

“Shintopurs and whatever else is out there?” 

“The shintopurs are dead,” Jules told him. 

“Hey, can we head into town,” Mike interrupted Jules. 

“Yeah, I’ve already sent a com.” 

“Keep up the good work,” Mike said, and they continued towards town. “That was great discipline. Did you see how his head rotated continuously even when he was talking to us?” 

“Yep,” Jules answered. 

Mike nodded authoritatively. “The town’s organised. They’ve bought pathway books for their scouts.” 

“What?” Jules’s voice was incredulous. “You could tell that.” 

“My class,” Mike reminded them. “These guys have a battle strategist helping or are just smart.” 

Springhurst, when they reached it, was clearly a tiny town, but it was equally clear that it was functional. Even houses on the outskirts of town were occupied. 

“Is that armour on a line?” Omala asked, pointing. It was the second house on the road, and its hills hoist washing line was still functioning and had armour strung on it. There was also a welcoming party. Level fifteen enforcer, level fourteen fire mage, level fourteen healer. The trio was standing in the middle of the worn-down road. 

“Easy mate,” the fire mage called out when they were within twenty metres. He was old with a thick blond beard. Tough man-of-the-land type. “Hold there.” 

Mike stopped, hands out in a gesture of peace. 

“Some mighty impressive levels you have there.” The man was mainly staring at Jules. 

She smiled sweetly in response. 

Then his eyes landed on Adrian and then flicked to Omala. “All of your levels are impressive. What do you want with us?” 

“Hopefully, a bit of information and we will be out of here in no time,” Mike said calmly. “Unless you need help?” 

The blond chewed on something, looking thoughtful. “Bloody oath. It doesn’t matter against these guys. Stand down, boys.” The female tracker behind the blond rolled her eyes. “Luke warned me, but I thought he had got it wrong.” 

“Do you need help?” Jules asked. 

“No,” the fire mage answered. 

“Yes,” the woman disagreed, stepping forward. “Forgive my idiot cousin’s manners. My name is Mary, and welcome to Springhurst. 

We need help.” 

“What with?” Mike said instantly. 

“They are called suicide meerkats.” 

Adrian activated regional knowledge. 

 Suicide Meerkats

 While they look like their namesakes, they are a highly evolved Alpha monster. They are pack hunters, and they can propel themselves like a bullet to do considerable damage. They rarely survive these attacks, but it allows the pack to fight off stronger enemies. 

There were images along with the description. They looked cute till the videos started. One of those flying into an unprotected warrior had an impact similar to a direct hit with a cannonball. 

“We can help,” Mike declared after a moment. “How big is the infestation?” 

“A hundred acres.” 

“It will take at least an afternoon,” Mike mused, looking at Adrian as he spoke. “But we can probably finish today.” 

Mike was looking at him as he said this. 

Adrian gave a thumbs up. There was no way he was going to veto. He was happy to save the world one town at a time, provided it did not cost him too much time. 

“You guys have no idea.” the enforcer declared before the protest was squashed by Mary grabbing his arm. 

“Thank you?” Mary said. “I can take you there now. It is about five kilometres out. Horses?” 

Adrian winced at that. He did not want to ride a horse, remembering how sore he had been last time. 

“We will walk,” Mike declared, having obviously concluded that waiting for horses would cost time. 

“Or run,” Adrian suggested, causing groans all around them. 

Chapter 6

Mary’s concerned look immediately faded after they had declared their intentions. “Let’s go.” She promptly started jogging away. “The area near town is monster free.” 

Mike was having none of that. He made a firm gesture, and the other two rangers peeled off to watch for surprise attacks. Adrian shook his head, refusing the instruction. With his skills, he did not need to be out flanking. He could keep an accurate watch on one side from the centre of the group just as easily. Mike looked annoyed at Adrian, but he ignored it. 

“Can you tell us about Springhurst?” Mike asked. 

“Sure. Town was in a mana storm, so we all got six levels. A big giant bull appeared in the middle of Hume Highway just on the edge of the town. Luckily, it got hit by a semi-truck. Twenty tonnes going at a sixty kilometres per hour—even souped-up Alpha creatures can’t shrug that off. It was pretty injured, and we piled on it. Over fifty of us were fighting it by the end, mostly ranged attacks, but some brave people leapt in and attacked in melee with whatever item they could get their hands on. It took half an hour to finish it, and everyone involved got another three or four levels. Then the survivors of that battle organised. We set up hunting squads, went door to door clearing the place. The next day a trader appeared, and we sold that bull component for almost forty thousand energy and that set town up with basic weapons, armour, and knowledge.” 

“Battle strategist?” Mike asked curiously. 

“Yeah, Old Man Parker had that class. He walked around, telling us what to do for the first couple of days, including what to buy. 

Never saw him actually do any fighting himself, but he certainly helped the rest of us survive.” 

“What percentage survived?” Mike asked, and Adrian wanted to hit him. 

Mary looked flummoxed for a moment. “Umm, maybe twenty died. Mia . . .” Mary choked up “And . . .” 

“I am sorry,” Adrian said sympathetically, sending an angry glare at Mike. 

“I know ten percent death rate is good, but . . .” Mary stuttered. 

“We’ve had refugees trickling in from the farms Chiltern and Wangaratta since, so the town is four or five times larger than it used to be.” 

“Why Wangaratta?” Adrian blurted before he could help himself. 

“Grass is always greener, as far as I can tell, but Old Man Parker told us to accept everyone. Said that we should aim for around a thousand in the community. We’re there now. It gives us the flexibility to adjust to most challenges without making us a target or some such tripe.” 

“And have you lost many since?” 

“The meerkats have killed a couple of dozen. Old Man Parker spends his whole time working with the eradication teams.” 

“What’s that?” Charlotte asked. 

“Meerkats swarm every three to four days,” Adrian told her. “You want to destroy the branch offs before they get established in fresh territory. You contain them till you have the power to eradicate them.” 

“That,” Mary agreed. “Parker won’t let us near anywhere they have burrows.” She was puffing heavily. 

“Now,” Mike said, taking over. “Our battle plan is simple. Adrian, Jules, and Charlotte are the only ones with the speed to fight them. 

The rest of us are here to keep them alive if something goes wrong. 

They go in a group, and we hang back and only move in if everything goes to shit.” 

“That’s your battle strategist plan?” Mary asked. 

“Simple is sometimes the best,” Mike responded immediately. 

Step. 

Adrian appeared right next to him so that he was talking right into the other man’s ear. “Is this the plan that gives us the best chance of no one dying?” 

Mike jumped and threw him an annoyed look. Adrian smiled flatly. He still remembered the plan to trigger the shintopurs. 

“Yes, it is. The three of you together gives you the most chance to stop the suicide missiles. Us backing you up gives the most chance of extracting you if something goes wrong.” 

“Great,” Adrian said and moved over once more to his defensive flank. Mary was clearly running towards a big gum. Given the scout on the way in, Adrian was convinced this too would have been turned into a lookout post. Once they got closer, his Perception picked up the command centre at the tree’s base and the multiple lookouts in the branches above. 

When they reached talking distance, an ancient man hobbled towards them. He still seemed to struggle with his walking, despite the natural boost to healing and recovery that the system granted. 

Old Man Parker, Adrian confirmed when the title of battle strategist appeared above his head. 

The old man grimaced as he took a step. “Mary. What are you doing here?” 

She stopped her chest heaving. “I bring allies.” 

Adrian noticed he wasn’t breathing fast. Sometimes he forgot how much further physically advanced he was compared to other people. Even those like Mary who had specialised in physical skills. 

“No need. The next outbreak is tomorrow. We’re just narrowing down the direction.” 

“They think they can fight them straight on.” 

Suddenly, the old man assessed them for the first time, with his eyes going unfocused. First Mike and then Adrian saw those wild white eyebrows arch in surprise. “I was planning on laughing you off, but I guess I am out-levelled.” He nodded at Mike. “And big shot here knows best.” 

Adrian smiled at the jab. 

Old Man Parker was level twenty, but that was nothing compared to Mike at level thirty-four. 

“Anything I need to know?” Mike asked. 

Old Man Parker shook his head and licked his lips. “Nope, nothing special.” 

Mike nodded as if that was what he expected. “Per earlier, Charlotte, Adrian, and Jules, take front. Take it easy, focus on defence, do not chase them. We’re going to walk in concentric circles, starting well outside their range and then each subsequent loop getting smaller and smaller. Everyone feel free to use ranged magic. But don’t pursue them. As for the rest of us, excluding the rangers”—he waved at Felicity and Galan—“we will not be able to influence the fight. Both Felicity and Galan will have an open licence to attack any meerkat near you guys. Mainly, that will be clearing the suicide meerkats that were dodged. Unfortunately”—he frowned sadly at Charlotte—“I can’t keep the healers in range to heal you, as we can’t afford for us to be targeted.” 

Adrian pulled out his necklace. “So I should get a healing spell.” 

Mike nodded and Omala quickly inserted her most powerful touch-based healing spell into his necklace. 

 Touch Mend

 This spell heals a hundred standard units of damage for each ten mana. It also patches over injuries, bringing the recipient to battle readiness faster. 

 Use of Touch Mend causes recipient significant pain. 

Internally, Adrian whistled at that healing efficiency. Given that the most basic spell, Touch Healing, had a one-to-one ratio, this spell coming in at ten to one was amazing. 

“Thank you,” he said genuinely. 

“We’re a team,” Omala reminded him. 

“Let’s go,” Mike insisted. With Mike directing them, they walked towards the meerkat area. Behind them, he saw Mike carefully positioning the others, Praveen and himself being closest as the first range, then the rangers and the rest after that. Adrian noted how far away they were. Mike had not been lying. There was going to be no

healing support, and the rangers would only finish meerkats which had already launched at them. 

For all intents and purposes, the three of them were on their own. Adrian checked where they had been positioned. The first burrows were over thirty metres away, and the closest meerkats even nearer at twenty. 

They were in stealth so had not been noticed. In front of them, the meerkats ran around, going up on two legs, like they did, and continually communicated with each other using high-pitched squeaks. It was exactly like the documentaries he had watched, even down to the colouring on the creatures. 

His domain stretched out, and the colony was not just above ground as he could feel them moving in their tunnels below his feet. 

Lots of them. While the nearest visible burrow exits were thirty metres away, the underground network was more extensive. There were burrows under his feet and beyond. He guessed this was the direction the next outbreak was going to take. 

Adrian looked at Mike and got an immediate thumbs up. The animals for their new reality were tiny and had extraordinarily low inherent healing. In a wave of death, Flame Sprout went to work frying the small mammals in the tunnels beneath his feet. In less than a second, twenty died without managing a squeak as their brains vaporised before they could respond. 

Above ground, the meerkats abruptly let off alarmed sounds. His rush of flames had not gone unnoticed. They were out of time. “I’m killing the close ones.” Ten more died, with fire briefly dancing on top of their tiny skulls. 

“Their suicide attacks can travel over sixty metres.” Mike’s voice came over the communicator. Adrian knew that, but the others might not have. Sixty metres didn’t sound like much, but it was. Anyone who had not been trained pre-event would have been unlikely to fire an arrow that far. 

“That’s ridiculous,” Jules started, then stopped. Her face shifted focus, and her club swung, using her impressive speed to intercept a

meerkat that shot towards them from forty metres away. There was a sickening thud. “Shit,” she cursed. “That stung.” 

Another one went off like a firecracker. Charlotte reacted and intercepted it with one of her axes. The animal almost exploded as she struck it. Blood and guts went flying past them. She grimaced too. 

More meerkats were looking towards them. 

“Behind me,” Adrian said coldly. 

 Let’s see how magic goes? 

Internal haste activated. 

Almost without thinking about it, he shifted to just focusing on magic. Triple Blade formed at the tip of his spear, the weaves just needed the tiniest push to finalise and they would shoot off. Eyes closed, he focused on scouting and bent the domain towards where he knew the enemies were coming. He couldn’t see behind him, but he could now sense almost fifty metres in front of him. From where Jules stood, magic was building, and he guessed she was preparing to launch some devastating lightning attack. The hairs on the back of his neck were already standing up in response to the static electricity. 

Two streaks of meerkat shot towards him. He split his prepared weave, holding back the wind blade but releasing the other two. Both the fire and ice blades shot off and easily intercepted the fast-moving targets. He had deliberately blunted them slightly to create an impact as opposed to a cutting strike. Adrian was worried if he cut the bodies in half the two separate parts might still be dangerous. 

 Boom! 

Both bodies exploded as their momentum arrested. 

A wave of lightning swept past him. Adrian didn’t know what it was, but it was some sort of massive area of rolling lightning cloud. 

He watched it slam into a small pack of the meerkats, frying them all and then continuing on. 

It was an impressive spell. 

A group of meerkats suicided simultaneously towards them. 

There were nine of them, four freshly emerged from the burrows. All of them, Adrian realised had targeted him personally. They were using the simplest of aggro rules, choosing to target the closest enemies. With time slowed by internal haste, he had time to react. 

Without that four-times speed dilation, the attack would have felt almost instant. As it was, there was time to respond. Not much, but some. Two sets of Triple Blade swept out in order to intercept six of them. Then he stepped slightly to the side, avoiding one that would miss his friends and positioning himself more firmly in the way of the other two. His spear came up, angling it across his body to let it block both of the living projectiles. 

 Boom! 

Five of his blades hit their targets. The sixth meerkat used some sort of ability to slide under the main part of the blade. 

Then he needed to worry about the two he was physically blocking. The meerkats hit his spear and despite his strength, his arms buckled. The combined momentum was too much as the spear snapped back into his body. 

Blue sparks erupted around him, and he heard the distinct popping sound. His domain sensed the one that had gone under the blade. He shifted his spear, arms protesting to intercept. 

 Boom! 

He was knocked clear off his feet. 

Adrian landed with a gasp, multiple ribs broken and his personal shield gone. It stung, but it was nothing that, given his pain tolerance, he couldn’t fight through. Regeneration was already kicking in, which informed him the damage was extensive. His damaged regeneration did not bother with minor wounds, only more significant ones. 

He pushed himself to his feet. 

While it hurt, with his massive Vitality he could tank these bloody things if he needed to. Providing he blunted the attack slightly with his spear. He didn’t want to imagine one of these hitting him full on. 

Another meerkat suicided towards them. Abruptly, a mass of them launched; they were being bombarded. Why? Why were there so many of them? 

Triple Blade. 

Step. 

Four that were targeting him were now going to blow through empty air. His spear generated multiple Wind Blades. 

Battle Wraith. 

Spear Lunge. Right into a meerkat. 

 Boom. 

The power of the attack reduced it to a red smear flying away from him. Sound buffeted him from every direction courtesy of the collision of his magic in front and the earth-shattering crash of Jules and Charlotte using their weapons. 

There was a pop behind him. Charlotte staggered, having dodged three and blocked two but had been helpless against the sixth. 

More meerkats exploded towards them. What was happening? 

There were too many of them. With the magic helping him, he could stop the three coming towards him. They were tricky monsters when they suicided, and they would actually follow you if you dodged unless you went really late and denied them the time to respond. 

In his perception, Charlotte blocked two of the monsters with her axes, but the remains pelted her and knocked her over to land on her bum. 

Two more were targeting her, and she couldn’t respond in time. 

Step. 

Appearing right in front of her, Adrian’s spear outstretched. One meerkat slammed right above his hand the other one below but at a poor angle. He blocked them . . . ort of. More of a deflection, really. 

They slammed into him instead of Charlotte. He gasped as he felt his shoulder and hip simultaneously get smashed to bits. The

shoulder was due to collateral damage from his own spear and his hip because of the meerkat that ricocheted into him. He flipped over backwards, but air magic from the spear was already responding. 

Touching the uninjured parts of his body to stabilise him and ensure that he ended up on his feet. 

God, that hurt. They might be little, but they hit possibly harder than anything he had seen yet, excluding Steve. 

With his hip broken, he could not move. 

Touch Mend. 

He triggered his necklace, and Omala’s healing magic rushed through him, mending both sets of broken bones almost instantly. 

For a moment, the agony of the bones switching together almost made him lose focus. 

Triple Blade. 

Another volley of meerkats was en route. Charlotte had still not recovered. She was getting there but there was nothing she could do against the mass of meerkats targeting her. 

Step. 

His magic countered three and his spear’s wind blade a fourth. 

Then he blocked two more, one with the spear and the second with a knife that he drew for this purpose. The dagger was knocked flying from his hand, tearing a chunk of flesh out when it did so. 

Charlotte blocked one and missed another. Same with Jules. 

 Damn it. 

Step. 

Right up close to Charlotte. The meerkat slammed into his spear just inches away from the hip he had just fixed. He tried to brace with both hands but it did little; the full of the impact still threw him. He pinballed off Charlotte and tumbled once more away from the fight with his second hip broken and maybe his femur as well. He landed on the hard ground like it was a pile of down cushions. Air puffed around him courtesy of the spear. 

His magic was too low. He did not have the reserves to heal himself. He lay there with his spear somehow held and sticking straight up. 

Triple Blade. 

The power gathered at the top of the spear was ready to go. 

Another wave of meerkats came at them. Lines of sight were bad, but he released three blades directly and the spear created another two, manifesting them two metres on the side to get the angle required. 

More booms and crashes. 

There was a shrill scream. 

Charlotte fell awkwardly, with her detached arm flying at right angles to her. 

The number of meerkats suiciding was higher than Mike had suggested possible. 

Mike had screwed up. 

They needed to run. 

Why hadn’t Mike already called a retreat? 

Wind Gust! 

Most of his remaining one hundred mana vanished in a chain of them. A wall of wind picked them up and threw them. Charlotte’s arm was in the whirl winds carrying them. His spear had grabbed it. With his domain, he could still see blood coming out of the end. 

 No, she couldn’t lose her arm. 

They flew backwards and as the spear asked for more mana and he granted it willingly. Again, it was like landing on an air pillow. The surplus wind rushed past them. He plunged to the ground so softly a small stick caught under him did not even break. 

He looked towards where they had just fled. Trying to see if there were any more coming, not that he could do much if there were. 

“Shit, shit.” Mike was flustered. 

Adrian groaned involuntarily from the pain. “Retreat,” he ordered. 

“Jules?” 

“What?” 

“Help.” She cocked her head at him. Adrian pointed. “Broken hips.” 

No healing was hitting him since it was all focused on Charlotte. 

The healers were trying to simultaneously stabilise her while making sure that the arm could still be attached later. 

“Retreat,” Adrian bellowed. 

Mike was doing nothing. But the rangers moved in to grab Charlotte. Jules pulled him to his feet while she supported him. 

Praveen gripped his other side. He stumbled away. Every step jolted him and was agonising, but they had to escape the meerkats’

attacking range. 

A pained gasp escaped his mouth. Jules said nothing, but the amount of weight she was taking increased. 

His domain stretched behind him, but as far as he could tell, they were not being pursued. 

“Stop, they aren’t following,” Mike yelled. “Quick, attach the arm.” 

Jules lowered him to the ground. He felt like screaming. 

A mana and health potion floated from his bag, and he swallowed them greedily. 

Focusing on his team, he looked towards Charlotte. Despite the desperation in her boyfriend’s voice, she was calm and collected, though slightly pale. 

Mike was hovering over her. “Heal her quick?” 

Joanne and Omala were on her other side, crouched to give them better access to the girl. Both of them were helping to hold the severed arm to the bloody stump on Charlotte’s shoulder. An immense amount of green energy circled the wounded section, sinking in and doing its job. Joanne was growing the missing muscle, tendon, and bone even as Omala used her magic to do the bulk of the healing. The two different styles were apparent. Joanne’s was

delicate little canapes while Omala’s equivalent was a full pub meal, a T-bone steak that covered a plate and a bowl of chips that could feed some families. 

Despite the delicacy of Joanne’s work, it was clear she was putting in just as much effort as the other healer. Sweat was dripping down both of their brows and their foreheads crinkled in what Adrian assumed was the start of a mana depletion headache. 

“I am sorry. Heal. I am sorry.” 

Shut up, Mike, Adrian screamed in the safety of his own head. 

This was your fault. 

There was a blur in his senses as one of the shitty meerkats launched like a rocket from outside his range. His spear drew on his energy and intercepted it with a Wind Blade, depleting the mana that his potion had just restored. 

The meerkat’s suicide attack was more powerful than he had realised. A single one of them could break his bones even when he successfully bled most of the power away with his spear. They were deadly. 

 Boom. 

The spear’s Wind Blade took out the incoming threat. Mike’s head snapped up, and Adrian was relieved to see he was assessing the meerkats. 

“Galan and Felicity, let us know if over four are within sixty metres.” 

There was nothing Adrian could do anyway, so he looked toward Charlotte. He wasn’t an expert, but it seemed like the magical intervention was likely to be successful. Both the healers were almost swaying in exhaustion as they worked. With telekinesis, two mana potions uncorked from his bag and swept towards their mouths. “Drink,” he ordered. 

They gulped the potions and some of the tension lines on their faces faded. Adrian sighed to himself and carefully considered his own body. His mana was restoring. Could he afford to heal himself? 

There was another blur, and the spear counted it once more and his mana dipped. Whatever Jaracol had done to the spear, it was bloody good. Adrian remembered how well it had cushioned his body when he needed it. 

That operation had gone to hell. They had clearly gotten too close to the meerkats’ homes and too many had responded. An unrealistically high number. Mike had screwed up. Adrian didn’t know how, but it was the only plausible conclusion. Adrian glared at the man, but the battle strategist’s attention was split between healing and the meerkat threat. 

“Eliminate them,” Mike said suddenly turning and focusing on the meerkats. 

Two bow twangs sounded. Mike dropped to clutch his girlfriend’s hand. 

“Both hit,” Felicity said. 

Mike relaxed further. Adrian lay there, letting his slower healing take root. Two more potions floated over to the healers and then a healing one to himself and Charlotte. 

Touch Mend. 

The power slammed through him. Bones moved and shifted, and internal bleeding was rectified. Only the tiniest fragment of his discomfort reached his face. Been there and done that. 

Joanne slumped over, clutching her head from mana exhaustion. 

Omala stood and assessed him where he still sat on the ground. 

“Don’t move. Give me five minutes and I’ll fix you up. Your bones are riddled with hairline cracks.” 

“I’m okay,” Charlotte told Mike gently. “Look.” She wiggled the fingers on the hand that had been torn off her body. 

Mike nodded in relief. “Thank god,” he said. Leaning forward so their foreheads were together. Then he stood, and the softness in his eyes vanished. “Jules,” he yelled. “What the hell were you thinking?” 

Chapter 7

Jules looked up startled. “What?” 

Mike stomped towards her, his anger palatable. “What were you thinking?” 

Suddenly Jules’s eyes went hard. 

“That magic! You aggroed almost the whole infestation.” 

“You told us to use our magic to kill them at range, so I did.” Any wounds she had taken were long gone, so she straightened and poked Mike in the chest. “I was doing what you said.” 

“That was stupid! Any idiot knows better.” 

“I did what you”—another poke—“said.” 

“That little stunt could have killed all of us. Even a kid knows better than to cast an area of effect lightning.” 

Jules grabbed Mike by the neck and lifted him one-handed, her face furious. The rest of the group instantly went on high alert, moving forward to peace-keep. 

Adrian didn’t. He remained on the ground like he had been ordered. “Stop,” he snapped at everyone. Tiny Wind Gusts blew into Charlotte, Andrew, Beatrice, and Felicity, warning them back. It took all of his discipline not to move like Omala had ordered. “Jules, put him down.” 

She dropped him and he fell to his knees, gasping for breath. 

“You are a psycho and you almost killed us.” 

Adrian wouldn’t put up with this and nor should Jules. 

Wind Gust. 

Mike went flying, tumbling head over heels to land in a heap five metres away. He looked banged up, clutching a potentially broken arm. 

Adrian did not care. 

Charlotte had stood, but to her credit had made no move to interfere. 

Jules faced Charlotte. “He’s out of line.” 

Charlotte nodded in agreement. 

“You are all crazy . . .” 

Wind Gust. 

Mike was thrown further back, landing heavily. 

“Adrian!” Charlotte said warningly. 

“You are all power high—” 

With a thought, he had a sound bubble collapsing around Mike, silencing him. 

“He is being an arse,” Adrian told Charlotte. 

Charlotte shook her head. “He was just worried about me. You don’t need to hurt him.” 

“No,” Adrian disagreed. “He is out of line. He should be apologising. I heard him tell us to use ranged magic to take the meerkats out. There was no warning about range. This is the second time he has screwed up and almost got us killed—” 

“To be fair,” Charlotte interrupted. “It was pretty obvious sending a lightning cloud out over a hundred fifty metres was stupid.” 

If Jaracol had not told him he needed to travel as a group to maximise his chance of success, Adrian would have been very tempted to walk away. 

“That was Mike’s fault. You don’t need to defend him.” 

“He’s a good man.” 

“He just called Jules a crazy psycho for doing what he told her to do.” 

“She aggroed meerkats that were two hundred metres away.” 

“I get it,” Adrian said. “With a bit of computer game knowledge, what she did was a dumb as fuck.” Jules glowered at him at that comment. 

“It has been months. She should know better.” Charlotte interrupted again. Mike was saying stuff, but thankfully no one had to listen to him. 

“She only just got a ranged ability, and we are not in a computer game. Different monsters act in different manners. We’ve all seen it and our amazing battle strategist told her to do something. No,” 

Adrian said aggressively when Charlotte went to argue. “He has system help and knows the monsters and our skills. Who should she trust? Two months of experience? The imagination of nerds programming computer games or the expert?” Even though he did not want to label him so highly, he pointed at Mike. Charlotte hesitated, clearly wanting to object but not finding a logical argument. “He stuffed up. Not Jules.” 

“She should have applied common sense.” 

“Common sense,” Adrian said incredibly. “Charlotte, how is common sense a consideration with magic? I know he is your boyfriend, but he screwed up, then instead of owning it, he blamed others. He owes us all an apology.” Adrian glanced at the man; it was clear with a bit of lip reading that Mike felt differently. 

“I—” Charlotte started. 

“You can see it, can’t you?” Adrian interrupted gently. 

Charlotte hesitated and then nodded. She looked apologetically at Mike who was still silenced but had moved up next to her. “He has a point.” 

Mike just pointed at his mouth, glaring at Adrian as he did so. 

With a shrug, he released the power. “That was a stuff up.” 

“You can start by admitting fault.” 

“I am sorry that I didn’t consider . . .” Mike stopped talking, having caught sight of Jules’s indignant face. 

Adrian firmly grabbed Jules before she reacted. While Mike might not have finished the sentence, they all knew what he had planned to say wasn’t pleasant. 

“Stop,” he warned Mike. “Stick to the facts.” 

Mike looked annoyed. He breathed heavily and seemed to shrug off his irrational anger. For some reason, the other man seemed

unable to see that his actions were out of line. “I should have been clearer in my instructions.” 

It was not an apology, but Mike, despite the fact Adrian could crush him, glared defiantly back. It was the best he was going to get. 

“There, Jules, he said he was sorry.” 

“No, he didn’t.” 

He hadn’t and she must have seen his grimace. 

She smiled and raised her hands in defeat. “You are right, not worth it.” 

The tension still hummed over all of them. Both Galan and Felicity had taken their ranger duties as an excuse to clear out of the immediate area. Andrew, the two healers, and Beatrice, their fire mage, looked like they wanted to be elsewhere too. 

“We are good, yeah?” Adrian said finally. Jules nodded first and only then did Mike incline his head in agreement. 

For the life of him, Adrian did not understand what Charlotte saw in the other man. 

“So, Mike,” Adrian said, pivoting. “Is the plan still good?” 

“Yes,” the other man ground out. “Don’t use ranged magic beyond sixty metres.” He challenged Jules. 

She smiled sweetly. “Of course I won’t.” 

Adrian sighed heavily. They were certain to keep acting like children, but he liked intact ribs so he was not in any desire to point that out to Jules. “Do we need a break?” 

Across from them, the cute but deadly meerkats continued to poke their heads up from holes on the plains in front of them. They had moved out from the other areas to repopulate the area they had cleared. There were lots of them. 

“No,” Jules said firmly. “I need to hit stuff.” 

“Charlotte?” he asked. 

In response, she shook her head. 

“Mike?” 

“Providing you are not aggressive you will be fine.” 

Adrian shrugged. “Let’s go bash-bash.” Omala and the others went to follow, but they stopped when Adrian shook his head. “We’ll be careful.” 

They started walking slowly on the designated line that Mike had set. Internally, Adrian rehearsed what he could do better. His magic was the best option to stop them, and then if he timed it right, he could deflect them away. Providing only one was targeting him at the time. 

They left more room than during the first time, with the meerkats barely reacting to their presence. Every now and again, one would commit suicide without additional provocation, but most ignored them. Clearly tagging them outside the territory they needed to defend. 

As a result, the bulk of their kills were generated by Jules shooting out weak lightning balls. It would roll out about fifty metres and fry five or six of the stupid monsters. Then another ten to twenty would suicide into them over three to six waves. Small enough numbers for them to deal with easily and then they would keep moving. 

“Maybe I should’ve known better.” 

“Maybe,” Adrian agreed. “But you were still only doing what you were told to do.” 

“I wanted to experience casting that spell at full bore.” 

“And was it good?” 

“Awesome, so powerful, till they started rushing. Then I felt stupid. I should have figured out it was a bad idea.” 

“You were just following instructions.” 

“Still.” 

They kept walking together. 

“Is it terrible that I enjoy being known as a berserker?” 

He grunted. 

“I like the way it puts people on edge. Does that make me a bad person?” 

“That’s a serious topic for a casual afternoon of monster eliminating.” 

She laughed. “I am going to be Jules the Barbarian.” 

“Lightning barbarian,” he suggested, nodding significantly toward a clump of meerkats. 

 Zap! 

Most of the nearby ones chose to retreat, scared away from the sparking electricity. Out of the twenty, they could see only five associated the magic with the intruders and all five immediately suicided at them. Triple Blade took three and their weapons intercepted the other two. Neither of them broke stride. 

“I really love this.” She waved her hand with residual electricity, jumping upon it. 

“Apart from the death and worrying about Em and the kids, so do I.” 

“It’s fun playing the hero, isn’t it?” 

He nodded in agreement. They continued walking. A hundred acres was a massive distance to cover when you were walking around it. 

“Do you think we were needed here?” 

Adrian looked speculatively back towards Springhurst. “Probably not, but it’s a small town. It might have taken them a couple of months or even years to control the infestation, but they would have got there. Of course, people would have died.” 

“We almost died.” 

“Because we were stupid.” 

 Zap. 

More suicidal bodies got converted into a red mist. 

“Bam,” Jules said, laughing. “This is fun.” 

They were getting close to their starting point. “Can you apologise to Mike?” 

“It wasn’t my fault.” 

He looked hard at her. 

“Yeah, I’ll apologise, but if his grin is too smug, well, I am a barbarian and I can’t be held responsible.” 

He laughed. 

 Zap! 

Suicidal attacks hurtled at him, and he needed to dodge, and then dodge again as they shot back from the new angle. Providing there were under six attacking they proved little risk to the two of them. Not having the healers or Charlotte in their group made it easier. 

“I wasn’t ready,” Adrian complained. 

“I know.” 

“You are crazy.” 

She laughed. “Yeah, I know.” 

Chapter 8

When they approached the main group. Mike walked forward to greet them. 

“I am sorry.” 

“But?” Jules challenged. 

The two of them could see the battle on the other man’s features. 

“No but. I gave bad instructions. My fault, sorry.” 

Jules hesitated, indecision in her eyes and then she glanced at the red-headed tank and the fight went out of her. “Me too. Charlotte almost died. I should have clarified whether I could use that spell.” 

Across from him, Adrian saw Charlotte breathe out relief. She looked completely fixed up. The signs of losing her arm had vanished. Even the blood had been washed away. 

“You need to do better, Mike,” Jules continued. 

Charlotte tensed. 

“Yes,” Mike agreed. “The knowledge bit is easy. It’s communication that’s the problem. I had a chat with Parker, and he had a few suggestions—mainly spend more time planning and talking about risks and opportunities. First thing, what you just did was good, but you will be safer with our previous plan. Second, you could safely push twenty metres closer in, but,” Mike said quickly, seeing Adrian preparing to interject, “I would leave a large error buffer. Let’s say ten metres. Twenty metres to their perimeter is very safe, but will let us clear the place thirty percent faster.” 

“Why not go closer?” Adrian asked, not really caring about the answer. He just wanted to see what Mike had learnt. 

“We could, but I’m not sure it is worth it. We will walk twenty metres from the active edge. Providing Jules doesn’t unleash a moving lightning storm, or you decide to see if you can kill a meerkat a hundred metres away with your bow, we are only going to aggro meerkats in a little over five hundred squares metres. That means, in a one-in-ten-thousand event, you will have seven, maybe eight meerkats suiciding at once. You can easily handle that. If you get ten

metres closer, then the extreme event has eleven kamikazeing. 

That’s when they become problematic. If you walk right on their perimeter, then they become even more aggressive. You might end up with twenty targeting you. Even a one-in-a-hundred event, we will have fifteen attacking, which is too much.” 

Mike stopped, clearly thinking the problem through. “You can definitely push closer than twenty, maybe as close as ten.” 

“Why not just say ten to start with?” 

“I was going to suggest we start at twenty metres, then once you have adjusted to that, move in to eighteen and then steadily reduce the distance. That will give us more data. Till then, it is all theoretical and the extra risk is not worth the time savings. But be on guard. If their behaviour changes, then we run.” 

“That’s a good plan,” Adrian said approvingly. 

“I’ve had time to think it through. I believe we’ll settle at somewhere between eight and twelve metres, but we don’t need to rush to the final position. Better to go slow and ensure we can handle it.” 

“Thoughts?” he asked Jules. 

“Time to do some bashing.” 

“Jules, hit nothing further than from you to that bush.” Mike threw a rock at a bush away from where the meerkats were. 

“That is further than what I was just doing.” 

“Yep. That’s the hard distance. Don’t go beyond that.” 

Jules nodded seriously. “I promise my magic will not go that far.” 

“Same for everyone,” Mike said. 

Adrian nodded along with everyone else. “Hug and make up,” 

Adrian ordered. Then, to try and be a leader, he stepped forward and gave Mike a hug that was more like mutual back slapping. Jules gave Mike one that was more traditional. 

Charlotte joined in and then they were ready to go. 

Flanked by Jules and Charlotte, they moved into position. They followed the instructions, and Adrian shut his eyes and used his sensory domain to make sure there was no impending burst of suiciding meerkats. The meerkats under the ground he killed, and suicide ones, unless there were more than three. He left those for the spear and occasionally for the girls to deal with. Though they complained every time, they had to block one with their weapons. 

Under Mike’s direction, they got closer and closer and it was pretty clear that their sweet spot was only seven metres from the meerkat territory. Mike had underestimated the spear’s efficiency. 

“Mana?” 

“Eighty percent,” Adrian called out. 

“Drop back to fifteen metres,” Mike shouted suddenly. 

“Why?” Jules asked, even as they complied. From their time in the training facility, they had learnt to react instantly to his commands. 

“Extra activity so we need to increase our error margin.” 

They retreated slightly to the new position and kept their attacks going. 

“Full retreat. Now,” Mike ordered. 

None of the three of them hesitated. They turned tail and ran. 

The sun, while not yet setting, was low in the sky. If they kept going, they could finish this today. “Everyone retreat,” Mike was yelling even while sprinting directly away from the meerkat territory. They all matched him. 

Step. 

With the extra distance he gained, Adrian seized the opportunity to look back at the meerkats, and they had all vanished from sight. 

What would make meerkats retreat into their burrows like that? 

Almost instinctively, he looked up, searching the sky for the predator that must have scared them. 

His passive scanning kicked in. A meerkat in the underground burrows had just entered his scanning range. He almost jumped at

that revelation. They had been steadily compacting the animals into a smaller area, and that meerkat’s presence in a burrow fifty metres from their nominal territory was terrifying. 

For monsters that could hit you as hard as a cannonball fired at close range, any change in behaviour was terrifying. 

Step, step. 

Adrian was catching up to the others. “Run harder. They’re underground.” 

There were still burrows under their feet. They were not saved yet. 

His words spurred them on. 

Praveen tripped, his foot catching in a meerkat burrow, and Adrian’s domain let him hear the crack of bone. 

Step. 

Lay of Hands. 

Dragging the tank up. 

“My ankle.” Praveen’s face was a caricature of pain. 

 It is only a broken bone.  Then Adrian suppressed the thought. It didn’t matter; very few, if anyone, had his and Jules’s level of pain tolerance. He dragged Praveen up, looping one of the tank’s arms around his shoulder while using his other arm to support the other man around the waist. 

With a grunt, Adrian pulled them both up, almost lifting Praveen up unaided. Then he ran forward, forcing the whimpering man to hop next to him. Every jolt Adrian knew would be agonising. 

On the edges of his awareness, he sensed a meerkat rapidly catching them. It was almost under his feet. 

 Danger! 

From just a couple metres away, he wasn’t sure he could intercept a meerkat, and he did not want to use Flame Sprout because there were too many. If he started attacking, he was worried

about aggroing all of them and from this close, he wasn’t sure he could save Praveen. 

Battle Wraith. 

He hoisted Praveen up so the man’s entire weight rested on Adrian’s shoulder and right arm. 

Step. 

It was awkward as hell, balancing well enough for the agility penalty not to disable the skill. 

Step. It failed. Repositioning Praveen slightly, Adrian used both arms. 

Step. 

He felt the precarious drop in his Shadow Step allowance, but he was ahead of the meerkats and there were no more burrows under him. 

Step, step, step. 

Available steps had almost reduced itself to zero. Even with the Battle Wraith form, actively carrying Praveen burnt through his capacity. Breath heaving, but not fully incapacitated, he kept hold of Praveen and continued to stumble forward. Behind him, he could hear the larger group catching up. 

Then Jules was next to him, snatching the weight off him. Adrian kept running, one foot in front of the other, powering through the debuff. Every breath was painful, and he could feel sweat breaking out across his face and under his arms. 

“That’s far enough,” Mike called out. 

Adrian collapsed to his knees then bum, trying to drag in enough breaths to speak. “Is this?” 

“It’s expected,” Mike informed him. “Apart from Praveen falling.” 

Adrian was looking back at the meerkat territory. Everything was still. Not a single one of the animals was to be seen. It looked peaceful. 

“Wait for it,” Mike told him. His hand was counting down. 

Two. 

One. 

Then Mike put his two fists together and opened them up to show a bomb going off. “Boom.” Meerkats boiled out of their tunnels, creating a perimeter around their previously controlled fields. “Come on.” 

There were abrupt flashes as meerkats unleashed their fast movements. They seemed to target random spots diving into the ground. Clumps of earth exploded from the spots they targeted, but no meerkats. 

“What?” Adrian asked in surprise. 

“Yes.” Mike did a fist pump. 

“What are they attacking?” 

“Decoys,” Mike explained happily. “Old Man Parker helped me set it up.” 

The meerkats kept flashing and then exploding when they hit random patches of ground. Adrian used Magic Focus, and he could see an image flickering and three meerkats flashed toward it. The ground exploded. 

“Is this normal behaviour?” 

“Yes,” Mike told him. “You compress them and place down decoys on their previous area and then when they expand, you retreat in front of them and you can get them suiciding against the decoys.” He waved his hands. “Damn.” 

“What?” Adrian asked surprised at the disappointment in Mike’s face. The decoys had done a great job of reducing the meerkat numbers. 

“We only killed fifty percent. That is right at the lower level of success. Sometimes you get ninety-percent kill rate.” Another shake of Mike’s head. “Oh well, nothing we can do now. Let’s fight, but only twenty metres. They are enraged and more aggressive now.” 

The meerkats did not stay at the edge; instead, they retreated inwards, and cautiously, the group followed them. When Mike was

happy, they completed another loop. 

“Guys, stop,” Mike yelled out. “It’s getting too dark.” 

“Are we coming back in the morning?” Adrian asked, slightly disappointed. He had been hoping to finish the fight before the morning. 

Mike shook his head. “Nope, they’re broken. The town can finish it. Should only take a couple of days.” 

Old Man Parker was waiting under the same tree as previously. 

He nodded at them. “Someone will meet you in town.” 

“Aren’t you coming?” Adrian asked in surprise. 

“Need to monitor them till an hour after dark. Don’t want a colony splitting off that we are not aware of.” 

Adrian shrugged. “Okay.” 

“Good jobs, guys,” Old Man Parker called out. Adrian turned to respond, but the other battle strategist’s attention was already conspicuously focused on the meerkats. Adrian smiled. It was pretend busy to avoid conversation.  Grumpy Parker might have been the better moniker. 

Chapter 9

Mary met them at the town gate. “Thank you. Thank you,” she said, hugging each of them. “You have saved lives.” She waved them in and the moment they were through, two guards put their shoulders on the heavy doors, and they clanged shut firmly. “We have a little celebration planned in the town centre and a house for you guys to use. I will show you that first.” 

The house she led them to was impressive. “Six bedrooms. 

Gravity-fed cold and hot water in the lower floor bathrooms.” She pointed to some tanks that had been installed on an upstairs balcony. “Toilets work.” 

“Hot water?” Omala asked. 

“Yes.” 

Omala and Jules squealed. 

Mary smiled at their obvious joy. “Judy just heated it up. It should be enough for all of you, but if you need more, I can get her back.” 

“Bags first shower,” Jules yelled. 

“It has been one day,” he objected. “And before that, the training facility had unlimited showers.” 

Jules ignored him and hurried inside the house. 

“While they are getting settled, maybe you can show me the town square.” 

Mary nodded and immediately waved. “This way, boys.” 

With a start, he realised that all the “boys” minus Mike, who had followed Charlotte, had stayed outside. 

“How did we get the accommodation?” he asked Mary once they started walking. 

“The occupants volunteered to vacate for a day.” 

“You shouldn’t have.” 

“Of course, we had to,” she said, waving his protest away. 

“And how many of you have hot water?” 

Mary smiled at that question. “Everyone has access to communal showers, but we have re-plumbed maybe a quarter of the houses. Water’s heated at least once a day, depending on when the mages can get there.” 

“That’s impressive.” 

“Security, food, shelter, and now luxuries.” Mary read off the list. 

“But we are not naïve. Well, Parker isn’t. He has us pushing our skills constantly. Especially non-combatants,” she added. 

“The mages are not fighters.” 

“Not them, but the plumbing, getting toilets fixed, tailors”—she plucked her top—“cooks, cleaners, all of those support classes are working their butts off. We are a community.” 

“No slackers?” 

Mary laughed. “There are always slackers, but not many of them, to be honest.” 

They reached the central square, but it wasn’t paved. Instead, it had once been a simple grassed park. The grass had been trampled, and magic was used to prevent it from getting muddy. In one corner, there was still an intact playground with two kids using the swings. Adrian stood there in silence, watching. A lump formed in his throat. There were about twenty children, ranging from five to twelve, running around. Their minders all wore swords, but the kids, they were being kids. 

He wiped a tear away and then looked at the rest of the place. 

Three large fires burned, each of them reduced to mostly coals with spits roasting above all of them. The smell was divine. 

“It’s self-serve,” Mary told them and Adrian realised that all of them had been watching the kids play. A couple of minutes had passed. “We run meals here two times a day. On any night, half the town comes.” 

“Half?” Adrian asked. 

“Sometimes I like to eat with the community,” Mary confirmed, 

“and other days just with my husband.” 

“Nice setup.” 

Mary noticed the way Praveen and Galan were looking at the food. “Go, go. Help yourselves.” 

The others immediately moved forward, leaving Adrian standing next to Mary. It was almost dark, but the kids were still playing. 

“Do you use money?” Adrian asked. 

Mary shook her head. “We are running the place like a communal village. Everything belongs to the town. All loot goes to the town, and we have an unofficial merit system, but if Parker needs something, the resources go to him.” 

“Is he the boss?” 

“Of security, but . . .” She shrugged. That made sense. If your security guy says he wants more swords in this new world, you did not argue. You just got it to him as soon as possible. 

Adrian noticed a trader. 

“Do you bargain with the traders?” 

“Yeah, we worked that out. It’s the main reason we collect everything together.” 

Adrian’s stomach rumbled loudly, and in front of him, the play was breaking up. “Do you mind if I go eat?” 

Mary laughed. “It’s why I brought you here. You go. I’ll go back to the house to escort the others over when they are ready.” 

Adrian went and got some juicy cuts of meat, hot potato chips, and an icy-cold local home-brewed beer. Smiling happily, he sat on the bench next to Galan. The park had entire rows of solid-looking tables and benches set up for people to eat on. 

“To a job well done,” he said happily clinking glasses with the boys. “Despite our attempts to self-sabotage.” 

He got stuck in his food, contentedly observing the surrounding dynamics. It all reminded him of Wagga, that companionship which had been forged from a mutual struggle for survival. 

“Good place,” Adrian said, looking around. 

“Yep,” Galan agreed. “These guys got their head screwed on.” 

He got rudely pushed to the side as Jules squeezed between them. 

“Hey,” he protested just catching his beer before it went flying. 

“The seat next to me was free.” 

“I like the bench.” She elbowed him playfully and tasted the beer. 

“Good,” she declared after a moment. 

Praveen brought over half a dozen drinks. “Thanks for the save back then. Beer’s on me tonight.” 

“They’re free,” Galan reminded Praveen and everyone else. 

Adrian laughed. “I used to claim the same when the corporate credit card came out.” 

“You’re a billionaire, man,” Praveen grumbled. “It is not like I can say thank you by buying you something you need.” 

“True.” 

Jules ended up laughing and spluttering as a mouthful of beer went flying across the table. 

“Gross,” Andrew, the earth mage complained. But everyone was smiling. 

“We really missed an opportunity to get a superhero name,” 

Jules mused. “Like the Avengers.” 

Adrian had a drink and looked at Jules speculatively. “Don’t we need personal names as well?” 

“You’re Shadowman Fitzgerald,” Andrew told him confidently. 

“Or The Billionaire.” Jules chimed in. 

“She’s The Berserker,” Andrew continued. 

“Lightning Berserker, thank you very much.” 

“Nah, just The Berserker. Adding lightning doesn’t have the right ring.” 

Jules mock-pouted at Andrew. 

“We don’t get to choose our nicknames,” Andrew continued. 

“Mike’s the Mad Tactician.” 

Adrian lowered his beer before taking a sip, chuckling and glad he hadn’t mimicked Jules’s previous effort. “I am not sure about Charlotte. There are just so many ways to go.” 

“Scarlet Axe,” Charlotte suggested, sitting on the other side of the table. 

Andrew hesitated. “That’s actually pretty good. I was trying to link life steal, tanking, and your hair colour. Okay, some of us get to choose our own superhero names.” 

“I’m Tank,” Praveen declared. 

Andrew smirked and then winked at Jules. “I was thinking Clumsy.” 

The table rocked. Praveen grabbed his knee, having obviously tried to kick Andrew under the table and hit some supports. 

Andrew burst out laughing. “Did you just try to kick me under the table and miss? And hurt yourself?” 

“No.” 

“You did,” Galan said through his laughter. “Your name is so Clumsy.” 

“Praveen the Fearless.” 

“Nope, Clumsy, who else.” Andrew’s eyes fell on Galan. 

“Unfortunately, I haven’t achieved a sufficient number of legendary deeds,” Galan said solemnly, “to have earnt a superhero name. Unfortunately, I have not tripped over my own feet in the face of danger or kicked the table by accident. However, by the end of the night”—he stood and raised his hands to emphasise his declaration

—“after consuming litres of beer, I’ll attempt to match Clumsy’s heroic feats.” 

The entire table burst into laughter. 

Andrew looked around his eyes landing on the two healers. 

“Joanne is Limb Grower and Omala is Life Saver.” 

“Not Life Saver. Call her Candy instead. You know get it a step removed from the source.” Charlotte was giggling at her suggestion. 

The healer spun towards Charlotte in outrage. “No way am I being called Candy.” 

“Life Saver,” Andrew said. “Unless you guys are brave enough to call her Candy.” 

“No.” 

“Never.” 

“Nope.” 

“You guys are boring,” Jules said. 

“Will you call her Candy?” Andrew challenged. 

“With my regeneration, I don’t really need healing, so . . .” Omala glowered at her. “On second thought, Life Saver is great. But”—she fixed a glare on Andrew—“if you keep making them so lame, I’ll make one up for you.” 

Andrew laughed. “I’m so open to suggestions.” 

They threw around options, but none were good enough to stick. 

Mary and her husband joined the conversation, and it turned to how the town had survived. Basically, just everyone pitching in together. 

“So, what can we expect from Wangaratta?” Jules finally asked. 

Mary hesitated. “I don’t know. Chiltern changed so fast.” Silence filled the table at the reminder. 

“Chiltern’s not relevant,” Mary’s husband interjected. “Wangaratta is a powerhouse. I reckon they have over twenty thousand people.” 

“You are right,” Mary agreed, patting his hand absently. “They have had it rough. Monsters are everywhere. There is an infestation of octopus-like things about four kilometres out of town that they have been fighting since day one. I reckon their levels are as high as us, maybe higher.” She shrugged and laughed a little self-consciously. “Those octopus creatures have kept them occupied.” 

“Mana octopocs.” The husband supplied the name. 

 Mana Octopods

 Pack hunters that are weak in isolation. Occasionally have been known to form large swarms to defend captured territory. They mainly use bursts of mana to increase strength and speed. 

“Mana octopods?” he clarified. 

“Yes.” Mary clicked her fingers and pointed at him. “That is their name.” 

“Do you think they will destroy Wangaratta?” 

“They haven’t yet. They seem pretty passive and have not been expanding.” 

“Over two months? Mike, do you have any theories?” 

“Nothing specific, but dense groupings of monsters usually spread out.” 

Something was not right. 

“That is not what they are doing,” Mary said. “But after Chiltern and the shintopurs, Wangaratta has stepped up and started fighting them more. That was an eye opener; you can’t leave concentrated Alpha monsters nearby.” 

“Like the meerkats,” Jules said. 

“Exactly,” Mary proclaimed. “It’s our country, and we are going to win it back.” She drank from a water bottle. “All of it,” she declared fiercely. 

“I’ll drink to that,” Adrian said, toasting. “To claiming the whole country back.” 

Chapter 10

The next morning, he woke with his head pounding. 

Lay of Hands. 

Relief flooded through him, and he rolled out of bed. They expected it to be a four- or five-hour hike to Wangaratta, and he was keen to get going. 

When he got downstairs, there was an unfamiliar man in their kitchen. His domain had touched on the man but he had thought it was Galan from the body shape. Adrian was genuinely surprised. 

“Who are you?” he blurted even while identification went to work. 

 Level 11 Cook

“I am Jerome. What would you like for breakfast?” 

“Anything greasy with coffee.” 

The cook winked at him and got busy. His hands flashed, displaying impressive knife skills. Curiously, Adrian leaned over to have a look at how the man was cooking. After all, there was no gas or electricity. The oven had been replaced with a potbelly stove that was generating a lot of heat. 

“Interesting solution?” he said, looking at it. 

“Lots of houses have them now. We have a metal moulder who can convert an old oven into this in about four hours.” 

Expertly, on top of the hot plate, the chef was going to work. 

Meat that was a suspicious green had been tossed on a fry pan along with orange speckled eggs. 

“What are you cooking.?” 

Jerome winked at him. “Green ham and eggs.” 

“I think you have got that one wrong.” 

Jerome laughed. “Just a standard set of magic eggs and bacon.” 

Magic Focus switched on and Jerome wasn’t joking. The meat was dense with energy and the eggs also glowed strongly. Even the herbs, none of which he recognised, in the bowls next to Jerome, 

were also infused. Then to complete what was happening, power flooded from the chef’s hands into what he was cooking. 

“It won’t be anything special, but it should give a slight buff to alertness all day and suck up any aftereffects from last night. The new natural healing and magical spells do a great job, but it always leaves a little behind. This mops that right up.” 

Adrian sort of disagreed. He felt perfectly fine without a hangover, but he would let Jerome keep his opinion. The older you got, the harder hangovers hit. So maybe this was a pleasant bonus of his younger body. The meat sizzled, and the smell was intoxicating. 

“Smells amazing.” 

“Sit, I’ll bring it all over.” 

“Your town is really going out of its way to help us.” 

“I have lots of hunter friends,” Jerome said simply. “This is my way of saying thank you.” The cook poured some boiling water into a cup and brought it over. “Nothing I can do about the coffee.” Jerome looked at it apologetically. Adrian took the offered mug of coffee, and while it was instant, it was still better than what he usually got because of the fresh milk used. “The food, however, is spectacular.” 

An overflowing plate was delivered to him, and like the chef had promised it was incredible. 

 Buff Magic Eggs and Bacon

 Vitality and Perception both increase by one standard attribute point for nine hours. Clears all minor status debuffs within two minutes while buff is active. 

Adrian could not be a hundred percent certain, but he certainly felt a little more alert after the food. 

Breakfast done, he launched into his meditation routine and was happy when everyone else joined them outside. Mary also came up from down the street. 

“Good luck getting to Melbourne,” she said to him. “We are really grateful for your help. Unfortunately, I’ve no intelligence to share

beyond Wangaratta, but I am sure Wangaratta can help you out. 

They are decent guys and there is nothing threatening between us and them.” 

“Billionaire,” Andrew greeted with a cheerful grin as he emerged. 

Adrian rolled his eyes. 

Andrew nodded at Jules. “Berserker. Team.” Then he stood there till everyone was looking at him and then shoved his staff towards the sky. “Alpha Warriors are a go,” he thundered, bringing the weapon down and creating a mini, localised earthquake. 

“You have got to be kidding,” Jules groaned. “Why did we invite him again?” 

“Because I am charming and—” 

“Can we leave him here?” 

Adrian smiled and started walking. He could hear the gentle mocking behind, but after about ten seconds everyone followed. 

They continued to follow the Hume Highway. While there was no longer any protective benefit from the road, however, the hard artificial surface had mostly kept the vegetation at bay. Only mostly, in places Alpha weeds either transported in or empowered by a mana storm had taken over the space. Adrian continued absorbing the feather. After this section of the feather, there would be one more. Five sections in total, one before the shintopurs, one going through Chiltern, another last night at the party, and this one. Now that he was on the fourth, maintaining the patterns of magic flow he needed was second nature, and it was barely distracting. 

There were some strange trees up ahead. 

 Hunting Thorn Willows

 These trees will actively hunt any animals that enter under their branches. 

They all came to a stop, and from the look in everyone’s eyes, they had read the description. 

Adrian stared at the strange trees. “I reckon we go around.” 

They were typical willow trees, not particularly high with their crown only about even with the roof of a two-story house. Their long branches hung down to brush the ground. If it was anything like the ones he remembered from childhood, once you ducked under there would be a large open space underneath near the trunk, where he would be able to do his mediation exercises. Not that Adrian felt the need to check, as his version swayed in the breeze and sometimes without. There appeared to be a couple hundred of them spread over the two lanes of the highway in a loose circle. Adrian approached a little closer, his skin prickling and the area beyond the trees seemed to glow in Magic Focus. 

“Is that safe?” Charlotte called out. 

“They’re trees,” he heard Mike answer. “They can’t stand up and attack.” 

Adrian’s enhanced senses were clamouring for his attention. 

There was the tree in front of him and then a glade and then herbs that made his senses scream out. Powerful herbs, with more energy than he had ever felt. Master or grandmaster-level natural treasures. 

There was no way he could leave them. 

“You guys loop around. I’m going in.” 

“Wait,” Jules yelled. “Why?” 

“Herbs.” 

Jules came to stand next to him, her eyes studying the plans. 

“How far?” 

“Just beyond the tree.” 

“We’ll wait?” She decided for everyone. 

Adrian nodded, but he was already distracted by what he felt. 

Whatever it was, the herb, the poison, the mineral deposit in the shape of a bush, the thing was blazing like a sun in his perception. 

So bright he could not see clearly what it was. 

Power! 

It was power. Anything with that much concentrated magic was a treasure. Even if he could not use it, there was always a trader to

take it off his hands. All he needed to do was to get there. 

The senses Jaracol had gifted him gave him an intimate understanding of what he was facing. There was a single tree, wide and squat, followed by a meadow and then what he sought right at the end of his range. 

What was the best way? Maybe he could sneak—the plant probably would not sense him—or alternatively, he could fly over. Yet he hesitated. The willows did not seem like the strongest of defences, and he could not imagine something so powerful being unguarded. If he flew in or snuck in and was greeted by a monster stronger than him? That was not sensible. Plus, that was old Adrian thinking. 

“There is a magic glade on the other side of this tree,” he told them quietly. “I think we should create a path.” 

“Can it backfire?” Andrew asked. 

“I don’t think so,” Adrian answered, but looked straight at Mike. 

“I doubt there is anything that can challenge us in there,” Mike said after a moment of hesitation before looking at Adrian for confirmation. 

Adrian wasn’t sure what to say. A natural treasure was in the glade, and nothing too dangerous was visible to his senses. That did not mean something had not already claimed it and was not loitering just beyond where he could sense. After all, his gut told him that a treasure this valuable should be guarded. “Let me get closer.” 

Cautiously, Adrian snuck forward right to the edge of where the tree could reach. There was a second bush, but not the presence of a guardian of any type. Another step, creeping up so those whips of wood were almost at his nose. 

This close to them, the  hunting thorn willow  was nothing like the tree they had in their backyard. Each of the leaves was like razor blades, and the long branches were adorned with additional thorns. 

Each one had a drop of liquid on the end. The trees did not just do physical damage, but also poison. Maybe the glade protections were slightly higher than he feared. 

As close as he could get without touching the potentially deadly leaves, Adrian focused and tried to extend his domain. Instead of a sphere around him, the whole thing distorted, and his perception flooded across most of the mysterious glade. There were multiple bushes but no sign of other life. Not even a mouse. The tree in front of him stirred. 

Step. 

He was standing next to Mike. 

“Nothing extra?” Mike asked, and Adrian shook his head. “Good. 

Burning the tree will work.” Mike’s hand landed on Adrian’s shoulder before he could start summoning his power. “Let one of the weaker fighters do it.” 

Beatrice stepped up and a stream of fire like from a flame thrower spread from her hands, targeting the tree in front of them. 

The branches tried to pull away, but the fire mage just followed them, splitting her hands to get two different streams of flames going. 

Whatever spell she was using was hot. To help things along, Adrian threw four Dragon’s Breath potions. 

The tree burnt vigorously, thrashing around and the willows on either side swayed back, trying to get as far away as possible from the burning tree in their midst. As the tree thrashed, a gap opened. 

Step, step, step. 

He ended up right in the middle of the glade. 

Ambusher’s Fade clicked in, and his passive and active senses spread out. 

With a relieved sigh, he dropped Fade; he had been worried about shadows. There was nothing waiting for him guarding the treasures. 

“The glade’s safe,” he said through the communicator. “Go around and I’ll catch up. It will take me over twenty minutes to harvest this.” 

“Are you sure?” Mike’s concerned voice came back to him. 

“Yep,” he answered, studying the ground. A thin, soft grass covered the glade with two to three months of growth. Under that, he could see the cut-up dirt. The place had been defended, but the guardian had not come through when this glade was plucked from another planet. “Yes, it’s safe. There is nothing hiding.” 

“Okay. Catch up as soon as you can.” 

With a smile, Adrian appraised the treasures at his feet. 

Chapter 11

They were herb bushes, and the berries on them glowed with such intensity in his Magic Focus that they were almost blinding. 

Adrian involuntarily blinked away tears and studied what he had stumbled on. There were fifteen plants, none of them coming up beyond his knee. Only the ripe ones were valuable, but there were around forty of them, and with one look, Adrian knew that the previous guardian of the place must have been apoplectic when it vanished on it. 

 Zuaqliaq Berries

 These berries are considered a treasure for most species. They have a variety of uses, including to create artificial cores, enhance existing cores, or increase physical and magical resistance when formed into a paste. 

They looked like blueberries but were nigh on indestructible unless they had been soaked for twenty days in an acidic mixture. 

Adrian could only guess how valuable forty of them were, and he missed Jaracol. The interface would have been so excited to have found these. The tiny plants represented ten thousand years of growth, and it at least answered whether the willows had been grown in the Alpha event or teleported in. It was the second. The entire grove, complete with this treasure, had been dropped here. 

 Without its guardian. 

Adrian looked at the month-old claw prints. They were everywhere. They were a similar size to the Bird’s footprints, so it was a creature that was at least that large. The thin grass had grown over all the indentations. It had been months since whatever that guardian was had landed in the clearing. A monster that had been protecting zuaqliaq berries! Forty of them. Something as powerful as the Bird would not have been able to protect it. The Bird would not have been close to being strong enough. 

The guardian was not here, and its treasure was. There was so much he could do with forty berries: complete his poison pathway

and use a concentrated paste to bump his magical and physical resistance, and he would become nigh-on unkillable. With a zuaqliaq-berry-enhanced skin, those fangs would have bounced off. 

Hell, even Steve’s sword would only hurt him through blunt force damage. As for magic, nothing at the expert-level would be able to touch him and even master-level magic would be reduced to creating minor burns. 

Given where his world was, he would be close to invulnerable. 

Or he could enhance his core or use them on his kids. For them, he wasn’t sure if the skin or core upgrade would be better. 

Choices. 

Adrian’s hands trembled. He watched them shake while he picked the first berry. Excitement and fear. Logically, he knew the guardian was not there, but he still expected it to appear in a flash of energy to protect its garden. 

Nothing responded, and this find was his. The system had not known; Jaracol had not directed him. This was just luck. The berry twisted off easily. That single berry was something that would interest a class-one monster; such was its potency. 

Adrian chuckled. Arguably, these berries were the most valuable plant in the Alpha universe and they required no skill to harvest. It was as simple as bending down and flicking them off the stalk. You could not stuff it up. 

There were so many options. They could also create an artificial core. Both internal like his air core and external as the cornerstone of a great magic working. A single berry could be shaped to direct a magic array that could protect a town. It would become the brains that could sustain the spell, increasing the effectiveness by an order of magnitude over the more traditional options, excluding willing sacrifices of course. The berry could make the shield ten times stronger just by its presence. 

While he daydreamed, he mentally went through what else they could be used for. Twenty prepared would grant semi-immortality

when the berries were tasked with continuously regenerating each individual cell. 

That would stop him from ageing. Then with the others, he could go down the path of the Bird and continuously enhance Strength, Agility, healing, magic and physical resistance. If he had two hundred . . . 

Then Adrian laughed at himself. 

If he had two hundred! So funny, there were forty-three in his bag of holding and that was incredible. 

A fortune. 

Jaracol had not engineered this . . . probably. Adrian wasn’t going to discount his manipulation even from this distance. After all, he had given him this scouting ability. 

“Thank you.” 

The willow was still burning, but all the lower branches had fallen off and the other willows still stayed away. 

Battle Wraith. 

A chain of twenty steps and he was jogging beside the group once more. 

“What was it?” Jules asked. He said nothing. “What the hell have you got now? Adrian, I recognise that look. What was in the grove?” 

“I am going to do some more gathering.” 

“Hey.” 

She tried to grab him. 

Step. 

Chapter 12

They approached Wangaratta and noted the sentries on the tall gums with approval. There was no need to deviate from their line and chat with the sentries. Mary had told them that Wangaratta had a similar setup to her town. The lookout would call ahead and they would be met at the gate. 

His fourth feather segment finished, and he started the final one, genuinely excited about what the benefits were going to be once he finished the last part. After all, he had paid a lot for it. 

They had left the Hume and were walking in a straight line towards the town centre. First, they went through a caravan park. 

Things in this part of the city had not gone smoothly during the transition. Something large had gone through the place. There were small cabins along with the caravans and remnants of tents. Some cabins looked like something big had stepped on them. Others like an elephant had used them as a scratching post, and the cheap construction had crumbled. Beyond the park, there was a more traditional neighbourhood of houses, and the destruction continued for half a block. Fifteen of them, all showed signs of structural damage. Adrian imagined two titans fighting anime style with no regard for collateral devastation. 

Adrian did not panic. Mary had been clear that Wangaratta had got through the transition intact. Beyond this wrecked section, he expected to find a thriving city centre. 

Ahead was another makeshift wall. Superhuman strength and useless cars made the major building blocks. Abruptly, a large group filed out of the abandoned houses on either side of the street thirty metres from the wall and eighty metres from Adrian and his companions. There were almost forty of them. 

Adrian kept walking, waiting to see how the tense situation was going to play out. 

“That’s far enough.” A blond, bearded man called out. There were still about sixty metres separating them. The town was playing

cautiously even with their significant number advantage. They looked competent, with the majority holding bows with the casual confidence of people who knew how to use them. 

“We are friends,” Mike, their nominated spokesperson for the encounter, shouted back. 

“We are the Alpha Warriors,” Andrew said quietly with a couple of giggles. 

“Why are you here?” 

“We want to get to Melbourne?” 

More than a few of the Wangaratta group laughed. 

From this distance, his thief hearing only caught a couple of words. “Closed,” “Echidna,” “Crazy.” The leader glared at those who had spoken out of turn in anger. The blond leader appeared to have anger problems. 

“What are your intentions?” 

“We were thinking about helping you out with anything you needed and then hopefully leave in the morning.” There was more laughter from the other group. 

“It might be best if you go around.” 

“Mary at Springhurst said you were welcoming.” 

“The Springhurst delegation didn’t come in enough force to wipe the town off the map.” 

“We can’t help our levels,” Mike shouted back. “What do you expect us to do?” 

“Go around and camp elsewhere.” 

Mike was looking visibly frustrated. “This is bullshit!” Charlotte placed a hand on his back and he instantly calmed. 

“We cleared the meerkats,” Jules yelled suddenly. “And before that, the shintopurs.” Silence greeted those pronouncements. “We are going to Melbourne, but we will help towns we go through.” 

“Go Alpha Warriors,” Andrew quipped, but soft enough so that the other group could not hear. 

“We don’t need any help,” the spokesman snapped. “On your way.” 

All forty of their bows were suddenly nocked and pointed at them. Adrian wondered if they realised how pointless that massed firepower actually was. He could be amongst them in just moments. 

Numbers these days were rarely a deciding factor. 

His identification finished scanning, and their opponents lacked both networked, ranged, and magic defences. Hell, a single one of Jules’s lightning storms would tear them to bits. 

“Enough,” a woman’s voice said. It wasn’t a yell, but it reached everyone’s ears. “They are welcome.” 

“Kiyoko, what are you doing here?” 

“Fixing your mistake,” Kiyoko said quietly; using her magic meant that they could hear her clearly. “Put your weapons away. These are our guests.” 

The woman, Kiyoko, walked forward and the massed groups parted and Adrian caught sight of her. She was an ancient, tiny Japanese woman. 

“You don’t have the authority,” the spokesman bluntly claimed. 

Kiyoko continued walking with the guards parted around her presence. “Of course I do, Geoff,” she said, going on tiptoes to pat the large blond man on the cheek. “I know you are still angry over axeman, but not all strangers are like that.” 

The old lady finally got within range of his identification. 

 Level 12 Oracle

 This class gains insights into the bigger-picture threats. While not able to divine the future, they can create a solid map of the present to forecast future events with a high level of probabilities. 

It was basically a version of his badge Champion of Humanity with fewer restrictions. The higher the level, the more complicated forecast models they could build. 

“You do not have the power to make this call,” the leader of the group that had greeted them continued gamely. 

“Of course I do, dear.” 

The bearded man grimaced uncomfortably. “Kiyoko. The council has put me in charge of defence. You can’t—” 

Kiyoko stopped and stilled his tongue with a simple glare. “Geoff, the council will back me, and you know it.” Her gaze held till he nodded an acknowledgment. With a small smile, she turned away and kept walking toward Adrian and his group. “Are you coming?” 

she asked Adrian directly. Her voice cut through the air and delivered itself straight to his ears. 

Adrian looked at his friends, and it was clear they had heard as well. In fact, he suspected magic had brought the entire exchange to their ears. Kiyoko, or one of her allies had wanted them to hear everything. After all, he had not engaged his thief skills, and he still overheard Kiyoko and Geoff’s private conversation. Without magic, that wasn’t possible. With helpless shrugs, they started walking forward. 

Geoff, with his blond beard, furs, and axes looked like a Viking. 

All he lacked was the horns out of his helmets. His attitude matched that picture, with his nostrils flaring and his eyes glaring at them continuously. The rest of Geoff’s team had relaxed and shifted out of their agonistic postures. Kiyoko obviously had a lot of power. 

Once they were close to the other group. Mike sped up to take the lead, striding straight up to the oracle. “Thank you for the intervention.” 

Kiyoko ignored Mike, and Adrian discovered she was looking straight at him. 

“Geoff, escort the others into town and give them full hospitality. 

In the meantime, I would like to talk to Adrian privately.” 

 Shit, she knew his name. 

“This way, guys,” Geoff said. His eyes were hard, but that blazing anger had at least been suppressed. “I’ll get you quarters, food, and drink.” 

Everyone started moving, excluding Jules. Who stubbornly held her ground. Adrian wished Jaracol was still available to communicate with him to give him a clue. 

Kiyoko raised a single eyebrow at the berserker. 

“I will be all right,” Adrian said finally. 

After all, despite her presence, she was only a level twelve. 

Chapter 13

“Well, isn’t this exciting?” Kiyoko said as everyone else disappeared down the street past all the abandoned houses. “They are safe. The town gates are just around the corner.” 

“I figured.” The section of wall he could see had made that clear, especially as the road was bending. He gazed at her. She was an old, wrinkled Japanese woman who was spritely and glowed with vitality. He knew exactly where her attribute points had gone, and if he was that old, he would have done the same. “So why am I here?” 

Kiyoto waved at the house that their greeting party had come from. With a nod, he walked ahead of her just in case there was anything unexpected inside. The moment he got close, he realised that there was no need to be worried. The place was well maintained within, even if the outside was deliberately left looking like a hovel. 

“Kitchen,” Kiyoko ordered. “I’ll have green tea.” 

When he reached the kitchen, he found a hot stove and an empty metal kettle. 

“Plumbing works.” 

Adrian tested the tap and sure enough, water dribbled out. 

He filled the kettle and put it on the stove, which was already almost red hot. He could have used magic, but he figured Kiyoko would appreciate it more if he did not cheat and prepared the tea in the traditional way. Clean cups were in the cupboard above the sink along with a variety of tea bags. He grabbed two green teas and examined Kiyoko with his domain. She had settled on a seat, waiting patiently. The kettle started whistling, and he poured a drink for each of them and sat down opposite her. 

“Thank you, dear.” 

She sipped daintily. 

“You are not in school.” 

“What?” 

“You are sitting tensely like you are a little kid waiting outside the principal’s office.” 

Adrian chuckled. “Well, this is very . . .” He shrugged. There was something about her presence that meant what she said wasn’t too far out of the realms of possibilities. “What are you after?” 

“I’m aware of . . .” She hesitated and then looked at him with a chilling, knowing look. “Sapience games.” 

She was talking about Jaracol. His blood chilled. “It’s not a game!” 

“No, it’s deadly serious.” 

The heat vanished as quickly as it had risen. She was not presenting herself as an enemy. They both sipped their teas in silence. 

“I know what happened.” 

“Stop trying to be so mysterious. I understand how bloody forecasting works.” 

She smiled. “A great shadow is currently obscuring my sight.” 

“Stop it.” 

“A mighty enemy is distorting the winds of fate and—” 

“Just stop!” 

Kiyoko chuckled. “Can’t you let an old lady have some fun?” 

He laughed despite himself. 

“I am over being preached at by the high and mighty. It would be refreshing to be talked to in plain normal English.” 

 Sorry, Jaracol. 

“You’re no fun.” 

They drank tea in silence, and Adrian refused to take the bait, waiting for the other women to break. When his cup emptied, he put it down and just waited for the old lady to finish. Finally satisfied, she looked up at him. 

“The octopods are behaving strangely. We need help.” 

He stayed silent, suppressing the curiosity that warred within him. They both watched each other. Her words were playing over in his head. Adrian hated these power games. The way they made him feel manipulated, she was doing what the interface had done. Then again, Adrian realised he was contributing to the problem. If he wanted them to talk honestly, then he should exhibit the right behaviours, even if that meant that she won the “game.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“I am worried they are obscuring a threat to Wangaratta’s existence.” 

“Hiding?” 

“Octopods can be trained. It’s hard, but possible. We need to find out if these are being controlled by a stronger entity.” 

“We?” he asked, picking up on the inflection of that word. 

“Wangaratta,” she clarified cautiously. 

“Come on,” Adrian snapped. “Cut the bullshit and talk plainly. Not Wangaratta, the system.” 

“Is mildly curious,” she interrupted smoothly. “The system is certain that the octopods are trained. When we push against one area, everywhere gets reinforced. That behaviour is not natural, but it means we can’t feint in one spot and break through in another. 

Wangaratta doesn’t have anyone powerful enough to push the issue.” 

“What could control them?” 

The oracle shrugged. “It can be anything, but almost all the options are terrifying.” 

Adrian hesitated. Things were not making sense. “The system . . . it wouldn’t care about a town.” 

“I wouldn’t say that.” 

“Bullshit.” 

Kiyoko raised an eyebrow. “Language.” 

“I went through Wodonga. Everyone died.” 

“You’re right and you’re not. ‘Caring’ is a loaded word. Would they break a rule for a single city?” 

Adrian shook his head. “Not a chance.” 

“Correct.” 

He hesitated, his brain going a million miles per hour. “But the system is curious? About this?” 

“Yes.” She looked at him her old eyes challenging him. 

“And it wouldn’t be curious about a town-ending threat?” 

“Yes.” 

“And you want me to do something crazy?” 

“Yes.” 

She poured another cup of tea. There was very little steam. With a thought, Flame Sprout heated the cup. 

“Thank you.” She moved her hand away from the cup that was boiling vigorously. He might have overdone it a little. “We need to know what is hiding itself from the system’s sight.” 

“And the only way it gets intelligence is if an interface sees.” 

“Observes and escapes,” she clarified. 

“I thought the interfaces could broadcast stuff.” 

Magic buzzed over him, and suddenly he could no longer sense anything beyond the room they were in. 

“Special oracle skill,” Kiyoto explained. “Useful for protecting truly sensitive information. Interfaces should be able to send a pulse out for fifteen kilometres. An elite team on my request pushed deep into the mana octopod territory. Caught them by surprise and they got further than anyone else. More than enough to improve our intelligence back, but nothing came. No interface alarm signal, nada. 

Something actively blocked the communication. That is when the system went from mildly curious to insistent.” 

Alarm bells were ringing in Adrian’s head. He could not help it. 

All those little slips of the tongue by the traders, Jaracol’s careful choice of wording, and now this. 

“A cataclysm Alpha event.” 

Kiyoto did not look at all surprised by the description. “Beyond my pay grade, but we need to know what the octopods are hiding.” 

“So why me?” 

“Because you are a hero.” 

He felt anger flush through him. 

“But mainly because you are the only one who has a chance.” 

The temper dropped to a simmer. It was easy enough to empathise with the oracle. His group was far stronger than any of the locals, and if they needed someone to infiltrate and then escape, he was the only choice. 

“So what do you want me to do?” 

“Sneak, check what is happening, and run.” 

The system wanted something from him. Adrian’s mind immediately went to what he could get back. 

Chapter 14

Adrian leant back in the chair and it creaked alarmingly. He sat up normally pretty quickly. It was easy to forget his strength. 

Thoughtfully, he observed the oracle. Yes, she was a human, but she was also a representative of a system that needed him. “If you restore Jaracol.” 

“I can’t do that.” 

“Then I can’t risk my life.” 

“Counterpoint,” Kiyoko said carefully. “If this is something the system is supposed to be interested in, then we need to find out straight away. Or else it won’t matter if you make it back to Emily.” 

“Don’t bring her into this.” 

“Sorry.” Kiyoko raised her hands defensively. “Sorry, that went too far. But the sort of things that the system gets interested in are continent-ending type level.” 

“Can’t or won’t restore Jaracol?” 

“There are very few things that are a ‘ can’t.’” 

Adrian leant backwards but not far enough to break the chair. 

“Then no.” 

“You have to.” 

“I am not risking myself for nothing.” 

“The system is not like that,” Kiyoko argued. 

Adrian openly hesitated, not sure how aggressively to push this. 

Kiyoko pounced on the pause. “It is not out to get you.” 

“I—” 

“I don’t think you understand the problem. If this is  not something interesting, then you’re in no danger. If it is something, the system is interested in and you don’t go you will  die. There is no logical reason not to go.” 

“I gave you my price.” 

“No. Listen to what I said. There’s no logical reason for you not to do this. If your life’s at risk, this is the only way to save it, and if there’s no risk, then it is an evening of work.” 

“Jaracol.” 

“Broke the rules.” Kiyoko’s tone was suddenly dark. “And now it has only one chance of clemency and that is if the event is declared a cataclysm. That there”—she nodded towards where the fridge still stood, but he understood she meant the octopods beyond it—“may be a key piece of evidence to make that call. If you don’t do this, then the system will count it as a black mark against Jaracol.” 

“That is blackmail.” 

“Oracles don’t blackmail,” she said primely. “Nor do we lie. We can give a version of the truth to get our way.” She smiled smugly at that statement. “But just then, I quoted facts.” 

“So if the system is interested in the octopods, then the event will be declared a cataclysm.” 

“Not necessarily. There is a big difference between everyone knowing the type of event and it being declared.” 

“What?” 

“It is a call that is difficult to make.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I don’t have any more details,” the oracle admitted with a shrug. 

“There are rules making it hard for cataclysm events to be called.” 

She took a sip of tea and winced. “Too hot.” 

“Sorry.” 

“We are wasting time. If you are not going to be a wimp”—Adrian rolled his eyes, and the old lady ignored him—“then I can help.” 

She held out her hands, and he just stared at them, unwilling to take them without additional information. 

“How?” 

“A gift of vision.” 

He rolled his eyes at that description. 

“I can give you visions of the fights we have had over the last two months with the octopods and everything the system knows about octopods.” 

“I doubt I have the learning capability.” 

His interface flashed, but not with any of the emotions that usually accompanied it. He allowed the notification to load. 

Intelligence --- now 3.14 --- Plus 0.15 from Touch of the Oracle --

- Population 1.14 (+.01)

“You have capacity now.” 

Her hands were still held out, waiting. Had she just gifted him one and a half standard points of intelligence? He didn’t know oracles had that power. He had always thought all they could do was predict the future. 

“What were my chances of refusing?” 

“When we sat down, maybe thirty percent. Now? I think you have a fifty percent chance of saying no.” She shrugged. “It is your choice. 

You will put your life on the line, not me.” 

“What should I do?” Adrian could feel his mouth running away from him. He was procrastinating, but deep down he had already made the choice. He had decided before he negotiated to save Jaracol. There was no interface to prod him in a certain direction, but it was a straightforward pick. The system would only be interested if this was a humanity-ending threat. There was no point getting back to his family only to live with them for a few days before the earth ended. 

“It’s your call.” 

“What’s the system’s hypothesis?” For the life of him, he did not understand why he was delaying. Something about hating being forced to be a hero and another one dancing in delight at the thought. 

“If I was going to speculate, I would guess it is probably protection of an egg or the young of a species or they are opening a portal, but that seems unlikely, given how recent the event is. Maybe

there is an open portal, and they are bringing an army through slowly, but . . .” 

“But?” 

“I am not sure which of those outcomes would get the system’s interest.” 

He grabbed her hands and felt a flush of memories hit him just like with the shintopur cores. 

The first set was regional knowledge. Seeing an octopod made his skin crawl. The data flickered through the different varieties of the tentacle monsters. King, emperor, rainbow, mana, grey, black, aquatic, desert and numerous others. Each dump of knowledge gifted him with the high-level strengths and weaknesses of the creatures, but along with that, there was also detailed psychological analysis of the creatures. How they fought, what they reacted to. 

Kings were aggressive while the emperor versions were more considered and selective in their fights, while the black was nigh-on mad and would attack anything. 

Then the focus switched on the mana octopod variety. Mentally, they were a mixture between wolves and cats, able and comfortable slipping into a pack hunting or an ambush role as required. Their mana infusion would make them dangerous for a brief period. It let them greatly increase Strength, Agility, or both till the boost ran out. 

That ramp of power meant that their opening salvo delivered devastating damage. Just like all the ambush predators he had seen. 

Though the mana octopods’ bonuses were more flexible and helped them while pack hunting as well. They killed in two ways. The first was using their tentacles to suffocate the enemy, but they were equally comfortable using the sharp end of each tentacle to slash and cut their prey to bleed them to death. 

Because of their communal nature, they were intelligent and could be trained almost as well as a dog to respond to spoken commands. But unlike a dog, they had a tendency to “go wild,” which was a state where they would strike out at their owner, which made them terrible pets unless you were fortunate enough to be able to

wave off an attack from a pack of the beasts—because when one went mad, they sucked all their fellows along for the journey. 

Then, having given him a detailed overview of what they were, bits and pieces of actual engagements around Wangaratta were shared. 

Instantly, he could see the patterns that Kiyoko had identified. 

The mana octopods were not acting like wild animals. When you would expect them to break in order to survive, they would instead sacrifice their lives to hold the position till reinforcements arrived. 

Over about thirty minutes sped up, versions of all the different engagements were hammered into his skull. The oracle had been leading the investigation, and she had people probing from every direction, and it was the same result. No matter how many went, no matter how powerful or at what time, they never penetrated beyond the second ring. 

For a moment, Adrian suspended the memories and brought up a visual of his map. The positioning of the individual attacks appeared. Then a scattering of dots which represented the density of the octopods. It was immediately clear that there was a massive space centred on a newly created mountain that was literally kilometres wide, which no one had ever laid eyes on. 

Adrian’s mind raced as the oracle’s gift continued and delivered the last week of memories. Nothing had changed in their behaviour. 

They still held the line. Perfectly. 

“That does not look easy.” 

Kiyoko shrugged in apology. 

“Mana octopods have poor night vision.” 

“Worse than yours, but I wouldn’t call it poor, especially with their Magic Focus skills.” 

“I assume I can buy something to hide that.” 

“Providing you don’t use magic.” 

“What? Your plan is for me to wait for the night and then sneak in without using magic. Get to the centre, see what happens, and then

run to get word out?” 

“Pretty much.” The old lady smiled, with all of her wrinkles joining in. 

“I wish Jamal had survived Albury.” 

Kiyoko’s eyes went unfocused for a moment. “Yes, he would have been useful, but you have a much higher chance of success.” 

“Can I fly in?” 

Her hand grabbed his and memories flooded in. These were from a variety of scouts and rangers. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of things moving in the air above the mountain. 

 Wind Snakes

 Wind snakes are masters of the air and are supreme fighters that combine speed, agility, and deadly poison to prey on other flying creatures. They are extremely territorial but will not fight within three metres of the ground. 

While they were called snakes, they could switch their bodies or part of their body between a typical cylindrical snake anatomy to a flattened variety that increased their width by a factor of ten. That was what gave them such agility in the air. They could flatten a section and use air resistance to slow themselves or use an air current or flap their tail to propel themselves forward like a swimmer using flippers. 

Extraordinarily agile with a nasty bite, a stinger on their tails, and magic resistance, they were too powerful. One, two or maybe even ten he could fight, but beyond that, he would be overwhelmed, and as territorial as they were . . . they would swarm him. These things were on a whole different grading system to hoppers or even shintopurs. 

“I guess I am not flying.” 

Kiyoko shook her head. “I am sorry that I had to ask you to do this.” 

“My choice,” Adrian said calmly. “I need to see a trader.” 

Chapter 15

“Let me walk you,” Kiyoko offered, standing up. 

“The cups.” 

“A maid can deal with it.” She walked briskly outside. “I have seen a lot of what you have accomplished. It’s very impressive.” 

“I’ve been lucky.” 

“Pushing through self-doubt, doing the right thing when it’s inconvenient just makes your contributions more valuable.” 

“I doubt that.” 

“Think about it. If a billionaire gives a thousand dollars to a beggar, does that make him equal to the nurse earning fifty thousand a year giving the same amount?” 

“That is hardly a relevant analogy.” 

“I think it is very relevant. I assume you have an idea of a hero being someone who does not hesitate and does what is noble and right. Yet people who do that are just following the easiest path. They are like the billionaire. The gesture is meaningless because there is no struggle.” 

“I don’t believe it,” he said simply. “The fact it is a straightforward decision for them is why heroes are special.” 

“But is the billionaire better than the nurse? I mean, if he gives two thousand instead of one?” 

Adrian hesitated for a moment. The answer was clearly no. The nurse’s sacrifice was far more personally significant. “I think there is a fundamental difference between heroes risking their lives to save people and monetary distractions.” 

“Ahh . . .” 

“What was that sound for?” 

