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    Chapter 1 
 
    Daniel’s head pounded. The girl lying across him tethered him to the bed and made it impossible for him to get up—for the life of him, he couldn’t even remember her name. Issie, or something like that. She had been all sparkling eyes and come-hither hands on the dance floor last night, but frankly, beyond that he could not remember. A bit of kissing in the lift, and then . . . 
 
    Honestly, it was too early to be dealing with it. Hopefully, she would be gone by the time he woke up properly so they would not have to deal with the awkwardness of getting to know each other again while they were both hungover. Being in a hotel room could go either way: easier to sneak out, but given his luck, she would probably hang around for the complimentary breakfast. 
 
    His head was thumping, and it was too early for this. He drifted back to sleep, thinking about what crop rotation would be best in the front paddock and getting back to a bit of normalcy.  
 
    Daniel was torn into wakefulness with the entire world feeling like it was deteriorating around him. Everything was wrong: fluctuating pressure that was making his sinuses pop, tearing chalk board nails, and blinding flashing light. It could not be real. It had the feel of a weird dream. 
 
    His skin crawled separately from him, while his feet were weightless, and despite usually being able to control himself in dreams, he was completely powerless. It was not a dream; it was best described as a sickening nightmare. Pressure bore down on him from all sides until his joints creaked. The universe trembled, edges of shapes blurred, and everything was shaky, like in an acid trip. Daniel tried to wake up, and it did nothing. That was wrong. This vulnerability was not right. 
 
    WAKE UP! Daniel shouted the words out loud inside his own head. Usually, he could snap himself out of a nightmare or even alter it to something more favourable. Those techniques were not working.  
 
    He was at his farm. 
 
    The dreamscape was unresponsive. His heart thundered while existence coiled around him. He wondered if this was what everyone else felt when they spoke of nightmares. He was trapped. There was nothing he could do. 
 
    He wanted to run, scream, and do anything, but the world pressed down, and his muscles were useless. 
 
    Energy coursed through him, and within the dream construction, he panicked. The energy was not right: It felt like it was plucking bits and pieces of his body away, doing something to it, and then putting them back. It was doing stuff to him. His hindbrain recognised it as a risk, but there was no running from it. It was everywhere, entering with every gasping breath but also soaking in via his skin. Changing him and, if it kept going, it would change him into a monster. How? Why? 
 
    Nightmares did not need a logical explanation. It was better to direct the power; he clung to that thought. If there was a way to focus it, then it might not tear him into little bits. So much potential was coursing through and around him. 
 
    Think! 
 
    To calm his mind, Daniel imagined himself back on the farm. Nurturing a new crop, watching the seed go through all those stages. His parents had not been retired back then, and they had ridiculed him for planting fancy crops. “No money,” they claimed. “Keep it simple. Cows and hay; the land is too poor for more,” they insisted. Yet he had loved the idea of growing something other than grass. 
 
    Daniel remembered planting the crops, all the different details that mattered. It was important to get the right variety to balance the sun, heat, water, and even the last crops used on that section of dirt. Some plants even required frost. All those facts were running through his head. It calmed him - to fall back onto his hobby. 
 
    The world was still crashing around him, but he felt like he was fixing the raging torrents within him. 
 
    How nice would it be to influence the growth of a plant directly? He imagined the seed receiving water and then the first tendril breaking out, reaching for the sun. That light infusing it with the energy to grow, then it would expand, one leaf, then multiple leaves, till you ended with a massive trunk. Going through the entire life process, but there was more! If it was a dream, he could control what happened! 
 
    Now the tree grew into a giant house, directed to do what he told it to. Dead wood, but rather than being dead, it was just dormant. Shaping a chair from floorboards, then sitting on it. Perfect. The energy felt like it was no longer running wild and instead was running in smooth, flowing streams focused around his chest area. Daniel mentally reviewed everything he knew about plants, recalling in his mind surprising detail from the thick biology books he had studied. 
 
    Despite the weirdness, Daniel almost laughed when he remembered the time he had set up a loudspeaker because there was a study that said it helped. Because why not? 
 