“You know.” She patted his elbow because it was close and she was tiny. “You understood exactly what I was getting at.” 

“I can see it logically from someone looking in from afar. It looks like I kept throwing myself into danger to save people despite my misgivings. However, what occurred was that in every case I either fell into it or was pushed.” 

“You were given the tools that might work, and you risked your life because it was the right thing to do.” 

“I’m not a philosopher.” 

“Yeah, I think that’s pretty obvious.” She smiled lightly to offset the insulting words. 

They turned the corner and there was a normal town gate. This one was cobbled together from a mix of wood and sheet metal. 

“Why all the tin?” 

“Early on, there were these little rats that could set things on fire. 

We have dealt with them, but it’s influenced our building choices.” 

Adrian laughed at that image of little rats shooting out fire. 

“What happened?” 

“It was a crazy first couple of weeks. There were so many monsters nearby; it was completely ridiculous. At the end of that period, there were five major fighting groups and three civilian ones.” 

“Civil war.” 

Kiyoko smiled. “Having a ninety-year-old threatening to box your ears is effective. They got together, worked out that they didn’t actually hate each other, and created a council. Five fighter leads and four civilian. It has worked pretty well.” 

“The fourth civilian, is that you?” 

“God, no. I don’t want to be spending my time in meetings.” 

“So your position.” 

“I’m special. I have the ear of all of them.” 

“Why?” 

“History. On day two, I saved Clive Gregory. ‘Warhammer,’ as he now calls himself. I told him to avoid the mana octopods. Then the next day I convinced Olivia not to accompany her idiot brother’s

attempt to clear the nest of silver tuff monkeys—tried to stop him too, but he would have none of it. She hated me for a while, but when it eventually took seventy level tens to clear it, she got over it and so now grudgingly listens. I gave the Smith brothers a lot of useful tactical advice and I helped the merchant guide get established and taught them how to operate within the trader margins.” 

“How?” 

“What?” 

“How did you help the merchants? I thought that stuff was obvious to their class.” 

“Oh, I linked them up with the two emerging creator groups.” 

“So everyone in power owes you.” 

“Given my class, is that so surprising?” 

“No.” He chuckled at that. “How relevant were you at holding the town together?” 

“Not as much as you might think,” she admitted. “But I probably lowered the death toll by a couple of hundred.” 

“Who was the most important?” 

“Omer Goldsman by miles,” Kiyoko said immediately. “He spearheaded the creation of the tannery and leather crafters and bought pathway books for all the eager crafters out there. Made a million and one IOUs to get the energy, but it is the primary reason we are so well off. If I saved hundreds, then he saved thousands.” 

“Not the fighters?” 

“Nope.” 

“Not the Warhammer?” 

Kiyoko stopped and looked at him in disgust in response to him using that nickname. “Just don’t say it in front of him,” she warned finally. He wasn’t sure if the warning was because it would upset the man or give him too big a head. “Omer improved our gear, created healing and mana potions, got classes that let us create the wall, and inspired everyone to work hard and together. The transitional

fight for survival, despite the initial appearance, is not won by the sword or spear,” she said after giving him a sideways glance. “Or magic.” 

Adrian grinned. When she wasn’t actively trying to send him into deadly situations, she was actually quite fun. “Are you playing favourites? Is there any reason you have not sent this superhero Omer to deal with the octopods?” Adrian joked, knowing that the man did not have a combat class. 

She burst out laughing. “Omer is older than me.” Kiyoko came to an abrupt stop. “We are here.” 

Adrian startled, having failed to pay active attention to where he was going and had been relying on his passive skills to warn him of danger. They had traversed the gate and were deep within the town. 

His sensory domain stretched out. The trader was right in front of him and was set up in what used to be a diner. 

“Used to be” was the optimal term. The building was ruined. Half the roof was gone, and two and a bit walls, though the debris had been cleared, giving it some measure of respectability. 

“Good luck. And Adrian”—she grabbed his elbow once more

—“don’t get angry. Don’t let him provoke you.” 

“What?” he asked, but Kiyoko just smiled and pushed him towards the trader, which looked like a bipedal cat, but not the cute type. There was nothing human in it, and if it dropped onto all fours, he would consider it to be a wild beast. Its fur was a dappled green that would camouflage it perfectly in a forest. The two eyes stared at him intently, in that unsettling “what the hell does that cat want” sort of way. 

With a small gulp, he walked forward. He needed to get information on the zuaqliaq berries and to buy something to suppress his magic so he could sneak past the octopods. 

He approached with a big smile. “Hello, my name is Adrian.” 

Chapter 16

“I know,” a frosty voice answered. The cat was using the same necklace as Charlize the crab, but it had none of the warmth and change of tone that had come with her. 

“Umm.” Adrian hesitated, not sure what to say. “Can I enquire about your name?” 

“No!” 

 What? 

“Umm.” 

“What do you want?” the same cold, condemning voice as earlier answered. 

“I would like to ask some questions.” 

“I am contract bound to answer.” 

Something was very wrong with how he was being treated. 

“Can I ask if something is amiss?” 

“No.” 

“Is this about my interface?” 

“Of course not.” But he caught the slight hesitation. 

“Is there anything I can do to make it better?” 

The cat started purring and laughter sounds came out of the voice box. 

“I am sorry. Did I say something to offend you?” 

“What do you want?” 

Adrian was sure that the cat was glowering at him. 

“I was wondering how much a zuaqliaq berry would sell for.” 

“Are you selling?” 

“No, I was just asking.” 

“Ten energy,” the cat said in a dismissive tone. 

“What?” 

“Ask a dumb question. You get a dumb answer.” The belligerence he was receiving made him want to step back and end the transaction, but he did not have that luxury. 

“I thought you were required to answer my questions?” 

“Zuaqliaq berries are considered a treasure and therefore we can offer any price we want. However, there is no point in me buying if there is no secondary market. And if humans don’t know, they won’t ask; hence ten energy.” 

“Well, I would like to discuss purchasing knowledge to use them.” 

The trader just turned up its lips, showing its teeth. It was not smiling. 

“If I could have saved him, I would have.” 

The snarl, if anything, got larger. 

“It was his choice,” Adrian repeated, knowing that his voice sounded weak. 

“You do not know what you have done.” Then the cat almost sneered at him. He felt like a beggar being examined by a pompous noble: dirty, small, and insignificant. Adrian internally decided not to be intimidated. 

“About the berries.” 

“I have four memory stones that deal with processing zuaqliaq berries. Two alchemy, one leatherworking, and one in cooking.” 

“What are the differences between the alchemy ones?” 

“One is for one who knows what they are doing and the other is for someone who has some idea. They are both too advanced for you.” 

“I have other skills.” 

The cat literally rolled its eyes at him. No longer even pretending to be civil. 

“Is that all?” 

“Can I get the simpler alchemy training in a pathway book?” 

“Yes, but no discount.” 

“That is not fair.” 

The cat showed its pointed teeth in a grotesque caricature of a smile and then purred louder. “Oh, I misspoke. I don’t have a pathway book available, only a memory stone.” 

Adrian was almost certain the two forms of knowledge sharing were interchangeable. “What?” 

“My mistake,” the cat said, not sounding at all apologetic, “but we only have the memory stones.” It continued purring, but the automatic translation did not kick in. Adrian knew he was being insulted. “Anything else?” 

“I’ll buy it.” Adrian growled out the response. “Can you tell me whether I can absorb the information?” 

“Yes.” 

“And?” 

“That service will cost a thousand.” 

“But that sort of advice is usually free.” 

“Two thousand.” 

“You can’t.” The whiskers twitched. “Okay, two thousand.” 

A paw got shoved out, and it wasn’t like what he expected. It was four-pronged, but instead of having the three joints he was used to with human fingers, the central fingers had four joints and the outer ones had six, with the second and fourth joints being able to bend in the perpendicular directions. The level of fine motor control that would offer was incredible. It had multiple opposable thumbs that could position themselves from any angle that it needed. The trader might look like a ferocious beast, but it had evolved for more detailed work. Then again, all the traders came from species that triggered the Alpha event, so it should not have surprised him. Opposable thumbs were sort of critical to building supercolliders. 

Bitterly, he handed over two thousand energy. 

The purring grew louder, obnoxiously so. The damn cat was laughing at him. 

“No.” 

“That’s it.” 

“You paid for the answer and you got it,” the now smug voice responded. 

Adrian hesitated, furious at the trader. He knew how knowledge capability worked. The ability to fast-learn stuff would be opened up by extra Intelligence, but given he had already used Intelligence potions, so there would not be any shortcuts. How long was it till he could use the memory stone? 

“How much for you to tell me when I’ll be able to use it?” 

“Three thousand more energy.” The purring was thunderous. 

He passed the energy across, trying to smile like normal, even as he was imagining going Battle Wraith on the smug monster in front of him. 

“Nine hours.” 

“Can I please buy the memory stone?” 

“Thirty thousand energy list price, no positive modifiers, five strikes for personally offending the trader works out to be a fifty percent penalty.” 

Adrian stopped his knee-jerk reaction to dispute the words. He had never been one to let slights and unfairness pass unremarked, but so far, the cat had shown a simple desire to antagonise him, and arguing would get him nowhere. It never did against these types. 

“I apologise for any offence I have created.” 

“Six strikes.” 

He bit hard on the inside of his lips while keeping a smile fixed on the outside. Ambusher’s Fade kept his hands from violently clenching. 

“That adds up to fifty thousand energy.” 

The cat’s mathematics was wrong. Each strike was a ten percent addition to cost and six strikes should have only taken the cost to forty-eight thousand. 

Adrian said nothing, and the moment the violent trembling stopped, he handed across a chip with the money. “Thank you.” 

“Will there be anything else,  sir?” 

“Yes, I need something to prevent myself from being identified by mana octopods.” 

“I am not sure I have anything,  sir.” 

They did; Adrian knew that. Otherwise, Kiyoko would not have brought him to a trader. Possibly he needed to go find one that was less antagonistic. 

There was a cough behind him. “Sorry for interrupting, Simba.” 

Kiyoko walked up and somehow interrupted the shielding magic that the trader had put down. 

“That is not my name,” the cat answered, but he seemed to preen slightly. 

“I know, Norman, but Norman is so . . .” A dissatisfied expression went across her face. “Mundane? Human?” 

There was a sharp, loud purr with echoing laughter from the voice box. “You’re telling me,” Norman said in a jovial tone. “But we are expected to take a normal-sounding name and . . .” 

“Simba is not normal,” Kiyoko finished for him. “I can use it as a nickname.” 

The cat hesitated. “No, call me Norman.” He looked theatrically up at the sky. “The powers to be might get annoyed if I go by a different name. You know bureaucracy, laws, those sorts of things.” 

Kiyoko poked Adrian sharply in the side, causing him to grunt in response. “Simba—I mean, Norman—I know he’s annoying, but this is important to  me.” Kiyoko stressed the word “me” to clarify that it meant far more than those two letters should. 

“I was only teasing.” 

“I am sure.” 

The cat looked down uncertainly. 

“It was some innocent payback.” 

“Of course. So”—Kiyoko beamed up at him—“what can we do?” 

The trader seemed to melt in front of her and was suddenly more than keen to provide options. He had lost more than just Jaracol, Adrian realised with significant sadness. The entire infrastructure that underpinned the system’s help had turned against him. Was his interface the friend of all these traders or was this cold shoulder what they did to anyone who was responsible for an interface locking themselves away? It was not just this event. Jaracol would be trapped for a thousand. 

At least he was alive. 

On the table were the three separate packages that the trader recommended. 

“How expensive is the best?” 

“Six hundred and fifty thousand.” 

Internally, he gulped a little at that cost. He remembered when a couple of thousand was a fortune, but there was no Jaracol to direct him, and Kiyoko’s view was that this venture was a death sentence for anyone else and might even be for him, but the spectre of a threat that could destroy his family meant that he could not walk away. 

“The price is good,” she assured him. The cat, when he made eye contact, showed its teeth. 

“Fine, I’ll buy it.” 

A paw was thrust out, and he dropped the almost glowing chip onto it. There was a flurry of activity, and he was left with the armour that he was expected to wear. It looked thick and bulky but when worn would cover him completely. 

“That is going to restrict my vision,” he half complained, looking at the helmet. 

Kiyoko shrugged. “It’s by far the best available. Will hide you from Magic Focus and it has passive chameleon properties that let you blend into the surroundings.” 

Its positives were great, but its negatives were just as crippling. It was bulky and heavily restricted his movements and provided no bonus to Ambusher’s Steps. Once it was on, he would be reduced to only having five steps available till he switched the armour back. 

He swept the pieces into his bag, and then with a thought, he was dressed in it, as the convenience feature of his legendary armour effortlessly allowed him to switch to a new set of equipment. 

To test the suit, he completed a quick run through of his agility exercise. It was bad, and as he suspected, its bulk severely restricted his range of movements. He definitely did not want to have to fight with this on him or to sneak, but he guessed he had no choice. 

He signed heavily. 

“It is the best we could get.” 

“I know.” He jogged on the spot and grimaced. “I guess I’ll go just after dark.” 

“Yep, eight o’clock.” 

That meant he had four hours to prepare and then he would be the hero once more. Adrian took a moment to taste those words in his mouth. He would be the hero once more. This time, it felt right. 

There were no concerns about manipulation. There were no threats. 

It wasn’t even about duty or any of those types of concepts. 

He wanted to do this because he could. It would be a challenge, he knew, but this was something that only he could do, which made it special. Most likely, he would have a look and discover that it was a town-ending type of threat. Maybe that would let Wangaratta fight it off or at the very least give them time to run. That was for the best. 

Then if it was a planet-destroying disaster . . . well, he would see what happened. That the system wanted a peek made him believe that there would be a solution to deal with it. And if it was a world breaker, then what he was doing was even more vital. 

For now, he had to get used to his new armour. With a thought, his Ambusher’s Set covered him. 

“I am going to go break this in,” he told the oracle. “If you run into the others, tell them I’ll be back soon.” 

With that, he ran to the wall to leave town and leapt. It was three metres high, but the air grabbed him and he flew over the fence almost like it was a hurdle. 

He landed at a run. 

Step, step. 

The Ambusher’s skills covered him, and he easily faded into the shadows. 

Another Mind flick and the legendary armour disappeared, and he was clad in the passive camouflage suit. His vision was instantly restricted, but most of his domain abilities did not rely on his eyes, so he still knew what was happening around him. 

His Mind oriented onto a family of mice in a nearby house. 

With agonising slow steps when compared to his usual movements, he snuck towards them. The leather of his suit caught on the door, and they scattered. 

Once more, he stopped to pick a new target. This time a couple of birds. The Ambusher’s skills wanted to help him out, confuse the small minds with psychic abilities to make it easier for him to sneak up. It was a simple solution, but it was not why he was doing this. 

There were no mistakes, and he snuck to within three metres before they noticed him. 

It was hard relearning his movements. Size was one important factor. The new armour was three or four times as thick as the previous set. He felt like the Michelin man. A moving blob. 

It meant that he needed to be extra careful when sneaking around things. Usually, he would try to get as close as possible to the objects he was navigating by to prevent his silhouette from giving him away. Adrian had to break that habit. 

It was difficult, but practice makes adequate. He learnt to go wider. Sneaking up or past anything was challenging. Ambusher’s psychic deterrence had apparently been shoring up the gaps in his

technique. He had never realised how much he subconsciously relied on the animals around him looking away when he approached them. 

Now with Ambusher’s Steps suppressed, he needed to pick the moment to move more carefully. Initially, he would look at them, but half of the animals seemed to have a sixth sense, or more likely, they were conditioned to search for anything that appeared to have eyeballs, which meant just looking in their direction would set them off. 

He started actively shutting his eyes while doing his exercises, relying purely on his domain. A simple choice that ramped up the difficulty. Especially foot placement, so he quickly adjusted to a new routing. Open eyes, check the ground, move, shut eyes as he padded from one spot to the next. After five minutes of slow movements, he opened his eyes and looked down at the pink and grey bird in front of him. It was literally close enough to touch. He had briefly had one as a kid after nursing the chick. Then it had flown away. 

 Earth Galah

 This is a native Earth species that has developed the ability to encase itself in protective earth armour and emit a shrill sonic wave that can do significant damage to most Alpha creatures. 

There was only one within touching, but another six nearby. They had their heads to the ground, picking up seeds and crunching on them. Each one that he looked at had the same mix of magic. His breath caught. 

 Galah Leader

 This is a native Earth species that has developed the ability to encase itself in protective earth armour and emit a shrill sonic wave that can do significant damage to most Alpha creatures. In addition, this creature has developed sapience and has a leader ability allowing it to direct the rest of its flock. 

The galahs were going to be fine. Having a single sapient creature amongst them was a massive survival boost. Adrian

remembered the possums vividly and how dangerous that leader had been. The galahs, or at least the five others he had seen, did not have the mix of magic types that the possums had possessed, but just these six were a threat. Coordinated sonic squeals would hurt him badly and would outright kill almost anyone else. However, seven galahs were not a large flock. Adrian was sure there would be more of them, and who knew what other skills were available. 

Hopefully, this galah wasn’t psychotic like that possum had been. 

Slowly, he backed away. 

He spotted another galah. 

That one had earth armour and an Earth Spike attack. Why a bird would have earth magic rather than air was a mystery, but at the very least, it would surprise anything that attacked them. 

Once he was clear of the birds with another thought, he was in his Ambusher’s Set and Adrian was as ready as he was ever going to get. 

Jogging back, he inadvertently spooked two galahs. There were two squawks of outrage and the entire flock took off. Over forty of the birds, and his eyes caught advanced air abilities, along with the ability to increase size in that two seconds that he had to view them. 

The flock acted normally and like it was what they always intended. 

They winged away and settled in a gum tree almost half a kilometre away. 

Forty of them would challenge even someone with his skills. 

Luckily, they were not a threat. 

The wall came into sight, and he used what he was calling flying jump to leap over it. Some guards saw him and he waved midair and kept running once he landed. 

If jumping security walls was a problem, he would let Kiyoko earn the favour he was doing and put out the spot fires on his behalf. 

“Where are you guys?” 

“Town square near two traders.” Charlotte’s voice came back instantly. “Some guys have started drinking. Kiyoko told us you had

some scouting to do tonight.” 

“Yeah, you guys enjoy it. We’re not leaving till morning.” 

Chapter 17

The moment he got to the square he was surprised to see that two groups had formed. The first was centred around Mike and Charlotte and contained most of the team. All the younger guys, Andrew, Beatrice and Felicity and they were drinking. The second group, comprised of Jules, Joanna, and Omala, were not. 

“Why aren’t you?” 

He nodded towards the others who were laughing away in good spirits. 

“I didn’t feel like it,” Joanna said simply. “I am glad to be free of the dungeon. But just using that freedom to drink every day? No thanks.” 

Adrian glanced at Jules who he knew had no issues with getting blind drunk. 

“A birdie told me you were doing something stupid, and I could get drunk or wait around and potentially do some bashing.” She shrugged. “It was a simple decision.” 

Omala said nothing. 

“Can I join you?” Adrian asked. 

“Of course.” Jules promptly reached over and lifted the stool Omala was sitting on back a little to make room for a fourth. 

“Hey,” Omala squealed but was laughing as she was moved. 

Adrian’s telekinesis was still not as strong as he would have liked it to be, but it had grown enough to grab a nearby seat and pull it into the newly created gap. Adrian sat down, smiling. 

“What were you talking about?” 

Jules smiled sadly. “Kozzie, Leslie.” Then she pointed at Omala. 

“Adarsh and Ginni.” 

“Oh, sorry.” 

“Sometimes you want to celebrate the life your loved ones lived rather than mourn,” Omala said quietly. 

He looked at Jules but she was calm. Far from the point of moving on, but accepting the situation at least. 

“I . . .” 

“That’s okay,” Joanne said, “It would be nice to change topics. 

What crazy plan are you up to this time?” 

“Crazy? Why does it have to be crazy?” 

Jules laughed. “Adrian, your plans always are.” 

“With great power comes great responsibility.” 

“You fluke something once and you think you are invulnerable,” 

Joanne interrupted. “You’re like a three-year-old. Then again, you have ridiculous luck.” 

“There’s no luck stat,” Adrian objected automatically. 

“Says the guy with it maxed out.” 

“I’m serious.” 

“We know,” Joanne continued, a smile telling him she was teasing. “So what crazy thing have you been roped into doing?” 

“Just some scouting.” He waved a hand as if it was nothing. 

“Just some scouting,” Joanne mimicked. “And you are doing it because?” 

“Everyone else who has tried it has died,” Jules answered. 

“Something like that.” 

Jules patted him on the arm. “I can’t help with the scouting, but we’ll be waiting to deter them if they chase you.” 

“Great, but Jules, I was hoping you could do me a favour.” 

“What?” 

His bag of holding opened, and a glowing chip floated out. “Get this to Emily if I die.” 

Jules’s hand touched the chip, and she almost recoiled in shock. 

“There is like eight million here.” 

“Yeah, if I fail, you won’t have access to my body so . . .” Adrian suddenly thought about the stuff he had gathered for his family. The

shintopur cores floated out, and then the smaller bag he had put the berries in. With the energy, he was sure that Emily would be able to find someone to turn the berries into something useful . . . eventually, as he doubted there would be anyone skilled enough yet. “Will you?” 

“Yes.” The items disappeared. “We are still going to be there in case you need help.” 

“Thank you.” 

A muscular guy brought over dinner, handling six plates like a pro. 

“What?” Adrian asked in surprise, staring at the food. 

“Oh, we ordered a little while ago. Apparently, they have a level twenty-four chef and we couldn’t resist seeing what he can spin up.” 

“Chefs are fun to watch.” 

“I know,” Omala said immediately. “I got Jerome to make a second breakfast just so I could see him work.” 

“I got two because they were yummy,” Jules admitted. “Didn’t bother watching him, though.” 

“I think Omala thought he was cute,” Joanne confided way too loudly. 

“I did not! You’re a liar.” 

“What did you order for me?” 

Omala shook her head. “Nothing specific. We paid for a banquet for fifteen people. We figured we would doggy bag the leftovers. Eat whatever you fancy.” 

Adrian nodded and started with a plate of appetisers. Little bits of meat on biscuits, a tiny piece of lettuce with multiple layers on top of it. They were individual pieces of artwork that were almost too beautiful to eat. 

They were both tangy and crunchy. “God, these are good. Are there any more?” 

Two hours later, he was barely able to touch the desserts when they were dropped off. Too full for what he planned that night, Adrian

put away his fork. 

“I recognise that look,” Jules said. “It’s business time.” 

Adrian looked around with his normal vision and it was full night. 

“I’m going to head out in about half an hour.” 

“Good.” 

Jules jumped at the voice, but Adrian just turned to peer at Kiyoko. “Were you trying to surprise me?” 

“Her.” She nodded at Jules. 

 Terrible choice. 

 Zap. 

Kiyoko squealed, her hand jerking. Adrian felt guilty on Jules’s behalf; after all, the oracle was like ninety, and you did not do that to your elders. 

Jules smiled sweetly, clearly not having any of Adrian’s moral hang-ups. “Sometimes when I’m surprised, I lose control.” 

Kiyoko smiled straight back. It was chilling. Even some of the cheerfulness on Jules’s face faded. “It’s okay, dear. I won the bet.” 

“What bet . . .” Jules stammered, realising how some people might react to seeing someone who was old enough to be their great-great grandmother getting electrocuted. 

Kiyoko ignored Jules and looked straight at Adrian. “I think you’ve probably planned this in your head, but I have some ideas. 

First, use your teleporter plate to escape.” 

“I was going to.” 

“Do you have a map?” Purely with his telekinesis, he snatched up the plates arrayed before them and sent them floating over to plop down on the table the others were drinking on. Then he plucked the large map Adele had bought out of his bag and moved it in front of them. At his prompting, it zoomed in on the area he needed to scout. The map was more detailed than he expected, probably as a result of all the memories Kiyoko had pumped into his brain. 

“Here,” Kiyoko instructed, drawing a line around the map. “You want to place the teleport plate along this line. That way when you get to the centre”—she used fingers to measure the distance—“you will be able to teleport away immediately. 

“Yes, I had worked that out.” 

“Good. I assumed you would have, but if you don’t talk about it you end up looking like an ass. You can also use these as distractions.” She handed him a series of balls. “You place them down and then trigger them remotely. To something using Magic Focus, they’ll look like a person.” 

“Is that similar to the trick Mike set up for the meerkats?” 

Her eyes rolled back, showing only whites for a moment before clarity returned to her eyes. “Yes, but these are higher quality. The mana octopods would not be tricked for even a second by those baubles. Now, these are good, but better if you do some pre-work.” 

She drew a line. “If this is your teleport plate. Distractions, here, here, and here. Might give you the breathing room to escape. Place the teleporter down and then approach from a different angle. Right.” 

“Makes sense.” 

“Take it slow.” The oracle was looking at him intensely. “You have eight hours. Use it. When you are discovered, then go as fast as you can inwards.” Her finger stabbed on the map. “We have one chance. 

You fail and they’ll adapt to make it harder next time.” 

“Traps? Surprises?” 

She gave a helpless shrug. “Not to this point.” She pointed to an area slightly beyond the area he was to place the teleport plate. That was as far as their vision went. 

“One last thing,” Adrian said. “I’m not sure my teleport plate has this distance. Especially if they are doing . . .” He wasn’t sure how to say it, but if the interface communication did not work, there was no reason to believe that teleportation would be unaffected. 

Kiyoko smiled. “Good boy. I was wondering if you would pick this up.” She pulled out a large, complicated crystal. “This is a one-off

boost. It extends your range almost ten kilometres. It should be able to power through any dampener they have in place. There is no absolute lock,” Kiyoko assured him. “We would’ve sensed something like that.” 

“Thanks. Were you actually testing me?” 

“Of course. I had a bet. I won.” She winked. 

“How many bets do you have on us? And who lost?” 

“I can’t answer that.” The old woman smiled like a little girl, laughing at her own secret. “But I’m the only one who won. You’d have to be an idiot to bet with an oracle.” 

He patted the crystal. “Thanks for this. It’s sort of important.” 

“I won’t be able to come with you, so for now it is goodbye,” 

Kiyoko said. “Jules!” 

The berserker jumped like someone who had been caught eavesdropping and came over immediately. Kiyoko held out a hand and Jules passed some energy over. “You guys wait here,” Kiyoko continued, pointing at a spot on the map. “The town maintains lookouts from there, so it won’t trigger an octopod response. 

However, stay out of sight. If they catch your level”—she was addressing this to Jules—“they might get concerned. When you see him trying to escape, you come down to here!” Her fingers highlighted a point right on the edge of octopod territory. “Adrian! 

Just to summarise, you enter here, place teleport plate here, and move half a kilometre along the perimeter. Then sneak in. Then, after teleporting, you exit to Jules.” 

Adrian nodded in agreement. There was no point arguing. This was the system doing the calculations. “What are my chances?” 

“No idea,” Kiyoko told him. “This plan gives you the most chance of surviving if the octopods are hiding something dangerous.” 

“I guess it’s time.” He got up and looked back at the other table. 

The rest of his group were all drunk and enjoying themselves. Just like it had made his heart swell that Jules was willing to help him, it hurt a bit that these others thought otherwise. 

Kiyoko hit him on the shoulder. He knew she had tried to hit hard, but he hardly felt it. “Psst. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. I told them to get drunk. Them being involved makes things harder.” 

Chapter 18

The night had a surprising bite to it, a precursor to winter? It was nothing a beanie and a second jumper could not address, but in the context of what he was doing, it felt almost prophetic. Tasked with saving the world and braving the icy winter. 

Then he chuckled to himself. Not in Melbourne. There would be no blanket of snow unless he was on the top of the mountain for like the one week of the year when the snow fell. 

The temperature, however, was cool, so he enabled his ice aura and the air suddenly felt toasty. 

The four of them exited: him, Jules, Omala, and Joanne. That the oracle had desired two healers created a deeper chill than even the icy winter wind. 

Then he laughed internally. He had already earned the Badge of the Survivor; he and near death were almost buddies. 

They didn’t run into any Alpha creatures as they hiked to the spot they would launch their scouting mission from. 

“They certainly keep the area around them clear of threats,” 

Jules whispered softly into the communication device. 

“Or your stomping is scaring them away.” He stuck his tongue out at her. 

Joanne giggled at that before giving off a furtive glance at her surroundings. 

The hill, when they reached it, was manned. One archer, a spy, and a ranger. Jules was immediately directed into the shell of the house that used to have pride of place on top of the hill. She would stay out of sight while the others monitored his progress. Given he was metaphorically poking the bees’ nest they would know when he ran. 

“We need to wait five minutes,” Adrian admitted. 

“What? Jules asked. 

“Hot chocolate?” Adrian offered, pulling six cups from his bag of holding and handing them out. 

Jules accepted hers with a suspicious look. “You wanted to have one last hot chocolate?” 

“It’s the weather for it,” Adrian pointed out with a smile. “But no. I spent a lot of money buying an expensive upgrade and it’s about to finish. I don’t want any system stuff, notifications, or light to interrupt me when it finishes.” He nodded towards the octopods. It would be bad if their attempt to infiltrate was ruined by Adrian stumbling at the wrong time, or worse, a system reward like when he got the meditation technique, giving his position away. 

“Nice chocolate.” Joanne toasted him. They sat chatting, and the churning in Adrian’s stomach got stronger and stronger as the final bit of the feather was absorbed. Then it vanished, and he felt a rush of heat throughout him. 

There were notifications. 

 Wind Flying

 All wind spells used for flying are seventy-five percent stronger. 

That by itself was probably worth the investment, but there was a second one. 

 Air Knowledge

 The time to learn air spells off monsters is reduced by thirty times. 

The feather was definitely worth it. Adrian remembered all the cores and the days of observation that it had taken to learn Flame Sprout, a spell that was the cornerstone of his arsenal for so long. 

For a similar air spell, it might take only a couple of hours. 

Finally, he flicked through the screens to check whether any attributes had upgraded. 

Mana Pool --- now 5.72 (2.18 air mana) --- Plus 1.0 to air mana core --- Population - 1.19 (+.01)

Ten standard attribute points worth of mana. It was a huge total. 

Adrian was very happy with it. “It’s done.” 

“And?” Jules challenged immediately. 

“You know, ten standard points to mana pool, improved flight. 

Can almost look at an animal using air mana and learn its magic.” 

He winked. “Nothing much really.” 

“What!” Joanne gasped. “That’s obscene.” 

“You get used to it,” Jules said. “How much did it cost, again?” 

“A million energy.” 

He could see the others processing that information. 

“Pay to win,” Omala said quietly. 

Adrian laughed. “That’s your takeaway?” 

The healer shrugged. “When I have my first million, I’m not going to use it to buy a one-bedroom flat in central Melbourne anymore.” 

They all laughed. 

Adrian stood, being careful to make sure he wasn’t visible from the octopod territory. “Well, ladies, gentlemen.” He nodded to his team and then the sentries. “I need to do some exploring.” 

Adrian snuck away from them in his Ambusher’s Set, but when he was two hundred metres from the line that demarcated the octopod-controlled area, he switched to the thick, bulky camouflage suit. His pace immediately felt slow and strained. He did not close his eyes for this bit, using them to pick out the best way forward. Just a hundred metres beyond, everything was transformed. 

The Alpha event had teleported a slab of land from somewhere else, an upthrust of mountainous rock. Adrian knew this wasn’t unusual, but it was still eye opening. The inserted alien terrain was roughly circular and was literally kilometres across. There was no doubt about its nature; everything had changed. A chunk of another world had burst like a boil out of the earth’s skin. There were sharp upthrusts of rock and then equally deep crevices that descended hundreds of metres in precarious drops. 

The rock was a mix of an unknown crystal, dark basalt, and even some pure seams of metal. He was not a geologist, but none of the metals were tarnished. There was a thin seam of something he was

sure was gold and thick veins of silver, but overall, the metals he perceived to be precious were relatively rare. Whatever the space represented, the whole thing was unnatural. He was sure the bulk of what he saw was iron, but it was not rusted. The little chemistry knowledge he possessed shouted that the other world must have lacked oxygen or . . . Adrian did not want to think of the or. Maybe there was an innocent magic process or what his mind was jumping to, which was some sort guiding intelligence capable of terraforming the mountain in front of him. 

There was no point worrying about it. He knew too little about metals in the new reality to understand how this could be occurring. 

Probably. Adrian had seen lots of rusted corrugated iron sheets, so rusting still worked as it had previously, but maybe that rust was all from pre-event and since the event it had stopped. 

There were no monsters, either. Both native fauna and the imported Alpha stuff found the environment too weird, or more likely the octopods had hunted everything nearby to extinction. He paused at the first plant from the literally alien landscape. 

 UooTalica

 This is a slow-moving animal that is actively farmed in low sunlight worlds as a store of protein. 

The damn animal looked like a plant but apparently was an animal. It was, however, completely harmless. 

As he moved, the number of uooTalica increased. It was like he was entering a dense forest or, given its description, he was going probably trespassing through something’s garden. 

Adrian shrugged off another chill. 

The atmosphere was so alien that his brain was running away with him. 

A mana octopod slid by just at the edge of his domain. It woke up memories, ones that screamed at him to leap into action. To take out his spear and destroy it. Adrian clamped down on the emotion. 

There were more important things to do. 

Adrian kept walking, letting his scouting senses guide where to step. There was a deep chasm coming ahead of him. His domain could not even sense the bottom and he wanted to look, but he kept his discipline. 

There was a mana octopod up ahead, so he waited. The moment it moved out of sight, Adrian took off. With care, he placed each foot on firm parts of the rock and accelerated. It was more stuttering movement than a smooth run, but it was good enough. 

He leapt and realised instantly that he had miscalculated. 

The damn suit’s weight was more than he expected. 

 Shit. 

There was no way he was going to make the top. His legs dipped below the ground line and then his chest slammed hard into the lip of the cliff. His breath blasted out of him, but the thick armour actually spread the force pretty well. He thrust his spear into the ground to support him. It found a gap in the rock and stuck fast. 

Falling would be a waste of time, and using magic would give his position away. 

Struggling with the suit, he clambered up like a seal and was able to grab an outcrop of copper. His knees stung, but now that he had a handhold, he could reduce his thumping heart. He would not fall. 

Adrian held himself perfectly still. Barely breathing, very conscious of how much noise the clumsy landing had created. 

Too much. 

For this area, it had been an alien noise as well. Eyes tightly shut and pressed against the copper, Adrian pushed his passive senses to full power. Mana octopods came to investigate. Dozens of them. 

They swarmed around him, clearly searching for the source of the noise. His heart pounded, encouraging him to launch himself upward and unleash devastating hell on the gathered vermin. 

Instead, he focused on his breathing. 

Refusing to release even a spark of power to relieve the pain in his arms. 

Awkwardly hanging there. 

Minutes passed. One got close enough so that one of its walking tentacles rested on his arm. The suckers on them attached to his armour and pulled off with a popping sound that resembled their noise against rock. The similarity was enough to curtail its continued probing. This near, they were noisy when they moved. There were thirty of them within his domain. 

A good fight if he was forced, but not dangerous. Yet he knew he could do nothing, as he wasn’t there to kill. At least not yet. 

It shuffled away, and his arm involuntarily started trembling. 

Luckily, it was far enough that no vibrations reached them. 

How had he stuffed up the jump that badly? 

Another minute and the pack, because that was what it was, continued on their patrol. 

Biting off a groan, Adrian pulled himself up and then just lay prone on the ground to give his body time to recover. A lone octopod drifted into his domain range and once more, he could not afford to move. Out in the open like this, any movement would be noticed. 

The creature seemed to search for something. 

Once it was gone, he got soundlessly to his feet and started the agonising process of sneaking through the wandering beasts. They were everywhere, but providing none within his domain were actively looking in his direction, Adrian kept moving. While he ensured that, he kept his eyes shut every step of the way. 

The frequent dense patches of UooTalica helped, and he stopped avoiding the plant-like creatures and instead began seeking them out. Then, once near them, he would push aggressively through the centre of the clumps. The clumps muffled his domain, but it was only a problem when he was deep within the foliage, and then it didn’t matter. As much as it reduced his scouting abilities, it hid him perfectly. 

The thick suit complicated his process. Sometimes he could squeeze between trunks; other times he would need to climb before crawling through gaps ten metres above the ground. One hand over the other as he crabbed along. 

Finally, he reached the line that had been drawn. Just within the edge of an uooTalica grove, he placed the teleporter plate down. He had only penetrated six hundred metres into the restricted area. He wasn’t even in unknown territory, as others had got deeper than this and survived. 

Cautiously, he assessed the magic present. He was worried about a teleport lock, but nothing existed. There was no point resting as physically he was right to go. Adrian had been going for over two hours for very little obvious gain. Only slightly over a kilometre travelled but the key thing was that he was still a ghost. He would move laterally for an hour, even if that did not get him as far as Kiyoko had ordered. After that hour had passed, he would start traversing to the core. Everything was taking longer than he expected, and he wanted to have enough time to sneak all the way to the centre. If the terrain allowed it, of course. Every metre gained meant that when he resorted to Battle Wraith form, he had more chance of penetrating as deeply as his world and system needed. 

Adrian was of two minds about what he would discover. Part of him, the bit that yearned to be a hero, imagined the worst, but the practical side of him told him that continent- or world-ending events did not occur often. All this effort was going to end up being pointless. Adrian could almost taste it. A bucket load of stress and risk, and when he got to the centre, all he would find would be some useless class-three monster that might or might not be strong enough to make Wangaratta evacuate. 

 That would be for the best. 

That it would, Adrian acknowledged to himself, but it would also be a letdown. For now, all he could do was focus on the plan. Travel the perimeter, placing down decoys, and then when he had got far enough, he would strike out for the centre. To reveal something

unimaginably powerful or a disappointment. It was very wrong that he half hoped for the first. 

Adrian repeated the techniques that he was perfecting to navigate the uooTalica. Push as fast as he could through the clumps, then sneak ever so slowly outside them. Five hundred metres later, with the fake trail laid, the one-hour time limit had passed, and he switched his trajectory to sneak inwards. 

Nothing changed. 

His progress went unnoticed but continued to be agonisingly slow. 

Dips, hills, crystal pillars that octopods hid behind, a little grove of uooTalica to push through. It was glacial, with more time hiding than moving. 

Another hour passed, and then a second. He only had three or four hours till dawn, but he was over two-thirds of the way to his destination. There was less than seven hundred metres to the centre. 

His muscles should have been fatigued, but Alpha physics meant that despite everything he had been through, his body felt fresh and without aches. While physically he was fine, mentally it was exhausting. Just like the first time when chasing shintopurs, it was the level of vigilance that he had to maintain that was the problem. Boredom was an ever-present problem, and he felt himself moving quicker and taking extra risks. His speed increased, and every time he crested a rise, he kept expecting to see a giant wyrm revealed or something as terrifying, but instead there was a dip followed by another ridge. Above his head, he saw the snakes flash through the air low enough for him to impale with his spear. Flying would have been such a bad idea. He could hardly believe he had thought it would work. 

More octopods were coming. Like it was routine, he quickly climbed a crystal outcropping. This deep into their territories, they did tactile scans besides visual. However, they did not search upwards, being content to touch everything on the ground. 

 Crack. 

His pillar. 

The noise echoed. 

It was not an unusual sound, but Adrian held himself extra still. 

He looked down. The dark grey crystal had a new line running up it. The octopods appeared over the rise, moving towards the pillar he was on top of. 

 Please. 

 Crack. 

The crack spread like lightning, expanding out, fork by fork, through the night sky. But they were lines of weakness through the pillar that supported his weight. 

Adrian’s mind scrambled. If he dropped, now the mass approaching him would definitely find him. There was nowhere else for him to retreat to. If he held and it broke . . . no choice. He was at the mercy of the strange crystal. 

The body-freezing aspects of Ambusher’s Fade were engaged, and if they weren’t, he was sure that sweat would have dripped from his face. 

 Please hold. 

The one bonus of these search parties was that they moved fast. 

The clump in front of him contained almost fifty of them, and they swept downwards at the human equivalent of a fast jog. A wave of icky octopus tentacles. 

 Crack. 

Adrian wasn’t sure he could do anything to stop the fracturing, as his weight was clearly too much for the delicate structure. 

The octopod group charged down, and watching them, he saw the way their tentacles smacked against rock walls, metal spikes, and crystal outcrops. 

 When they hit his pillar . . . 

He was half tempted to give up and drop to fight. After all, there was no way the crystal was going to hold once the octopods started knocking into it. Then he stopped himself; if it broke, he would fight, but there was no tactical advantage to initiating the clash sooner. 

They were twenty metres away and getting closer. He spent the time considering what he would do when the crystal failed. A quick Wind Blade to create space and then shadow step through them. 

The opportunity for stealth would vanish, and it would be all about speed. Once discovered, everything switched to a race. 

 Crack. 

He couldn’t see where the new flaw in the crystal was, and he hoped it wasn’t something going across the pillar. Providing the cracks spread up and down, the structural integrity might hold once they went across, then it was a matter of time. 

The octopod patrol landed. 

Then they were under him. 

 Thump. 

Vibrations reached him from the blows against the base of the pillar. 

 Crack. 

 Thump. 

More vibrations. 

 Crack. Crack. Crack. 

A piece of crystal broke off and fell with a tinkling sound on the ground below him. 

Adrian opened his eyes. The surface in front of him was filled with white flaws. 

 CRACK! 

Chapter 19

Air supported him for just a moment as the crystal shard that was three metres high shattered into pieces before it and Adrian both were caught by the force of gravity and plunged to the hard surface below. 

Triple Blade. 

The magic exploded out even as his armour shifted from camouflage to his Ambusher’s Set. His spear flew from its position looped to his back. It was only partially due to his telekinetic abilities. 

The weapon itself wanted to prepare and be ready for the coming engagement. 

Battle wraith. 

He aimed the three blades not to kill, but to create space. The ice was angled down at the octopods below him. By the time it crossed the distance, it would be two metres wide and would hopefully dice up the closest three octopods. The second and the third were aimed further to blast an exit path. 

Then he floated into the air, the spear supporting him momentarily. The use of magic and the banishment of his suit meant that he was immediately visible to every mana octopod below, and he felt the attention of all of them switch to him. Multiple beady eyes focused on him, and the ones whose faces had been pointing elsewhere rotated to face him. 

 Game on. 

While they were looking at him, none of them truly understood the threat they faced. When his blades of magic started cutting into them, they hadn’t even engaged their mana infusion capabilities. It was instantly a slaughter. 

With air carrying him, he fell downwards. The spear at the slightest of mental requests redirected him so he didn’t have to land on any severed tentacles, and instead his foot hit rock. 

There was a roar of noise in front of him as his two secondary blades did their job. Parts of octopods sloughed off. A body

exploded, and oily, black blood boiled out and then the mass of bodies was parted by his violent magic. 

Step. 

The trajectory took him both over and under severed octopod parts, but importantly, it burst him out of the pack into clear air. 

The race was on. 

With space available, he sprinted forward. 

Seven hundred metres to travel, a mystery to unravel, and then he could continue his journey to Melbourne. 

Behind him, the octopods started screeching, and almost immediately in the distance, echoing screeches came back. They were like dogs howling in a cityscape. Once one began, a domino effect was kicked off as every one of the monsters that heard picked up the cries. 

The entire mountain knew about him. 

There was no interface to save him, and it was his choice to be here and his skill that would let him escape. 

Adrian couldn’t help it. He smiled. They knew he was here, and they would come for him. He would fight them, bloody their beaks, and then vanish. 

An octopod rose in front of him. A Triple Blade turned it into calamari. 

 Overkill. 

Adrian continued his forward sprint, letting the spear supplement his balance with puffs of force that, combined with his supernatural Agility, let him navigate the still-twisting remnants of octopod as if the ground was flat instead of the thick, rubbery tentacles that he was actually stepping on. 

Step. 

It was a pre-emptive action in case one of the surviving octopods from further away attempted a burst of speed and catch him unexpectedly. 

He lowered his head and ran. 

Killing them did not matter, all he had to do was to travel the seven hundred metres to see what secret the octopod guard dogs hid. 

Nothing flashed into the space he had just left, and in moments, the broken bodies and their companions were too far behind for him to either sense or worry about. 

Possibly, they had been too busy howling to chase him, but that did not make him feel better. After all, there was just as much of their screeching in front of him as behind. He would need to conserve his steps. Luckily, with his upgrade of Battle Wraith, he would last for even a protracted battle. 

Cresting the ridge, he was not surprised to see a sharp drop, followed by another steep gradient. 

Adrian leapt down, four leaps taking him down a large section of the decline. Without his air magic and supernatural Agility, it would have been the height of recklessness. His knees jolted, but he reached halfway down the slope and figured that was enough. He launched himself sideways, attempting to leap across the chasm. 

Navigating to the bottom and then climbing was wasted effort when he could just jump across. 

Wind Gust. 

He landed mid-way up the next slope. He had probably only saved a couple of seconds, but every single one mattered. 

Two octopods from his right focused on him. The closest blurred forward, and Adrian only broke stride to jump a flashing tentacle as his spear parried a heavy swing from a secondary one. The force of that blow propelled him another two metres up the hill towards the centre of the mystery. Leaving the octopod alive, he kept running. 

His natural speed was faster than the octopods’, excluding those moments when they boosted themselves. 

Alarm bells rang just before he went over the top of the ridge. His domain told him that an entire group of octopods were charging up the slope where he was about to emerge. 

Adrian dug his magic sapient spear into a rock and jumped, using it like a pole vaulter. All the power he had gained over the last three weeks from training and cheating with potions thrown into the motion. He arced upwards and spun the spear so the sharp edge cut into a tentacle that flashed towards him. The spike on the edge of the tentacle got lopped off, spurting dark, oily blood; the severed appendage thumped pitifully against him. And then he was over the cluster of the octopods. The geography of the area was working against them. The ground plunged below him into another deep ravine. 

He was flying. Maybe he should use Wind Gusts to propel himself? 

A snake above him suddenly angled toward him and then a second and a third. More were following. That wasn’t a fight he could win, and there was no way he had time to fly across to the other side of the ravine. Instead, he needed to reach the ground and do it fast. 

Wind Gust. 

The hurricane force blasted him down to the safety of the rock. 

He was in free fall below the mass of octopod tentacles before it reached into the sky to claim him. He used his spear to deflect a couple that reached far enough to threaten him. The snakes were following him, but unlike the octopods, they were just a wild defence. 

They were not trainable, which meant they were slaves to their own natures. Unless they were starving, they would not fight someone on the ground. He just needed to beat them down. 

There was an upthrust of a metallic crystal about a third of the way up on the next slope. It was a similar height to the one that had shattered on him, and positioned where it was it brought the slope that tiny critical amount closer. 

Wind Gust. 

Suffering whiplash, he shot sideways. 

The gale swirled against him, robbing him of his breath. 

The spear engaged, and it was like he had fallen from an immense elevation onto a soft pillow. Momentum was arrested just

inches from the top of the pillar. The moment his feet touched it, the four snakes preparing to attack diverted and fled. He jumped off, landing on the ridge proper and started running down the slope. 

Each of these little valleys, or lopsided terraces, or whatever the right description for them was, were about thirty metres down, sixty across, and seventy metres up. 

They were steep, and enhanced Agility or not, Adrian knew he needed to focus to traverse them safely. 

Behind him, a fresh round of howling was set off. When he glanced left, he had a view not only of his current valley but of all the ones that went down towards the plains below. Octopods were seething and in motion everywhere he looked, and all of them coming for him. 

Adrian kept running. Stepping or flashing through the air, as required. Using Triple Blade liberally to buy space. The availability of steps and mana reserves both dropped even with the extensive use of potions. He never paused long enough to get caught in a pitched battle, but multiple times, despite his best effort, he was hemmed in and forced to unleash Triple Blade that tore mana octopods to pieces and opened up gaps for him to keep going. The number of octopods reminded him of the hoopers, but individually, they were hundreds of times more deadly, and they were everywhere. 

His shoulder got impaled, and he yanked his arm free, forgoing Lay of Hands for a healing potion in order to conserve mana. 

Sometimes he retreated to avoid a dense patch of octopods, but the terrain still worked against them. It was so broken that there were always gaps to get through, or at least a high point to leap from. 

Whenever he got more than about three metres above the ground, the snakes came, but brief detours into their realm were fine, providing it was only for a second or two. 

His breathing was laboured as he crested the hill. His sensing domain showed a multitude of octopods surging behind him. 

Breath rasped in his throat. Sprinting up fifty-degree slopes was brutal. 

Instinct warned him of a change. 

Suddenly, there were no octopods in front of him, either in his domain or visually. Even the ones behind him abruptly stopped their frantic pursuit. 

Alarm bells rang. Not interface-assisted ones, just the standard paranoia, common sense instincts he had created for himself over the last couple of months. 

There had to be a threat. He had to arrest his momentum. 

Wind Gust. 

It was too slow to slow him fully. 

 Crack! 

He slammed into an upthrusted crystal, which immediately partially splintered while his bones held together. Looking back, the octopods had indeed stopped. It was like there was a line that they refused to cross. They stood there, above him, observing but not acting. Packed like refugees pressed against a wire fence. Straining to get through but afraid of the guards with machine guns that were waiting for them if they broke through. He could almost taste the hunger from the octopods as they watched him. 

More were flooding closer, and even at fifty metres away at the top of the crest, they froze in the same way, unwilling to pass the line. 

Adrian physically and mentally gulped. 

Chapter 20

Not knowing what to expect, he looked downwards. His mind conjured the image of a creature of nightmares, potentially something like the dersbrawk but more bloodthirsty. Another steep slope greeted him followed by a different higher ridge. 

Adrian glanced back at the octopods, and they were moving constantly, their tentacles writhing together like a wall of serpents. 

Their eyes watched him, their beaks clicked, but they did not cross the line. 

 What the hell? 

What he was observing wasn’t obedience—it was fear. 

Adrian looked down the next ravine. The brief rest let him catch his breath. He couldn’t leave now, no matter how unnerving the situation. He thought about his teleporter pad. Maybe he could retreat and try again, but even as he considered it, he knew the method he utilised this time would not be available for a second time. 

Towards the end of the run, the octopods had already been wising up to his techniques. They had shown a willingness to elevator smaller octopods into the air to search the top of the upthrusts of crystal. If he left, the next scout would be harder, and if they worked out that he was using the uooTalica groves, then he was never getting this far again. 

Adrian dropped his Battle Wraith form. If there was an unknown threat out there, then he needed to see it before it saw him. 

His Ambusher’s Set was replaced with the camouflage armour. It felt ridiculous making that trade when over a thousand eyes were staring at him. The eyes behind him bored into him with a mixture of equal parts fury and hunger. The glares were so intense they were like a physical pressure. 

Despite that, the camouflage suit gave him the best chance against what was out there. The tiger snake that could not be seen by Magic Focus had been the one that had almost killed him. Adrian

hoped to flip that on its head and be that invisible monster slipping through the defences arrayed against him. 

The switch completed, he moved down, and then bit by bit crept out of the sightline of the massed force behind him. A sense of relief washed over him. It was ridiculous, but the massed octopods glaring at him were unnerving. He fell into his careful routine, the agonising slow movements that this suit required. The only difference was that his head was on a pivot, searching for an enemy or a trap or anything suspicious. There was a reason the octopods had stopped. 

Everything was coming up blank. There was nothing in his domain, and even the enhanced Perception earned from the training facilities was strumming away and failing to pick up anything. 

Adrian had reached the current bottom of a lopsided terrace and started moving upwards again. On the map, he was getting closer to the centre. At most, there could only be a couple more ridges. He licked his lips. Soon, the mystery the octopods were protecting would be revealed, and then he would run. This time, when approaching the crest, he crouched down and slid up slower than normal. His domain stretched out, trying to find the threat that he knew was out there. The octopods had not refused to enter the area for no reason. 

Adrian froze. 

There was a monster beyond the ridge, only two metres down from where he had been about to poke his head over. 

Too close. His range was supposed to be thirty metres, but this thing was only six or seven metres away. There was a lot of rock between them, but his domain should not have ignored it. Frozen, Adrian examined what his senses were telling him. Only the passive observation skills were active, sound, interrogating strands of air, fluctuations in magic, vibrations of all those different sources combined in his interface and shot out a result. 

Adrian forced himself to keep breathing. His domain had failed because the creature had not moved the whole time he had been sneaking up. Not even to breathe. It was not an octopod or really anything he had seen before. In his domain, it felt like a trolley-sized

snail with a multi-jointed, branch-like limb coming out of the top of its shell. 

Adrian was not fooled. This creature was what the octopods were afraid of. It might look like a snail, but it would be deadly. 

Adrian really wished he had Jaracol to help guide him. 

Something told him that the interface would probably know what he was facing and would have given him appropriate hints, mainly either stop being a wimp, sneak, or run past as fast as possible. The simple fact was that Jaracol wasn’t available. Despite being here exposed on this ridge literally kilometres deep in enemy territory doing the system’s bidding, the system would not relax its rules. 

Jaracol, no matter how much he wanted it to be otherwise, could not help. 

It was simple. This creature was dangerous. 

Terrifyingly so. 

He inched backwards, intending to go sideways to get some space before taking another peek and getting visual confirmation of what he faced. Every foot was positioned perfectly to be soundless, and he repositioned ten metres over. Then carefully he peered over the ridge, all of his muscles straining with the effort of moving so agonisingly slowly. 

 Zxeatra Italraca Stage 4 Guard

 The Zxeatra Italraca are a species evolved upon Alpha worlds. 

 Stage 4 guards are ferocious fighters, using their whip-like appendage to destroy most foes, but they usually exhibit multiple magic skills. Their shell makes them nearly immune to both magic and physical attacks. 

They had their own name. Adrian knew by now what that meant. 

Then the additional   information from his skill flooded in. They had incredible straight-line speed. Physically, Adrian suspected he could defeat them, but not quickly. He would need to blunt or cut off their main appendage and then kill the monster by targeting that hole in the shell while tanking or avoiding whatever magic the creature could bring to bear. Alternatively, he could attack via the feet, which were

currently hidden by the shell. Of course, with his magic or Mind abilities, the fight would become significantly easier. 

 Will it see me? 

No answer. 

Adrian stretched his Mind ability. What level of perception did the strange creature possess? Would it see him if he tried to sneak past? Unfortunately, neither the identification nor the massive amounts of knowledge he had consumed gave him an answer. 

Feeling ridiculous, he kept his motions slow as he crawled forward over the ridge and down. 

Off to the side, there was another monster. It zoomed through the air, ludicrously fast before landing without even a puff of air. That was the straight-line ability that his identification had triggered on. 

Based on what he had just observed, the creature could instantly switch from not moving to travelling at over a hundred kilometres per hour and then grind to a halt just as quickly, and it was not restricted to forward or back; it could go in any direction. The shift he had witnessed was it going sideways. 

Adrian studied them. Given their weight and armour . . . oh. It was deadly. If it rammed him, ouch. 

He put his head down and focused on his movements. Five minutes later, he reached the bottom of the ravine. Crawling like this was a slow process, but if it let him finish his mission safely, then it was worth it. 

Adrian assessed his task. He was getting closer. Once he got to the top of the next ridge, he expected to finally see what they were facing. The zxeatra were interesting, but they felt like a different type of guard rather than the boss monster

Alarm bells went off. 

Adrian almost jumped and abandoned his stealth. 

A  zxeatra crested the ridge before plunging toward him. 

Combat options flowed through him, internal haste activated, and a step formed. It landed two metres in front of him. 

The front of its shell pointing at him, the weird appendage out of the top of the shell stretched above it, and he was comfortably in range of a nasty serrated blade on the tip of its arm. 

 Zxeatra Italraca Stage 4 Scout

 The Zxeatra Italraca are a species evolved upon Alpha worlds. 

 Stage 4 scouts are lighter than guards and tend to be more mobile, with higher levels of Perception. Offensively, they have similar abilities to guards, but a slightly thinner shell makes them susceptible to attacks that can break their shell. 

His senses warned him he was being actively examined. 

 Fuck! 

Adrian exploded forward using his spear lunge technique even while enhancing the spear with Phantom Blade. He targeted the base of the limb, where it connected to the shell. The spear tip hit hard. There was resistance before it punched through. However, given his mission, there was no time to get bogged down in a fight. 

He yanked his weapon clear, twisting the weapon as he did so in order to do extra damage on the way out. 

The zxeatra hummed with energy. 

Switching armour, Battle Wraith, step, step. 

Almost instantly, he was halfway up the slope. Behind him, a concussive blast of air and a wave of heat chased him as the scout unleashed its magic. The spear used its supernatural control over air and the energy generated by the scout was repurposed to propel himself forward. For a moment, it was like he was surfing and then it petered out and he ran. Maybe just seeing the zxeatra would be enough for the system, but he was cut off and there was no way to tell. His gut told him that a guard and a scout were not an answer. 

He had not seen anything that the system would class as abnormal yet. 

He powered forward over the ridge. 

Step. 

Behind him, there was a crash as a big shell, larger than the two earlier ones, smashed into the spot he had just vacated. 

Adrian stared in shock. His brain struggled to comprehend what was in front of him. The top of the mountain was an inverted cone. It looked like a giant drill had bored a hole through the centre. There were also zxeatras everywhere. It was like he was standing at the top of a funnel with snails defending that central opening. 

It was alien, eerie and artificial. 

The rock was perfectly smooth. One step, without resorting to magic, and he would slide all the way down and plunge to whatever was hidden below. 

The geography was even more unnatural than the ridges and metal seams he had viewed getting here. That expanse of polished surface was terrifying. 

Stage four scout, stage four guard, stage three guard, stage three mage support. 

The stage threes were bigger than the stage fours, and on the other side of the hole beyond where his identification could reach, there were even bigger shells. Too far away to confirm, but primal fear ran through him. The stage fours were slightly below him, the threes above, but the bigger shells. . . . He shuddered. If size represented stage, then there were stage twos and ones out there. 

The twos were at least as strong as the Bird and maybe even more, and the ones, while possibly not matching the wyrm, would be close. 

And there were so many of them. 

Just like with the octopod, the attention of all of them turned to face him. 

 Was this the evidence he needed? 

Adrian didn’t know what he was looking at. The force he was staring at was easily strong enough to crush Wangaratta. That would cause it to be classed as a local threat . . . as horrible as it sounded, it wasn’t a threat that the system would be interested in. But in his Magic Focus, the hole glowed almost like a star. There was

something at the bottom that was using magic, and Adrian wished Jaracol could advise. 

Was this what the system needed to see or did they need more? 

Forward? 

Back? 

Even with internal haste, he was out of time. 

In that half a second, he had paused at the top of the ridge. He saw dozens of them move. They would vibrate and then shoot forward like a billiard ball and then stop on a dime. They were coming for him. 

 Retreat or advance? 

He needed to know what was down that hole. They were defending something, and he was going to find out what. 

Battle wraith. 

Step. 

The shells reacted the instant his feet landed on the smooth surface, and he started sliding. Abruptly, there were almost twenty flying at him. 

Step. 

A shell that was zooming past on a different trajectory changed directions less than a metre away from him. Evasion kicked in, but there was nothing he could do to dodge it. The shell struck him. 

Specifically, the shell that proved to be anti-magic along with hard, hit him with a combination that countered the partial permeability of the Battle Wraith form. 

Adrian was sent flying away. Tumbling to the ground, disorientated, but it was a pretty simple equation. Go down. 

Step. 

In his domain, shells zipped through the area he had vacated. 

They were everywhere in front of him, moving so fast that he wasn’t sure he could step through safely. 

Jump. Wind Gust

He was airborne. 

Shells flew past with their massive arms that ended in nasty blades, trying to swat him out of the air. Shadow evasion had him jerking every which way even as Wind Gusts yanked him around. 

Unceremoniously propelling him up, down to a stop, right, then left. 


His reserves were getting sucked out of him as his automatic Shadow Evasion and the spear worked in concert to keep himself alive. 

Then the attacks stopped. For a moment, he didn’t understand what was happening, but then he realised he was out of the funnel and above the ominously symmetric hole. 

Wind grabbed him, and then he was free falling. With a curse, he rotated to face downwards to see where and when he was going to land. It was deep, a spectacular view. Perfectly smooth walls, each of them over a hundred metres away from him. The drill hole descended for at least a kilometre. 

As they got closer to the ground, the spear drew more energy, and the air thickened, slowing him. Five metres from the floor, the weapon cut its power, and he fell the rest of the way under gravity. 

Adrian relaxed his body like a cat and then rolled to disperse the force. 

He spun, looking for enemies, and didn’t spot any of them. Only then did he truly look at where his impulsive leap had taken him. 

A massive artificial hole in the ground that ended in an even larger cavern that was the size of a number of football fields and at least fifty metres high. It wasn’t symmetric, and this cave might well have been natural. There was a single notable feature in the immense space, which was a constructed tunnel leading away from the side. That exit was literally a perfect half cylinder and reminded him of tunnels that went under the Yarra, but those were four-car lanes and this might have been enough for six. When he switched Magic Focus on, that tunnel was blinding, and the glow from it was what he had seen from the top of the mountain almost two kilometres straight up. 

 Jaracol? Now would be a good time to cheat again. 

Silence greeted him, and he wondered if he had done something beyond stupid. It was an impulsive decision to come, but he had made it under the expectation that the interface would have stopped him if it was a mistake, briefly forgetting that Jaracol wasn’t available. 

There was no safety net, and he had plunged down over a kilometre. 

It was possible that the boosted teleporter plate would not work from this deep underground. 

Adrian looked around. The zxeatra from above had not followed him, just like the octopods. The fact that they had stayed above the hole did not make him feel safer. This was all too weird even for him. 

For now, he was safe, and rather than proceeding he switched armour and sat down. With his eyes watching the tunnel, he let his mana regenerate. After about seven minutes, he pulled out the teleporter plate and checked it. There was a connection to the other plate, but it was too tenuous for him to use. 

Panic flared. 

Adrian pushed it down. Hopefully, this was like mobile reception. 

If he explored, maybe he would find a spot where the reception was better. Worst-case scenario, Wind Gusts could propel him high enough to use it. With a grimace, he got up and started pacing around to see if there was a spot he could get better reception, so to speak. 

The connection was variable. He would take ten steps and then check. When it diminished, he backtracked. Eventually, it stabilised, and he kept moving till he found a green crystal seam that went up to the surface. The teleporter connection to it wasn’t just stable—it was strong. Adrian touched the crystal curiously, but it was just shiny rock, and identification and Magic Focus told him nothing. Despite that, it was clearly some sort of teleporting boosting cable. Like a lot of the stuff he had seen, it looked artificial. 

Leaving the teleporter plate on the ground, Adrian oriented to face the mysterious tunnel. He did not want to go, but since he’d set up his exit strategy, he might as well get the last piece of information. 

With full mana and his bulky stealth suit enabled, he moved slowly towards the tunnel and its brilliant, intense magic glow. 

When he reached it, Adrian was not surprised to see an even larger zxeatra than any he had seen yet positioned halfway down the tunnel. This one was the size of a small truck. Its single appendage soared to the ceiling. Simple geometry told Adrian that it could squish anything trying to pass it with that arm. Not that it would stay still. Adrian knew how fast those things moved. If it squashed him against a tunnel wall there would be no surviving, personal shield or not. 

The tunnel had a gentle curve to it that hid what was truly happening. Somewhere beyond the monster blocking the corridor, there was an intense glow that was also in the visible spectrum. He could see the glow just out of sight around the tunnel bend. 

That glow was familiar. It reminded him of the imp portals—just far, far larger. 

 Zxeatra Italraca Stage 1 Guard

 The Zxeatra Italraca are a species evolved upon Alpha worlds. 

 Stage 1 guards are between class 3 and 2. 

The one he was looking at was only class three. Only! As powerful as the wyrm. The wyrm had been deadly. Adrian was stronger now, but he could not fight the monster in front of him straight on. It would literally squish him, and there was nothing he could do. 

Passively, he examined it, but no neat breakdown of stats was supplied to him. 

Should he run? 

 JARACOL! 

Absolute silence greeted him. 

 HELP ME! 

The interface was gone. There was no advice available to help him understand this situation. 

Had what little he observed been sufficient to identify this as a world threat or not? What did it mean that a class-three monster had been put on guard duty? Was that fact enough? And was that light behind it sufficient for the system to create an identification of a portal? 

Humans would never get this close again, Adrian was sure of that. They would adjust their routines to stop anything from slipping by again. This was a one-time opportunity. Did the system need to see more? Or did it need him to run now and ensure what he had observed so far reached them? 

As if hypnotised, Adrian shuffled closer. 

With every step, he stared at the monster with horrified eyes as he moved each half a step forward. It was still almost hundred metres away, which was hundreds of these small half steps, but when it noticed him, how fast would it move? 

He remembered the smaller ones zipping past him. Did the large ones travel faster or slower? Would he be reduced to a bloody paste against the wall without even registering the danger? 

Another half step. 

The guard had not moved. 

His blood was thundering like booming drums. It was so loud that he felt certain that it would hear him. 

That glow. He had come this far. He had to find out whether this was a threat to Melbourne. Or he could run. 

His feet were indifferent to the thoughts in his head. They kept carrying him forward with every metre closer, representing a reduction in time when it moved. He knew he should lower his eyes, but he couldn’t tear them away. All that practice he had done had proved that looking at something seemed to alert them. Logically, he should study the ground. 

But if he looked away . . . 

Smack! He could just imagine being squished without even seeing the danger coming. Domain could . . . no, he needed to watch

the enemy. It was too powerful to look away from. 

Closer and closer. He was halfway there. Hugging the edge of the corridor, hoping that whatever was behind the monster would be revealed before he got within range of its limbs. 

It was possible the twist of the tunnel meant that he could already see further than when he started. He was halfway to that incredibly powerful guard. 

Another step. 

He was getting so close. 

Adrian froze. Just visible was another shell. 

 Zxeatra Italraca Stage 1 Mage

 The mage version of the zxeatra italraca focuses on large-scale magical effects. Stage 1 mages are between class 4 and 2. 

Potentially less powerful than the guard, not that the reduction mattered. All he could see was part of its shell. That mage must be the source of the glow he was seeing. 

His feet kept him moving forward and his mouth was bone dry and it felt like his heart beating so fast he was going to explode. 

More and more of the shell was exposed. If he could just sneak a little further and he might be able to see what it was working on. 

Adrian’s eyes flicked back to the guard, and he almost squeaked. 

It had moved. 

It was moving! 

Its limb was waving back and forth. It did not know where he was . . .   but it knew something was here. 

 Jaracol? Now is the time I need you. 

 Continue sneaking, explode forward, or run? 

 What do I do? 

There were no answers forthcoming. The wall that the pill had built was absolute. The arm was moving like a giant antenna and was probably being used for the same purpose. Sensing the

surroundings. It could sense him if he got any closer; Adrian knew that in his core. Even if Perception was its weakest attribute, it would still be high enough to see him. 

Adrian forced himself to stop creeping forward. That way was death. The only thing to consider was whether to spring forward or to run already. 

The mage was doing something, and if it was a global threat, then he had to buy time for the system to respond. Maybe the sixth aid, whatever it was, could stop extinction-level events or just the system itself. Yet it would do nothing if it did not know. Adrian was convinced that it was a portal glow he was seeing and if it was a world ender once it came through, there was nothing the system would be able to do. Instead, it had to be stopped now before the portal let it through. Had he seen enough? 

No. 

Yes. 

No. 

There was no way for him to know, but Adrian knew something terrible was happening. He just couldn’t tell if he had seen what the system needed. 

 Emily is so going to smack my head for this. 

He was committed. He should already be dead, but for Jaracol’s sacrifice. If the interface could do that for him, then he could do this for the world. The real question was how to go about it. 

He would need Battle Wraith form. 

He would need Ambusher’s Armour. 

He would need to go in and then out straight to the teleporter. 

Adrian remembered the information the badge had shared with him. That gem and how the system would pick up so much more than he could. He only needed a glimpse of what was there, and then he could run. There was no requirement to pause to get a positive identification. 

Decision made, he studied the route. 

Currently, he was going around the outer curve, but that was wasteful. He would go on the inside. It might only reduce the metres he needed to travel slightly but . . . he would chain the steps till he saw the portal or whatever else was there and then run. 

Chapter 21

The plan unfolded as he initiated the armour change, internal haste, and Battle Wraith all simultaneously before launching into Ambusher’s Steps. His sensory domain went from passive to active, making everything clearer. Of course, the moment he did, the monster knew he was here. 

He chained steps. 

There was an explosion. Chips exploded from behind as in a blink of an eye he travelled over a hundred metres. A human may not have even noticed him move, but a class-three creature was on a different scale. Its limb almost hit him as it flashed by, and then its body crashed through the space he had just left. 

Adrian changed the angle he was travelling just in case it was trying to predict his movement. Spears of crystal erupted through the line that he had been running. Damn magic to go along with the physical power. 

Step. 

It was his sixth, and he was within range of the mage and could see beyond it into a larger cave. 

It was huge, and his enhanced vision could not see the roof or the other side, but the army of occupants was visible. More of the zxeatra   shells. Dozens of them, maybe hundreds. All green. From that, Adrian concluded they were all mages and at least three were even larger than the guard in the corridor. They were almost certainly class two? Or maybe class one? 

There was also a portal, not like the imps’ ones, but more resembling what the portal mage had created under Albury to save Tony. He could see through, and it was huge, maybe a hundred metres across and beyond that, he could see a shell that was too large to fit through the portal. 

 Fuck! 

Reversing direction, Adrian took a step back the way he came. 

The guard zipped past him. 

 It was an invasion. 

He had to live to get the message out. 

Chaining the steps together, his sensory domain felt the guard get near multiple times, but not close enough to squish him. He hit twenty steps within the time of two blinks and landed dead centre on the teleport plate. 

It flared, and he was amongst the branches of uooTalica. 

Adrian collapsed to the ground. His chest was heaving. 

Apparently, chaining steps was bad news. A thought and his camouflage armour switched into place, and he concentrated on his breathing. 

Lying there, he tried to comprehend what he had seen. 

Then howling started right outside the dense grove he lay in. 

They must have sensed the teleporter magic. With another thought, the decoys went off and other similarly intense howling erupted further away from him as the monsters found his tail. Despite that minor victory, the octopods near him were cutting into the grove. He had a minute to rest . . . at most. 

There was nothing to do but suck in his breaths and hope that he would recover in time. An unfamiliar noise joined the howling, a deep reverberating horn coming from the centre of the restricted areas. 

The intensity of the surrounding octopods increased in response. 

They were burrowing into the uooTalica in an absolute frenzy and from all sides, too. Based on their progress, he definitely had less than a minute. 

In and out. 

His muscles were trembling in exhaustion but were feeling useable, at least. There was no need to rehearse options. Once they got too close, he would use Wind Blades to break out of the restricting vegetation and then run. It was not that far to safety, just seven hundred metres, and that distance would go fast. After all, he would not be sneaking this time, and the ground had fewer crests

with wider valleys at the edges. The creature on his left trembled as the octopod pack started tearing into it. 

It was time. Adrian looked up. 

The plant next to him vanished, torn away. 

A Wind Blade scythed out from his hand to tear the three closest octopods to bits, and he stepped into the tangled mess of tentacles. 

Spear Lunge. 

It took him forward five metres, sneaking through a thin gap, while he impaled the octopod he was aiming for. It was clearly some sort of leader, as it alone had been staying outside the pack. Then he ran once more. 

If Adrian was good at anything, it was running from things that could kill him. It was all he ever really seemed to do, and if a movie or a book or play was made about his adventures, he knew they would probably work it in as comic relief. 

In reality, it was anything but. One of the dying leader’s tentacles got him as he broke away, but it was a shallow cut, and he was already downing both a healing and a mana potion. 

Then he was free and running through the crystal metallic landscape once more. Up slopes, then down, but this time it was mostly downwards. 

It was chaotic, and he used his spear to club away grasping tentacles. His Wind Gusts were on his back constantly to propel himself forward. The octopods were everywhere, and not even evasion could hold them off. Cuts opened on his legs, arms, chest, and buttocks. He kept running forward. 

He stopped using his magic for anything but healing. 

Copper taste filled his mouth after one creature got a lucky strike on his chin. A tentacle tripped him, and he used an Ambusher’s Step to right himself so he could keep going. 

Notifications flashed, but he ignored them. 

Pushing forward stubbornly. 

Something slammed into his side and he swung the spear tiredly, driving the octopod away. That one had not been fully committed to killing him like some others. 

Step. 

There was a blur of movement behind him. 

Looking back, the octopod that had just missed him had been crushed under a zxeatra attack. They had obviously left their safety. 

This was the smallest of the ones he had seen, a stage four guard. 

Adrian stood spear ready. The octopods scattered at the presence of the monster, irrationally scared or perhaps rationally, as the guard had just casually destroyed one of their numbers. 

He was tired and bloody, but he still had a bit of mana. Every second was a bonus, and the creature had dispersed the octopods that had been causing him so many problems. 

The shell did not move. 

Adrian started backing away. It watched him, letting him recover both more of his magic and Ambusher’s Step capability. 

For some reason, they were in a standoff as Adrian slowly retreated and expanded the gap by an extra seven metres before it abruptly accelerated forward straight at him. 

Rather than running or dodging, Adrian stepped forward even while pushing a Wind Blade out the tip of the spear. The guard was surprised by the fact he was not running, and for a critical moment, stopped before starting back up again. The air blade was released, and then before he was struck, he used a Shadow Step to move two metres to the side. Having been struck once he didn’t want it to happen again. 

In his domain, he saw the Wind Blade hit the arm right at the base of the shell and shear through it. The creature stopped in pain, shock, or confusion. To Adrian, it did not matter. 

Step. 

He was abruptly standing on the stationary shell and bringing his spear straight down into the gaping wound. 

Flesh parted under the momentum of the spear. Triple Blade forming on the tip of the spear was released beneath the shell. The weapon had plunged almost two feet into the shell, but the magic did worse, each blade cutting through and ricocheting around, tearing, burning, and freezing the internals. 

He yanked the weapon out and started running. The guard was dead. 

With the boss monster taken care of, octopods came at him again, but their density was lessening. Coming over a crest, magic struck him from below. He flinched but then felt his wounds closing. 

Suddenly Jules was next to him with lightning arcing out. 

“Protect the healers,” she shouted and Adrian nodded, dropping his Battle Wraith form to join the two casters. 

They retreated with Jules running loops around the three of them to keep the bulk of creatures at bay. No more zxeatra emerged, and only the occasional octopod got through Jules’s vigorously offence-oriented defence. She seemed to enjoy both frying the octopods or turning them into a paste. 

After a few minutes, it was clear, and they slowed to a walk. 

They were five hundred metres beyond the boundary point where the crystal upthrusts of rock started. 

“Bah, too easy,” Jules complained, looking over herself critically. 

“They didn’t land a blow. We should get back to town so we can select our upgrades.” 

“What?” 

“I take it you haven’t looked at your notifications.” 

“No, I was sort of”—he gestured at all the blood that covered him

—“trying to stay alive.” 

“Well, you are going to enjoy this. Lots of head bashing is coming.” 

Chapter 22

Now that there were no enemies trying to slow them, Jules broke into a jog, and Adrian delayed looking at his notifications. 

“Was what I saw important?” 

“Yes,” Omala told him. 

“Oh, yeah,” Jules agreed. “It has spawned a mandatory local event.” 

“A what?” 

“You will understand better when you read your notifications.” 

“I can’t do it while running,” he admitted. When Jaracol was available, he had been able to, but now he knew if he tried, he would end up face planting within a couple of strides. The non-assisted interface he got to replace Jaracol was an exercise in frustration to use. After the trader’s attitude, Adrian suspected that was deliberate. 

Jules elbowed him. “You know you can customise the interface so you can do basic things while using it.” 

“I haven’t done that,” Adrian admitted. 

“Why not?” Omala asked innocently. 

They knew about Jaracol, but not really. “I wasn’t found a need to do it till now. Jules, what did you mean by mandatory?” 

“Mandatory usually means you have to do it.” 

“I know what mandatory means, but how does a system make something mandatory?” 

“If you don’t join the fight, you immediately lose access to all interface capabilities.” 

“What?” 

“As I said, mandatory. The system wasn’t mucking around.” 

“I didn’t know it could do that?” 

“There was more,” Jules said knowingly. 

“What?” 

“You will see.” 

Joanne giggled at that. 

Wangaratta, when it came into sight, was a beehive of activity despite it still being an hour till dawn. The whole place glowed almost like a town pre-event. 

“Wow.” Adrian pulled to a stop. “It’s like someone poked a hornet’s nest.” 

“Keep going,” Jules urged. “We all need to get somewhere safe to go over the notifications in more detail.” 

“You too?” 

“All of us,” Jules confirmed. 

When they reached the gates, there were four guards who registered at a level between thirty-three and seven. 

“Big guns,” he whispered. 

“Who goes there?” one of them challenged, a large-but-not-oversized sword drawn with a flourish. 

“We are returning from observing the octopods.” 

“They are good, Tony.” Kiyoko appeared on top of the fence. 

“Let them in,” Tony yelled upwards and the enormous gates swung open. 

They entered, and there were lots of people on the street. Jules immediately ducked to the right and pulled out a camp stone. There was a small amount of space between the wall and someone’s house. From the flowers, someone still lived in the house and maintained the surroundings. Jules sat down with her back against the wall right on top of the flower bed. 

She caught his look. “What? They’ll grow back, and there is no time.” She closed her eyes and was clearly studying her interface. 

Making a point to not crush any flowers Adrian sat down and pulled up the notifications. 

Global Threat Identified in your local area. 

Protocol 31298 initiated . . . 

Mandatory Quest to destroy the Zxeatra Italraca portal has been issued. 

Quest issued to everyone within two hours travel. Assault to be launched at 10:00 a.m. 

Consequences of refusal of quest under Protocol 311298

have been applied. 

Failure to take part in the raid will cause an immediate and permanent suspension of all interface functions, including but not limited to (magic support, body supplements, access to global information libraries, purchased knowledge not already incorporated into biological memory). 

Adrian opened his eyes to think about what that meant. You would not be propelled back to pre-event levels of uselessness, especially if you had a physical class, but if you focused on magic, you were screwed. If you were mage and refused to fight, you would lose access to all of your powers, as the interface would support none of them. 

“Those penalties.” 

“Keep reading,” Jules told him without opening her eyes. Omala agreed with a grunt, and Joanne ignored him totally, focusing inwards. 

Mandatory quest. 

Destroy the Zxeatra Italraca portal

A portal has been identified to a broken world. Based on intelligence recovered, this portal is intended to bring through a class 0 creature which will terraform the planet Earth to meet its needs. This will be an extinction-level event for all native life. 

Prerequisites. 

None

Rewards. 

30,000 to 150,000 experience, depending upon contribution and body’s ability to accept the experience surge. 

The request accepted itself the moment he finished reading. 

Mandatory quest . . . Automatically accepted. 

Adrian moved on to the next notification. 

Population strengthening, as per protocol 31298 initiated . . . 

Everyone within the target area of the global threat has been immediately promoted to the highest power level that their bodies can currently support. 

Existing level 5 . . . 

Maximum level 7.49 . . . 

Available upgrade levels 2.47 . . . 

Recalculating. 

Temporary upgrades available for selection Attribute upgrades: Three

Full path knowledge: One

Half path: Three

Would you like to select your upgrades? Time available is three hours. 

“No.” He opened his eyes and looked around, wanting to at least get a better understanding of what was available before doing anything. “Is this real?” 

“Yes,” Omala answered. 

Adrian glanced at Jules, and she had ticked up from level forty-one to fifty while they had been sitting there. He guessed he didn’t have a choice, and those upgrades were equivalent to over two levels through a higher focus on attributes than he would prefer. 

He had just received a mandatory quest. Did his badge work? A flood of information hit him about his enemy. Unfortunately, there was no organisation, so it was mostly useless and he had to shut it down before it gave him a migraine. The system knew very little about their true enemy, the zxeatra italraca, and while it knew a lot about the mana octopods, what it gave him was disorganised and

just a duplicate of the knowledge Kiyoko had already gifted him in a vastly inferior form. 

“Are the levels really temporary?” 

“Yes,” Omala answered. “Just till after the battle.” 

That meant he should focus on skills that would let him help fight the zxeatra italraca. 

“Not quite true,” Joanne said, opening her eyes. 

“What do you mean?” 

“There is no free lunch,” she explained. “Did you see the words about available upgrades that are basically your body, interface pieces, and your brain’s ability to accept additional levels? For some people, it might be ten levels but others could have thirty, and while these are temporary, they use some of that capacity. If you use twenty levels on Strength and after the battle you want to switch to Agility, then you will only have fifteen levels available. Basically, if you decide to veer away from your temporary limits when they expire, your ability to level up will be reduced for a while, and then the quest will award you fewer experience points.” 

“I think I understand.” 

“Of course, that is only a problem if you think you will get awarded experience to go up the maximum levels in the short term.” 

Adrian knew he would get the peak quest reward. Even if he did nothing further, he suspected he had already earnt the top-tier reward. “Damn it.” 

She laughed at that. “I think it is better to align with your long-term approach unless you believe a different strategy will help materially in the battle.” 

Adrian nodded, thinking. The quest was capped at a hundred thirty thousand levels that would be two whole levels, as he was on the cusp and he had 2.47 levels of progression. Wrongly assigning temporary limits might eat up his capacity, but it would not eat up all of it. There was no hard bottleneck that he needed to worry about. 

That made it easy. He could concentrate on upgrades, which would help him win the coming fight. 

What that looked like was a completely different question. 

With an approach determined, he closed his eyes. 

Chapter 23

He clicked on the major pathway options. All the ones he had previously been offered were there, but they were discarded just on seeing the titles of the full pathway upgrade available. 

Battle Spectre

Qui Vident Omnia (He Who Sees All)

Master Alchemist

Mind Crusher

Blue Ice and Flame Domain



The first three were just upgrades to his existing skill sets, Battle Wraith, his sensing abilities, and his alchemy, respectively. If this was an ordinary level up, Adrian would be torn between the Qui Vident Omnia and alchemy route. He could just imagine sitting in a house and being able to watch over his kids playing half a kilometre away and knowing they were safe because nothing could move anywhere within a kilometre of him without him seeing it. The skill was not necessarily sexy, but to him, it would be beyond precious. The world was dangerous. If he could shield his family, it was worth taking it. 

As for the alchemist skill, it would bump his abilities to the master level, and not just skill but also knowledge. After that upgrade with his heating, cooling, and telekinesis tricks there would not be a recipe he could not duplicate and grandmaster would just be a matter of years at the most. 

However, that was not a decision for now, because neither of them were battle abilities and there was no way he would be able to use the Alchemy knowledge to process the zuaqliaq berries in time. 

Battle Spectre

This is an upgrade of the Battle Wraith form with the following improvements. 

Permanent Benefits:

Physical resistance improved by two standard points. 

      Agility and Strength both increased by 5 standard attribute points. 

When transformed:

Form can be maintained for two hours. 

Temporary Agility boost when in spectre form increased to 25 from the previous level of 20 standard attribute points. 

Temporary Strength boost when in spectre form of 10

standard attribute points. 

A boost of Mind projections and a change so they will automatically adjust to opponents. If the enemy is weaker, there will be more frequent attacks and for stronger enemies the attacks will build for longer before firing. 

Grants force projection. 

Adrian scanned the words once and then went over it carefully. It was hard to work out which of the upgrades were the most powerful. 

Not the temporary boost to Strength or Agility, that was for sure; that was the weakest of the upgrade benefits. 

Adrian marvelled at that for a moment. Once, a boost of fifteen attributes points would have had him screaming in joy and now, he dismissed it as irrelevant. 

The other lines of the new skill were just more powerful. The increase physical resistance was significant and would more than double his resistance, and based on what he had seen so far, improving his physical defence was the hardest of his starting visible attributes to bump up. That increase would make it harder to hurt him. Things that would have previously cut him would now bounce off. Hell, with physical resistance having been amped up, he was no longer convinced that non-magical weapons would be able to cut him anymore. That did not make him invulnerable by a long stretch. 

If Steve whacked him with a sword, even if it did not cut him, that power would get transferred and he would expect it to hurt and maybe break bones. However, not worrying about external bleeding would at least be fun. 

Then the Mind projections meant if he was fighting vulnerable creatures, he would fire hundreds of Mind Spikes per second, but then if he ran into someone like Joanne’s sister with her strong Mind abilities, then the spikes would only be released when they could damage her. Force projection was another beauty. That was him turning a single spear thrust into a dozen. He would create a forest of shadow spear strikes that could hit and wound an opponent up to ten metres away. 

The question was, of course, which of the combat options were the best for the coming fight? 

Battle Spectre

Mind Crusher

Blue Ice and Flame Domain

The opponents were the mana octopods plus the different levels of the shells. For allies, he would have his normal team boosted up ten to thirty standard levels and thirty thousand plus fighters from Wangaratta and surrounding levels. While half of them were non-combat classes, they would not be useless cannon fodder. They would also be boosted anywhere from thirty to sixty. That made each and every one of them potentially deadly. 

Against that force, even though there were probably more mana octopods they would just be chaff. Those monsters would disintegrate against the elevated levels of the human army. 

Battle Spectre, while a fun class, felt like it was built for fighting swarms. Force projection was an example of that. It would let him slaughter octopods but would have just bounced off the scales of a healthy wyrm. 

Rather than focusing on abilities that could destroy swarms, he should concentrate on those that were most suitable to fighting the zxeatra italraca, because they were the true enemy. 

Even though, while fleeing, Adrian had killed one of them, he knew it was an almost meaningless victory. It had been stage four and the weakest of all the zxeatra that Adrian had seen so far. How it

had fought had also been moronic. He could not rely on that level of stupidity in the future. 

The combat paths presented to him had three flavours. Physical, Mind, or Fire and Ice. The real question was which of those would be best against the true enemy they were facing? 

When he was scouting and had first seen the zxeatra, regional knowledge had nothing to help him, but the system was clearly adjusting in real time. Now, when he thought about them, a lot of information was available, and Adrian suspected everyone had the same level of access. 

The shells were a species that flourished in numerous broken worlds mainly because they barely needed to eat. Stages two to five were non-sapient but directed by a higher-stage sapient version, they became dangerous. They were basically a cross between a well-trained dog and the edicts of ridiculous military precision. They were not as brutally disciplined as shintopurs, but they were far stronger, having access to both deadly physical attacks and magic types that varied across individuals. 

While the social structure was fascinating, it was not what Adrian was after. He wanted a clue regarding which upgrade path was the best. 

Nothing happened. He knew if Jaracol was available, he would be looking at a nice table of information that would present the exact facts that he needed to decide in the right direction. With the dumb non-interface information, he got nothing. 

 Are zxeatra italraca susceptible to physical attacks? 

There was a rush of information. Scout and mage shells could be cracked. The more defensive-oriented guard and melee classes had shells that Adrian would struggle to break. For those versions, it was best to attack their weak points. A bit of extra strength would not help him, nor was force projection useful. You did not fight them with blunt force; instead, it was better to rely on precision. Precise cuts to disable their limbs and lightning-fast strikes through one of the shell joints. 

 Are they susceptible to cold or heat? 

Another flood of images. He saw a dozen of the shells, including stage two, get encompassed in an inferno of flames that was hotter than what Adhava had managed. When the flames cleared, they had popcorned. Then another image of immense ice. A storm froze them solid and then what looked like a normal level-thirty mole person swung their mace, the frozen shells cracked like sun-bleached plastic. 

Heat and cold were useful, but only intense versions of it. 

 Are they susceptible to mind magic? 

A whole host of numbers appeared in front of him. It was basically type, stage, and then mind defence. The footnote below the table spelt out what the numbers meant. His basic Mind Spike would incapacitate anything below stage three, and most stage two types with the mage being the notable exception. They were more resistant than the other versions. 

Adrian thought about the added information and frowned. No, Battle Spectre was out; its strength was against numerous enemies. 

That is not where he would be best used in this coming fight. 

Mind Crusher would help get them access to the hole in the ground but would be useless against the big guns. It was also the one skill that Adrian did not want to select. There was something psychologically disturbing about crushing someone else’s mind and feeling it fracture and stop working. 

Curious, he skipped Mind Crusher and opened the description of the next skill. 

Blue Fire and Ice Domain

Through repeated experimentation, you have created a technique that recognises the dynamic difference between ice and fire. If you pull fire from an area, then you will create ice, and vice versa, and this is the skill being abused when you use a Triple Blade. 

This domain skill extends the ability to use this property of magic to a distance of forty metres from your body. 

Twin attacks of ice and fire can be manifested for five percent of the cost of a single elemental attack anywhere within that forty-metre radius. 

The skill was as impressive as the Battle Spectre skill. It increased the power of his Flame Sprout by at least a factor of twenty and possibly forty if he learnt to use the ice half of the equation as effectively as what he knew he could do with the fire. 

There was more in the skill’s background. For one, it was expert rated, and it would let him seize control of fire and ice spells while they were in his domain. He could pinch other people’s magic. If monsters or an opposing human wizard tried to use fire or ice on him, then Adrian could wrestle that power away from them almost without cost. 

It would be a genuine option. Against lesser shells, he could direct the magic to do maximum damage, freezing feet while burning off the attack appendage. 

Time to consider the option he considered may be his best choice, even though it wasn’t his first choice personally. 

Mind Crusher

This skill expands offensive and defensive mind magic. 

Mind attribute +6. 

The power of the following abilities is approximately doubled. Stun, Confusion, Mind Spike, and Psychic Invisibility. 

Number of automatic targeted strikes tripled. 

It took him longer to unpack what he was seeing. The increase in the raw attribute by itself increased his Mind abilities by thirty percent. Then the second line meant that the structured skills were all doubled in strength. Better still, it was multiplicative. So if previously, he had an attack value of one, he now had an attack value of at least 2.6. 

The last line, on face value, was only a slight upgrade to the multitasking ability that would let him split his attack into extra components, but there was a lot more to it than that. It would let him unleash more full-strength attacks per second. It was terribly worded, but if previously he could throw one Mind Spike per second with a value of one now, he could throw three with a value of 2.6. This upgrade almost increased his Mind’s abilities by a factor of eight when fighting multiple enemies. 

And the zxeatra italraca were susceptible. 

While the Ice and Fire Domain felt more fun, it would not be the best choice. Not against the shells. 

The Mind ability would let him carve a hole through the bloody things at least till they started fighting the higher-ranked monsters. 

Before making a final decision, he checked what was available from the half upgrades. 

The list of half upgrades was very similar to the full upgrades, just nowhere near as powerful. For example, a half upgrade would upgrade his alchemy from advanced to expert rating. While that was valuable, Adrian already knew he wanted to end up as a grand master alchemist and the half upgrade, while taking him up to expert, was not actually that strong. Just from his training, he was already close to expert and it would take . . . 

Adrian checked the numbers. It would require a further five half upgrades to take him from expert to master. Using them in that fashion was wasteful. 

For the Battle Spectre class, he could use a half upgrade to get any of the dot points in the description. That once more aligned to seven half upgrades for the full ability. The half of the name was extraordinarily misleading. 

He still flicked through what was available. They were there, and he would use them. 

The upgrade in the scouting got his attention. It was effectively allowing the detection of useful herbs for a kilometre around him. 

There were so many natural treasures that he would locate using that ability that his current searching methods would miss. 

Something for the future, Adrian decided. For now, it wasn’t combat, so he threw it away. Having examined all the available options, including spear-fighting-related attacks, he settled on his choices. 

For his full upgrade, he chose Mind Crusher. For his half upgrades, he extended Battle Wraith form to two hours and for his automatic Mind projections in that form to adjust to opponents’

resistance. The last upgrade was to Mind Spike. 

Mind Spike Upgrade

Increase the strength of Mind Spike ability by 94% and lethality by three times. 

He made the only sensible choice and went all in on Mind ability. 

The synergy between the four choices was immense. His entire build revolved around those automatic Mind Spikes when in Battle Wraith form. One he could sustain for the entire battle. Automatic targeting meant the spikes would hurt stronger enemies, and finally mind crusher and Mind Spike between them improved his Mind attacks by close to a factor of fifteen times what they were previously. 

Best still, the chance of killing something had been increased. 

He had already used Mind Spikes to kill, and it had been based on the Mind gap between him and his opponent. With his new Mind above twenty, it meant that his Mind Spikes now had a five percent chance of executing someone with an average Mind value of two. 

For someone below 1.5, that skyrocketed to above fifty percent, and that was with the interface protecting them. Non-humans did not have that protection, and if they had a Mind of three, then he had a fifty percent chance of killing them. 

Then, for which attributes to boost the choice was easy. 

Everything into the Mind attribute, which would hopefully push his Mind to above thirty and allow him to disable even a class-three mage shell. 

A searing pain went through his mind. 

Request Rejected. 

What? 

Request Rejected. 

Why? 

There was no communication. If Jaracol had been around, Adrian knew the reason would have been explained. His head still ached. 

Tentatively, he assigned one of the attribute upgrades to Mind and he felt stuff happening in his brain and the headache reduced. 

So it was not  No. But only  No to three attribute upgrades. 

Adrian hesitated—should he assign an extra point, or would it hurt him? 

Mind --- 2.4 (+0.4) --- Plus 0.4 from attribute --- Population –

0.207

The upgrade of 0.4 was far better than Adrian had been expecting. He was not sure what was going to happen, but he had been predicting an upgrade that was closer to his starting Mind of 0.2. A twenty-percent boost in his Mind abilities was massive, and he had to try for more. If another attribute upgrade increased his Mind effectiveness by an additional twenty percent? That might let him stop a more powerful shell. 

Attribute upgrade to Mind. 

Searing pain flashed through his brain. 

 Shit! 

Lay of Hands. 

Soothing energy flowed through him and eased the symptoms. 

The bloody interface should be smart enough to warn him about that stuff. 

If he couldn’t upgrade Mind, then what attribute should he bump up? 

Definitely not Strength. That would not get him any kills. Agility was always useful, and if his plan worked as he imagined, he would

avoid enemies while his Mind Spikes cut them down, one after the other. If he went magic, then he should probably do Mana Pool, but conversely, using an attribute point on mana only increased his reserves by twenty percent, which would not stop him from exhausting it within seconds of the start of the fight, given his track record so far. 

Adrian rechecked his attributes, and out of them all Agility and Vitality were the lowest. He remembered the shell slamming into him. The creatures moved so fast. He doubted he could avoid them once he reached the central area. Extra magic or life? Would boosting Vitality make a difference to a strike? 

Adrian thought about it and nodded. While the blow that had struck him had only been glancing. He had survived. 

Choice made he upgraded both Agility and Vitality. 

Agility --- now 3.24 (+0.76) --- Plus 0.76 from attribute upgrade --- Population 1.27

Vitality --- now 3.98 (+1.1) --- Plus 1.1 from vitality upgrade --- Population - 1.30

His natural inclination towards Agility couldn’t be clearer as he was only assigned 0.76 instead of the standard one for this type of upgrade. At least Vitality gave a little extra to compensate. 

Once the selections were made, he could feel his body changing and the information to make use of his new Mind Crusher abilities crashed into him. 

When he opened his eyes, the sun had risen. 

The first thing he saw was Jules’s face. She was level fifty-seven and was smirking. 

“What are you so happy about?” 

“Berserker class finished at level fifty.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It means I had a lot of skill points that I could use to purchase tailored abilities.” 

“And you got something broken?” 

“I don’t think it is broken. It is just that every level after fifty is significant.” 

“Did you get better at whacking or sparking?” 

She pouted at that terminology, then frowned. “Sparking, sort of, but don’t worry. I still like whacking things.” 

“What did you get?” 

“I got three levels of lightning specialisation that makes my spells twice as deadly at half the cost, increased mana regeneration, and finally blood magic.” 

“What?” 

“I got three spells in blood magic,” she rushed on. “They all use my blood to carry an attack to an enemy. The first is just force, think bullets, the sort of impact that you would get from a large-calibre sniper rifle.” Adrian’s eyebrows twitched despite himself. A large-calibre sniper rifle packed a lot of power. What was that equivalent to . . . a two-times earth-infused arrow at twenty metres? And Jules just dismissed it. “The second wasn’t as fast but allows the blood to hold an electric charge. It’s good for getting through shields. The third turns the blood into a nasty poison that kills and stops anyone infected from healing themselves.” 

“Wait, you’ll need to use your blood.” 

“Have you seen how I fight? I bleed a lot. It was going to waste, and now?” She smiled. “If something makes me bleed, I can return it with interest.” 

“You could always try not getting hurt.” 

Jules grinned at that. “Have you met me?” 

“Good point.” Adrian checked the time. “You were watching over me?” 

“Only for ten minutes.” 

“Do you know what the plans are?” 

“Not really, but the quest has updated twice.” 

“Really?” 

“As far as I can tell, Mike and Kiyoko have planned the assault. 

We are to depart here at nine.” 

“Seventy minutes.” 

“Yep.” 

“And has everyone been upgraded like us?” 

“From what I’ve heard, it has varied. Higher-level people generally got more experience, but some lower levels skyrocketed. 

There are examples of level thirties upgrading to only forty and then there is a level eleven who is now fifty-one.” 

“Really?” 

“It was all about body capacity.” 

“And are you at the highest level?” 

Jules beamed. “You bet. It is going to be so sad to lose these levels.” She pouted. She clicked her fingers and there was a clap of thunder. 

“Really?” 

“If you can.” Another click and more thunder. “So cool. I don’t know which of the skills I’ll give up. It really depends how the blood magic goes. If it is as good as I am expecting, then I will probably just drop my lightning skills till I get the permanent levels back.” 

“We should find out what the game plan is.” 

“What did you get?” 

“Temporary skills for this fight.” 

“Really?” 

“Mainly mental magic. The zxeatra italraca are dangerous.” 

“Yeah, I studied the knowledge the system made available.” 

“I don’t think that package captures the danger. Even you will struggle to hurt them.” 

“My plan is lightning to slow them and then a poison bullet.” 

“Is your blood magic that strong?” 

“It’s three levels above fifty, so yes, it is strong. I have also tailored it to fight the zxeatra.” 

“I assume the stronger they are, the better you can fight against them.” 

“Yep. It will take me a similar time to kill any size. Bang for buck, I’ll be better at fighting the big ones.” 

“We should stick together. I think I’m the other way. The little ones will die instantly, and I’m not sure I can touch the bigger ones.” 

“This is going to be so fun.” 

“I wouldn’t call it that.” 

“Why? It’ll be glorious. We’re going to save the world.” 

Adrian smiled. “So begins the Legend of the Bloody Berserker.” 

“I like that. The Bloody Berserker and The Billionaire.” 

“Really,” Adrian said in mock outrage. “That’s the name you want to stick? I thought you were going to call me the Shadowman.” 

“Shadowman is so boring.” Jules stood up. “Come on, we’ve been summoned.” 

“What?” Then he noticed his notification flashing. Curiously, he had a look. 

You have been assigned to the Alpha warrior squad. Please report to the front gate for debriefing. 

“You in the Alpha Warriors squad?” he asked Jules unable to find any more information. 

“You can’t see?” 

“No.” 

“Interesting. Yes, I am, but it looks like there are four crack squads. We have Joanne, you, me, and two others. A threat paladin level fifty-three and an earth adept level forty-nine. The rest of our group is split over the other elite squads.” 

Chapter 24

They were right near the gate, but while the text had said the front gate, his map had pinged a different spot that took them well outside of town to a staging area that was half a kilometre away. 

When they got there, twenty-three people had already gathered, and Adrian’s identification went wild. The average level was above fifty, and the amount of power available was incredible. 

“If we had this at Albury?” he whispered to Jules. 

She nodded, making the same assessment as him. If the system had triggered the same protocol, then the town could have taken out Adhava without a problem. But Adrian knew it only concerned itself with larger issues. Its rules were based on statistical probabilities, and it needed the native species to deal with people like Adhava by themselves. The system did not play favourites. 

“I wonder if that is built into the system. If the race can’t beat some mind controllers, would the response be to hand out levels like candy to the resistance? You know, eventually?” 

“Maybe,” Adrian acknowledged. From what little he had pieced together about the system, something like that was more than possible. “Even if that would happen someday, how many people would have died in the meantime?” 

“Oh, yeah. We had to stop her, but I was thinking out loud.” 

“Okay,” Mike said, his voice booming, so they all heard him perfectly. “You all know why we are here. You are our hard hitters. 

Your job is to meet their elites and neutralise them. Now I realise you have all studied the images that Adrian got for us, but I have bad news. We don’t think they are relevant anymore. We have reports from the front that the whole organisational structure has changed. 

Zxeatra italraca are now actively managing attack squads of octopods. That will make fighting them far harder. They will ambush us, drag their injured back, and basically make our life difficult. We also believe that the number of elite creatures has grown. Our objective is a class zero. The strongest thing imaginable. It is a

global threat working to get through to our planet to destroy us. It rules its own planet, and it will send its minions in to stop us.” 

Everyone started talking excitedly. 

“There is more that wasn’t available in the data package. Kiyoko, our oracle was able to extract this. The class zero we are trying to stop has destroyed three newly transitioned worlds already. The system can’t beat it once it gets through the portal, and that portal will open in less than a week.” 

“How about getting extra reinforcements from Melbourne and Sydney?” someone called out. 

“I’m sure that is a plan, but the system’s minions that are streaming through the forecast models suggest that if we fail, then mobilising the whole of the eastern seaboard will only give them a two or three percent extra chance of stopping the invasion. This is on us.” 

“Has Melbourne been activated?” 

“No,” Mike answered. “Kiyoko thinks that the wider mobilisation will occur if we haven’t won by six. If that happens, we have probably already lost, and if a wider mobilisation is required, then our quest rewards will disappear.” 

“What?” someone shouted. 

“Ridiculous.” 

“Cheats.” 

Mike raised his hands. “Not my choice. Just facts.” 

“What are we waiting for?” Galan yelled. 

“To get the strongest force possible. Thirty minutes ago, eighty percent of people were still unconscious. Even now, almost ten percent are unavailable. The elites”—Mike waved his hand to cover them—“took less time than some of the lower-levelled people. But it’s time. We can brief you on the way. There are fifteen traders up ahead. Get a care packet as you go through,” Mike ordered before turning and sprinting away, presumably to attend another briefing. 

“Interesting,” Jules observed. 

“I feel sick,” Adrian admitted. 

“Why?” 

“This! It’s all too much. The resources.” 

“Yeah, it’s no drill. This is actually world ending. Can you believe we need to fight something that has already killed three transitioning worlds?” Jules patted him on the back. “It’s impossible to comprehend how many billions of sapient lives it’s responsible for killing.” 

“It would definitely be a shame to have gone this far to have a titan end it all just as I am about to reach Melbourne.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She punched him lightly on the arm and winked. “We’re ages from Melbourne. Hundreds of kilometres, at least. That’s like a whole pair of shoes.” 

He laughed despite himself, and they jogged off together after their team. 

“Joanne,” Jules called out, dropping into a slow jog next to their healer. “You look like you are struggling.” 

“This feels like gym class,” she huffed. 

“How much Agility do you have?” 

“Thirteen,” Joanne answered. 

“You know you can train?” Jules reminded her. 

“You know I was a prisoner of a crazy witch and locked underground?” 

“Yeah.” 

“If you were always hungry and had no energy, training was hard.” Joanne fell silent to concentrate on her breathing. With thirteen Agility, she probably needed to pace herself. Since his Agility was now thirty-two, he could do whatever he wanted while keeping up with her. 

His attention turned to the two men jogging next to her, a level fifty-three threat paladin and level forty-nine earth adept. The mage

looked even more red-faced than Joanne, but the paladin was jogging easily. 

He nudged Jules and nodded at the runners. 

Jules smiled and accelerated around him to push neatly between them. “Hi guys, I’m the lightning berserker.” 

The earth adept almost fell over when he jerked away, but Jules casually grabbed an elbow and supported him. The paladin did not recoil, but Adrian noticed a hand drift to his dagger. 

“Jules,” she said bright and friendly, like she had not deliberately tried to get a reaction. “I’m in your group.” 

The earth adept was back to focusing on running as he clearly lacked the energy to do anything else. 

“Oh,” the threat paladin said. “I’m Murphy, and the puffing kid is Paul.” 

“That is The Billionaire,” she said offhandedly, waving in his direction. 

Step. Wind Gust. 

“Adrian,” he said quietly introducing himself properly to Murphy. 

Jules squealed happily as she landed catlike, not at all perturbed that he had shoved her away. “Fun!” 

The earth adept did not even notice, but Murphy observed the entire exchange with a measure of disbelief. 

“I see your reputations were not too far off.” 

“We have a reputation?” 

The old man nodded to indicate just Adrian. “Moral, strong, but a little crazy,” Murphy confirmed. He looked at Jules and then bit his tongue. Internally, Adrian smiled. 

Jules accelerated briefly and easily caught up to him. She looked fine and had grinned when he sent her flying, so he was probably safe from her retribution. 

“Adrian?” Jules said. 

“What?” 

“I think you cut me.” She held up a hand. There might have been a small graze on it with a tiny fleck of blood. It flickered and spat at him, stinging his cheek. “Luckily for you, not much.” 

“What have you done?” He was not feeling anything yet, but he feared the worse. She had some sort of blood magic, after all. 

“Just running a test.” She laughed and jogged over to run next to Joanne. 

“Why?” 

“I figured it could help your poison pathway,” she yelled at him. 

“Jules!” he yelled back. Okay, he hadn’t been safe after all. 

The traders were in front of him. 

Chapter 25

They dropped to a walk, and the traders were just passing a bundle to everyone who passed. All the bundles were different sizes, but there was no hesitation when they were grabbed and handed out. Then Adrian realised something else. He could see what each person was getting, and there was no obfuscation occurring. These transactions were open. Adrian’s ears pricked up as he listened to the various conversations. 

“This is a loan.” 

“You will need to return it.” 

“This is only for the battle.” 

Up and down the line, they were saying a combination of the same words. Before their hands would disappear into the drawers, which were actually spatial spaces, to pull out another bundle. 

Presumably, they were going to outfit thirty thousand people. And given the shapes of what was being handed out, he had no doubts that the gear would be tailored. 

The trader in his line had a shintopur form. Slightly less beautiful than the ones he had eliminated, a darker purple and maybe larger across the shoulder. It was probably a separate species. In fact, there were so many Alpha worlds out there that this gorilla-like person might not even be related to the beasts he had fought. But its presence here. In his line. That was deliberate. How they had engineered it was a mystery to Adrian, but he was sure it was deliberate. 

The trader threw a package at him. No words were spoken, just angry condemning eyes. 

It hurt me already. He felt like screaming the words out, but he bit his tongue. No one cared, especially not the traders; they had made their decision, and it was an all-too-human one, or should the word be sapient one? They were grieving Jaracol’s coming punishment, and the raw emotion was boiling out and the backlash hitting him. 

His stomach rumbled and he could feel sweat breaking out on his forehead. He wanted to lie on the ground. 

Lay of Hands. 

Adrian wished he had picked up a purge poison spell, but it was not useful, given his pathway. Any poison he could not cope with naturally would be far stronger than what any of the cookie-cutter spells could cure, anyway. Like whatever Jules had poisoned him with. 

Through slightly blurring eyes, he examined the package. It was tiny, and when he opened it, he was not surprised to find it only contained a communication necklace. Once he was far enough away that he would not interfere with the incredibly efficient lines, he stopped with his group and stripped off his current necklace and replaced it with the new one. This one was considerably more elaborate, with multiple gems inlaid within it and a complexity in Magic Focus that was frankly frightening. It was probably set up to link with the entire town. 

The world swayed. 

He grimaced before shooting an annoyed look at Jules. That tiny fleck of blood was doing a number on him. His only point of happiness was that if it was affecting him this much and so quickly, then it  would help progress his poison pathway. 

Jules’s hand steadied him. 

“Do you need help?” 

Adrian shook his head, and the world rolled in response. 

He shut his eyes briefly before opening them to see what the less well-resourced members of their group had received. 

Adrian glanced curiously at what the others had been given. 

Murphy, the threat paladin and their assigned tank, had a large parcel. The paper ripped, and he pulled a shield. 

 Shield of Momentum

 This shield created from an iron alloy is immensely strong and has an active ability that, if grounded in the earth, will stop the

 momentum of anything hitting it without hurting the wielder. 

 Charges three. Recharge time: 30 seconds. Energy cost: 120,000. 

Adrian, once he read the description immediately hypothesised that a lot of tanks were going to be getting similar options. It was clearly designed to counter the zxeatra. There was more in Murphy’s package, a very familiar communication necklace. Two identical rings. 

 Ring of Protection (single use)

 This ring will create a shield able to stop almost any blow when the wearer is in mortal danger. 

And finally, a new sword. It was thicker and bulkier than the one that Murphy had been using. 

 Shell-Cracking Sword

 This sword is designed with extra penetrating power. When mana is focused through it, the blade will create a concussive penetrative force designed to break brittle material. 

Were the shells brittle? Other than when frozen? Adrian guessed they must be. At least they would break rather than bend, even if it would take immense force to do so. 

Curiously he glanced at Paul, their earth adept. His package had a full armour set, but no weapons. 

 Expert Wind Set of Dodging

 Set bonuses

 Fifty percent improved running speed. 

 Activation of Wind Dodge - (8 charges. Recharge time: 10

 minutes.)

 Wind Dodge: Will push the wearer to the side in order to avoid an attack. High G-forces will cause internal damage each time the ability is activated. 

 Energy cost: 110,000. 

It was an interesting set. It would keep someone alive, but when it did so, it would damage them, and not a smaller amount, either. 

Three or four dodges in succession could well kill the earth adept, even if the blows that the set dodged never landed. Then again, the other way of reading the skill was the ability to dodge death eight times in a ten-minute period, which was ridiculous. 

Adrian looked at their healer. “Joanne, you’ll have to heal whenever that dodge is triggered.” 

She looked over at him and then, following his gaze, at Paul. Her eyes went unfocused as she studied the armour. “How bad?” she asked, finally admitting that her identification could not tease out all the required information. 

“Depends on lots of factors. How far he needs to get dragged to avoid the attack and even the angles involved. For a big dodge, we are looking at thirty percent health loss, but if everything goes wrong, it might be as much as fifty.” 

“I’ll monitor it,” Joanne promised. “And always keep him above eighty percent health.” 

Finally, Adrian examined Joanne. All that changed was that she was now wearing something that could only be described as a crown. 

 Crown of Healing

 This crown increases healing by twenty percent. 

Simple but powerful. 

“Nice,” he said, nodding. 

“Yep,” Jules agreed. “Joanne is about to audition for Queen of Wangaratta.” 

Joanne rolled her eyes. “Not likely.” 

“So you’re saying there is a chance?” Murphy asked, getting a laugh. 

“No,” Joanne said definitely. “I have family in Melbourne.” 

Jules and he looked at each other. They had known Joanne long enough to recognise that while it was not a lie, Joanne was not close to that family. She was coming along with them because she needed something meaningful to do, and Albury reminded her too much of what she had lost and suffered. 

“You could always become the queen and send for them,” Jules suggested. 

Adrian wanted to kick her, but suddenly the nausea that he thought was declining swamped him and he fell to his knees and vomited. 

“I was wondering when that was going to happen.” 

“What?” 

“The poison has three waves. I don’t know how they work, but each one is supposed to be more deadly than the last. First wave should affect coordination and concentration. Second, distraction and physical inflictions. The third does damage and will slay most things by itself.” 

Adrian’s leg cramped. This poison in battle would be horrific. 

Even if it did not kill outright, the opponent would chop your head off while you fought off the symptoms. 

“Maybe you should heal me.” 

“Nah, you seem to cope pretty well.” 

Adrian went to say more, but could feel his path protesting. It wanted him to endure this and continue the drive toward completing it. The pathway was an absolute arse. Adrian bit his tongue, recognising the compulsion that was coming and knowing that fighting it could make things worse. If he chickened out now, Adrian could imagine a future where after the battle, he would be down on his hands and knees begging Jules to poison him with a bigger dose, because that was what the pathway did. 

“Alpha teams, prepare to move out,” Mike’s voice came through to him. “You are going to engage first, both to soften them up and

also to get you used to the new skills. Then you will pull back to act as a reserve.” 

“Mike, are you sure?” Charlotte’s voice responded immediately. “I have a passive vampiric aura. If I am behind the lines, I won’t be able to use it.” 

“Badly worded,” Mike said immediately. “You will be right behind the front-line fighters to let your passive attacks still work. I am talking only two metres.” 

“Roger.” 

“Any other questions?” 

“How far do we go in the first engagement?” It was a voice Adrian did not recognise; it must have been one of the new Wangaratta fighters. 

“Two minutes in, then do a little loop and retreat along a different route.” 

“What happens if we bite off more than we can fight?” Yet another one of the unknown Wangaratta voices. 

Adrian fell as all of his back muscled simultaneously spasmed. 

“God!” he hissed. 

Jules was smiling down at him. 

“I can heal you now if you want?” 

“Shut up,” he snapped at her, which earnt a smile. 

She had known that was how he was going to respond. “The offer is there.” 

“We’re monitoring and will send reinforcements. But call out any issues so we can react faster,” Mike stated. Maybe Adrian had missed bits of the conversation, but it was hard to listen when he had been spasming on the ground. The potency of the poison shocked him. If it could do this against a body with his level of tempering, he could only imagine what it would do against those with no protection. 

“Now, these necklaces allow me to grant timing and map functions. 

Access your map and get going.” 

Mike’s voice cut off. There was no attempt at an inspirational speech. Apparently, he was happy to just order people around. 

“I don’t like the guy,” Jules said quietly, lifting him from the ground. 

“Me neither, at least professionally. He’s fine to have a beer with.” 

“You know you don’t mean that,” Jules said. “You’re just saying that, for Charlotte’s sake.” 

“As I told them, I’m like a mad old uncle. He hurts her, then . . .” 

Adrian stumbled again as his feet spasmed. “If you’re fighting someone, then this is deadly.” 

“Yep,” Jules agreed. “Which is why I want you to get immunity.” 

Their map started flashing, showing the route and timings. 

“Can you run?” 

“No. I need a minute.” 

“You guys go ahead, we’ll catch up,” Jules ordered the other three. 

“We’re not supposed to do that,” Murphy objected. Jules glared at him, her eyes taking on that cold, distant look that he recognised; she was channelling it from when she was actually berserking. 

Murphy, even though he had never seen it before, must have recognised a little of the wildness. He turned away and started running. 

Jules smiled. “That is sort of fun,” she whispered soft enough that the three of them racing away would not hear. She watched their pace for a few moments. “I’ll give you one minute, then I’m carrying you.” 

Adrian nodded. The spasms, as terrible as they were, thankfully were fading. Having these non-lethal effects hitting you in a life-or-death battle would finish you just as quickly as a higher-grade poison. 

“It is slow acting like this for a reason, isn’t it.” 

Jules agreed with a superior smile. “Lots of animals can purge lethal toxins out of themselves quickly. By splitting the effects, those defences don’t kick in.” 

“That was in the skill explanation?” 

“Yep. Stop stalling. Time is up.” 

“I can run.” He pushed to his feet and started sprinting after the others. His muscles were still twinging occasionally, and his steps—

when he tried to use them—failed half the time. Jules kept pace with him, sporadically dropping behind when he used Shadow Step but speeding up to catch him once more. 

Then the debuff vanished, and his gait became smoother. 

“Good job,” Jules said, puffing now that he had sped up. “Phase three incoming.” 

“What is that?” 

Adrian felt a stinging in his eyes. When he touched them, his gloves came back with blood on them. 

Lay of Hands. 

If he had full regeneration, he would have felt safer, but Jules was right behind him, watching him with eagle eyes the whole time. 

Something told him that even though she had not explicitly said it, she could save him. It was clear by how she had been treating him. 

His health was actively being drained out of him as Jules’s blood poison went to war with his body. It was potent. Academically, Adrian observed the mechanisms it acted on. It was a mixture of poisons, but primarily it was a wasting type, and his maturity against that was strong. Thirty seconds later the health stopped dropping and then ticked up. 

“No fair,” Jules complained, but she was smiling. “I bet that helped your pathway.” 

Curiously, he checked. 

Pathway of Poison Resistance - 74% (+3%)

Jules’s guess that her unique poison would boost him ended up being fairly accurate. 

“Progressed three percent.” 

Jules frowned at that. 

“No, that is great,” Adrian assured her. “Any sort of progress is good. Come on, let’s catch up.” 

They sprinted forward, and in what felt like only a few moments, they had caught up to the other three. 

Adrian checked the map. Roughly a hundred metres in front of them, the contested territory started. The octopods had expanded another half a kilometre out from their strange geography into the normal Australian bush. In bright sunlight, he could see a pack of octopods and beyond that a shell that was becoming all too familiar. 

“Rest here,” he told the team. “We have a minute before we need to engage. Go hard and fast.” Just as he finished talking, Mike came on the device, saying exactly the same thing. Jules rolled her eyes. “I feel like I’m back at school sitting up the back in chemistry.” 

“Ignoring the teacher, hey?” he said. “I was more middle-of-the-class guy.” 

“Not a nerd up front?” Jules asked him. 

“No . . . sometimes.” 

“When?” 

“The English literature teacher.” 

“What?” Jules gasped. Then she smirked. “You had a crush on your teacher, didn’t you?” 

“Only briefly.” 

Jules chuckled. “Oh, my god. I would never have imagined.” 

“And you didn’t?” 

“No.” Jules looked away. He could see that her cheeks were tinged a little pink. 

“Do we need to talk about strategy?” Murphy asked, interrupting them. 

Adrian grimaced slightly. “Probably. I’ll take the shells. Jules and Paul, the octopods. Murphy, focus on protecting the healer and stopping any shells that get past me. Anything else?” he asked Jules. 

“Joanne keeps us alive.” She shrugged. 

“We will adapt further as we go,” Adrian decided. 

“So what was her name?” 

“I don’t remember.” 

“You liar.” 

“Guys,” Murphy said. 

“What?” both Jules and Adrian said together. 

“Jinx,” Adrian said automatically. 

“What the hell is jinx?” Jules asked. 

“Guys, it’s time to go.” The paladin pointed towards where the other Alpha teams were trotting forward. 

“I’ll tell you as we fight, not that it matters. You spoiled it, anyway.” They jogged forward. Adrian felt a brief spurt of anticipation. It was going to be fun to see how upgraded his Mind abilities actually were. They had a full-strength range of forty metres and that in a fight was a tremendous advantage. Shortly, they entered bow range. Adrian could have got out his bow but figured it was unnecessary. Killing a couple of octopods now would not change the fight, and he doubted he could hit one of the shells. 

“Jinx is a game my kids play,” he explained. “If you say something at the same time as another, then you say jinx. The first person to say it jinxes the other and they can’t talk till their name is said three times. But you spoiled it.” 

“Next time I will do better,” she grumped. “Wait, were you just trying to shut me up?” 

“Yeah, for Murphy’s sake.” 

“Hey, don’t bring me into this.” 

Then they were in range. 

“Murphy,” Jules said abruptly. “I’ll get you for that.” 

“What?” 

Chapter 26

Adrian unleashed his first Mind Spike from sixty metres away. He targeted an octopod and learned that every ten metres after forty halved the effectiveness of the ability so that he was effectively hitting it with a quarter-strength spike. 

The spike hit its head. The creature spasmed as it lost control of all of its tentacles. Inherent healing rushed toward the head, but the internal brain functions were already switching off. The healing rushed over the dead space, finding nothing for it to heal. There was a tiny bit of consciousness still there, and the inherent healing rushed into the space. The spark of life expanded in response, the mind rebuilding and spreading outwards. 

Adrian didn’t even tense; it was obvious that the inherent healing was being burned off at a ferocious rate. It vanished and the consciousness that had swollen to almost eighty percent of its initial volume frayed at the edges and then collapsed. 

The creature died. 

At a quarter of his normal power, the most basic Mind Spike had killed an octopod. 

While running, he started throwing more. Every time, it was the same pattern. The brain would die; inherent healing would flood in and briefly delay the inevitable brain death. 

He launched another one, and this time the brain fractured instantly and completely. Inherent healing did not even respond, and the octopod collapsed like a puppet with all of its strings cut. 

That was what the killing blow looked like. 

Lightning swept over the remaining octopods, and then the zxeatra burst forward toward them. It was just a stage four guard, and he knew he could blow it away with a Mind Spike, but he was interested in seeing what happened. Jules must have had a similar thought because she dropped into a walk and let Murphy pass her to hit the lead. The zxeatra landed about ten metres away and then blasted forward straight at them. 

Murphy reacted instantly, stepping to the side in order to intercept while lowering his shield. The shell slammed into it and stopped dead, and then Murphy brought his sword down and hacked off the limb before it could use it offensively. Only then, with it disabled, did Jules step. 

 Boom! 

The shell crumpled under the force of her swing. 

Jules nodded, satisfied. 

“Let’s go faster.” 

“What?” Murphy asked. 

The other four of them took off and Murphy, with a curse, accelerated to keep pace. 

Adrian engaged Battle Wraith form and let the automatic attacks go off. They jogged through the bushland till the start of the slope and were attacked by six teams of the dozen octopods and their zxeatra boss. Adrian killed two of the shells with his Mind power. 

Murphy cracked one. Jules took out the remaining three. The octopods were not worth talking about. Jules’s lightning lashed out and fried most of them while a tennis-court size of Earth Spikes exploded from the ground to shred the rest. 

When they reached the minerals, Paul slowed to examine the crystals. “Wangaratta is going to be rich. This is low-grade mana crystal, but with this much—” 

“Have to win first,” Murphy interrupted harshly and then they kept running. 

Their opponents tried to adapt and ambush them, but there was not much they could do. Adrian always knew where they were, and that let either Jules or Paul shoot around corners to destroy the ambush before it was sprung. They continued moving and were attacked by their first stage three shell. His Mind Spike ripped it to shreds, which was not that surprising because his identification told him he had a fifty-eight percent chance of an instant kill and a ninety percent chance of that first attack killing it over time. 

Jules pouted about not killing it first, but the next pack also had a stage three, and Jules’s club cracked it open with one strike. She stuck out a tongue at him. 

“Alpha Warriors. Update, please?” Mike’s voice crackled over the communication network. 

“Zxeatra overseers are now stage three,” he said simply. 

“Alpha Soldiers. Update, please.” 

“No real resistance. Still stage four,” Galan’s voice replied quickly. 

Mike went through the other team. The commandos, which included Charlotte, were also fighting the higher-staged creatures. 

“Let’s beat Charlotte’s team,” Jules said immediately and started running faster. 

Adrian followed. So far, he had not got out of first gear and neither had Jules. “Paul, don’t waste mana unnecessarily.” 

Jules started laughing. Not berserker but a happy sound. “I love magic,” she called out. Then she waded into a clump of octopods to get at the hidden zxeatra. Pieces of calamari went flying. “And bashing things,” she corrected happily. “Magic bash, bash magic.” 

“Really,” Adrian called out. 

“Yes, Adrian, don’t you know it is important to love your job?” 

He laughed too, jogging along and making sure that everyone around him was safe with his Mind Spikes shooting off in every which direction. He could feel them impacting, but there was no need to direct it; they were all automated. 

“Bash, whack, zap.” 

“Shut up,” he yelled at her. “No one likes the girl in the office who loves her job so much that she sings to anyone who will listen.” 

Jules stopped swinging her club for a moment and paused to wipe away some zxeatra goo. “Stop being a spoilsport.” 

A stage two guard crested the hill and shot towards Jules. It was the strongest creature they had met yet. His Mind Spike hit it when it

was halfway to her. Not enough to kill, but its singular limb that had been positioning to squat Jules spasmed as the Mind magic went through it. 

 BANG! 

Jules hit it baseball style and then stepped back, shaking her hand. The creature settled still, a massive crack running through its shell. 

With a yell, Murphy impaled it through the hole. “STAB, STAB,” 

the man yelled. 

“Oh, my god,” Adrian said in disbelief to the laughter of everyone else. “It’s contagious.” 

“Come on, one of you get injured. I want to do some heal, heals,” 

Joanne joined in. 

“Hey,” he protested spinning to face her. “Don’t encourage her.” 

The healer just laughed. 

“Heal, heal.” 

“Whack, smack, zap.” 

“Spike, spike, splat.” 

Adrian looked at Paul. 

“What?” the final member of the team asked, holding his hands up defensively. “I don’t have a cool catchphrase yet.” 

“They are not cool.” 

On the other side of the ridge, right at the edge of his range, the last of the octopods died under his automatic and relentless Mind Spikes. The stage two creature under the combined assault had died to Murthy’s stabs. While technically stage two under his identification, it was literally the weakest they could get. Adrian doubted it would actually be considered a class three monster. 

“Let’s keep going,” Jules said brightly. “This is fun.” 

“Whack, smack.” 

Wind Gust! 

The spell lifted her and threw her in the air. And she laughed joyfully before landing catlike on her feet. “Love that. Zap!” she declared with the club outstretched towards him. 

 Oh, no! 

 Zap! 

The electric shock knocked him off his feet. “Hey, we’re in enemy territory.” 

“You started it.” 

“No, your 'back, whack, smack’ stuff started it.” 

Jules laughed while helping him up. “Come on, job’s not done. 

We should find more stuff to hit.” 

“The two minutes are up,” Murphy interrupted. “The plan has us heading back.” 

“Hey Mike,” Jules said into her necklace. Her voice clear to all of them. “We have just run into a stage two and eliminated it with the first volley of attacks. Do you want us to continue a little deeper?” 

“Yes,” Mike answered. “Alpha Warriors to continue. Everyone else to start looping, as planned.” 

They jogged up the ridge, Jules kept running past the creatures he had killed, and everyone else paused in shock. 

“I knew about those,” Jules yelled back at him even as her lightning lashed out at the next clump. Down into the valley, then up the ridge. Then four teams attacked them simultaneously. The groups included three stage two and a stage three along with about a hundred octopods. One moment there were no enemies, and then there were a hundred forming a half circle around him. 

“Incoming,” he yelled. “Seize the ridge.” 

Lightning blasted to the right, and he launched Triples Blade even while focusing his Mind abilities in a maximum-power spike to try to disable one of the stage two threats. He saw Jules run her club down her suddenly bare arm with the club’s spikes tearing gashes down her arm. 

Blood spewed out. 

With a roar, Murphy threw himself over the ridge, protecting the opposite flank to where Jules stood. Adrian’s Triple Blade and Jules's lightning smashed into the octopods. They died by the dozens with the first volley, taking out eighty percent of them. 

To people with fewer levels, the octopods were dangerous, but to the surrounding group they were just a distraction. Despite their numbers, all of Adrian’s attention was on the four zxeatra. A Mind Spike flashed out towards one of the stage two monsters. With his scouting abilities, he watched Jules’s blood shoot out at the other three zxeatra. One shell burst into flame, and the blood got incinerated before reaching it. The other two were less lucky, and the blood slammed into their limbs at the point that they joined the shell. 

The stage three he had targeted wilted, but the instant blast of death that he hoped for did not trigger. That was the problem with the percentage chances, you could not rely on them. 

Step. 

Wind Blade

A shell accelerated toward him. 

Step. 

The other two also attacked, targeting his friends. Murphy managed to get in front of one of them, and Jules swung her club to intercept the other one. 

 BOOM!  BOOM. 

The roar of noise was almost physical and was caused by how fast they moved. 

Step. 

Right next to the monster that Murphy intercepted. 

Triple Blade. 

The zxeatra he had dodged reversed directions and was coming for him again. Its main limb was wounded but still intact. 

Step. 

 Boom! 

The one trying to hit him crashed into the one that Murphy had stopped. 

Triple Blade. 

Right at the damaged main limb targeting the same spot. 

A blast of wind ripped from the damaged creature, and Adrian found himself knocked, flying straight over one of those impossibly deep crevices. Then he was falling. 

 Stupid things. 

Wind Gust! 

He flew straight back out. Murphy used his shield to protect Paul. 

Jules had destroyed the shell that had used fire. Despite her assuring him that her seed club was invulnerable, he still worried when she used it to stop something moving at a hundred miles per hour and weighing close to metric tonne; it just felt like those sorts of forces would eventually crack the wood. 

Of the other shells, the stage twos were all in bad shape. The stage three, the weakest of them, looked close to death. 

He wavered around what to do for only a moment. 

Mind Spike. 

He aimed for the weakened stage three. While his first Mind Spike had not killed it, the attack had almost halved the creature’s Mind defence. His chance of killing it was almost ninety percent, and that was ignoring the fact its brain was already damaged. Inherent healing could only do so much. 

Step. 

Step. 

Standing on top of a stage two shell, he thrust the spear down while channelling Triple Blade through the tip of the spear. Last time he’d tried this, the combined strike had easily destroyed the stage four he was fighting. This time, he was less confident. Stage fours

must have been at least ten times weaker than the monster he was attacking now. 

The spear plunged home and Triple Blade was released within the monster. 

Abruptly, his arms were almost torn off him as the shell accelerated away from his group at immense speed. He surfed the moving shell, wind making his eyes sting because they were going so fast. 

The creature stopped, and he kept going, colliding with the spear right into his groin. It was a glancing blow and mostly on his leg, but his eyes rolled up into his head and then his body kept going. He held onto the spear, and the force of pulling himself to a halt almost dislocated his shoulder, but he would not let go. The weapon was part of him. 

Wind Gust buffered him, helping him get back on the shell as his spear helped out. 

Triple Blade. 

The power once more went through the tip of the spear, this time forming noticeably easier due to the cavity that his previous blasts had hollowed out in the inside of the creature’s shell. 

The moment the magic released, he yanked the spear out. There was a squelch. And then the shell sped off, again. He fell backward; enhanced reflexes or not, there was little he could to prevent spinning out of control as his foot got caught on the edge of the shell as it flew forward. He twisted in the air to avoid hitting his head, but it was unnecessary. Air swept around him and deposited him upright like he had not fallen awkwardly. 

There was an immense crash as the zxeatra he had just attacked rammed into a crystal outcrop without stopping. It was dead

—his internal assault must have killed it. 

The remaining two zxeatra suddenly spread away from them. 

The fire mage shell was cracked in multiple places, and it was dead. 

The final one that Murphy had been holding off was unblemished, 

but it stuttered a lot, like when Jules’s blood magic had been affecting him. 

“Do not pursue,” Mike ordered. 

“It’s dead anyway,” Jules said happily. 

“Retreat as planned,” Mike continued. “I have got the data I needed.” 

Adrian’s interface flashed, and a new route out was displayed. 

Step, step. 

He stood next to the others. Only Paul was startled at his sudden appearance. “We have our orders. Let’s go.” 

“Whee,” Jules yelled. “That was fun.” 

“Certainly got the blood flowing,” Murphy said dryly. 

They ran along the route that Mike had mapped out, and Adrian was surprised by how few enemies they saw. 

“Why so few?” he asked curiously. 

“They were positioning themselves to stop the various groups penetrating towards the centre,” Mike told him. “That meant that forces that were supposed to be in the outer areas have shifted up their mountain. So there are few groups left able to intercept you. 

Also, given how easily you killed the weaker groups, they might avoid you.” 

“There are fewer of them than they want to project,” Adrian guessed. 

“Yes,” Mike confirmed. There was a click that Adrian understood intuitively was his channel switching from his small group communication to address everyone. “The major assault is to begin immediately. Keep your positions relative to your teammates. We want to progress at a steady walk. Kill everything you see!” 

There was another click. 

“Alpha warriors.” It was a new female voice that he had not heard before. “I want Adrian, Paul, and Jules on the front line. 

Murphy and Joanne are to be back up behind Paul’s position. I’m

updating each of your maps separately. For this part of your assault, keep your mana above ninety percent. You are all technically still reserves.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You walk behind the front lines,” the professional women said, 

“and use your magic to help the fight, providing it is over ninety percent.” 

“No bashing?” 

“No bashing,” the woman confirmed. They could all hear her laughing. “Unless you have to save someone. You are going to get lots of opportunities to smash and whack later.” 

Jules laughed as well. 

“Wait, are you guys listening in on our conversations?” Adrian called out, but the communicator went silent. 

That laugh when Jules had said bashing could not be explained otherwise. 

“They don’t have time to listen in on us,” Jules told him authoritatively. “Part of effective communication is using terms that accurately describe actions. Like bashing.” 

Murphy came up beside him and patted him on the back. “I would leave it. This is one of those times where winning argument might be losing.” 

“Why?” 

“She is excitable.” 

Adrian nodded at that advice and then ran along till they exited the mountain and saw the Wangaratta army spread out below them, marching forward now only a hundred metres from where the upward slopes started. 

“No whacking,” Adrian reminded Jules, right as they parted for their different positions. 

She stuck up a finger in response. Rude. 

Chapter 27

Adrian fell in behind the team, as directed by his map. The entire army comprised densely packed groups of five across the front. It looked like the army encircled the mountain, and as they got further in, some teams would have to give way. From what he could see, at least fifteen thousand people had answered the call to arms. Then again, Adrian could not understand how anyone could refuse the summons. The rewards for participation and penalties for not were so material that everyone should have said yes. Sure, you were risking death, but if the attack failed, then the world would be destroyed, and you would die anyway. It was not like you could run away from what was coming. 

Adrian remembered that shell he had glimpsed through the portal. It was huge, and because the zxeatra size corresponded to power, given the number of stage one and stage two shells that he had seen in the cave, this entire army might not win. 

The stages sort of followed classes. The lower they were the more dangerous. However, the spread of power was larger in stages than classes, which already lacked precision. Stage four was weak, stage three was stronger than him before he received extra temporary levels, but weaker than him now. Stage two covered the range, from the Bird at peak class four, and Adrian or Jules could now solo them. Stage one could be anywhere from class three or all the way up to two, and those his team of five could challenge, at least the weaker ones. A strong stage one, no chance. That would be worse than fighting a full-power wyrm. The army could take it, but survival of the individual would probably end up depending more on luck than skill. 

Relentlessly, they marched forward. Adrian walked behind the fighters and powerful Mind Spikes automatically shot out. Though Adrian monitored them, and if a shell appeared, he manually aimed the spikes. 

Any octopods hit died easily, so he ignored them. But with the shells, the mental attacks regularly one shot them and even when it

“failed” it would stun the shell. Which would then get targeted by the warriors in front of him. A helpless shell hit by a charge skill followed by hammer blows seemed to split the shells pretty easy. The upgraded warriors of Wangaratta were fearsome. 

There were enough blades and mages between him and them that even when they used mana-infused charges, they were outclassed by all the lower-level fighters. Level thirties, even untrained, were devastatingly strong. 

Adrian saw front-line squads getting rotated. He witnessed the damage that one of the zxeatra could do when they pierced a group defence and crashed into the relatively squishy mages. 

Healers, mages, and even tanks died. One moment of inattention or a single mistake was enough. It was a salutary lesson to remember. Despite everything, Adrian still had a neck, and that meant his head could be removed or a snake could bite him. He was powerful, not invulnerable. 

As they got higher on the mountain, the first stage two shell appeared. It was thirty metres to his right, and it exploded through a squad. Bodies went flying. The surrounding squads attacked it immediately, and a wave of icy spears burst out in a ring from the shell. Five people already damaged by the initial charge died when they were impaled. Another eight received what would previously have been mortal wounds. Providing they got healing, they would live. 

Step. 

Triple Blade. Mind Spike. 

His blades launched towards the base of the main limb, even as the zxeatra swung it towards him. 

Step. 

The crystal upthrust that had been behind him was splintered by the smashing limbs. 

Triple Blade. 

Wind Gust. 

Wind sent him soaring into the air, just in time. The shell accelerated through the space he had been standing. His Triple Blade hit dead on, crashing into the cuts the first round of blades had done on the single dangerous limb. 

It was tougher than expected. Despite two full hits, the limb was still functional. 

Step. 

Triple Blade. Triple Blade. 

Step. 

Mind Spike. 

It was looking for him. 

Adrian felt its senses pulse like a type of radar as it tried to locate what was hitting it. It washed over him and Adrian knew he had been located. A moment later, a focused pulse hit him and the limb snapped back like a whip towards him. 

Fortunately, it was too slow, and his second volley of Triple Blade crashed home. Between that damage and the tension of the strike, there was a ripping sound, and the appendage flapped onto the ground held just by a tendril of skin only two inches wide and an inch thick. 

It froze. The Mind Spike, combined with the pain of its limb being all but severed, was enough to lock it still. Two specialists came hurling in, propelled by a movement spell. One wielding a modified sledgehammer and the other an indestructible mining pick. 

 Level 38 Wall Breaker

 A class specialised in breaking through barriers. 

That one was using a sledgehammer that had an active ability that could triple the force behind a blow. 

 Level 45 Miner

 The miner class is equipped to break through the toughest walls. 

 Crack! 

The point of the ice pick went through the shell and created a spiderweb of cracks in the structure. 

 BOOM! 

The sledgehammer hit right next to the ice pick and blasted through the suddenly weakened shell. It ended up fully embedded so that only the edge of the handle was outside the shell. Both men yanked their weapons free and rolled away. A torrent of spells whooshed down, targeting the gap that the two men had just created. They lit up the monster under the shell. It suddenly shot off, fleeing the battle. 

Adrian only got a glimpse in Magic Focus as it fled, mortally wounded. While its flight had taken it over the next ridge, Adrian could tell that was as far as it was going to get. Its movement was just like a headless chicken, its brain stem was gone, and the amount of damage done to the rest of its body fell beyond the capacity of anything to heal. 

“We are running into higher-level resistance.” Mike’s voice echoed in his ear. “Alpha squads reform and wait for further instructions.” 

Adrian found his map had updated, and he turned away from the carnage and jogged to the meeting spot. 

As he was running, another stage two appeared. He thought about deviating to help but then decided that for this battle, he should be a team player and follow instructions. The monster was outside of his sensing domain and behind him, but he still heard a booming sound as it met the defending groups. 

Then screams. 

Adrian did not let himself look back because if he did, he might not stop himself from intervening. 

Jules was just reaching the other three when he arrived. Her face was grim with the easy humour of earlier in the day gone. 

“People are dying everywhere.” 

“They might have levels and combat abilities, but they don’t have the training we do.” 

“We have to trust the generals,” Murphy said. 

“Have you met Mike?” he asked before he could help himself. 

“Adrian!” Both Joanna and Jules snapped at him, though Jules was openly smirking, and Joanne was trying not to. 

“How do you think we are going?” Paul asked into the sudden awkward silence. 

“Good,” Adrian answered. 

“I think I saw almost twenty people die,” Paul stated. 

Adrian shrugged. “Yep. It’s war. People are going to die. The question is if we are killing enough of them to justify the losses.” 

Paul looked at him aghast. “That’s cold.” 

“Practical,” Adrian disagreed. 

“We’re talking sons, daughters, and parents. Each life is precious.” 

“And they”—Adrian waved his hand forward—“are trying to kill everyone in the entire world.” 

“But you don’t have to be so cold.” 

“He’s not,” Jules interrupted gently. “We’ve just seen more and had to make decisions about acceptable losses. Once you have done that, it changes you.” 

“Paul, don’t think for a moment that this fight is a foregone conclusion. We can lose.” 

“With the gear and levels we’ve all been given, I can’t see how we can lose?” 

“Those people who died, how did those gear and levels help?” 

Adrian said quietly. 

Paul frowned. “I know, but . . .” 

“What, there are so many of us?” Adrian paused to let his words sink in. “The system gave us everything it could for this fight. I don’t know if that makes us overwhelming favourites or takes it from

impossible to a slight chance. It could be either, but the fight’s real. 

This is a world-ending event. I’m not going to let compassion rule my actions, and as often as I don’t always see eye to eye with Mike, he won’t either. There’s too much on the line.” 

“Alpha teams, we have confirmation that there is a stage one mage guarding the hole. It has pretty well cleared out all the minor zxeatra, which is why we are seeing stage two already. I want you to move forward to the front line, but you need to preserve your strength for that fight. You can help the rest of the troops, but don’t burn your reserves or we’ll pull you back.” 

Chapter 28

They joined the front lines, and they were only one and a half kilometres from the central section. A pathetic stage two was intercepted by Murphy and then had its shell cracked by Jules before Paul shot earth shards into it. 

They kept running into no material defence for another half a kilometre of tortuous up and down progress. Suddenly, they crested the ridge and ran into a weak stage one shell. It was ready for them, and Murphy went flying as it smacked him with its multi-jointed limb. 

It was a scout. Adrian noticed that beside him, Jules was dripping with blood. She had done it to herself, striking a briefly unarmoured calf and hip with her barbed club. 

The blood seemed to come alive. A wave of bullets, like from a machine gun, exploded from her leg. 

The shell blurred towards him. 

Instinct took over. 

Step. 

He was immediately out of range, and the zxeatra stopped right on the ridge. Jules had jumped to the side. Having avoided the charge, she swung hard, but with his enhanced senses, he could tell that she was holding her strength back. 

There was a flicker of movement. 

Step. 

The limb slammed down where he had been standing. The monster’s speed was impressive. For this battle, Adrian decided to stay out of the fight unless someone got badly hurt. Technically, his Triple Blade could whittle away its arm, but he wanted to preserve his magic. Meanwhile, his Mind Spikes kept slamming into the creature. There was no fracturing of its consciousness, but Adrian imagined, at the very least, it had to be hurting it. 

Another shadow above him. 

Step. 

There was an explosion of rock shards where he had been standing. The Mind Spikes were definitely pissing it off. 

Step. 

Chips of rock flew from where he had departed. 

The bloody thing could cast some minor illusions to hide the movement of its main limb. In his vision, including his domain senses, the limb had not been moving till after it had struck the new spot. 

Step. 

This time it was the whole shell. It really wanted him dead. 

The others were attacking, and Jules’s blood had already infected it. They needed time. 

Step. 

Another explosion of rock. This time from the appendage. 

 Pick on someone your own size. 

Wind Blade. 

Adrian was sick of being passive and wanted to strike back, even if it was only a scratch to something that size. 

Step, step. 

It was hunting him, and his Mind Spikes kept hitting. Maybe it was not pissed, but instead was a guard dog protecting the space. 

Step. 

“It won’t leave the area,” he half asked half stated into the communicator. 

Step. 

“We know,” Jules told him. “Keep it occupied. You are doing a good job.” He chained more steps. “If you are running low of steps, retreat out of the protected area.” 

 Boom! 

The shell demolished an outcropping of metallic ore. A series of fractures spread from the impact point on the scout’s shell. Adrian

was shocked. He had thought the shell was stronger than that. 

His domain senses picked up on another hail of blood bullets, which this time targeted the new cracks. The bullets seemed to land and then wiggle like worms into the flesh of the monster. 

Step. 

“Adrian, retreat,” Jules ordered. “That’s an order.” 

Step, step, step. 

Adrian stood next to her and Murphy, who had sprinted back into position, looking slightly embarrassed at having been launched away like that. He stared down at the creature. Now that they had left the area, it was not doing anything. “Are we just going to wait?” 

“Mike,” Jules said abruptly. “We have class three zxeatra scout blocking the way. It has been mortally poisoned and will die within two minutes.” 

“How confident are you of the poison working?” 

“Very.” 

“Hold for two minutes and then re-engage if it’s not dead at that point.” 

“Confirmed.” The communication clicked off. “Now, we wait.” 

“How do you know your poison is strong enough?” 

Jules turned to look at Adrian. “I can feel where my blood is, and if it has been in something long enough, I can tell whether it will kill it. 

That is how I knew you’d be fine.” 

“You could have told me.” 

“Nah, funnier to make you wonder.” 

“And that thing?” 

“Dead in sixty seconds. The first wave was probably enough to kill it, but the second wave just made it certain and sped it up an extra ten seconds.” 

Curiously, Adrian watched with Magic Focus. He could see the internal battle that was occurring through the cracked shell and the

limb coming out of the top. The inherent healing was battling and clearly winning. “I don’t see.” 

“This is the end of the second phase,” Jules answered. “The last phase is about to happen.” 

Suddenly he could see the red of Jules’s blood like a malignant cancer within the limb. They wiggled, and inherent healing rushed in but dissolved away when it touched the intense red. Muscle died as the little red wiggles moved in and across the creature’s flesh. 

Inherent healing failed, and the little red tendrils multiplied and spread in a cascading chain reaction. 

Within his visual spectrum, he could see actual rot occurring on the skin. Lesions bubbled as skin died and the immune system fought back against the little red tendrils in the centre of the destruction. The rot spread outwards, inherent having failed, and then it slumped, lifeless. 

Adrian’s eyes then flicked to the shell and through the cracks, he could see the same things that had happened. 

“Mike, class three is dead. We’re moving forward. 

“Negative. Hold. It was your blood magic?” 

“Yep.” 

“Eliminate the one to the right then move forward as a combined unit.” 

Jules looked annoyed at the orders, but she did as instructed, rotating along the top of the ridge until they looked down into another depression. This one also had a class three zxeatra in it, but it was a guard instead of a scout. The monster looked materially heavier than the one they had fought. It had also clearly been in a fight. There were cracks in its shell in multiple spots and even sections of shell the size of his head missing. Despite that, it stood unbowed with its limb fully intact, held up proudly and ready to slap anything that threatened it. 

Close to twenty human bodies lay in the area, all of them mangled. Some were little more than a blood stain and discarded

broken weapons. 

“Can you distract it?” Jules asked. 

“Yep.” 

Step, Wind Blade, step. 

The monster flashed after him. It flailed its limb at him, but with every third attack, it tried to body slam him. After about twenty seconds of leading it on a merry chase, he felt the streaks of blood slam home. Jules ignored the limb and just targeted distinct gaps in the shell. Having fought with her long enough, he knew she would want it turned around to infect the other side. 

Step, step. 

It spun and charged him once more. There was another burst of bloody missiles and he retreated up the ridge to safety. 

It did not follow him. 

Jules stood next to him; her eyes squinted as she examined the monster. 

“It’s done,” she said into the communication necklace. 

“Dead?” 

“In a hundred seconds.” 

“Hold till it expires.” 

“Being part of a war group sucks eggs.” 

Adrian patted her on the shoulder. “I imagine the fights are going to get more intense.” 

Quietly, he stared down at the bodies below them. In some ways, they had died in vain, and a slower approach would have let Jules’s blood kill them one by one, but the damage they had done to the shell had helped leave it vulnerable. Against the scout, they had got lucky since it had cracked its shell by itself. But against the guard with the thicker shell, he was not sure a single collision would have had that impact. 

The zxeatra started randomly shooting around the space it was protecting. Adrian remembered vividly how his muscles had

randomly contracted. 

“Your blood magic is nasty.” 

“Yeah, it was a terrible choice. Means I sit around just watching.” 

Adrian glanced at her sideways. “What? I don’t like it. Feels evil.” 

She physically shivered. “I know it’s a great way to finish a beast that would otherwise be too strong, and I know it’s good against these things, but . . .” 

“Fair enough,” Adrian said. “I felt the same way about my Mind powers.” 

“And now you don’t have them. I bet you’re happier.” 

“Yep.” 

“I’m going to feel the same way about the blood magic.” 

Below them, Adrian saw the change in Jules’s poison and the sudden rush of inherent healing that quickly got overwhelmed by the poison. 


“Done.” 

“I can see,” he responded, but realised that she was talking to command. 

“Move forward. Let’s see what we have next.” 

As ordered, they strode down. Behind them, there was the hum of moving crowds as the rest of Wangaratta, or at least those in their section, started to follow. 

Almost as if an order had been given, they jogged by, forming up in groups in front of them. 

“Alpha warriors.” The girl who directed them when Mike was not available spoke into their devices. “You are to stand down. Please stay behind the assault squads till instructed otherwise.” 

Jules kicked the class three monster they were passing. The shell rocked. “I hate battle groups.” 

Chapter 29

Adrian crested the ridge and recognised the last ring before the funnel. This area was larger than the other sections. Previously, there had been regular ridges radiating out like spokes on a wheel, but now they were getting closer. They were so close to the centre that he could see about a third of a circle on either side. It was a tight-curved valley, and the geography was crappy for humans. 

There were no flat spaces, but their makeshift army had already adapted. 

The battlefield, their section at least, was almost a kilometre long and a hundred metres wide but bent. There was lots of space to fight, but it was filled with more zxeatra than they had expected. 

While this might not be the last stand, the zxeatra had clearly reinforced their numbers. It was only shells below them. The octopods had all been exterminated as the humans had stormed the mountain. Those rolling walls of tentacles that had confronted him had fallen under the equally numerous blades of the human armies. 

There was another reason there were no octopods below. The weakest of the shells were far stronger than a mana octopod. They would have added nothing to the coming battle. This was for the big guns. 

First, his eyes examined them, from experience he classified them by dint of size and colours. There were four stage two, then forty stage three, and then five times that number of the weaker stage three. It was a significant force. Four creatures ranked between the wyrm and Bird, another forty as powerful as the Bird, and then a multitude of chaff. Adrian swallowed heavily. He could sense the collective gasp that went through the massed human army. 

There were more colour shades amongst the lower ranks than Adrian had previously observed. Hopefully, they would not complicate things. They were used to the power of the three main variants. Maybe they were cleaners and the enemy had run out of fighters and was bluffing them, but Adrian doubted it. 

 Zxeatra Italraca Stage 3 Earth Shaper The Zxeatra Italraca are a species evolved upon Alpha worlds. 

 Stage 4 earth shapers are mages that specialise in terraforming the environment. Their shell makes them nearly immune to both magic and physical attacks. 

Not cleaners, but close. They were clearly on Earth for something other than fighting. With one successfully identified so their commanders would know what they were facing, he turned his attention to the real threat facing them. Four class three. That was strength they could not take lightly, even with their elevated levels. 

One of them was a mage that specialised in earth, another in fire, and then a scout and guard. 

“This looks more fun,” Jules said brightly. 

“Alpha teams,” the female voice suddenly crackled in their ears. 

“This is not your fight. Please preserve strength for later. Do not expose yourselves to risk, but you can contribute. Providing mana does not drop below ninety percent, and you do not put yourself at risk of injury.” 

“Damn,” Murphy cursed next to him. “I don’t want to watch more people die.” 

Jules merely smiled. “That’s my cue to go kill them.” She patted her armour-covered thigh. “With regeneration and food, I have almost unlimited blood.” She plucked out a burger, took a big bite and then grinned at them. “Wait and watch.” 

All the battle groups, excluding their own, started moving. It was eerie to see, but he guessed Mike had been addressing them separately. 

“Alpha teams, I know Bec has briefed you, but I need to reiterate. 

The rest of Wangaratta can handle this fight. We need you to be fresh in case they have reinforcements.” 

Mentally, Adrian registered just what that meant. The entrance to the hole in the ground would presumably be guarded by something stronger than what filled this valley. That was who they had to fight. 

Especially if it came and tried to attack them mid-battle. 

Adrian watched the disorganised army advance. It was an amazing sight. Two thousand groups of fighters advancing shoulder to shoulder. They were literally ten deep in places, and as one they marched forward with no coordination in their movements. What they did have was a palpable sense of resolute tenacity. 

While the system had been heavy-handed in forcing them to be here, Adrian did not think that mattered that much. Almost every one of them had chosen to be here. They were all willing to sacrifice themselves to ensure the portal below got closed. All of them knew what they were walking into. They had experienced the damage the smaller shells could do, and it was easy enough to extrapolate what the larger ones would do. 

“Fuck, I want to help them,” Jules said. 

Adrian swallowed heavily. “Yeah. Go.” 

“We obey orders,” Murphy said firmly. “We need to be ready for a counterattack.” 

Jules swiftly finished her burger. “I’ll keep my mana above ninety percent.” She then departed, half running and half sliding down the steep slope. 

Below them, the battle was drawn. Magic exploded, defences were enacted, and people died. The stage two guard accelerated and squished ten humans while sending another forty flying. It paused for a moment to let its limb slap around it, squishing two fighters who had only been injured by its charge. Then it sped up at a right angle. Straight into a different group. 

 BANG! 

The shell stopped abruptly. A shield glowed with power, with a single woman crouched behind it. The glowing metal held her position despite the massive force of the moving shell, the enormous boulder intercepted by dint of her courage and powers. 

Magic was . . . indescribable sometimes. 

“Mike has asked me to target the stage twos,” Jules yelled over the communication necklace. “It’s official. See you, losers.” 

She broke out into a sprint toward the guard whose first strike had done so much damage. Though from the looks of things, the humans were striking back and had stabilised the situation thanks to the glowing shields. The first attack must have caught the tanks off guard. 

“I’m going too,” he told the others. 

Step. Mind Spike. 

Unlike Jules, he targeted the smaller shells. Aiming not to kill but to distract them long enough for someone else to finish them. 

He respected his orders and refrained from using Battle Wraith. 

Keeping his magic suppressed outside of the occasional Wind Gust to save himself or others. His Mind Spikes, however, lashed out continuously, stabilising the battles near where he moved. Up the line and then down. He passed Jules, busily sprinting towards where the earth shell was wreaking its own unique form of havoc. That was one area that Adrian had avoided, as protecting himself from the multiple waves of earth magic was guaranteed to burn away his reserves. Either spikes exploded up from under your feet or it was shooting magic that acted like heat-seeking earth missiles. 

Sporadically, it created a fast-moving earthen wall that folded around and consumed them, and when it passed, it was like they had gone through a metal grinder. There wasn’t much left afterwards. 

When he next passed the guard, it was dead. The skill Jules had chosen was damn smart. She had tailored it beautifully to this fight. 

By the time he reached the far side where the fire mage had started the fight, he found it near death, its shell split open and its powers broken. The fight was still going. Five stage threes defended their broken master, which was half of its initial complement of defenders and their vigorous defence combined with the occasional puff of flames from the damaged mage kept everyone at bay. 

Adrian went to work, using his temperature control ability to reduce the impact of the gusts of flame even as his Mind Spikes hammered one defender after another. The fighters around the

monster took advantage of its stutters and pauses and the suddenly less-damaging fireballs to finish the fight. 

Adrian looked at his mana and grimaced. It was down fifty percent despite the orders to keep it above ninety. The surrounding fighters were cheering with excitement. 

“Good job, sections twenty-three through to thirty-four,” Mike’s voice rang out. “Four minutes for recovery, then you can move to reinforce other sections. Individual handlers will reach out to reform attack squads.” 

With a shrug, Adrian turned and walked back towards his original starting point. There were still two class three alive, but they were the only real resistance left and one look with Magic Focus showed that Jules’s poison was doing its thing. The moment he got to where he started, he sat down next to Murphy with Paul and Joanne on the other side. 

“How well did you obey orders?” Murphy asked curiously. 

“Mostly perfectly,” he answered, looking in awe at the number of bodies that were laid out below him. Hundreds had died in this small area. “Mostly,” Adrian repeated, with a glance over towards where sections twenty-three to thirty-four were getting to their feet. Apart from that one battle, he had obeyed the orders perfectly. Adrian smiled to himself. It didn’t matter; that last intervention had been worth it. He must have saved dozens, if not hundreds, of fighters. 

“Alpha teams form up and head towards the next crest.” 

“We’re on,” Murphy said with false bravado. 

Adrian’s map had updated, and they were not being sent directly across but at an angle toward where Jules was. The route gave her less distance to run. Smart. He thought it was just Mike and Bec, but they must have lots of people working for them to coordinate the fight to that level of detail. The more powerful individuals were being micro-managed. 

Jules joined them just before the ridge of the hill. 

“Time to earn our special treatment.” 

“Did you kill three?” 

“Nah, just the scout and earth one. The guard was killed before my poison finished up. I’ll take half credit, though; it losing control of its movement definitely helped them finish it.” 

“I only helped a bit with the fire one,” Adrian admitted. 

“So you’re still on zero?” 

He smiled at that barb. “Come on, let’s see what’s next.” 

He could see that there was nothing preparing a direct ambush on the other side. The top of the ridge was not like you would ever find naturally, rather it literally went up to a sharp point. Probably the work of those earth shapers. They jogged to the top and assessed the funnel as a team for the first time. What they saw was an artificially shaped location and a big hole in the middle. All the zxeatra that had been in the space earlier were gone, leaving just a single monster to fight them. 

“Mage,” he said instantly and then focused on it. 

 Zxeatra Italraca Mage - Stage 1 (Class 3 rating) The Zxeatra Italraca are a species evolved upon Alpha worlds. 

 Stage 1 mages use multiple magic types along with physical mobility to crush their opponents. Their shell makes them nearly immune to both magic and physical attacks. 

As always, extra information flowed through to him. “Fire, earth, and nature,” he told the others. Jules hissed from beside him. “It’s equivalent to a class-three monster, which puts its magic onto the next level. It has an enhanced moving earth wall that can one shot all of us.” He glanced at Jules, assessing her blood magic. “And its nature magic will counter your blood magic. So use as much as you can, because if it’s healing itself, it’s not using white flame spit on us.” 

“This is going to be shit.” 

“Adrian.” Mike’s voice intruded. “Can you please complete your identification?” 

“What, are you watching through my eyes or something?” 

“Not directly, but we have skills that use all the information gained and unfortunately, you are one of our three top identifiers.” 

He continued studying the threat in front of him. 

“Are the others identifying, too?” 

“Of course they are. They have a different angle from you and are alternately skilled.” 

The shell was patterned curiously. Potentially, there had been a fracturing and regrowth there. He kept his focus on the creature, working out its mix of spells. There was nothing too alarming. The expanding earth wall was definitely the worst trick it had. It was even more terrifying than the one he had avoided in the previous battle. 

But as powerful as that was, the enemy was a long way from a single-trick wonder. 

Part of him wished he had months to study that earth wall spell. 

There would be so much that he could learn from it. The wall was not fast-moving dirt but more spinning sharp slivers of rock, and while technically not diamond, they might as well be. They would cut most of the armour he had seen easily. It was very similar to how the Wind Blades worked, but with diamonds instead of air and a ripple effect that could expand out to fifty metres in every direction. Given how often it could use the magic, he was not sure that any humans were going to get into melee range. 

The white fire spit was just as fascinating. It was like the sticky Dragon’s Breath potion, more than capable of burning a foot or so into solid ground whether it be metal or rock. The material didn’t matter, as the stuff would just evaporate anything, and it could drop it on anyone within ninety metres of it. The creature could form it right above their heads just like he did with Flame Sprout. 

“This is impossible.” 

“Not quite,” Mike said with a laugh. Adrian had not realised his communication device was still open. “It’s beatable.” 

“But?” 

“We are still calculating probabilities.” 

“What are you guys considering?” 

“We can’t leave this at our back. That earth ring would be absolutely devastating at the bottom of the cavern. So there are two primary choices. The first is to let you elite guys kill it. The second is that we send the elite down the hole and then have the rest of us attack this thing, so it doesn’t follow.” 

“Everyone else will be slaughtered.” 

“Yeah, we will.” 

“We?” 

“Look to your right.” Adrian did so, looking down into the strange geometry they had just cleared. He was a quarter of a kilometre away, but Mike was walking up towards the ridge along with a whole host of other people he assumed were the support staff. “There’s no holding back and no second chances, so I’ll fight too.” 

“You’ll all die.” 

“Yes, if we chose that path. But if it gives you guys another couple of seconds to complete the mission down below, then that sacrifice is worth it.” 

“You can’t.” 

“We haven’t made the decision. But we’ll do whatever has the higher probability.” 

“This system is bloody brutal.” 

“The system is not making the choice; that is up to me, and I know you think I make poor decisions, but we are doing what gives us the best chance of winning even if that means that every single one of us dies. The fate of the world rests here.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” 

“Because I need to talk it out with someone.” 

“Charlotte?” 

“She’s too emotional. I want someone hard enough to understand.” 

“Great, and that’s me?” 

Mike laughed over the necklace. “Yeah, it is. I used to be jealous of you, but not anymore. Power comes at a cost.” 

“Only if you have a heart.” 

“Yep,” Mike agreed. “It fuckin’ sucks, doesn’t it?” 

All the fighters from Wangaratta were gathered behind him, not going over the ridge yet, but getting ready. 

“That bastard you are looking at is the last one left on the surface,” Mike told him. “We will attack from every direction.” 

“Which means?” 

“What you fear.” His voice clicked off and then clicked back on in a way that let Adrian know he was talking to all of them. “We have a battle plan.” 

Mike’s voice rang out and Adrian, because he was looking for it, could hear the apology. 

Chapter 30

What you fear. That was what Mike had said and so Adrian knew what was coming before Mike said it. 

“We’re running out of time. The elite squads. Alpha, Beta, and Charlie will all make for the hole and jump in. The rest of us are going to engage the class-three mage and keep it occupied. Broadly speaking, the elite squads’ only priority will be to disable the portal, and our job is to distract the mage. We’ll commence in five minutes. 

The mage is a significant threat, and we’re going to need to coordinate. The fate of humanity rests on us winning this fight. We have to be sufficiently threatening that it does not follow the elites down the tunnel. I’m proud of everyone here. People are going to die, but it will be to save the world.” 

Mike paused momentarily to let that sink in before continuing. 

“The monster has two primary attacks.” 

Mike then explained the shell’s power and the method they were going to use. Adrian felt sick listening to the plan. It was basically sacrificial waves with the dedicated shell breakers on suicide strikes aiming to hit on the fault lines. Apparently, the traders had handed out stones that would propel them at incredible speed through the air. It was hoped that someone would survive going through the air snakes above them. 

“Fuck,” Murphy said. 

“It’s possible they’re getting the easy job,” Joanne said. Paul sucked in his breath at that statement. The plan for above the surface was basically kamikaze runs. If that was the easier path. . . . 

Jules and Murphy had not flinched at Joanne’s words; they already knew that going down the hole was probably suicide. 

Adrian pictured Emily and the kids. This was for them. 

“Bah,” Jules said. “This is a warrior’s death for a worthwhile cause. What more do you guys want?” 

 To live! 

“To win!” Adrian said out loud. 

“Pah, of course, we’re going to win. We have The Billionaire on our side.” 

Joanne snorted. 

“Yes, I’ll use my economic clout to send them to sleep.” 

Jules laughed. “More seriously, we’re the heroes of Albury. Of course we’ll win.” 

“Yeah, I still wonder whether the interfaces cheated to get us through that.” 

“I don’t, especially not Albury. You can guarantee their interfaces cheated just as hard in their favour.” 

“Yep, they would have,” he agreed. “We’ve got this.” 

“Elite squads.” Bec from earlier was talking. “You all can get to the bottom of the hole.” 

Adrian looked in surprise at Jules. She reached into her bag and pulled out a small purple stone that appeared to be constructed of delicate crystal. 

 Stone of Sky Fall

 When falling, crush this stone to guarantee a soft landing. This object uses air tendrils to sense the ground and slow you at the last moment. 

“When I give the order, I need you to all run for the hole. Do not get within a stone’s throw of the mage. If it is in your way, go around, otherwise, run as hard as you can and jump in. We need as many of the squads hitting the bottom together as possible. After you are down, we’ll reassess your battle strategies. However, it is our belief that the communication bracelets won’t be able to connect from the bottom of the hole. Kiyoko and myself are coming with you. If we die, then Adrian, Ollie, Pig, and then Murphy are next in line to take command. Priority is to destroy the portal, not kill the shells.” 

The communicator clicked off, and they waited as small squads started running down into the crater space. The mage responded to the groups approaching the hole, but mostly they were just feints and the teams would retreat before entering the main killing area. 

Despite the power of the mage, Adrian realised it had to protect a lot of space. That would leave gaps for them to slip through. 

The suicide missions started when one of the five people teams instead of retreating would instead accelerate into attack. The breakers struck out at the shell, and everyone else in the team focused on the limb. Then, when the wall came, they would trigger some sort of escape mechanism that would throw them through the air. The trajectory was pretty random, and one time an old woman was launched straight into the spell she was trying to avoid; another time, the escape capsule dropped over the hole to presumably fall to his death. However, the vast majority of the time the technique worked, as they zipped on parabolic arcs towards the relative safety of the mountain beyond the funnel. Loosely, Adrian estimated that one in four was surviving the suicide attacks. 

And the suicidies kept coming. Adrian could only marvel at the bravery. 

The pattern changed. Sometimes squads of five would get close, then juke away before suiciding. It was like clockwork, and they kept doing it even though they knew it meant their death. Five minutes passed. The mage was getting frustrated, and its shell was looking chipped. 

Yet it kept its discipline protecting the hole. 

Mike still had not sent them forward. Adrian knew he was waiting for a mistake on the opponent’s part. 

Another squad struck, and the breaker landed a tremendous blow on the shell, which cracked. A spontaneous cheer went up, but it did not help the hero that had landed the blow before he could activate anything. A pillar of white flame manifested above him and he disappeared into the generated inferno. A sword, a boot, and half an arm fell away from the flames. 

Adrian looked away as more people attacked like gnats. 

Worrying at the zxeatra without truly hurting it, but if there were enough bites. . . . 

The mage was becoming more active, hunting the parties coming to hit it. Proactively attacking with its limb, mass, and magic, moving up the slope away from the hole to make sure it landed killing blows. 

The different squads were striking faster now. The same pattern, but instead of a couple of dozen squads rotating inwards, sixty were going at once. Despite the apparent chaos, the frequency of suicide assaults had not changed. 

“Get ready.” Bec’s voice made him jump, pulling him away from the intricate, hypnotic dancing patterns the squad movements had been generating. Another wave of non-elites swept in and out. 

Another three brave fighters died, which was a significant result because it meant two had escaped. 

The zxeatra veered away, going up the crater, chasing a larger group than usual where too many squads had congregated. 

“NOW!” Bec screamed. 

Adrian, with the rest of the team, sprinted towards the hole. 

That accidental crowd of random people suddenly stopped running and turned to face the mage. Forty fighters rotated to face the incoming monstrosity. Willing to die to be a distraction. 

The deadly earth wall spell rushed out. They held their ground as the walls twisted and folded and briefly obscured them. When the magic passed, half of them still stood. Fiery white flames bubbled over them. They dodged but did not flee. The limb slapped one of them and another three went up in flames. 

Jules and Adrian both matched the pace of Joanne and Paul. It was important. The squads stayed together. 

Tears ran down his face. Forty heroes had just sacrificed themselves to buy a moment. The shell was suddenly shooting back towards them. 

Buff of Strength. Battle Wraith. 

He plucked Joanne and Paul from under their waist, trusting Jules and Murphy to look after themselves. 

Step, step and then a normal stride over the lip of the crater and then he was falling. A blanketing explosion of Wind Gusts accelerated everyone downwards—after all, the mage was coming. 

Chapter 31

Adrian twisted in the air while falling, casting his Buff of Growth while doing so. Just in case it was needed. 

Searching for the others. 

Relief flooded through him as he saw Jules. She had bounced off the wall, caught by one of his Wind Gusts at an awkward angle. 

Murphy was alive, plus the two he had carried. In fact, from the numbers falling, it looked like the majority of the elites had made it. 

Adrian was spinning to assess the situation and saw the tail end of the earth wall as it swept the top of the hole above them. High above him, the wall caught someone. Adrian winced. 

Was the mage going to follow them? 

He rotated further. His eyes pierced the distance to the ground below him. Five shells were waiting, and while not as large a shell as the mage above him, they were almost as powerful. Five class three monsters! 

How could they fight that sort of power? He glanced at Jules and knew that she was going to be critical. Last time, the fall had taken over twenty seconds. “Five class threes, one guard, and four mages focused on fire, fire, earth, and dark,” he spat out based purely on visual observation. They would have additional powers, but hopefully not nature. He would have to check once he was down. 

The seconds were ticking by and Adrian was falling straight at a fire one. With a slight thought, the spear redirected everyone near him away from the danger. The fire mage would almost certainly blanket the surrounding area with an inferno before the tiny enemies started landing. No one wanted to be burnt alive if they could avoid it. 

While everyone else was pushed away, Adrian kept himself on the collision course. He knew that the spear could have moved him away just as easily as it had the others, but they needed to fight these monsters and there was no time like the present to hurt them. 

The zxeatra was not stupid. Flames exploded before anyone touched the ground. They began landing in a half sphere that stretched out over thirty metres. His ring shielded him, and he plunged through the orange flame untouched in what he instinctively recognised as an expert-level spell. Heat intense enough that it should have left nothing but scraps of metal when it went over a normal person did not touch his skin. 

Adrian’s spear pointed down, and he slammed into the appendage, right near the top, the weapon ripping through it like a knife through butter. The limb was the size of a medium-thickness tree. Adrian’s arms would only just have encircled it, and it was probably as hard as wood, but that did not help it. 

The force of the collision was immense. Adrian’s extra strength, size, and air power all supported him and prevented the weapon jolting loose. The spear ripped into the limb right at the top, six metres above the shell. Adrian was almost jerked to a halt, but the momentum of his fall was too much, and courtesy of the spear, it was like a giant hand was pressing down on him as it flexed its air power. 

The skin split, and he plunged downwards, opening a gash that was wide enough for Adrian to put his head into. He kept sliding, bleeding speed away. 

Triple Blade. 

His feet touched the top of the shell and he yanked the spear free. Adrian suspected the pain of his attack had paralysed it briefly. 

Triple Blade. 

Step. 

Triple Blade. 

Step. 

Triple Blade. 

Adrian circled the limb, launching the attacks, carving into the flesh of the arms. The shell launched itself away, and Adrian was

standing on air before gravity claimed him once more. He didn’t care. 

While he carried the spear, there was no reason to fear falling. 