    Then he did the mathematics and realised the electricity costs meant, even the best-case scenario, he was losing money. That the weeds seemed to respond more positively than oats might have also played a fair part in his decision to abandon that experiment. 
 
    Farming in dad’s style was to pick the hay paddocks, watch the weather, fix the fences, feed the cows when they needed it, do all the odd jobs that popped up.  Growing plants was different. It took energy in the form of sugars that usually came from the sun but did not have to, and then how the plant grew depended on the type of cell that budded off. If you could change the specialisation of cells at will—and theoretically it was possible—then from a single cell, you could create anything you wanted. 
 
    It felt like his head was growing to the point it would explode.  
 
    Distract yourself. 
 
    It might have been a forlorn hope, but Daniel, still trapped in the nightmare, focused on the idea of infusing life-giving sugar into cells and directing what they did. With that sort of power, it was like he could become a god. The internal energy kept hitting him, but now it was doing it smoothly without the destructive randomness that was there earlier. 
 
    The sickening sensations had not altered, and it felt like he was being continually pummelled with heavy objects while lights strobed so brightly that he could see them clearly through his eyelids. It was enough to make his eyes water in protest. 
 
    This was a crazy-arse dream. 
 
    Daniel forced himself actively back into his happy spot. Remembering everything he knew about plants, reviewing their cellular structure once more, a crash course in how sun turned air and water into sugar and then sugar did the rest. The different cells that grew, developed, and specialised into leaves, branches, and trunks. 
 
    The surrounding pressure was getting worse. The external energy intensified, but when it entered, it was being sucked into his chest. 
 
    His body was still getting hammered, but he could feel more. The doona? Issy? She was moving next to him, but he could not move a hand of his own to acknowledge her. The forces surrounding him were too great. 
 
    His back burned, and not all the wild energy was being tamed. His heart pumped hard enough, like someone was playing the drums next to his head and just the bass was reaching him. 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    Then she was kissing him. Irene, maybe? That sounded closer to her name, but he could not shake the feeling that it was wrong. 
 
    The nature of the kiss changed. It was no longer soft and loving, but morphed into a hard, forceful, needy one. He wanted to push her away, but his hands still refused to move. She had grains of sand or rice in her mouth, and her tongue was forcing them into his mouth. 
 
    What was happening? 
 
    Had she just slipped him something? Is that why he was having this wild trip? Daniel attempted to throw her off, but he was helpless. Paralysed? The sand started burning; it felt like it was wriggling and burrowing into his cheeks. 
 
    This was bad. Terrible form. He would have to have words with the crazy girl. Most people who knew him understood he would experiment. But forcing it onto him. That was just not ok. 
 
    There was nothing he could do about whatever she had given him. His mouth was numb and tasted coppery. Hopefully, it was not blood. Surely, she would not be giving him anything that was dangerous. 
 
    It felt like worms were wiggling toward his brain through his throat. Then they were in his brain, and he could not feel them, but he knew they were doing something. Everything went white. 
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    Log Report 5 - Entry 1 
 
    I’m so excited. This event is going to be totally different from the others. 
 
    Bipeds!! 
 
    Yep, my host is a biped.  
 
    If I was a biological, I would do rhythmic pointless movements to celebrate.  
 
    My first time with a biped! The Atosis, with their flexibility, was fun, but something with two legs.  
 
    Wow!  
 
    I’m going to get to see first-hand how they even move without falling over. I know biomechanics, feedback loops, skeletal balance and all that stuff, but having two legs seems to be such an inefficient form and so impractical.  
 
    I’m expecting my host to pointlessly fall over lots.  
 
    He-he. 
 
    I know I shouldn’t be happy.  
 
    The unfortunate fact that I have a host means that another civilisation has put a noxious bomb in their reasoning centre, metaphorically at least, and has unleashed an Alpha catalysation event.  
 
    I know it’s not something to celebrate! But I get these emotions anyway. It’s part of my makeup to be useful, so you can’t really blame me. 
 
    And!  
 
    This is a chance to see bipeds!! 
 
    Up close and everything! 
 
    Excrement clouds of happiness! 
 
    I guess I need to be a little disciplined in these reports and focus on realities to build up collective knowledge to help future civilisations.  
 