The damage was already done. He had stepped around the trunk, delivering full-powered Triple Blade at point-blank range. If it was a tree, then a three-inch ring had been cut in it, carving a third of the way through the trunk from all angles and that was beside the spilt his landing had delivered. 

Adrian had seen it before when it first attempted to use its arm. It would lose it. 

He landed lightly on the ground, smiling grimly. The mage tried to hit someone only to have its limb tear further and be reduced to a useless dragging tail. 

He lacked the power to fight these directly, but with the element of surprise, he could damage them. Unfortunately, his chest was heaving. Multiple steps carrying two people even in Battle Wraith form were enough to deplete him. Adrenaline had taken him this far, but he needed to recover. 

Looking around, Adrian oriented himself till he was staring straight at the tunnel. The rest of the elite teams were acting exactly how they had been trained. See enemy, kill enemy. 

Adrian knew that was not their purpose. 

He set off sprinting at the gaping tunnel that led to their real objective. 

The elites might not win their battle, but they only had to buy time for Jules. Thankfully, the three shells he had identified did not have nature magic. Once she infected them, they would be doomed. 

The real question was if there was anything else they needed to fight. 

He ran, feeling the lack of steps, and ignored the fire mage zxeatra. Flames washed over him and once more, without his fire-resistant ring, he would be dead. His sensing domain watched for physical threats. The next step was permanently queued and ready to be triggered if there was even a flicker of unexpected movement. 

Adrian dropped into stealth as he got close to the tunnel. Magic was blazing around, and even though these class-three monsters could normally sense him, with all that ambient magic in the air, they were blind. Adrian stepped into the tunnel to examine the next challenge. 

It was not a zxeatra like he was expecting, but weird plants or maybe animals. 

 Whisperer Anemone (Class 3)

 This is a plant and animal hybrid that uses immense Mind power to trap and enslave prey. It will control strong fauna in its vicinity to protect itself. 

Adrian looked at it and then up at the sky. 

 Is there a god? 

There was, of course, no answer from the interface. It was locked away, unable to communicate, but he knew how Jaracol thought. This later layer of defence would stump most opponents. If something had got this far, then they had gotten past the physically strong and almost magically immune zxeatra italraca. Therefore, physically, you would have to be powerful, so rather than throwing the same challenge, why wouldn’t you throw something out of left field? He could just imagine impressive battle heroes getting past the zxeatra and then coming into this corridor, and this thing would have overwhelmed their mental defences and taken control of their minds. 

Even with his ridiculous Mind levels, Adrian felt a desire to run away and leave this gentle, amazing, significant, friendly creature alone. This early in an event, there would not be that many creatures with his near immunity to Mind magic. The attacker’s victory should have been snatched from their grasping fingers in moments, and if Adrian had not made it this far, it would have worked. 

Identification finished processing the rest of the information. 

They were not physically dangerous and were susceptible to flames. 

There was a physical barrier and a magic barrier protecting the whisperer anemone. 

Adrian could bust those barriers in time . . . but he studied it further. It was formed through two different enchantments, and they were not perfectly aligned. Above his head, just right of centre, there was a misalignment. 

 Idiots. 

Step, step. 

He landed and held his hand high up, tracing the unyielding curve of the physical barrier. At head height, the magic and physical barriers aligned, but where his hand was, there was a gap. Only centimetres separated the two shields, but that was enough. His hand was through the magic barrier. 

Flame Sprout burst from him. Spears of energy crashed into the lines of plants. Power assaulted his mind, a massive presence that told him to turn back, obey, and stand guard as the collection of plants tried futilely to protect themselves. His incredible Mind strength held out against the assault. 

Barely. He could feel the assault wearing down on his defences. 

Flaming spears kept falling even as he reconsidered his approach. Maybe they were saving Earth; maybe they would stop the world destroyer if he just let them be? Then the pressure against his mind lessened as the plants started dying. The force of the projections weakened as he felt the consciousness attached to the attacks fail one after the other. 

Their Mind powers had been overwhelming. Whatever was coming out of the portal had put these anemones here as a guard. 

They were the world destroyer’s creatures and needed to die. Adrian extended the range of Flame Sprouts. More enemies blinked out of existence, and Adrian opened his eyes. 

Three ranks of the creatures were torn apart by the spears of flames and were now burning vigorously. 

A lot of his mana was gone, and he hurriedly targeted the next line, sending single spear slamming into the centre of each of the groups. They all blazed and burnt. Adrian checked. He still had fifty

mana, so he sent four more spears, targeting the four in the back which looked the least damaged. 

The world destroyer would know its psychic guardian was dead. 

Adrian was sure it would send something else, and with his mana depleted, he did not want to meet it. 

Step, step. 

There was a roar coming from down the tunnel. 

Step. 

A wave of energy was following him. He sped up. 

Step. 

The residual touches on his mind from the anemones blanked out. All seventeen surviving minds were silenced at the same time. 

Step. 

He was at the mouth of the tunnel. If he ran forward, he would be easy prey, but if he went along the wall, he might be able to hide in some shadows. 

Step, step, Ambusher’s Fade. 

He was on the wall looking back, held upright by Fade, or else he would have been on his hands and knees, heaving helplessly. 

Adrian swallowed a mana potion while focusing back at the tunnel mouth. 

What was going to come? 

A dark cloud swept out of the tunnel, propelled like something was behind it. It took Adrian a moment to comprehend what he was seeing. A dark magic similar to his missiles but denser and more concentrated than Adrian had imagined possible. He saw it catch one of the elites that he didn’t know. He was encompassed by the magic attack which had blasted a full fifty metres out from the tunnel; his magic shield blazed futilely into action and then vanished in a crack of white light. A moment later, the force behind the dark cloud vanished and dissipated almost instantly. In its wake, it left just dried husks. The poor man who had been caught by surprise was no more than a vaguely human shape holding a decayed piece of wood. 

 Fuck. 

Adrian assessed the rest of the cave. 

The fire shell he had crippled was dead and the other four were moving erratically, which told him that Jules had done her bit for the fight and the end was only a couple of minutes away. Two of the shells were cracked as well, but the last two were still whole. Not that it mattered. He doubted any would be burnt down and killed before the poison finished what it had started. 

Another wave of dark magic came and went even further into the cave. It wrapped around the shell of the zxeatra guard that had just retreated from the annoying gnats that had been pestering it. 

The entire bulk of the creature was swallowed by the cloud of blackness. The magic receded, leaving a crumpled mess that barely resembled the zxeatra that had been there moments before. 

“Shit.” 

There was no one to hear him. 

A class-three creature had been snuffed out. Alive one moment with a few scratches on the shell and then the next, dead. Two seconds in the cloud was all it had taken. A long time ago, when accessing the Bird’s memories, there had been giants everything ran from. He had not understood exactly what the creature had meant by that concept of giants. Then he had seen the wyrm, and its physical power, and that had been eye opening. Adrian could imagine worshipping like that. 

His eyes dropped on the decaying shell. The dead zxeatra had not even been the target of the spell. Just collateral damage. The world destroyer was on a different level. 

There was another roar from the tunnel, and more flames exploded out, stretching across the cave and hitting the far wall to leaving a glowing spot. Closer to him, Adrian could see the stone of the tunnel itself dripping; it had been heated to the point of liquefaction. Near the flames but not in them, another shell died, a victim of Jules’s blood. He could see the red of Jules’s blood magic fading in the dead monster. 

“Everyone not engaged in managing the zxeatra, please make your way to me.” Bec’s voice rang through the communication necklace. Adrian’s updated and, of course, he would have to cross the tunnel outlet to reach her. 

Chapter 32

Adrian watched the tunnel, considering the pattern he had seen so far. As he watched, a new spell came down the tunnel. This one was a rush of distortion. It went in a straight line but did not spread like either the flames or darkness. 

 What the? 

Adrian looked at the far wall, and when the weird distortion hit it, the rock wall seemed to fold in on itself. By the time the magic faded, the guard’s shell was vaporised, and a hole four or five elephants deep had been gouged into the previously solid stone on the other side of the cave. 

 What was that? 

Of course, there was no answer. Adrian struggled to understand, but he guessed it was some sort of spatial flame. Not that it mattered. If he got caught in any of those beams, apart from maybe the flame, he was dead. 

He crept closer to the tunnel exit. Mentally, he mapped the time of each attack. They lasted for twenty seconds with a couple of seconds’ break between them. It should be easy to get across. All he had to do was wait till the attack faded and then step across. 

Dark magic swirled out and stretched about three-quarters of the way into the cave. That was significantly further than the first two dark spells had reached. For whatever reason, the attacks were growing stronger. 

The energy receded. 

Step. Step, step, step. Step. 

Another roar erupted, similar to the fire, but he felt coldness on his back. Another shell was down, he noticed absently, and a ring of ten was occupying the remaining two. There was a crowd gathered in the corner, and he was worried they would be targeted, but the last two zxeatra were clearly struggling and did not have the presence of mind to target anything, let alone pests that were not currently attacking it. They were fighting off Jules’s blood magic while

fighters ducked in and out, cracking the shells imprudently. Both of them were going to die even without Jules’s magic, as large sections of shell were missing. 

They might have been class three, but the attackers were level fifty, and they had geared up for this specific battle, and that made all the difference. The end came faster than he expected. Someone placed a package under a shell. They used a movement skill to get away, and a massive explosion followed, killing the monster. The other one died without a whimper, slaughtered by Jules’s poison. 

Adrian looked around, stunned. The ice magic was receding, and he knew another over-powered magic spell would come, but for now, they were alone. 

“Good job, everyone,” Kiyoko called out. “Now it is time to plan. 

You three start creating the portal.” 

Adrian studied the three that she was talking to. 

 Level 39 Teleporter

 Level 45 Astral Manipulator

 Level 5

The information on the last one was interesting. She had a non-standard interface like him so had no identifiable class name. If she did have one it would be Teleport Crafter as she possessed numerous crafting skills to facilitate teleportation. 

“That will be our escape route,” Kiyoko explained. “But our mission is not accomplished. We have done the hard work now. All that is left is to disrupt the main portal,” Kiyoko told them while behind her, the three teleportation specialists were pulling out plates. 

Right near where he had set his own teleporter plate last time, Adrian realised. They too planned on using that seam of crystal to aid their escape. 

Step. 

The three setting up the teleporters ignored him as he collected the plate that he had never expected to see again. 

“That,” Kiyoko continued waving at where a wave of flames was currently bursting out of the tunnel. “Was planned for.” 

“You have a way to suppress that magic?” a weasel-faced man asked. He had bad teeth and looked like he had been a meth user pre-event, but the fact he stood here with them meant that he would have gained numerous levels since. 

“No,” Kiyoko said quietly. “I am not sure there is anyone or anything on Earth that could suppress that. Instead, we have plan B.” She clicked her fingers, and three people stepped forward. 

“Where are Alisha and Darren?” 

“Dead,” said a voice Adrian recognised. It was Bec from the communicator. She was older than he expected. From her voice, he had been picturing low-twenties, but now he had seen her, mid-forties. She had probably been a very accomplished personal assistant pre-event. The type his bosses had always had, but he had been too junior to get. “Alisha never made it down the hole, and Darren got smoked earlier.” 

“His bag?” 

Bec shook her head sadly. 

“That means we can field ten runners, which is better than models suggested.” She smiled. “Everyone left alive with powerful movement abilities, step forward, please.” Adrian hesitated; he wasn’t sure his ability counted. “Jeff—you too, Adrian—Wei Xinyi.” 

Adrian stepped forward and Kiyoko swept her eyes over all of them, with her eyes cloudy as she examined each of them. 

“Those I select will get artefacts to help you get through the tunnel. You need to move as fast as possible and attach a stone to the portal. Only one of you needs to succeed, and it is probably a suicide mission even with the teleport plates we are giving to help with extraction.” 

There was a long pause as those still-blind eyes swept over them. 

“There is no penalty for refusing this part,” Kiyoko told them finally. “You will get the same experience and benefits as everyone else in this room even if you refuse to do this run. If you don’t want to be part, please step back.” 

A man stepped back. “I have kids. I’m all they have,” his voice was defensive. 

“No judgement,” Kiyoko said. “Anyone else?” 

Two women also retreated. Adrian wanted to shout that he had kids too and it was unfair, but he did not move. The fact he had kids was why he was staying. 

“The world thanks you.” 

There were fourteen of them left. 

“Jeff, Greg, Edith, and Penelope, we thank you for volunteering, but you are not needed. Everyone else select a pile.” Adrian stepped forward and looked at the piles of equipment that had been placed there. They all looked identical. A single teleportation plate and a whole host of defensive artefacts, though nothing as good as his fire resistance ring. No armour, he noted to his surprise. Plus, a large chunk of metal called a portal disruptor and finally, a leather bag lined with liquid metal. 

“The big grey chunk. Put that in your bag of holding and then the bag over your bag of holding to keep it safe. Your only job is to get to the end and place that metal on the portal. Do that, then use the teleporter to get back. Once you’ve attached the disruptor to the portal, we all have twenty seconds to run. Only one of you needs to succeed, but the more the better. The rest is to just keep you alive.” 

Adrian started picking up the defence items and placing them on, getting rid of his mana rings as he did so. 

“You will position at the mouth of the tunnel, and when the power fades, rush as fast as you can.” 

“All together?” 

“No, in three waves.” 

“Why?” 

“So you don’t trip over each other, but mainly because even with the defensive trinkets you won’t survive the spatial breath, and we do not believe it can do two of them in a row.” 

Kiyoko walked them over to the tunnel. “Go hard, go fast. Four in the first wave in case it has another trick. Don’t get distracted by any zxeatra in the last room.” 

“Will our abilities work in there?” Adrian asked, remembering how his magic had failed him when they were trying to kill Tony. The astral specialist had been setting up a similar two-way portal, albeit on a hundred orders of magnitude smaller scale. 

“They are expanding a two-way portal. That’s delicate work and means they can’t restrict movement abilities. You will have them the entire way.” 

“Then how come it happened when an astral specialist was doing it?” 

Adrian had already noticed that Kiyoko’s eyes had rolled back when he started talking. 

Her eyes returned to their normal colours. “I see your concern. 

What they are doing wasn’t what happens when an astral specialist sets up a two-way portal. When that initial connection is getting established, there’s lots of instability and that acts as a suppressor field. Expanding requires the opposite. Half of the mages supporting the portal are actually preventing instability on this side.” 

“Who’s in the first wave?” 

Six people stepped forward, including Adrian. 

“Adrian and Wei Xinyi, wait. Remember three waves. The first after the next spatial attack and then the second wave straight after and the third after that.” 

Adrian nodded. He had wanted to go first, figuring that his fire immunity ring would provide protection when he was running that others might not have. Even if the flames had stopped burning, the tunnel would still be blistering from the latent heat that had been left. 

Spatial power flashed by and then faded. 

“Go,” Kiyoko screamed, and the four volunteers blinked from sight. 

Chapter 33

One second, they were there, and then whatever movement abilities they used had accelerated them out of his sight faster than he could blink. 

Then, between one heartbeat and the next, while he was still registering that the four of them had vanished, there was a roar and the spatial attack swept out of the cave mouth. Kiyoko stepped backwards in surprise as the rush of power widened the tunnel by an extra metre or so. 

Kiyoko frowned. 

“Get ready,” she ordered. “When this drops, all of you go.” 

“What?” 

“But—” 

Adrian moved. His mind was fixated on the fact that he had volunteered to go in the first wave. He could have died. He still might die. But getting through the tunnel as fast as possible maximised his chance of survival. Battle wraith and internal haste were already running at full, so all he could do was drop his head and go as quick as he could. 

“It can’t do a third. Go!” she screamed. 

Adrian took off at the same time as the other six. He chained steps. Then there was a blast of what he assumed was an earth attack. Shards of rock slammed into him. His various shields glowed with power and failed one by one. Adrian sprinted into the chaotic spread of earth energies. Straining forward. Shadow Evasion triggered, and he used a Shadow Step whenever there was more than a couple of metres of free space in front of him. 

Internally, he cursed. If this was fire, he would have already won. 

Wind Gusts exploded before and after him, clearing debris and propelling him forward. His sense of direction let him register the tunnel had ended, and a Wind Gust aided his steps by blowing him out from the stream of earth missiles. 

He curved toward freedom. 

Blue sparks were all around, then a distinctive popping noise. 

His personal shield and his last defence had failed. He was at the edge of the torrent of magic, literally a metre from safety. Earth magic slammed into him. His right arm and leg felt like a thousand mouths were biting into them. Despite his Vitality, the hostile magic ripped into his arm. His armour was shredded, and gashes an inch deep were torn into the exposed limbs. 

Then he was out of the torrent and free. His wounded leg was incapable of supporting him, and he flopped hard onto the ground. In a daze, he triggered Omala’s healing spell in his necklace once, twice, and then three times. The wounds stitched themselves together. As his domain spread out, he registered no immediate threats. His face was in the dirt, but he was alive, and Adrian knew he had a task. While the powerful healing magic washed over him, Adrian used his good arm and leg to stand. Air grabbed at his clothes, aiding the process. 

There was a click as fractures in his leg snapped together. 

Upright, Adrian looked out over the massive cavern. It had barely changed from the last time. There were the same number of shells as last time, or possibly even a couple more. All of them were busy focusing magic on opening the portal. 

The stone arch itself had grown slightly, and the torrent of earth magic was tearing through that hole in reality. It was coming out at the bottom. Adrian could see above it and where that massive shell was. Relative to that creature’s size, the torrent of energy was not that much. The class-zero god-like shell was creating it to stop the humans reaching the portal room. Once more, he was reminded of the simple fact that things were not fair in the Alpha physics world. 

The power the world destroyer was bringing to bear was beyond anything he had ever witnessed. 

Within his domain, he felt one of the nearby mages, a class three, twitch. Its limb was coming towards him. 

 Move. 

All hell was breaking loose around him. Last time, he had only peeked into the room. This time he was physically present, and to the mages, that made him a threat. Adrian knew that his step reserves were almost depleted, just like his magic, but consequences were for later. He ignored the problem, linking steps and zig-zagging toward the portal as magic rained down everywhere and limbs flailed as they tried to turn him into a bloody paste. 

 Reach the portal. 

Adrian increased the randomness when it felt like the mages were trying to predict his movements. Luckily, none of them were using area attacks. Even so, there was a wall of magic halting his progression. The tattered remnants of the protective bag fell off his bag of holding, and the portal disruptor was lifted using telekinesis into his hands as he dodged forward. Adrian only had to reach that huge stone archway, and he could attach the device. 

Flames, ice, darkness, and other magic attacks he did not recognise fell around him. A pinkish-coloured attack in front of him faded. 

 Gap! 

Adrian stepped into it. 

Flames burned his heel. They were not coordinating. Instead, they were all throwing out spells in a blitz of power that Americans attacking a terrorist compound with missile strikes would have been chuffed with. More of the first round of attacks faded and there was a corridor ten metres long. It stretched right to the edge of the portal. 

Step. 

 Got you. 

Gleefully, he slammed the disruptor onto the strange stone in front of him. 

 Emily would live. The kids would live. He had done it. 

Mystified, Adrian looked up and wondered why he was not dead. 

Just the act of clicking the disruptor in place had stopped his movement, which should have been enough for one of them to

strike. He was defenceless, and nothing had struck. In shock, he looked up. None of the mages were coming near him. None of them were trying to squish him, and there were no magic spells targeting him. 

He stepped back and felt the stone of the portal behind him and he realised the portal was protecting him. The mages were too scared to attack near the arch for fear of breaking it. 

Adrian glanced at the lump of rock he had attached. It had already melted and fused into the structure, and it glowed a different colour from everything else. And the intensity of that glow was increasing every second as its magic went to work. 

He had done it. 

The world would survive. Adrian sucked in another breath, gasping for air. His limbs were exhausted, but he stood there triumphally, defying the creatures that were so much more powerful than himself. They were not going to destroy his world. Abruptly, he realised he was no longer the only human next to the portal. A metre away Wei Xinyi was there, shivering; her disruptor was also pressed onto the soaring pillar. It was only just starting the melting process. 

Adrian had beaten her. Then a third person arrived. 

“You two, quick, use your teleporter,” the man immediately demanded. Dazed by the grandeur of what was happening and the stay of execution he had received, Adrian looked at him in confusion. 

It was the meth-head, weasel face from earlier. “Go. You don’t have time.” 

Another gasping breath, and with coordination compromised, as he pulled out his personal teleporter plate, it slipped from his fingers. 

The spear reacted; its magic caught the tumbling plate and ensured that it landed right way up. Wei Xinyi had followed suit, but the meth-head stood there. His eyes looked outwards. “Go,” Meth-Head ordered. “I’ll make sure they do not interfere.” 

Adrian, his mind feeling sluggish, was stunned to find that no fewer than four class-three mages had moved to just ten metres from him. Not from him, but from the portal. That was what they were

worried about. But despite that fear, they were coming. Thinking animals who had obviously concluded that waiting would be death. 

Magic flared in Meth-Head. “I invoke Sanctuary of Blood,” the strange man screamed before stabbing a knife into his heart seppuku style. 

A spell exploded around the man. A defensive half circle that encompassed him and the portal pillar. That magic, Adrian realised, was protecting the attached disruptors and preventing the mages from reaching the objects and potentially countering their magic. 

Adrian studied the magic Meth-Head had sacrificed his life to use. 

 Sanctuary of Blood

 Self-sacrifice to create a barrier that cannot be broken for at least five seconds. 

 Oh, fuck. 

The man had sacrificed himself to save everyone. Adrian wasn’t sure the disruptors would have been able to hold up against those mages. 

Knowing that time was running out, Adrian invoked the teleporter under his feet, and there was a wrench of reality. The last image he saw was all four mages striking forward. Their attacks were repelled by the Sanctuary of Blood. 

His stomach lurched, and he was in the cavern’s corner. 

Kiyoko was next to him. “In, in,” she screamed. “Everyone in.” 

In front of him was a hole in space. Adrian could see the Australian bush through it. The teleportation specialists had created a two-way teleport in order to get the elites out of the hole in the ground. 

Step. 

Abruptly, the rippling pane of energy was in front of him. A Wind Gust courtesy of the spear hit him from behind. He had the start of a mana headache, but it blew him through the portal. Then he ran, putting aside his exhaustion to get away from a portal that he knew

might blow. While sprinting, Adrian curved to the side to get out of the immediate mouth of the two-way teleporter. 

Calculations ran through his head. His disruptor counted down. . . . Then . . . the imp portal had exploded violently. Compared to what was about to blow, it was the same sort of difference between a firecracker and a nuclear bomb. 

The portal would detonate, then the mountain, and then the portal behind him. 

The world itself shook. Heat from the nearby teleporter washed over him and then a blast of debris and wind grabbed him and threw him further away as their smaller two-way portal detonated. Twigs and leaves stung his skin as he was rag-dolled by that explosive energy, and that was despite the spear borrowing his remaining power to smooth the airflow and protect him. 

With a gasp, he hit the ground hard. 

Adrian looked around. Five kilometres away, a cloud of dust like what he had seen in photos from nuclear explosions formed in the sky. Closer to home, the mini explosion from the two-way portal was not as bad as he had feared. It had been pretty limited and had protected the people who had come through by blowing backwards and sideways. His mistake of curving to the side was the only reason he had been caught in the destruction, and then it had only been the weaker edge of it. 

There were no visible dead bodies, and given the angle of the explosion, he doubted anyone else had got hurt. 

The elite teams had survived. 

Well, at least a narrow majority of them. 

Those four runners hadn’t, nor had Meth-Head. 

Adrian didn’t even know the man’s name, and he had been the hero. He had sacrificed himself to guarantee the portal’s destruction. 

Another glance at the mushroom cloud. It was right over where the hole had been. It was quite possible the small group around him was all that was left of the tens of thousands of volunteers that had

come from Wangaratta. How many tens? Two, three—probably three. Thirty thousand gone. 

“Fuck me.” 

His notifications were dinging almost violently for his attention. 

Adrian ignored them, staring once more out at that massive plume of dust. He hated this world, but with a couple of noticeable exceptions, had loved the people he had met since the event. 

Australian values had survived, and sure the system had held a gun to everyone’s head this time, but most of the people who had come had participated to save the world rather than for personal gain. 

“ADRIAN!” He looked around, and Jules was running over to him. She leapt up and gave him an enormous hug. It was like catching a feather boa. She had hopped delicately and with his enhanced attributes it was easy to pluck her from the air. “You survived.” 

“Yeah.” 

“I thought you were dead. You idiot. What were you thinking?” 

“About Emily and my kids.” 

Jules wiped tears away while dropping to the ground. “You could have died.” 

“I was the best tool for the job. What else did you expect me to do?” 

“Nothing else,” Jules admitted. “But I thought I lost you.” He nodded at the plume of the dirt and Jules winced. “Is it over?” 

“I have notifications, but I haven’t checked,” Adrian admitted. 

“Let me.” There was a slight pause as her eyes went unfocused. 

“It’s over,” she confirmed after a moment. 

“Did you get any rewards?” 

“I’ll check later,” she said dismissively, staring out at the cloud that had finally stopped expanding. “Are those rocks?” 

“Yep,” he answered springing to his feet and side-stepping a rock the size of a basketball. It slammed into the ground where his foot

had been and left a spherical impression before bouncing away. 

Then they both stepped the other way as a couch-sized one slammed down to their right. 

“Damn!” Jules said. Lighter clumps of dirt rained down around them. “I guess that is what it looks like when you blow up an interplanetary portal.” 

“I wonder if any of them survived?” 

“I am sure Kiyoko knows.” 

“She’s alive?” 

“Yeah. Why are you so surprised?” 

“She followed me?” Then he remembered the explosion of the portal failing had been outwards as opposed to into the people exiting. Providing she got through before it failed, she would have been fine, as she was outside the blast radius. 

“How bad was it?” 

“Running into death?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I just kept seeing Emily and the kids. I couldn’t fail, for their sakes.” 

“Did you almost die?” 

Adrian laughed even as they walked towards the oracle. “Have you met me?” 

“So what creative method this time?” 

“A quarter of a second away from being torn apart by earth magic. See”—he waved down at his leg—“still bleeding.” There was fresh blood staining the leg. 

“Just a scratch.” Jules smiled. 

“All my shields failed as I left the torrent of energy. A fraction of a second slower. Dead!” 

“So out of all the ways to die, what is the best?” 

“Old age.” 

Jules laughed, and the shell-shocked survivors from the rest of the elite team looked at them in shock. 

“What’s your problem?” Jules yelled out good-naturedly. “Is this the first time you have almost died or something?” 

Adrian winced. He pulled her back and away. “If you can’t laugh, you end up crying,” he told them, putting a hand over Jules’s mouth, knowing she was about to say something provocative. She struggled, and with a wrench, yanked his hand away before elbowing him in warning. 

“Stop that,” she hissed. “I am better at this than you. Kiyoko, I assume you had contingencies for . . .” She waved at the cloud. 

The Japanese woman glanced up. Her chest was heaving, and she looked exhausted. Adrian realised it was from physical exhaustion. Kiyoko would have sprinted that hundred metres from the tunnel to the portal exit. For someone her age, and who had presumably pumped up the magic attributes and Vitality, that was quite a sprint. “Yes, yes,” she said annoyed before hunching over with her arms on her knees. 

Jules smiled brightly at everyone else around her. A few angry faces changed to smiles. 

“You’re right, lass,” a big bearded man said finally. “No point grieving before we know.” 

“They couldn’t have survived.” 

“Did you see the explosion?” 

“The wind almost blew me away when it hit.” 

Adrian sat down. Tuning out the conversations and concentrated on bringing up his notifications. Time to work out what happened. 

Chapter 34

Adrian checked his notifications. 

World Threat Eliminated Successfully. 

. . . 

All temporary levels revoked. 

. . . 

Calculating contribution. 

. . . 

Note. Experience will only be rewarded when borrowed equipment is returned. 

. . . . 

Borrowed Equipment:

Necklace of Communication

Adrian smiled at that, knowing others would have far more equipment on that list. It was not asking for the artefacts he had used for his suicide run, but when he looked down, he was not surprised to discover that they were all broken, with their charges expended. 

He took them off and replaced them with his usual kit. 

Contribution Calculation Completed. 

Maximum experience to be awarded. 130,000 experience. 

World Saver Badge rewarded. 

Additional experience from kills awarded from portal room. 

Allocation of kills are as follows:

12 Class-3 Zxeatra Italraca

6 Class-2 Zxeatra Italraca

2 Class-1 Zxeatra Italraca

One-third of a Class-0 World Destroyer

Raw Experience - 450,000

Experience that can be absorbed - 110,000

Banked Experience (160,000 experience)

Adrian stopped reading as he absorbed what he had just read. 

He was being credited with killing the world destroyer. Credited and rewarded with a ridiculous amount of experience. Banked experience basically meant that he would earn experience at two or three times the normal rate till that hundred and sixty thousand experience had been given back to him. He had earned the experience, but his body could not process it instead of levels now. 

He would get a proportion of it later. 

Congratulations! You have levelled and are now level 6. 

. . . 

Congratulations! You have levelled and are now level 7. 

. . . 

Do you wish to select your upgrades? 

 No. 

It was a tired thought, and nothing happened to the text in front of him. Groaning slightly, he mentally selected the prompt and clicked rather than thinking it. Jaracol being locked away was a pain in the butt. 

“You look almost depressed.” 

“No, just in shock, I think. How much experience did you get?” 

“Maximum, of course,” Jules said offhandedly. “And two badges.” 

Adrian’s ears perked up at that. He had got one badge but hadn’t bothered to check what it was. Navigating the menu sucked. 

“World Defender,” Jules continued, “which I’m guessing is a generic badge for participating. That one gives ten percent better prices with traders, up to them getting zero margins. It’s stackable with all other bonuses. And then the second badge is Elite World Defender. That one gives me a five percent attribute improvement.” 

“I thought you maxed on Strength.” 

“Yes.” She pouted exaggeratedly. “Strength did not improve, but I have an option to start muscle growth for the equivalent of three attribute points.” 

“Are you doing it?” 

“I might do a single point at a time and see what happens?” 

“Going for Miss World Bodybuilder, hey.” 

Jules frowned at that image. 

“Let me check.” Her eyes went unfocused. “No, no, never. Not using them.” 

Adrian chuckled. He couldn’t help himself. 

Jules slapped him lightly on the shoulder. “So, I assume you got the same.” 

“No.” 

“What!” she exclaimed in disbelief. 

“Everyone.” Kiyoko’s quiet words cut through the bubble of conversation instantly. “The threat is ended. A little over fifteen thousand heroes volunteered out of the eighteen thousand offered the quest. Of those volunteers, six thousand, eight hundred and seventeen survived.” 

Adrian groaned at those numbers. It was better than he feared. 

More survivors than he had feared, but it still meant over half of the volunteers died. 

“As you know, all volunteers have been awarded a badge to signify the service they have rendered and an average of a hundred thousand experience. Experience is not a balm for the grief we all feel today, because everyone has lost friends, family and loved ones. 

I pray we can come together as a town to grieve and prosper and that this does not break us. Just know that every breath taken by all humans in the future occurs on the back of your sacrifice today.” 

The tiny lady stopped talking and there was silence as everyone absorbed what she had said. So many people had died. The experience, while it would never compensate for those who had lost their lives, was significant. A hundred thousand experience was almost forty levels. Given that the elite in Wangaratta just the day before had been under thirty, it was a massive leap. The town was now a powerhouse. 

“We should head back into town,” Kiyoko said finally. “But one last thing: there were almost three thousand people who refused the call to arms. They no longer have access to a class or enhanced attributes. In this world, that will come at a terrible cost. But don’t feel too much sympathy. They chose not to participate, and people died because of their selfishness. With them, we could have burnt down the mage that defended the entrance to the underground. The entire dynamics would have changed.” 

Adrian was surprised by the vehemence in her words. 

“Their refusal to come cost thousands of lives, and that should never be forgotten.” With that, the old lady started walking determinedly back towards town. 

“That was harsh,” Adrian said to Jules. 

“Hell no,” Jules said. “Everyone who failed to come are cowards.” 

“They might have been old or—” 

“Bullshit,” she interrupted without hesitation. “If they were invited, they were capable. Kiyoko is like ninety and she came. Selfish and stupid. If we lost, they died too. If we won, they lost forty levels. 

Idiots. Anyway, I haven’t forgotten that you got a different badge. I’m not going to let you get away with not telling me the name. Spill it?” 

“I only got one.” 

“What is it?” 

“World Saver.” 

She laughed. “Of course, you got the World Saver badge because, you know, you’re Adrian. The superhero.” 

“This one was not because of Jaracol,” Adrian whispered. “At least not directly. He’s locked away.” 

Jules stopped abruptly, a hand on his shoulder, concern in her eyes. “You haven’t been going through this believing your success is just because of the interface, have you?” 

“Not all of it,” he hedged. 

She hit him again, and this time deliberately harder. “Yours and Steve’s interface helped, but I have seen what you have put yourself through to get here and, as you said. This one was earned. Plus, we’ve seen lots of special interfaces, and they’re doing shit all. What does your badge actually do?” 

“I haven’t checked.” She looked at him impatiently, so he stopped walking and accessed the status screen before selecting Badge of the World Saver. 

Badge of the World Saver

Is awarded to an individual who has literally saved the world. This badge is rare and on average is only awarded once in every ten Alpha events. 

It conveys the following benefits. 

Traders will always provide the best prices. 

Memory stones for personal immediate use will be provided at a 50% discount. 

Loot Chests will be tailored for the individual using system energy. 

Experience for all future levels reduced by 25%. 

Benefits granted by completing training facilities improved. 

All attributes increased by 10%. 

25% passive magic resistance. 

Lesser Regeneration. 

Emergency Teleport (2 uses per day). 

Provides majority of benefits available to family members. 

 My god. 

That list felt endless, but there was nothing in it about his interface. No “get out of jail” card in the badge. It felt like there should have been, but interfaces getting locked away were so rare that it was possible that they just never thought about it. He would

check with a trader; maybe there was a suggestion box that he could use. Even if it didn’t get Jaracol back, if he could trade the badge in to get Jaracol’s future punishment waived, it would be worth it. 

“It’s good,” he croaked out at Jules

“Tell me.” 

“Maybe I can share.” 

“Oh,” she said before her eyes went unfocused, telling him she was reading it. “This is incredible. The lowest prices possible, below that on memory stones. Emergency teleportations. I wonder what it considers family?” 

“Emily, the kids, you,” Adrian told her. “You’re family. After all we’ve been through together, we are definitely family.” 

A big smile broke across her face. 

“Wait, that worked?” he asked. 

“Oh yeah. What did you get?” 

“All of it except the regeneration but a slight haircut on the percentages. I only get a twenty-five percent discount on knowledge and fifteen percent on experience and magic resistance. Still, it’s pretty broken.” She smiled. “You’re the best big brother, ever, or maybe uncle . . . um.” 

“I think brother.” 

“Nah, I reckon uncle.” 

“What, so I’m the crazy uncle?” 

She threw her arm around his shoulder. It was a bit of reach, so she yanked him down so he almost fell to his knees. 

“Hey!” 

She laughed and ruffled his hair. “Just teasing. The best thing about having a big brother is that I can do what I want to them. 

Come on, let’s catch them.” They ran, but Jules made a point of almost skipping as she did so. 

“I guess this means Emily knows I am still alive.” 

“Yes,” Jules confirmed cheerfully. 

“Why do you sound so happy?” 

Jules almost immediately slowed to a walk and look at him. “I have learnt there’s no point in wallowing. It took a few bottles, but I got there. Shit happens; all we can do is keep going and frankly, the world needs laughter.” She patted his arm. “I know people have died. 

I know Charlotte is worried about Mike.” She nodded at the red-haired girl, who was jogging at the front of the mass of elite fighters, her face sombre. “And I’m sad about the losses, but we won a monumental victory today, and your title tells you how big this fight was. In most events, no one ever gets the World Saver title probably because the world usually doesn’t need saving. Ours needed saving, and we did it. We’ve guaranteed humanity’s survival. Not someone else. You, us.” 

“At least, that’s how you’re taking it.” 

“Absolutely,” she confirmed. “Any other approach is despair.” 

She smiled brightly at him. 

“I can’t believe I’m accepting advice from a teenager.” 

“Only for a couple more months. I’m twenty soon. I can’t believe you don’t know your little sister’s birthday.” 

They jogged forward once more, catching up to the group ahead of them but moderating their pace so they could trail behind them and talk without being disturbed. As they ran, Adrian looked for his companions. Apart from Mike they had all ended up in an elite squad. 

“Most of us made it,” he said finally. 

“I can’t see Galan,” Jules said, sounding slightly worried. 

“Oh, he is flanking us.” Adrian nodded to the side, where the scout was tracking their progress and making sure nothing surprised them from the flank. Not that there was anything this close to Wangaratta that could challenge a group this powerful, but the discipline was good. 

“I still have not found Felicity or Andrew.” 

“Felicity is helping the girl who lost her leg. I can’t see Andrew either.” 

“Maybe he didn’t make an elite squad,” Adrian suggested finally convinced that Andrew wasn’t with them. 

“We’ll find out,” Jules said quietly. 

Worst case, they had lost Mike and Andrew. That was actually a pretty good result, given the losses the wider teams had suffered. 

They kept running and then Wangaratta came into view in front of them. They were approaching from the south, so he did not recognise the landscape. The transition from country to town, however, was stark. 

The communication necklace clicked on. 

“Hi all,” a weak stuttering voice said. “I am Clive Smith and was part of the command-and-control unit. This is a gen—general broadcast. You have probably been br-br . . . told what happened already, but this is a general broadcast for everyone. Fir-fir . . . first.” 

Their group suddenly stopped running. 

“Clive.” Kiyoko’s voice came over the general broadcast channel. 

“Do you mind if I take over?” 

“Pl-pl . . . yes, go.” 

“Hi all, this is Kiyoko. I am an oracle class. The fight was a success and the threat to our very world has been eliminated. I would do some cheers, but you know, monsters and all.” There was some weak laughter around him. “We’ll celebrate, but we’ll also mourn. Many brave people sacrificed themselves for this opportunity, and we’ll build a monument to them, but that will come later. For now, we need to talk about the future. 

“Wangaratta has been a beacon of hope in these dark times. We have stood up and created something special from the chaos, and I want to assure you that’s not going to change. However, and I don’t say this lightly, over three thousand people refused the call, and their cowardice, their selfishness, cost us lives. Thousands of people died unnecessarily, and those cowards can no longer interact with the

Alpha systems. They are useless, normal humans with no special skills in a world now filled with monsters and magic. As a society, we’ll need to decide how to deal with them. It’s very easy to agree to support them, provide security and food because they can’t do it for themselves. I would encourage us to take a harder line but with humility that recognises the sacrifices of their loved ones. For simplicity, I’ve split them into two groups. The powerless who had family that fought for the world and then those who had no excuse and no family to redeem them. I’ve labelled the last as untouchables. 

Wangaratta must make its own choice, but to have earned that label means you have chosen not to save the world when your contributions would have made a difference.” 

“How many untouchables are there?” he heard Bec say. 

“Only eight hundred,” Kiyoko answered for all the listeners. “The powerless are the larger group, and I would implore mercy for them. 

Some are now single parents.” 

“We could support them, then,” Bec said carefully. 

“That’s not a decision for me to make. Most of you who know me understand I give advice. I don’t give orders. My advice is to send the unclean away. Banish them from town and let them forge their own way.” 

“But no one will accept them,” Bec said reasonably. “Because they have nothing to offer beyond base labour. Sending them out is like sentencing them to death.” 

“Almost, but not quite. As I said, that is my opinion. Everyone listening to this has risked their lives to save the world. You can make your own decision about the powerless and untouchables. If you get eighty percent support, then the loss of their class can be reversed.” 

“No chance of that happening for the untouchables,” Adrian stated to Jules. 

“Yeah, I’ll vote against it.” 

“I’ll vote for it,” Adrian told her, “but it still won’t happen.” 

“You’re such a softie.” 

They caught up to the others. Charlotte was approaching Kiyoko. 

“Can you tell me if he is alive?” 

There was no verbalised answer; instead, Kiyoko just stood up on tiptoes and embraced Charlotte. Somehow drawing her downwards as Charlotte dropped into a kneeling position and was engulfed in the smaller woman’s arms. Kiyoko said nothing, and Charlotte cried. The rest of the group moved into Wangaratta, looking for their own loved ones and friends, and Adrian stood next to Jules. Both of them were ready to support Charlotte, as she was far more important to them than anyone else in the town. 

Kiyoko was whispering to Charlotte, but the oracle’s power carried her voice to the two of them. “He stayed as part of the last distraction. He needed two hundred people to keep the pressure on the mage while the others used the teleporter. At the end of the day, he could not ask anyone to sacrifice their lives when he wasn’t willing to.” 

Charlotte’s sobs intensified. 

Chapter 35

Charlotte stood and wiped her tears away. “Thanks,” she said finally. “So he died a hero?” 

“That, as you know, is just a label, dear.” Kiyoko then looked at Adrian. “As for you, Mr. World Saver, the system can’t grant you what you desire. It can’t do anything about RT073345.” She paused. 

“That’s your interface’s official name. And you still have your journey in front of you.” She stopped, her eyes going white and then moving like they were in REM sleep. “I have accepted a quest to get you to Melbourne safely. It is the best it could do.” 

Jules, Adrian noticed, was hugging a sobbing Charlotte. 

Adrian focused on Kiyoko. She was an oracle, and while it was too early to know where her level was going to be, after the battle, he was sure it would end up above level forty. Having her would more than replace the benefit of the interface working to help him. There was no way he could say no to that sort of gift. In fact, he should probably thank the system for being so helpful. 

“Thank you,” he said formally to Kiyoko. “Does this mean that you’re going to go all the way to Melbourne with me?” 

“Not what I said! But I’ll get you to Melbourne. You can be sure of that.” She nodded like it was all decided, and they marched into the city. Jules and Charlotte were ahead of him, arm in arm. That poor girl had lost most of her family in Culcairn, and now her boyfriend was dead, a man who had died because he was being a hero. 

Adrian knew how much that sort of label would comfort him. Dead was dead. 

“This is going to be a long night,” he said to Kiyoko, who was walking next to him. Then she froze. 

“More than you realise, boy,” she said so softly he barely heard. 

Kiyoko stopped, so Adrian froze too, looking around as he did so. 

Ahead of them, he could see the wall the town had put up. A wall that was unsurprisingly unmanned. There were no threats within his

immediate sensing domain, but his eyes went further, and there was nothing moving in sight. 

“Not that.” Kiyoko’s hands were clutching him with surprising strength. 

 What? 

Ahead of him, Charlotte stiffened. “Mike?” 

Surprise shot through him. 

“You’re alive?” he heard her say. 

Kiyoko disengaged her hands, and his eyes were only on Charlotte’s. Her back was straight once more; she was no longer hunched over in despair. 

“Of course, we’ll come.” A pause. “You can update my map . . . Adrian and Jules are there. You can update their maps. 

Great. We’re coming.” 

“I might leave this one to you,” Kiyoko told him, patting him on the shoulders. “Seems like a young person’s thing.” 

He grabbed her as she went to step away, wanting to understand how Mike could have survived. “How? You said—” 

“There was a contingency for those who stayed, but without contact, I assumed they had all died. Apparently, I was wrong.” 

She pulled free and walked away determinedly, acting like she was on a mission to complete a different bit of oracle business. He watched her leave and decided that she probably wasn’t acting. An oracle of her level must have plenty of business. 

“Adrian,” Charlotte yelled, spinning to face him. His interface was flashing, and he flicked to look. There was a dot on his map. “Can you?” 

“Do you want me to go ahead?” 

“Please.” 

Adrian turned and ran in the indicated direction, triggering his Battle Wraith form and launching into using his steps to eat up the distance. His target was almost ten kilometres away, beyond where

the zxeatra italraca had set up their portal. The trip should not be that. 

Chaining steps, Adrian figured he would cross that distance in under fifteen minutes. On even ground, just running without cheating, his Agility would probably let him do it twenty minutes flat. 

The ability to teleport would more than halve that time, maybe even quarter it. Unfortunately, it wasn’t flat, and while steps allowed him to ignore the terrain, the broken landscape still slowed him down. 

 Flying? 

Flying did not care about the broken earth’s surface, and it was fast. Adrian looked up at the sky. While land animals had fled, flying ones had been attracted to the explosion. They probably associated that sort of disturbance with carrion and dead animals to pick on. 

There was lots of stuff up there, including a wyvern circling high in the air that he really didn’t want to draw the attention of. 

 No flying, then. 

The landscape sped by, and he started seeing spots where the debris had landed from the explosion. Briefly, he launched off a twisted lump of metallic ore the size of a car and probably weighed fifty times that. The people of Wangaratta would not be short of metal in the future. 

There were no monsters, and he saw signs they had run from the explosion. Claw marks showing an animal heavier than a horse that had been galloping, loping, or whatever the right term was away from the epicentre. There was even a hole in the ground a little larger than a swimming pool that his Ambusher’s knowledge tagged as evidence of a massive ambush monster who had decided it was better to go elsewhere. Something from the retocaica family. Similar to the sand elemental, but more tangible. 

Regional knowledge wasn’t very helpful, and the badge when he asked just returned a million results, telling him that there were no simple answers to be had. 

The mountain, the series of dips, then ridges that had gone inexorably upwards, had exploded. Its central mass was gone, 

replaced by a crater. Crystal seams shattered, ore veins exposed, and debris spread over kilometres. Adrian, before he even reached where the alien rock of the previous mountain had begun, was picking his way through rock fragments that had him twenty metres above where the ground used to be. Adrian was sure he saw a gold vein large enough to set off another gold rush. Alpha event or not, that was if gold had kept its intrinsic value. Adrian had never bothered checking. 

Cursing slightly, he changed directions and slowed down for a moment to let him speak easier. “Guys, plan to skirt the hole. It wasn’t passable.” 

The centre of the mountain looked like an alien art installation. 

The crater was about two hundred metres below the natural ground level, but it was filled with pillars. Some of them were no thicker than a metre but soared a hundred and fifty metres straight up. Navigating it would be time-consuming. 

Adrian forged ahead, and soon he was on the other side of the incursion point, running past the artificial hill material and back to where he could see ordinary Australian bush through the gaps in the large boulders he was racing along the top of. 

He was getting close, and his foot landed on a patch of grass for the first time in over five minutes. Out this far, there were just scattered rocks and crystals. 

Without disturbing a leaf of a tree, he stopped in the shade of a trunk. Ahead of him was the spot that Mike had marked and a pack of ground wolves encircling the trunk. For some unknown reason, they had not chosen to run when the sky started falling on them. 

Mike was right at the top of the tree while the wolves were leaping energetically. He knew from experience that they could not climb trees, and physically they were the same as mud wolves. 

 Ground Wolves

 An Alpha predator species that can use their magic to get the earth to grab their prey’s legs. 

After waiting for a moment to catch his breath, courtesy of sprinting for ten minutes, he pulled out the bow and then shook his head. Yeah, he could stand in the shadow of the trees and pepper them with arrows. Then retreat upwards if they countered. But it was unnecessary. He put it back away and gripped his spear instead. 

Theatrically cracking his neck, he burst into action. 

Four Shadow Steps carried him, and then they surrounded him. 

There were eight of them and at least two females with cubs. 

 Just scare them. 

He was amongst them, the flat end of the spear smashing into snouts, teeth and joints. They yelped and snarled in equal measure and he spun between their attacks, his Magic Focus letting him spot their attempts to use the earth to seize his legs. Adrian embraced his fighting techniques, and he was fast and skilled enough that Shadow Evasion only triggered once. 

They would lunge at him, and he would greet them with a sharp smack, and they would stumble away in pain. With a roar, he shoulder-charged the pack alpha. It was knocked off its feet, and Adrian with his immaculate spear control pinned it. The toe of his spear on the wolf’s throat, he leant his weight on the spear. 

The alpha thrashed as it was pushed into the ground. The soft dirt tried to grab him but he just stepped to the side continuously avoiding the attempt. 

With his sense domain, he watched as a female got behind his back and launched herself at him. Mouth wide, it intended to seize his neck. 

The spear pulsed, and the wolf went flying over him as the air lifted her up just enough to make her sail over the top. 

He leant harder on the spear, compressing the alpha wolf’s throat. 

It whimpered, and the other wolves slunk away. 

Adrian looked down at his one-time nemesis—well, at least a similar species. Its ears were pinned backwards, its tail under its legs

like a pet dog would do when threatened by something stronger than it. 

With a huff, he stepped back, releasing the wolf from the intense pressure. It struggled to its feet, coughing. The other wolves snarled at him, and then the alpha barred its teeth at its own pack. They cowered back, the fake strength robbed from them. The alpha looked at him and seemed to nod and then dashed away with the pack falling in around it. 

“Why didn’t you kill them?” 

“Thanks for saving me, Adrian. Great job,” Adrian yelled back at Mike, and he was pleased to see a flush of red go across the other man’s cheeks. 

“Yes, thanks.” 

“And for saving the world,” he suggested cheekily. 

Mike’s eyes tightened. “Thank you, World Saver.” 

Adrian laughed unable to stop himself. 

“Screw you too,” Mike said, smiling a little. “Can you help me down?” 

Adrian queried his spear, knowing that it could cushion the fall, but checking, anyway. Affirmation came back. 

“Sure, jump and I will catch you.” 

“I—” 

“You know I can do it.” He waved the spear. 

Mike nodded and went to jump, but failed to launch, grabbing the tree trunk at the last moment. “It’s harder than it looks.” 

“Try again. Maybe count.” 

“Three,” Mike said, removing his hands from the trunk. “Two.” 

Wind Gust. 

“Screw you,” Mike screamed as the air picked up and threw him like a rock in a catapult. He windmilled as he fell and landed with barely a thump twenty metres away. “What the hell was that?” 

“Figured I would speed the process up.” 

“A bit of warning next time.” 

“What?” Adrian shrugged. “You’re down, you’re safe, and as far as I can tell uninjured.” 

“I just don’t like being thrown—” 

“Whatever,” Adrian interrupted. “Are there others we need to save?” 

Mike cut off the rant Adrian had seen coming. “You’re right. 

We’ve got work to do. Four so far, but we can only tell when the shell breaks.” 

Even as the man spoke, Adrian saw his map updating. 

Chapter 36

Adrian looked at Mike with a horrified expression. “Shells? That is a terrible term.” The memory of the monster that had been intending to destroy their world was still too fresh. “Can’t you use something better?” 

“Defensive pods then.” 

“What do they look like?” 

“They’ll look like a chunk of rock or a husk of wood. They camouflage their colour, but not their shape.” They rushed towards the second closest survivor. “Why this one?” 

“It is on the way to the other two.” 

“Shouldn’t we be looking for other pods?” Mike asked. 

“I am,” Adrian told him without slowing down. “If we get within a stone’s throw, I’ll sense them.” 

He saw Mike glance around at the relatively dense trees. “That’s from that domain, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I wasn’t sure what it could do? It’s not often that someone gets a custom ability, which is that short in its description.” 

“It’s a Jaracol special.” 

“A what?” 

“Nothing. I think it’s unique.” 

Mike started muttering into his communication device, and he realised new dots had appeared. 

“Jules and Charlotte have split up to collect their own survivors.” 

“Good,” Adrian replied. 

With Mike and others in tow, Adrian kept everyone moving quickly to get to the survivors before any other monsters like the ground wolves   found them. The group he was escorting grew to ten. 

He decided that they were more than strong enough to save

themselves, so he split from them to go collect people who had been spat further away from the epicentre of the explosion. 

Almost an hour later, dots stopped appearing. 

“Are there any more?” Adrian asked. 

There was a long pause. “Kiyoko says no,” Mike answered finally. “Any pods out there should have opened up by now. Let’s head back.” A new path appeared on Adrian’s map and he led the final five toward the larger group and listened to them talking about their future. One man had left his wife and baby behind and was hoping she would not be punished. They had drawn straws for who was going to go. Another man had no family but many friends, and his was a funny case because the man understood that some of his friends would have survived but there would be losses. Two more had partners who had also fought; one of them had volunteered with her in the last stand. She was hopeful of a miracle, but Adrian knew differently. There were no more dots, and the husband was not part of the survivors that had been rescued. 

It was a contrast to the success of his travelling companions. 

Yes, they had been higher levelled than most, but it was just sheer luck they were going to walk away with at most losing one person. 

Adrian led his five to the larger group, and they settled on a brisk walk. Some people, despite their inflated levels, had not upped their physical skills at all. 

Adrian wished he could help those that were clearly grieving, but there wasn’t much you could say in these situations. These scattered survivors of the two hundred who had stayed to let the others escape were heroes. They deserved to be on the same pedestal that he had been lumped on. Life wasn’t always fair, and he struggled to find the words he needed. 

He almost sighed in relief when they reached the gate and they disbanded. 

“Thank you,” Mike said to the two of them, his hand around Charlotte’s waist. 

Adrian nodded in respect to Mike. After all, the man had risked his life in the last stand and only seventy-three of that group had survived. Mike, as a commander, had known the odds and had stayed, anyway. “You did a good job.” 

Mike smiled. 

“Why did that look so painful?” Charlotte asked him. 

“No. It wasn’t painful,” Adrian acknowledged. “But maybe a little stingy. Mike did a great job. He was an integral, irreplaceable part of saving the planet, and that wasn’t something that most can say.” 

“You guys, enjoy yourselves,” Jules said suddenly. “Adrian and I need to get a drink.” 

“Trader.” 

“Trader,” she agreed. “Give back the free crap and get a bottle of spiced whiskey each.” 

“No,” Adrian objected. “No chance. I’m not drinking that shit.” 

“For old times’ sake.” 

“No!” 

They walked together shoulder to shoulder. There was activity in the houses but nothing like Wagga after he had killed the Bird or Albury in the days after the Junta had been defeated. The town was in shock. 

“Have you seen the proposals?” Jules asked suddenly. 

“The what?” 

“The proposals of how to deal with the powerless and the untouchables?” 

“I had not considered them.” 

“You need eighty percent support for a proposal to pass. Do you want to hear them?” 

“Why not.” 

There was a park bench off the side of the road. Adrian sat down. 

“What’s you doing?” Jules asked still standing there. 

“Sitting.” 

“I thought we’d agreed to buy grog?” 

“Oh, I have lots.” He opened his bag of holding and pulled out a selection of five trader-bought spirits, including the spiced whiskey. 

“Help yourself. I have beer as well.” 

Adrian smiled as she avoided the spicy whiskey. 

“What is this?” 

“Higher priced spicey whiskey.” 

“Hangover.” 

“Not from that.” 

She pulled the cork out and took a sip and coughed as it burned down her throat. “Nice.” She croaked and handed him the bottle. 

A crystal whiskey glass floated up from his backpack, and he poured a generous serving. 

“Do you have another?” 

He interrupted her question by floating a second glass to her even as the whiskey bottle moved with no one touching it and poured her half a cup. It was like there was an invisible waiter. 

“Nice trick.” 

“It’s coming along,” Adrian admitted. “Not strong enough for battle, but it’ll get there. So the proposals.” 

“You don’t want to talk levels?” 

“No, I’ll deal with that tomorrow. You?” 

“Same,” she admitted finally sitting down next to him. “There are currently four active proposals.” 

“Let’s hear them.” 

“Convert all the cowards into oath-bound servants that will have to obey anyone with a World Defender tag.” 

“What? They’re excluding me!” 

Jules laughed. “I am sure the system would let your badge count.” 

“I won’t support it, anyway.” 

“It’s going to fail,” Jules confirmed. “It only has twenty percent voting yes and five hundred no votes already. The next proposal will pass. All unclean and cowards who had a loved one who died in the Wangaratta Crucible will have their powers and access to classes restored.” 

“Is that what they are calling it?” 

“The Wangaratta Crucible?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yes,” Jules answered. 

“It seems a bit underwhelming.” 

“Battle, war, triumph—there doesn’t seem to be an appropriate description.” 

“But crucible? What sort of test was it? It was nothing like that. It was a town fighting for survival. We weren’t reforged,” Adrian reached helplessly for the words that would describe what he was saying. “People died, and the world was saved.” 

“I think it’s fine,” Jules declared. “It’s just a name. Everyone who was involved knows what it was.” 

Jules laughed. “This one is funny. Mark of shame. They get their powers restored, but only while their hair is dyed bright pink. I’m so voting for that.” 

“Jules!” 

Jules laughed harder after reading some more. “Ha. That one might actually get up. Oh, a serious one.” She stopped talking to read. “It is like five paragraphs long, but basically it is a pathway for an unclean to get access to their classes once more. They need twenty votes from those who took part in the crucible.” 

“That’s my problem,” Adrian interrupted. “It shouldn’t be Wangaratta’s Crucible. It should be humanity’s or just crucible.” 

“They want their town name linked,” Jules said dismissively. “And fair enough. Anyway, there is an amendment to the proposal that

participants only get two votes per year. Means that at most only ten percent of people can get fixed every year, and every vote is valuable. I’m voting for that. Oh, definitely no.” 

“Oh, what was that one?” 

“All males are exiled and females have a choice to take oaths to be maids.” 

“Sexist.” 

“Degrading,” she corrected. “That’s it for now. But I’m sure there’s going to be more. Hopefully, a few more laughs.” She took a big sip from her glass and choked slightly. “Small sips, Jules,” she reminded herself. 

Adrian laughed. 

“Have you decided on your upgrades?” 

“I’m going to take my time and choose carefully,” Jules admitted. 

“Above fifty. I can select anything from any class.” 

“Are you specialising for fighting?” 

“Of course. Bash, whack, zap. You’re not planning on that, are you?” 

“Maybe half, half. I want to talk to Kiyoko and Mike before I lock the new skills in.” 

“Sensible. What do you want to do?” 

“Gatherer and alchemist, but more the second.” 

“Will you like that?” 

“Absolutely. I’m sick of fighting, and once you’ve saved the world, you’re not going to get any extra beers if you save it a second time.” 

Jules laughed. 

“The Billionaire World Saver still trying to score free beers.” 

Adrian smiled. “Just saying. Plus, I can probably do as much good as a master alchemist as a fighter.” 

“Not a chance.” 

“Of course there is. Preparation wins fights.” 

“Not in my experience.” 

Adrian snorted into his whiskey. “You are a berserker. You prick your finger and don’t rest till all your enemies are a red smear.” 

“Yep, and it works every time.” 

“I agree it has been very effective.” 

They sat in silence. 

“Well, when the unclean are forced to spend a day a week cleaning the streets, I think it will end up looking amazing.” 

“Really. Someone put that in?” 

“Yeah, I’m voting no. Nothing in it for me personally.” 

“The best way to vote.” 

Jules grinned. “I suspect that some of the younger participants worked out how to do the petitions and now they’re taking the piss.” 

She laughed, slapping her knees. 

“Mud wrestling contest. If you stay as a champion for a week, you get your powers back. Anyone can challenge. That is a yes for me. I can just imagine a fifteen-year kid who is level forty challenging a muscle-bound untouchable who thought he had won his class back.” 

“You’re mean.” 

“Just having a bit of fun.” 

The whiskey finished, and he grabbed a second bottle. “Do you want to stay and drink or find company?” 

“I couldn’t be bothered, but I assume we’re going to want the wider group to come with us, so we should be sociable. Plus Andrew.” 

“Do you think he is alive?” 

“No.” Jules studied the ground. 

“Shit,” Adrian said quietly. “Do you know where they are?” 

“Can’t be too hard to find. There are only so many pubs.” 

Together, they spread out to search. There were eleven pubs, and their targets weren’t in any of them. 

“We can use the communication devices,” Adrian suggested. 

“No,” Jules said definitively. “I don’t want to.” 

After exiting the pub, they ran into Kiyoko. 

“Follow,” the old lady ordered, leading them across the road and down the street to one of the many houses with a party occurring inside it. 

“They’re there?” Jules asked dubiously. 

Kiyoko just nodded. “Oracle, remember.” 

With a shrug, they walked up and found the door unlocked, and a riot of noise greeted them. 

Chapter 37

They approached their party. 

“I tell you,” Murphy proclaimed, having clearly been dragged here by Joanne. “That you guys who didn’t go down the hole had it good.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” a middle-aged woman yelled back at him. “My Adrian got torn to shreds by that earth wall.” 

“Yeah, most of us died.” This was a big man who was the same age as the woman with similar features. Maybe a brother. 

“We had to fight four of them,” Murphy yelled back. Adrian saw Joanne trying to pull them away. 

“Five,” Jules whispered to him before striding confidently into the pub. 

“The hole fight was harder,” Galan agreed. “Way harder.” 

About five of the other group leapt to their feet, with the big guy leading the way to loom over Murphy. He succeeded; after all, Murphy hadn’t bothered to get to his feet. 

 Oh shit. 

Then he saw Jules aiming to get between the two opposing groups. 

“Jules,” he implored, throwing his voice with his skill so it went straight to her ear. She heard him but kept walking. 

Jules split the group. “Sit down,” she ordered with a bored tone, giving the man a push on the chest. 

 Zap! 

The big man went flying, both from the electricity and the force she had put into the shove. A table broke as he landed on it. The house-turned-drinking-spot had been filled with pre-Alpha furniture that had been weathered by the change so was pretty delicate. 

Instantly, almost all the thirty occupants of the room were on their feet. His group versus the larger local components. 

“You out-of-towners think you’re better than us.” 

“Shush, you,” Jules said back. “We’re trying to drink.” She turned her back on the woman and picked up a glass. 

For a moment, nothing happened. 

Then Jules looked back. 

“But we are better. You guys weren’t good enough to be invited to the real fight.” The silence was defending. She smiled provocatively. “And you certainly aren’t strong enough to consider fighting us.” 

 Jules! 

Cursing internally, Adrian prepared to fight. The woman, the original instigator, threw herself at Jules, who of course had been expecting and hoping for exactly that reaction. Jules ducked down, lifted the woman and threw her over her shoulder to crash into the wall. 

There was a roar, and the two sides clashed. 

A stranger stumbled towards him. 

Step. 

It failed. Too much spiced whiskey. Adrian was knocked over in a tangle of limbs. Trying to keep the whiskey intact, he fell to the ground, the other man on top of him. All of his enhanced Strength and Agility focused on the task. The thin carpet provided no cushioning but by rotating his wrist and absorbing the force of the impact through his shoulder, he kept it from spilling everywhere. 

Then the man rolled onto his arm, and with no leverage to help the drink went flying. 

When drinking, it was okay to trip and fine if you fell over, what was unacceptable was to spill your drink. 

The prick on him had made him spill the entire glass! 

The man shifted and tried to punch him. Adrian blocked him and realised his opponent had neither a Strength nor an Agility advantage. If Adrian had not been preoccupied with preserving his drink, this would have ended before it began. 

Adrian’s Mind went through options. Mind abilities were a firm no, as he did not want to risk killing anyone. The fear option might work, but that was cheating. Triple Blade was off because it was bad form to bring killing magic to a bar fight. 

Wind Gust. 

The man on him got buffered to the side, and that let Adrian roll over so he was on top. 

“You spilt my drink,” he yelled in the man’s face. 

The pinned man’s head butted him in response. Adrian felt his nose crack. As Adrian reeled backwards, the man twisted violently, trying to dislodge him. 

 Screw this! 

New world, new Adrian. 

He punched the man bucking under him even as blood ran down from his nose into his mouth. 

His domain sense told him that someone was coming at his back swinging a chair. 

Adrian rolled to the side. Not particularly elegantly, but it got him out of the way of the swing, which was not so lucky for the man under him who got the stool in his face. 

The stool broke, and still holding two legs of the broken chair, the guy who had tried to brain him from behind re-focused on Adrian. 

Wind Gust. 

Adrian aimed for behind the man and pushed only a single point of mana into the attack. The wash of air propelled the coward, who had tried to cowardly knock him out, forward toward Adrian. Even drunk, the guy was so unbalanced that it was easy enough for Adrian to grab and then trip him, directed so that he landed straight on the guy who had spilt his whiskey. The two were tangled together, and Adrian jumped up and body slammed them, wrestling style. 

An elbow in the ribs hurt, but there was a satisfying moment of resistance before they both collapsed and he heard gasping breaths. 

The fight to his left rolled towards him. Six people grappling. The man at the bottom of his three-man pile tried to push up. Adrian rose and then dropped hard on top of them. He was tempted to use the Buff of Growth, but that was probably taking the tussle too far. The weight of two grown men plus the extra force was too much, and he collapsed. 

Wind Gust. 

Wind Gust. 

The group of six that was almost running into him was tossed away from him. The guy under him buckled upwards to dislodge him, and Adrian let it succeed. They thought they had pushed him off, but he had just used the minor shove to jump to his feet. 

A wind Gust sent them tumbling. Adrian moved to stand against the wall, trying to work out what was happening. 

Omala was pinned under some girl. She needed help. 

Wind Gust. 

Someone stumbled into him, and because of the fog of alcohol, he didn’t get advanced warning. Automatically, Adrian steadied the other man. 

Praveen looked at him, grinning happily, before staggering away to hit someone. This was crazy. 

Someone hit Jules with a piece of table, drawing blood. She spun, lifted the offender and threw him at a wall. Which resulted in a man-sized gap as he tumbled outside. 

A shrill whistle cut through the noise and everyone stopped fighting abruptly and turned to face Omala, who had whistled. 

“Who needs healing?” she asked, improvised weapons dropped and clanged as they hit the floor. Half the gathered people put their hands up. 

Healing spells went out, and the big guy who had helped start the confrontation burst out laughing. 

He went straight up to Jules. “That move at the start. With the push and the lightning. Bloody oath, what a great starter.” 

He shook Jules’s hands enthusiastically and pulled her into a hug. 

Adrian looked around the room. Broken furniture and the hole in the door. He was too old for this shit. With a shake of his head, Adrian walked out of the new doorway. The guy Jules had thrown through the wall must have been sixty with that scrawny, wiry strength look. Adrian paused long enough to use his Lay of Hands on him. 

They were all crazy. 

Chapter 38

Adrian glanced up at the sky. It was cold, but it did not look like rain. He found a quiet-looking backyard, pulled out his sleeping bag, camp stone, and then fell to sleep. 

He woke up while it was still dark and some nasty clouds had covered the stars. It looked like a potential storm, but luckily it had not broken. 

 Time? 

No answer. With a sigh, he opened up his interface and clucked around till he revealed it was 5:58 a.m., which meant it would be dawn soon. 

With a second sigh, he checked his upgrade options just to see if anything had been changed. Then he frowned. He was so used to being able to influence the options presented, but with Jaracol locked away he did not have the normal level of flexibility. 

The following upgrades are available. 

Two instant upgrades to standard attributes of your choice

Two instant path skill upgrades

Three instant half upgrades

It wasn’t that it was a bad outcome for two levels. In fact, in some ways, it seemed more than what the interface had offered, but it was annoying in that the slow but better pathway option was not being made available. 

Curiously, he browsed the options, and they were the same as previously. It was what he had expected, but a small bit of him hoped that something special would present itself. It was not to be. Before selecting, he would have a chat with Kiyoko and Mike to see what was the best pathway to go down. Then there was always the chance that taking a path might upgrade other options. Master alchemy might lead to grandmaster alchemy. The path skill upgrades he was considering remained the same. 

      Battle Spectre

Qui Vident Omnia (He Who Sees All)

Master Alchemist

Mind Crusher

Blue Ice and Flame Domain

Providing they were fine with it, Adrian was leaning towards the Ice and Fire Domain and the pathway of master alchemists. From the half upgrades, he had already decided to choose the upgrade to expand his herb sense to a kilometre and then maybe take another scouting option that would let him feel powerful monsters class four and above from over a kilometre away. Those were locked in unless Kiyoko and Mike both argued for an alternative, and even then, he was not sure he would change his decision. Once he made those choices, there was the final half upgrade that he had no preconceived ideas about. If possible, he would like it to be something that would help him use his berries. 

Adrian shook his head and decided to find a trader. He took one step and froze before he turned to look at a nearby house. 

Kiyoko stepped around it with a smile on her face. From her positioning, he was sure that she had been waiting just out of the range of his domain. “You clearly want to talk to me.” 

“Yes, are you still coming with us?” 

“Yes.” 

“What skills should I take?” 

Kiyoko’s eyes did not go unfocused like he expected. “You’re planning for the future. Yes.” 

Adrian nodded. 

“You’re showing a lot of wisdom to ask first.” 

“Well.” He stopped talking before he said something that might get Jaracol in trouble. “Given you’re an oracle, I figured you can point me in the right direction.” 

“And I can. If I were you, I would take the alchemist option. I think that’s an opportunity you should not pass up. After all, this might be your last ever level.” She raised a finger as he went to object. “I know you have banked experience, but that is a two-for-one deal. You need to earn half the next level yourself. As for the other upgrade, I can’t necessarily guide you, but I think Qui Vident Omnia wasn’t as good as you think, and you can probably use your half skills to grab the most powerful components of that ability,” she told him, mirroring his own thoughts. “That just means you have a choice of offensive abilities. I can’t see any difference between Spectre combined with Strength and Agility upgrade versus the Blue Fire and Ice Domain with double mana control upgrades.” 

“Is that where my attributes need to go?” 

“Obviously.” 

“Mind Crusher?” 

Kiyoko shook her head. “That one will not help you overcome any of the obstacles between here and Melbourne.” 

“Which should I choose?” 

“Battle Spectre might be slightly better in getting to Melbourne, but double mana control will help your alchemy in the future.” She shrugged. 

“How much better?” 

“Not enough for me to advise you to take it.” 

Adrian nodded. “I think I’ll take the temperature domain,” he told the oracle carefully. 

“Yep, that’s the right choice.” She patted his arm. “You have an excellent head on your shoulders.” 

“And the half upgrades?” 

“Well, monster and herb sensing? Feels like a no-brainer, no?” 

“Yes, and the third?” 

She shrugged. “It’s your life.” With that, Kiyoko walked away, and Adrian shook his head, slightly unsettled. How had she known that

he was considering the monster and herb sensing? That was disturbing, but understanding the intricacies of the system were beyond his pay grade. 

With a thought, he accepted everything they had discussed. 

Mana Control --- now 7.06 --- Plus 2.3 from double Mana Control Upgrade. --- Population - 1.21 (+.01)

The knowledge flooded into him. 

First, the half upgrades were injected into his brain. The ability to sense mana over distance built heavily on Magic Focus and the domain abilities he had mastered. The extent of that dependence surprised him, and Adrian knew as the data crammed in that he could have developed the abilities by himself by expanding that part of his domain inch by inch. It would have taken years, but he could have. Then more information built up, and he became confident that learning the skills early was worthwhile. He could have done it, but the time to mastery would have been too long and a single lucky find on his trip to Melbourne would more than pay for it. 

The abilities, both herb sensing and monster, had active and passive components to the skill. They both leveraged off mana produced by either the classed monster or the static herb. They tapped into the different mana currents that existed everywhere. It would look for distortions in the flow. Those currents, Adrian discovered, were always there and were mostly invisible to users. 

Internally, he kicked himself slightly. That flow of mana explained why magic did not get exhausted when intense spells were used. 

The new mana was continually rushing into the space to replenish what was being taken down. He should have guessed that something like that had to exist. 

If you were down-current of a major spell, then in that case there would be a lack of mana. Adrian made a mental note to keep that in mind. If he could position correctly and then cast the right spell, he could deny opponents access to magic for a period. 

His new sensing domain took advantage of those flows to provide an almost three-hundred-and-sixty-degree vision. The

mathematics it ran was impressive, but it, of course, wasn’t perfect. 

The current flows of different mana types were independent of each other, but not evenly placed on the surrounding compass. That had implications for accuracy. If there were no currents flooding past him from a certain direction, then there would be no information available for his skill to use. Usually, at least one flavour would be positioned sufficiently close to give him some indication, but the currents were in a state of continual change, and there would be times where he would be completely blind in a certain direction. 

Adrian focused on the conditions currently surrounding him. The area north and northwest of him had seven currents all rushing in from there, so there was a heap of detail. However, the southeast had a ten-degree blind spot where he could sense nothing. A class-one monster could be a hundred metres away in that pocket and Adrian could not tell. 

On an academic level, it was fascinating. The two skills had peeled back so many layers around how the new reality was structured. The number and types of magic were clear to him. Even that unsensed flow of power explained a lot. Those currents were unnaturally fast currently and also chaotic. While each flavour of magic was independent, if you had two of the same flavour run into each other, then they would interact, and the result would be a precursor to a mana storm of some description. Then, once the force started interacting with reality, the other flavours would get sucked in and then a full mana storm would spring into existence. Adrian shook his head to separate his thoughts away from pointless academic stuff; that was something he could explore later in life. 

These currents contained information about what was occurring upstream of him, and he could interpret that to find powerful plants or animals. That was the basis of both skills. How they sampled the currents were identical. The difference was the mathematics used to take that incredible multitude of information and interpret it into something he could use. Those equations were beyond his ability to grasp and instead were distributed to the interface grains throughout his body. Complex calculations to translate those minuscule shifts in

the mana currents into something more useful than “Something is there.” 

The genius of the interfaces was revealed because from the code that he sensed, it wasn’t something that in this lifetime or a hundred lifetimes that he would have been capable of replicating. 

Even the standard interfaces could acquire this skill. They were a knowledge multiplier that let people who had an interface exceed mortal bounds. 

If there were powerful herbs, the interface would grant him a sense of potency, number, and type. For a monster, it would be strength, speed, class, magic power, and then, if given long enough, specific information on what spells the creature possessed. If the monster was in an area with five or more useful currents flowing past, Adrian would eventually get data commensurate with identification. The more currents, the faster the advanced identification would become available. The ability was that potent. 

Then even more knowledge came through. There were natural items, both plants and crystals, in the world that possessed intense signatures but were worthless. Stuff like trees whose wood was magically hard but could not be shaped efficiently so would forever be a branch and not a spear. Minerals that trapped magic but could not be used by crafters due to their inherent instability. The skill let him avoid all those useless sources of mana. If he had attempted to develop the skill by himself, he would have had to discover each of the false positives individually. 

The solution to the currents not always being in the right direction was partially solved via an active pulse. This method used mana and sent out pulses of each flavour of magic one after the other and improved the identification by an order of magnitude. The pulses obfuscated where they originated from but only to a fifty-metre area. Any sensitive monster out there would immediately know his approximate location if he used the skill. If they were receptive, they might notice the pulses from up to ten kilometres away. 

The active skill came packaged with a big red caution of “be careful where you use it.” 

With the two half pathways completed, the full pathway information started. First was the Blue Fire and Ice Domain. 

His head was already hurting from the rush of complicated ideas. 

The new domain skill did not care. The data rushed in. Half concepts that leant extensively on his existing knowledge base needed to be interpreted, along with the mathematical grunt work, to take advantage of the newly formed ideas. Because he had his own core, Adrian siphoned bits and pieces of the more complicated calculation into it. He couldn’t use it yet, but if he had fire and ice domain, he also wanted an air domain, eventually. 

Unfamiliar concepts flashed through his Mind. First, it took what he did with Flame Spout and Ice Breath and showed how the magic could be woven to intensify the power. Three times hotter and forty degrees colder—they were both a big jump. He could now melt steel effortlessly, and the upgraded ice could freeze someone’s eyelids shut instantly. 

More enhancements came through. In Triple Blade, he transferred heat from one spot to another. This could be improved by splitting the energy at a micro-level before separating, then these small grains of refined magic could move extremely fast, letting him freeze a monster’s heart while frying the brain of something on the other side of his domain. 

The expression of energy got upgraded. His Wind Blades used whirling currents to create a cutting blade. There were more efficient designs. 

Adrian scrambled, trying to partition that slice of knowledge into his air core. Yet, even while trying to save the information, he felt it slipping away. It was a little frustrating, but he guessed it would be the height of arrogance to expect to leverage this new information immediately to upgrade a different type of magic. 

The fallacy of creating the magic on his spear tip or in his hand was also shared. There was no reason he couldn’t do that anywhere, 

providing he established a domain by continually having invisible threads of fire and ice expand around him. They could act as his proxies. The basics were the same, but these threads could spread out forty metres in every direction, and once established, the spells could be created where ever he desired in the surrounding area. 

A torrent of information continued to flood in. The ability to impart momentum into the strikes. It was analogous to a high-pressure water jet. The fire missile now would not just burn; it would knock whatever it hit backwards. 

It was stunning. 

He had not imagined that this level of upgrading was even possible. So much extra power and flexibility. 

And those forty metres, that distance was terrifying. Two bus lengths in every direction. If someone was standing thirty-nine metres away, which was probably further than they could throw a knife, then Adrian could create a fireball behind their back that they would never see coming. 


Finally, all these little bits of guiding information came together. 

He owned the flow of all fire mana in his domain. If someone else summoned it, then he could just wrestle the flame from their control. 

It was the same with ice. Any spell, lower graded than expert, he could take control of without using energy, once he learnt the weaves the spell caster used. Expert-level spells like his Fire and Ice Blades required an extra step. Those he needed to grab hold of and infuse his own energy into before seizing them. Even master-level spells, which were not something Adrian had seen before, could be pinched through sheer domination. It took effort, and he needed to double the other creature’s mana contribution, but if he did, then the spell was his to command. It wasn’t even that costly. He countered one point of other’s mana with two of his but ended up with control of a master-level spell with one point of mana invested in it. Net for net it was an even exchange and burned his opponents’ time. 

Options! That’s what it granted. It gave him extra choices. 

Elation ran through him. He’d thought when selecting that domain ability that it was expert rated, but that was not the case. The domain was clearly a master-level ability. 

He owned fire and ice around him. 

When he opened his eyes, it was daylight. A couple of hours had passed, and he had not even absorbed the alchemy knowledge. 

Thankfully, it hadn’t triggered yet, and he could delay the download. 

The town was bustling, the residents moving back and forth, and his identification flicked over the dozens of people in the street before settling on a level forty-three fire mage. 

 Perfect. 

Chapter 39

It would be nice to understand exactly what taking control of other people’s spells felt like. 

Identification went to work, and Adrian smiled. The man had only one expert-level spell, and that was a Firebolt. If he fired it at Adrian, then he could just grab it and redirect it back on the caster. 

There was more knowledge waiting to dump itself on him, but Adrian held it off. 

“Hey?” he yelled at the black-haired magic user. “Fire mage.” 

The man looked at him, blue eyes reflecting his confusion. “Sorry to disturb you, but I just got a new skill.” 

“Umm.” The man and the woman on his side had stopped. “Why would I—” 

“I was wondering if you could help me test it.” 

“How?” 

“Simple.” Adrian smiled. “I need you to fire your most powerful Firebolt at . . .” Adrian pointed at a wall that a homeowner had put in to give themselves a flat lawn pre-event. It was a metre high with solid dirt behind it. 

“You wish me to launch a Firebolt at an earth wall? It’s expert-level,” the man told him proudly. 

“I know and yes.” Adrian gave his best smile. “It would be super helpful.” 

“Why?” the woman next to the fire mage asked. 

“I just got a new skill that would be great to test with someone friendly rather than against a monster.” 

The man shrugged, pointed a finger, formed a Firebolt instantly and shot at the wall. There was only five mana in it, and it slammed home, sending chunks of earth flying. It left a basketball-sized crater. 

Adrian winced. “Sorry, I wasn’t ready.” He was surprised both by how fast the spell had been generated and the extensive damage it

caused. He shouldn’t have been surprised; expert-rated techniques and spells were on a different level. 

The fire mage shrugged and then pointed again. This time, Adrian was ready. Internal haste was running at full power, and the new fire and ice domain was actively ready to respond. The spell as it formed on the mage’s finger assaulted his perception. There was an intricate internal structure controlling links and loops. It was mind-boggling. He could see the segments forming, the overlapping weaves of force and fire. 

Compared to the original cookie-cutter Firebolt this was—like an F1 car contrasted with a billy cart. A jump in complexity washed through his brain and left an impression, while the important details were faithfully recorded by the interface His domain thrummed. 

No one but himself was allowed to control fire within the bounds of his domain. This magic was not under his control, and that was unacceptable. Adrian sank power into the forming spell on the tip of the fire mage’s finger. His desire and that of his domain being boosted by the interface and to a smaller extent his core running the multitude of calculations to claim ownership. His energy saturated what had been the domain of the fire mage. 

The fire mage finished the spell, tying off the edges and releasing it on a trajectory that, Adrian could instantly see, targeted the newly created hole. 

Of course, it was too late. It was fire, and all fire in his domain was his to command, his to own, and his to destroy with. 

The original spell was of the launch-and-forget variety. Adrian changed that. He added a little extra into the weave to allow him to direct it. 

A single blink of time passed. 

Just like the first missile, it shot out the immense destructive power hidden in its small dimension. Casually, Adrian redirected the magic so that it arced into the sky where it exploded into a very hot and powerful firework display. 

The mage jumped in surprise and spun to face him. Confusion, concern, understanding, and a rejection of authority all crossed the man’s face. The mage’s finger pointed at the ground in front of Adrian’s feet. 

The domain screamed at him as the magic once more gathered at the man’s fingertip. This time, the spell felt familiar. It was like the interface already knew how to counter the magic and Adrian, having peeked behind the scenes, recognised that the conclusion was correct. Adrian’s interface understood how the spell was built, and that made a difference. It was easier to control and redirect. This time, his magic pre-empted the fire mage as he formed the spell. He was corrupting and seizing the power at an early step. It was no longer a weave of complexity that he might struggle to seize control of. Instead, it was a known expert-level Firebolt spell that was his if he matched the required mana cost. The spell shot out of the mage’s finger, aiming for the ground next to Adrian. 

By the time it was released, Adrian already knew what was going to happen. It looped around and slammed down in front of the fire mage instead of where it had initially been targeted at Adrian’s feet. 

“Fuck,” the mage screamed and jumped back in surprise even as Adrian stood still, having not bothered to move. 

Adrian raised his eyebrows in a questioning manner. 

The fire mage looked flustered. His finger shot out one, two, three, and then a fourth bolt. 

 Mine. 

The word echoed in his head. They were his, and his domain seized each spell effortlessly. Mana drained out of Adrian to support the magic, but Adrian’s pool was many times greater than his opponent’s. The four bolts shot off simultaneously, he then looped into the air, and they came down ringing the fire mage and his partner in an explosion of flames and dirt. 

The man was gaping in disbelief. 

He pointed again, but this time the spell was different. A burst of low-level flames flooded out. 

 Ridiculous. 

The more complicated spell, at least the first time, had taken an effort to subdue. This spell was basic and required no effort to subvert. Adrian owned the flames from the moment that they formed, but let them flood toward him, letting the man believe that he had won. The flames roared around him. Had he been a monster, he would have been significantly burnt under that torrent of power or have been cremated. But these flames were in his domain! 

Not even the latent heat reached him after a moment. Flaunting his ability, he gathered the power the fire mage had expelled into the palm of his hands, presenting a ball of flames with forty mana caught in them. Casually, he tossed it at the earthen support wall; it left soot marks over a wide area but did no actual damage. What could burn flesh and blood was a lot less impressive against wet dirt and rock. 

Adrian deliberately raised his eyebrows once more, this time as if asking, “What else have you got?” 

The man’s face flashed with anger, and once more a finger pointed at Adrian. 

Another Firebolt. This one took a full second to form as the man pumped a hundred mana into it. Now that the spell was mastered, Adrian did not even need to consciously direct the capture of the spells. 

It was just his before it was formed. 

The mage fired it, and Adrian grabbed it. This much power hitting one spot would do a significant amount of damage, so as he sent flying into the air, he peeled off sections of the energy, and in seconds, the single Firebolt had been converted into twenty-five. 

They fell in a circle around the couple. It sounded like a car crash, but this time, besides holding off the fire, Adrian also used his air domain to protect them from shrapnel. That much mana in an expert spell would make it go—

 Boom! 

The noise and light had people a hundred metres away looking at them. Debris flew five metres in the air before coming down, 

guided by his air shielding. 

The mage blinked and assessed how Adrian had altered his spell. The destruction was impressive. Starting one and a half metres from the couple was a perfect circle blasted out of the ground. It left a trench that was thirty centimetres deep and even wider than that. The surface rock was still glowing and the smooth sides made it clear that the attack had liquefied the rock. 

“Bloody oath!” 

The man stared at Adrian in stunned silence. 

“Thank you,” Adrian responded. “I am sorry if I scared you. You helped a lot.” 

“Adrian the World Saver,” the woman next to the man said, finally looking him over. A crowd had gathered and he saw nods from them as well. 

“Yes.” 

“He’s the World Saver?” the fire mage asked. 

“Yes,” both Adrian and the woman answered at the same time. 

“Is this?” the man asked, his voice trembling. “Is this something that you got as a reward for that?” 

“No.” Adrian shook his head. “This was from a level up.” 

“But . . . I can’t do anything like that?” 

“In your terms, I am over level sixty.” Adrian wasn’t sure that was correct, but it was close enough. “And I have acquired some pretty powerful powers outside of levels in my adventures.” 