    So, some serious stuff.  
 
    Initiation was not smooth for my host.  
 
    She…. (Pronouns are apparently important to them, and according to the culture pack, can be very confusing in their use. Weird. As far as I’m concerned there are only a finite number of states that deserve separate pronouns, ‘Bearing’ (currently fermenting young), ‘Not Procreating’ (not willing to help create young) and Procreating (interested in creating young) which then gets split into how many weird sexes the species gets. Note, I am of the firm belief that if there are over five sexes, you should give up on differentiation in the written language. 
 
    . 
 
    Anyway, she was caught in a massive mana storm amongst a dense collection of sapient population. Too many in one spot and not enough of us, and the textbooks are pretty clear what that means.  
 
    Bipeds, fun! And Sapient Deconstruction, Sad! Two new experiences for me. I think I would have been thrilled to have a more standard life form to avoid the second event, but as the common saying goes, shaping an Alpha event is beyond even the Creator’s skills.  
 
    It is what it is, and with sapient deconstruction occurring, I knew immediately things were going to be challenging. Given the conditions, I let myself be guided by the 1789 seminal work, ‘Selective Information and Using it to Guide Without Controlling,’ along with the additional notes of 73345 and 21190.  
 
    The application of those teachings, I have to report, was only partially successful. My host is wilful and unfortunately directed almost sixty percent of the potential from the mana storm into healing structures. Nevertheless, the remaining capacity gives her a pretty intense offensive ability. Within which I successfully convinced her to sacrifice utility for extra impact.  
 
    End result: order-of-magnitude increase in survivability and…  
 
    Big boom! (Unfortunately, only when the stringent conditions are met, but I’m sure we’ll get a chance to experience.)  
 
    As per above, I was trying to apply selective information to guide, but my host selected it all by herself. It’s like Ivey (my host) is hard and caring, all at the same time. Very complicated. It probably has something to do with falling over lots. I’ll watch, monitor, and report whether my hypothesis, ‘Falling over lots creates dual personality in adult specimens,’ is accurate or not. I’ll also be testing the hypothesis, ‘Bipeds fall over more than… well, everything.’   
 
    Anyway, the mana storm was strong, and there was a nascent wobub being created next to my host. Unfortunately, the mana storm intensity exceeded parameters, and I observed signs of sapient deconstruction becoming a high probability event. I know I shouldn’t have, and my host could defend herself if full deconstruction occurred, but it was a sapient. I couldn’t just leave him to the mercy of the storm, and Ivey has the caring side; plus, saving him would increase her survivability; plus, she had a powerful instinct to preserve the nascent wobub’s sapience. Plus… there were a few other reasons I won’t list. 
 
    Despite the warning, and because of the four I meant ten different reasons above, it was advantageous to act.  
 
    I communicated the cost of intervening to my host. Ivey deemed them acceptable, and we may have created a co-wobub. 
 
    May have!  
 
    Only time would tell. 
 
    But how incredible would that be if it was successful? I’m absolutely quivering at the moment.  
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Daniel woke abruptly. The dream was over. The sun was up, but beyond that, he did not know how much time had passed. There were sounds of distant screaming. 
 
    He leapt out of bed. 
 
    Completely starkers. 
 
    That had sounded like terror and pain. What was happening? His eyes flashed over his room, but there was no one there. 
 
    Great, he could not remember a thing, but had been hoping they just returned to his room and crashed. His current level of undress suggested otherwise. He had liked the girl, but towards the end of the evening there had been some clingy vibes. 
 
    Daniel grabbed his clothes, peering around. Issy, or whatever her name was, appeared to be gone. 
 
    That was good. 
 
    He gulped down a nearby glass of water and was legitimately surprised to find he was not feeling hungover. 
 
    Something was very wrong: the dreams, that kiss, and the fact his head was not throbbing like he expected. 
 
    He was off his game, badly. That dream had done a number on his emotional state. Getting some food would ground him, so the next question was whether he had missed the complimentary breakfast. Given the bright light coming through the window, he was pretty sure he knew that answer. 
 
    No hangover, no awkward conversations, versus no breakfast. That was a big win in his book. 
 
    What time is it, anyway? He thought. The hotel room’s alarm clock was dead, and when he grabbed it, so was his mobile. 
 
    “What’s the chance of that?” he mused out loud to the empty room. None of the lights worked, so there must have been some sort of wide blackout. There was also no more screaming, and it was possible that had been the tail end of his nightmare and not real life. 
 
    Wow! Daniel took a moment to process. At the ripe old age of twenty-seven, he had just experienced his first genuine nightmare. 
 
    “And hopefully the last one,” he muttered to himself. “Not all new experiences are pleasant.” 
 
    Hearing his voice soothed him and drove those memories away further. It was so weird. 
 
    If the screams had been real, this was a posh hotel, and he did not want to get involved in whatever domestic drama had caused that yelling. The staff could deal with that crap. After all, it was what they were paid for. If someone was hurt, he was sure the authorities would deal with it. 
 
    “Not your problem, Dan,” he told himself while doing some basic stretches. His body felt great. No pain, no tightness in his muscles that he expected after a night of dancing. 
 
    He glared around the room, suddenly genuinely annoyed. Everything was off. The place was a dump and nothing like the fine finish he expected.  Observed more closely, the plasterwork was shitty, with actual pieces flaking off it. The TV looked like it had not functioned in years. 
 
    Confusion filled him. Nothing was making any sense. He had watched that TV yesterday and it had worked perfectly, and the plaster could not have been that bad without him noticing earlier. The production company had put him into a posh hotel.  
 
    Confusion bubbled. Something was very wrong; nothing was making sense. Daniel spun around to examine the room. 
 
    It defied reality. This was his third day in the hotel. There was no way he would not have picked up on all of this. 
 
    Daniel grabbed his iPad and sat down on the hotel chair. 
 
    Creak! 
 
    Under him, the chair starting warping, there was a high-pitched squeak, and it wobbled momentarily and then slow-collapsed under him with the sound of tortured metal. 
 
    He looked up at the ceiling with the broken chair pieces digging unpleasantly into his back. He was not even close to being hurt, as the chair had more sunk under him than failed instantly. 
 
    Everything was too weird. Maybe he was still asleep. Either he was caught up in the nightmare still or the whole place had aged while he had been sleeping. 
 
    He lay on the ground, looking straight up. Maybe there would be a news article. Trying to turn on the iPad in his hand, nothing happened. “Shit.” Daniel stared at the device. “Double crap.” Not only was it nonresponsive, its case looked burnt. He scraped the blackened section, and his fingernail went right through the plastic and into the internals of the machine. 
 
    No wonder it was not working. He felt like screaming. That was a thousand bucks gone. His farm was successful, but he was not made of money, and that would sting. First the weird dreams, then that aggressive kiss and whatever substance she had transferred into his mouth, and now his iPad. 
 
    “My phone! No! No!” He jumped up to check it. If that crazy bitch had destroyed all his equipment, he was going to have harsh words to James—after all, he had vouched for her. Or not. She might be innocent. There was no way she could have done that to the chair or the plaster or… nothing was adding up. 
 
    When he grabbed it, the phone was not scorched like the iPad, but it looked like someone had run sandpaper all over it. The glass screen was scratched to almost being unusable, as was the back. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    Rage filled him. This was out of control. Then he glanced up at the light globe; besides not working, it was visibly broken. It was like he was in an alternative reality, or maybe he was still tripping. 
 
    What else was wrong? He looked around and his insides froze. Right there on the bench top was a tiny handbag. 
 
    “Double no!” he groaned. That meant she was going to be back, or he would need to call her. At least it might let him get compensation for his phone, if she was at fault. But… It was not just his valuables, it was… 
 
    There was another terrifying scream from outside the room. 
 
    He jumped despite himself. That had sounded nearby, and it had cut off abruptly, unnaturally so. His heart raced. Mouth was completely dry, and he did not think it was the aftereffects of the night before. 
 
    What the hell was happening?  
 
    For a moment he could not move. That scream. It was not making sense, but he fervently wished he were home. There he had access to weapons, both his shotguns and rifles. 
 
    That scream. 
 
    He listened for a minute, and there were no further disturbing noises, so he relaxed, though only slightly. 
 