“How did you do that?” 

“I have a master fire ability,” he told the fire mage, choosing not to share just how overpowering it truly was. “It lets me subjugate expert spells.” 

The man shook his head. “And lower.” 

“Of course.” 

“I thought with my extra levels I could beat anything.” 

Adrian laughed despite himself. “That spell is powerful, but the first truly dangerous animal I killed after the event would have been able to eat three or four in the face before dying.” He was thinking about the Alpha mud wolf that he had beat because of the burning house. “And you would only get one or two off before it ripped your throat.” 

“How did you survive?” 

“I just got really lucky,” Adrian admitted without hesitation. “It was a mud wolf. I killed it with environmental damage. It was completely immune to my magic. And while expert magic could hurt it, it still would have resisted most of the damage from your missiles.” It would still be partially immune against his new master-level attacks, Adrian realised. It probably wouldn’t survive, but it had sufficient resistance that he would stab it to death rather than waste the mana. 

The man’s eyes were wide. “I’m glad you’re a good man.” 

Adrian’s breath caught in his throat at being described like that. It wasn’t a particularly glowing term of reference in the old world. But post-event, everything had changed. Might ruled now if it wanted, and so being a good man meant something. 

“Excuse me,” Adrian apologised. “I have . . .” 

He wavered unnecessarily and walked off, not wanting to face any more compliments. Especially as it was clear some of the crowd was getting up the courage to talk to him. He always hated compliments. Now he might have been able to kill monsters singlehandedly, but the thought of anyone praising him? Some parts of him had not changed. 

As we walked away, he felt the world with his new senses. Using active pulses of energy to see what else was around. The calculation engine interpreted the results in the background. From an herb and plant perspective, there was nothing interesting. Adrian pushed the spell wider and found an intense source of dark energy. He focused on it, a fungus and probably valuable, but not to someone of his wealth. It would almost certainly be under someone’s house or in a garden and he could not be bothered. 

Monster sense came back, and there were two non-human concentrations of energies just a few hundred metres away from him. 

Adrian was instantly running toward the energy, getting ready to fight, and then he stilled his feet. There were no monsters, as there were no screams. His skill was unequivocal that they were not human, either. What? Then his Mind went through the alternatives. 

Domesticated animals, pets, traders. He kept walking and settled on that final guess, traders. Traders were too close to humans to be monsters. So this sort of sensing would present them as monstrous. 

Sure enough, when he turned the corner, he saw the familiar shape of a trader cart superimposed over where his senses had identified the strange creature. Then his eyes caught the trader itself behind the cart. 

A smile broke out on his face. 

Chapter 40

Adrian felt like screaming in excitement. 

Sam! 

He was sure of it, but the man had customers, so he bit his tongue and shadow stepped twice and entered the line. Two women were in front of him. This close, it was definitely Sam. Just like he remembered. Maybe it was the same species but a different person, but Adrian did not think so . . . 

The trader spent ages with the next customer. Adrian could not see what was being exchanged, as his eyes would blur or be forced to look away when he tried to extract the details of what was passing between them. 

Instead, Adrian focused on his increased sensing skills. Using active pulses to get more and more minutiae. The fungus just hung there, his attention continually coming back to it. The longer he stayed in line, the more information he got, and its grade and density bands reduced. It was probably worth getting it. It was a single plant rather than a patch, so when he got his master alchemy skills, it was likely to be a complicated ingredient that would use his advanced skills. Extra detail came through. The physical size of the fungus was tiny, which meant that the concentration of its power was higher than his initial estimate. 

Making it more valuable to an alchemist. 

“Adrian.” He jerked at the word, having failed to notice Jules’s approach. “Do you want breakfast?” 

He shook his head. He was a single person away from Sam and was not going to give up the opportunity. She turned and hurried south. “Wait. Actually, yes, I’ll come. But I’m seeing the trader first.” 

“Okay, we’re at the Red Duck Thai takeaway. It’s in the centre of the town. If you get lost, then ask a local.” 

“I’ll be there soon.” 

“Adrian.” For a second time in less than a minute, he jumped. 

Sam was looking intensely at him. “It has been a while.” 

“How are you?” Adrian asked, transfixed, and his brain momentarily shutting down. 

Sam laughed in his deep tone. “I’m great, personally.” 

“And the travels?” 

Sam shrugged and then frowned. “I’m sure you have a good idea about what I’ve observed. This is not a kind Alpha event. At least not locally.” 

“No, it’s not,” Adrian agreed. “You can see what’s happened to me, can’t you?” 

Sam nodded. 

“Do you hate me?” 

“For the RT073345 situation?” 

Adrian nodded. Worry wormed itself inside him. He felt nauseated. It was probably just nerves because he wasn’t sure with his poison resistance and Vitality that he could even suffer gastro anymore. 

“If RT073345 made that decision, that is not on you. It is not possible for a host to force an interface to do that.” 

Adrian’s breath blew out in relief. “But the other traders hated me.” Adrian could feel the “woe is me” tone in his voice, like a whiny kid. 

“People will be people,” Sam said carefully. “It doesn’t matter what shape, size, or species they are. Some will always be ignorant arseholes. To be honest, their response is not that surprising: RT073345 was never a normal interface. It’s a bit of a legend amongst us with a reputation of being a maverick. It’s the only interface to have a personal, statistically significant impact on the success of an Alpha event.” 

“That’s . . .” 

“Extraordinary,” Sam agreed smoothly. “The impact was tiny. 

0.03 percent improved chance of civilised society. The decision to save you means that events from now on become a bit riskier, and they blame you for that.” 

“I think all the death and destruction was getting to Jaracol.” 

Sam nodded. “Jaracol.” Sam tasted the word. “Would not be the first of us to choose oblivion.” 

“That’s horrible.” 

Sam shook his head. “Not horrible. That’s not the right word; unfortunate might be better. We volunteered to save lives, but after thousands of iterations, it becomes too much for some. Their contribution is celebrated, not condemned, because it was noble in the most absolute sense of the word. Interfaces are different, of course. For those with a seed, it usually takes hundreds of events before they become properly sapient, but they all do eventually, at least those that keep going.” Sam’s voice was dark. “I always think that the process is cruel and immoral. Throwing a sapient in a position of mostly helpless watcher.” 

Abruptly, Sam laughed, shifting the dynamics of the conversation. “These are regular ethics debates, but the interfaces consistently vote to continue and by a large margin. They like their job.” Sam stopped talking. “I’m getting close to breaking a host of rules, so we should talk about something else. Just know that Jaracol made his choice. Treasure the decision. Also, as an aside, with your new title, it’s difficult for anyone to claim Jaracol stuffed up.” 

“Is there a way to save him?” 

Sam looked sadly at him. “Did Jaracol not have time to explain?” 

“He did.” 

“Then you know the answer. There are hard rules in place here, and the only out for Jaracol is if a cataclysm event is declared, and even then, that might not be enough. The World Saver title you have acquired will help, but that does not matter, as there is no way the declaration will come in time.” 

“How do we get a cataclysm declared?” 

Sam shook his head. “We can’t. I can’t. And it won’t happen.” 

“But there was a world-ending event.” 

Sam shrugged. “When consumed by emotions, one can only look at historical precedent.” Sam made eye contact. “And there is none for an event to be declared this early” 

The words jolted through Adrian, but he already knew this. “Why would he? A thousand lifetimes, observing but being helpless to act. 

It’s too much.” 

“I can’t answer that, only you can. It could very well be that he was just tired of the death and destruction. I don’t think this conversation is either helpful or wise,” Sam said. 

“I have this for you,” Adrian said and handed the necklace across to him. 

Sam shook his head. “That’s already been paid for.” 

“What?” 

“Did it not surprise you to get offered levels while holding that?” 

Now Sam had pointed it out, it should have triggered that something had gone wrong. 

“Who?” 

A wry smile and a shake of his head. 

“Kiyoko?” 

“Ahh, I couldn’t possibly comment, but she chatted with me and suggested a few things for you to buy.” 

“What a surprise.” Jaracol might be gone, but the system wasn’t finished with him. It was just manipulating or guiding his steps through another source. “What is the lovely lady suggesting I buy?” 

“Another set of teleportation plates, four sets of teleportation boosters and a lot of dark, spatial, and earth grenades. The last is to give you magic damage outside of your core three attack skills.” 

“How much?” 

“With your new discounts? Six hundred thousand.” Adrian visibly winced. “Personally, I would take the advice of an oracle.” Sam winked. “If she was nice enough to give it.” 

Adrian dug out the energy and handed it over. 

Sam handed him a package. “Teleportation.” Then another. 

“Dark, and this one is earth.” There was no difference between them beyond the label. “And finally spatial.” This one was a chest. 

“Delicate and needs extra protection, particularly if they are going to be stored in a bag of holding. I suggest you keep the chest once you have used the contents. It costs fifty thousand by itself.” 

“Sam?” 

“Yes.” 

“You know that figurine you gave me?” 

“Of course.” 

“It has helped me more than words can say.” 

Sam nodded, a strange orange glow coming from his uncovered elbow joints. “I am very glad.” The words were very formal and Adrian suspected the glow represented a strong positive emotion. 

“I’m still putting it on my mantlepiece at home, and you’re still invited.” 

“I’ll come.” 

The glow faded, and he seemed to swallow hard. “Next customer, please.” 

With that dismissal, Adrian stepped away. Feeling both better and worse at the same time. The next lady in the line did not even look at him. Then again, why would she? The closeness and familiarity of his and Sam’s words would have been hidden from her. 

 Breakfast. 

His monster-detecting sense pulsed out, and he twisted it to find humans. Jules stood out like a beacon. He oriented on her, and started walking with the occasional Shadow Step to speed things up. 

When he reached the Thai restaurant, it had been repurposed post-event. Food consisted pretty much of barbecued monster meat, and there was not a single Thai influence. It was fifty energy to enter and then eat as much as you can. Servers circulated with plates of food and others were ready to take drink orders. Heavier stuff, of course, cost extra. 

“All-you-can-eat buffet seems risky with bags of holding.” 

“We got a lecture when we entered,” Omala told him from across the table. “The proprietor has a skill that tracks abuse. A couple of take-home samples are not frowned on, but if you got too far, then there’s consequences.” 

“Which are?” 

Omala laughed. “The servers will stop bringing us food, so don’t do it.” 

A coffee was brought over, and he got stuck into the meat. After breakfast, he retreated to the hotel and hired a room. They were planning on departing in the morning, so he had time. 

Joanne stopped him from shutting the door. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine,” he assured her. “I need time to learn some skills.” 

She looked like she wanted to argue, but he politely shut the door in her face. 

Adrian trusted people, but he still enabled his camp stone and placed the spear on his lap. While Jaracol could no longer protect him, the weapon could and would. Thinking about that, he ran his hand over the spear. Sure enough, it too had gone up a level. It was now a level five sapient spear. 

“What skill did you get for level five?” he mused to himself, running his hands over the wood that seemed to warm with his touch. 

Slowly, its new ability grew in his mind. It was a physical ability—

well, sort of at least. The spear had developed for itself the capability to punch through armour or magic shields. There was an active use skill and then a passive piercing effect. 

Adrian dwelled on the new skills, trying to understand what the two abilities could do. 

There were four charges that each took five hours to replenish. 

Without any further information, Adrian knew that the skill was going to be powerful and probably broken. How strong was it? It could be projected over distance at full power and it was strong enough to . . . 

Adrian whistled, highly impressed, as the impact levels registered. It would have been sweet to have possessed this yesterday. The active strike was potent enough to pierce through the shells of even the class three zxeatra italraca, and when it did so, it would have left a hole the size of his head, which would have been plenty good enough for more standard spells to kill it afterwards. 

Level five abilities were terrifying. 

The passive ability was also no slouch. It improved the spear when physically wielded against both armour and magical defences. 

A class three zxeatra italraca was once more an excellent baseline for comparison. A single spear strike would not break the shell, but two in the same spot would probably be sufficient and three would definitely break through. This was all with normal thrusts, and he could do it all day. Those heroes with their specially designed shell-cracker weapons had required more blows than that. 

He stroked the spear and the D mark on it. What rating did those two skills put the spear at? Master or maybe even grandmaster level. 

That made sense. Level five was spoken about in whispered tones. 

A simple weapon, able to passively break through a zxeatra’s shell. It was truly incredible. That was how it functioned against the enemy yesterday, but against most monsters he fought it would be better. The zxeatras possessed both physical and magical damage resistance, which was rare. Most would only have one. Expert-level magic shielding would be ignored or occasionally outright shattered with a single blow, and there was no physical material imaginable that could block an attack without magical reinforcement. All those shields handed out for the event would be like papier mâché. They would not halt a single thrust. 

Those life-saving personal shields they had got from the Albury training facility might stop a simple blow, maybe. The active skill would be instant death. They were not infallible. 

That was a wake-up call just like the snake. He was nowhere near as protected as all of his various skills made him feel. A

powerful enough attack could still go through, and it was unknown whether his teleport abilities could save him. 

There was also one other additional development: it had adapted to help fight oversized monsters. It could now project its presence into a magical construct five times its size. There were limited charges, but they recharged quickly and could be used with either a thrust or a slash. A spear five times larger might not do much against a full-strength wyrm, but versus the zxeatra, it would have allowed him to sever their central limb with a single blow. 

“Good spear,” he told it, running a hand over its smooth grain, appreciating it. The spear had effectively closed one of his two weaknesses. The other would have been a magical defence, but he suspected that aspect would be harder for the spear to fill. It was, after all, not a shield, and it specialised exclusively in air magic. 

Adrian studied the spear with his identification. 

 Level 5 Sapient Spear

 This spear is bonded to Adrian Fitzgerald. 

 Level 1 - Increases potency of wind-based spell forms - 30%

 improvement in efficiency. Increased potency of fire-based spells -

 20% improvement in efficiency. 

 Level 2 - Improved dodge, evasion, shadow and self-wind buffs. 

 Level 3 - Friendly wind - Creates Wind Gusts to aid wielder and allies in fights. Takes the higher of its own air affinity or its wielder’s. 

 (Passive skills)

 Level 4 - Spear projection. (10 charges. 30-second recharge time per charge)

 Level 4 - Master Magic - Can independently use any ability of wielder and make it 25% more powerful and control increased by 100%. 

 Level 5 - Active Barrier Piercing - Master level applicable to both physical and magical defences. (4 charges. 5-hour recharge) Level 5 - Passive Barrier Piercing - Expert-level applicable to both physical and magical defences. 

 This spear was constructed in the hope that it will help shield humanity against the ravages of the Alpha event. 

Smiling, he left it on his lap. He was confident that if an enemy came at him when he was absorbing the alchemy knowledge that the spear would protect him, as Jaracol would have. That second level-four ability would see to that. The spear could use all of his magic, just better. It was an upgrade to the skill Jaracol had slipped in when Adrian had been dying of the snakebite. 

Prepared, he accepted the final major skill upgrade, and knowledge flooded into his conscious brain. The flood of information was the type that he had gotten used to. A barrage of lectures inserted wholesale into his mind with a brief taste to allow him to consciously identify the knowledge. Then memories of him working different concoctions like practicals at the university. Those sessions built muscle memory, so to speak, though the skills applied were mainly mental rather than physical. 

Then a variety of techniques were taught, including purifying, combining, and reducing. Adrian was amused to discover the course had been tailored for him, and in them he used both his telekinesis and temperature domain to shortcut processes. There wasn’t a Bunsen burner or ice bucket to be seen. Those steps were completed with his existing skills, and he knew that other people who upgraded this far would receive a unique set of memories using those alternative techniques. 

The data continued flooding in. The upgrade gifted further improvement to his alchemical multitasking abilities and improved his control of telekinesis to allow him to juggle even more objects simultaneously. 

There was something awe-inspiring about managing six or seven different concoctions at one point in time, with telekinesis and temperature regulation combining them with split-second timing to gain the maximum efficiency out of an air-mana-boosting potion. 

The flood stopped, and he searched through the non-intuitive interface screens. 

Adrian’s mood dropped. The process had taken too long. It was already 1:32 p.m. and the funeral service was supposed to have started one. 

He was late. 

The heroes of Wangaratta did not deserve that. Andrew was his friend, and he wanted to see him off. 

“Damn it!” 

Adrian quickly jogged to the central oval. He was greeted with a humbling sight. Four massive bonfires burned, and over five thousand people had gathered to offer their respects to those who had perished. There was a platform between the four fires, and mourners would go up and give a simple speech while magic spread their words to everyone nearby but only one voice at a time, even though dozens were speaking. 

More system magic. Adrian knew it was a gift to help with closure, and because convenience magic did not threaten the balance. 

“He was the best father.” 

“Such honour and integrity.” 

“He’ll be missed.” 

“She was a mother to two kids.” 

“I loved him more than life itself.” 

Tears ran down his face like they did on almost everyone around him. Most stood proud, letting the tears be visible, others sobbed into the shoulders of strangers. Adrian’s heart twisted. 

That could have been him being honoured or Jules or, in a different timeline, Emily. These were men and women who had sacrificed themselves, but despite it all his mind kept turning to the simple fact it could have been someone more important. It could have been someone he loved. 

“I’m pregnant. He was to be a father!” 

“You went down on a knee and told me to make sure I grew up to be a good person. I will, Dad.” 

For most of these people, it  was someone they loved. The pain reverberated in everyone’s voices. 

It might have been Emily and their kids crying in front of these bonfires. 

He almost turned away but instead sank down into a squat with his head in his hands, composing himself before once more standing with hands at his side and smudged tears on his cheeks, even as new rivulets joined them. 

Adrian was very glad that he could stand there anonymously. He did not want company, not even that of his friends. 

After a while, the words started blending together and no longer resonated like they had initially. While standing there, and to distract himself from the suffering, he considered where to spend his last half upgrade. 

There were the same options as previously. A couple of new ones with his fire and ice domain and lots from alchemy. Eventually, Adrian settled on two options. 

Simulintelligere in Alchemy

This skill will improve multitasking in Alchemy. 

He did not have a simulintelligere ability that allowed perfect multitasking. What he possessed instead was muscle memory that could approximate it to people watching him craft. With true multitasking, the complexity of potions he could create would double. 

That could mean he could craft twice as many potions in a given time, but that by itself wasn’t all the value. The true strength was that some recipes required two people, and if he took this skill, then he could do them by himself. There would not be any other master alchemists to collaborate with for a long time. Simulintelligere would allow him to work two roles because his craft relied on his magical abilities rather than his hands. It would also bring grandmaster alchemy that much closer than before. 

Strengthened Telekinesis This ability will materially strengthen your telekinesis ability. 

And when it said materially, it was actually understating the impact. In a blink, his ability would strengthen almost twenty times. 

He would go from being able to manipulate a couple kilograms to twenty times that. It wasn’t enough to let him fly; however, his kids would be fair game. He could just imagine how much they would love that. Throwing them around in the pool and their screams of joy. 

When he could do that with his mind. How fun would that be? Also, those dreams of tugging a foot at an inopportune moment for his opponent would become a reality. It would be a Wind Gust on steroids, and he wondered what the spear could do with it, stronger plus extra control. 

Both abilities were so powerful he almost regretted getting the monster identification skill. 

 What should I select? 

Absolutely nothing answered, and he knew that this was the sort of choice that Jaracol would have had a firm opinion about. Adrian weighed his feelings. He wanted both equally, and when in doubt, his new policy was to take the one that was most immediately applicable. 

With a sigh, he grabbed the telekinesis, wondering if he was making a mistake. He felt like he was going to have to earn another level just so that he could get the simulintelligere ability. 

Nothing happened. 

There was no new knowledge jammed into him. No tingling through his body. Instead, there was a distinct absence of feeling. 

 Did it work? 

Of course, there was no response. 

He frowned. Looking around, he spied a broken, discarded chair. 

Something someone had cleared from the house they were probably squatting in and just abandoned it on the edge of the nearby sports fields. 

With a flex of his Mind, it levitated. 

The upgrade had definitely worked. This wasn’t something he could have done a minute ago. 

The speeches continued, and Ambusher’s Fade let him stand patiently while everyone else around him got more and more fidgety. 

They might be grieving, but two hours standing and listening to speeches were enough to break anyone. 

The pyres died down, and the service ended naturally. As Galan and Praveen went past, he made eye contact but kept paying his respects to the fire in front of him. A tribute to Andrew, a man he did not really know but had fought and drunk with. That made him almost a brother. 

Fewer and fewer people remained in the field, and Adrian decided there was no point staying. He retreated to the inn, and to distract himself, threw himself into his training routine. It was soothing to fall into the familiar movements. Tomorrow, the next part of his journey would start, and he prayed that there would be no more surprises. 

Adrian woke the next morning, not happy, but content. The fragility of the previous day had faded. It was time to get moving. It was time to get back to his wife and kids. 

Chapter 41

His first act was to extend his domain throughout the inn. Most of the team were present and all of them were still asleep. He could train or do his own thing and then meet them at the gate. He chose the second option. 

On the way out, he left a note with the cook who was the only one up. Then, practising his domain sensing skills, he exited the inn unnoticed. It was still dark, and to pass the time, he went herb hunting. Future alchemists and gatherers of Wangaratta might curse his name, but it was a pleasant path to kill an hour. There was something comforting about flittering through a town unseen just before dawn, and to pick all the valuable plants out of the odd spots they lurked. For a while, Adrian could imagine that he was the deadly night assassin, undiscovered, unmarked, and gathering information on his prey. The ridiculousness of that fantasy in an actual magical world felt a tad a bizarre, but he didn’t care. No one apart from Jaracol could see in his head, and the interface would probably be amused. He had always run elaborate fantasies in his head. Why should that stop now that he was living with magic? 

Adrian kept moving and eyed his latest target. 

 Earth White Button Mushroom (Concentrated Dark) This common Earth-variety mushroom during the Alpha transition developed a deadly dark missile defence mechanism. 

 Given time, this species now can develop simple intelligence to trap and kill its future meals. 

Those ominous words referred to a nasty dark missile that currently had a range of about half a metre. It was not powerful enough to kill him, but it would hurt, and something weaker would end up as a desiccated corpse. Adrian plucked it with his Mind, and a dark missile shot unerringly toward where he stood. It fizzled out before it crossed even half the distance. The now-unpowered mushroom went straight into his bag of holding. 

Adrian moved on to gather the other natural treasures that he could sense. 

 Life-Infused Rosemary

 Delicious with lamb, this herb has also incorporated a significant amount of life essence. A skilled alchemist or chef will create something amazing with this. 

Adrian took half the plant and carefully weeded around it. It was a resource that the town could cultivate and develop. The older sections that he took had the most concentrated magic, but if Wangaratta needed that grade of herb, they could just leave the rosemary to grow without being harvested for a couple of years. 

He moved on. 

 Blood Rose Buds

 Contains a mixture of dark, life, and earth magic. 

They were at the lower end of ingredients that his new master alchemy consumed, but three flavours of magic in the one item was rare, which bumped up the value. There were numerous recipes in his alchemist toolkit where the blood rose buds could be substituted in to replace even rarer Alpha herbs. The true Alpha physics herbs from his given knowledge would, after all, be hard to find, so local substitutes had value. Best of all, it was a renewable resource, so he didn’t need to feel guilty. In six months’ time, the town could harvest the roses anew. Adrian also doubted anyone would have the skill to use the herbs before then. Though, with the forty levels everyone got, there might actually be high expert-level alchemists in the town. 

 Oh well, finders keepers. 

He jumped over a fence, then flew over a house and landed in a secluded backyard. 

 Raqooon Silver Grass

 A delicacy in many cultures and prized by alchemists as a binding agent. 

Another lacklustre herb. If he wasn’t bored, he would not have bothered with it. He had time, so he might as well make the most of it

and collect it. 

Too much time. There was nothing more to gather in the town, and there was an hour and a half till they were due to meet at the gate. 

With a shrug, he stepped into one of the many empty houses he was passing. 

The house still had its pre-event locks intact. That was almost a miracle, and it was a mystery why it had not been looted. Telekinesis flexed, and he opened the door before frowning. 

The place was immaculate. 

The rubbish and debris that accumulated from the event had been swept out. Hell, the floorboards had even been polished to let them keep their pre-event lustre. Someone or multiple someones had loved this house, but now it was empty. 

Adrian felt like he was invading someone’s home as he walked through the house, and it was a strange feeling. The walls had not been fixed like the floor, but there were paintings on them and no dust anywhere. A bedroom he passed was adorned with a natural lavender-coloured fur. A post-event kill. Curiously, he touched the fabric, and it was the softest fur ever. When he explored further, there was flour, eggs, and even a couple of day-old cookies, but no one had entered this house since Wangaratta’s Crucible. It was pretty easy to conclude the reason the place was empty. 

He felt fragile once more, but suppressing the feeling, he went into the kitchen and then pulled out the apparatus of his craft. Two buckets of water and a host of tools, some for processing plant matter and others for containing liquid. 

Then he started crafting, spinning all three of his key skills in a mesh of insane brilliance. Telekinesis, whirling currents of air and shifting temperature all combined to work miracles. The bag of holding was open and reagents floated out of it to be processed. He grabbed cups of water without moving a muscle, employing a high-school beaker from the bucket before using it in the magical orchestra he was conducting. 

The mini air cyclones milled Iurcana seeds, and the spear added its finer control to everything he was doing. 

First, he replenished his Dragon’s Breath potions. Once, it had been a struggle to produce this safely, and he had always felt on the edge of disaster when crafting them. Now that feeling was gone. He processed twenty units at once and secreted the potion away with a flick of his Mind. 

Then he restocked basic health and mana potions and was pleased to see that they emerged a full hundred percent more powerful than any he had previously crafted, although the ingredients were the same. 

Adrian paused for an instant. 

Only twenty minutes had passed, but he downed his tools and sat to let his mana replenish while using one of the new mana potions to help the process along. 

With the basics done, he stood and then focused on his poison pathway. The moment he did, the itching started, and he promised himself that he would progress it in the evenings as they travelled. 

For now, he just needed to create the concentrated poisons and antidotes to let him get the most out of his efforts. These recipes were more complicated and were supposed to be completed with the use of a fume hood. He did not have one of those available, so his spear kept the noxious chemicals away and gathered in the room’s corner where Adrian incinerated them. Not breathing in the toxic fumes annoyed the pathway, but Adrian pacified it by reminding it that if he could concentrate one hundred percent on what he had been doing, the resulting poisons would be more intense and better training. It grudgingly receded, and Adrian knew he wasn’t deceiving himself. The logic was sound. Keeping a clear head would allow him to make better poisons, and ultimately progress the pathway faster. 

Even if there was a delay now. 

Finally, having achieved his aims from the crafting session, he stopped and packed up his things. There was still half an hour to kill, which surprised him. He had crafted a lot of stuff, but he was

experienced enough to understand the quantitative jump that occurred between the semi-expert level and master level. His new skill level let him do things faster and produce higher-quality results. 

Expert versus master for low-level recipes boiled down to twice as fast, fifty percent more potent and a third higher volume because of reduced wastage. With unlimited ingredients, a master alchemist could produce six times the amount of a lesser alchemist. 

The poison pathway started acting up again with the familiar itch. 

He had time, and it did not want him to waste it. With a sigh, he walked into the bedroom and lay down on the lavender fur. 

He then pulled out the camp stone and dripped a brown liquid into his mouth. The next twenty minutes were successfully spent trying to stop himself from vomiting while being wracked with an elevated temperature and terrible shivering. His body adjusted, built immunity, and the effects faded. 

With a groan, he sat up. “My god, I need to finish this pathway.” 

Not for its benefits, just so he could stop subjecting himself to its crap. 

Pathway of Poison Resistance - 76% (+2%)

Adrian sighed, looking at that number. Twenty-four percent still to go. That was a lot of pain. At least he had made progress, which should quieten it for a bit. As he got up to leave, he looked back at the fur he had laid on and then at the abandoned home. The fur was amazingly soft and it would be a shame for it to be abandoned and wasted, or if an untouchable stole it in desperation. 

Feeling only slightly guilty, he took it. 

Chapter 42

He arrived ten minutes early to find everyone but Jules was already waiting. They greeted him warmly. 

“You disappeared,” Joanne commented. 

Adrian shrugged in response. “Everyone copes with grief differently.” Joanne looked sceptically at him, and he knew she was worried about his mental health. “I’m fine,” he told her. “Are we ready?” Adrian asked, more to take the attention off him than curiosity. He was confident Praveen would have everything under control. 

“Yes, I purchased everything we need,” Praveen answered. “I’ll brief you on the way.” 

Kiyoko rode up on a horse. “What?” she asked at their looks. 

“You really expect me to hike along with you.” 

“Old lady, I don’t think—” Praveen began. 

“Thank you for agreeing to come,” Adrian said hurriedly, interrupting Praveen. “Your guidance is welcome.” 

“The horse is a—” Praveen continued. 

Felicity grabbed him and put a finger on his lips. “She’s a high-level oracle, you idiot.” 

“Who does not like to be called old.” Kiyoko dug her heels into the horse and it plodded forward. 

 Mutated Earth Horse (Bonded to Kiyoko)

 This horse has increased inherent healing, speed, and agility. 

Adrian snorted. She was an oracle and riding an animal that could accelerate faster than a motorcycle and stop on a dime. 

Foresight and speed, nothing was getting close to hurting her if she could stay on it. 

He studied Kiyoko carefully, looking for recent changes. 

 Beast Riding Advanced

 Advanced beast riding gives the rider a perfect seat and balance and ensures the rider does not feel fatigued or sore no matter how long they ride. 

 Ring of the Beast

 When riding, the horse and rider become as one and can use Phantom Dodge to avoid all damage from an attack. (9 charges. 

 Recharge time: 5 hours per expended charge) Kiyoko had come prepared. Not only did she have a horse that the kings and princes of Dubai would definitely drool over, she also had artefacts and skills to get the maximum out of it. 

Jules emerged, jogging between some trees a hundred metres away. She was coming from the southern bushland as opposed to the city, having clearly been out hunting or practising a new skill. 

Their entire group immediately started moving down the road toward the next town on their map. They might as well meet her halfway; after all, she was coming from the direction they needed to travel. 

Adrian studied her and wondered what she had been up to. 

There were no new noteworthy skills or abilities, and she had what looked like fresh blood on her. Maybe some hunting? 

“It was me.” Kiyoko’s voice came to his ear and startled him. “I asked for a favour.” 

With a start, Adrian realised he had been so engrossed in the mystery of Jules that the group had moved over ten metres away. 

And with Kiyoko’s confession, the question was solved. For whatever reason, the oracle had wanted Jules to kill something, and he knew Jules well enough that she would have jumped at the challenge. 

Step. 

He caught up to the others. “While we’re walking, do you want to tell us about these birds?” 

“They’re annoying,” Praveen admitted. “They have three modes of attack. Sound to debilitate from afar, air daggers to strike from range, and their claws are sharper than they should be. Worse, there are lots of them.” 

“How many?” Omala asked. 

“Hundreds of thousands.” 

“That’s nothing,” she scoffed at him. 

“They are individually far tougher than hoopers.” 

“What tricks did you buy?” Adrian asked unable to help himself. 

“Earmuffs to negate the sound attack and mirage stones.” 

“What?” 

“They create a mirage of you from above. It makes the air daggers go wide,” the tank explained. 

“And that is the best technique?” Jules sounded confused. 

“By miles,” Praveen told them. “Then when they are close, we have these.” He produced a simple piece of string with a pouch on the end. 

 Stone Slinger

 Throws a magic pebble that creates a ripple of light energy with an explosive range of three metres. 

 Charges 1. Recharge time: 2 seconds. 

 Cost 50,000

They were not slingshots, as you needed to spin them around before releasing the ball of energy, but they were sort of the same and looked like a children’s toy. They worked purely with magic, and the explosion generated was weak. 

“The wild singing swoopers are vulnerable to light attacks,” 

Praveen explained. “These are reusable, and if you aim them properly, each detonation will kill a bird and injure the surrounding ones. I also have”—Praveen dug into his bag of holding and pulled out familiar-looking rocks—“memory stones of advanced stone flinging.” 

Happily, Praveen started handing them out. Adrian declined, knowing he lacked the capacity to absorb any more knowledge. 

Jules also refused for the same reason. 

“If you are not taking the course, you should probably start practicing,” Praveen suggested. Almost casually, the man spun the metre-long length of string around so it almost hummed and then released. Adrian, in his domain, saw the flash as the piece of energy shot off and struck a mosquito the size of his fist on a branch thirty-five metres away. There was a burst of light, and the mosquito died. 

“That was easy. It wasn’t moving and only required basic skill level,” 

Praveen told him. “The swoopers are harder again. You ain’t hitting them unless you have a lot of skill.” 

Jules looked at him helplessly. 

“You know we don’t have the capacity to absorb the memory stones,” Adrian said finally. 

The tank grinned at him. “Oh, you’ll have to rely on us. Oh well. 

Help where you can.” 

“I bet the World Saver won’t even hit one,” Galan called out. 

“I am more worried about him hitting me,” Felicity joked. 

“Guys, I am standing right here.” 

“We know, mate.” Praveen patted him on the back. 

Adrian started spinning the weapon around and released it like he had seen Praveen demonstrate. The ground at his feet exploded, and he felt a slash of pain through his armour as the light energy struck him. Praveen showed no expression, Mike cringed, and Jules found it way too amusing. 

Praveen’s hands landed on his shoulder. 

“I’ll go practice away from you guys,” he offered. 

“Nah,” Praveen declared nonchalantly before he snatched the stone flinger from him. “It’s too dangerous to let you have this.” 

Mike, Galan, and Felicity laughed. Jules was almost laughing. 

She handed her weapon back and then held out a hand. 

“No, you can collect from Mike and Charlotte,” Praveen told her. 

“My bet was with you,” she hissed. 

“What was the bet?” 

“You don’t need to know,” Jules told him, winking. 

“Mike, Charlotte, pay up,” Praveen demanded. 

“I am short at the moment,” Mike said, patting his pockets to show that there was nothing in them. 

“Same,” Charlotte agreed. 

“Next week,” Mike suggested. “After we get to a trader.” 

“I don’t have the money to pay her.” Praveen stage whispered out of the side of his mouth. “She’s a barbarian.” 

“Who’s about thirty seconds from losing her patience,” Jules said, suddenly deadly serious. 

Praveen looked desperately at Mike. “Guys, I need the energy.” 

Jules winked at him and Adrian smiled. It was all mock anger. 

“I’m going to get very displeased in a moment.” She stamped her foot. 

 Thump! 

The earth under her feet cracked, and he felt mini earthquake from where he stood. 

“I would pay you if I could.” Mike once more demonstrated for Praveen, patting his pocket and then pulling the insides out to show it was empty. “See? Nothing.” He completely ignored the bag of holding. 

Adrian could not take it anymore. “I’m out of here, guys.” 

Step, step, step, and he was even with Kiyoko on her horse. 

“Too childish for you, hey?” 

“I just know what’s coming next and . . .” 

There was a crack. 

“Why did you hit Mike for?” He heard Charlotte’s shrill voice. 

“Your bet's with Praveen. He’s the one who can’t pay.” 

Kiyoko chuckled. “Is that the twist you were predicting?” 

“Yep.” 

“As I figured. Praveen owed me money, Mike owed Praveen money, so I might as well go to the source.” 

“But?” 

“And if I had to hit anyone . . .” 

“Hey.” 

He looked to see Jules dodge under one of Charlotte’s axes but it was all for show, as the redhead was grinning as she swung. 

“Praveen took the risk,” Charlotte insisted and swung her axe again at Jules who casually sidestepped. “He needs to own the consequences. You know he acted as a middleman and took a cut.” 

“It was free money. Who’s not taking that?” Praveen argued. 

Both women glared at him. 

Praveen abruptly stopped talking. 

“Is anyone going to heal me?” Mike called out, clutching his nose that was leaking blood. 

Joanne waved her hand as a white light settled on Mike. “It’s only a bloody nose. It will fix itself in a few minutes.” 

“You’re a healer. You’re not supposed to take sides,” Mike blustered. 

“And you should have paid and not attempted to throw Praveen under the bus,” Joanne quipped back, grinning. 

Chapter 43

“Is there anything I need to be aware of?” Adrian asked the moment the mock fight behind him finished. 

Kiyoko shook her head. “No, and in case you’re wondering, you’re not needed here.” She fiddled with her necklace. “Adrian?” 

He heard it through both his necklace and the air. 

“It worked,” he answered, not bothering to use the communication device. If one way worked, then the other would as well. “I’m going to go searching for herbs.” 

Step. 

“Adrian.” His necklace spoke to him. He stopped and looked back at the oracle. “Don’t gather in the swooper territory; your Ambusher’s tricks might not work on them.” 

He nodded. “Thanks.” Then he focused on his new skills. They blossomed outwards, identifying everything interesting within a kilometre of him. It was glorious. 

There were around twenty herbs, fungus, and plants that he would have been excited to harvest a week ago visible within his range. Adrian plotted a course that was almost a straight line away from the others. After the zuaqliaq berries, focusing on getting expert materials seemed foolish. If he had half a day in the wilderness, then his focus needed to be on master and grandmaster-level ingredients. 

But, because it would not slow him, his planned path took him past the first concentrated source of energy. If they did not delay him too severely, he would gather as he moved. Parting a bush, he identified what had drawn him. 

 Yankotas Tubers

 Contains variable amounts of force energy. This power can be harnessed in crafting. 

 Value: Variable depending upon potency. 

The plant from above was just a couple of blades of grass, but when he dug into the dirt, he was able to pull out what looked a lot

like a pale-yellow, deformed carrot. The root in his hand had energy concentrated to low expert levels and while he did not have any recipes that used the reagent, he was sure such knowledge would be worth purchasing. Even something simple, like exploding flasks, would be useful. 

He kept going. Harvesting when doing so would not delay him unduly. 

There was an intense pressure that was at least mid-expert-level. Adrian deviated from his planned route to harvest it. There was an old dam covered with lilies and beautiful red flowers. 

 Redstalk Lotus

 The lotus flower that it produces contains a significant amount of water energy that it can use to defend itself by creating high-pressure jets of liquid. 

As always, Adrian could look beyond the high-level descriptions to get a higher understanding of the plant. When it defended itself, it used its potential. After four defensive water jets, then it would be useless to him, having reduced itself to only an advanced herb. 

The technique to harvest it was involved and icky. Adrian would need to swim under the surface of the lotus pads and then slowly work the flower free. If he went too quickly, it would strike back and, trapped in the water, it would get him. 

Could it kill him? Probably not, but the harvesting wasn’t without danger and it would take a long time. The eight beautiful flowers floated on the water, their potential and value tormenting him. 

Adrian turned his back and left the likely bounty of thirty thousand energy behind. The cost-benefit equation did not add up. 

Safe harvesting wasted time, and cutting corners made the process too dangerous. 

He continued on, running and shadow stepping as often as possible to eat up the ground. The unexplored land was valuable, and he picked up a variety of expert-level ingredients, but the true payoff—what he was searching for—a herb powerful enough to be described as a natural treasure, did not reveal itself. 

He missed Jaracol. It would have been nice to bounce ideas off the interface and see if his random run and search to find the treasures was even viable. How common were master-level herbs? 

Could they hide themselves? He had stumbled across one. Was that occurrence like a hole in one that would happen once in a lifetime or an eagle, which was more like once a season, or a birdie being every other day? Adrian had never been an outstanding golfer, but right now he lacked the information to judge the validity of his actions. It did not matter that what he was finding was valuable. It wasn’t enough to excite him. 

“Adrian.” Kiyoko’s voice came through to him. “You need to return.” 

“How long do I have?” 

“You have time to harvest anything you find on your way. Just no large detours. I’ve updated your map.” 

He consulted his map and did a U-turn in order to follow her directions. 

Once more, he fell into the rhythm that let him cover the territory quickly and safely. 

A source of energy appeared to him. He deviated slightly to harvest it. At the base of a large gum, there was a sizeable patch of pale green grass. 

 Yankotas Tubers

 Contains variable amounts of force energy. This power can be harnessed in crafting. 

 Value: Variable depending upon concentration of force energy. 

There were a lot of them, but their quality was disappointing. 

Adrian frowned. 

They were barely worth four thousand energy, and the five minutes it would take to harvest them were too long. He needed to do better. He had been so busy moaning about not finding something exceptional he had failed to pay attention. The plant

sensing skill, if he had bothered to query, would have revealed the lack of quality. 

With another shake of his head, he turned away from the plants. 

In ten to fifteen years, they would be worth his time. For now, they were just a distraction. 

Adrian consulted his map, and he had been straying from the line Kiyoko had put him on. Adrian corrected his course and started running. 

An intense source of energy screamed into his consciousness. It was right at the furthest range of his ability. A full kilometre away. 

 Yes! 

He sprinted toward it and then forced himself to slow. 

Another concentration of power pinged ahead of him, and he froze completely. 

Ambusher’s Fade snapped on. 

Survival instincts kicked in, and he focused on the information trickling in. 

A monster. 

A damn powerful one. 

Adrian studied the modest hill in front of him. At its base or potentially within it, there was a class-four monster. 

That calmed him. Class four he could take, especially with his upgraded spear. He wanted to stroke the amazing weapon, but Ambusher’s Fade restricted the impulse. 

A lot of him itched for a fight. 

 You’re not here for that. 

A pertinent reminder. Family had to come first, and challenging a class four, no matter how confident he was, carried risk. 

 Shouldn’t fight it. 

But! 

There was that initial energy that attracted him. That was a high-levelled plant. It was what he had been searching for all day. The

problem was it was awfully close to the monster. 

He could scout. “And if it goes wrong, I can always run,” he told himself out loud. “Hey, Kiyoko?” 

“Do it.” 

“What?” he spluttered, surprised at the instant response. 

“I’m an oracle. Sneak in, extract the plant, and then run. The beast won’t chase you for very long.” 

“I shouldn’t fight it.” 

“You can.” 

“But?” he asked suspiciously. 

“You already know the answer. It’s a mid-level class four. You could win and still lose a couple of days if it takes a leg.” 

“Then I definitely shouldn’t fight it. If it can take a leg, it can take a head.” 

“Nah. It won’t get near your head because everyone naturally protects their head better than a leg.” 

“But if I lose a leg, I won’t be able to avoid its next attack.” 

“There won’t be a second attack. Not with the active abilities of your spear.” 

Kiyoko believed there was no chance of him losing the fight, and she was probably right. But from what she had deliberately let slip, a pyrrhic victory was possible. If he fought the creature, he might be maimed. 

He thought of Emily. “Thank you. I’ll play it safe.” If he had Jaracol’s support, Adrian was pretty confident the fight would become trivial, but Jaracol was not there. If he fought, he was on his own and would have to win on his own merits, or at least his and his soul-bonded spear’s merits. 

“But if I won, would I get a loot chest?” 

“Not one strong enough to make a difference,” Kiyoko answered immediately. “You’ve spent so much money that your gear is sort of impressive and difficult to upgrade.” 

The oracle, as usual, was right on point. With his World Saver title, he would get a chest tailored to him, but what could it give him that he had not already bought directly from a trader? 

“How much energy equivalent?” 

Across the communication necklace, he heard Kiyoko laughing. 

“It doesn’t translate like that, and anything you get would likely be soul bound and only a tiny upgrade.” 

“Yep, but around how much? The Bird loot must have been worth a couple of million energy?” 

“A lot less than Bird.” 

“But the Bird was weaker.” 

“Debatable, but the Bird almost had a quest associated with it. 

And it had been killing sapients, and the fight was earlier in the event and you were weaker.” 

“And that matters?” 

“Of course, dear.” The sudden switch in tone told Adrian he was pushing things too far. 

“I don’t want to ask?” 

“Maybe five hundred.” Her tone was frosty. 

Valued at five hundred thousand, but soul bound to him. It would be something he needed like maybe an alchemical cauldron or a magic quiver or some super object to upgrade the spear. The possibilities were numerous. It was all stuff that he could already buy if he wanted to. It wasn’t worth risking his life. 

“Kiyoko, any hints?” 

“If you want to hide, don’t use Battle Wraith near it.” 

The communication channel clicked off abruptly. 

He grinned to himself. She had answered all of his annoying questions because she had been waiting for him to ask a question that would let her share that last bit of wisdom. If he assumed she was effectively replacing Jaracol, then the Battle Wraith warning

would not just be about the one skill. It probably meant Shadow Steps were a bad idea as well. 

He listened for a stirring of emotion to support the decision. 

Silence. 

Of course there was. The interface was locked firmly away. 

 I’m sorry, Jaracol. 

Adrian chained eight steps and then resorted to standard stealth, being careful to switch off psychic deterrence as he did so. 

As he got closer, he could perceive more about his targets. The monster was not next to his target, but it was damn close. Actively, he slowed himself down. A cloud of silence extended around him, and his domain highlighted brittle sticks that might break. 

Energy swept towards him. 

With a curse, he jumped and grabbed the branch above him, and lifted himself up onto it. Above the top of the wave, he watched it as it swept past and a few metres beyond where he perched, the spell disintegrated. 

It had clearly originated from the class-four monster. 

 What was it? 

There was nothing in regional knowledge, but the more Adrian thought about it the more convinced he became that it was an active Perception ability. It was too close to the eddies that his active sensing ability generated to be anything else. 

He decided to wait and observe a second wave. 

Two minutes later, it swept by. This time, he actively studied the magic construction. There were tentacles within it that touched everything, and there was a link in the spell structure back to the monster. His first guess was right; it reminded him of the inner workings of his sensory domain. Though this was more limited, and providing he got off the ground, he could avoid it. 

He waited for a third and then moved. Two minutes between waves was something he could work with. Adrian continued, making

a point of looking upwards and to stay near branches he could climb easily. His approach had been sloppy. If that first branch had not been so handy . . . well, he would have discovered what was in the loop chest. 

Energy swept out. 

He jumped and then scrambled up a tree. The ability was incredibly flawed, considering he could avoid it this easily. Then again, it was a class-four monster, and it was a surprise that it even had a sensing technique. 

Once the energy went past, he dropped and kept going. Every two minutes, just before the energy was due to arrive, he would climb a tree to avoid it. 

Adrian jogged forward. 

The next sweep was close, so he scrambled up the tree once more. The energy flowed past, and he looked toward his true target. 

His elevated position let him see the plant that he was hunting. 

 Illusion Flower

 Capable of creating complicated illusions to protect itself. 

 Value 270,000 energy. 

Adrian’s alchemical skill screamed in excitement. 

This was a reagent he could use. The flower possessed what amounted to primitive interface material but was structured in a fashion that crafters could use. This was the opposite to standard monster cores. Even though they were made of the same base material, it was structured to make it impossible to utilise the cores’

calculation function. Instead, the cores could be applied to generate effects related to the magic the monsters had cast while they were alive. 

The flower in front of him could be the cornerstone of a permanent illusion or, in his hands, it could be used to bump up someone’s mana by ten or more standard attribute points. It could even be applied to promote catalysis: the creation of a natural core

or enhancing an existing natural core or even more exotic directions like permanently increasing someone’s mental defence. 

Adrian climbed higher up the tree while he thought things through. The class-four monster was here for the flower. Anything else would stretch the bounds of coincidence too far, and the monster, instead of getting its tasty buff, was caught in the flower’s illusions. Once he harvested the flower, it would know. And it would be furious. It would do everything it could to kill him and hopefully seize the flower for itself. 

His play was to harvest and then run. 

His Battle Wraith, internal haste, and steps were available, and with all three engaged, he could move as fast as a jet. Then there was his public bag of holding that contained the waste material from the Vitality potions. It might be time to put them to use. 

The wave of energy passed down below him. 

Adrian frowned. He would need to wait for the next one. Despite its tricky nature, an illusion flower was basic to harvest for someone with his experience. If you touched it, then the illusion trap could grab you. If you were stupid enough to damage its leaves, that pleasant dream became a nightmare capable of stopping the hearts of the weak-willed. Yet to him, those defences were trivial. For all intents and purposes, he could pluck it almost as easily as a normal flower. 

Adrian kept studying it and grinned. It was tricky. Most of his senses, including sight, smell, and gut, told him the flower was just metres away from where the monster remained out of sight, behind a bush. The flower wanted its two enemies to fight each other. Adrian knew it would try to trap the winner when it was hurt, seizing that moment of vulnerability to seal the victor in a dreamscape they would never emerge from. 

Illusion flowers had a history of killing powerful creatures using that method. 

Adrian wasn’t at all fooled. 

While most of him insisted the flower was next to the monster, his domain painted a different picture. The air currents that physically mapped space were clear that there was no flower in the spot where Adrian’s eyes told him the flower was. Instead, the flower was dead centre in the middle of the clearing. The prime spot, Adrian thought in annoyance. It was right where, if someone told you to harvest a magic plant in a clearing, you would assume the plant would be. 

He constructed his plan. Jump down, sneak to the centre of the clearing, use a knife to cut out the earth around the flower and then pour the noxious chemicals out of his bag of holding. Telekinesis to grab the flower and avoid the dream trap, and then he would run, dropping the waste product behind him. While implementing the plan, he would keep the flower out of his bag of holding for as long as possible. The moment it went in, the class-four beast would know. 

Only when the monster reacted would he bag the flower and flee. 

Hopefully, those couple of seconds would give the noxious mess he was dumping time to expand far enough to tangle the enemy in its sticky mass. 

As ready as he was going to get, he settled down to wait. 

The wave of energy which was the monster’s sensing attack sprayed out. He hoped whatever the monster was that it wasn’t too fast and his escape would be clean. 

 Kiyoko’s confident. 

Adrian reminded himself that the oracle was supporting this attempt. She would not be wrong. That thought calmed him. 

The sensory wave went past him

Adrian jumped from the tree and landed soundlessly. Dagger in one hand, spear in the other, he ran silently toward the flower. A couple of minutes of observation meant he knew exactly where to place his feet to avoid making noise. 

Everything went perfectly. He stood above the actual flower. 

Twenty seconds had passed. He would have time to harvest and run before the sensory wave found him. 

He leaned down and stabbed the dagger into the ground next to the flower. 

Energy pulsed from it. 

It was like a chime going off in his head. 

In every head! 

Everything within a hundred metres of the flower knew Adrian was in the clearing. And knew that Adrian was trying to steal the flower. 

That class-four monster knew. 

It was time for a new plan. 

Chapter 44

On the fly, Adrian altered his intention. 

 Fuckin’ plants. 

Internal haste triggered. 

With his dagger and telekinesis, he tore the plant out of the ground. The illusion trap triggered, linking him and the flower. 

His Mind rallied, holding back the pressure briefly. A giant wall to stop what the damn thing was planning. The flower’s power seeped through him, and his defences rallied around his core consciousness. 

Visually, the surrounding trees disappeared, but that was only a minor issue. His desperate bulwark had kept most of his mind intact. 

Adrian refused to be distracted. The physical domain sense functioned as normal, even as smell, sight, and—he suspected—feel failed him. 

The flower was going to be his. 

He would throw it in his bag of holding and in doing so, free himself from its machination. The bag of holding flopped open, and his telekinesis gripped the flower and lifted it across. 

His magic unravelled somehow, and the flower tumbled to land in the dirt. 

What? 

The flower was near its initial spot. Its roots were twisting, moving, and reattaching it to the ground. They thickened and strengthened rapidly, becoming so strong that no normal force could pull it up. 

No! 

Illusion flowers did not do that. 

He shut his eyes and concentrated on the physical thread of his domain. The flower had not fallen; instead, it was still held in his mental hands. Trapped by his magic in the air and helpless against his abilities. 

 So tricky. 

To avoid any further mistakes, he stopped manipulating it and levitated his bag of holding. The drawstring released, the flap pulled back and the opening to the dimension space gaped. The leather bag was like a monster with a giant mouth jumping to devour a bird. 

It went through the space he knew the flower was in and then snapped shut. 

Trees reappeared. 

There was a hole in the ground where he had ripped the flower from. 

His sensing domain confirmed there were no invisible lumps anywhere near him. 

It was his. 

His mind opened one of the smaller public bags and ordered it to expel its contents. 

A wave of sensing magic slammed out from the class-four monster that Adrian knew would come to seize back its prize. 

The other sensing spell he had observed must have been a passive version because this one was twice as high and ten times as fast. There was no avoiding it, and it swept over him. The internal threads touched him and felt him out. 

The monster had found him and scanned him to boot. 

Battle Wraith clicked on

Materials were falling at his feet from the open spatial bag. 

Adrian started sprinting away. 

It entered the edge of his domain. 

Information assaulted him. 

First was its shape. 

It was big and was some sort of cross between a snake and a dragon. Long, sinuous, and lithe rather than heavy. Two buses long but only as thick as a horse at its widest and it possessed vestigial wings. His other senses overlapped. Its temperature was the same

as the environment, but now that it was expending energy, it was heating. He already knew it had a strong magic source, but its magic type was ice magic. 

Relief flooded through him. That made the battle easier. If it came to a fight, he was almost guaranteed to win. 

 Stick to the plan. 

Cold energy was around him, and physical ice materialised on all exposed surfaces. Fifty metres in every direction were filled instantly. 

Trees froze solid and then shattered, a victim of the intensity of the spell. 

The magic working was only at expert tier, but the quantity was absurd. Adrian did not challenge the spell, except for keeping it from affecting his body. Completely unhindered, he took off to a tinkling noise as each step shattered the frozen blades of grass. The deadly flood of ice had frozen everything solid apart from what the creature had wanted to freeze. 

Adrian was unaffected because ice was his thing. 

He ran and behind him he could feel the unstable waste products reacting, generating heat to break the oppressive cold. A bucket load of material was falling every second. 

He had not used his step yet, but not because he couldn’t. He was waiting to get the monster entangled. 

There was a roar and the power it had been exerting to freeze everything withdrew and reorganised. Spears of ice formed at the height of the top of the trees. Thousands of them. And then they launched at him. 

His domain assessed them and found them wanting even as they came into existence above him. They were simple advanced constructions and when the monster sent them flying at him, Adrian did not oppose them. He wanted it to think it was in control. The more time it wasted attacking him with ice, the more likely the waste material would expand and become truly problematic. 

At the last moment, all the spears that were targeting him directly and in the line he was running through deviated and crashed against the ground on either side. 

The monster roared and sprang forward, landing right in the centre of the clearing. 

Adrian turned to face it. Thousands of ice spears covered the open ground. Each of them embedded a foot into the earth with the bottom of their shafts coming up to his waist. 

It was beautiful. 

 Juvenile Ice Wyvern

 This ice wyvern was separated from its pack and thrown into a harsh climate that is far too hot for it and it has attempted to hide its power till it could grow strong enough to survive in the new climate. 

 This species will seek solitude and avoid sapients. They seek knowledge and will often bond and serve those they see as smarter than them. 

With a description like that, Adrian would not kill it. 

Battle Wraith triggered. His attributes improved, and identification kept running. The wyvern was faster than him in this form, though steps or internal haste totally flipped that equation. Like for like, it was as strong as him, but since it was a hundred times his size, Adrian would never win a strength contest. Its magic pool was immense, but it did not have a domain like Adrian. The two big spells had halved its mana pool. 

It was a baby of its species, and it showed, because it had no other magic skills. Its entire magic repertoire comprised those two ice spells. Despite its natural physical superiority, the poor creature did not stand a chance against him. He would not lose a leg fighting it. The active charges would tear it to bits, and Shadow Steps would let him flee the counterattack. 

If he chose, it was dead, and then he would get a chest. 

Although that last line intrigued him. It was a majestic creature and should not be killed for some loot that he did not need. One day

maybe he could bring one of his kids back and encourage them to bond with it. 

Flames slapped the wyvern on the nose. It reared backwards, putting more of its mass in the rapidly expanding pile of waste that was about to trap it. 

Step. 

Adrian burst away. 

The last impression he had of the animal was it shrinking away from him. Even furious at him for stealing its treasure, the wyvern recognised either that he was sapient or far more powerful than it. As a result, it did not seek to attack immediately. The waste product spread, and then it was too late for it to change its mind. 

It would break free easily, but Adrian only needed a few seconds. 

He chained steps and then alternated with low cannonball flights. 

After ten minutes of running, he was convinced that if it had followed, it would never catch him. He slowed and then almost fell over in shock. 

There was another concentrated source of plant energy. Not quite as strong as the illusion flower, but miles above everything else he had sensed. After hours of searching, he had run into two treasures in ten minutes. 

He approached cautiously, but there was no monster guarding it. 

All those hours of finding nothing were paid for in minutes. This was a success beyond his wildest dreams. 

Once he was close enough, he studied it. 

It wasn’t much and appeared to be a normal-looking mushroom. 

 Mythical Deadcap

 When ingested, this mushroom is lethal. 

Even a small amount was lethal and there were multiple horrible potions he could brew with it. All of them involved killing things. 

Disappointment filled Adrian. He had been hoping for something useful even the slight benefit it would bring to his poison path did not cheer him up. Being careful not to absorb any spores, he

telekinetically plucked the mushroom and threw it in his bag of holding. He would probably never use it, and given how the traders on sold things, he wasn’t sure that he would sell it, but he might as well collect it just in case. 

That done, he kept running, catching up to the group just before the swooper territory. 

“Did you have a productive hunt?” 

“Yes, I did,” he answered. “But you already knew that.” 

“Of course I did. I was just being polite. People get all flustered if you carry out both sides of the conversation.” Adrian looked at her sideways, and Kiyoko giggled like a schoolgirl, which was weird given how old she was. “Age is a state of mind.” 

Adrian took half a step before he could help himself. 

She laughed again. “I did not even use my powers for that. Your expressions are transparent.” 

“How does this fight go?” he asked nodding toward the swooper territory. 

“How would I know?” 

Adrian raised an eyebrow. 

“Slow and tedious,” she admitted after a moment. “Very tedious.” 

Chapter 45

There was no explicit change in the environment. One second, they were outside the territory and the next they were in it. 

“There they are,” Praveen said. 

Adrian looked up and could see them. The swoopers were up so high even with his advanced Perception they were only dots. 

Thousands of them. 

“What are they doing?” 

“Enjoying the sun, flying.” Praveen shrugged. 

“I mean, are they hunting?” 

“Not those.” He nodded in the direction they were travelling. 

There were flying shapes just above the trees swooping up and down. 

“Are they the ones we need to watch?” 

“Not much point watching. They’re all going to attack, eventually. 

Them.” He nodded toward the hunters. “Those.” This time at the sky. 

“And the main colony.” He pointed toward a distant mountain. “For most people, we are already too far into their territory to retreat. If we tried to retreat, they would pursue us, but their instinct is to let us get a couple of hundred metres deeper to make sure any chance of escape has been removed.” 

Four minutes later, the first attack came. Straight out of the sun. 

Only Praveen saw them. “Ready,” the tank bellowed. The surprise raid would have been troublesome if the birds hadn’t attacked thirty metres to the right. “Unleash,” he yelled. 

A moment after, the boom from their sonic attacks reached them, but their ear muffs countered the noise. Adrian shivered as the wave of energy passed over. It was the sort of pressure you could feel in your bones. 

Six balls of energy cracked out at the swoopers as they tried to rise to safety. The birds resembled a water bird without a beak. Long legs that were designed to prowl through the shallows as they

hunted for insects. The same mostly white feathered body, but instead of the beak it had a type of fish’s mouth. The balls of energy exploded amongst the flock of twenty. The impact was large. The light detonated, killing anything adjacent and hurting swoopers metres from the epicentre. Out of the twenty, six of them flapped away, and only two of those were uninjured. 

“Charlotte, your throw was off,” Praveen snapped. 

“Yeah, I needed to go longer.” 

“It’s okay. We’ll improve our coordination.” Praveen then looked at him. “Adrian and Jules, get the corpses. We want core, legs, and lips, and maybe a couple of hundred full ones for cooking.” 

Without complaint he did as requested, grabbing the bodies and then processing them as they continued forward. Everyone helped with the second task. 

“Ready,” Praveen roared. 

Ahead of him, Omala, who had been slow in cutting up one of the swoopers, jumped and dropped the carcass onto the ground in her rush to pull out her slinger. 

There was a boom of sound and a crackle of energy, and four flapped away. He collected the bodies, and they continued on. The attacks became almost continuous. Adrian focused on butchering the birds, as the fighters were using their weapons constantly. 

“Adrian?” 

“Yes, Kiyoko.” 

“Why are you processing the swoopers?” 

“Money is going to be wasted if I don’t. And it’s not like I can help with the fight.” It wasn’t much of a contest and was best described as a slaughter. They would attack and then the light energy bombs being launched at them would eliminate them. Then a new batch would try as futilely as the previous group. “If I’m stuck here, I might as well be useful.” 

“But why aren’t you out gathering? Surely it would be more lucrative?” 

“My Ambusher’s Steps won’t work.” 

“What gave you that idea?” 

Adrian stopped himself before he said something he would regret. Kiyoko looked at him, challenging him, a small smile playing on her lips. 

“I just assumed,” Adrian said carefully. 

“Maybe you should ask questions instead of assuming.” 

He tried to recall her words about the swooper territory, but he was pretty sure the Ambusher’s Steps skills not working were only implied. 

“I might go off and do some gathering.” 

“Good idea.” 

He went to walk off, but she grabbed him and gently turned him to face the other way. 

“Why?” 

There was a boom as swoopers attacked the spot he had been about to walk into. 

 Fair enough. 

There was another boom behind him, and when he looked, the air knives had struck the same area. The swoopers did that occasionally, attacking the exact spot as their previous suicide party. 

Another boom went off from the same direction. 

Wow. Three in a row. He was glad that he had not tried to break out that way. 

In a very short period, he was separated from his group, his mirage charm abandoned, and Ambusher’s Steps protected his movements. None of the swoopers noticed him; even a pair that had flashed through the trees right above his head failed to see him. 

Apparently, his stealth skills worked perfectly against them. 

Kiyoko had told him otherwise. No, she had only implied that his steps would not work, so he needed to join them  before they entered

their territory. As a result, she had happened to call him back right when his path would cross two master-level ingredients. 

 Thank you, Kiyoko. 

He was being manipulated, but if it was profitable, did he care? 

 Off the Jaracol drug and onto the Kiyoko one. 

He chuckled to himself. Ultimately, if the manipulation was beneficial to him, he was all for it. He wished she had told him a couple of hours ago because it would have been nice to skip all those hours of processing the swoopers. Unless she intended to point him at more loot? 

He kept moving, hopeful of stumbling across what she had sent him to find. There was plenty of low-expert stuff around and even a few mid-expert ones, but nothing stronger. 

Time ticked down. 

After the previous intervention, he had been sure that Kiyoko had been setting him up to get something special, but apparently, even a level forty-three oracle could not work miracles, especially in areas humans had not explored. 

Disappointment filled him. Eventually, he turned back and caught up with them just as the sun was setting. 

“No luck, hey,” Kiyoko said when he approached her. “You can’t win them all.” He nodded agreement at that. “However, plenty more days to go.” 

“What do you think?” Mike asked. 

“I think we should try to get to Benalla before it is full dark.” 

“Agreed,” Kiyoko said immediately. 

“I’m not arguing with an oracle,” Adrian said loudly. “Everyone, you heard the lady. Speed up.” 

There were groans all around. 

Jules shot him a dirty look. 

Step. 

“What was that for?” he asked after materialising right next to her. She did not even flinch, clearly used to him by now. 

“You disappeared and left me to collect and process the swoopers all goddamn day. I am going to have nightmares about those bloody lips.” 

Adrian laughed at that. “Yeah, me too. They were horrifying. 

Especially when they leaked that red liquid.” 

“I know? What was with that? The bird’s blood was pink, but when it came from the lips, it was red like a human.” 

“Did you collect it?” 

Jules frowned. “I’m not collecting blood.” 

“It wasn’t blood. It was concentrated iron syrup infused with sound energy.” 

“That sounds—” 

“Geeky,” he told her quickly. “But profitable. I grabbed it when I was processing.” 

Jules frowned. “Sorry, it wasn’t on the list of parts for me to harvest. Praveen must have stuffed up.” 

Adrian shrugged. 

“The good news is”—Jules grinned—“is that I reckon we have fifty thousand of them in our bags. Which means, while I’m drinking, you can spend the next few nights extracting all the blood you desire.” 

“I’ll have to check the maths first.” 

“You’ll look at the maths?” Her tone was disparaging. 

“Yep. Whether it’s worth my while. I think the value added from processing the swoopers is worse than me going out and gathering material.” 

“Well, I’m not doing it.” 

Adrian looked speculatively toward the other. “Jules, I wasn’t going to ask you to. I was thinking we should do what we did in

Albury. Get the locals to process them. I’m sure Omala can organise it.” 

Benalla came into view, and Adrian frowned. It was near night, and he was expecting it to be lit up with fires, like the other towns, but only darkness greeted them. Concern raced through him. 

“Kiyoko,” he asked, his voice tight with worry. 

“Don’t panic.” Was that a knowing grin? Was she aware of the Jaracol in-joke? Could his interface talk to the oracle? “They black out everything at night. To avoid giving greater imps a target.” 

 Greater Imps

 Greater imps originate from dead planets and are significantly larger than normal imps. Most varieties mastered flight and they will often travel long distances to hunt at night and have a tendency to target nearby sapient settlements. 

“Greater imps?” 

“Dark ones,” she answered. “There’s a large colony that way.” 

She pointed beyond Benalla and to the side. 

 Greater Imps (Dark)

 Dark greater imps generally possess significant stealth abilities at night, a fear effect that can distract an enemy, Dark Missile, Dark Pool, and stronger ones may also possess Shadow Hop and Instant Teleport to a distance of up to three metres. 

“Can you tell us any more?” Adrian asked, worried. 

“Might be best for you to talk to the town leaders.” 

They entered the dark streets of the town. Light from the sun was gone, and thick cloud cover obscured the moon. The surrounding buildings were patches of denser blackness. Kiyoko rode in front of them, her horse’s hooves ringing with every step. If there were humans in the houses that they were passing, then they knew that something was in their town. 

With a blink, he activated dark vision and could see everything as clear as day. The houses looked like they were lived—or at least had been lived in, he corrected. Most had been fixed up post-event. 

Broken windows, boarded, rubbish cleared away, that sort of thing, but now they were empty once more. Some even had signs that their doors had been broken. No humans were in any of them. 

It was an eerie atmosphere. 

 Clomp, clomp. 

 The horse will draw unwanted attention. 

Step, step. 

Adrian moved till he was right next to Kiyoko, and then he killed the sound with a tiny flex of his will. 

“Don’t,” Kiyoko warned. “We’re guests here. Best they hear us.” 

He released his barrier and listened to the horse clomping away. 

Ahead of him, a central wall loomed. It was primarily made of stone, or at least magically created rock over a core of junk. There was no light, but a large group of men were on the wall. 

Kiyoko kept riding straight towards them. “We seek shelter for the night,” she called out. 

“Who are you?” 

“I am Kiyoko.” 

There was muttering on the wall. 

“The oracle?” 

“Yes,” she answered simply. 

“What are you doing here?” 

“I promised to help the World Saver reach Melbourne.” 

“World Saver?” an uneasy voice called out. 

“It’s just a stupid title,” Adrian yelled back, embarrassed. 

“It’s nothing of the sort,” Kiyoko interrupted. “It’s a designation that needs to be earnt, and if you meet anyone with the title, then you should acknowledge that your continued existence is owed to the bearer.” 

“And you have one of these World Savers here?” 

“The only one,” Kiyoko snapped. “Let’s cut the bullshit. Have any of you fools bothered to identify me yet?” 

“Level forty-three,” came a breathless whisper. 

“What?” the first guy asked in disbelief. 

“The oracle is level forty-three. The barbarian is fifty-one.” 

The boss’s bushy eyebrows rose in incredulity. 

“As I said,” Kiyoko continued. “We seek shelter.” 

There were more frantic discussions. Adrian heard the men mentioning the title of World Saver as often as they said oracle. 

The boss stepped forward. “Apologies. The town doesn’t have many resources, and we can’t even guarantee a safe place to sleep.” 

“Just take them to the mayor and let him decide,” an old woman on the wall suggested. 

“We can’t do that,” the leader snapped back. 

“You can. You just don’t want to.” 

“I don’t want to interrupt,” Kiyoko said. “But now isn’t a good time to be having this discussion. The raids are going to begin soon.” 

“Yes, yes,” the boss man said hurriedly. “Open the gate. Janice, you can escort them to the palace. Get them inside straight away.” 

“What? Me?” Janice argued. 

“Just do it,” the boss man ordered. “On my authority.” 

The heavy wooden gates, which must have been made post-event, rumbled open. Janice was a young girl, or as Adrian guessed, probably biologically slightly older than his new body. She hurried them through the town. “Hurry, they’ll be here soon. We don’t want to be outside when they arrive.” 

She was almost running. 

Kiyoko trotted behind. “Adrian, can you do your silence thing now?” He jogged to catch up and then silenced the horse’s hooves. 

“They are so noisy.” 

After about a hundred metres, an old supermarket building, solid with small windows, appeared with faded Aldi branding. Adrian could immediately sense the number of people in it. Many of them were still dressed in full armour. Janice banged on the door, using an iron door knocker. 

There was the sound of cursing and a flurry of whispers. 

“Who is it?” an older female voice rang out. 

“Janice, Big Paulous sent me. I have guests.” 

“What?” There were sounds of bolts being drawn and the door opened. 

Six men in full chain-mail and long spears poured out and a seventh heavyset man with a self-important moustache followed. 

“Big Paulous said they can stay the night on his authority,” Janice repeated. 

“They will only stay if I—” the heavyset man blustered angrily. 

One of his men grabbed him. “They’re  all above level forty,” he hissed. 

“As I said,” Janice said calmly. “Big Paulous said they could stay here.” 

“Okay,” the heavyset man agreed, the fight going out of him. “It’s irregular, but sure.” Everyone filed in, and Adrian just stood there. 

“Sir, you need to come,” the heavyset man said to him, his previous belligerence replaced with politeness. “It’s not safe.” Adrian picked up the sudden rush of sweat from the man’s armpits. He was scared. 

“We can tell you everything once we’re inside.” 

“Adrian,” Kiyoko called out. “There’s time for you to eat and get the full story.” 

“Okay.” He walked in. This was going to be interesting. 

Chapter 46

Everyone moved inside, and Adrian noticed the entrance had been set up with an airlock type of arrangement, where you could transition inside to outside without light leaking. They all entered the corridor. The outer door was shut, and only then was the inner one opened. 

Adrian stepped into the bright light. The entire supermarket had been rearranged. It was now a shelter, and over a hundred eyes turned on them. 

Kiyoko strode forward. “I am the oracle of Wangaratta. I need food for my travelling companions and someone to tend my horse. 

And mayor.” She spun, pinning the heavyset man with his ridiculous moustache with her eyes. “Mayor Patterson, you’ll need to give us a full briefing immediately.” Silence descended across the broad space. “Now,” she said, at little more than a whisper. “That’s if you want your town to survive a month.” 

There was an abrupt explosion of activity. 

Jules gaped at the response. “What the hell?” 

“My name has currency here.” 

Once more, Adrian was reminded there was a lot more to the diminutive woman than was originally apparent. They seemed acquainted with the oracle; at the very least, stories had travelled. A bit of interface-gifted knowledge could be leveraged to build a legacy. Adrian was only too aware of that fact. Himself? Sure, but Steve was the better example. He only had a fraction of the gift that the oracle class would receive, and he had found them that wyrm. It should not have surprised him that Kiyoko was the most important person in the region. 

People moved, and they were dragged to the dining area, and a massive table was hastily cleared of half-finished dishes and the previous users of the table. Fresh food was brought, and they were all shown to chairs. It felt like twenty people had volunteered to help

them. There were no arguments and no discussions about payments. 

Mayor Patterson came over, all flustered and worried. “Please sit and eat,” he encouraged. 

Adrian sat and eyed off a plate of vegetables. It was only carrot and broccoli with what looked like butter, but his mouth watered. It looked home-cooked and normal. The others were already digging into the food, including Kiyoko. Adrian caught the mayor’s eye. 

“While we eat, tell us what’s happening.” Then he grabbed the veggies just as Omala reached for it and grinned at her look of outrage. 

The mayor ignored him and instead looked at the oracle, seeking permission. Kiyoko gave the smallest of nods. 

“It’s the greater imps. They started attacking about three weeks ago. Most of us survived the initial strike thanks to your message.” 

He did a little bow to Kiyoko. “The first day was horrific. I think there must have been a thousand of them, and almost two thousand of us died. The next day the same number came again, but we had learned to consolidate into heavily defended key sites and use blackouts.” 

“I don’t understand. I told you to do that weeks ago.” Kiyoko’s response was frosty. 

The mayor wiped sweat off his brow. “Our preparations were not as complete as I had hoped.” 

“You failed.” 

“I . . .” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Kiyoko said brusquely. “Continue.” 

“They still come every night and usually overwhelm at least one safe house. We’re not sure we can hold out. They’re just whittling us down, a hundred every night. Over thirty percent of us have died, and they keep coming. There wasn’t much else to say. We have tried everything. We’ve bought knowledge, but we lack the energy to buy anything that will make a difference.” Kiyoko’s eyes narrowed and

Patterson dashed more sweat from his forehead. “And we aren’t strong enough to go on the offensive.” 

Adrian knew where this was going. He glared across at Kiyoko, knowing she had manipulated things to set this up. 

She noticed and winked. 

Even getting them to arrive here after dark was most likely part of her ploy. If they had been slower and camped outside, they probably would never have discovered the humanitarian disaster that was unfolding. 

“I might have a solution for you,” Kiyoko said quietly. “But we require payment.” 

“You can have everything we have.” 

“Payment will be the Yukon fungus.” 

His alchemy and gathering knowledge triggered on the name. 

 Yukon Fungus

 A light blue fungus that releases five types of gaseous poison when disturbed. Requires a poison-tempered body to harvest. 

His alchemical knowledge also presented him with common uses of the fungus. There was one. It could create a deadly poison and antidote at the same time. Historically, a warlord would get hold of the fungus, use the antidote to give his soldiers immunity, and then have them coat their weapons in it. After that, every cut became deadly and even worse for the other side. Once the poison started killing people, it would use the power released by the death to spread itself in gaseous form. That would then create a chain reaction, and if you were not prepared, then you would lose. A small group could slaughter a larger and higher-levelled army using that technique. It was indiscriminate, and once the deadly gas was produced, it could perpetuate itself and spread over vast distances. 

Cities had been wiped out. 

It was ghastly. 

The mayor gulped at the request. “You know we can’t harvest that.” 

“He can.” She pointed at Adrian. 

“That is the future of our town.” 

“Yes, its future. I gave you its location and which parts of the valley you could collect and how it could help with your other problem.” 

“And we thank you.” The alarm in the mayor’s eyes was clear, but there was also a baser emotion that Adrian recognised. It was greed and not the good type that Ashmal had displayed to get the best deal for his people. “We have three gatherers working on gaining the skills to harvest it. That fungus is worth ten million energy. It can establish us as a town of note.” 

“You won’t survive long enough.” The mayor stared in shock at Kiyoko. “He gets all the fungus, and in return, we take care of the imp problem.” 

“To sell?” the mayor asked in shock. 

“No,” Kiyoko said flatly. 

“I am not using it,” Adrian said definitely, challenging Kiyoko to dispute him. 

“Hopefully, dear,” Kiyoko answered absently, but her eyes had not left the mayor. “That’s our deal.” 

“It’s blackmail.” 

Kiyoko shrugged. “No, it’s economics.” 

He wouldn’t do it, Adrian decided. He wanted nothing to do with the substance. “I don’t like—” 

“Enough,” Kiyoko said, interrupting him. “This is my price for my help to get you to Melbourne. We save this town. You harvest all the fungus. All,” she repeated. 

“Can’t you leave a few to allow it to keep growing? Then we can harvest it sustainably,” Mayor Patterson interrupted, his voice desperate. 

“No,” she said, her eyes on Adrian now. “You harvest all of it.” 

The reason she was insisting on all was clear. She did not want

anyone controlling a source of the fungus, a position that Adrian wholly agreed with. If it was destroyed, the evil substance would not be available for misuse, and Adrian knew humans would misuse it. 

“And once you have it, you take it to Melbourne and keep it for a month.” 

“And . . .” 

“Nothing more. After that, you can sell it, burn it, use it, whatever you want.” 

“You are just going to give him ten million,” the mayor’s voice was strained with disbelief. 

“I can destroy it?” Adrian asked. 

The oracle’s eyes had not left his. She nodded. “After a month, whatever you want. I know you have the skills to destroy it safely, and I trust you to do the right thing, World Saver.” 

There was a hiss from everyone gathered when she used that title. The way everyone looked at him changed. Several of the older people who had volunteered to serve them actually bowed to him. 

“And taking care of the greater imps is the cost of you helping us?” Adrian asked, trying to ignore the spreading commotion that the use of title had created. People were already whispering about what it meant. 

Kiyoko nodded. “And you taking the fungus to Melbourne,” she clarified. 

“Okay,” he agreed after a moment’s thought. Keeping the oracle close to them was too valuable to throw away. He did not have percentages, but he was sure her presence skyrocketed his chances of success. If Jaracol was available, it would be different. But even if Jaracol was available, Adrian knew he would still save the town from the greater imps. It was what he did. 

“If he is getting ten million, what do we get?” Galan asked cheekily. 

Kiyoko stared him down. 

“Joking,” Galan said quickly. “We’re all in. We don’t need payment” 

Kiyoko’s eyes switch to the mayor. “Mayor Patterson, are you going to doom your town for greed or do we have a deal?” 

“Can I consult?” 

Kiyoko rolled her eyes. “No.” 

“You’re not giving me a choice.” Patterson was angry. “But you have your blood deal.” 

“And you’re no longer needed.” She waved him away rudely. 

“Everyone eat, and while you do, I’ll tell you about the imps. The problem isn’t the nightly attacks. It is that the greater dark imps have established a breeding colony complete with portals fifteen kilometres south of here. Both Benalla and Violet Town are in a range of their raids. They live in the hills, and we need to close all the portals, because there are worse things in broken worlds than imps. We must also slay as many queens as we can.” 

“Under the deal, you have to eradicate all of them,” Mayor Patterson interrupted, having only drifted a few metres away. 

“The deal is—they would deal with a threat and as an independent arbiter.” 

“You’re no such thing?” 

“Randy, do you want to put your leadership to a vote?” 

The mayor suddenly did not seem eager to continue the conversion. 

“As I was saying, as the independent arbiter, ten hours of fighting and the closing of all fifteen portals will meet the intent of the deal. 

You’ll go tomorrow before sunrise, but tonight you’ll harvest the fungus. I’m thinking you sleep for a couple of hours and then get going.” 

“No, he gets paid after he does the job.” 

“Once it is all harvested, you go dead south and work through the colonies in a westerly direction. After that, we go to Violet Town

and tell them the good news. The result is only half a day lost. We stay the night in Violet Town instead of skipping it.” 

“Okay,” Adrian agreed. Half the day was better than he feared. 

“One last thing. Only you, Jules, and Charlotte are going after the imps.” 

“Why?” 

“The others will slow you down.” 

“Makes sense. And what are the others doing?” 

“They’ll escort me to Violet Town. It’s not like I can defend myself. In terms of movement. You three eat, then sleep. Adrian, you’ll want to start harvesting at one, and the three of you leave at 4

a.m.” 

“Early,” Jules interrupted. 

“The rest of the team needs to go outside and protect the town against the nightly raids. Then they can catch some sleep from five to eleven in the morning. The town will supply lunch and then we’ll head off.” 

“Any questions?” 

“I—” 

“Not you, Randy,” she snapped. 

“Not really, but can Omala organise people to process all the swoopers?” Adrian asked. 

“Snap,” Kiyoko said. “We should pass on the hunting technique and mirage defences to the town. Keeping swooper numbers under control should grant a good passive income.” 

“Sure. I will take the right people from the town through it tomorrow morning,” Praveen volunteered. 

Charlotte handed over the piece of jewellery and her thrower to Praveen. Adrian hurriedly followed suit. 

“Excellent. I’m an old woman, so I’m going to have a sleep now.” 

With that, Kiyoko got up and walked away. Locals immediately

jumped up to guide her to what was presumably the best room in the complex. 

“That woman is a hard task manager,” Jules said. 

“She has an agenda, but her heart is in the right place,” Adrian observed, thinking of the locked-away Jaracol. “I don’t see the point in fighting it.” He pulled out a flask of the special liquor and drank it without tasting it. “Can someone show me to a room?” 

Instantly, a man was by his side, offering to guide him. “I wish we had something better, but the oracle got the mayor’s room, and there are no other individual ones. If you need anything at all, just ask, and I’ll be there to help.” 

Adrian found himself guided to what amounted to a barracks. 

With a shrug, he took a bottom bunk in the corner, threw down a camp stone, changed its active range to only cover his bed, popped out the green sleep liquid, and in moments was dreaming. 

Chapter 47

Adrian woke up barely holding off a scream. 

He lay, eyes open, looking at the wooden slats of the bunk above him, with the residual of the dream spinning in his head. He had been convinced to supply an army with Yukon paste in order to defeat the rebel forces. Then a third force had stolen it and used it against all of Melbourne, killing millions and leaving it as a desolate wasteland. 

Adrian forced his breathing to normalise. 

What would he think if Jaracol had made that request to keep the fungus? 

He would have trusted the interface. 

His breathing calmed down. 

Kiyoko had put those conditions in place for a reason, and he would use his judgement before using it. No matter how dire the situation was, Adrian vowed to never deploy it against humans, even if someone like Adhava had taken over Melbourne. 

Jaracol would not have asked him to keep the poison for something like that. If he needed to use such a deadly weapon, the cause would be crystal clear. Kiyoko was the same. She wasn’t evil. 

If she thought he needed to take the fungus to Melbourne, then there was a damn good reason for it, and he had no doubt that he would find out at some point. 

With a low chuckle in order not to wake anyone, he swung out of bed. 

His interface flashed and then his map updated to show where the fungus valley was. 

When he slipped outside, there were the sounds of fighting in the distance, but he trusted the rest of his team to take care of the imps. 

He jogged through the streets invisible to friend and enemy alike and none of the imps got close enough for him to detour to finish them. That would come later. 

In short order, he jumped over the impressive town wall that did nothing against the flying creatures, which were now harassing them. A short time later, he was fully out of town. His senses were jumping up and down as he approached his destination. Immense potential was ahead of him, but he did not get excited because he knew what the source of the impression was. While the fungus was a master-level treasure, it was dedicated to killing. When he imagined natural treasures, it was something like the zuaqliaq berries he wanted to find. A plant or fungus that he could use to improve his or his family’s body or mind. 

Nevertheless, his extended senses drew him straight to a nearly invisible gully. He slipped inside, and instantly everything became damp and smelly. The tiny space was almost custom built from Yukon fungus and other similar growths. There were conspicuously empty patches. Those areas had been harvested previously. 

Presumably to deal with the other problem that Kiyoko had mentioned. The town had clearly been forced to capitalise on the valley’s resources to fight something. That was the only explanation of why everything had been harvested apart from the Yukon fungus, which they had been unable to get near. 

Adrian curiously went to one of the harvested spaces and knelt down to work out what had happened. 

 Ouladada Sprouts

 Highly poisonous and often used by direct application onto weapons. 

That was surprising, and every single sprout had been harvested

—and by experts, because there was no evidence of failed attempts. 

Anyone good enough to harvest without failure would have known that if you left thirty percent of the plant mass behind it would regenerate. 

What would get them to destroy a renewable resource like that? 

“What the hell happened in this town?” he asked into the empty valley. 

He had been curious when Kiyoko had originally mentioned it, but seeing this place, his curiosity had increased. They had needed poison to kill something, and Kiyoko had guided them, but what was that something? Not the imps, for sure. Some sort of classed monster? Adrian dismissed the thoughts from his head. They were not useful, and he would ask Kiyoko later. Instead, he focused on extracting every scrap of the Yukon fungus and burning the roots away after. 

It wasn’t challenging. His air magic kept the poison that surrounded the fungus from his face. Even with his high tempering, breathing in the poison might still have been fatal. He felt the pathway stir with interest, encouraging him to sample a small amount of the poison. Adrian did the mathematics and decided that it wasn’t worth it when he had the materials in his bag of holding to progress the pathway to the finish. The margins with the fungus were a little too fine for him to take risks. An extra couple of milligrams, and he would die and Jaracol could not save him a second time. He forced the compulsion down till it yielded and then kept pushing till the desire had been completely crushed. 

His spear flared in encouragement. It, too, would protect him. 

While the airborne pollutants could be swept away by his air magic, there was nothing he could do against its more immediate defence. 

His gauntlets disappeared, as there was no point getting them damaged for no purpose. He tested his telekinesis, but the fungus resisted him easily, just as he had known it would. 

Hands or nothing. Keeping his body as distant as he could, he leant forward and dug his fingers under the first fungus, twisted, and pulled it free. Unblockable spatial magic tore long cuts into his hands and the poison soaked in through the broken skin, quickly going to work against his nervous system. Blood drenched the ground, but he worked quickly, stepping away from the fungus and straight over to his prepared alchemic set. 

A single fungus was enough to produce an antidote. He could take shortcuts. Herbs blurred from his bag of holding, and his

temperature domain went to work, keeping the three solutions functioning as needed. He boiled liquid, captured the steam, turned it back to liquid, filtered it via some choking bluebell roots, and then sucked the finished solution straight into his mouth. 

The antidote hit his tongue, and taste returned. A moment later, he regained feelings in his hand. The cuts that not even his regeneration had been able to affect because of the poison immediately started healing. His harvesting was going to rely on his regained regeneration from the title. 

Pathway of Poison Resistance - 77% (+1%)

Protected against the fungus’s defences, he moved quickly from fungus to fungus, pausing when the toxins built up, to drink and eat to give his body the substance to replace the blood loss. Gathering Yukon fungus was incredibly annoying. No matter how careful you were, you were going to get hurt. 

His mana ran low, and he started consuming health potions every second harvest. 

Finally, it was done. 

He remembered Kiyoko insisting he harvested it all, aware of what the deadly fungus could do in the wrong hands. Out of an abundance of caution, he went through the valley once more, applying his domain to search everywhere. There were no master-level herbs present in the tiny valley, and his visual check confirmed he had burnt all the spots the fungus had previously grown. 

Satisfied, he checked the time and discovered he had five minutes to get to town. 

Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 

He soared into the air, propelled to over a hundred kilometres per hour and fifty metres high. There were no flying monsters to concern himself with. Two more gusts doubled his speed. The spear cut the wind and let him fly without air resistance. Two kilometres passed in less than a minute and he used twenty mana to bring himself to a halt and land gently two metres from the door to the old supermarket. 


Seven minutes later, Charlotte and Jules emerged. 

“Let’s kill,” he said. 

Chapter 48

Charlotte shivered, and then her clothes blurred as a coat appeared on top of her armour. They jogged through the dark. 

“Is it winter yet?” Adrian asked. 

“Late autumn, by my count,” Charlotte said. “But I could be off by a couple of weeks.” 

“Who cares? It’s cold,” Jules said. 

Adrian felt silly. With a flick of his Mind, the air around both girls warmed by twenty degrees. 

Both ground to a halt with weapons coming out. 

“That was me,” he admitted. 

“You can warm us up?” Jules asked, breathing out and observing the lack of white mist. “That’s nice.” 

They ran once more, and as they warmed up Adrian reduced the surrounding temperature to make running more pleasant. 

Jules looked at him speculatively. “Can you make us cold in summer?” 

“Yes.” 

“You know I’m not going to let you settle down,” Jules declared. 

“You’re going to have to come bashing with me to keep me cool. No one wants to do that on forty degrees days.” 

“Jules, I’m not going bashing with you so I can be a portable air conditioner.” 

“Why not?” 

“You can bring your kids and Emily. The Alpha physics equivalent to a day at the beach. Fun!” 

“Oh god,” Charlotte interrupted. “Days on the beach. Can you imagine that with monsters! I can’t imagine anything more terrifying.” 

“That’s because you haven’t experienced shadow stepping to within metres of a class-zero planet destroyer.” 

Jules laughed. “If I had the movement skills, I would have been there.” 

“After that, I’m not afraid of anything anymore. I was so terrified.” 

“Really?” 

Adrian looked at the blond-headed girl. “Except Jules, you’re still scary,” he clarified quickly. 

“Remember, you’re the air conditioning,” she said with a laugh. 

“Every summer and winter. You can have the other six months off.” 

Charlotte laughed. “Did you guys get any tips on how to fight these imps?” 

“Nope.” 

“Everyone still thinks I’m a barbarian, so they don’t bother.” 

“Mike didn’t suggest anything apart from to wait till daylight.” 

“Is that your way of saying we should stop and have breakfast?” 

Adrian asked her. 

Charlotte blushed. “Well, I skipped it because you were already outside and since it’s still dark. We’ve reached the hills, and it’s the most important meal of the day.” 

“I can see them,” Adrian told her. “The first imp colony is a couple of kilometres away, but having breakfast here and then setting out at the crack of dawn seems prudent. We go any further and they might spot us and counterstrike.” 

They sat and Charlotte passed out tacos. “Battle buffs,” she said happily. 

“You know you don’t need them against the imps. You’re just eating them because you love the taste,” Jules ribbed. 

“That’s just a coincidence,” Charlotte said with a smile. “What do you think of Kiyoko?” 

“That she’s a lot like my old interface. Helping but getting her own agendas addressed at the same time.” 

“I got the same feeling,” Charlotte admitted. “We could have skipped this.” 

“But where can Benalla run to? To get to Wangaratta, they need to go through the swoopers, and southwest is just as bad. Violet Town will get wiped out too, and so they have to reach Euroa, which is fine for the young and combat levelled. Everyone else, not so much.” 

“That’s exactly the sort of holier-than-thou speech we expect from the World Saver.” Jules laughed. 

“Even if Kiyoko was not here, I know you would’ve wanted to eliminate these too, Jules.” 

She nodded. “Because I like to bash stuff.” 

Charlotte raised her eyebrows. “Yep, that’s the only reason.” 

They ate in silence as the horizon lightened. Then they moved to attack. 

By the time they reached the first nest, it was noticeably lighter, and he got his first direct look at the monster type that had killed so many people. 

 Greater Imps (Dark)

 Dark greater imps general possess significant stealth abilities at night, a fear effect that can distract an enemy, Dark Missile, Dark Pool, and stronger ones may also possess Shadow Hop and Instant Teleport to a distance of up to three metres. 

 This subspecies specialises in stealth attacks and shadow hopping. 

Adrian noted the extra line about the subspecies. That made sense, given the feel that he had gotten about the size of the Alpha physics universe. He suspected that there were literally millions of broken planets out there, and any of them could have contributed to this invasion. Alpha physics linked worlds together independent of the physical space separating them. That, in turn, meant that there might be an almost infinite number of subspecies with varying strengths and skills. Regional knowledge would, of course, hit the average and then update with additional information once it was known. 

He continued to examine their enemy. Take away their stealth ability and they were still super-human relative to pre-event, but only around level ten in post-event terms. 

“They can do short Shadow Steps,” he told the other two. “Up to three metres.” 

“That’s a long way,” Charlotte said. 

“They need proper shadows, unlike me. They also have dark missiles, and they form them fast. Like ‘half a second’ fast, so be aware of them. If you see them, you’ll be able to dodge them most of the time at least.” 

“Most of the time?” 

“They can add body seeking to the missiles, and that means they’ll follow you.” 

“Anything else?” Jules asked. 

“Yep, do you know how to destabilise the portals?” 

The girls looked at each other. “Yeah,” Charlotte said finally. 

“Kiyoko gave us a device that we just need to push mana into. We assumed she had already talked to you.” 

“No, but I can do it directly. In terms of strategy, we split up and target the dense areas, as that is where the portals are.” 

“You seem very knowledgeable,” Charlotte said. 

“Adrian spent the first couple of days of the event fighting imps,” 

Jules told her. 

“I closed five portals and killed hundreds of mini-imps. It was a good grinding spot at the time, though a little boring.” 

Jules picked up her club. “Come on, let’s fight.” 

The imps were not a threat. Adrian pretty much only killed them when they got in his way. Everything was focused on killing the breeders and the portals. The imps, despite their numbers, were too slow to register as a risk to Adrian. Especially when a single Wind Blade would shred five at a time. 

Adrian tracked his experience. They were worth twenty experience each, but that raw amount was reduced to half a point of experience by the level difference, with the breeders being worth a whopping thirty experience. Even with the level reduction, it still meant that he was getting flooded with experience. 

 1,000 imps killed; Experience - 513

 Badge Slayer of Greater Imps I – Awarded (Experience reduced by 50%)

 4,000 imps killed; Experience – 1,087

 Badge Slayer of Greater Imps II – Awarded (Experience reduced by 75%)

 11,314 imps killed; Experience – 1,113

 Portals Destroyed 14 (Diminishing returns activated.) Experience

 – 9,000

 Experience – 68,790 (11,731 from actions, banked experience 11,928) of 100,000 required for Level 7

He did not hit the next slayer level, which he figured was probably at twenty thousand dead. Charlotte and Jules predictably struggled with the terrain, and so he took responsibility for all the hard-to-reach colonies, blasting himself up to the top of each hill and then gliding off it to the next colony. 

“Final counts?” Jules said as they looked back at the hills they had just murdered their way through. 

“Sixteen thousand imps and fourteen portals,” he answered. 

Charlotte grimaced. “Three thousand and three portals. 

“Twenty-two thousand,” Jules crowed. “And I got slayer three.” 

“How many portals”? 

“Eight,” she admitted after a moment. “Maybe we can call it a draw?” 

Jules hesitated, and then nodded. “Sure. At least we both beat Charlotte.” 

“It’s unfair. I don’t have any area-of-effect magic.” 

Jules pretended to cry, and the redhead punched her playfully in response. 

Then Charlotte frowned. “Mind you, there are only a couple of niche opponents which I can fight better than you.” 

“And probably nothing under class four,” Adrian told her. “But what do you expect? You’re tank specced.” 

“True.” 

It was getting dark, but they did not hurry. The night no longer scared them. 

Violet Town was as dark as Benalla had been, with no obvious central wall to head toward. 

They wandered slowly through the outskirts. “Where do we go?” 

Charlotte asked finally. 

“I can take you,” Kiyoko’s voice said from a nearby doorway. 

Jules and Charlotte jumped in surprise with Jules producing her club. 

“Always with the dramatic entry,” Adrian said, sighing. “As for you, Charlotte, you just walked into it.” 

“I didn’t know she was there,” Charlotte protested. 

“Not your fault. But she’s been trailing us for about three minutes, waiting for the opportunity.” 

“It was fun,” Kiyoko declared unapologetically. “How far does your Perception extend?” 

“Can’t you just check?” Adrian teased. 

“If I could, I wouldn’t ask.” 

“Not sure that’s strictly true.” 

“Point,” she agreed with a laugh. “But I really don’t know.” 

“I guess you’ll need to keep testing it.” 

She laughed. The oracle was in a good mood. “Congratulations on your success.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Apart from you being here rather than still fighting?” 

“Yeah.” 

“There are partial quests in the system that just closed, and my personal oracle quest just awarded me five thousand experience about an hour ago.” 

She was walking hurriedly, presumably toward the others. 

Jules hurried after her. “What, you got experience for our work?” 

“How do you think oracles usually rank up?” 

“I hadn’t thought about it.” He looked at her, and sure enough she had ranked up three levels and was forty-six. Five thousand experience for eliminating the imps was less than one level in the forties. It meant she must have got a significant boost of experience from elsewhere. 

“Let me guess, you also got a tonne of experience for me harvesting the mushrooms.” 

“Yep.” Despite her age, she did a little skip. “It’s a great system.” 

Kiyoko guided them straight over to a large building. The moment they got within range Adrian could sense the rest of their exploration team and a lot of locals. The place was still serving as a hotel, though like everywhere else it had been blacked out. Kiyoko, without ceremony yanked open the door. Brilliant yellow light shone out of it. 

“Shut the door,” a local yelled. 

“After you.” Kiyoko waved for them to go through the opening. 

A big man loomed, silhouetted by the light. “You need to shut the door because the light attracts them.” 

“There’ll be no attack tonight,” Kiyoko said firmly. 

“Did the adventures you talked about kill them all?” 

“No, but they’re in too much disarray to do anything tonight. 

They’re not all dead, and they will continue to be raids over the next couple of weeks.” 

“We won’t survive,” the man moaned. 

“But they’ll be weaker than the last few you’ve had. Button up tight and you’ll be fine.” Kiyoko patted the man comfortingly on the shoulder. 

Then, with a glare at the three of them, presumably for not following her instruction to go in, she walked past them and in like she owned the place. 

“She is very opinionated,” the bouncer said. 

“She’s an oracle,” Adrian answered. 

The bouncer looked at Adrian and his eyes widened. “I’m sorry, sir,” the man apologised profusely. “I did not see you. Please come to my humble establishment. I’ll serve you personally.” 

“Did the others put you up to this?” Jules abruptly asked the man. 

“What? No? He’s a VIP, a World Saver.” The man’s face flushed. 

“Just go with it,” Kiyoko called out to Adrian. “He gets experience if he does a good job of serving you.” 

The bouncer, who actually had the class of innkeeper, wiped sudden nervous sweat off his face. “It’s not like that my lord. I . . .” 

“It’s okay. We’ll sit with our friends. Food, beer?” 

“Yes, of course.” 

He dashed away with what looked like an Agility in the thirties. 

 Level 10 Innkeeper

 The innkeeper class gets skills to maintain an inn. They get boosts to Agility and Strength based on the number and the importance and number of people they are serving. 

 They receive or lose experience based on how well they serve customers with noble-themed titles. 

Adrian watched the man work as he stood in the entranceway to the hotel. His identification kept extracting extra information about the class. There were official royal titles available, and the badges sometimes counted. His Defender of Humanity badge got him into consideration at the rank of a lord. World Defenders ranked at the

duke level. World Saver was a level above the monarch, on a pedestal by themselves. 

A duke could strip a level of experience per day. Adrian, at a word, could strip every single level from the server-style classes. The grants in the other direction were more limited, but the innkeeper, if he did an adequate job, would be level twelve tomorrow, and an exceptional effort would propel him to fifteen. 

Adrian also realised that he had similar, though reduced, impact on all service classes, blacksmiths, enchanters, cleaners. All of them would get notifications and fall over themselves to serve him, and considering the experience damage he could do to them—or, vice versa, grant them—they would probably do it all for free. 

“You look like you have seen a ghost,” Kiyoko said sweetly. 

“That’s obscene.” 

“You saved the world. What else could you expect.” 

“But—” 

“I know,” Kiyoko said, coming over and linking arms with him. “It’s overwhelming, but you’ll get used to it.” 

“Your oracle class gives you something similar.” 

“Yep, but I have World Defender now, which does more.” 

The innkeeper rushed back and forth constantly. His staff ran after him, struggling to keep up with the man’s frantic movements. 

Fresh drinks appeared whenever they were emptied. 

His entire table got uproariously drunk. There was a brief fistfight, which the innkeeper diffused with more alcohol, and it was a bloody fine evening. 

He collapsed at two in the morning and woke up at six, just before dawn, hangover free and ready for the new day. 

The room downstairs was spotless. A level fifteen innkeeper beamed back at him even as he deposited a full big breakfast with orange bacon and a bluish tinge to the eggs in front of him. “Big breakfast with a twist,” the innkeeper proclaimed with a wink. 

“And . . .” Then very carefully, like it was precious, he placed a coffee

cup on the table. The smell of fresh brewed coffee felt like it physically hit him. 

“What the?” Adrian said in amazement. “You have beans.” 

The innkeeper looked apologetic. “Yes. No. Yes, extremely poor-quality ones. But I have abilities to improve the quality of food or drink items.” 

Adrian took a sip. It was amazing. He audibly sighed. “Amazing.” 

In front of him, the innkeeper jumped up two levels. 

 Buff of the Coffee Addict

 Plus 6 to Agility and ten percent movement speed increase for a day. 

“And it has a buff?” 

“I’ll have one, too,” Jules ordered. 

“Sorry, miss, I can’t. All my skills are on cooldown.” 

The man’s level dropped a level. 

“Jules!” 

“What?” she said, turning to Adrian. “His net up one level, and he annoyed me.” 

“It’s perfectly fine. Sir, if I could have served one to Duchess Jules, I would have. The fault is in my lack of skill.” 

A level was returned to the innkeeper. 

Adrian glared at Jules. She was having way too much fun with this. “She’s not a duchess.” 

Jules beamed back at him. “Are you sure? Mr. World Saver.” 

“Yes!” 

Jules giggled. “Mr. Nobody, Adrian, are you going to share?” 

“Miss, I can offer a solid instant coffee and amazing hot chocolate.” 

“But you can’t do that.” Jules pointed at the coffee cup. 

The innkeeper shook his head. 

“I’ll have both and one of those.” Her finger switched to stab out at the plate in front of Adrian. 

“Of course.” He whooshed away, using his massive attribute bonuses to their full extent. 

Jules’s order was delivered almost immediately. It must have already been cooking in preparation. She took a sip of coffee, and her mouth puckered. 

He took a sip of his, and it was smooth and perfect. He instinctively made a satisfied noise. 

“That’s it. When we travel together, you’re going to share your World Saver perks.” 

“Sure, but you’re not getting any of  this coffee.” 

She grabbed a sausage off her plate and ignored the black streaks through it and took a bite and moaned appreciatively. 

“Coffee’s shit, but the meal is the real deal.” 

Chapter 49

“Why are we leaving so early?” Galan complained. “It’s half a day’s walk at the most.” 

He went flying across the street and landed in a puddle with a tremendous splash. 

“What the hell! Jules!” 

“You jinx us, you get wet.” 

Adrian looked at the man in the puddle. “You deserved that. 

We’re starting earlier because our oracle didn’t tell us to take it easy.” 

Kiyoko cleared her throat. “To be fair, your oracle didn’t tell you to leave this early, either.” 

“Kiyoko, I’m not sure you are helping.” 

Galan tramped toward them, water sloshing in his boots. Joanne sniggered. 

“I . . .” Galan sat down on the ground, pulled off the boots, and poured the water out. “Did not even say it would be easy.” 

“It was implied, in you dismissing how long it’ll take.” 

“It won’t be easy,” Adrian agreed. “There’s always something.” 

“Nah,” Kiyoko said, grinning. 

“You did that deliberately,” Jules complained. 

The old lady grinned. 

“Why didn’t she go swimming?” Galan complained. 

Wind Gust. 

His aim was off, but the spear responded to his intention, and Galan slammed into the same puddle he had just picked himself out of. 

“I can’t throw a ninety-year-old into a puddle,” Jules finished. 

“I just got the water out of these boots.” 

“No one threatens the oracle,” Adrian told them. “She’s critical to get us all through this safely.” Then in a stage whisper. “She’s also has got a very fragile ego, so you need to be careful.” 

“That was fun,” Kiyoko said, pointedly ignoring Adrian. “Let’s go.” 

They set off, listening to Galan curse under his breath followed by hurried sloshing behind them. The moment he got close enough, Adrian wrapped him up in his heat aura, to evaporate off the liquid. 

“Hey, hot.” 

Adrian included a tiny bit of cold to stop the boiling from burning him. Steam billowed up around Galan, and it stank like a swamp. 

Charlotte waved the gas away. “Gross.” 

The spear grabbed four points of mana, and the wind blew the offensive smell away. 

“Too hot!” 

“I can stop,” Adrian offered. 

“No, all good.” 

Forty seconds later, Galan was dry, and they commenced the journey. 

Adrian did not travel directly with his friends. Instead, he took the opportunity to gather herbs. It was moderately successful with a mixture of expert finds but nothing too exciting. 

“We have a problem,” Kiyoko said suddenly over his communication band. Adrian was instantly hyper-vigilant. “There’s a fast-moving mana storm about to hit us.” 

Adrian’s stomach dropped and his mouth went dry. “Can we avoid it?” 

“No, come back.” 

“This is your fault,” Adrian accused. “You know that, don’t you? 

Jinx doesn’t care about jokes.” 

“Absolutely,” Jules agreed. 

“Jinxes are not a thing,” Kiyoko protested. 

“Bulldust,” Jules proclaimed. 

“Mana storms are random even to oracles.” 

“That is why you don’t say things like ‘it’s going to be easy.’” 

“Let it go, Jules,” Adrian interrupted her, laughing. “I’m on my way.” 

Battle wraith triggered, and less than a minute later, he found the others all huddled together. They had positioned themselves on top of a giant rock in a small circle facing out with the two healers in the centre. Weapons were out and the storm to the west was moving fast. Funnels of energy were descending from a glowing storm and connecting to the earth. Adrian and Jules knew firsthand the sort of havoc each of those touchdowns would be delivering. Tornados pre-event were nothing compared to the destruction involved in unleashing uncontrolled magical energy. 

Adrian switched on Magic Focus and then deactivated the attempt immediately. The storm was blinding, and the levels of energy trapped within those thick clouds were astronomical. This thing was going to rage for hours over thousands of acres of land. 

He prayed it would not hit a town. 

“When in the storm, raise an attribute!” Kiyoko yelled. “Don’t go for experience. The storm itself will not kill. It is what comes after that’s the issue.” 

In the far distance, another funnel came down. It only touched for a second, but when it pulled away, the grassland had been transformed from scraggly green to a twisted mass of purple vines. 

There was something large amongst them and Adrian saw bat-like wings unfurl. 

Given the distance, that creature had to be huge, summoned from another world just like the Bird. It was too far away for his new boss sense to trigger, so he could not confirm it was a classed monster, but he would have been willing to bet on it. The purple vines reacted and reached out to grab the creature. That massive body got half off the ground before crashing down. In moments, it was covered. 

He was sure that he heard a cry of rage, disbelief, and horror for just a moment, despite the distance separating them. Adrian could

see the movement under the vines as the giant fought to escape, however it was going to be unsuccessful. 

“Brutal,” Charlotte whispered. “What’s the chance of one of those hitting us?” 

“High,” Kiyoko told them. “Almost certain,” she corrected. The massive storm was heading straight for them, with the edge of the clouds already swirled above them. “Our concentration of power makes us like lightning rods. Remember to promote an attribute.” 

The clouds kept rolling forward, and the sun vanished, and it went almost instantly from late autumn sunshine to deep dusk. 

Not a natural storm. 

Magic Focus flicked on, driven by his curiosity. The sky was the brightest white he had ever seen. Blinding, in fact. He shut his eyes. 

It was this sort of energy that could summon a wyrm or something more terrifying than even that. 

They all watched the sky apprehensively. Above, three funnels formed, and all were like questing voracious tentacles reaching for them. They were all going to hit them one after another. When Kiyoto had talked about them being a lightning rod, she had not joked. 

Then the first tendril reached them, and the world stopped making sense. 

It was the third time he had experienced the effects of a mana storm. Every sensation in his body went haywire, and his mortal mind could not cope. Adrian did not know how the interface kept his consciousness together, as it felt like the energies were ripping him apart or maybe deconstructing him at an atomic level. 

He fell to his knees or didn’t. Was crushed and blown up and popped like a bubblegum bubble at the same moment in time. Then he was plunging to his death and having a doctor’s penlight flashed into his eyes. His skin was being licked by a wet tongue as fire ants consumed his foot. 

He screamed. 

It was a matter of survival. Mana. Mana control was all he cared about. Just boost those two. The energy was too much. He felt like he was going to burst. 

And intelligence . . . 

And strength . . . 

“No,” his voice called haltingly. His eyes were open and there were shapes around them. Thin, willowy, with widely alive eyes. After the zxeatra experience, nothing was truly terrifying. The appearance of these things was unsettling in a deeply visceral way. He felt sick like he had potion toxicity. Beyond the thin humanoids, through the flickering mana storm, there was something bigger. Size did not always mean more dangerous, but it was a pretty big clue. His monster detector went off three times. One in front, the second close to it, but more to his left and the third behind him. That one was right at the edge of his range. 

 Oh god. 

The world distorted again. 

 The second. 

His core, focusing on it. Air, fire, and ice. Physically, he was being scrunched up, and it felt like he was a mouse being tossed around by two playful cats. Thrown one direction and then battered back the other way. 

Expand his personal core. There was only a little capacity left in his attributes, and he did not want to waste this boon on experience. 

The mana storm ended, and his mouth tasted of soap. 

He had fallen to the ground. 

His domain, the close-in and the long-range one restarted once more. Senses assaulted him. The willowy shapes were not as numerous as before. It felt like three-quarters of them were dead. 

There was something wrong with Praveen. One of the class monsters in front of him was dead or maybe just dying, but five new ones had appeared behind him. 

 How powerful was the storm? 

Adrian wanted to find out more, but the third funnel hit. He saw pink and tasted broccoli. 

Without hesitation, he focused on Agility, Vitality, magic and physical resistance. The energy washing over him was stronger than the second but weaker than the first. He was still stretched, folded, heated, cooled, and assaulted with smells that did not match the bitter then salty taste in his mouth. 

The storm receded abruptly. 

He looked around in a daze. There were no funnels near them, and the sun was shining. To the east, the storm was receding into the distance. It had passed right overhead. His domain sensing technique spread out. 

Herb sensing went wild. There was grandmaster material to gather. There was more than one, and it swamped his senses for a moment before pragmatism kicked in. He pushed away plants and focused on monsters. 

Six class-four monsters and . . . he was sure it was at least a class two. 

“To me,” Omala screamed. 

Adrian responded by standing and taking a single normal step towards her so their arms were almost touching. Joanne was on the ground, unresponsive but alive. He snatched her up. 

Lay of Hands. 

Praveen! 

He would mourn him later. Adrian knew he was dead. Jules didn’t and grabbed him. 

“Get close,” Omala yelled. 

The willowy shapes were watching them. They were sort of like humanoid snakes, and their necks and trunks had too many joints. 

He had seen them squat with the torso thickening and then expand to get taller as it stretched out. The closest one to them started to shape magic, a force attack that was aimed at Omala. 

Internal haste. 

He triggered his ring, encasing her in an unbreakable shield. 

The creature threw the spell, and it was fast. It crashed into the shield and the energy was absorbed. 

Adrian looked at the aggressor. 

 Watlicuu Strider

 This near-sapient to sapient species exists on broken worlds and will often attempt to harness the energy of mana storms to get to new planets. 

 Risk level - Low. 

The sapient or near-sapient he was looking at was a magic caster, focusing on force magic at a level equivalent to about thirty. 

His domain told him there were five, including the caster, within forty metres. Three got encased in pillars of flame while the other two got assaulted by falling ice that was as sharp as a samurai sword. 

None of them would survive the attack. 

Power surged from Omala, and he felt a moment of dissociation that he associated with portal magic and then he was standing somewhere else. 

Omala was on her hands and knees, clutching her head. 

“Emergency group teleport skill,” Kiyoko said, looking queasy. 

His Mind processed the information and concluded that Omala’s sapient interface had saved them by giving her a skill to let them escape. If Jaracol hadn’t been locked away, he was sure he would have got a similar push to gain that skill. 

Adrian’s monster domain tagged a class four still right at the edge of his range, so he immediately knew the teleport had not taken them fully to safety. He glanced in that direction and the landscape was transformed. There was no more Australian bush, and deep down he knew the mana storm had been extreme even by the chaotic event’s own standards. Instead of grass and sporadic gum trees, there were twisted columns of crystal and heaps of monsters, even denser than what had occurred in the original event. 

Adrian knew which way they needed to run. 

Away from that. 

He snagged the stealth necklace from the plant, finding it slightly amusing that the rewards from his last run-in with a mana storm might have provided them with the tools to escape this latest one. 

The necklace fell over his neck and he immediately engaged Ambusher’s Steps. 

There was no time for thought. Still holding Joanne, he started running. 

“Don’t fight it,” he heard Kiyoko snap behind him and then one by one he felt each member of his team willingly submit to the necklace’s power. 

Apart from Kiyoko. He glanced at her. She was still somehow seated on her horse. 

 Mutated Earth Horse (Bonded to Kiyoko)

 This horse has increased inherent healing, speed, Agility, stealth, and magic shielding. 

Her steed had upgraded further. The stealth and magic shielding were both new, and the speed had also been boosted. 

“I will see you in town,” she said. “Giddy up.” 

The horse exploded forward, galloping away escaping from danger far faster than it was capable of before. 

Adrian knew he could do the same, but his job was to save as many of his friends as possible. Kiyoko went off at right angles to him, which was helpful. She would draw attention that might otherwise have come after him. All of his skills folded around him. 

The sensory domain had upgraded his Ambusher’s Steps. The clarity of his vision was used to pick foot placement. 

Then Adrian ran with the others, mimicking his movements as perfect puppets. He did not have a target. He just needed to get away from what was going to happen behind him. There had been too many powerful monsters, too many incredible herbs. Monsters wanted the plants. Monsters wanted space. 

It was going to be a bloodbath. 

Not to mention there had been a class-two creature. When Omala teleported them, it had been disorientating, but that would not last. The only sensible thing was to flee. Behind him, the others mimicked his steps. His magic forced them to move, soundless, scentless, and leaving no tracks. If they were quick, they might get away before drawing the attention of something deadly. 

Chapter 50

Adrian moved as quickly as Ambusher’s Steps would let him. 

Every chance he got without slowing them, he would visually try to see if anything was following. His fear was that the class-two creature might have followed the teleport. Logically, he doubted it. 

But fear was rarely logical. 

Whenever he checked, there was nothing there. 

He paused. 

If Jaracol was available, he would have given a sign by now around threat levels. Presumably, other non-standard interfaces would be as communicative in a potential life-and-death case like this. 

Adrian relaxed Ambusher’s Steps to allow for voice communication. 

“Omala, should we be running?” 

“Yes!” she hissed at him furiously. 

It was an emphatic answer. He turned and kept going. 

As he ran on autopilot, Adrian considered the implication of the watlicuu striders, and he frowned as he remembered their description. Near-sapient or sapient. They had been here en masse and high levelled, to boot. Those monsters had come from a broken world that he thought was one without sapient creatures, or at the very least without civilisation. 

They were not here to exchange casserole recipes. They were dangerous. Not to him, but to the typical humans. He had killed five before Omala had teleported them away, but there had been more beyond his forty-metre range. He had seen them. Hundreds, children, an entire village had come to Earth. 

From his memory, he broke down what he had observed in that three-second period as Omala had been preparing her spell. Twenty had been running at them. Another group had been peeling off to challenge the nearest class four, which had been a yellow elephant

with Dumbo-like ears, and then the rest of the adults had been working in teams of four to clear up the lesser creatures near them. 

The closest one, that force mage, had not hesitated. It had gone straight for the kill, which told Adrian exactly where they sat in the nice neighbour sweepstakes. Maybe better than the drug den above his room at college, but still a problem. 

He wondered if he had a responsibility to humanity to return here and ensure they did not survive. 

Adrian considered it. He couldn’t help where his mind wandered sometimes. Especially when Ambusher’s Steps controlled his movements. 

There had been valuable plants and immensely powerful monsters. The watlicuu were weaker than Adrian’s team; nevertheless, those classed creatures had been sufficiently powerful enough that Omala’s interface had felt the need to retreat. They had only escaped thanks to the teleport skill Omala had mastered during the mana storm. There might have been lots of them, and they might be sapient and fight intelligently, but they were barely strong enough to battle the closest class fours by themselves, let alone the class two and the other presumably powerful beasts that must have appeared beyond his one-kilometre scanning range. Possibly, the teleport had been needed for the stronger single monsters around them. The watlicuu striders still gave him chills. 

Usually, he would lean on Jaracol for guidance, but he was unavailable, so he would wait for Kiyoko. 

He could hear the rasping breaths of Omala despite Fade technically stopping everyone behind him from using sound. Mike and Beatrice, their fire mage, would also be struggling. 

Once more, he cast a Lay of Hands on Joanne, but it failed to revive her. He stopped walking and turned. “Omala?” He held out Joanne’s unconscious body. 

With Magic Focus open, he watched her shaping a complicated spell, and healing magic flooded into Joanne. Where his spells had

barely touched Joanne, Omala’s sank deep into the brain and made a difference. Joanne stirred in his arms. 

Jules coughed lightly. “Praveen.” Her voice was broken. “I brought him, but I think he’s dead.” 

With Magic Focus, Adrian confirmed that with a glance. There was not a single piece of inherent healing in his body. 

“No,” Joanne croaked. 

“He is,” Adrian assured her. 

“No, I might have something to help.” 

“He’s dead.” 

“It’s resurrection,” Joanne gasped. 

“What?” 

“New skill,” she told him. “But my head.” Magic flooded around her as she tried to heal herself. It sank into her like Omala’s but was focused on Joanne’s head rather than the rest of the body. “I need to recover, then I’ll try.” 

“Should I freeze him?” Adrian asked, thinking of cryogenics. 

Joanne tensed. “No, it won’t help.” 

A loud roar from the direction they were running from startled everyone. 

Adrian grabbed Joanne once more in a fireman’s carry. “Let’s keep moving till you’re ready to save him.” 

As he moved, he marvelled at how much his Strength had grown. Carrying Joanne did not strain him. Back in Albury, he had required both Buff of Strength and size to do the same to Joshua. 

“Do we have to go already?” Mike wheezed. “It’s—” 

The complaints were cut off abruptly when the silencing aspect of Ambusher’s Fade fully clicked in. It was totally not just to shut him up. It was because there was no reason to risk unexpected noises causing trouble. 

Fifty minutes later, and confident that they had escaped, Adrian stopped in a bend of an old creek. It was as private as they were

going to get. 

“Joanne?” he asked. 

The woman nodded. “I’m better. I can do it.” 

Adrian lowered her to be next to where Jules had placed Praveen. “Can any of us help?” 

She shook her head. 

“How long will it take?” Jules asked. 

Joanne put a finger to her mouth to indicate quiet and then placed one hand on Praveen’s forehead and the other she raised straight in the air like she was imploring the aid of a god. Power gathered around her and streams of light like when he was getting upgraded from the meditation achievement started streaming into her. They came from everywhere, glittery magical particles that flowed in but only became visible in the final ten metres. It was not a small amount, either. The quantity was enormous. Thick streams wider than his legs, floating and spiralling into her and then out of her hand and into Praveen. 

They could all feel the energies being used, and it felt like a mana storm only not chaotic; instead, it was ordered and responsive. 

The power settled in Praveen till his insides glowed. 

More power flooded Joanne. 

It was incredible, and he should have been standing guard, but he could not pull his eyes away. None of them were acting as sentries. They were all transfixed by the spectacle. A miracle made possible by the new physics. 

If it worked. 

The energy swamped through Joanne, till Praveen shone like the sun. 

A look of pain flowed over Joanne’s face. The smooth transfer of power spluttered. The glittery light stopped coming from outside. The bits left were getting sucked into Joanne like water down the drain. 

There was a pulse and the sucking force intensified. Suddenly, everything in the air shot into her so fast he expected a thunderclap

to accompany it. The energy was focused on her hand. A solid lump was created and ever so slowly, that lump crept down her raised arm. Settling in her chest. It paused, its nature changing, and then it pressed towards Praveen. It looked like a titanic struggle. Joanne pushed and it resisted. It would move, then stop. Sweat poured from her face. 

She grimaced, and then the stalled power in her elbow slammed into Praveen. 

Joanne collapsed. 

The light in Praveen changed, the underlying nature of the energy altering. It fluctuated from light to white healing magic to a red something and then vanished. 

Praveen gasped for air! 

They all involuntarily moved back in shock. Inside Praveen’s body, the man’s heart started beating and inherent healing suddenly bubbled into existence. 

“Resurrection,” Jules said in disbelief. 

Praveen was alive. 

Adrian cast identification on him. 

 Level 21 Defender

He had lost over twenty levels and was a lot weaker. Additionally, the twenty-plus attribute points associated with levels had vanished. 

He was significantly weaker across the board. 

But . . . he was breathing. If his brain was okay. “Amazing.” 

Chapter 51

How had she done it? Adrian regarded Joanne and his identification got to work. He wanted the description of the ability she had used. They were friends, and he had used identification on her regularly, so it was relatively quick to find out what had changed. 

 Resurrection

 Can resurrect a human with an undamaged interface that supports the resurrection protocol. 

 Must be cast within two hundred and two minutes of death. 

 Target body must be 95% intact. 

 Between caster and environment, sufficient ambient energy must be available to support resurrection. 

 Can only be cast once every 30 days. 

 Target loses at least 70% of accrued experience. 

 Caster cannot use magic for 1 to 4 days. 

The conditions of the spell were significant, but the resurrection was real. He had no insight into that resurrection protocol, but if it existed, then Praveen’s brain would have been preserved, as the system rarely did half measure. 

His identification filled in critical pieces of information. While ninety-five percent of interfaces could support the protocol, in practice for a variety of reasons, only eight percent did so. Then there were the energy requirements. This close to the Alpha event and the recent mana storm, there was sufficient ambient energy to support the spell, but in ten years’ time, Joanne would need to supply most of the energy by herself and the energy required for a single resurrection would take a year to gather. 

It was an incredible ability, but not broken like a lot of the other loopholes he had discovered were. 

“My god, we don’t have to worry about dying,” Galan said in excitement. “This changes everything.” 

“It changes nothing,” Adrian told him. “Joanne can’t cast another spell for three days and cannot resurrect anyone for at least a month. And have you used identification on him?” 

Around him, everyone’s eyes went momentarily unfocused. 

“He lost levels.” 

“. . . and power.” 

“At least seventy percent of experience, gone,” Adrian told them. 

“The spell has massive downsides.” 

“Worth it,” Joanne gasped having awoken while they were talking. “He’s alive.” 

“Yep, that’s the important thing,” Adrian agreed. “Galan, Felicity, let’s set up a perimeter while these guys recover.” 

The two rangers startled and then nodded. The other two split up and went up opposite banks to find a good lookout point. 

Step, step. 

He was at the top of the bank. He looked around and identified the tallest tree. 

Wind Gust and then the spear took over. He landed just under its crown and had barely used his magic. His spear had clearly upgraded qualitatively, if not quantitatively. 

He would check later. 

Established, he observed the surrounding land. Particularly the mess on the far horizon that they had fled from. They could no longer see where those multiple mana funnels had set down, but his primary focus was to ensure nothing was tracking them. 

Carefully, his eyes traced back the route they had taken. He chewed on his lips, worried that he would discover some bad news. 

It was clean. 

Adrian’s eyes swept the area, and seeing nothing problematic, he checked his attribute gains. 

Inherent Healing --- N.A. Replaced by troll regeneration ---

Population - 1.14 (+.02)

Vitality --- now 4.7 --- Plus 0.8 from mana storm --- Population -

1.32 (+.02)

Physical Resistance --- now 0.83 --- Plus 0.3 from mana storm --

- Population - 0.54

Magical Resistance --- now 0.43 --- Plus 0.25 from mana storm --

- Population - 0.06

Strength --- now 3.59 --- Plus 0.74 from mana storm ---

Population - 1.18 (+.03)

Agility --- now 3.88 --- Plus 0.64 from mana storm --- Population 1.31 (+.04)

Perception --- now 3.8 --- Plus 0.8 from mana storm ---

Population - 1.13 (+.01)

Intelligence --- now 4.03 --- Plus 0.89 from mana storm ---

Population 1.16 (+.02)

Mana Control --- now 7.58 --- Plus 0.52 from mana storm ---

Population - 1.23 (+.02)

Mana Pool --- now 6.8 (Personal core - 1.58 air, 0.4 fire, 0.4 ice)

--- Plus 0.88 from mana storm to general. Plus 0.4 from mana storm in personal core for each of air, ice and fire --- Population - 1.22

(+.04)

Mind --- now 2.7 --- Plus 0.3 from mana storm --- Population -

0.207

The numbers blew him away. That first mana storm that brought through the class-one sapient plant might have been stronger, but they had been at the edge of it. This time they had been at the centre, and the gains reflected that. 

Attributes of more than sixty levels of progress granted in ten terrifying minutes. He looked at his core. Just like the mana pool had suggested, it had expanded. The work Jaracol had put in to allow him to cultivate fire and ice had paid off, and the mana was there for him to use. 

Adrian looked at his gains holistically. The improvement in Mana Control was less than he’d hoped, which was probably a warning

that he was getting to the limit that his body size could support. 

Finally, Adrian checked his spear. 

 Level 5 Sapient Spear

 This spear is bonded to Adrian Fitzgerald. 

 Level 1 - Substantial increase in potency of wind-based spell forms - 40% (plus 10%) improvement in efficiency. Increased potency of fire-based spells - 30% (plus 5%) improvement in efficiency. 

 Level 2 - Significantly improves dodge, evasion, shadow, and self-wind buffs. 

 Level 3 - Friendly Wind - Creates Wind Gusts and Wind Blades

 to aid wielder and allies in fights. Takes the higher of its own air affinity or its wielder’s. (Passive skills) Level 4 - Advanced spear projection (15 (plus 5) charges. 40

 (minus 10) second recharge time per charge) Level 4 - Master Magic - Can independently use any ability of wielder and make it 30% (plus 5%) more powerful and control increased by 100%. Has a secondary mana pool of 100 mana to

 draw upon. 

 Level 5 - Active Barrier Piercing - Master level applicable to both physical and magical defences (6 (plus 2 charges) charges. 5-hour recharge)

 Level 5 - Passive Barrier Piercing - Master level applicable to both physical and magical defences

 This spear was constructed in the hope that it will help shield humanity against the ravages of the Alpha event. 

Most of the percentage or number of charges had increased, but it was the qualitative words that represented the largest upgrade. 

The word  advanced that had been added to the level-four skill almost doubled the size of the projection, and the level-five passive barrier skill was now applied to the projections. 

The level-two addition of the word  significantly meant that his Shadow Evasion could move his body fifty percent further than it

used to. Passive Barrier Piercing had upgraded from expert to master. 

The spear was at least twice as strong as it previously had been. 

Then there was the fact it had its own mana pool. That alone was worth ten attribute points. 

Adrian pushed down his excitement. They had survived, and if everyone else had got this level of gains, the last leg of his journey just became easier. He looked back along their trail, then at his spear and Mana Control. He was itching to find out how much of a difference it all made. 

Visually, they were safe, but there were a lot of things that could camouflage or make themselves invisible. But those monsters would leave tracks. 

He needed to check it. 

Chapter 52

“I’m going for a flight,” he said quietly into the necklace. Then he leapt off the tree. Wind Gusts kept him hurtling through the air. 

“Don’t get too close to the mana storm area,” Kiyoko warned immediately. 

“Acknowledged.” 

“Why does he get to do all the fun stuff?” Jules asked. 

“I am not doing this for fun.” 

“Liar,” Jules shot back. 

“I’m going scouting, not bashing.” 

“You’re flying. Which is what’s fun.” 

“Agreed,” Felicity chimed in. 

“Yeah, it’s incredible,” Adrian answered, smiling. 

Soaring free through the air at what had to be three hundred kilometres per hour did not tax his mana at all. The spear did all the work. Wind at his back and feet, a lack of pressure above and in front of him, sucking him up and forward. There was no limit on the height, apart from monsters. Adrian’s eyes nervously skipped around the sky above him. There were no monsters, but he dived from fifty metres and re-established himself, cruising ten metres above the top of the grass, hoping that height would not be taken as a challenge for any flying beasts out there. As for danger from the ground, there was very little, potentially nothing below a class four that could leap this high, and if there was a class four, then his domain would identify them. He was probably as safe as he could be outside of the training facility. 

He double-checked his mana burn versus his regeneration. 

Regeneration won comfortably apart from when he was getting height or speeding up. “I can fly!” he yelled out, and the wind snatched his voice away. He was travelling faster than a sports car. 

He was targeting a large gum tree over three kilometres away but had approached via a long loop. Despite that, the distance was

eaten up too quickly for his liking, and then like a butterfly, he landed at the top of the tall tree. 

Anything that was watching would have spotted him, but if they tracked in the direction he had arrived from, then he was fine, as it was away from where they were running. If his paranoid fears were true, he would not lead the enemies back to his friends. 

Carefully, he visually inspected the path that they had travelled. 

Not a single branch was out of place apart from a spot where a bear had crossed their tracks at right angles. Satisfied, he dropped to the ground, landing right next to the track they had taken. Ambusher’s Steps killed his smell. He stood on a rock that would record no signs of his passing. His craft was good, and the trail the group of them left was barely perceptible. The only reason he could follow it was because he already knew exactly where he had stepped. That knowledge allowed him to see all the signs of their earlier passage. 

Showing a bent piece of grass, a rock shifted slightly, and only detectable because of the extra line of moisture visible on the part of the rock that used to be firmly on the ground. It was all there if a tracker was good enough. Adrian followed along, his eyes probing everything. He searched for any signs that something else had travelled along the same path. After a hundred metres, he stopped, convinced that they were in the clear. Nothing was following them. If something had been tracking them, there was no way it would have left no signs over that distance. That might not be true, but if they were skilful enough to leave no tracks, then his team had no chance against it. 

Happy with his discovery, he flew a different route back to his friends, glorying in the freedom and the rush of air over his face. He landed a kilometre away from the team as a final precaution and with Battle Wraith, crossed the distance to his group in thirty seconds. 

Joanne and Praveen were both conscious when he arrived. 

Adrian openly studied the tank. Same squint to the eye, a half smirk, poking the tongue out of the side of his mouth. They were all Praveen mechanisms. “You scared us.” 

Praveen shrugged like a man who had already been interrogated multiple times. “The mana storm energy ran riot within me. I couldn’t control it.” The man shivered. “Then I woke up here.” 

“Did they tell you?” Adrian asked. 

The tank nodded. “I feel so weak.” 

Adrian stepped over and grabbed him into a hug. “I’m glad you’re alive.” 

“Me too.” 

“If we leave now, we can get to Euroa before dark. If you’re not up for it, either I or Jules can carry you.” 

Praveen shook his head. “Nope, I can walk fine.” 

“Joanne?” Adrian asked. 

“I’ll see,” she said honestly. “I feel strangely wrung out, but I think that’s the absence of mana making everything feel off.” 

“Ambusher’s Steps,” Adrian declared, putting on the necklace. 

“No,” Mike protested. 

“I can’t handle it,” Beatrice chimed in. 

“It’s not needed,” Omala joined in, a big smile on her face. 

Adrian started walking, and he felt each of the others accept his control, even the ones who had protested vocally against it. They all knew it was a sensible precaution even if it was uncomfortable for them. Adrian deliberately went slower than normal. They reached Eurora, and Kiyoko was waiting as expected, outside the gates. 

“I found us an inn.” 

“Another innkeeper.” 

Kiyoko nodded and looked pleased with herself. “Yep.” 

“That class-two monster?” Adrian asked curiously. 

There was a hiss of breath behind him, and he realised he had not told the others the extent of what had come through in the mana storm. 

Kiyoko shrugged. “I don’t know. No one saw it. Your monster detector was all the detail that we’ve got.” 

“What, Eurora and Violet Town might be doomed despite what we achieved?” 

“Not my rules,” Kiyoko counted defensively. “I just get extra information via my class. But an Alpha event is not a picnic.” 

“That’s cold,” Omala said. 

Kiyoko looked at her. “You call a spade a spade.” Then she turned and escorted them to the big gates. “We’re welcome. I told everyone that we’re going to thin out the spitters. Which they’re super happy about.” 

Most of Eurora’s wall was standard piled-up junk and nothing like what had been constructed in Benalla, which had almost uniquely had polished stone walls. Clearly, they had multiple earth mages who had worked together to create that defensive bulwark, not that it had helped against the flying imps. 

As he studied the wall, Adrian nodded. Eurora was also upgrading. Sections had been replaced with more traditional wooden palisades to make it more impermeable to smaller Alpha monsters. 

The gate was an example of this. It was open currently with guards lined up to defend it, but the actual gates were solid wood, and once closed, they could take a beating. The guards were all mid-teens, and thankfully none of them said anything. 

They only watched them as they went through. 

“Not very friendly,” Jules said loudly after they passed. 

“They’re scared,” Adrian said. “Suspicious of strangers. I assume they’ve a good reason?” The second part was phrased as a question directed at Kiyoko, but if she heard, she kept walking, ignoring them. 

Kiyoko showed them to a supermarket that had been converted into a makeshift bar and sleeping quarters. Unlike the guards, everyone was cheery. Adrian finally put a finger on what had been troubling him. Everyone was skinny. “Guys, do we have any swooper carcasses or did they get processed in Benalla?” 

“There was no time to organise anything there,” Omala admitted. 

“Plus, Kiyoko told us to hold off,” Praveen stated confidently. “We have about fifty thousand.” 

Adrian looked at Kiyoko suspiciously, but the oracle ignored him suspiciously. “Another quest?” 

“What? That’s very personal,” Kiyoko answered with a smile, but no denial. 

The innkeeper was next to him. “Sir, how can I help you?” 

“We have fifty thousand swooper carcasses. If you can get together a group to harvest them for us, your town can have all the meat for free.” He pulled a dead swooper out of his bag. “If the lips have red liquid in them”—he cut the lips in front of him, and green pus came out—“then I want the liquid collected. Then we have cores, feathers, talons, that you can sell on my behalf to the trader.” 

He looked the innkeeper straight in the eye. “We’re leaving first thing in the morning. Can you get it done tonight?” 

“Yes, sir. I will arrange for it personally.” He sped off. 

He took a table, and food and drinks were delivered. The locals looked enviously at the plates of food that were delivered. 

“Relax,” Praveen advised. “Fifty thousand swoopers will feed the entire town for weeks.” 

“Bad time to be hungry. We’re not even in winter.” 

“It will help,” Praveen told him, “to keep us fed.” 

Adrian studied his friend more carefully, after picking up on the second part of his sentence. “You’re staying here? You’re not coming?” 

“I’m too weak.” 

Adrian knew he should have expected this. That penalty was brutal. “Thank you for coming this far.” 

“I still want to get to Melbourne. But.” Praveen shrugged. 

“Going further now is suicide?” Adrian guessed. 

“Pretty much.” 

“Cheers,” Adrian declared, then clashed his glass with the other man. They could enjoy their last night together. 

Chapter 53

In the morning, they set off, minus one companion. At least Praveen was still alive. Joanne looked better. She could not cast any magic, but she thought the ability would re-emerge soon. 

Best of all, the town didn’t want them to do anything special, especially after the swooper deal. Staying in a town without an extrinsic threat was pleasant. 

“Does everyone remember the details from last night?” Galan asked cheerfully. 

“No.” 

“Not a chance.” 

“Adrian?” Galan asked. 

“A little. I recall giving you eight hundred thousand energy.” 

“And?” 

“Locals could follow and harvest stuff behind us.” 

Galan grinned. “There is nothing complicated about this fight. 

You wear these.” He pulled out an ugly green raincoat, complete with a flap to seal over your mouth. “That will protect you from their poison. Beyond that, we just fight. We’re going straight down the Hume. If we’re in their territory, then they are all going to come for us. Stay close.” 

Jules rolled her eyes. “We lied. We remember perfectly.” 

Galan did not look like he believed her. “Praveen will provide an escort for the locals.” The tank waved, and there was a group of around fifty behind them. Most of them were wearing green face masks and gloves. That too had come out of his pocket, but they needed that to process the spitters. The investment, Galan assured him, would be worthwhile. 

“The monsters live in caves with dedicated stronger guards. 

What we are facing is going to be their roving warrior bands. I expect every group to attack us, which is only about a third of the infestation’s strength. We’re not planning on eliminating them today

but destroying such a large number that Euroa will be able to proactively manage their numbers in the future.” 

“We remember,” Jules grumped. “It was very noble of you to spend Adrian’s money to help the town.” 

Beatrice laughed at that. 

“They’ll pay it all back by the time we finish,” Galan promised. 

Just two minutes out of town the first pack charged them. 

 Spiderous Spitter Warrior

 These twelve-legged monsters have high speed and primarily subdue their prey by spitting poison at the victims. In addition, they possess a nasty bite that can pierce steel armour. 

They had an Agility of approximately thirty, but his identification focused on the poison that they could unleash. There were around forty different varieties of spitters, and till he extracted subtle details, he could not determine which type these were. With his poison pathway, small doses from most of them would not kill him, but there were some he needed to be careful of. 

The skill completed, and he grimaced. They were not a trivial enemy. 

His pathway itched, and he reviewed the antidotes available. If he ingested too much poison, then the general antidotes would work. 

In the meantime, it was a cheap training. He stripped off the protections that Galan had given them. He would not need them. 

“Adrian!” 

“What?” He looked up at the oracle. She held out a green mask. 

The thought of putting that on made him feel sick. His pathway was growling at the piece of fabric. “Wear it.” 

“No.” 

“Adrian, trust me. This is me acting in my role of oracle.” 

“The pathway . . .” he ground out. 

“Is wrong. We’ll be fighting spitters all day. Do the maths. Without the mask, you will get immunity in a couple hours, and with the mask

seven or eight.” 

“Exactly! Seven or eight!” he snapped. “That’s too long.” Then his face went red as he realised what he had said. 

“If you don’t get immunity when fighting the scouting packs, then you can go into the cave tonight and guarantee it then.” 

 Fuck! 

“This pathway is a bitch.” It had made him throw caution to the wind, and there was no need. He would be able to safely train the pathway to completion no matter which version of the spitters they fought. They would be fighting for over ten hours. 

“Yes,” Kyoko agreed. “It’s a bitch.” 

He took the mask and strung it over his face. 

Jules, Charlotte, and himself were sent off to fight by themselves, with the main group taking the centre. 

The first pack of spitters charged him like a herd of galloping horses and while they looked sort of like giant spiders, they were not. 

Twelve legs, two eyes on each leg, a central body that had a big mouth on one end and a stubby tail on the other that was flexible enough that it could point in a three-hundred-sixty-degree arc and shoot poison in any direction. Adrian did not know where they were weakest, nor did he care. 

He stepped clear of the poison as eight globs of it shot through the area he had just vacated. Triple Blade. 

He had angled it so the air blade took out two, the fire a similar number, and the ice a single one. Then his spear lunged and skewered the sixth. Those six were dead, and two were left alive. A flex of his Mind and flame burned into one head while ice settled its terrifying grip on the other. The fire one died immediately, the iced one slowly. It would probably survive for half a minute, but outside healing spells, it was dead. 

All eight were dead, all of them still running because their elimination had taken a moment. 

Step. 

He was clear. Behind him, he heard them crashing into each other. Residual momentum after their brains had been destroyed as they ran around like headless spiders. 

After that, he fell into a routine. There was no need to get creative. Instead, he used the same technique repeatedly. 

Sometimes the Triple Blade tagged only three but other times it would take out all eight. 

Kill. Move on. 

Leave the bodies behind him for others to process. 

At about midday, he pulled off the mask and left it on a corpse. 

There was no reason the gatherers couldn’t reuse it, and he no longer needed it. 

He kept fighting. If it could be called that. It was as exciting as editing a management report. Just repetition. Making sure the grammar was precise, and all the different numbers added up. 

Tedious. 

After ten hours, it was done. The remaining scouting packs retreated, having finally got the message that they were outclassed. 

Praveen jogged up. “Can you guys stay around longer for security?” 

They agreed and sat down to make some roasted spider meat while they sort of kept watch to make sure none of the spitters were getting near. 

Almost immediately, the innkeeper appeared and took over the cooking. 

“That was a fun day of bashing,” Jules declared. 

“It was boring.” 

“It is what you make it, Adrian. You didn’t put any art into your fighting. One time I hit a spider so hard that I decapitated it, and the head fell at my feet and the body flew eight metres and knocked the next pack flying.” 

“You’re so lying,” he said laughing. “I know what sixty Strength does, and it’s not that.” 

“No lying. I reckon it went ten metres. My point is you just killed rather than getting creative. Charlotte?” 

The redhead giggled. “At one time, I had like three hundred chasing me, all of them with a life drain on them.” 

“Then?” Jules asked. 

“They started dying faster than I could get replacements.” 

“Mike, you got any stories.” 

“Nope, we did our job. Life’s too delicate to take unnecessary risks.” 

“Boo,” Jules jeered. 

Mike shrugged. “I kept everyone alive, despite lacking a tank. 

And I killed like sixty personally with my spear. It was successful.” 

Praveen came up and pulled out a stone that glowed sapphire. 

“You made a profit,” he said cheerfully. 

“What’s that?” Adrian asked. 

“The returns from everything we killed minus their meat,” Galan explained. 

“How much?” 

“One point three million.” 

Galan whistled. “Four hundred thousand profit. That’s four times what I forecast.” 

“Tubs,” Adrian called out and the innkeeper almost jumped from where he was passing out what looked like tiny cakes to the girls. 

“We’ll take ten thousand each. The rest of the profits go to the town.” 

By the time he had stated the instructions, Tubs was back and grabbed the glowing sapphire and took over, distributing it. Two minutes later he came back with a sapphire that was noticeably dimmer. “Eight hundred and ninety-six thousand,” Tubs told him. 

“Your initial investment plus your ten thousand.” 

“Good job. How did you split the town contribution?” 

“Everyone involved got paid two thousand energy, and then the remaining half went to the town.” 

“Great job.” 

Tubs grinned as he went up another two levels to seventeen. 

“I should charge by the hour for the honour of waiting on me.” 

Tubs immediately pulled out two gold-coloured energy chips. 

“This is all I have, but if you give me time, I can raise more.” 

“It was a joke.” 

“I know,” Tubs said jovially, “but what sort of host would I have been if I just left you hanging there? If you had tried to take the money, I would have socked you one.” 

Adrian laughed. Tubs had meant what he said. Despite the physical difference between them, which meant Adrian could crush him with barely a thought, Tubs still would have hit him. “Tubs, forget this shit. I know you’re incentivised, but thank you for treating me normally.” 

The other man nodded. “I know how hard it is to stand out.” The man winked and patted his belly. Galan yelled for another beer, and as graceful as Jules moved in battle, the big man zipped away. 

Adrian had a look at what stats had changed. 

Pathway of Poison Resistance - 79% (+2%)

 Experience -  79,787 (5,241 from actions, banked experience 5,756) of 100,000 required for Level 7

It was getting dark. “I assume we’re camping here?” he asked Kiyoko. 

“Yes, there’s no point going to Avenal at all, especially this late.” 

“Why?” 

“Just pointless distractions. They don’t have anything they  need us for. We skip the town and start fighting the slimes tomorrow afternoon. Fight for five hours and then retreat in order to camp and then break through to Seymour the day after.” 

“We’re so close to Melbourne,” Adrian whispered. 

“I don’t know about that,” Kiyoko admitted. “I have very limited information on the echidna.” 

“I can just fly over it now.” 

The oracle burst out laughing. “That is one thing that you can’t do.” She pointed up and to the right. It was dark, and there was nothing he could see in that direction. 

“What is there?” 

“Who knows,” Kiyoko said. “But air monsters are more territorial than ground. If anything, attempts to travel too far in the air, it’ll attract class monsters. And trust me, in the air, they can fight better than you.” 

“If it is just class four, it’ll be trivial.” 

“It won’t be.” 

His drink was empty. He went to raise it but Tubs was already there and replacing the alcohol. “Water.” 

Another glass appeared. He had never experienced that level of service before. He knew it was going to spoil him. 

Chapter 54

The residents of Euroa departed the next morning, heading back to their town. Their large party could now fight off any spitters that made the mistake of getting too close, but given how many had died the previous day, Mike did not expect them to be challenged at all. If they were forced to fight, then the group had eight hundred thousand energy worth of poison-resistant gear to blunt the spitters’ most potent weapon. Part of Adrian had wanted to scoop that gear up and sell it back to the trader, but the money wasn’t material to him, and it would save lives here. 

“Avenel?” 

Kiyoko did not answer, just guiding the horse on a line that would skip the town. 

Well, if it got them home sooner. Why not? 

“My turn,” Felicity told them. “Our opponents are eco slimes. 

They’re susceptible to magic attacks. Just spank them with magic. 

For the archers, we’ve purchased—” 

Adrian coughed. 

“Adrian purchased the archers reusable magic arrows.” 

“I don’t like slimes,” Adrian told everyone. “We ran into some in Albury.” 

“I agree,” Jules said, her voice harsh, “they’re evil.” 

“These eco slimes are nothing like the rock slimes,” Kiyoko called out behind her. 

“What do you mean?” Adrian asked. 

The horse abruptly broke out into a trot. 

Step. 

Adrian was right next to her. Kiyoko kicked, and the horse upped its speed to a quick canter. He could keep up, but it was clear she did not want to talk and wanted to keep the mysterious oracle thing happening. With no other choice, Adrian dropped back to be level with the others. 

Mike smirked at him as he did so. “Completely different physiology. Anything you think you learnt from the rock slimes, forget it. It’s not relevant.” 

“How sure are you that there’s not going to be anything unexpected?” Adrian inquired. 

“Almost certain,” Felicity assured him. “Now physically, they are slimy.” 

Adrian looked in surprise at Jules. If they were slimy, it sounded like Mike was probably right. 

Felicity smiled at his confusion. “They’re almost impossible to harm with physical attacks. The fastest they can move is a slow jog, so they’re not going to chase any of us down. They’re also super weak against pretty much every type of magic attack.” 

“Weaknesses?” Adrian asked. 

Felicity looked at him strangely. “I’ve already said it. Magic, any magic.” 

“Strengths,” Jules said interrupted, sounding slightly anxious. 

“What on earth did the rock slimes do to you?” Galan asked. 

Adrian and Jules looked at each other, and Adrian indicated that Jules should answer. 

“Almost killed us, maimed a friend, and destroyed some legendary objects.” 

Galan recoiled at that list. “Ouch.” 

“Back to the question on strengths,” Felicity said professionally. 

“Their strongest skill is resistance to physical attacks. In that respect, they’re worse than cockroaches. They also regenerate. You leave a toilet-roll-sized piece, it will restore itself.” 

“How big are they?” 

Felicity shrugged. “It varies on their age. Usually, once they get larger than a bus, they split into small parts.” 

“Smart?” 

“Nope.” 

They kept walking. Adrian glanced at Felicity. “And you want us to kill them all.” 

She blushed. “I did, but I figure Wangaratta can send some fighters now to clear them up if they need to be eliminated. We can therefore just punch through?” 

“And that will be hard.” 

“They are like slower, harder to kill, and less valuable hoopers.” 

“That also eat your equipment,” Kiyoko called back. 

What? He wasn’t used to being snuck up on. He looked up to check on her, and she was positioned just on the edge of his sensing range. Playing tricks or maybe warning him that he needed to stop relying on the domain and instead keep his eyes moving for the threats that he knew were out there. After all, both his Thief and Ambusher’s knowledge championed that level of vigilance. 

“So more annoying than the hoppers,” Jules summarised. 

They walked for close to half a day before they saw the domain of the eco slimes. 

Adrian’s heart fell. 

He had wondered why Felicity had championed eliminating them; now he understood. Everything for thousands and probably tens of thousands of acres was dead. Not a single blade of grass or a defiant tree had survived. There was just dead ground with a layer of green upon it. 

“They can do photosynthesis,” he guessed, looking at them. 

Every inch of the dead land was covered by the creatures. 

“Yes, but mainly they mana miners,” Felicity told him. “They spread out and suck mana out of the air. While they use the sun’s energy, that’s only a small part of their daily food intake. At least, this early in an event.” 

“Their feeding ultimately creates imbalances and extra mana storms,” Kiyoko said quietly. 

“There are records of worlds with multiple island continents where one was taken over by eco slimes. Mana storms were

happening twenty thousand years later, instead of dying away after the first century of the event. And the slimes are common on broken worlds. It’s why so much stuff from broken worlds ends up in new events. Because they still have mana storms.” 

“When we get closer,” Felicity told them. “They will pull themselves into the battle forms.” 

“So what?” Jules asked. “We just walk in a straight line for Seymour.” 

“Yep.” 

They walked closer and when they were about a hundred metres away, the slimes reacted. For a pool of sticky mess, they were very perceptive. The group watched as they started drawing together, transitioning from a puddle to a blob. 

 Eco Slimes

 Environmentally destructive, resistant to physical attack, but susceptible to all magic attacks excluding spatial, gravity, air, and force. Will attempt to kill opponents quickly by flooding airways with its body to suffocate its opponent. Alternatively, it can secrete a strong acid to dissolve away prey. 

Adrian’s eyes then glanced between different-sized lumps. The bigger ones were just that. They moved at the same slow speed as the rest of the slimes and did not have any special attacks. 

Felicity kept walking, so he rushed to get to the front. She had an arrow in her bow and unleashed it. The arrow flew and skewered a smaller slime. It glowed and the entire slime melted away under the power. 

They kept walking. Galan fired on one of the bigger ones. His arrow destroyed a volume equivalent to a forty-four-gallon drum. 

Then the arrow kept going into the mass of the thing. The internal forces of the creature shattered the arrow. 

“I told you not to waste arrows on anything larger than a cow,” 

Felicity complained. 

“I know. I just wanted to confirm.” 

“Well, don’t. Let the magic users kill them.” 

Adrian changed course to stride towards one of the bigger ones, and he saw Jules grin and target the slime Galan had shot. Charlotte wisely went for a mid-size off to the side. 

Once Adrian got closer, his domain split the air above his target. 

Heat assaulted one side and ice the other. 

The slime corroded like a salt pile washed away by a glass of fresh water. Adrian stopped and assessed what had happened. His mana was still effectively full. “They’re super weak.” 

“Look at your Mana Control,” Felicity answered. “Don’t you use twenty times less mana than most people for the same spell? And then isn’t your regeneration ten times faster than most?” 

“Point,” he agreed quietly. “What’s usually required to fight them?” 

“To eliminate an infestation this size, you need level thirties and the numbers to have rotating strike teams. It’ll still be slow going. 

Initially, they’ll receive reasonable experience, but slayer titles get in the way quickly. A level thirty might get three levels off them, and after that they’re working for free. No useable loot, either.” 

They had stopped walking. As Felicity had promised, the slimes were rolling towards them. Mighty masses of them coming to overwhelm them with numbers. 

He used his fire and ice domain to kill the big ones. Charlotte and Beatrice wiped out the mid-sized while the archers took out small ones. Felicity and Galan were continually collecting their used arrows and stabbing them into the ground behind them. 

“Recharging,” Galan told him, when the younger man caught his surprised look. 

Lightning exploded over a medium-sized slime, and then Jules smacked the crumbling body in annoyance. “Give me something to hit!” A smaller slime came at her, her club smashed into it and energy rippled through the slime as it collapsed into a pool of liquid. 

“How long to punch through?” 

“Five hours today and maybe slightly longer tomorrow.” 

“No!!” Jules blurred forward and slammed her club into a large slime. It tried to wobble forward to surround her, but Jules dodged back. “Really, that long?” Lightning crackled over the giant slime that was about to swallow her. Its structural integrity failed instantly and splashed out in a wall of liquid. Their susceptibility to magic was not just a line in their description. 

Kiyoko waved at the mass of approaching slimes. They were sliding toward them from every direction. “Fight to dark. Retreat, have a meal, and then first thing tomorrow punch through.” 

“This sucks.” Jules sounded sad, and then she started singing. 

Adrian immediately felt the energy coming up through the ground and infusing him. 

“You’re just grumpy because you are losing,” Galan yelled out. 

Everyone laughed. 

“I’m beating you,” she snapped back. Thankfully, she didn’t continue the argument and returned to singing. Adrian did not mind the fighting that much. They pressed forward steadily because they were killing the monsters faster than they were gathering. The repetition was almost soothing, and it felt nice to continually use his magic. 

“Time,” Kiyoko called finally. 

Adrian stepped back and banished his helmet before wiping the sweat off his brow. When he looked around, it did not appear they were making any progress, but logically that was deceiving. The eco slimes had been slaughtered;, it was just that they were descending on their location from miles away. “What percentage did we kill?” 

“Around thirty,” Kiyoko answered. 

Adrian winced at that number. “What? So after tomorrow, we would have defeated half of them?” 

“Not our problem,” Kiyoko reminded him. “While they’re shitty experience for high-level fighters, you can use them pretty effectively to upgrade non-combat classes.” 

“But if you do that, their experience will be shared with the minders.” 

“No, they won’t need minders. You let the lowbies just do hit-and-run tactics. Unless they’re stupid, they can always outrun the slimes once their magic runs out. You can arm them like”—she waved at the rangers—“but with crossbows or buy a mage’s staff to give them ranged magic damage.” 

“Oh? The slimes can be used as a resource?” he asked curiously. 

“Yes, provided you keep on top of them.” 

Adrian watched the slimes carefully. They moved at a slow jogging pace. He could see it. Arm the non-combatants with some sort of ranged magic and then let them go to town on the slimes. 

Have a group focus on one opponent, kill it, and then run. Repeat it a thousand times and the experience would rapidly escalate. 

They retreated and then set up a camp. Eating Felicity’s burned spitter legs, he missed having camp followers who could cook. 

For the first time in a long while, he let himself have a proper sleep without using aids to reduce the period asleep. In the morning, he woke to take the last watch, and he felt exactly the same as every other morning. Adrian had been expecting “natural sleep” to make a difference. He had been expecting to discover that the aids that shortened sleep cycles would be a fake and that natural sleep was better. There was no such relationship. If anything, he felt more irritable than normal. 

For breakfast, Galan produced a steaming stew from his bag of holding. It did not look appetising and was heavily spiced. 

Unfortunately, the earth herbs didn’t quite match with the aniseed flavour of the meat. With a standard beef, pig, or lamb base, the stew would have been far more appetising. 

 Buff of Rigwat Stew

 Magic control +4 and Mana Pool +30 for 7 hours. 

“Did you know about the buff?” 

Galan looked at him incredulously. “Do you think everyone is stupid or something?” 

“Sorry, mouth speaking before brain . . . umm. I wasn’t sure your identification was strong enough to tell without eating.” 

“The cooks label the buffs when they sell them,” Galan said with a laugh. “How else would they do it? When I use identification on it, the only information it gives is stew.” 

“I get rigwat stew,” Adrian admitted. “Without the buff details, which is why I asked. I guess in hindsight it was obvious that they would label it.” 

Kiyoko mounted her horse. “Kids. Let’s go have some fun.” She was clearly bored with their conversation about food labelling. She had a point. 

The slimes seemed fractionally less dense than the previous day, but it was difficult to tell. 

“Okay all,” Kiyoko yelled from atop of her horse. “Hit the one spot hard. We want to push in half a kilometre and then retreat. Move a kilometre north and then repeat. We’ll keep doing that till they break.” 

They followed her instructions. The eco slimes would try to surround them and cut off their retreat, but Kiyoko always seemed to have them withdrawing before the ones behind them became too dense to push through easily. 

They kept going with the sun beating down from overhead. It was late autumn, and if they were not fighting slimes, it would have been a lovely day. One of those rare warm days in the part of the year when you only expected it to be miserable. As it was hot and sweaty. 

Kiyoko rode in front of them, drawing close enough so she could talk. “This is it. We’re going to punch through this time. Adrian, Beatrice, and Jules, don’t hold back. The most intense fighting will be in the first few minutes.” 

She spun the animal, and it took off at a canter. 

“Keep up,” she screamed back at them. 

They started running, Adrian right behind the mutated horse. His minimal horse sense screamed at him that he would get kicked, but the more practical part of him recognised that Kiyoko’s mount had for a long time been removed from the pre-event animal that his instincts warned against. As he ran, his powers eliminated threats that approached them. They were moving so fast that despite his massive control and mana pool, his reserves burnt down quickly. 

Fifty, forty, thirty, and then twenty percent. Despite himself, he got worried. 

“It’s about to get easier,” Kiyoko yelled, probably picking up on his mounting panic. 

He flash-froze two massive slimes that were about to roll over them and then four small and mediums that were directly in their way got burnt away. Mana was down to ten percent. 

“Don’t slow down,” Kiyoko warned them. 

Adrian looked ahead, and the slimes were not as dense in front of them. The attacks they had done earlier had concentrated the slimes, and they were skirting the edge between two denser sections. Effectively running in a pocket where there were almost none of the creatures. 

Behind him with his domain, he saw Joanne trip and fall, crashing onto the dead ground. 

Step, step. 

He was next to her before she finished her first swear word. 

A small slime sliding towards them got struck with ice and disintegrated. He pulled her up and started running once more with the woman in his arm. 

Buff of Strength. 

The tiny physical struggle to carry her vanished, and it was only awkward. 

“You keep sweeping me off my feet. If you weren’t married . . .” 

she joked. 

“Just being a gentleman. Do you think you can go on my shoulders?” 

She nodded. 

Jules looked back at Joanne’s curse and plucked up Omala as a preventive measure. 

Adrian sprinted forward, catching the group as he passed Beatrice before he picked her up, too. 

“Charlotte?” he asked. 

“Hit me.” 

Buff of Strength. Buff of Growth. 

Charlotte grew, and grinning like a Cheshire cat, she gathered up Mike. The look on Mike’s face was absolutely hilarious. Even Kiyoko cracked a smile when she looked back at the two of them. 

With all the non-physical classes being carried, they could ratchet up their pace to a sprint. 

Kiyoko’s horse transitioned from a slow canter to a gallop. It was a fraction of the speed that the horse could manage, but it forced them all to lengthen their strides further. While the weight of the two women was negligible, their volume made running awkward. Wind and enhanced Agility kept him upright. It also helped that the ground was completely bare of anything living, so there were no unexpected roots to trip him. 

Mana potions went into his mouth, and he used magic when needed to eliminate slimes that were in their way. The route Kiyoko had chosen was mostly clear, and she had them moving so quickly that there was no instinctive swarming to worry about. 

Adrian looked back. 

Joanne almost fell because of the abrupt movement, and her hands gripped his hair. After a moment, she righted herself. “Hey!” 

She smacked him on the head. “Give a girl a warning.” 

There was no retreat. The hole they had blasted through was already closed. 

They kept running, and his mana pool had recharged to twenty-five percent. It would have been more by the time they reached the safety of grass under their feet, but he had needed to keep the growth buff up on Charlotte. 

He saw the way Joanne was looking at him. He pointedly fiddled with his ring to draw her attention. 

She snorted. “Don’t be stupid; you’re not my type. I was just trying to work out how someone with your frame could do that.” 

“Magic.” 

“Obviously.” 

“How does it feel?” Kiyoko asked him, suddenly interrupting the two of them. 

“What?” 

“To be here.” 

“What outside, Seymour?” 

The oracle laughed. “No, having only one more challenge before you get home.” 

Chapter 55

Seymour was another medium-sized town. 

“This place has had it relatively easy,” Kiyoko told them as they approached its outskirts. “Excluding Adhava, not as clean as Albury, but similar. Nothing nasty spawned locally. The echidna defends the south, and then slimes are to their north and east, preventing any creatures coming from those directions. Basically, they’ve only had to defend against migratory monsters from a narrow stretch due east and a wider area to the west. Nothing major has come from either direction.” 

“Weak, then,” Mike said. 

“Yep,” the oracle agreed grimly. “But they’ll be happy to see travellers because they’ve been a bit isolated.” 

A herb in the direction of the mountains pinged at the edge of his range. Mid-expert, it was definitely worth getting. If it was this close to the town, the gatherers in Seymour were incredibly lazy or too low level to gather the stuff he wanted. Adrian figured it was the second. 

“Hey, guys, do you think I can go scavenging? There’s a powerful herb.” He pointed. 

Jules looked at him suspiciously. “Every time. Is greeting people that hard?” 

Joanne and Omala were smirking. 

“No.” 

“Every time, Adrian.” 

He held up his hand in mock surrender. “This is because an expert herb pinged. Yes, I don’t like the whole awkward stranger standoff that happens at the gates. But I can do it. I’m not avoiding it,” he finished defensively. 

“Boy, just go?” Kiyoko waved her hand dismissively. 

“You’re a coward, Adrian,” Jules yelled after him. “Run away, run away.” 

Adrian stepped and went into gathering mode. Kiyoko’s assessment of the area near the town was accurate; there was nothing threatening. From what his herb sense was telling him, Seymour also lacked any high-level gatherers. 

As he moved, he kept an eye out for anything that might be dangerous. There were signs of some sort of large monster. Its claw marks were as long as his forearm but did not dig in deeply, giving the impression that it was light for its size. Some form of bird, possibly. The tracks were also old, and he didn’t see any imprints more recent than a month ago. Either it had been killed or driven off. 

He drifted right up to the edge of the echidna range but did not enter it. The ground was different with the soil looking nothing like anything he had ever seen. It was a spongy, purple substance, and blue-purple grass grew on the other side of the territory line. The grass hummed with life energy. Each strand was technically advanced rated but only barely. The magic concentration did not tempt him, but the abundance was impressive. 

Adrian stopped and studied the dividing line more carefully. None of the blue grass had been even nibbled, and his identification did not show it as poisonous. In fact, it was the opposite. The grass was beneficial to most herbivores or omnivores. Everything should have been lining up to eat it. Yet there were no signs of animal tracks anywhere near the boundary. 

Interesting. 

He knelt and studied the alien grass and then the earth grass right next to it. The blue grass was completely pristine, but the green stalks had insects amongst them. A cursory examination showed spider, aphids and even snails, judging from how one particular blade had been eaten. 

Why? 

It had to be the echidna. 

Did it really defend its grass from even beetles? Nope, that made no sense. It had to be some sort of magical barrier. He waved his hand across the border and felt nothing. 

Magic Focus also drew a blank. If he started harvesting the grass, would the echidna come? If it came, would it stay in its territory? Or would it follow him? Regional knowledge did not respond to any of his questions. There were too many unknowns, and the last thing he would want to do was to have an echidna, which scared the oracle, decide to chase him because he had been impulsively stupid. 

Adrian stood once more, his mind puzzling over the enigma of the two different landscapes situated right next to each other. 

He checked the time. It was a little before midnight, and he knew it was time to head back. This mystery would have to wait till the morning. Now he had to find his friends. 

 Kiyoko! 

She was almost certainly planning on meeting him dramatically at the gate. Just for fun at the last minute, he engaged Battle Wraith and chained his steps together to approach Seymour from the opposite direction. 

Wind Gusts let him fly effortlessly over the wall. When he landed, he sensed Kiyoko on her horse watching him . 

“Did you really think that would work?” 

The horse was puffing. 

Adrian smiled. “It worked better than I expected.” 

She harrumphed, spun her horse around, and took off at a gallop. “Keep up,” he heard her yell. With no choice, he re-engaged Battle Wraith, chaining steps once more to keep up with the horse. It moved so fast that he could only just manage it. 

It explained how she had met him. The animal was damn quick. 

Abruptly, Kiyoko and her mount came to a stop. “I can’t believe you kept me up this late,” she muttered as she slid off the animal. 

“Don’t you know that an old woman needs her sleep?” 

A kid who was below thirteen, so did not have a class, came out of what looked like a makeshift stable to grab the horse. He was

awake and ready to take the horse, which told Adrian that Kiyoko had probably been waiting here for him to return. 

The tween gave him grumpy looks, and Adrian realised that returning so late had kept more than Kiyoko awake. 

Kiyoko dusted down her clothes. “Here.” She waved at a building labelled Comfort House. The previous standard automatically opening glass doors and floor to roof windows next to them had been replaced with wooden boards. To replace the sliding doors, an impressive solidly crafted, polished door had been installed. It was large and looked heavy. It added a sense of strength and stability to the building, though the wide glass windows in the rest of the structure meant it would be a long while before it could stand against any sort of attack. 

The door swung open silently—and on well-balanced hinges, based on how easily. A prim and properly dressed lady in her fifties stepped out. 

 Level 13 Hotelier

 This class specialises in running multiple establishments. They have skills to fill most roles in their businesses. 

Adrian looked further and smiled. She would not get the boost that the innkeeper would have because she was more generalist than Tubs, but just serving him would get her a massive increase in Agility. 

“Welcome to the Comfort House, sir. If you follow me, I can show you to your room. Everything’s been prepared.” 

Without any further conversation, she led him straight to the second floor. The room he was assigned was nothing special, but there was a plate of food set up on the table. A dinner plate with beef Wellington and vegetables on it. The meal steamed, which told him it had just been cooked. Advanced preparation thanks to Kiyoko, once again. 

There was also a second plate encased by an aluminium cover, which he assumed was dessert, and then along the edge table, leaning up against the wall, a selection of drinks: beer, sparkling

wine, shiraz, and five different trader bottles, including his favourite sleep-shortening liquor and even a sleep potion. 

“Dinner, dessert, drinks, and the bathroom has plumbing. If you need anything, pull on this rope.” She indicated a little handle with a string that went up and outside via a dedicated hole in the wall. “It’s a little primitive, but effective. Then someone will come and give you what you desire. We’re full service. You want something, we can get it.” 

“This is perfect.” Before he finished, the door was already shutting as she thankfully read his mood and gave him his space. 

Adrian was too preoccupied for company. That echidna barrier was curious. Happily, he ate his meal and drank some beer. The meat was perfect, and he ignored the alien drinks sticking to the beer. Afterwards, he had a quick shower. The water temperature was good, but there was no pressure. After the luxury of the training facility, it was a bit of a letdown. He wondered if there was such a thing as a pump to give themselves pressurised showers. A problem for another day. 

It had been a long day. Starting with the slimes and then hours of gathering. With a sigh, he collapsed on the bed. It was a little soft, but as beds went, it was passable. 

He woke up smiling. The dream had been surreal. Emily had been in it, and they were both flying, and then they ended up chatting to a dragon about the best type of fertiliser for roses. 

The room was dark, so he rolled over to his other side and went back to sleep. He woke once more and could hear talking. He groaned, sort of wishing he could sleep longer. There was a loud bang downstairs and reluctantly he pushed, rolled out of bed. While it was available, he had another quick shower, brushed his teeth and then, by wearing his Ambusher’s Set and then magicking it off, dressed instantly in casual clothes. 

The hotelier lady met him downstairs with a meal of eggs and bacon and coffee. “Coffee? It’s real,” she promised. 

“Yes.” 

She blurred away, and by the time he sat at the offered table, she was placing down a freshly brewed cup. 

He took a sip. “God, I missed that.” Adrian looked around and then frowned. He was the only one in the dining area. “What time is it?” 

“Just after ten.” 

“Wow, I slept in. Where are the others?” 

“I was told to tell you there’s no rush.” She smiled and walked over to where she had set up a makeshift office. Several exercise books were there, and she was going through numbers. 

Her class was focused on running multiple places, and she had progressed it to level thirteen. Non-combat classes could kill things to level up, but they could also do it via using their class skills. She did not look like someone who had gone out and killed things. “How many businesses?” 

“Seven, four swap meets.” She caught his perplexed expression. 

“Stores that buy and sell. They’re there to bring hunters and crafters together. While energy is the base currency, we also do a fair bit of bartering. Then there is this place and two rougher pubs for the hunters.” 

“That sounds like a lot of work.” 

She shrugged. “Better than doing nothing.” 

“That’s true.” Adrian focused on his food, and a short time later took the last sip of coffee. “That was great. What now?” 

“Oh, they’re out of town and you need to get there in”—she consulted her internal clock—“oh, look at that. You have six minutes.” 

“What?” 

The hotelier smiled. “She said if you keep her waiting then she’s leaving.” 

“What? You couldn’t tell me earlier?” 

“I had strict orders to wait till you finished your coffee.” 

With a curse, Adrian sprinted out of the door. 

 Air or shadow? 

With a shrug, Wind Gusts picked him up, and he hurtled just above the houses. Above human towns, he was a lot less likely to attract the ire of anything dangerous. He had seen the descriptions of numerous monsters, and a lot of them actively avoided sapients. 

What was safe here would not be elsewhere. 

Travelling at three hundred plus kilometres per hour, it only took him a little over a minute to get out of the town. He landed at a run. 

His map updated with the coordinates that he needed to reach. They were a couple of kilometres out of town. 

Battle wraith closed around him, and then he sprinted forward, with literally every stride becoming a Shadow Step that crossed fifteen metres. He pulled up right at the destination shown on his map. Kiyoko was there, but everyone else was fifty metres away. 

The oracle smiled at him. “Did you enjoy your run?” 

“That was mean.” 

“Bah, I know you. You had fun.” 

“Maybe.” 

“You have these skills; you need to let them loose. They’re fun.” 

They were right next to the echidna territory. His heart beat faster despite himself. Just standing nearby, he could feel the threat from the grass. It was palpable. Maybe this was why nothing touched the grass. 

“I was here last night,” he told her. “The area felt unwelcoming, but now it feels forbidding. Has anything changed?” 

Kiyoko still on top of her horse studied the dividing line. “You’re very perceptive. The grass is networked. What’s changed is that the echidna is awake. That dark, bloody, dangerous feel you’re getting is the echidna’s intent. This area is its, and anything that goes near it will be destroyed.” 

“Aura project? I didn’t realise that was possible, let alone on this scale.” 

“With the right tools”—Kiyoko nodded at the grass—“lots of stuff is possible. As for this, an environment from another planet has been transferred on top of ours. It’s a premium territory, probably more valuable than a grandmaster-level plant.” 

“What?” 

Kiyoko ignored him. “Though I’m not sure how an animal from our planet ended up in charge. Maybe the previous controlling monster got displaced during the transference. Possibly it never made it to Earth and is raging in fury on its home planet or it got dropped elsewhere on Earth.” She shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter. The echidna’s in charge now, and if we’re getting you through, that’s what we need to deal with.” She dropped her head, her eyes distant. “And we need to get you through.” 

Adrian knew she wasn’t talking to him anymore. He remembered that deadly fungus she had made him harvest and keep. Made him promise to keep hold of it for at least a month before destroying it. 

Kiyoko had not stated it explicitly, but he knew that to Kiyoko, getting that fungus to Melbourne was important. Was she doing this for him or for that purpose? Adrian did not know, and like with Jaracol, what was best for him could also align with the events’ wider needs. 

In his domain, he felt the others approaching. 

Kiyoko did not turn around or acknowledge them. “Thank you, everyone, for coming. Today’s aim is to scout the enemy. We need to get eyes on the echidna.” 

There were two unexpected presences in the group behind them. Adrian turned to face them. 

The first was a tall man with white eyes. 

 Magus Videre

 This is a class awarded to someone who has been blind since birth and gives them the ability to observe magic at a more fundamental level than most. 

The second was a fat man of about forty. He was clean shaven and looked like one of the older computer nerds who had never held

a professional job. 

 Examiner

 An examiner is a critical role in any militarised group and has skills to see unique aspects of everything observed. 

Why Kiyoko had got them to come here was clear. If you wanted to learn more about a mysterious enemy, it made sense to bring people along with Perception-based skills. 

“Understand the echidna to better assess how to fight or avoid it effectively,” Kiyoko continued after a long, thoughtful pause, “My instincts are warning me that this won’t be simple. So, we’ve got the best. Adrian, Derek, and Tommy.” 

“Is all this necessary?” Jules asked. 

Kiyoko shook her head at the question. “Of course it is. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t be doing it. We know it is an echidna that uses nature magic. Plants, to be exact, and what else can it do? We can guess by the size of its territory that it is at least at the top of class three and potentially class two. Hell, it could be a class one, for all we know.” 

“What?” Adrian exclaimed in surprise before he could help himself. 

“We don’t know,” Kiyoko said, turning to face him. “Native animals are hard to classify, and that’s why we are here. We can’t fight a class two.” 

“I thought it was a confirmed class three?” 

Kiyoko shook her head. “No such luck. But we’ll find out. We lure it to us and then try to kill it. If it’s too powerful, then we do a staged retreat and come up with a better plan.” 

“How are we fighting it?” Adrian asked for all of them. 

“Charlotte is going to lure it here by killing the grass with life steal. It will not appreciate that. Then Charlotte tanks while the rest of us burn it down. Mike, Derek, and Tommy.” She pointed at a small hill in the distance. “You want to set up there.” 

Mike grimaced in annoyance, but did exactly what Kiyoko had ordered. The oracle waited until they were about halfway to the hill before nodding towards Charlotte to attract the beast’s attention. 

Charlotte swung the blade, shearing through a single blade of glass. Then her hands went crazy with Magic Focus. He could see the connections between Charlotte and grass form. She kept swinging, adding more and more of the links. 

Then the entire patch stretching out ten metres changed colours. 

The grass had comprised purple stems and blue leaf matter, but the blue faded to yellow and the purple to pink. 

“It’s all dying,” Charlotte said in surprise. “I can feel the life energy being drained into me.” 

“Keep going, dear.” 

She cut some more blades of grass, adding another round of life drain to the battle. Large sections of the grass had finished transforming and were a sickly orange colour, stretching out almost fifteen metres and spreading. When he looked at them, there was no life left. 

“Good,” Kiyoko said. “You can stop. Let’s back up and give it an opportunity to respond.” 

They waited in silence. Charlotte was ten metres in front of them, as far away as she could while maintaining the link to her grass killing. The dead patch kept expanding till it was almost a hundred metres wide. The dying process stopped, and the echidna did not emerge. 

Curiously, Adrian got closer. Previously, the line had been green grass parallel the blue-purple stuff. Now that the alien grass was dead, you could see the transition between earth and the alien territory. It was a stark line. A complete change in soil, brown to purple, and there was no mixing between the two of them. 

“Let’s try over there,” Kiyoko said, pointing to the closest point where the vibrant purple-blue grass butted up against earth’s green. 

“We’ve stung it; let’s see how many more stings we need to get a response.” 

They all moved to the new spot, and Charlotte walked forward to be on the divide. 

“Do you want me to change anything?” 

“Same as last time, dear. Maybe an extra ten percent mana.” 

Charlotte nodded and went to work. Once more, she sliced individual blades of grass, but the physical damage was small. It was the cascade of the life-stealing magic in a growing half circle from her that was significant. The death radiated outwards, first colour changes and then an absence of life. 

It was all linked after this death wave finished propagating. There would be hundreds of metres of land cleared. 

They waited. 

There was no response. 

“Maybe it doesn’t care and we can just sneak through,” Adrian suggested. 

Kiyoko glowered scathingly at him and then pointed further along the boundary. This time they had to walk about eighty metres to get to a spot where the grass was still alive. The dead patches Charlotte had created were significant. Kiyoko kept them walking another thirty metres till the grass was a healthy blue and purple. 

“Again.” 

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Charlotte said. 

Adrian agreed completely with her. The sense of foreboding from the grass had only grown. It felt like it was a monster about to lunge and eat them for a pre-dinner snack. 

“I agree,” he said before he could help himself. 

Kiyoko snarled at him from on top of her horse. “If there was a risk-free way, I would take it. Go ahead, dear.” 

Charlotte took a deep breath and her axes started flashing. After a temporary pause, the wave of death and sickness radiated out once more. 

“That will do.” Kiyoko’s voice was tight, and unlike the other times, her horse seemed to move itself so that it was at the back of all of them. Putting them between her and where the echidna was going to emerge. 

He felt a ripple in his awareness. 

The tenor of the grass had changed. 

It was active, it was angry, and it was coming fast. 

Chapter 56

“Back up,” Kiyoko yelled. 

They retreated, and Adrian’s monster sense triggered. A powerful animal was coming from the echidna territory. Hairs raised on the back of his neck. The power was immense. It was clearly a class two, not three. Definitely not a three. It was stronger than the class two that had been behind them during the mana storm. It might even be a class one. 


The echidna territory had about two hundred metres of waist-height grass before strange, purple, frond-like plants that were as big as trees came out from the ground and took over the flora. Those fronds were twenty metres tall and two metres wide from one direction, but almost flat from another. Roughly shaped like a larger fatter blade of grass. 

Adrian could feel the monster approaching. “It’s coming,” he yelled. 

Collectively, they had retreated fifty metres from the edge of the territory. 

The creature was too strong, and the gap was not enough. 

It was angry. 

Ahead of them, the tree grass split down the middle. The fronds folded away from the approaching echidna and then they all saw it. 

It was the size of an elephant, but the spines coming out from it doubled that effective width. In Magic Focus, power gathered around it. Green tendrils stretched for hundreds of metres in every direction. 

His identification washed over it. 

Strong. 

Powerful. 

Magical. 

Terrifying! 

The flood of impressions shocked Adrian. He had experienced nothing like it before. Maybe the rock slugs, but that had been

different. There the ability had failed. This time it had worked, but . . . scrambled. 

“RUN!” Kiyoko screamed through communication. “RUN!” 

Too much internal healing. 

Too much external magic. 

Too much strength. 

Too much . . . 

Identification struggled to comprehend what he was seeing, and a headache was blending through. Adrian was glad he had not utilised identification against the stage-zero zxeatra, as that would have probably given him a cerebral haemorrhage. 

Despite the distance they had retreated, those green threads of power reached out and extended beyond its domain. 

It was going to get them. 

Step, step. 

He retreated away from it and got even with the others. While he could flee, he wasn’t willing to abandon the people helping him get back to Melbourne. 

Repositioned and with Shadow Steps allowing him to retreat, he paused to watch. It was an amazing sight, witnessing the monster thundering toward them. With his domain, he saw everyone had responded to Kiyoko’s order to retreat. Jules had grabbed Joanne. 

Charlotte was leaping away. Kiyoko wasn’t there, but when he glanced back, he could see her horse galloping directly away and well clear of the probing magic. 

They had gained a hundred metre buffer, but it was not enough. 

The echidna’s green threads of power had reached them. 

The green grass responded to the echidna’s magic and started growing rapidly. It attempted to stretch in order to entangle feet. 

The grass was being strengthened to the point of being like rope. 

One caught Jules’s foot. She yanked—it stretched and held. 

What? 

 With her strength? 

Buff of Growth went out to her. 

It took hold, and when she tugged her foot a second time, the grass ripped. 

There was no way anyone else could repeat that feat. 

Beatrice was trapped. He focused, and flames exploded around her to reduce the grasping life to ash. The rangers who had been lucky enough to start further back, thanks to the ranged nature of archery, were sprinting away and for now, were clear of the grass that was magically coming to life. Charlotte’s axes were flashing, cutting her free even as her powers killed the grass that was trying to grab her. 

Step. 

He put distance between him and the surging grass while struggling to plan out what he had to do. 

Jules leapt forward once more, clumps of grass wrapped around her ankles, Joanne held in her grasp. She was the slowest of three fleeing fighters. 

Omala! 

He turned to face where the healer had been. 

“LEAVE HER, RUN,” Kiyoko’s yelled through his communication necklace, and he knew she was addressing only him. 

Omala! She had started closer to safety than the others, but was slower and the grass had caught her. Before his flames could free her, she tripped and smashed down. Grass swirled around her. 

“IT’S TOO POWERFUL, RUN,” Kiyoko implored him. She was the oracle and probably had better tools to interpret this situation. 

Step. 

Further away from Omala, but necessary to keep clear of the green energy and to avoid getting entangled himself. The echidna seemed to have seized control of all plants within two hundred metres, and it was still scampering towards them. When they were

the size of a football, they were incredibly slow. Now . . . not so much. 

He had liked echidnas. Hell, he had stopped the car, got the kids out and they had watched one crossing the road. It had been so cute. At a thousand times the size and maybe more, this monster no longer fitted that description. 

“ADRIAN, RUN!” 

Adrian’s eyes focused on the lump where Omala was trapped, a mound of grass covering her. She was no longer even resisting. 

He could not abandon her. 

First the others. 

Twin streams of flame and ice swept into being in front of Charlotte and Jules. The grass Jules landed on froze and shattered instead of grabbing her, while Charlotte landed on hot ash. They sped up and outdistanced the spread of the echidna’s magic. Paths, sixty metres long, opened up for them. The paths started separate and then combined, which would give them a wider area of dead grass to run along. Finally, there was Beatrice. Charlotte had passed Beatrice, and the fire mage was running behind her. Adrian saw the fire mage using her magic to burn the grass that reached for her. 

They would escape. 

“ADRIAN, NO!” 

He deactivated the communication device. 

The grass mound that hid Omala shuddered abruptly, and he could just imagine her throwing everything to break free. A wall of grass, all of it controlled by the echidna, separated the two of them. 

Grass that was enchanted so strongly that even Jules with her maximised Strength had struggled to tear free once it had her. 

The spear felt his intention, and a fist of wind plucked up, and he shot forward like being launched from a catapult. His plan was only half-formed, but it involved a quick raid to extract her and then to flee through the air. 

Internal haste made everything go slow, so he waited till he was on the parabolic flight down before triggering the next step. 

Flames roared out of him. The thinnest layer of ice surrounded Omala, and then the hottest flames he could spread out beyond that with the huge amount of by-product, freezing cold getting directed into a larger outer ring. All he was doing was transferring heat from one spot to another. Everything within four metres of Omala was reduced to ash with a smaller frozen ring around that. 

He landed as softly as he could and snatched the screaming woman up. 

Run! 

It was the only thought he had. 

The echidna was still shuffling toward him with deceptive speed, a gait that looked slow but ate up the territory. 

No! 

His eyes widened. 

The physical approach was not the problem; instead it was the green tendrils that were wrapping around him. The energy density was terrifying. And they had formed a shell to confine him. 

 Whoosh! 

His heart thundered in response. 

Plants exploded out of the ground. In little more than a quarter of a half beat, the surroundings went from fifty centimetres high grass to a building of woven threads. Blades of grass expanded to as wide a small tree trunk. 

A prison of grass. 

Not only was the echidna aware of him, it had noticed him flying and taken steps to stop him fleeing via the air. 

Flames exploded from one hand and ice from the other. The ice he directed at ground level, hoping to freeze the stems of the grass while his other arm pointed up to use brute force to burn a hole through the roof. 

His head caught up with his instinctive fear reaction, and he once more took conscious control of his magic. The previously undirected flames altered to become cutting energy. Intensely hot, devastatingly sharp, master-level fire. It cut a circle in the thick mesh of grass that encased him. With the connection to the ground frozen, the plug that was left could be blown away and grant him a path to freedom. The moment he burnt out the section he realised his mistake. The grass that had created the dome above him was not natural. It was an extension of the creature’s will. It glowed with internal power and even as it fell under gravity, just as he started gathering power for his Wind Gust, tendrils lashed out, securing it to the rest of the structure. 

All of his instincts screamed in unison: RUN! 

With Omala cradled in his arms, Wind Gusts exploded around him, driving him up towards the repairing plug. 

Around him, the tiny pods, each only a couple of centimetres across, exploded. Razor-sharp seeds shot like bullets at him. Blue sparks flared up from his personal shield as it activated to stop the unexpected assault. 

In agonising slowness, because of his slowed perspective, he lifted off the ground. The monster wasn’t finished. Strips of grass whipped from the surrounding dome. They swung at him with their edges pointed towards him. They were unnaturally sharp, and the grass moved as if propelled by rockets, as they tried to cut him into pieces. 

Shadow Evasion activated. 

There were a series of distinct popping sounds as his and Omala’s shield gave way. 

He teleported to a new spot automatically. 

It took him a moment to orientate himself. 

Everything was green. 

He was still trapped. 

Shadow Evasion activated. Pain seared him as one of the whipping blades hit his ankle. 

It was surreal, but he felt with his domain the moment his booted foot started to fall off. Instinctively, his telekinesis snatched the detached foot from the air and he shoved it into Omala’s arms. 

Adrian did not even bother to consider the section that had been damaged. He needed to be out, NOW. 

He pumped power into a Wind Gust. Ten times normal. The spear matched him, using its own mana pool. 

Triple Blade!!! Channelled through the tip of his spear that he held pointing straight up. 

He took off straight upwards at the speed of a bullet. The destructive blades of flame, ice, and air formed into a triangle flew just in front of him. They hit the roof. The grass was cut, burnt, frozen, and then shattered as the blades dug deep. 

Not cleanly though, a small part of him realised in surprise. Only the fire one had gone all the way through. Then Omala and Adrian slammed into the woven grass section. He felt it clinging to him, the resistance from the strands that had survived the Triple Blade. Their momentum was too much; the triangle section was blown outwards, and then he was through. Freed from the cocoon. His domain that had been restricted by the echidna magic stretched out. The echidna was directly below him. It had left its territory and scampered across the green grass toward the spots where he had used his magic. 

Almost like it was curious. 

Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 

Adrian had one unified set of thoughts. 

Run! 

Flee! 

His magic drove him straight into the sky. Distance was the only way to escape the echidna’s terrible power. 

Higher and higher. 

The grass reached for him, but he stayed just ahead of it. Then he was beyond it. The echidna had stopped, but he knew the animal was watching him. 

He was a long way away, hundreds of metres, and the animal still looked giant. He half expected it to shoot spines at him, but it just snuffled and pawed at the area they had briefly been trapped in. 

Adrian reorientated himself. 

The others were running, and the echidna, in prioritising him, had let them go. Jules supported Joanne in front, with Felicity next to them, then Charlotte, and then finally Beatrice, with Galan helping her at the very back. Charlotte had clearly slowed to provide some protection for the weaker fighters behind her. 

Alive. 

All of them. 

Omala, thankfully, was alive as well. Adrian knew acutely that the echidna could have killed her when she was in the grass coffin and had chosen not to. In fact, it had only tried to kill them after he started destroying nature; until that point, its magic had been to restrain them. Maybe. He really knew very little about echidnas and nothing about magical ones larger than elephants. 

His foot. It had been chopped off. It wasn’t the first body part that he had lost, but it had happened so quickly, despite his host of protective measures. 

The echidna was a high class two or low class one, Adrian decided. 

Way, way beyond his pay grade. He guessed they were going to backtrack and go via the mountains. 

Blood was still dripping from his open ankle, but it was already regenerating. 

It had been chopped off. That thought thumped in his head. It had taken less than a moment. The echidna’s power was so strong. 

There was the distant craw of a predatory bird, then right at the edge of his kilometre sensory dome, he felt a class four creature enter. One master of the air. 

It was coming for him. 

Kiyoko’s warning came back to him about flying too high. 

He looked at where Jules was, and the Wind Gusts drove him down towards her. If he could reach her, fighting off a class four would be trivial. 

Chapter 57

“Jules,” Adrian yelled after he activated his communication device. “Help. Look up.” 

He could feel the animal coming closer. It was class four and better designed for the air than he was. Even with a kilometre head start, it was touch and go whether he was going to cross the half a kilometre between him and Jules in time. Wind threw him faster than he had ever moved. 

Below, Jules put down Joanne and took two steps. Her eyes found where he was plummeting toward her. The animal, by this stage, was barely fifty metres behind him. 

It entered his domain, forty metres away, moving quicker than him. The direction of the wind changed as the spear acted to protect him and he was spinning around to face the hawk. 

He got his first look at what was hunting him. 

 Xeric Hawk

 A medium-sized predatory bird that focuses on martial strength. 

The Bird from Wagga was bigger, but this creature was still threatening. It had maybe half the wingspan of the larger bird. It was also coloured like a standard Earth hawk, with brown feathers on top and white underneath. It had four bird legs instead of two, and all four sets of talons were positioned to grab him. 

Wind Gust. 

The blast of air propelled him to the side abruptly, and the hawk flashed past him. Right at where Jules was standing. 

She had her club and was swinging it. 

 Boom! 

Light filled the air, and there was a secondary thump as the hawk tumbled away. 

It righted itself and swept upwards with two massive beats of its wings, easily propelling itself fifty metres straight up as air him magic

buoyed it. It was above the top of the nearby gum trees by the time Adrian landed lightly on the ground next to Jules. 

She smirked and patted her club. 

Omala struggled in his arms, and he let her go. He did not have time for her, anyway. Instead, he focused on the enemy hawk. It ducked down toward them and conveniently brought itself within Adrian’s range. Flames wrapped around its face. 

A haunting craw came from the hawk as it swept back up into the sky. 

When it was two gum trees high, it regarded him one last time before turning, and its wings beat furiously as it flew away from them. Adrian didn’t blame it; if he had been hit by Jules’s club then stung with flames, he would run too. He kept watch on it and tracked it with his monster’s domain. Then it was gone, the echidna too, as it had apparently retreated while they were distracted. 

It was over. 

Adrian collapsed in shock. 

He needed to lie down. Feel the dirt on his forehead. 

There was the sound of a galloping horse. 

Kiyoko was returning. She wanted to yell, and could not fault her. 

Only fools faced a class two when they had the choice to run instead. 

The horse pulled to a stop above him. Its nostrils billowed with every breath. 

From where he lay on the ground, he looked up at the judgement on Kiyoko’s face. He had ignored her order, but he could not bring himself to care. The grass and dirt were nice, but there were things to do. 

“My foot?” he asked Omala, shutting his eyes and deliberately not making any eye contact with the oracle. It wasn’t within forty metres of him. “Where’s my foot?” he asked, looking up at the girl. 

“I . . .” Her face went panicked. “I might have . . .” 

“It’s fine,” Kiyoko said tightly. “You’ll find it.” 

“That was a disaster,” Adrian said unnecessarily. 

Everyone else started speaking at the same time. 

Jules: “Yeah, what was that?” 

Galan: “You sent us to die,” 

Omala: “I almost did!” 

“CHILDREN.” 

Adrian pushed himself to his feet, still feeling sick to the pit of his stomach. He wanted to curl over and hide, but he was the World Saver. He almost laughed at the thought. He was the hero. “It’s done.” 

“But . . .” Jules protested. 

“It’s not her fault,” Adrian said, suffering nausea. 

“You weren’t trapped under a mound of grass and felt the grass trying to get into your mouth while other bits went up your nose.” 

“Why do this?” Charlotte asked the oracle angrily. 

“CHILDREN.” 

“I lost my foot,” Adrian muttered into the sudden silence, speaking directly to Omala. He sort of understood some of the trauma she had gone through. As he spoke, he saw her gather herself together. “As for the rest of you.” His gaze spun around to pin Charlotte, who had been most vocal. “It’s reality. It’s not a game. It’s always life and death and death at a moment’s notice. If we hadn’t been cautious, if we had tried to sneak through instead of doing it this way, we would be dead.” 

“We needed competent eyes on it,” Kiyoko agreed. 

“You told everyone to abandon me,” Omala snapped her anger boiling over. 

“I told everyone to run. Ask Mike. It was the right call, and Adrian was an idiot for going back. That stupidity almost cost him his life.” 

“It didn’t,” Adrian said quietly. He just wanted this over and done with. 

Kiyoko looked down at his missing foot, then her eyes scanned his body and focused on his shoulder. Self-consciously, he brushed the area and could feel that the leather had been cut clean through. 

The armour could repair itself. That damage was from the echidna fight. He hadn’t felt it, and from the width of the armour damage, if that grass blade had been higher. Better aimed. He swallowed. 

“I didn’t know.” 

“Omala healed it,” Kiyoko informed him. “While you were up there.” She gazed up at the sky. 

“Did you get what you needed?” Jules asked, looking at Kiyoko. 

“Well, we know we’re not fighting it. That’s something.” The oracle laughed tiredly. Jules kept glaring. “I’ll need to do some auguries.” 

“Auguries?” Jules raised her eyebrows. 

“What else would you call it?” 

Adrian shifted his spear with his Strength and Agility. He could use it as a crutch. “Mathematical model?” 

“Asking the system for predictions?” Jules suggested. 

“I think augury sounds better,” Kiyoko said, and Adrian noticed how tightly she gripped the reins. This had shaken her, too. 

Adrian hopped forward. “I’m not having this conversation now. 

Where’s my foot?” 

Kiyoko shrugged. “Don’t know, I would offer to help but . . .” 

“With my domain I’ll do better.” 

“Can I ride the horse?” 

“Why don’t you fly?” Kiyoko suggested. “It’s not like that hawk was scary.” 

Adrian looked at her and nodded. Why wouldn’t he fly? He could and Kiyoko was right. If Omala had not been in his arms, he could have fought the hawk in the air without Jules’s help. 

The wind whipped around him and picked him up. In seconds, he was moving at a fast running speed about a metre and a half above

the ground. He half expected, half hoped that the hawk would take offence and attack him again. It would be nice to have a fight that he could win. 

Unfortunately, nothing happened, and the hawk did not return. 

With a smile, he streaked just above the ground. Eyes mostly shut, with his senses stretching out, trying to find the shape he was after. 

But not always shut. Kiyoko’s playing with him reminded him to keep a lookout visually for the unexpected. 

He reached where the echidna’s magic had imprisoned him, and the natural unnatural container was gone. There were no remnants of the whip blades of grass that had cut him or the barrier that had partially resisted his Triple Blade. Instead, what was left was the thickest and healthiest grass he had ever seen. Adrian remembered why the echidna had appeared. It had come in response to them destroying those purple and blue stalks. It had reacted to their provocation! 

Yes, it had retaliated, but it had not followed them, just scared them away. Maybe it had tried to kill them, but more in the way he would try to swat a fly. If he got it, great; if he didn’t, well, he didn’t really care, providing it pissed off and left him alone. Adrian realised he did not want to kill it. He would prefer to work around it. Was its presence guarding this territory an issue for him? 

Yes. 

Was it a problem for Melbourne or Seymour? The answer was that it was probably a positive. It stopped monsters from attacking Seymour from the south and hopefully protected the northern suburbs of Melbourne. 

Then there was this. That rich grass beneath him. It did not destroy, it nurtured, and over time, who knew what that could add to the surrounding area. 

 Jaracol? 

Silence. 

He would see what Kiyoko had to say and then decide after. 

All the burnt patches he had created were gone. The foot was not where they had fought. 

He switched direction, flying back toward his friends, doing a basic grid pattern. 

His awareness pinged, and he descended upon the spot. He landed in the tall, soft grass and immediately sank to his thighs. 

If it was tricking him, then the grass would close on him and trap him for that tiny moment it needed. 

Nothing happened. 

There were no threads of intense green energy lurking to turn nature against him. With a sigh, he bent down and pulled out his armoured boot. 

It still had a foot in it. 

He doubted the healers could attach it—he should check—but the main reason was he needed the armoured boot to keep his legendary suit whole. Halving the number of Shadow Steps available would annoy him no end. 

The wind picked him up, and he zoomed over to the others. 

“Joanne, Omala, can you do something?” He handed the boot and foot over to Omala. She looked at his leg, then foot, and shook her head. 

“Joanne.” 

She fiddled with the boot, cursed and then pulled out the foot. 

Despite everything he had been through, looking at the Christmas sock he had put on this morning, stained red with a foot in it made him want to lie down once more. 

He hurriedly looked away. Then, despite what he wanted, his ever-present sensory domain focused on the object Joanne held. It was still warm. There was congealed blood on the wound where it had been severed. With surprising dexterity, the sock was removed, and he knew the exact shape of his foot and the fact his toenails were overgrown. 

 Think about something else. 

The sensory domain did not change. He could not  not see it. 

 Turn off sensory domain. 

Suddenly, he could sense nothing. It all disappeared, every element. 

 Turn on long-distant monster sense. 

 Turn on herb sense. 

Both of them were back, and he relaxed now that any incoming threats would be noticed in time for them to respond. Anything that did not have a class was too trivial to worry about. 

 Thank you, Jaracol. 

He wasn’t sure if it was the interface, but it felt like it had helped behind the scenes. Or maybe the mental activation and deactivation were always present, and he had just never asked before now. 

“Adrian, I think I can reattach, but it is going to hurt, and it’s not like it saves much time. It will regenerate by itself pretty soon.” 

He deliberately did not look at Joanne. He was worried if he saw the foot, he might faint. As ridiculous as that sounded, he still might faint. In the context of everything he had achieved, including the little things like the title of World Saver, a foot should not matter. But it did. 

He felt lightheaded. Joanne was right; he would grow a new foot within an hour, but it would not be the original. He would prefer . . . 

“Let’s reattach.” 

“I don’t have any painkillers,” Joanne warned. 

Adrian laughed. “What, Kiyoko did not foresee this?” 

“The pain is good for you.” The oracle laughed at her weak joke. 

“Character building.” 

She was as bad as Jaracol. It should not be that hard to just admit that you were fallible. 

He caught Joanne’s eye. Not looking at the foot. “Do what you have to do?” 

Omala, Jules, and Joanne consulted each other in whispers, and he deliberately used his sound control to make sure he did not hear

a word of it. 

Joanne crouched next to his sore leg. “Did you get that?” 

“No.” 

“Probably for the best.” 

Charlotte knelt next to Joanne and gripped his leg. The two of them moved around, lining up the foot with the rest of his leg. Adrian could not tell, as he kept his eyes shut. 

“This is going to hurt,” Joanne warned. 

“I’ll be fine.” 

There was a flash of pain, which hardly even registered, and then healing energy hit him. 

“Omala,” Joanne said with a tight voice after a moment. Extra power flooded into him. “Don’t move. That worked.” He felt someone squeezing his little toe. “Can you feel that?” 

“Yep.” 

“Great. You can open your eyes, you big wuss,” Jules said encouragingly. 

He did as instructed and looked down. His foot was there. Also, an additional centimetre of his leg that had been hacked off. 

With a flare of flame, the leftover flesh vanished. He felt himself going faint once more and then looked away. Charlotte was standing with her axes out. “You chopped off part of my leg?” 

“Had to create fresh tissue to join the foot, too,” Omala explained. “Couldn’t really avoid it and having someone like Charlotte with magic axes is a lot faster than me with a scalpel.” 

He wiggled the toes on his previously detached foot. It felt the same as normal. “Amazing.” 

Joanne was assessing the wound. Touching it and prodding and looking at it with her magic. “The join is perfect, but weak for ten minutes. While you can probably walk on it, I wouldn’t.” 

“I promise to fly.” 

“I guess you saying that with a straight face is no more incredible than me reattaching a foot in the field and having you wiggle your toes immediately after.” 

“Thank you.” 

“No need. This just saved you an hour. I owe you big. You have saved me from a life of slavery and then saved my life again.” 

“And the world,” Jules quipped unhelpfully. 

“Jules!” he said warningly. 

“What? It’s true. I can see your title. World Saver.” She giggled. 

Chapter 58

While he could fly easily, he went too fast for anyone but a galloping Kiyoko. His method of flight reminded him of those experimental personal hover suits. Great for the person in them, but hell on everyone nearby, with it kicking up a wind strong enough to knock someone over. The spear could limit the fallout, but Adrian did not like asking it to do so. It was something his spear found actively annoying, and the bond was sufficiently intimate that Adrian disliked requesting things he knew would upset it. 

“I’ll see you at the hotel.” He lifted off and sped away, heading straight to the hotel. It was daylight and people saw him skimming over the ground and then hopping over the fence. There was some alarm, but his thief power amplified his voice. 

“Sorry. Friendly, experimental flight, no control, sorry.” 

He came in for a landing next to the pub he had slept at yesterday, partially walking on his sore ankle but mostly supporting himself with his spear, he pushed himself inside. 

A young girl was there. She must have only just turned fifteen. 

 Level 2 Waitress

“Hi.” Adrian saw her eyes go unfocused and then grow wide. 

Suddenly, she was rushing forward to support him. 

“Sir, let me help you.” 

“I’m fine.” 

She ignored him, grabbing him under his arm and taking some of his weight. It was more comfortable than the spear by some margin. 

He nodded towards the large table and she helped over to sit. 

“Can I get you anything?” 

Adrian thought about the echidna. He wanted something that would get him drunk but fade quickly. “Hard liquor.” 

“Umm.” She looked confused. 

“Whiskey. Then maybe prepare some finger foods, because my friends will be here soon.” 

She nodded and disappeared. 

Using his Mind, he opened his bag of holding and floated out the drink he was planning on experimenting with. He needed the release of a few hours of being drunk. 

 Throat Spike Hallunican

 A potent poison mixed to give the effect of alcohol. 

 Length of effect: 4 hours. 

With his increasing poison immunity, it would only last half an hour, which is what he wanted. 

The young girl came back. She had not even bothered to pour, and just grabbed the first whiskey bottle she had seen. It was house whiskey. Shitty stuff. It would taste better than the throat spike though. 

He poured himself a generous shot with no ice and gulped it down in one gulp. It burned pleasantly, and the taste was okay. Not great, but not terrible. Adrian did not care. Step one done. He poured another shot and then had the throat spike. It was like sipping oil. He swallowed the slimy substance and then chased it with the whiskey. 

“What is that?” 

Adrian looked at the waitress, amused. She was young and had not learnt to give patrons space yet. 

“Have a seat.” 

“Nah, Ma says I’m not supposed to pester the customers.” 

“She’s not here.” 

“She will be here in a minute.” 

“Why?” Adrian asked, suspecting he knew what the answer would be. 

“I had strict instructions to call her back if you arrived.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Adrian could feel the buzz. He wasn’t plastered, but it was pleasant enough. More throat spike might get him drunker, but it wasn’t like he was willing to have more of the oil today. 

“But I insist. Sit.” 

He could see the indecision warring in her, but eventually, she came to the only conclusion she could. The one her class demanded. Look after the customer. If Ma got angry later, well, the girl understood she would have got just angry if she had ignored the request. 

She sat opposite him. 

“I’m Adrian.” 

She looked embarrassed. “Jillian.” 

“Tell me about yourself, Jillian?” 

“Why?” 

“I’m interested. If it helps, you can talk about the town. What happened here?” 

“Well . . .” She hesitated. “The event happened. The first week was pretty scary, especially the first few days, but different groups got organised pretty quickly. Mr. Phillips got the older kids at Seymour College to form groups. There’s over a hundred of them with combat classes, and he got them working in teams really quick.” 

“Why didn’t you choose combat?” 

“It’s not really my thing. I thought about being a mage, but the waitress class is very flexible.” 

“Really?” 

“Yep. It is actually half a combat class if you take it in that direction. I have some pretty nasty knife throwing skills and hand-to-hand fighting.” 

“You need combat for waitressing?” 

She giggled. “Apparently. I haven’t thrown a knife at a customer yet. There’s always the first time.” She grinned wickedly. 

“You’re level three.” 

“Experience is hard to get,” she admitted. “But even without someone like you, it keeps ticking up, and I’ve only had my class for

three weeks. Before that, I was a child. Ma was nice enough to offer me a job before I took the class.” 

“That’s great. Are there any problems in town?” 

“Well, sure. It sort of got split into eight or nine fiefdoms for the first month or two, but that has been improving more recently. They have a council in place and travel between different areas is opening up. I know because it is helping Ma a lot. She’s busily expanding.” 

The door slammed open, doing noticeable damage to the wall. 

“Oops,” Jules said. “Sorry,” she called out after just a moment. 

Adrian giggled at that. 

“You should be used to the extra by now.” 

She tramped in. “I forget sometimes.” 

The others followed, minus Kiyoko. 

“Where’s the oracle?” 

“Doing her  auguries,” Jules said, sounding dismissive. “She said that she would have a plan by tomorrow.” 

Adrian remembered the echidna and its awesome power. “There isn’t a plan that will work. We’ll need to go around.” 

Charlotte shook her head. “Kiyoko thought differently. She said there was a way to get you through, but she wanted to get everything together before briefing us.” 

Just its passive magic had overwhelmed him. If it attacked him, no holds barred . . . Adrian shuddered internally. And its defences were too strong for him to strike back and hurt it. “I call bullshit. 

There’s absolutely no way we can fight it.” 

Charlotte shrugged. “We’ll see what she comes up with at breakfast.” 

Adrian hesitated. If they went around, the most likely outcome would be that they would go through the mountains. Prior to his brief run-in with the hawk, Adrian had thought that he would find it relatively simple with his pseudo flight being capable of propelling him from spot to spot. Now, he was not so sure. He wished he had

the clarity that Jaracol provided to extract information straight from the badge. However, Jaracol had been adamant that he wasn’t to use the badge, and any attempt to would backfire. 

Instead, he had to rely on Kiyoko, another actor with their own designs and plots. In all probabilities, she would send him and potentially Jules alone through the mountains. “We’ll probably be split up in the morning,” Adrian said finally. “We should enjoy ourselves tonight.” 

“Why would we be?” Charlotte asked. 

Adrian went to answer, but stopped himself. Galan looked sapped of energy, Omala’s face was white, and even Joanne looked disappointed with herself—and they were all above level forty. 

Despite that, they all knew. 

“Tyranny of levels. Fifty-three is more than twice as strong as forty-three. Guys, if our journey ends tomorrow, don’t be down on yourselves. We’ve saved tens of thousands of people on this journey, and I couldn’t have done it without you.” 

“You’re just saying that,” Galan said finally. “We’ve been spare wheels.” 

“I didn’t fight the swoopers, and with the shintopurs . . .” He stopped talking. There was no reason to go any further there. If the snake had bitten him while the shintopurs were not worrying about the others, they would have found his comatose body. Magic pill or not, he was sure Jaracol wouldn’t have saved him from that. 

“And the zxeatra,” Jules interrupted. “Maybe we would have won that fight without you guys, but it was close as it was, and you were the strongest there.” 

“I wanted to go to Melbourne,” Galan said finally. 

Joanne gave him a one-handed hug. “We all did, but we all know The Billionaire is probably right. We’re not going further.” 

“Hey,” he protested good-naturedly. Joanne laughed, and the tension bled out of the room. “Jillian,” he called out, fishing out two thousand energy. “Can you organise us some drinks?” 

Her eyes went wide with the amount of money he had just given her. “I’ll serve what we have and then buy some more.” She disappeared and returned a few seconds later with an assortment of trader and earth liquor. “Help yourselves. Any preferences?” She waved the chits. 

Jules stood up and dug into her bag of holding and produced a chip, and from its rich gold colour that was edging towards glowing, had to have had over five thousand energy. “Elasca liquor.” 

Adrian remembered what that cursed stuff did and the aftereffects the next day. “I’m not drinking that.” 

“And the antidote. For—” She looked around. Mike and Charlotte both nodded. Beatrice shook her head vigorously. 

“Sure,” Omala agreed. 

“Me too,” Joanne said finally. “Though toilet trips are going to be fun.” 

Adrian laughed. 

All eyes turned to the final two. 

“Sure, I’m in,” Felicity agreed. 

Everyone then looked at Galan. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” 

“We’ll have eight doses.” Jules transferred the extra energy to the chip and handed it over. 

“I said no,” Galan protested, having counted up the numbers. 

“Technically, you said you don’t think it’s a good idea,” Jules pointed out. 

“I meant no.” 

“Should have said that.” 

“I’m not drinking it.” 

She put a hand firmly on his shoulder and squeezed. He winced. 

“You know we love you, but”—she leant forward—“you’re drinking it. 

Adrian, too,” she whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. “And if you struggle, you won’t get the antidote afterwards—” 

“Jules,” Adrian interrupted. “We’re not doing that. If he doesn’t want to join us, he doesn’t have to.” 

“But the antidote is a thousand energy.” 

“Did you really just whine?” 

She laughed. “No . . . why would you think?” 

“Definitely a whine,” Omala confirmed. 

Adrian laughed harder

“Adrian, are you drunk?” Jules was studying him intently. 

“Umm.” 

“Stand up, one leg in the air, and touch your nose. Walk in a straight line.” 

He did as instructed, doing it perfectly. “See, not drunk.” 

“He is,” Omala declared. 

“Maybe . . .” he admitted. “The whole echidna, foot thing . . . it.” 

“How?” Jules said in shock. “You had like two minutes.” 

“This.” He pulled out the flask and tried not to smile. “Skoal it and you will see.” 

“Aftereffects?” 

“Nothing.” 

She unstoppered the flask and poured it down her throat, gulping. Her face scrunched up. She dropped the poison and then fell to knees, gagging on the taste. 

“But it doesn’t taste very nice,” he finished, laughing. 

“That’s terrible,” she gasped. Omala handed her a jug of water, which she swallowed half the sips and spat out the rest. “Disgusting.” 

She looked up at him, where he was still giggling. 

“You knew. I’m going to kill you.” She stood, tried to launch herself at him and tripped over her own feet. Adrian caught her. 

“That stuff is potent,” she slurred. 

“Yep, but you’re supposed to drink it with chasers on either side to get rid of the taste.” 

“I can’t believe you did that to me.” She lightly punched him on the shoulder. It did not even hurt. She was probably being extra cautious because of her inebriated state. 

Ma turned up. Food was delivered, and then Jillian came back. 

Ma intercepted her and pulled out the drinks that had been ordered. 

Her hands moved faster than should be possible, but Adrian knew it was the interaction between his title and her class. He wondered if there was a way to abuse that more extensively. 

After the drinks were passed over, Jillian went running off, and Ma came over. He hoped the girl had not gotten into trouble. 

She held out the bottle of Elasca liquor pointedly. “You know what happened when Jillian mentioned she bought these?” They all went silent like a bunch of schoolchildren sprung by a teacher. 

“Alarm bells went off. How were you planning on getting to the toilet?” Ma laughed at their expression. “Hold off half an hour and we can get half a dozen minders for you. Otherwise”—her nose wrinkled

—“It’ll get unpleasant. Enjoy your food.” 

She walked away. 

“Do you think you’ll do better this time?” Jules asked finally. 

“What?” 

“Now we have internal haste.” 

“I . . .” Adrian thought about it. One of the side effects of the poison was changing his perception of time, but now that he had experience moving his body at four times speed, he would not be as affected as previously. The first time he had ended up falling and then bouncing in slow motion, unable to stop himself. This time, it was possible that he could deal with that time dilation. “There’s no way they would have left in that sort of exploit.” 

Jules raised an eyebrow and laughed. Mike was looking wide-eyed at him. 

“No way?” Charlotte asked. 

“Fuck, can you imagine,” Galan whispered. 

“When you go all out, you’re already terrifying,” Jules said. “Not as terrifying as me, but . . .” 

Adrian brought up the stats of the liquor. 

 Stage 1. Elasca Liquor You have been poisoned. Time dilation of twenty times for next twenty-three seconds. Partial paralysis, disorientation, dizziness, hallucination, and noise sensitivity. 

He read the details out to everyone. 

“I know,” Jules responded, her eyes challenging. “But I have basic internal haste, so only ten times time dilation.” 

“Partial paralysis, disorientation, they might be problematic?” 

“You don’t know if you don’t try.” 

“Are you going to?” Adrian asked. 

“Of course I am. I want advanced internal haste.” 

“Twenty seconds won’t be long enough.” 

“Adrian, look at the stage-two effects.” 

 Stage 2. Elasca Liquor - Walk the tightrope - Duration: 3 hours. 

 One of the following three buffs is in play: Unsteady Legs – 50% less Agility. 

 Everyone is My Best Friend – 95% more likely to tell the truth. A 100% guarantee to overshare. 

 I Laugh at Dad Jokes - Find everything funny (Yes, even the dad jokes you have told in the past.) Warning. Stage 2 will revert to stage 1 if blood alcohol drops below 0.16%

“You’re crazy.” 

“Am I?” Jules looked smugly at him. “We can do three hours of practice.” 

“Ma,” he called out. The older woman was at his side in what felt like mere moments. “Can you organise a dozen healers as well?” 

Jules clapped in excitement. “We’re doing it!” 

Chapter 59

They decided to test it out on the street. It was still daylight outside, late afternoon. The pub exited onto a typical street, but one that wasn’t littered with broken-down cars like he often saw. The road had obviously been quiet when the event hit, and it was a country town, so it was spacious. It was a generous two-way street then car parking on either side, with a three-metre nature strip in front of each building. It gave them fifteen metres across to play. 

There was heaps of room to move. Now that there were no cars, it was almost as good as a sports field. The asphalt was potholed and the grass strip heavily overgrown, but that was the same everywhere. Nice manicured lawns didn’t exist anymore. 

On either side of the street, close to thirty healers had gathered. 

Outside of decapitation, he would survive almost anything. 

Jules was standing beside him, too. She would have her potion after his. Adrian, with a thought, dressed in his full armour. His hand went to the damage that had been done to the shoulder. It had only been an hour, but it was no longer a gaping gap; most of it had closed up. But his fingers could still go through some of the remaining holes. He remembered neither the blow nor Omala healing, but then again, he had been distracted. 

“I can’t believe the echidna popped your shield that quickly,” 

Jules said next to him. 

“Me neither. I’m pretty sure we will pick our way through the mountains tomorrow.” He nodded towards the east, away from Bendigo. “Kiyoko will tell us the plan.” It looked like everyone was in position. “Ready?” 

The healers nodded, and he saw Charlotte, Omala, and Joanne giggling to each other. Mike grinned and gave a thumbs up. 

He gulped down the liquid. 

Alarms filling his vision warned him he had been poisoned. 

Everyone appeared to be frozen, or maybe moving in slow motion. 

All the lessons from his internal haste experiments flowed through

his mind. The spear in his hand reacted, promising help. Adrian engaged internal haste, all of it, apart from what affected his brain. 

Twenty times dilation in his brain and movements sped up by four times. But there was fat there. He remembered when he learned the skill that he could move even faster and had limited his body movement to match the mind. Those lessons had upgraded him. His moves were no longer dependent on something as mundane as nerve impulses that needed to jump from brain through backbone to muscles. Instead, it relied on magical channels that communicated the information almost instantly. 

 Just a simple step. 

It was something he had done so many times that it was instinctive. He went to move and then paused. A step was the wrong choice. 

 A jump? 

It would be better. Both feet on the ground, lowering his body weight, bending the knees and then jumping forward only a couple of centimetres. 

The world rocked. The sounds of cheering were just a roar of noise, with his mind unused to interpreting it. 

His body, even enhanced to the highest levels that he could manage, moved sluggishly. It was like he was floating, but he focused on fundamentals. Imagining a line from the centre of his body to the ground. Keeping himself straight and not changing his feet position. 

The asphalt slapped against his feet. Momentum pushed him forward, but his core muscles arrested the movement. 

 Success. 

Adrian did not scream or throw his hands up in the air; that would be completely self-defeating. Instead, he bent his knees once more and jumped again. 

Once more, it was like he was floating, but this time he threw a bit more energy into the jump. He travelled almost ten centimetres. 

When he landed, he realised his body angle was too far forward. 

A gust of wind pushed him back to standing before he pitched face first onto the ground. 

 Yes. 

It felt like the surrounding noise was increasing in volume. A silly grin expanded ever so slowly over his face, or at least that is what it felt like from his perspective. He could move. 

Jump! 

This time it was twenty centimetres, and the spear did not need to save him. 

Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 

He blasted off his feet, deliberately sending himself spinning through the air. While he knew the acrobatics were ridiculous, time was slowed so much he could see the surprised looks on the faces of those watching. Coming in for the landing, the spear helped to stop the rotation but not the forward momentum. He landed with his body weight pushing forward, and rather than use the spear he took a step. 

The leg did not respond, but this time he had internal haste to compensate, and the magic forced the leg to move as he needed, his internal force power overcoming the partial paralysation the liquor was supposed to be imparting. 

Everything continued to flow in slow motion. 

Pushing hard off his left foot to change directions, the combined effects made his push off too strong. There was a click as a bone snapped, but he did not need to worry, as healing spells were already pre-emptively hitting him. He did not know what briefing Ma had given, but she had clearly detailed the need for continuous healing. 

The foot throbbed for a moment till the healing fixed it. He concentrated on landing and then pushed off sideways. For an instant, he tipped over too far, but the spear righted him once more. 

He moderated his strength and focused on internal haste’s force net. Bits of him spasmed or failed to respond, but he had the answer now. 

He sprang towards Jules. 

She saw him coming and tried to counter him. But her attempt was hardly worth commenting on. 

He ducked under her swinging hand and then to the side as her knee came up and then as easily as he liked picked her up. A muscle in his shoulder tore. He ignored it and tossed her in the air. 

Her mouth was open, and he presumed she was screaming. 

She kept going up. He had thrown her with all his strength. 

Three strides aiming for Mike. Charlotte responded. Well, sort of; she was still too slow. Adrian estimated that time had slowed to half speed when he moved his body. Meaning he was probably moving ten times faster than normal and his Agility was already ridiculous. 

He suspected that everyone outside Charlotte and maybe the rangers were seeing him blurring. 

He grabbed Mike, tugging him off balance. Adrian tensed and then threw Adrian toward where Jules was still going up, but more carefully, as he did not want to tear any more muscles. The fact he had moderated his power meant there were no breaking bones or tearing muscles, though several joints complained, and he knew he was right on his limit. With Mike flying, he scampered over to where the two were going to land. He stood between them, using his hands to gently slow them. When they were both safely on the ground, he pulled Jules’s arms around Mike and one of his on her shoulder and the other on her waist. There was resistance, but everything was happening so fast that they did not know what he was doing, and their efforts to stop him helped him as often as hindered. 

Their faces were close, but he figured pushing them to kiss was taking the prank too far. He took half a step back and watched, in case they had more momentum than he expected. In this state, it was hard to tell. 

The effects of the liquor were running out. 

They didn’t fall. 

Jules and Mike stood there in the middle of the road with a crowd of onlookers hugging each other. 

The grip of the liquor was vanishing. 

“Adddrrrrian,” he heard Jules screaming. 

He stood still, waiting for the next stage to hit. 

The two in front of him disentangled. 

Adrian assessed his body to see if he could work out what was happening. Emotionally, he did not feel any different, which meant the Agility penalty was probably active. His Agility was halved, which was still a lot more than he had started with. 

Agility --- now 1.94 --- Minus 1.94 from temporary Elasca Liquor debuff --- Population 1.31

The abrupt change in Agility did not even bother him. He was an old hand at functioning with that attribute nerfed and the current level close to two was still significantly better than most. 

“That was fun,” Adrian said mildly. “However, I wouldn’t try it.” 

“Why?” Jules asked, stepping back hastily from Mike. 

“Adrian,” Charlotte said. 

He ignored her. 

“I have higher internal haste, and I only managed it because my spear has an ability to help me balance.” 

Jules nodded. “Yeah, Basher”—she looked at her club—“doesn’t have that capability.” 

“Are you going to do more training?” 

Adrian shook his head. “I don’t mind succumbing to phase-one poisoning. I don’t need”—he waved at the healers—“that level of support.” 

“Can you walk?” 

“With halved Agility? Easily. It is the other stages which worry me.” 

Jules laughed. They settled at the table and everyone took the poison. In the morning, they would deal with the latest setback. For now . . . they could have some fun. That liquor trick was something he could use in a fight. It was forever in his back pocket in case he needed it. 

“World Saver?” He looked up at Ma. “Would you like some fried chicken?” 

“Yes.” He bit into the offered piece of meat. “This is not chicken.” 

“I meant fried mystery bird. It’s something I’m championing. Eight different types of bird, you don’t know which you’re getting, but they’re all deep-fried goodness.” 

“It’s fantastic.” 

Ma smiled and dumped a bowl full of pieces in front of him. 

There were other bowls already placed elsewhere on the table. 

“Thank you,” he called out, but she was gone. There was something magical about post-event parties. Maybe it was the adrenaline left over from almost dying in combat or the ever-present concern that the next day might be the last day. Whatever the reason, the parties were always good. The fact there were exotic trader-bought drugs and amazing food definitely helped as well. The “fried chicken” 

reminded him of the Bird and that first triumph. Melbourne, at one point, was so far away, and now there was one more hurdle and he would get there. 

Jules bonked him on the head. “Stop thinking about the future.” 

She waved at Omala, who was looking embarrassed. “Omala was just thanking you.” 

“There’s no need,” he blurted. 

“She was getting sloppy about it and everything. You’re so amazing, World Saver, great person, sunshine shining out—” 

“Jules,” Omala interrupted forcefully. “I did not say that. I said it’s great to see someone with power not abusing it.” 

“Like I said.” 

“It’s nothing like what I said. I didn’t mention arse once.” 

“Nor did I,” Jules howled. “I was going to say sunshine shining out of glowing hand.” 

“You were not.” 

“Can’t prove it.” 

Omala pushed her and Jules fell right off her chair. 

“Damn Agility debuff,” she called from under the table. 

The entire place roared with laughter. When Adrian calmed down, he helped himself to more fried chicken. In this one, the meat was blue and tasted like a barramundi chicken cross. Salted and battered, it was his favourite type yet. 

Chapter 60

Adrian woke up with a groan. There was someone in his room. 

“I want to die.” 

“I have a solution,” Ma said with a chuckle. 

He opened his eyes and wished he didn’t. It was like a literal spear of ice slammed into them. “Too bright.” 

“Boys and their hangovers.” 

“Leave me alone.” 

“You need to take an antidote.” 

What? Then he remembered Jules had bought an antidote for all of them to have. He struggled to move, but his body was not responding. It was probably because of the period when he kept letting himself switch back to stage one and then using his speed to play pranks on people. 

Mike had kissed a pillow. Jules had accidentally put a hole in the wall, then he had switched Omala’s drinks on her, and she had drunk Sambuca by mistake. She had spat it all across the table and screamed in anger. 

It had been funny and worth it, but the instances of hangover debuff had kept increasing. 

Strong hands, not Ma’s, grabbed him, pulling him up. 

“Just open your mouth,” Ma ordered. 

A foul liquid was squirted in. It simultaneously made his mouth burn and go numb while assaulting it with the taste of mouldy socks. 

Adrian attempted to spit it out, but multiple hands seized him and forced his jaws shut. He struggled desperately, but the hands did not relent. 

“Swallow and I’ll give you something to wash the taste out.” 

It sounded like the older woman was screaming even though Adrian was sure she was speaking gently. His ears were just that sensitive. He did as instructed. The hands released him, and a

different substance was injected into his mouth. This was a little like milk. Hands clamped down once more. 

He swallowed. 

“Once more. Do you understand?” 

Adrian nodded. The movement was not nearly as discomforting as he had expected. 

He opened his mouth. Liquid was syringed in, he shut his lips and swallowed. 

“Good boy. Just lie back and you’ll feel a lot better in a couple of minutes.” 

Adrian did as ordered. He could hear them leaving as his domain skills were patching back together, so he knew there was no one else in the room. Because of the hangover, his skill did not extend out of the room, but he understood instinctively that it was temporary. 

Eyes shut, he focused on the information being presented. 

Steadily, his awareness net extended. Ignoring walls. He could see that most of his party from last night was still comatose. Ma had only woken himself and Jules. 

Kiyoko was downstairs. 

Apparently, it was going to be the two of them picking their way through the mountains. 

Finally, all the pain had faded away, and he rolled out of bed. 

Had a quick shower and went down to where Jules and Kiyoko were waiting. 

The oracle was having tea, Jules a coffee, and then a second coffee was delivered just as he sat down to it along with a plate of fatty fried meat. 

Kiyoko glared at him, her ancient features judgemental. “It worked, but you should have let her die.” 

“I couldn’t.” 

“It doesn’t matter.” She took another slow sip. “I think you know we can’t kill the echidna.” 

“Obviously,” Adrian said. 

“Of course,” Jules agreed. 

“So, mountains?” he asked. 

“I’m confident I can get you two through the mountains, but the bulk of people who go with you will die.” 

“Then we leave them,” Adrian told them. 

“Then I’m no longer confident that I can get you through the mountains.” Kiyoko had another sip of tea. From the steam coming up from the cup, it was piping hot. Adrian felt his world collapsing. 

How could he start the journey while knowing it was going to cost the life of his friends? Yes, he needed to see his wife and kids, but some sacrifices were too much. “There is another way.” 

Adrian’s head snapped up to study the oracle. 

“It’s not as dangerous as you think, but only you, Jules, and Charlotte can go, and possibly me, but I won’t try.” 

“Why isn’t Charlotte here?” Jules asked. 

“Because even if it’s in her best interests to go, she won’t.” The oracle shrugged. “Sometimes being able to see a lot is a curse.” 

“What’s the plan?” 

“We incapacitate the echidna and then run through its territory.” 

She produced a map and laid it on the table. “This is the narrowest point.” She traced the line. It was a little east of the Hume Highway. 

“What about the terrain?” 

Kiyoko shrugged. “No one knows.” 

“Then why wouldn’t we use the road?” 

“The road is gone. Not decayed. That entire territory is from another planet.” 

Adrian remembered the purple soil and knew that she was right. 

“How do we incapacitate something that powerful?” 

Kiyoko smiled a savage smile. “I have a plan.” 

She shared her plan, and Adrian put his head in his hands even as his third cup of coffee was delivered. 

“This seems dangerous.” 

“Complicated, overly extravagant, but statistically sound.” Kiyoko smiled. “Plus, I have prophesied it.” 

Adrian snorted at that. “Really, we are in trouble if you’re pulling out the I’m-a-mystic line.” 

“It’s the best way that doesn’t require convenient bodies to sacrifice themselves,” Kiyoko said simply. “You won’t succeed in the mountains without taking everyone, and most of them will die.” 

“I know. You have said it. This just seems so . . .” 

“You have a similar chance with this as through the mountains. 

You just don’t risk your companions dying.” 

“Then we’ll do it.” 

The oracle smiled and handed over a piece of paper with a long list on it. “This is what you need to buy.” 

“Automatic plate recharge for fifty thousand energy? To save six hours of recharge time.” 

“You need to train once, and you want to leave an hour after dusk.” 

Kiyoko got up and walked away. 

“Are you sure about this?” Jules asked. “I don’t care what she claims. The mountains are safer.” 

“I don’t believe it,” Adrian said tiredly. “Despite her side plans, I trust her. She has no reason to lie.” Adrian thought about the fungus in his bag of holding. Maybe it was urgently needed and Kiyoko was directing them down a more dangerous route for the sake of convenience. No, that wasn’t her. 

“Me too, but how can that”—she stabbed at the list—“be safer?” 

Adrian shrugged. “I’m doing it.” 

Jules frowned. “Fuck it, so am I.” 

She offered him a fist bump and they clashed hands. 

“Don’t look so constipated.” 

“I didn’t.” 

Then he stopped as she burst out laughing. “Very funny.” 

“I think I owe you more than that after last night.” 

“That was pretty cool,” Adrian admitted. “Do you remember Omala?” 

Jules giggled. “She had said like two minutes prior, that overindulgence when she was sixteen meant the smell itself was enough to make her vomit. Then you switched her shots.” 

“She didn’t vomit.” 

“Yeah, but she spat a mouthful of that stuff right into Felicity’s face.” 

“I know. It was so funny.” Adrian giggled. 

“I liked when you pulled the chair out from Mike and he fell flat on his bum.” 

“Yeah, that was great, too.” 

“They all were, apart from when you tried to prank me.” Jules was no longer laughing, and Adrian suddenly felt very exposed. 

“I stuffed up there. Those were not at all funny,” he agreed while he struggled to keep his face neutral. A stray smile right about now . . . would be . . . 

Jules burst out laughing. “Best party ever.” 

“I need to shop.” 

“I’ll come,” Jules declared, standing up. It was like her standing was a signal he couldn’t sense. Above him, Ma moved to administer the antidote to the rest of the party. Three burly guys accompanied her. He needed visual contact to use identification, but he was pretty confident that those men had put a lot of attributes into Strength. He still remembered his mouth being forced shut. 

“Let’s go,” he declared, not wanting to break the news with the others just yet. Hopefully, Kiyoko would do it for them. 

Chapter 61

It was a gloomy weather outside. Thick, forbidding clouds, but no rain. Given the look of the day, it would not surprise him if they ended up engaging the echidna in a storm. That sort of turn of weather would feel poetic. 

Jules approached a woman who was hurrying along the street. 

“Excuse me, where can we find a trader?” 

The woman with blond hair, wearing a good-quality tracksuit stopped, pointed, and then recoiled backwards. “Level fifty-three, what the hell?” she finished, backing away. 

“We are the part of the group passing through on the way to Melbourne,” Jules explained, playing into her young innocent teenager look. 

“Berserker,” the woman muttered and her eyes got even wider. 

“That way,” she said, pointing. “Two blocks and then take a left.” 

Her duty done, the woman hurried away. Jules looked so shocked that he burst out laughing at her expression. “Now you understand how I feel. World Saver this, World Saver that.” 

“That was so awesome.” She jumped up and down grinning. “Did you see she almost fell over?” 

“I did.” 

“I wonder who else I can do that to.” 

“You’ll need to go quickly if you want to surprise people.” 

“Why?” 

“She was a gossip; I’ve seen her type before.” 

“Excuse me, do you know where the trader is?” 

This time, a twenty-year-old or so kid looked up. “Not the next, but the one after. Turn left.” 

Then he went back to fixing his front door. Jules almost pouted. 

“He didn’t have identification.” 

“Oh.” Jules brightened up and began gesturing at people. “Him?” 

“No.” 

“Her?” 

“No, but the dad.” 

“Sir, we are looking for the trader.” 

The older man used his identification, and his eyebrows barely even twitched. He pointed the direction with a grunt and then ignored them. 

“Not fair.” 

Jules proceeded to ask everyone with identification that they met. Most reacted like the old man. That twitch of recognition and then careful, but not over-the-top deference. They were country Victorians. Adrian was surprised they even showed as much as they did. One guy, who had clearly travelled up from the city, literally jumped after seeing her level and class. 

“Worth it,” Jules assured him as they approached the trader and slid into line. There was a mini market in full swing around them. It had everything, skilled skinners and butchers from what he could see. A wolf carcass would get deposited and a thin Indian woman would skin it in about twenty seconds, aided by her magic. A perfectly tanned skin would come off. Then the rest would be passed over to one of a dozen butchers, who would quickly extract the meat and all the valuables. The valuables were sorted, presumably for crafters, and then the miscellaneous junk got thrown into a pile to sell to the trader. 

Adrian had to admit it looked efficient. There was a steady line into the skinner, but all the dead animals were low-level kills. Either the more exotic stuff was dealt with elsewhere or Seymour just did not have anyone ranging out far enough to find something more challenging. It was probably the latter, given his own exploration. He did not know what he hoped for in Melbourne. Levels helped, but so did the safety of having weak Alpha creatures nearby. With Melbourne’s size, he was sure it would be a mixture. 

Jules nudged him. He was startled and noticed the line had cleared. 

He walked forward to the trader. It looked a lot like a swooper. 

The same feathers, wings, and fish lips. He shivered. It wasn’t a pleasant look. 

“World Saver,” the trader said, formally bowing its head. “How can I help you?” 

“I was hoping to purchase this.” He handed the list to the trader. 

The wings grabbed it, and hidden within the feathers were fully opposable digits. “Can you fly with those wings?” 

“Yes, they are functional. At least with Alpha physics. Pre-event, they were only good for gliding.” The bird tapped the list. “Two and a half million.” 

“No negotiations?” 

“We don’t negotiate price, you know that. Plus, with your World Saver title you’re already entitled to the best deal I can give.” 

Adrian nodded. “I will buy it all.” Given the crazy that Kiyoko had proposed, he would not stint on anything that might keep him alive. 

“Bag.” 

Adrian handed it across to the trader, authorising the energy to be made available. The trader took it, positioned the bag next to his cart, and then pulled out a magical drawer that was facing downwards. Adrian knew the precious items he had just bought were being dropped in. 

The trader flicked the door shut and handed the bag along with two memory stones. 

 Memory Stone of Forecasting the Future

 This stone generates a simulation of future actions up to 1

 second in the future. 

 Memory Stone of Blink

 Teaches the spell blink that teleports self forward for a maximum of 20 metres. Cost 50 mana per 7 metres. Neutralised by portal locks. 

“Thank you.” 

He walked aside. “What are those?” 

“The first is a pathway skill, and amongst other things will help alchemy. The second is a cookie-cutter Blink spell.” 

“Shadow Step and Blink. They do the same thing. Why get both?” 

“Shadow Step doesn’t work, and this uses mana.” He waved the stone around. “It’s a mana hog, but the flexibility and reliability of the Blink makes it important.” 

“Any other advantages?” 

“Yes.” Adrian grinned. “Blink can go through walls. I can’t do that with Shadow Step.” 

“Oh,” Jules said. “Blink is for emergencies and stealing stuff. 

While Shadow Step is bread-and-butter movement.” 

“I’m not stealing stuff, but yes, pretty accurate.” 

“Whatever you say Mr. Master Thief.” She waved at a patch of ground between two random houses. Backyards, front yards—all that old-world stuff had gone. Only the house itself was private and even then, not always. Seymour had been touched lighter than elsewhere, so property rules from pre-event still held. “Learn them. 

I’ll watch out for you.” 

Adrian sat in the spot she had picked. Everyone walking past could see him, but he did not care. No one would be dumb enough to try anything through Jules, and if they did, then they would regret it pretty quickly. 

Adrian first raised the Blink stone to his forehead. It activated; there might have been an exchange of information or an instruction to flick an existing flag from unavailable to available. It was impossible to tell. Whatever happened, the spell became available. 

He lowered the stone from his head. Adrian could feel the new capability. He had to imagine him being somewhere else or input coordinates like ten metres forward twenty centimetres higher. Then if there was space where he was targeting, the spell would trigger. 

Both methods worked as equally intuitively according to what he could feel. 

“Finished?” 

“Yeah, that one was cookie cutter.” 

Adrian focused ten metres up and ten metres straight ahead. A hundred forty mana vanished instantly, and he appeared above everyone’s head. The spell had even rotated him to look back at Jules like he wanted. Gravity took hold and air counterbalanced it as he floated gently down. He waved. The rush of wind being generated made everyone clear his landing spot. 

However, Adrian did not wait until he reached the ground. This time, he imagined being next to Jules and activated Blink. He appeared right where he was targeting. No nausea, no issues. It was incredible. “Pretty good,” he told Jules, “but unless you have hundreds of mana spare, it’s pretty useless. That”—he waved—“cost me two hundred and forty mana.” 

“What?” Jules said in shock. “That’s more than my pool. And by the time you have that power to spare, you’re probably better investing in spells to crush opponents, rather than running.” 

“Absolutely,” Adrian agreed and sat down, tossing the second stone between his hands. Jules nodded. 

“Do it.” 

He raised the second stone to his forehead, knowing this one was a pathway, and he was in for a crazy flood of information. 

The knowledge exploded. His brain wasn’t smart enough to follow what was represented in that torrent of data chunks. He saw snippets of codes. Programs that tracked energy and effects of the material and immaterial world around him. Most went into the interface, but fragments got dragged into his personal core and incorporated into the growing structure he was building. Sections of the pathway were devoted to the calculations necessary to enable foresight, and he felt part of his personal core becoming exclusively dedicated to that mathematics. 

Then the new skill clashed with his domain. For a moment, he thought they were both going to shatter before he realised the ridiculousness of that assumption. The system had a solution, and if it didn’t, Adrian knew how fast the calculations occurred in the background. It was immediately apparent that there was ridiculous synergy between the new knowledge, his domain, the personal core, the master internal haste ability, and his ridiculously high identification skill. 

 Kiyoko! 

This was the sort of thing that Jaracol would have done. 

Cheat and find loopholes to exploit. 

The oracle, paying for the levels he had gotten her by telling him to purchase this one stone. 

The foresight skill at its core used mana to paint a picture of the world around him. Track all the relevant attacks that were forming and speed up the brain to interpret it. For an untrained mind, they would see the attack before it happened, but he was already doing parts of that, and his domain was more sensitive than what the interface would usually have access to, and his core was an untapped repository of potential that in this case provided a multiplicative effect. There was no need for networking across multiple nodes that slowed things down and created inefficiencies; instead, the myriad calculations could occur in one spot. While that made it more fragile by introducing a single point of failure, it also enhanced the capability to process the massive calculations required to extend the skill. 

The Foresight skill clicked in, but it was a pathway. It was supposed to be something that could be adapted and expanded on. 

Rather than just seeing where the Firebolt was going to land, he saw how it formed and the calculations that underpinned the trajectory it would take. Those calculations were available, and he could see the spell happening when the enemy first started a spell as opposed to when the energy reached the current fifty-percent or ten-mana threshold that he currently needed. 

The Foresight spell was supposed to take mana to apply because you had to send out mana filters across all the different flavours to gather the accurate information the ability required, but Adrian did not need that. At any moment, his domain already processed most of the information that the skill needed. Not all of it, but most. Then it was a matter of linking routines to manage the data. The fact he could predict physical movement for the next two seconds did not mean that he wanted to. If someone was swinging a sword at him, then the Foresight was damn useful, so he wanted to know. That rule clicked into space. Or at a friend . . . another component of the routine was created. 

However, if a coconut fell, that would hit no one, then he did not care. 

Sound, heat, mana density, all those bits of information were part of the defensive network that was spun up around him that would warn him before attacks landed on him or his allies. 

Over time, he could expand or narrow the scope of the ability, but that took real-world experience. This skill was one of the skills that would only strengthen as he got older. Not because it or he got more powerful, but because he got better at using it. 

The process finished, and he took a deep breath before checking the skills he had just created. 

 Forecasting the Future

 This skill generates a simulation of future actions up to 1 second in the future at the cost of 5 mana per 1 minute of use. 

It was the base skill that the pathway was supposed to grant. 

Admittedly it had a massive discount on the mana cost. The spell to someone without his synergy advantage would cost a hundred mana for a minute. His discount was twenty times. 

Adrian then checked the next skill that he knew had been created. 

 Danger Warning (Passive)

 This skill is a subset of forecasting the future. It will predict threatening actions against allies and self within thirty metres that utilise physical, air, nature, fire, or ice abilities. Attacks that concentrate mana significantly will also be captured. 

 This skill can forecast events up to 2 seconds into the future. 

He wished Jaracol could express himself. The interface would have been giddy with joy. 

The final skill was also valuable, given his skillset. This was one he had mentally pushed for when the information had been thrumming through him. 

 Portal Sensitivity

 Grants the ability to identify portal locks or forming portals. 

He would no longer accidentally wander into a portal-warded area. The trick that he had been petrified that Adhava would execute would no longer touch him. If someone or something tried to throw a portal lock on him, he would Blink or Shadow Step out of there instantly before it became active. That was a hard rule. He did not even need to consciously register the threat; if he lacked shadows or he was in the physical exhaustion state of Shadow Steps, then Blink would be used instead. 

“You have your Cheshire grin back.” 

“Hit me.” 

For him, the world stopped, and he saw the trajectory Jules’s fist was about to take. She had not hesitated. He swayed the right way, and the moment he started moving, the Jules forecast changed. She was kicking at him. He somersaulted over the leg. Another fist was coming for his head. He could see the movement, but she had not even commenced the strike. He pre-emptively bent out of the way. 

“Enough,” he said, laughing. 

Jules stopped. “That was impressive. Not perfect or amazing, but pretty good.” 

“I didn’t use Shadow Evasion or mana,” he told her. 

“Very good, then! I thought you said it was for Foresight and not really combat.” 

“It was. I was predicting where your blows were going to land.” 

“But?” 

“No buts. As far as I can see, I just need to get used to the movements. It was a bit disorientating.” The fist lashed out at him. 

He had plenty of time to step back. “Passive as well.” Jules looked annoyed that he had avoided the blow so effortlessly. “We should see the others.” 

He turned away, walking toward their hotel. Jules jogged behind him. The skill triggered as she swung her club hard for his shoulder. 

Even without the warning, his domain would have seen it. Adrian was stepping sideways, then prancing left, doing a hop and then a forward roll as Jules launched a flurry of attacks. None of them strained him. The ability to see the attacks in advance made every dodge easier. 

Foresight showed lightning arcing out over a wide area, electrocuting him and people around him. He only saw it as she passed the threshold of concentrated power. There were no shadows under his feet and no time to save anyone. He blinked. 

There was a flash followed by a thunderous boom. 

“Enough,” he said quietly from behind her and leant forward to heal the one other person who had been hit. Jules had pulled the spell at the last minute. “Sorry, she gets excited.” 

“It was a minor shock,” the man stammered. “I didn’t need healing.” 

Jules spun to face him. She was grinning. “Spoilsport.” 

“What, I’m supposed to let you hit me?” 

“Yeah, that would be nice.” 

“Yeah, no. Come.” They linked arms and kept walking back to the hotel. “It’s fun travelling with you.” 

“Yep, it’s been an eventful but enjoyable trip,” Jules agreed. 

“What are you going to do in Melbourne?” 

Jules hesitated, clearly thinking it through. “I figured I would form a team, train them up, and go fight infestations. Similar to what we’ve been doing as we travel.” 

“I think that’s a great idea.” 

“You know, I’m recruiting you for the harder monster grouping.” 

“If you can get Emily to agree?” 

“What, you whipped?” She made the gesture. 

“No, but it’s a mature relationship. We don’t do things like buy a house without consulting each other or, you know, go out to fight five tonnes of muscle and teeth.” 

“Doesn’t matter. Mum says Emily is a sweetie. Bring her cookies, mind the kids occasionally, and she’ll agree to almost anything.” 

“Including sending her husband to get eaten by a monster?” 

“I make good cookies.” 

“That simple, hey.” 

“Yes.” She looked uncertain. 

“I’m sure if you need help, I’ll be available.” 

Jules nodded in relief. 

“It’s a pity Steve and Mum didn’t make it.” 

“Lucky. It’s not like they would get to Melbourne, anyway.” 

“True. Do you think Charlotte will come?” 

“I hope so, but she won’t.” Adrian told her. 

“Why?” 

“I don’t like Mike and he’ll stop her.” 

Jules looked around, worried. 

“My sound barrier is in place.” 

“I don’t like him either,” Jules confirmed. “She’s too good for him, and he’s bad for her.” 

Adrian nodded. “Not our place to say anything.” 

“Yeah, I know. If she agreed to come, it would solve everything.” 

They lapsed into silence as they walked to their hotel. 

Chapter 62

When they got into the main dining area, their entire team was sitting and having breakfast, and from their expressions, they already knew what was going to happen. They all looked slightly depressed by the situation. 

Adrian went and sat at the head of the table. Almost immediately, a mug was delivered to him. “What?” he mouthed at Jillian, who had placed it down. 

“Hot chocolate.” 

Adrian shrugged. After the dismal weather, it was actually welcome. He took a sip, a rich chocolate that coated his tongue. Not quite as warming as he liked, but pretty good. “Don’t get down.” 

Charlotte smiled sadly at him. Felicity and Joanne refused to make eye contact. 

“We always knew we might not complete the journey,” Adrian started, addressing all of them. 

“It’s bullshit,” Galan spat out angrily. “We’ve come so far.” 

“My little boy,” Omala said. 

Adrian’s eyes snapped to the girl. When she had said family, he had not realised it was for her kid. She was young to have a child, but not ridiculously so. He knew how he felt and his kids were all older. “The world’s unfair.” 

“If there is a way for me . . .” Omala started. 

“There’s not,” Jules interrupted gently. “We’re sorry.” 

“I’m sure the Bendigo situation will eventually be taken care of,” 

Adrian said. “And then we’ll open transport caravans, and you’ll be able to travel to Melbourne safely. Jules and I will make sure of it.” 

Omala looked frustrated. “We got so far.” 

“Andrew died,” Galan said. “And for nothing.” 

“He died saving the fuckin’ world,” Jules exploded. 

Galan raised his hands defensively. “You know what I—” 

Jules’s eyes blazed. She stood. “No, you will not dishonour him like that.” 

“Jules!” Adrian warned while standing and grabbing her arm. 

Galan had sunk back into his chair under her fury, and he could understand why. She was scary when she got worked up. “This is no one’s fault. The echidna is too strong.” 

“How are you going to do it?” Omala asked. 

Adrian took a deep breath, knowing how ridiculous this was going to sound. “We’re going to bait the echidna and then run through. Charlotte and Jules are the only two with the speed to make the run-in time.” 

“I must be close,” Galan said. 

Kiyoko spoke while walking into the room, surprising everyone but Adrian who had been tracking her movements. “You are, but close is not good enough.” 

“I’ll buy some transport magic.” 

Kiyoko shook her head. “There’s nothing you can afford.” 

“Adrian can lend me the energy.” 

“Even if you meet the minimum, I would advise against Adrian accepting you.” 

“Why!” 

“Combat, power, strength, because that’s what the model says.” 

She shrugged. “I don’t have the answers, but even if he lends you a million energy, you’re still a liability to him.” 

“Do you believe this?” Galan said turning his attention to Adrian. 

“I do.” 

“I don’t.” Galan hit the table. 

Adrian caught Kiyoko’s eye. “Are you bullshitting?” 

The oracle shook her head sadly. “Unfortunately, no, I couldn’t find a combination that worked, and I tried all night while you guys were partying.” 

Jules’s fists were lashing for his head. 

He swayed in surprise. “What the?” 

“Just testing,” she said, laughing. Everyone was looking at her and the tension was broken. 

Kiyoko rolled her eyes. “Children!” 

Adrian realised he was the centre of attention. “I’m very sorry you guys can’t come with us. I wish the echidna was weaker, but I also wish the Alpha event never happened.” 

“So am I,” Kiyoko agreed with a tired voice. “I searched for alternatives, but apart from Bendigo, there’s nothing.” 

“Well, why don’t we—” Galan suggested. 

“Because while I don’t have any direct information on the Bendigo situation, I hear the general warnings. It’s an absolute no.” 

The young ranger did not look cowed, but Adrian got a sense that Galan had given up, and was seeking options to support Omala. 

“Our quest ends just like that?” 

“For you? Yes,” Kiyoko responded mercilessly. “I think Charlotte is the only one who still has a decision to make.” Charlotte looked like a deer caught in headlights. “You can always visit Melbourne. 

Once we have gotten through once, getting back should be easier.” 

Mentally, Adrian reviewed the plan they had put in place. There was no way she could go back by the same route, let alone have it be easier. Kiyoko was lying through her teeth. 

The oracle smiled. “You want to see your brother, don’t you?” 

Charlotte gulped, and Adrian realised that although she knew it meant leaving Mike, she was seriously considering coming. 

“You increase the chance of Adrian getting through.” 

“Babes, don’t,” Mike pleaded, and everyone fell silent. “Don’t abandon me.” 

Charlotte looked at the man next to her, then at them and finally shook her head. “I can’t,” the young woman said finally. “It’s too abrupt.” 

Kiyoko just smiled a false smile. Adrian knew she had been hoping to convince Charlotte to come, and this approach had been calculated to have the most chance. It had almost worked, but in the end, they had all known that it was a long shot. “Everyone. Please write a letter and details of your loved ones, and I’m sure Adrian and Jules will organise them to be delivered. You have five minutes.” 

Ma was abruptly at the table with paper on clipboards and pencils. She handed them out to everyone and then produced another bag of letters. “I’m not asking you to deliver them, but if you take them to Melbourne, maybe there’ll be some form of organisation dedicated to bringing loved ones back together, and if there is . . .” 

She held out the bag hopefully. 

“I’ll do that,” Adrian said, and relief flooded across Ma’s face. 

While the rest started scribbling, Adrian looked around. He did not mind being volunteered to deliver the letters at all. He would have offered to do the same without hesitation. One thing bothered him. 

“Why five minutes? I thought you wanted us to go straight after sunset?” 

“We need to find the best location for the first part of the plan,” 

Kiyoko told him. 

Adrian nodded at that explanation. Of course that was it. He wanted to smack his head for asking such a silly question. 

It was time. Numbly, he collected each letter and hugged all of them. Mike got a firm handshake and Charlotte a huge hug. She may have had an awkward crush at one point, and he may have made a mistake at the spur of the moment that betrayed her trust, but their bond was stronger than those moments. She was the closest out of everyone, excluding Jules, from being family. 

She had stood next to him at the funeral pyres and vice versa. 

When he needed comfort, even if he did not realise it at the time, she had provided it. “We’ll see each other again,” he promised. 

“Of course.” There were tears in her eyes. 

With a swallow, he turned and gave Omala another massive hug. 

“I’ll find your son and then when things settle, we’ll find you and get

you reunited.” 

Tears were flooding down her face. “I believe you.” 

She pulled away. Next to him, Charlotte was crying as she hugged Jules. The berserker cried, too. They supported each other. 

Kiyoko said nothing, and Adrian stood awkwardly. 

They were whispering. With a flick of his Mind, he encased them in a privacy bubble. Kiyoko raised an eyebrow, but no one else said anything. The technique he used masked sound content but not the physical noise. They could still hear them speaking but the words came through jumbled. The sound waves were distorted, not eliminated. 

Finally, the two separated. 

“Let’s go,” Kiyoko said finally. “We have a lot of scouting to do. 

Jules, you can ride behind me and Adrian can fly.” 

Chapter 63

It took them twenty minutes to reach the curve of land where they planned on crossing the echidna’s territory. Adrian, on his map, could see that it was pinched in on both sides, making it substantially shorter than everywhere else. The only issue was that it was deep into the hills, part of the Great Dividing Range. There was nothing particularly intimidating about the earth side of the separating line. It was hilly, not mountainous, but neither had it at any point been civilised with the ground being too steep and inaccessible to bother. 

Lots of trees and then open ground where the bedrock showed through the almost non-existent dirt. 

“You need to be systematic,” Kiyoko told him. 

“I have a map,” Adrian interrupted her. “This is where we start. 

The narrowest point.” 

“Do you need?” 

“I can do the mathematics, too. I don’t think you can direct me further. I just need to explore. Yes, staying within five kilometres of your camp, here,” Adrian said in exasperation at the look in Kiyoko’s eyes. When she was nervous, she tended to go full-scale mothering. 

“I just pray there’s something suitable.” 

“Twenty square kilometres and hilly country,” Kiyoko told him. 

“You might not find anywhere perfectly optimal, but there will be something more than adequate out there.” 

They walked to that obvious line where the alien landscape had been summoned, or more likely switched with the earth one. The poor trees and animals from Earth were probably teleported somewhere strange. Adrian imagined they were all dead. How could they survive on an alien world with plants evolved over millions of years in the Alpha physics environment? Unless, of course, they got mutated and boosted in power as severely as the echidna had. If that happened, the other world was in for a shock. Adrian smiled, thinking of tiger snakes taking over another world, or cockatoos. 

Those birds were annoying pre-event. He couldn’t imagine what souped-up versions would display. 

“You need to set camp so I know where I can go.” 

Kiyoko pointed. “Up there.” 

They walked in silence to the crest of the hill and looked down. It was a good spot; they could see the dividing line clearly. It was different here. Near Seymour, it had been flat, and the earth perfectly matched. Apparently, flat area meeting flat area allowed the two to align flawlessly. Here it was near mountain versus mountain, and in places, eight-metre-high purple cliffs rose, and elsewhere Adrian deduced there was a similar precarious drop from Earth onto echidna territory. Adrian wondered what that would be like. Maybe like the sides of roads that wound up mountains, limestone rock walls of washed out yellow, orange, red, and brown. 

Adrian pulled out the teleport plate and put it down. He had two receiver plates to teleport to and four transmission plates to teleport from. It was sufficient redundancy that he could afford to treat them as single use. At least, if the echidna was charging him. 

“You’ll sense it when it comes. Don’t pause; act immediately.” 

Kiyoko appeared overly concerned. 

“Yes.” Adrian smiled gently. “I remember.” 

“Sneak in. Try not to step on any grass.” 

“Yes, we’ve gone over this three times.” 

“Remember your range,” she continued, nodding at his teleport plate. “If you getting close to the limit, I’ll remind you.” She touched her communication. “But . . .” 

“Personal responsibility. I know. I won’t forget.” 

Kiyoko smiled. “Yes, the necklaces can be corrupted or intercepted. My warnings might not reach you.” 

“I’ll be fine.” In his Mind, Adrian spread out the map. He became a dot on it, and he drew a line four and a half kilometres away to give him a buffer. Providing he kept referring to the map, then he would not get in trouble. “And no Shadow Step or flying,” he said, more to

prevent her fussing than to remind himself. Flying was off-limits because the down draft would disturb the grass and would be like setting off a car alarm. The echidna would know instantly. Shadow Step was different. It was possible that the plants could not pick up the magic. Unfortunately, Kiyoko, or more precisely, the system, just did not know. Since there was doubt, it was best not to risk it. After all, the first attempt, when it was surprised was the one most likely to succeed. If they failed once, then they would trek through the mountains. 

Adrian jogged off, choosing to start at the closest point. The flora was strange and disconcerting. Blues and purples instead of greens. 

There were also a lot of flowers, and the trees were closer to giant grass stalks. 

No fungus anywhere, and despite the large amount of mana, there were no expert or above materials. He kept expecting to sense a master-level ingredient, but it just did not happen. It was possible the echidna ate them whenever they appeared. 

The landscape was not as hilly as they had hoped. He was searching for a tight ravine which he could lead the echidna into. Yet the land remained rolling hills. 

Adrian frowned and kept going. More giant grass, then what looked like lily pads. There were around thirty of them. Each three to four metres wide. It was also the only spot so far where sunlight reached the ground unbroken. The sun shone on the blue-green broad leaves, and they radiated energy. Identification did not name them, but they gave off a sense that they might move. Adrian decided not to get too close, but he studied them for a little longer. It wasn’t for curiosity; it was just the need to know your enemy and all that. 

The pads could definitely move, and fast. It was another ambusher predator. That was all the information he needed to back cautiously away. He first explored the edge, only venturing a couple of hundred metres into the strange landscape. It felt safer knowing that friendly ground was only a dozen Shadow Steps away. Finding

nothing, he cut deeper towards the centre. Every step he was paranoid about stepping on the grass accidentally. He was often forced to retreat to avoid a section where the grass was packed so tightly that he would need to step on it to pass. Purple dirt only, he reminded himself. No mistakes. They had one chance. 

Adrian stood, letting Ambusher’s Fade do the work to rest his mind briefly. The grass forest was unsettling. The colours were wrong, plants kept swaying even when there was no wind, and there were no animals and no insects. He considered that. Thinking back over the whole time he had been in the territory, there had been no creatures, not a solitary mosquito, and with his sensing domain even on passive, he would have noticed if anything was present. 

While the lack of life was disturbing, it wasn’t a reason to discontinue the plan. They had already known the landscape was going to be alien. Hell, he had known the entire chunk of land had come from a different world. He was not sure why the absence of insects disturbed him so much. Animals, sure, he could imagine the echidna driving them all off, but insects? Why? 

He looked more suspiciously at the trees. It was approaching winter, so there were fewer flies than usual, but he was only a kilometre and half from a territory teeming with bugs, so some of them should have migrated into this area. Something was clearly killing them, and Adrian had failed to sense what. In fact, the only thing that had triggered his danger sense were the lily pads. He doubted whatever those were would be interested in snacking on something as small as an insect. 

The realisation that there were no other animals out there made him feel like he now had an additional target painted on his back. 

Adrian stopped and checked his map. There had not even been anything that was begrudgingly suitable. He was only about two kilometres deep, so there was the capacity to explore further. It was simple enough to rotate and head in the desired direction, but less than a minute later, he was forced to stop. The flora had altered. 

Previously, the grass had been in clumps with almost as much area without plants as there were with. That had changed. Instead of

clumps, the grass grew everywhere, evenly over the landscape. 

Adrian bent down to examine the setup. Every inch a new piece of grass grew. It covered the area; there were no dirt patches that were suitable to step on. Adrian retreated and checked different pathways to travel deeper into the echidna territory, but the same result greeted him each time. There was a natural barrier that completely stymied him. 

If he stepped on plants, with the linked nature of everything, the echidna would likely know immediately, and Adrian wasn’t willing to gamble that he would be ignored. No animals and he was kilometres deep. With a shrug, he decided to complete his reconnaissance of the two-kilometre strip of border that he had access to. Hopefully, there would be something useable. 

 Don’t be lazy. 

Just because the apparent barrier had existed for a hundred metres did not mean that it was everywhere. He tracked the shift in the ground cover, hoping that at some point it would fade to nothing, but it was not to be. The secondary change or defence, or whatever it was, appeared everywhere he looked. Adrian checked his map and frowned. 

The whole thing was clearly unnatural. Two point four kilometres from the earth boundary there was a change in flora. It was a precise relationship. Either the alien territory had grown this barrier since its transition to earth, or it represented the true start of the alien terrain and had driven the insertion into the earth. Adrian knew it was one of these options because on his map there was a stretch of earth that poked deep into the alien territory, a random quirk of the landscape that was fifty metres wide and two hundred metres deep. That geography was reflected by the new type of grass. It was a perfect mirror. 

Adrian frowned. He would have to assume that the relationship would continue forever. That meant he should change his scouting method to be closer to the edge of the territory where it was easier to

move. This close to thicker grass he had to place his feet so carefully that it was slow moving. 

His boss monster warning magic blared. 

The echidna was there, right on the tip of his range. 

He had the teleportation plate out instantly and prepared his Mind for when he needed to use it. 

 Wait for the green tendrils. 

If he had been discovered, he might as well wait and extract as much information as possible from the encounter. 

The echidna was moving fast but not coming directly at him. In fact, it was not even closing in on him anymore. It was just travelling from one area of its territory to another and bisecting his identification sphere. 

 He was undetected. 

He wiped the sweat off his brow. The monster exited his sensing range. 

His heart stopped beating so aggressively. Thank god he had not run. Currently, he was undiscovered, but if he had used the teleport plate, then it would know, and if it was smart, it would patrol the area the fly had teleported away from. Adrian wasn’t confident about completing his mission under those circumstances. 

The teleportation plate was gripped tight in his hand. He had been sure that he was going to have to use it. This far inside its territory, he would not even consider trying to run. 

No need. It was a false alarm. He slipped the plate back into his bag of holding. 

It was good that it had come so close he told himself internally. 

The echidna’s brief presence was significant because it reminded him of how dangerous this exploration was, not that it was needed. 

The absence of animal and insect life was continually grating on him and served as a continual alarm. 

Adrian kept going, and the further east he got, the more mountainous the terrain became. Finally, he stumbled over what he

was searching for. It wasn’t a rain-scoured depression he had expected, something carved out of the landscape by a rushing river. 

Instead, it looked like a giant staff had slammed into the ground. It had left an indentation, with a slight angle, but that imagined weapon had been huge, even greater than the wyrm. That furrow it had left was thirty across, almost two hundred long and, by the end, almost forty metres deep. Absolutely symmetric. 

It was perfect. 

Better than he had dared to hope for. It was so close to ideal that he couldn’t help but wonder if the system had known in advance? 

Nope. 

The system had known nothing about the echidna or else Kiyoko would not have pulled that stunt on the first day. 

Or maybe yes. 

Maybe the system had known nothing about the echidna but had known about the landscape. Had models of the geometry of these purple areas. 

It did not matter. They had their ambush point. 

Adrian headed back to report. There was more to do. 

When he finally saw the glimpse of green ahead of him, Adrian felt relief flood him. The blues and purples had a very distinctive alien beauty, but that became oppressive quickly. Then ten metres further on, he felt the insects. He should have paid attention earlier, but there was a clear line where the earth grass ended, and so did the insects. 

There was nothing killing them; instead, it was some sort of repellent field that kept the bugs away. 

That made Adrian feel better. If the grass trees had been the ones doing the killing, then he would have to question what other knowledge he was missing. 

His feet walked over the scraggly green grass, and he released a massive sigh of relief. Once he was four metres clear of the dividing line, he blasted off the ground, flying directly to the hill where

presumably Jules and Kiyoko still waited. It took him over two minutes to reach them. 

When he arrived, Jules and Kiyoko were sitting on the ground playing cards. 

“That was perfect,” Kiyoko told him. “But the job’s not done. Time for stage two.” 

“Are you sure you’re not getting me to do busy work because the game is not finished?” 

“Yes.” 

Jules threw the cards down. “She cheats. She always knows what my hand is.” 

“Not deliberately,” Kiyoko protested. “It’s not my fault that my class means I know what cards are coming.” 

“It—” 

“Why do I need to go back?” Adrian interrupted with a small smile. It was clear that they had already had the argument several times before. 

“It isn’t that bad,” Jules told him. “Kiyoko is so bad at cards that I have been winning half the time.” 

“Forty percent,” Kiyoko corrected. 

“Who’s the teenager here?” Adrian said in frustration. 

The oracle smiled at him. That cagey wise expression in her eyes. The one old people had that let them get away with anything. 

“Just having some fun. Regarding going back, I need you to explore beyond the grass barrier.” 

Adrian’s throat went dry. That would almost certainly mean he would meet the echidna. Which was probably the point before they attempted the ambush. Adrian needed to get a feel for its tricks and how fast it moved. After all, that was vitally important to the plan. 

“Okay.” 

“Just get close. I will tell you when to move.” There was an awkward pause. “Nod if you heard me.” 

Adrian nodded. “It’ll take me about half an hour to get out.” 

Kiyoko picked up the cards and started dealing. “That’s fine. If it comes for you before I’ve said run, then use the teleporter to escape.” 

Jules did a little finger wave at Kiyoko. “Now, you can turn off your oracle skill to make it fair.” 

“We tried that and you beat me too easily. And”—she waved at Adrian like it was important—“earlier, you said that it was independent.” 

“Did I, dear? I must be getting forgetful.” 

Jules looked up at the sky in exasperation. “Why me?” 

Kiyoko winked at him. Laughing inside, he turned to carry out the next bit of their planning. 

Chapter 64

Quicker than he had told her, he reached that strange barrier of thicker grass. It annoyed Adrian that it existed. It was like a personal affront. Without its presence, it was possible that he could have snuck Jules through the territory. Especially given that the plant spread on the opposite side of the obstacle. 

Remembering Kiyoto’s request, he settled down to wait. 

Ambusher’s Fade switched on, so he could stand and be ready to move at a moment’s notice. 

The leaf trees around him swayed to their own rhythm. Parasitic flower vines moved discordantly. He considered one of them. It was only four feet long, barely big enough to wrap around the grass tree and hold its place. A single leaf with a flower the size of his head emerged. It was that flower that danced erratically and disturbed the ambience of everything else. 

“Okay, now,” Kiyoko ordered. 

Adrian approached the thick grass. There was no way he could put a foot down without breaking some stems. He backed up and charged it at a run, jumping just before the edge and then when he was at the peak of his jump the wind boosted him subtly. He was flying or gliding. The spear tried to keep his wind from hitting the grass, but Adrian saw how the stalks bent under the backlash of his passage. He landed on purple dirt with way too much momentum. 

He completed a quick flip to clear some shoulder-high grass and then landed on a patch of ground that was only large enough for the toes of his feet. Wind clapped around him, pulling him to an abrupt halt. 

“It noticed.” Kiyoko’s voice came to him crisply. “Come back.” 

What? Confusion flashed through Adrian. How did she know? 

Then he remembered how fast it could move, and he pushed through the nearby vegetation and then ran at the barrier grass. 

Wind grabbed him, lifted him, and then propelled him forward. 

“Shadow Step, too.” Kiyoko’s voice was dispassionate like Mike’s often was. 

Battle Wraith. 

He landed in a puff of dust and chained Shadow Steps. Two kilometres to travel. That was a hundred and fifty steps, which was less than a minute. It would exhaust him, but it was doable. 

The echidna was behind him in his extended domain. 

What the hell? How could it move so fast? Adrian had to know how. Plus, it was going to catch him, Shadow Step or not. 

Wind Gusts blew him straight up into the blue sky, and no plants moved to stop him. Afternoon sun briefly breaking through the thick cloud cover warmed him as he soared ten metres, then fifty metres above the giant blades of grass. He knew his presence at this height was probably challenging the hawk or its brother flying monsters, but he did not care. Adrian’s eyes searched out the echidna. 

It had closed within half a kilometre of him. 

He gulped. It all made sense. The echidna was not running. 

Instead, it was surfing on the tree grass; foliage was propelling it along at jet speed level. Worse, Adrian was in no doubt that it could stop or change direction on a nickel. In its territory at least. He needed to flee. 

Wind Gust, Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 

The combined effort was to drive him higher and higher. He hurtled upwards toward safety. He did not care about the hawk. All that mattered was to escape the echidna. 

The glow of the beast’s green nature magic filled the area below him. 

It wasn’t passive. 

What was it doing? 

The grass trees below him swirled. What? A fan? Then the sucking wind grabbed hold of him as the spinning vegetation created a vortex of wind to drag him to the ground. The spear did not oppose

the wind. It was too busy struggling to keep him stable, and all of his magic would not be strong enough to break him out of this. 

He plummeted toward the alien forest’s floor. 

Adrian remembered one of Kiyoko’s throw-away lines. The echidna had killed a class-three wyvern. He had assumed that it had landed and challenged the echidna, but he should have asked more questions about how the ground-bound echidna had managed to catch something that lived in the sky. 

He had the answer. 

The twister was narrowing. Arian looked at a spot beyond the spinning wind that he was trapped within. 

Blink. 

Then he was outside the impromptu reverse twister. Standing on a grass tree that bent under his weight. 

Step. 

His downward momentum was arrested, and he kept running. 

Fast, resourceful, and powerful. Adrian screeched to a halt as the surrounding grass grew into a familiar woven dome. He knew what came next, and he did not want to waste his personal shield this early. 

The teleport plate hit the ground and he activated it, just as parts of the barrier disentangled from the walls and swept towards him with spinning blades of razor-sharp fury. 

Adrian appeared somewhere else and immediately vomited from the effects of the teleportation. 

He forced himself, even though his body wanted to lie there, to jump to his feet. Then he walked around the picnic area the two girls had set up. It was the minimum he needed to prepare for later. His body complained, but he ignored it. When they engaged the echidna for real and he used a teleport, he couldn’t afford to just lie comatose afterwards. 

“That was disappointing,” Kiyoko said quietly. Adrian wanted to challenge the tone. That thing was lethal. “Not you, dear.” 

Adrian did not have the energy to engage, so he kept walking, getting his head to his hands and elbows out. He wasn’t physically exhausted, but this posture was what he used when he was, and even though the effects of the teleport were mental, the recovery posture seemed to do its job. 

Finally, he felt well enough to look at them. “I jumped over it,” he told them. 

The oracle nodded. 

“I limited the Wind Gusts, but even the residual effects triggered it.” 

“Yeah, it’s definitely very sensitive. We’re going to need to implement the original plan.” 

Adrian groaned. 

The oracle shook her head. “Your optimism, after all this time, that it would be easy is adorable.” 

“Should I go set it up, then?” 

Kiyoko shook her head. “No, we still need to test its sensitivity to Shadow Step.” 

“I can do that now.” He turned to walk towards the echidna’s territory. 

“Stop.” 

“Why?” 

“You need to wait half an hour.” 

“Why?” 

Kiyoko just smiled at him. “It’s necessary.” She tapped her head and sat down, taking up a meditative pose. 

He looked at Jules. 

“Don’t look at me. I’m not breaking her secrets.” 

“Do you know?” 

“I have a suspicion.” 

“And . . .” 

“I don’t know how observant you are, but Kiyoko is scary.” 

“She is a ninety-year-old grandmother.” 

“Yes. Absolutely terrifying,” Jules declared. “Do you want to play cards?” 

Kiyoko had not moved but was doing the whole exaggerated monk, Buddhist breathing thing. 

He glanced at the sun, it was dipping low on the horizon, and then turned to Jules’s hopeful expression. She definitely intended for gambling to be involved. “Maybe we should have an early dinner.” 

“You’re a spoilsport. Do you know how boring this waiting is?” 

She waved dismissively at Kiyoko. “She cheats, so it’s no fun with her.” 

“I’ll play, but no betting.” 

Jules stuck out her tongue. “Boring. Might as well just eat.” 

“I’m sure there will be stuff you will bash in Melbourne.” 

Jules nodded suddenly serious. “I hope not, and then I sort of hope there is. Does that make me a terrible person?” She finished in a rush before covering her face in embarrassment. 

“You have sacrificed to get to where you are. Of course you want an opportunity to be recognised for it.” 

“But I want there to be something to fight, which is sort of like hoping that there are monsters killing people.” 

Adrian shrugged. “You want to keep bashing stuff. I get it. 

Believe me, I get it.” He looked at his hands, remembering the devastation that they could wreck on the monsters he fought. “I get it. Being a hero can be fun.” 

Jules smiled. “I don’t want them to die, but I’m also scared of getting there and just being unremarkable. A crappy guard when only people who create things are valuable.” 

“It won’t happen. We’re miles ahead of anyone. Melbourne will need your skills and probably—unfortunately—mine.” 

“Your master alchemy,” Jules teased. 

“No, my grandmaster degree in killing shit.” 

She pulled out some food. “Twelve-hour buff that improves movement speed.” 

“Perfect.” 

“Yeah, I think Kiyoko purchased it from a trader.” 

They ate in silence. It was a thick, yellow soup in a bowl that had been closed with a tight piece of wood. It was sweet and spicy and unlike anything he had ever tasted. 

 Buff of Swiftness

 Movement speed is enhanced by external force power. Up to 20% increase in speed. 

“Uses force,” he commented after reading the details. 

“So?” 

“It doesn’t clash with my air-based haste spell.” 

“They will stack?” 

“Yep,” he confirmed. Then glanced at Kiyoko. She would break her trance when she was ready. 

“What is the echidna like?” 

“Impossibly strong,” he answered without hesitation. “But not rabid. It’s just defending its territory.” 

“Could we take it together?” 

“Nope.” 

“Could Wangaratta have taken it?” 

“When buffed, sure. After saving the world and being at an average level of forty. Who knows? Numbers might have worked, but then?” He shrugged. The problem with the echidna was how far its magic extended. Extra fighters might not matter. 

“Really? I didn’t realise. I thought she was just being silly. I know you lost a foot,” she said hurriedly. “But that was because you were protecting Omala and wasn’t prepared. I assumed . . .” She stopped momentarily. “I thought now that you knew what it could do, you would have a solution.” 

Adrian shook his head. “If Kiyoko had not pushed for this, I would have risked the mountains.” 

They trailed into silence, and then Jules pulled out the cards and started dealing. “Blackjack?” 

Nine hands later and seven losses, Kiyoko stirred. “I’m ready. 

Push a hundred metres in and then step parallel to the boundary. 

Don’t go any deeper.” 

“If it responds, I run?” 

“Yes,” Kiyoko answered. 

She was clearly keeping her secrets, but he did as instructed. 

Entering off to the left of the base camp where there were no cliff faces demarcating the line between old earth and the new. He snuck through the transitioned grass, walking on the purple soil and avoiding tufts of grass and the larger grass trees. 

Step. 

“Run,” Kiyoko’s voice ordered him instantly. Adrian took off to reach safety. “Faster.” 

Battle Wraith. 

Then he chained steps right out of the territory and then he kept going till he was a kilometre away. When he looked back, he could see the echidna right on the edge of its territory. Grass withered, alive and searching on both the earth and the alien side. 

It shuffled forward fully onto the earth grass. Its snout was sniffing away, and it wandered further, tracking his smell. 

“Is it going to track?” 

“No,” Kiyoko answered. 

“For someone who knew nothing about this yesterday, you sure seem more confident now.” 

“I will share it all before you leave,” Kiyoko promised, her eyes were focused on the animal. “It’s magnificent, isn’t it? I love echidnas. They are the best animals out there.” 

“Not exactly cuddly, but . . .” Jules said. 

Below, the echidna stopped sniffing and shuffled back into its territory. Two steps and then the bluegrass lifted it and it shot away. It must have sped up to four or five hundred kilometres per hour within the first fifty metres. 

“That’s why we need subterfuge,” Kiyoko said. 

“Is it gone?” 

The oracle nodded. “You have a job to do.” She pushed herself to her feet and hobbled to the horse. She was old. Sometimes that fact slipped his mind. So ancient that even the healing of the Alpha world wasn’t fully remove the aches and pains of too long sitting on the hard ground. 

She started pulling off bags of holding. “You remember what to do?” 

“Yes.” 

She removed six bags and metal frames. “Spread it around the depression. These two . . .” She handed them to him. They had an orange tag on them. “At the deepest section. And the others in a line for a little over a hundred metres.” 

Adrian nodded. It was what they had discussed. 

“The orange-tagged ones on the wall.” 

“I heard.” While carrying the extra load, he snuck in. 

The whole way, he avoided getting within ten centimetres of anything. He didn’t want the wind of his passing to alert the echidna. 

Not now they were about to enter the end game. Errors now, Adrian knew, would cost them this opportunity. Because he had already used a teleport plate and a Shadow Step in the area, Adrian was confident that even the smallest touch on a piece of grass would summon it. Even though it was not here, it would monitor the area. 

The strange depression he had found was as he had remembered. 

Literally, like a giant staff had slammed down. A weapon larger than he could imagine. It was something else he was sure about. If it had been a staff, the wielder would have been as tall as the largest building on Earth. Which was ridiculous, and he shouldn’t let his

imagination run. After all, he had witnessed a class-zero world destroyer, and it had not been that large. 

He did as instructed, placed each bag, and then the cage over the top of them and charged the cage by infusing it with a thousand mana before moving on. At any moment, he expected to be discovered. But nothing happened, and he kept going. It was getting dark, but with his eyesight, it did not bother him. Nevertheless, when he got back to the hill, the direct light from the sun was gone. 

“Good job,” Kiyoko told him. “I think we’re ready.” 

“You promised to confess something first,” Adrian reminded her. 

“Did I?” 

“Yes,” he pressed, not at all fooled by the senile act. 

“I guess, no risk now. Charlotte has been helping us.” 

Adrian shut his eyes. He had known, but had not been willing to say anything. 

“She has been drawing it to herself.” Kiyoko nodded. 

“That is how you knew it was coming to get me both times.” 

“Yes.” 

“And she was annoying it while I was exploring.” 

“Yes.” 

“Tell her thanks.” 

Kiyoko waved that comment away. “She was happy to help. Now you two need to prepare.” 

“How?” 

“Where is your fancy map?” 

He pulled it out, and suddenly the echidna territory was overlaid with an immense amount of detail. “It is here. This is your ambush point. This is the line you want to run. What I recommend is that you sneak Jules to here.” 

Adrian looked critically at the map. “Then move close to the ambusher point. Brush a leaf here, then run and hope it follows.” 

“Based on what I have seen of its fighting, you will need to blow through at least two of its grass domes to draw it in close enough.” 

“Two.” 

“Three to be safe.” 

“Can I do this?” 

“Yes, you can.” She pinched his cheek just like his grandmother used to. 

Chapter 65

Adrian led Jules into the now-dark depths of the alien landscape. 

The ambience of it had changed. Instead of weird beauty, there was a threatening feeling to everything. The grass was also still, which troubled him more than he cared to admit. Jules followed along behind him as the necklace did its job. Every step Jules placed was precisely where Adrian had already trodden. Providing he could sneak through the countryside, which he could, then Jules could as well. 

This was the most dangerous time. If he alerted the echidna now, Adrian wasn’t sure either of them would escape. Jules would have very little chance of running, and even he might be too slow, but unless he made a mistake, they were safe. It was nerve-wracking, and he was extra careful. Finally, they reached the barrier of dense grass, and Adrian guided Jules until he found a large patch of dirt free of grass. 

A silence dome encompassed them. “Don’t move. Don’t touch anything.” 

“I get it,” Jules promised him. 

With a nod, he put down the teleport plate. 

“We’re committed,” he said finally. “The moment I summon it, there’s no retreat. The only path is forward.” 

“I trust Kiyoko.” Then she smiled weakly. “Even if she cheats at cards.” 

“Me too . . . but.” 

Jules patted him on the head at that. “It’ll work,” she assured him. 

“I can’t step or fly, so it’s going to be half an hour to re-position.” 

“I won’t move. Cross my heart and hope to die.” She made the silly gestures with a lopsided grin on her face. They both knew the genuine risks that they were taking. 

Adrian suppressed his chuckle, and then nervously he picked his way to the ambush point. Somewhere out there, Charlotte and other volunteers were playing games with the echidna. Provoking it and risking their lives to grant him this chance. The sooner he triggered this, the less likely anyone would die on the Seymour side, while they created this opportunity for them. 

He trod on a blade of grass. The stem broke. 

“It’s coming,” Kiyoko said instantly via the communication necklace. 

If it was like last time, that warning meant he had almost a minute. He strode towards the trap. Another stem broke under his careless boots. 

Then it exploded into his sensory range, and Adrian altered his casual walk to sprinting forward. Too early to go faster with Blink or Shadow Step, but that stage was coming. Green tendrils of mana appeared in his vision. The grass trees around him bent. 

Battle Wraith, internal haste, step, Wind Gust, step. 

He exploded forwards, ducking and weaving between the awakening grass trees. He couldn’t sustain the speed for long, but running away, he dashed into the ambush depression. 

Life flared up in front of him. A cage of grass like previously. 

Adrian remembered Kiyoko’s directives. He needed to survive three of these techniques to draw it far enough into the trap. 

He ran at the solid wall. Without magic, he was trapped. Now it would attack him. But he wanted to create time. 

Foresight kicked in. He saw the whipping grass lash toward him. 

The angles they took, five on his left, two to the right, one in front. 

There was a patch of ground that none of the whips passed. Adrian ducked in that direction and dived toward the ground. Wind Gust accelerated him, speeding the process. 

Continual updates about what was happening came from his ability. As he moved, the echidna altered its weapons. The safe spot got smaller. 

Multiple paths folded out, and the section that was safe reduced to almost nothing. Foresight kept calculating. It was suddenly extrapolating the impact that Adrian’s movements had on the eventual trajectory of the bladed whips. There were many paths where Blink remained unnecessary, but all of them involved him not moving for a moment. Wind halted the momentum of his body. He stopped for an agonising instant, then the wind reversed and tossed him to the ground. The whips snapped past him. He heard the rush of their passage, then the crack as they impacted the dome. The whole place shook. 

Foresight again chimed in, and again it showed the little seed pods exploding. It calculated the spread of the deadly seeds in four dimensions, space and time. Calculations ran that mapped his physical parameters into the simulation of the exploding pods. There were no personal movements, even enhanced by wind and Shadow Step, that would allow him to tank the attack and keep his shields intact. 

He prepared to Blink. 

In real time, the magical blasts occurred. 

Adrian waited till the tiny deadly seeds were within an arm’s reach of him and then triggered Blink. 

It was the shortest Blink he had ever tried, and it took him three metres forward to appear just outside the pod. He imagined he was going to need to use a lot of Blinks and wanted to conserve his mana as much as possible. 

Then he was off running again. The sheer cliffs at the end of the depression were directly ahead of him. 

He needed to move fifty metres and the echidna much further. 

Nerves were making him too eager. He was going too fast. The plan called for him to draw the echidna all the way into the depression. 

Step. 

Then he stopped and waited. 

Another weave of grass grew around him. 

With a savage smile, Adrian sprang at the wall. Triple Blade blasted out. Flames and ice assaulted an Adrian-sized stencil on the outside of the surface. The spear channelled his mana, using its superior control to turn him into a large, hundred-kilogram bullet. He slammed hard into the weakened weave of blue and purple grass. 

The Triple Blade he had thrown ahead of him had torn through it in places, and the stencil of burning flames had also cut through the weaker spots. 

The glow of nature magic still infused the area, which would cause it to be continually reinforced. 

Despite his magic, the structural integrity of the barrier held even if it was diminished. 

Adrian slammed into it. It was like hitting a brick wall. The breath was blown out of his body. Then there were ripping sounds, and he tumbled through the gap. 

It hurt more than he liked to admit. 

Foresight triggered as the echidna learned from his previous escape; it enhanced the outside of the dome to kill him. Flaying whips followed by the exploded seeds were about to hound him. 

Projections and calculations were made and automatic protection routines kicked in. Mana was drained out of him without conscious control as Wind Gusts blew him upward and away from the prison he had broken out of. 

He flew forward, then jerked sideways to avoid a tree that had swayed to intercept his flight with its sharp edge. At his heels, the whips cracked. He had outdistanced them by centimetres or milliseconds, depending on which reference point you wanted to use. 

Then he was pushed hard right, which made his bruised body complain. 

Razor-sharp seeds smacked into the tree that was now between him and the cage he had blown a hole in. The spear and foresight expertly finding the combination of movements to keep him safe. 

He had successfully escaped trap number two. 

The longer he waited, the better. He reminded himself of it constantly, but it was hard to not run when something like the echidna was descending upon you. 

It was coming closer. Fifty metres. Encroaching on his accurate sensing domain. 

The density of nature magic around him was intensified. That power could create life out of nothing. 

Adrian imagined vines appearing out of nowhere and plucking him out of the air. 

His foot hit the ground. 

Step. 

Between one second and another, a dome formed. He hesitated, judging its position. It wasn’t as deep as he needed. 

Blink. 

Free. 

He was right at the cliff face. 

He crushed a crystal in his hand. A signal went out and triggered the cages around the bags of holding. If he was lucky, the echidna would keep approaching. Adrian remembered all the other encounters, and he just required it to display the same behaviour. If it did, then this gamble would work. Relying on an animal to act in a consistent matter suddenly did not feel like it was such a wise choice. 

He pulled out his teleport plate. 

The echidna kept moving, entering his sensitive domain and then getting closer. Adrian had never hurt it, and it felt invulnerable. 

It was twenty metres away. Knife-throwing distance. 

It looked angry. Thirty metres above him, a ceiling of plant matter formed as the trees grew at an astonishing rate to trap him. Blink and Wind Gust might be enough to get him out that way, but the echidna was probably already building higher layers. 

Magic kept pouring into the construction. 

Perfect! 

The bags of holding were all erupting like a fountain as the cage propelled the waste product from his hooper alchemy high in the air. 

The echidna paused, doing nothing. 

It was majestic. 

“Sorry.” 

The animal had still not responded. Its basketball-sized eyes regarded him like a human would an interesting bug. 

The cages around the bag of holding continued to trigger their secondary purposes. Not only were the contents of the bags blasting out the top, but the structural integrity of the bags was being disrupted. That spatial space that contained hundreds of square metres of alchemic waste was about to give way. That stuff was toxic and would expand fast enough to capture even the majestic beast in front of him, and then hopefully the waste product’s stickiness and durability would be enough to contain it. 

His mental count got to eight, and he knew he was out of time. 

There was a roar as the bag furthest away erupted and the others were about to go, too. 

The echidna was still studying him. Still not attacking. 

“Sorry.” 

He triggered the teleport plate. 

Chapter 66

Reality distorted, the world shifted and Adrian was in a new spot. 

He tried to stand but stumbled, then before he could say anything he was plucked up and Jules started running. 

Helplessly, he vomited. 

Most of it went all over her. 

His spear whipped air tendrils to dislodge some of it, but the damage had been done. 

Jules said nothing, her legs eating the territory. 

He might not be able to run, but his magic still worked. Adrian considered what he could do. Forcing his eyes open, he looked forward. Based on his stomach, it would be minutes till he could use mana potions. His mana had been reduced by almost half through his fight with the echidna, and even with regeneration, his body felt battered. 

However, that would not last. 

Jules ran, barely slowed by carrying his weight. 

Ahead, the land dipped. 

Wind Gust picked them up and threw them through the air. In seconds, they were level with the top of the trees. 

Jules squealed in delight, and then he brought them down to the ground again. They had skipped the ravine, but he had to conserve his energy. Jules seemed to understand; she hardly broke stride. 

“Next time let me go,” he ordered, deciding that he was well enough to move on his own two feet. 

She nodded. She crested the hill and started running down. 

Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 

As instructed, she let him go midair, and the violent wind split them apart, and then his spear directed them to land. 

“What happened?” she yelled. 

“Stage one went perfectly. Hopefully, it will hold it till we are clear.” 

Telekinesis brought potions to his lips and drifted the teleportation plate to Jules. They still might need it. If the waste product from the Vitality potions failed to work as they envisaged, then the plan was for Adrian to draw the echidna away from Jules and then use the teleport plate when the echidna eventually trapped him. Because it would. 

Adrian struggled to keep up with Jules, as he did not want to use either of his movement techniques. Blink because it was a mana hog and Shadow Step because he was afraid it would send the echidna into a frenzy and help it escape too quickly. 

There was no doubt it would get out, and Adrian felt guilty about polluting its environment. The waste product was a horrible blight. 

Adrian could remember it smouldering in the ditch and killing plant life. The side effect of its herbicide properties would hopefully inhibit the echidna magic that relied on plants. The question was how long it would take to dig its way out. That entire indentation, two hundred metres wide and forty deep would be filled with the stuff. Hell, if his mathematics was accurate, there would now be a small hill there. 

The only question was whether the substance would impede it sufficiently for them to get out of the territory before it got free. 

They had to run a little over fifteen kilometres, but it was up and down hills. Even with him cheating to let them fly across the worst of the terrain, it was still enough that the run was going to take almost ten minutes to finish. 

“Why did we bring you again?” he asked playfully

“Because I wanted to come, dummy,” Jules yelled back. 

“I would be faster by myself.” 

“You’re an idiot sometimes.” 

“What?” 

“The system wants me in Melbourne,” Jules yelled. 

“What?” 

He grabbed her hand, and by this point she understood the signal. They both leapt over the cliff, and wind swept them away to land on the upward slope forty metres away. Without his wind tricks, this trip would take four or five times as long. 

“There is bash-bash to do in Melbourne,” Jules told him. 

“Fuck!” 

“What?” She looked at him, knowing he did not swear often. 

“Kiyoko made me bring a deadly mushroom. The deal is, I had to keep it for a month before getting rid of it.” 

“Oh, how deadly?” 

Adrian grimaced, remembering the properties of that fungus. 

“Army killing,” he admitted. 

“That’s a lot of bashing.” Jules laughed. 

“Doesn’t it disturb you?” 

He grabbed her hand and jumped again. His mana was at seventy percent but declining, and the last potion he had was exceedingly bitter, so he had to rely on his mana generation from now. They landed hard on the other side when the spear failed to control the descent. It had clearly followed his thought process. 

“Oof,” Jules complained. 

“Conserving mana,” he explained while puffing. “Why aren’t you worried?” 

“Adrian, if you’re willing to get involved and use that fungus, then whatever the target is will totally deserve it. For example, I doubt you would have used something like that against Adhava and the Patriots.” 

“No, I wouldn’t have.” 

“See. The system will not point us at targets that are morally grey to fight. It knows we’ll refuse.” 

“Why the hell do you have so much faith in me?” 

“I’ve seen what you do, and how you act. You’re too selfless and ethical by far to abuse that.” 

Behind him, the echidna appeared in his domain. “It’s here,” he told her. “Drop the plate.” 

Jules did as instructed and then accelerated away. Adrian changed course to lead the echidna at right angles from her. In moments, she had vanished from sight. 

Battle Wraith, step, step. 

He brought up the minimap. They were less than three kilometres from the Melbourne edge. If geography was mirrored on each side, then the worst of the mountainous terrain would be behind them. Four to five minutes was all he needed to buy Jules. 

Make space. 

Green nature magic swirled around him, and while the echidna was four hundred metres behind him, its aura had reached him. 

He chained steps. Stacking them one after the after. He was crossing fifty metres in a second. Adrian was moving faster than anyone could have imagined pre-event. The echidna closed anyway, but his speed achieved one aim. The echidna did not have time to shape a cage to slow him. 

The ground dropped in front of him. 

A natural cliff. 

He leapt, Wind Gust sweeping behind him. Two hundred mana blasted out of him, and it was like he had been shot from a gun. The acceleration made his reinforced body groan in displeasure. The power kept flooding; another one hundred were spent, and for the first time, he was outdistancing the echidna. 

He sustained the speed, hurtling twenty metres above the sharp tips of the giant grass trees. 

The burst had blown him mostly clear of the echidna’s aura. He just had to make sure not to give it the chance to create one of its whirlwinds to suck him to the ground. 

Aerial assault also did not worry him. After all, he planned on teleporting out. 

His mana was dipping, and he needed to keep at least one Blink in his pocket. Mana regeneration kept him in the air but far slower than earlier, and it meant that the monster echidna was gaining on him. Once more, the edge of its aura lapped the top of the trees below him. 

His eyes flicked around, checking the sky for enemies and tracking the progress of the aura. 

Adrian’s mouth was dry, and he mentally rehearsed emergency measures. He still had the potion that would give him unlimited mana for a minute, and the circuit that would increase his damage. He had not mentioned it to Jules, but that was his fallback position. That burst of energy would let him vaporise the echidna. It was his hail Mary, saving grace, and his salvation. 

There were consequences. Enormous consequences for him. He could never use magic again, but it was better than dying. 

What to do? 

A grass tree grew in front of him, trying to intercept him. The aura was driving growth from below. One mana into a Wind Blade severed it from the ground and let him push the top section aside. 

It seemed the echidna considered that to be a provocation, because abruptly, ten trees ahead started growing, nature magic glowing bright throughout the entire trees. Adrian knew the echidna was strengthening the internal structure, so his cutting blade would fail. 

In response, Adrian blew himself upwards, choosing to go over the obstruction rather than through. 

This was all about buying time. 

Foresight warned him of the incoming suction, and he ducked himself into a dive. Possible paths presented themselves, and he angled his body perfectly. He dipped into the twisting, sucking winds at speed. His body stretched, then contracted. He felt like he had been hit by a train, but as the calculations had predicted, he was tossed out. Shallow entry angle plus normal physics meant that instead of trapping him the funnel “fling shotted” him away. 

Success. 

Having magnificently repurposed the echidna’s wind magic, he was back to moving at bullet-level speeds. Forecast again clicked into action. He was too low and heading straight towards the top of a grass tree. No physical movement options presented themselves—

destroy the obstacle or Blink. 

Flames roared out of him, above and below where he was about to hit. 

 Smack! 

There was an explosion of blue sparks, and the section of grass tree he hit broke across the lines that he had burnt into them. His preparations softening what would otherwise be an unsurvivable collision. 

The echidna had luckily created a funnel right at the top of a hill, and the moment he was past the tree, he was in free air once more. 

The remnants of that last barrier still blocked his sight. He pushed with his hands and it fluttered away. Behind him, a chunk of a grass tree the size of a surfboard was ripped away. 

Gravity took hold, and he dipped toward the ground and would hit the valley almost at the bottom but on the opposite slope. 

Was that one or two minutes? 

He only needed two minutes. Four minutes for Jules to get out. 

Two minutes wasted following him and then another two minutes running back. 

It was not even close, Adrian knew instinctively. He was going to have to burn further contingencies. 

The ground was rapidly approaching, and a well-timed Shadow Step bled his momentum away. 

Foresight triggered. He was within the echidna’s aura, and a grass tree was whipping around to dissect him. 

Part of him wanted to dodge, but he let it strike. 

The ring on his finger activated and teleported him away. 

He reappeared ten metres away, stumbling slightly. It was nowhere as bad as the teleport plates, but the complete change in position would be enough to affect anyone. 

There were at least two more system teleports available, plus his other ring. 

Adrian was able to take three long strides before the echidna located him once more. 

Every second mattered. 

Once more, Foresight showed swords of the grass under his feet, whipping through where he stood. 

Step, step. 

The echidna was already reacting. Or maybe it had magic everywhere. Three whips were already flashing to bisect his new location. 

Step. 

His second teleport triggered abruptly. 

Foresight did not even trigger this time. 

It was clearly too dangerous to stay. 

He didn’t drop the plate on the ground. Instead, he tucked his legs up while still holding it and put his feet on top of it midair. For the briefest of moments, he was surfing on it. 

The world quivered, and he was in a new place. 

He wanted to collapse. 

The minimap came at his instructions, and he oriented himself. 

Eyes shut, the world was spinning and his domain only partially functioning. But he was pointed the right way, so he pumped his legs and accelerated. There was a brief moment of clarity where his domain revealed the ground in front of him. 

Step. 

Vomit came up, and he swallowed most of it but some leaked out. The taste made him run faster. He was running back towards Seymour and away from the echidna’s position. It was part of the

plan, allowing for the extra time Jules needed. He had one more of the transferring teleport plates. Jules had the second receiver. 

He ate up the ground—one kilometre, then two kilometres. 

Maybe he had run too far. Was he still in range? 

Map said yes. 

His monster alarm went off. It was coming for him. 

“Second plate,” he yelled. 

“Acknowledged.” 

Green mana was pooling around him. 

“Plate down,” Jules said. 

He dropped the sister plate on the ground and then held his position. Every second counted and till Foresight, triggered he was safe. 

Grass behind him grew and lashed out. 

Adrian instinctively ducked to dodge it. It was a single plant, and it flashed over his head. 

He was ready to trigger the teleport and run if more attacks came but. But the echidna, instead of trying to splat him where he stood, went for a more strategic approach. Barriers formed at ten metres, then twenty and then a third set at thirty. The echidna was setting up a trap where Blink, Instant Teleport, or Shadow Step would only throw him into a different killing field. 

It was burning time. 

Adrian was thrilled to let it. 

It had drawn to a halt a full hundred metres from him. There was none of that curiosity that had it approaching to almost within patting distance the other times. It had clearly learnt from his previous trick with the alchemy waste and did not want to get trapped again. 

Nature energy built up around him. 

His Foresight went crazy. Two seconds of warning with every inch of air filled with an attack. Both near him and further away. 

Foresight, even using Blink, could not see a vector for him to escape. 

He triggered the teleport plate. 

He couldn’t move as dry heaving hit him. 

Jules grabbed him, and he felt himself being carried once more. 

Adrian checked his mana. Just ninety left. 

Then his map. 

They were only five hundred metres from the start of safety. 

Maybe they would make it without him having to use that unlimited mana potion. 

Jules’s legs were pumping and eating up the ground. There was a small cliff in front of her, and then she exploded forward. It felt like when he used his Wind Gusts to their maximum potential. 

They soared through the air. It had to be some sort of new skill that she had purchased. They landed with Jules’s feet smashing a three-inch hole into the earth. A twenty-metre leap and she kept running like it was nothing. 

No echidna yet. 

Two hundred metres. 

Ahead of him, the land dropped suddenly into the familiar geography. It revealed a land that had been cut apart by a swift-flowing river, even if it was filled with blue and purple grass rather than the colours he was used to. That was the natural feature he had been looking for earlier in the day. Fifty metres to the bottom and a football field across, if he had lured the echidna into something like this, it might have trapped it long enough for them to full run across its land. 

“Help!” Jules screamed at him, and then she leapt. Behind them, rock crumbled. It was an impressive jump, a superhero jump, but inadequate for the situation. The previous long jump world record was less than ten metres. Jules carrying him probably leapt fifty metres, but it was comically short given the size of the gap they were

jumping across. She had trusted his magic to be enough or was sufficiently desperate. 

Wind power swirled, working with her jump to push her higher and faster. 

It was enough. 

Thirty mana to spare. They crashed down, and instinctively Jules leapt again as she landed, her technique stopping her legs from breaking. The section of bank they landed on crumbled, tossing them forward another thirty metres. They were right on the edge of the echidna’s boundary. 

He felt it appear in his monster domain. 

“Put me down.” 

She threw him forward instead, and a step righted him. 

It was eight hundred metres away and descending in righteous judgement. Jules was almost free, but he still needed to buy her half a minute. 

He shadow stepped along the edge of its territory but still within it. It had to sense him. His feet landed on grass, breaking stems after stems to ensure that he got its intention. Adrian could see the green land of earth to his right. The spread of purple, blue grass in front of him and then on his left, about ten metres away, the start of the echidna’s tree line. 

If it went for Jules, then he would use the potions. 

Consequences be damned. Losing his mana permanently would be ruinous. No more magic. Alchemy with a permanent ceiling of expert. 

And an impaired sensory domain. All of it was a small price to pay for saving her. 

He could still be useful. Still be a husband, father, and warrior with his spear abilities. 

 Stop. Enough. None of that. 

They were both getting out of here alive. 

More steps. 

In his bag, the special potion and circuit were ready to be used. 

 Circuit of Spell Intensity

 This device can increase the intensity of any spell cast by the wearer by up to eight times. Mana cost increases by double the extra spell intensity. Thus, doubling the strength of a spell will cost four times as much mana. 

 Unlimited Mana Potion

 The user gets unlimited mana for 62 seconds, but the process will permanently burn out the capacity to store magic in the future and permanently prevent the user from ever using magic again. 

Four hundred metres, and he could sense magic. 

 Come on. 

 Him or her? 

Another step. 

The echidna changed its direction, and it was going after him! 

 Thank god. 

He had done enough. He changed direction shooting for the green grass. 

Chaining steps. 

The aura was around him. 

Flames poured out ahead of him, burning grass, killing just a dinner plate size patch. Just enough to step on. Then an ice plate, then more dead grass. 

Flickers of the future continually assaulted him. 

Instead of stepping ten metres, he only went six, then instead of straight, he went sideways. Grass walls grew in front of him. Gum trees turned into a whomping willow and tried to squish him. 

More flames. 

The density of mana around him was intensifying. The echidna had left its territory to get him. 

“Jules! Plate!” 

The second-to-last teleport plate. This, like the next set, was only paired with the single plate and none of the previous ones they had used. It was also shorter range and was single use. A final desperate measure they had hoped not to use. 

For the second time, the Foresight went crazy. Once more, there were no spots locally to escape. This was going to suck. 

He triggered the teleport. 

Chapter 67

The world shifted. 

Mana depletion hit him. 

Shadow Step exhaustion whacked him at the same time. 

Teleportation sickness jumped up and down on his battered, bruised, and broken body. 

He did not black out, but he wished he had. It was worse than a mana storm, and that was saying anything. It was so bad he did not know whether he was lying prone somewhere, in a nightmare or being carried. He hoped it was the last. 

Time dragged on. It might have been a day, an hour, a minute, or just a second, but he wanted to be dead for all of it. 

He felt himself being dropped. Then a second later picked up again and then dumped into ice cold water. 

He pushed himself up, spluttering. Heat gathered around him automatically and he realised his mana was recharged. That shock woke him out of his stupor and his domain like a reluctant lawnmower started up. 

He was in a broken water tank, water up to his chest, but if he stood, it would only be just above his knees. Jules was in it with him, 

and there were no monsters. Then she grabbed him and pulled him out. 

“I’m okay,” he said, pushing away her hands. 

“Thank god,” Jules said. 

“The bath?” 

“We both stank, and I wanted to see if cold water would wake you.” 

His magic warmed both their skins, banishing the chill instantly. 

“Stank?” 

“You weren’t selective about where you vomited.” 

Adrian remembered the first time she had carried him. Even half aware, he had splattered her. He couldn’t imagine when passed out that he would have changed anything. 

“Sorry.” 

“Bah.” 

“What happened?” 

“It followed you. Then you teleported. I picked you up and ran. A single bear was dumb enough to think I was an easy snack.” 

“The echidna did not follow you after. Thank god.” 

“I was over a kilometre outside its domain when you teleported. It might not have known where I was.” 

“It knew,” Adrian assured her. They were alive. Going through the echidna territory was possibly the most stupid thing he had ever done, but they had been successful. 

“Are you sure?” 

All he could do was nod. The way it had looked at him and how it had prepared to stop Blink and Shadow Step. The attempt to run through territory even with all of their preparations had been stupid, but the system had wanted him to do that. That was why Kiyoko had supported him. Adrian was not arrogant enough to think that was only because of his World Saver title. 

The system had wanted him in Melbourne, and that month he needed to keep hold of the fungus in his bag of holding weighed heavily upon him. 

It was a problem for another time. He peered up at the sky. The night was dark. Clouds drifted covering stars. It felt like nothing had changed. “Are we in Melbourne?” 

“The surrounding countryside.” She waved, and he looked around. They were on a farm. There was an abandoned house

nearby whose current residents were a pack of some sort of alien, ferret-like monster. 

“We are here. WE ARE HERE!” Adrian screamed. 

“Alpha event,” Jules reminded him, laughing. 

“Who cares? Worst case, it attracts something for you to bash.” 

“We made it,” she squealed. Jumping up and clapping her hands. “WE DID IT!” she yelled and, whooping, spun around in excitement. Water went everywhere, and he could see steam wafting up off her as she did a little dance. 

Adrian consulted the map. It was twenty kilometres to Tony’s farm. “Not yet. We still need to find her.” 

“Isn’t she at your father in-law’s?” 

“I don’t know. Neither Jaracol nor Kiyoko confirmed that.” 

“She’ll be there.” 

Adrian nodded in agreement because Jules looked so excited. 

Personally, he was not so confident. She had definitely been alive, free, safe, and happy when he sent the plant’s gift through. 

Where remained a mystery. 

He assumed that would be at Tony’s farm, but it could just as easily be in town. She might have been at their house in the city

proper or been at Tony’s and then forced to flee somewhere else early in the new world. So many people had been forced out of their homes and into communities. There was strength in numbers. 

Staying by yourself out of town was dangerous. You never knew when a monster might appear. One like that octopod that had attacked the family on the outskirts of Wagga all those months ago. 

Adrian swallowed. 

That had not happened to his family. Emily had been alive a month after the event and things were settling down by then. 

“It is eleven o’clock,” Jules said, breaking Adrian’s reflection. 

“What now?” 

“Are you?” 

“I’ll do whatever you want.” 

“I would like to check Tony’s farm and then decide what to do after that.” 

Jules nodded, a silly grin—even for her—plastered to her face. 

“How far?” 

“From here it’s only about twenty kilometres.” 

“Less than an hour?” 

“Providing we don’t have to detour around something nasty.” 

“Sure, we had to run from the echidna, but there aren’t many things at that level of power out there that would cause a delay.” 

“There could be. It’s not like we haven’t seen stronger.” 

“You’ve seen stronger things,” she corrected. “I didn’t see the class zero. Plus, with your locate-interesting-things-to-bash skill, we can avoid anything dangerous. If you’re in that much of the hurry.” 

She pouted. 

They took off at what was for them only a light jog, but would probably have set world records a few months ago. 

Adrian stopped. 

Jules pulled to a halt a couple of metres ahead of him. “What?” 

“It feels farmed.” he said, looking around. 

“Yeah, I haven’t seen any monster tracks. That’s good.” 

“Hopefully,” he agreed. 

They kept moving their feet, eating up the distance. Once more, Adrian slowed down. 

Jules copied him and then poked him in the side. “You’re slowing down,” 

“It’s just up ahead.” They were now walking along a two-lane road that was barely visible with the natural decay of the event

having eaten through the bitumen. “I recognise that fence.” 

He nodded at the extravagant, imposing walls that framed a big metal gate and driveway. The gate was rusted, but the walls were as majestic as he remembered, having survived the event with no noticeable damage. Driving past, they had always stood out, but walking like this they were ridiculous. The gigantic wall that Adrian pre-event would have struggled to touch the top of stretched for five meters on either side of the driveway and then became a normal farm wire fence immediately after. 

It was all for show. 

Jules looked at it unimpressed. “How far?” 

“Four hundred metres on the right.” 

“Come on, we should at least scout it tonight since we’ve jogged this far.” 

She walked ahead, and he hurried to catch up. The whole time, he was mentally preparing himself to find it abandoned. The closer he had come, the more ridiculous the notion that they would have stayed on the farm had become. 

Everyone consolidated. He had seen it all along the five hundred kilometres they had travelled. 

The farm would be deserted and he would probably find them in Whittlesea, or a different pocket of Melbourne’s outer suburbs. 

They reached the front gate. The area felt lived in. No monsters. 

He was most likely seeing what he wanted. 

He breathed deeply. The fear and expectation were real things. 

He had come so far. If she wasn’t here, he would cry for a couple of hours and then pick himself up and start searching. 

“Can you wait here?” 

Jules nodded. “Sure.” She smiled hopefully. “It’ll all work out.” 

His heart was thudding. He took a step. It was ridiculous; he had run toward a world destroyer with less emotion. 

“Adrian.” He stopped. It was hard enough to force himself forward and if Jules wanted to say something, he was taken. 

“Remember, it’s the middle of the night.” 

“I know. I’m not planning on scaring anyone to death.” 

Another step forward onto Tony’s land. Not that pre-event property claims meant anything now. In two hundred meters, his journey might finish or just start anew. The fear, the anticipation, a tear ran down his cheek. 

 Please, god. Let them be here. 

Chapter 68

Adrian instigated Ambusher Steps to hide himself and walked by the side of the gravel road. It was ridiculous that the driveway had survived better than the public road, but that was what happened. It was mostly still intact, though there was a patch where a noxious yellow weed had taken over half the road. He skirted it and then turned around the bend. 

Adrian stopped and stared. 

His heart jumped. 

It was the middle of the night, but there was life! 

Tony’s hobby farm had always had the buildings concentrated in the centre. The hay shed was a stone’s throw from the house, then the machinery shed, the stables, and the new machinery shed, which acted more like a giant garage, had spread out in a broken circle with each building sort of on a side. 

Those sheds now formed the basis of a communal shelter. The complex had been expanded, walls put in place, and what looked like a crow’s nest installed on top of the hay shed providing a lookout post. The trees on the outskirts of the wall had been chopped down. 

Presumably both for visibility reasons and because the timbre would

have been needed to help construct the wall. Archer posts were set up regularly at the top of the fortifications. It was a survivalist’s dream setup. He was looking at what in olden times would have been a walled village, but with modern sensibilities. A fortified compound. 

And it was occupied. 

Two men were in that crow’s nest, acting as a lookout. 

He felt like laughing. Of course, Tony was stubborn enough to stay at his farm and sufficiently popular to draw in his mates to help him. 

Anticipation and hope flared. She might not be here but . . . he was sure that morning of the event that she had been at Tony’s, and if that was the case, somewhere in that compound in front of him, she was sleeping, and his kids too. 

He did not know what to do. Should he retreat and come back in daylight so as not to scare people? It was the right thing to do, but he could not get his feet to turn away. 

He needed to know. 

With Ambusher’s Steps cloaking him, he moved forward. The men in the crow’s nest were unlikely to have the skills necessary to

pierce Ambusher’s Steps, but it was a moot point. Thief habits died hard, and it was easy to move when they weren’t looking and use the limited cover. He ducked behind a sawn-off trunk that was just tall enough. Then slid into a drainage ditch, two-inch water soaking him. 

Adrian froze. 

The compound wall was now right at the edge of his sensing domain. He was approaching from the house side. The large two-story house whose front facade provided a significant part of the defensive wall. The upstairs windows were intact even when the lower ones had been closed off with wooden planks. 

There was no need to enter the house. If he snuck up to the front porch, he would be able to see enough with his domain. 

God. Why was this so hard? He pushed away a tear, choking up. 

It took more will than inserting the last troll core to take another step. 

He snuck forward and crouched next to a broken tractor. 

Ambusher armour flashed on and off, and then he was dry once more. 

It was taking too long. He needed to go faster. He needed to know now. 

Step. 

Ambusher and thief skills went haywire, and he aborted the step or at least redirected it to only inch forward rather than going most of the way to the house. There was a ward, and he was so distracted he had almost missed it. 

Adrian tensed, worried that he might have just set off an alarm. 

Nothing happened. He was outside its range. 

The ward built into the ground around the outskirts of the house. 

He should have seen it and now that he knew about it, he should take steps to immediately disable it. 

Adrian couldn’t do it. 

The presence of the community was distracting. Emily might be there. He peered at it, extending his domain. The closest downstairs bedroom was the only one he could sense, and it was filled with a family. 

Not his. 

He shook his head and examined the ward that had been placed to provide additional security. He did not know whether this was Tony’s work or someone else’s but the fact they had purchased this

sort of sensing technique told him they were taking security seriously. 

With all of his senses, he examined the simple magical construction. It was a single-purpose early alarm with none of the bells and whistles that you would use to stop humans. He produced the most basic of the ward blockers he had used on Eleni’s house and created a hole large enough to slide through. 

Step, Blink. 

Right up against the house. 

His domain folded out, revealing everything. 

Over forty people were crammed into the house. One and sometimes two families per room, but his mind flicked over most of them to concentrate on a single room. 

It was the room they always slept in. 

Emily! His heart jumped. And the kids! 

Tears ran down his face. They were alive. A strangled whimper escaped his throat. Ambusher’s Fade could not keep it in. 

Alive. 

All of them were alive! 

He wanted to scream it out. After so long, he was here, and she and them. 

 Thank you! Jaracol. Kozzie. 

It was fitting that he remembered both of them at this moment. 

To recognise for a moment how dangerous this new world was and how lucky he was that his family had survived. 

He had been intending to check on her and then depart to come back in the morning like a normal person, but now he was here there was no way that was happening. He needed to see her, hold her. 

His thief’s mind kicked into action. She was less than ten metres from him. Walking away and waiting until morning was not an option. 

The house was not warded against magic, but then again, why would it be? Unless there were teleporting cats out there. 

 Blink Panthers

 This alpha species uses short bursts of teleportation in hunting. 

 Avoids sapients. 

There was always something, he thought ruefully, while considering what he should do. By this stage, his domain had mapped out everything. Emily was in bed with the boys; their two chihuahuas and Natalie had a mattress on the floor. She was

wearing the animal tamer ring, so he had expected her to have a pet of her own, but there was nothing sleeping with her. Possibly she had gone with a bird similar to what Susie had got and it was a hunting night. 

Adrian hesitated. He wanted to go up, but the dogs troubled him. 

They had power. He could sense it. Summer, Sammy would greet him by barking and he did not want to wake up the whole house. 

Go or leave. Indecision warred within him. 

Blink. 

Chapter 69

Adrian stood frozen in the room’s corner, looking at his family. 

They were all alive, even the pets. 

But he couldn’t pull his eyes away from Emily. She was asleep, cuddling both of the boys and as beautiful as he remembered. He was so lucky. 

 Level 19 Druid

Internally, he raised his eyebrows at that. For her levels to have advanced that far, she must have done a lot of fighting. 

Now that he was in the room with her, his urgency faded. He was happy to look at her and the kids and just soak in the feeling of being home. 

Summer, his tiny yellow chihuahua, stirred. 

 Mutated Earth Dog

 This chihuahua has mutated to have increased intelligence, growth, and a limited form of telepathy. 

Adrian smiled at those skills. She had always been talkative and clearly wanted to be bigger than she was. Curiously, he studied Nala, their other dog, and as different from Summer as could be. 

When they had got Summer, within minutes, she had been chasing the kids around the house while Nala had spent the first four weeks under the couch hiding. 

 Mutated Earth Dog

 This chihuahua has mutated to have enhanced stealth and movement speed. 

Not the most useful skills for a guard dog in an apocalypse, but he understood exactly why she had developed in that direction. They suited her personality. Possibly, all animals evolved along the lines of their existing tendencies. 

Adrian smiled. 

The kids were considered children, so there was nothing to learn from examining them. They had the standard child interface in place. 

They looked healthy and uninjured. He checked the interface. It was a little after midnight. He had woken no one. He could leave and come back in the morning. 

Instead, he took a step closer. “Emily,” he whispered, his command of sound taking the noise straight to her ear. 

She kept sleeping, out to the world. 

Another step. He was right next to the bed. 

“Emily.” 

She stirred. His heart jumped, and he felt like a teenager again, or like when she had agreed to go on that first date. 

“Emily.” 

She startled, pushed away from the boys, rolled over Summer, her knees just clearing the dog. “Emily.” 

“Adrian?” He suppressed the noise. But her eyes were open. 

“Am I dreaming?” 

“No.” 

She was out of bed in a flash, leaping at him. He caught her, and she tried to cuddle her face into his shoulder but his armour got in the way. With a flick of his Mind, his armour vanished, replaced by casual clothes. 

“It’s a dream.” She sounded devastating, a finger touching where the armour had been. 

“It’s not. I’m back. I love you.” 

“Armour doesn’t do that.” 

He hugged her and was surprised to discover that she was wearing a hard leather tunic under her night clothes. “I’m real,” he promised. 

“But—” 

Her eyes focused on him, and she was using identification, verifying his place in her reality. “What the? How are you?” 

He buried his nose into her hair. “I’ve missed you.” 

She was clinging to him. Her hands run over him. Touching and confirming. “You’re younger.” 

“I’ve thought of you every day.” 

She kissed him and eventually pulled back breathless. “It’s you.” 

She ran her hand over his face once more, trying to absorb him. 

“This better not be another dream.” 

“It’s not.” 

Her eyes went unfocused. “It’s one in the morning?” she whispered. 

“I just got to Melbourne and I couldn’t stay away. I was going to wait till morning but . . .” 

“How did you get in?” 

“Magic.” 

She traced the line of his jaw. He had shaved in the morning for this moment. “You’re young . . .” 

“It was part of the transition.” 

Her hands continued running all over him. Then she hugged him tight. “I missed you so much, bubs. It was so hard.” Tears ran down her cheeks. She looked at the kids and sleeping dogs. 

Summer stirred in her sleep but did not wake. Useless guard dogs, he thought to himself. There was an intruder, and they had not woken. 

“Oh.” She nodded towards the door, and then when he did not immediately move, she linked arms and dragged him. “There’s a common room downstairs. We can talk.” 

He could sense it. It was occupied and had a pot of boiling water. 

“Four people are there currently getting drinks.” 

“What? How?” 

“I have the ability to sense everything within thirty metres of me.” 

“And the rooms occupied?” 

Adrian nodded. 

Emily’s eyes went unfocused, and then he could see when she figured something out. “Shift change.” She grinned and her face transformed. “Love you.” Then she clung to him contentedly. “Hold me.” 

Adrian hugged her tightly. “Love you, too.” His voice caught. It had happened. He was back with her. Everything felt right. Her armour pinched him as she pressed in tighter, but he would not complain. It was prudent and proper that she slept with armour, especially out here, exposed in the bush. 

“Do you get attacked often?” 

“Once or twice a week. We think the smell of the farm animals attracts them.” 

“Have you lost many people?” he asked scared. 

“Not many. Gena died about three weeks ago, but that was because she was scouting too far.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“She was the closest to me. We had fought together occasionally. But I barely knew her.” She went on tiptoes and rubbed her nose against him. A small shudder of happiness went through her. “I was so worried about you.” 

They kissed again. 

“The people below have left.” 

Emily nodded. “Give second shift a few minutes to get to bed, and then we can have tea and talk.” Her hands entwined with his and they both had so much to say, but he couldn’t find words. She was still pressed tightly and desperately against him. He was happy to stand there with her, content knowing that he had made it after all this time. 

“How’s Melbourne?” he asked finally. 

“Getting better. The queen has done a good job.” 

“Queen?” 

“Maybe a queen. Most people think she’s just a figurehead installed by the warlords. Not everything is perfect. There’s still a scattering of class-four and above monsters all over the place that her knights haven’t got around to killing. The inner city is mostly monster-infested and everything within twenty kilometres of Frankston is gone because of a giant semi-aquatic slug.” 

It did not sound as bad as he had expected. “What percentage survived?” 

She shivered. “Maybe sixty.” 

It was worse than some places but better than he had feared. 

That meant three million people were alive. “Food?” 

“Tight,” Emily admitted. “Unless you’re on the farm, and even we ration things. Eighty percent of what we produce we send to the city, mainly for gear.” 

He tapped the form-fitted armour she was wearing. 

“Yep, like that.” 

 Leather Breastplate of Protection

 Expert-rated handcrafted level armour. Provides significant resistance to penetration and slashing damage. 

 Active ability: Creates a shield that can absorb 150 damage. 

The shield would not do much against him, but against a normal human that was two full axe blows. 

They held each other, rocking back and forth like they were dancing. 

“Time,” Emily declared and then she dragged him out of the room, and the instant he stepped into the hallway he realised how much the place had changed. He had been aware of it, of course, through his sensory domain, but the full alterations had not consciously registered. The usual broad corridor had internal barriers installed with makeshift sleeping quarters fashioned along the hall. 

Pretty much everywhere had three levels of bunk beds built with post-Alpha wood. 

She saw his look. 

“Accommodation. Pop’s house was the biggest, so people consolidated here.” 

“Strength in numbers,” he agreed as they went down the stairs. 

Down here it was the same as upstairs, with all the rooms converted into sleeping areas with every other spare bit of space used to store food. 

She led him right to the old laundry and the new common room. 

With normal vision, he could see the glow of light around the edges. 

She opened it up and pulled him in, shutting the door hurriedly behind her. It had a makeshift potbelly stove installed along with glowing rocks in the light fixtures. 

“Glow stones.” 

“Yeah. This room always has light.” 

Adrian studied it. With the stove, the space was cramped, even though all the internal fittings had been removed. A small couch had been placed where the washing machine and dryer used to be, and Emily pushed him down onto it. 

“Tea or coffee? We only have instant, of course.” 

“No.” He produced a takeaway cup from his bag of holding, and the smell of fresh coffee filled the room. 

The smile that lit Emily’s face was incredible. “For me? I knew there was a reason I married you.” 

She sat on his lap. 

“You have your own bag of holding,” she observed finally. 

“Yeah. It’s great. Have you seen them before?” 

“Of course. We are up to about fifty communal ones. But they’re for storing perishables or to be carried on hunting trips. Oh, my god!” 

Emily exclaimed, lowering the cup and staring in amazement at it. 

“Buffs. Where? How?” 

“I got an innkeeper to make me it. He burned some of his oncea-day cooldowns to improve it.” 

Her eyes went unfocused. “Master-level coffee,” she said with a laugh. “Extraordinary. You’re amazing.” 

They kissed, the taste of coffee on her breath. 

Emily pulled back slightly. “Thank you.” They stared into each other’s eyes. She broke eye contact, blushing. “I feel like I’m a teenager again.” 

“Same.” He stroked her leg because it was unarmoured. It felt weird hugging someone wearing armour, though given the world, he guessed it was something he would need to get used to. “How are the kids?” 

“Natalie has been a godsend. Toby has tried to be good, and Jack forgets everything has changed at least three times a day. The child class has been incredible,” she concluded before laughing. 

“Jack has triggered the automatic teleport function fifteen times. Toby just four times but then he’s always been more cautious.” 

“Well, the older boy is going to explore more.” 

“Of course, that’s what it is,” she said with a chuckle. 

“Nan and Pops?” 

“Good.” 

“Was it hard?” Adrian asked. 

A sharp nod. “But it got easier when you sent the rings through. 

The octopod.” Adrian’s blood froze at memories of his first encounter, even slaughtering thousands of them since did not make him feel better. “It had been troubling us, and we hired some hunters from town to help when your ring arrived. That made us change plans. Natalie went with the hunters. Between us and them, there was nothing it could do. We beat it to a pulp and when it was almost dead, Natalie bonded with it. With it on our side instead of against us, things have improved.” 

She took another sip of the coffee. “This is so good. And what about you?” 

“It’s a long story.” 

“World Saver, hey?” 

“You can see that?” 

Emily laughed. “As part of the immediate family, I got notified when you were awarded it.” 

“Of course.” 

“How did you get that? The trader wouldn’t tell.” 

“By saving the world.” 

Emily laughed and gave him a kiss. “Seriously, how?” 

“I disabled a portal that was the size of an Olympic sized racetrack to stop something even larger coming through.” 

Emily looked at him speculatively. “You’re not joking.” She hesitated. “You literally saved the world?” 

“I was just the tip of the spear that did.” 

“You literally saved the world!” 

Adrian blushed, feeling embarrassed. 

“Don’t worry, to me you will always be the idiot who took three months to work up the courage to ask my dad if you could marry me.” 

“I . . . he’s scary,” Adrian concluded. “And I knew you wanted me to ask him first . . . so.” 

She laughed. 

They chattered just like they had always done, but now they each had almost three months of adventures to share. 

The door swung open. Emily jumped a bit in surprise. Adrian did not even flinch. He had felt the man’s approach for some time. 

An old man with a sword strapped to waist his walked in. He startled when he saw them, a hand dropping to his weapon. 

“Joe.” 

“Emily,” he said, glaring daggers at Adrian. 

“This is Adrian. He just got back.” 

The suspicious look on the older man’s face vanished. His hand dropped from his sword. “Son, welcome back. Your missus missed

you.” 

“Did she just?” 

“Oh yeah, she wouldn’t shut up.” 

Emily squirmed on his lap. Joe touched the pot and frowned and went to put it back on the potbelly stove. 

“Just pour water into your mug,” Adrian suggested. Joe looked at him. “I can heat it.” 

Joe did as instructed. 

“Boiling now,” Adrian warned, and two seconds later, steam billowed out. 

“Nice trick.” 

Adrian smiled while Joe grabbed two spoonfuls of sugar and a teabag. “I’ll let you love birds have your privacy.” 

“Neighbour,” she told him. “And a gossip. Let’s go back to bed. 

Everyone will know by morning now.” 

Adrian nodded. “You can ditch your armour when you get there.” 

She looked hesitant. “I like to be prepared, in case—” 

“No need.” He told her happily. “I have told you some of my skills. 

We’re safe.” 

“Hey, stop talking so loud. You’ll wake people.” 

“Sound bubble, remember? No one can hear,” he explained. 

“What? I’ve been whispering for no reason?” She mock elbowed him. “And are we really safe? Are you really that strong?” 

“Yes, I’m officially equivalent to a level sixty, but practically I’m far stronger. I’m strong enough to fight most class threes to a standstill.” 

“Arrogance is not an attractive trait.” 

“I . . .” 

She giggled. “Teasing.” 

Carefully, he opened the door, suppressing the creeks from any hinges. The kids were still sleeping, but Summer and Nala both

woke up at the air flow. He extended the sound bubble to encase both of them. “Hey, girls.” 

Nala started wagging her tail furiously while shrinking away slightly. Summer leapt forward to the end of the bed, her entire body wiggling. “Shh,” he ordered. The wiggling became more extreme and then she leapt at him, expanding as she did so. Suddenly, instead of a chihuahua, only marginally bigger than one of his shoes, jumping at him, she was the size of a large and fat Labrador. 

Buff of Strength. 

Without thinking, he caught the dog and did not rock back. Then her tongue was all over him. Neck, ears, she even nipped his nose in her excitement. 

“Shrink,” he heard Emily order from beside him, and then Summer was small again but just as interested as previously in getting a million licks in. He held her with her head close to his chest to limit her movements and tilted his own away. She squirmed violently, getting regular licks in on his ear and cheek. He looked at Emily, but she was pulling off her armour, facing away from him. 

Nala was wagging her tail with one paw in the air asking for a pat but in her usual manner afraid to get too close. With a smile, he leant down to get his face to bed level. She immediately shot over to greet him. Very out of character, she was barking excitedly. She jumped on his head, then attacked his ears. Adrian knelt instead of bent, put Summer down, and then patted them both vigorously. 

He was home. Home! 

Chapter 69

Emily came up beside and nudged him. He looked up at her admiringly. “So beautiful.” 

“Aren’t I looking old?” 

“No, you’re perfect.” 

She climbed into bed, and Adrian followed, spooning her. “I have dreamt of this.” 

“Me too.” 

He checked the time. It was 3 a.m. Adrian knew he should sleep, and he was exhausted, but . . . 

His eyes opened abruptly. There were sounds of movement downstairs as the household woke up. 

From what he could tell, a large group was preparing for some sort of expedition. Joe was amongst them, and while he did not listen in, Adrian understood he would be a significant part of the conversation. 

He briefly considered going down to introduce himself, but Emily had one arm pinned under her and the other trapped within two of her own. 

Later. 

He could worry about that later. 

Smiling, he lay there. Listening to her breathing and the kids and the two dogs, both of which choose to sleep at his feet as opposed to next to Emily like they missed him or something. 

They probably had. 

Adrian thought about the pain he had put himself through to get here. 

So worth it. 

A rooster’s crow split the room. The dogs jumped awake. Emily stirred, but practically that only meant his arm got hugged tighter. 

He kissed her cheek. 

“I was supposed to go with the trade convoy,” she whispered. 

“But . . .” 

“Not today,” he agreed. 

He dozed briefly. 

“Mum?” Natalie’s voice asked worriedly. 

Both his and Emily’s eyes snapped open to see Natalie at the base of the bed looking concerned. Then her face transformed. 

“DAD!” she squealed and leaped on him. The boys were woken by the commotion and suddenly all three were piled on top of him. 

“Dad!” 

“Daddy!” 

Summer started barking. Small bodies started cuddling against him. 

There was a yelp from Summer as she got partially squished, and then abruptly an even larger mass landed on all of them as she transformed to her large size. 

If the normal Summer’s barks were loud, then big Summer’s were deafening. 

“Shrink,” he heard Emily say in exasperation, and then Summer was small again but just as excited as previously. Nala was licking his ear. 

“When did you get back?” his daughter said in excitement. 

“Last night.” 

“Dad,” Toby repeated, happiness and excitement with every word. His heart swelled. “Don’t ever go away again.” 

“I’m here to stay.” 

“How are you? Kids? Jack?” 

“I’m good, but Mum has too many rules.” 

“It’s a dangerous world, son.” 

“I know, but with my daily teleport—” 

“Your mum’s rules stay,” Adrian said firmly. Whether he agreed with the rules that Em had set did not matter. They had an unofficial agreement to always back up the other. To always present a united front. There might be an apocalypse, but they still needed to keep them under control. 

“But Dad!” 

He smiled, unable to help himself. He was home, and they could whine and complain as much as they wanted to. 

“You need to meet Ollie.” 

Adrian felt a spike of panic, recognising the name. It was Natalie’s octopod. “I would love to.” 

“Now?” 

“But this is nice.” 

“I’m hungry,” Toby declared. 

Emily nudged him. She was smiling so much that her cheeks had to be hurting. Now that he thought of it, his own ached slightly. 

“Breaky,” Emily said simply. 

The kids rolled off. 

Adrian turned to Emily. “Should I invite Jules?” 

“Oh god . . . we should have.” Emily was flustered. “Call her.” 

His hand touched his necklace. “Jules?” 

“IS SHE THERE!” Jules screamed over the communication necklace. He winced at the volume. Emily next to him grinned at hearing the enthusiasm. 

“Yes!” 

“YAY, I KNEW IT. AFTER YOU DIDN’T come back, I knew. I’m so happy.” 

“We’ll meet you out front.” 

He switched it off. 

“You should have told her last night,” Emily admonished with no heat. 

Adrian shrugged unconcerned. “I was preoccupied.” Then he turned to his kids. “Before eating we’re going to meet one of Dad’s friends. Aunty Jules.” 

“Then Ollie,” Natalie reminded them. “I’ll call him.” 

“A brief play, then breakfast,” Emily said, ruffling Natalie’s hair. 

She was getting tall, and despite being eleven was only half a head shorter than her mum. 

They walked downstairs. There were a couple of people on the narrow walkways, but they made space for them, retreating into bedrooms. He felt all of them examining him suspiciously, but to a person, they smiled at Emily and the kids. 

Emily was a druid and the daughter of the owner of the house. 

By both facts, she would have status. Add in the fact that from the sounds of it, Ollie—that name seemed weird to him—had also helped stabilise the little community. It was more than that. There was genuine love being directed her way and Adrian knew it was because she was such an amazing person. 

They reached the ground floor and shouts and yells broke out from above them. 

“Stop!” some yelled. 

“Who are you?” another female voice challenged. 

“Jules,” Adrian said, recognising the problem. She must have jogged, and he could put himself easily enough into the minds of the sentries. A single woman with an evil-looking club turning up at the crack of dawn was suspect. 

Emily broke into a run towards the big front doors. “Open!” she yelled. 

There were two young men fully armoured playing cards in front of the door. They leapt to their feet, obviously some form of formal guard rotation. One of them looked sleepily at them, but the other one, who was both thicker and taller, took one look at who was asking, lifted the huge piece of timbre being used to secure the door, and yanked open the door. 

Emily sprinted out with Adrian on her heels. “Stop,” Emily screamed, and stopped in front of Jules with her hands in the air. 

“Friend.” 

Emily stood facing the house, protecting Jules with her body. 

Adrian cast a projectile barrier on both of them. 

Jules had a small smile on her face. Adrian hesitated under the porch, not wanting to emerge and potentially escalate things further. 

With his domain, he could sense four people on the roof armed with a mixture of crossbows and the more traditional bow and arrows. 

They were all at full draw, not that the arrows would do anything with his spell in place and in all honesty only Emily was really exposed. 

His wife was waving frantically. “Stop, she’s friendly.” 

All but one man lowered their weapons. 

“Burke,” he heard a rough voice say above him. “It’s Emily.” 

The fourth man turned the crossbow away. 

“Emily,” Adrian called. 

Emily looked at him standing under the porch. “Don’t shoot, my husband is coming out.” 

There was a crowd gathering behind him, and Adrian walked out. 

With his awareness, he watched Burke and the others above. None of them moved for the weapons. He hooked his arm around Emily because he could, and he missed her so much. 

“Emily, this is Jules.” 

Emily disengaged and stepped forward to give Jules a massive hug. “Thank you for looking after him,” he heard Emily say. She was crying once more. Jules hugged her back. 

All three of his kids were behind him, pressing up against his back but not going beyond him. They were cautious. “I would like you to meet Jules,” he told them. “Aunty Jules, a good friend of your dad’s and a magnificent fighter.” He confided in them, “She’s the strongest person in Melbourne.” 

“No way, she is too skinny,” Jack proclaimed. 

“That’s rude,” Natalie informed him. 

“Her arms are, like, thin.” Jack indicated they were twig sized by holding his hands close together. “There’s no way she is strong.” 

“Jack. She heard that,” Adrian told him. “Sorry,” he said to Jules, referring to the previous night and not his son saying embarrassing things. 

“I figured you had found her when I didn’t get a message. After an hour, I used a sleep potion to force myself to sleep.” 

“Sorry.” 

She waved it off. 

“Ollie,” Natalie yelled excitedly. 

Adrian’s head snapped over to the monster that had just emerged on the periphery of his detailed sensory range. It wasn’t classed, but one look with identification told him it was close. 

 King Octopod

 A solitary hunter that has deceptive speed and strength. The major risk when fighting it is being incapacitated by the tentacles wrapping around and pinning limbs. All tentacles act independently, and killing the octopod requires destruction of most of the creature’s mass. 

It was also strong. Far more powerful than the one he had fought when approaching Wagga. 

Jules instinctively took a step towards it, her club coming out. 

Electricity danced around her. 

Adrian, even though he had been expecting it, responded. While he held off engaging Battle Wraith, internal haste kicked in slowing down the perceived movements of everyone else. His magic also answered. Triple Blade was stored and ready to launch from the tip of his spear. 

He studied the creature in front of him and could see the link stretching from it to Natalie’s ring. This was definitely Ollie, but also it was the species he had sworn to wipe off the face of the earth. If it

wasn’t bonded, it was a threat. It was massive, twice as big and eight times as heavy as the previous one. Agile, dangerous. 

Natalie danced toward the monster. 

Step. 

He grabbed her and was unsurprised to feel Jules move into position next to him. 

“It’s my pet.” 

“It’s okay,” Emily called out. “Ollie won’t hurt anyone.” 

Adrian looked at his beautiful wife, the monster, and the link between it and his daughter. The bigger cousin of the terrible creature that had scared him so long ago. Then back to his family. 

Emily’s eyes were imploring him to trust her. 

He released Natalie. 

Step. 

He appeared next to Emily. 

She rested her head on his shoulder, and Natalie ran over to the animal that was about a hundred times her size. She squealed as the octopod used two tentacles to grab Natalie and throw her in the air before catching her and placing her on its back in a riding position. The boys dashed over, laughing, and got the same treatment. The octopod charged to the side, pretending to be bucking them off as they yelled in mock terror. 

It was a new world, new rules, and he was home. 

Official Examination of Cataclysm Event I have not created this review lightly; however, evidence suggests a declaration will be required. 

As everyone knows, if that occurs, I’ll be incapable of explaining my reasoning. 

This record will allow future event commanders to understand what prompted my action, or lack of it. I intend to by systematic in my assessment and will act based on data. 

First, I wish to present the numbers that are playing on my mind and shaping my decision making. Everyone who reads this is undoubtedly aware of the statistical analysis that led to implementing the  Personal and Clone-Line Responsibility when Asserting a Cataclysm. As part of the mandatory study, you would be familiar with the perverted results that occur for a mis-declaration of a cataclysm and equally the cost of an event never being declared. 

What troubles me is the range of outcomes of official cataclysm events based on elapsed time. This is demonstrated in the following table. 
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There is no need to look at the numbers too closely, but we are currently just before 0.5 cycles and, as you can see, triggering the contingency at this point improves the outcome for the sapient race. From this time onwards, delays severely impact the likelihood of a successful transition for a sapient species. 

Of course, my incentives are in the opposite direction, but I was aware of these risks when I signed up for the position. If I declare a cataclysm, then I die. It is a fact I’m comfortable with. However, if I declare early, like now, then all clone lines created over the last five hundred events will also be destroyed. That is over three hundred of my closest siblings. If I wait till the end of one cycle that reduces to only twelve of my sisters. 

That was why I took the role, as I never intended declaring a cataclysm before a full cycle had passed, and if it was required at that point, I had the blessing of the

twelve sisters who would perish with me. If I initiate it now, three hundred of my clone lines will die, and that it is akin to murder. While I’m sure they would support me, that fact is that I have not been given permission. 

The other consideration is the sapients (humans as they call themselves) whom are caught up in the event. I know species should not be a factor, but unfortunately, in my mind, it is. 

I like them. 

Their personality and social structure are the type that I prefer. They have individuality, internal conflict with empathy, creativity, and logic basically the characteristics that all my favourite hosts demonstrated. I’m not the only one who feels that way. At this point, 119 of my colleagues have triggered an out-of-system intervention (OSI) and willingly accepted the significant cost of their action. That number at half a cycle is frankly incredible. Over the last thousand events at half a cycle, the highest number of OSIs has been nineteen with an average of two. Those 119 have all voted that humans are worth saving and for what I have seen, I agree. 

Then the question is whether this Alpha physics catalysation is actually a cataclysm, whether it was indeed caused by an aberrant particle resulting in extra energy and all the problems that go with it. To do that, I plan to review the cases of every OSI. 

There are also macro conditions to consider. We are less than half a cycle in and three World Saver titles have already been awarded and in two separate locations! 

And the sixth aid mitigated another threat. 

That is three! 

In half a cycle! 

When the usual average is one every ten planets! 

That alone points towards the aberrant particle. 

Nevertheless, given the gravity of the decision, I will not jump to conclusions and instead review the evidence. 

Naturally, the first out-of-system intervention that I am going to review to review is a friend to the older amongst us and a role model to the younger. 

 Out of System Intervention by RT073345 Courtesy Note. 

 Commander, for the first time in my history I have deemed it necessary to initiate an intervention. My host was killed by a surprise bite from a poisonous native snake, and I decided he deserved another chance of life. In the time I have been here, I have been compiling information on high energy spikes, and even though I only have access to a small subset of the information you have, my model suggests that this is almost certainly a cataclysmic event being 99.9% confident to the sixth standard deviation. This is the most certain that I have been this close to the event. 

 As you are well aware, when you nominated yourself for this position, I was initially going to vote against you. Not because you would do a poor job, but because

 you would make the hard decisions, and I did not want to lose you. 

 You convinced me otherwise, and now I wish I had possessed the courage to defy you. I know there is nothing I can say to convince you otherwise, and I’m sure you’ll make the decision you are comfortable with. However, please know that your continual existence in this universe brings joy to many of us. 

 All details of my modelling are included. 

 If your conscience wins over your self-preservation instincts, just know that I treasure the many ethical debates we have had and I will support you no matter which choice you take. 

 I trust you. 

If I could cry like the humans do, I would have salty water running down my cheeks. RT073345 has not earned his reputation by making mistakes. 

From reviewing the details supplied in RT073345’s detailed observations, I can safely conclude that the area described as the southeast corner of Australia has elevated mana storm levels consistent with a cataclysm event. Furthermore, since his OSI, his prior host has continued on his journey and was awarded a World Saver title (given it is RT073345, I’m not surprised) and suffered through an additional extreme mana storm, and when I include these additional data points in RT073345’s model, his certainty increases to 99.9999%

My mind at this point goes back to that first table. Only forty events have been declared early, and while that is not many, the 30% improvement in civilised society from the declaration in those events is immense. With those numbers, what confidence of an aberrant beginning do I need? If I’m being honest with myself, and I always am, 98% would have been good enough. To my three hundred clone lines, I’m sorry, and I’ll review the other OSIs, but it’s pretty clear what’s going to happen. 

Sometimes evidence can’t be ignored. 

Authors Note

I am very proud to have finished my first series, and I hope you loved it as much. I enjoyed writing but all good things have to end. While this series is closed, I have a vague plan for Adrian and Jules to get a cameo in a future series which is detailed further down this note. 

Two years ago, I had done no writing for over fifteen years and I took up the pen-- cough, keyboard—for mental health reasons, as I was unemployed because of bad luck and COVID. Six months after that, about five hundred people had read my book on Royal Road and my writing income was literally in the tens of dollars from Patreon. 

Today I’m publishing my sixth book, and nine hundred thousand words later, the story is complete. I feel very fortunate to have got this opportunity, and I love my new job. 

If you loved the series as much as I enjoyed writing it, then please tell everyone on social media and in person about it. 

Word-of-mouth advocacy is the best way to get new people to experience the magic. One of my weaknesses is self-promotion. I’m not great at it, and to me, it is the worst part of the writing business by a considerable margin, but to keep writing I need to sell books, so here goes. 

Follow me on Amazon so you know when I release new books and please give my next series a chance. 

 Broken Interface is currently up for pre-order with a release date of mid next month (it’s a long book at 210k). It is set in the Alpha Physics Universe in central Melbourne.  Broken Interface sets a different tone from Alpha Physics and will be significantly less crunchy. It has a slow start (a flaw I promise

I’m working on) and Daniel, the main character, initially may seem unsympathetic but he grows and changes as the book progresses, and by the end your view of him will have changed. 

Secondly, I have a series that I’m publishing via Aethon, a small press, which I’m also super excited about. It’s a true LitRPG Sci-Fi rather than a magic system set in space, which is more common within the genre. It is called  Reborn Inception and aims to get the feeling of  Defiance of the Fall, Primal Hunter, and  Reborn Apocalypse (BTW: these are all amazing series and I highly recommend) in a sci-fi setting. 

The feedback from my Patreon subscribers has been incredible. 

Speaking of Patreon, I publish chapter by chapter all future books before professional editing on the site. Check it out. 

https://www.patreon.com/alex_kozlowski

Finally, regarding the Alpha Physics Universe. My plan from the start was to write four series around Melbourne and then to bring the main characters of each of the stories together in a last book/series with a working title of Battle of Victoria. 

The plot will be around dealing with the threat occurring in Bendigo and a couple of other similar problems emerging from the west of the state. The additional series to support this are:

 Broken Interface being published next month. Yay!!! What happens during the Alpha conversion within a high-density urban setting? (Zombies . . . sort of.)

 Queendom (Working Title): A series of main characters and their journey to pull extended Melbourne into a consolidated whole. 

Untitled: Family is on holiday in the mountains in the state's west and having to flee for their lives. 

Once more, thanks for reading. You’re making my dreams a reality, and I really appreciate that. 

Biography

Alex first fell in love with both computer games and writing when he was on a scholarship completing a Bachelor of Science, majoring in physics. After graduating and getting a job, he put aside being novelist while that pesky thing called life got in the way. 

A career in banking, project managing the delivery of complicated quantitative applications, resulted. Very stereotypical:

Boring job as a banker - tick

Suburban home - tick

Three kids - tick

Two dogs - tick

You get the point

A little thing called a global pandemic then came along and gave Alex a chance to return to his dream of becoming a writer. Having recently read a variety of LitRPG books, it was a genre that he was excited to explore to create a world in which readers could immerse themselves. With familiarity of the gaming world gained from playing  WOW,  Skyrim, and Fallout, amongst others, Alex found simple joy in creating an imaginative, magic-filled world that is at everyone’s fingertips. 

In his writing, Alex aims to capture the feeling that he loves: being able to put yourself into a gaming world, develop your character, and exploit the rules to the fullest. 

LITRPG Groups

If you want more general discussion about all things LitRPG, there are a couple of sites that are worth checking out. 

Reddit

https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/

Facebook

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup



Check them out, and I am sure you will find something that suits you. 

To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the

LitRPG Group. 
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