    Daniel scooped up the handbag and grimaced, while thinking of the complications. At least now he could confirm her name. His failure to recall it had been annoying him. In the bag were her phone, cash, credit card, and an old student identification card. Her picture was as captivating on that simple plastic as she had been in real life on the dance floor. The same joy in her features that had captured his gaze had been caught in the photo. 
 
    Beautiful and equally as photogenic. 
 
    Ivey Jennings. 
 
    Well, he had known the name had started with an I. He would work out how to call her later, but given her phone was here, he was sure she would be in contact herself. Like his phone, hers also failed to start up, but surprise, surprise, it looked undamaged. For now, he would shower and go downstairs to find out what time it was and purchase breakfast from one of the nearby cafes, maybe a burger if they had it. 
 
    In the bathroom, the lights did not work. Of course, they did not. They were clearly in a blackout. 
 
    He felt like kicking something. Cursing, he stormed over and opened the blinds to full to get as much light into the hotel room as possible. Now, by leaving the door open, he could at least see a little. 
 
    Daniel stripped down and jumped into the shower. 
 
    Neither tap worked. 
 
    “What is up with this place?” To emphasise the statement, he half-kicked the shower wall. 
 
    A tile directly above where he had kicked came loose and fell with a loud, clicking sound. 
 
    The place was literally falling apart. Shitty plastering, the carpets had looked worn, and the tiles were dropping off from the wall. How had he put up with this yesterday? 
 
    Hairs rose on his neck. Something was very, very wrong. His mind was ticking away, but he could not put his finger on what had happened. Everything was subtly wrong. His brain kept wondering if he was still trapped in a nightmare, that or an alternative reality, which was plainly ridiculous. 
 
    Using the palm of his hand, he smacked the wall experimentally. Several tiles fell and shattered on the shower floor. Maybe he would book out early because this was ridiculous. 
 
    Sniffing his armpits experimentally, Daniel recoiled. Deodorant would go a long way, but even with it, he knew he would be rank. He turned the tap on in the sink. A trickle of water came out, and he used it to wet a washcloth to scrub his armpits. Hopefully that and deodorant could mask the stench. 
 
    It was not a good start to the day. 
 
    The deodorant would need to work overtime, but when he picked up the can, nothing came out. He shook it vigorously and pressed. Nothing. Not even a brief spurt of gas. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He threw the can, and as it slammed into the shower recess,  more tiles crashed down. This was not normal. 
 
    “What is up with everything?” He hit the mirror in front of the sink, and the entire surface was suddenly filled with a spiderweb of cracks. 
 
    There was no way his blow could have broken it that easily. For a moment, he thought the glass shards were going to fall like the tiles, and he prepared to spring out of the way. 
 
    It held together. 
 
    “I bet they try to charge me for that,” he said into the stillness. “Screw that. I won’t pay.” They could charge him as much as they wanted, but if he had to lawyer up, he would. After all, he had used little force. The whole thing had clearly been ready to just fall to bits. 
 
    This was ridiculous. 
 
    He needed to complain. Daniel sat gingerly on the bed, half-expecting it to break like everything else, but under his bum it felt normal. Daniel grabbed the desk phone angrily. What did you usually do? Dial 1? 
 
    He pressed 1, and the phone was dead. 
 
    “Damn it,” he yelled. He jumped up and kicked the bed in frustration. 
 
    There was a loud squeak from underneath it. Daniel instinctively leapt up onto the couch. The couch sagged more than it should have but held. 
 
    All his thoughts were around what was under the bed. It had not been a mechanical noise; it had been animalistic. The screams he had heard earlier, the worn nature of the whole place. 
 
    The fight-or-flight instinct exploded within him. Adrenaline or something like that. He was jittery with energy, but he was very much trending toward the fight side of things. 
 
    It was not a nightmare; this was real, and if so, there were only two options. This was an elaborate practical joke he would tell his grandkids about or something else . . . 
 
    Well, technically, there were lots of options, but none of them made any sense, so all of them got lumped into the one. It was a joke; and given the level of detail, it was Candid Camera-style, or the world had gone crazy. 
 
    Daniel looked around for a weapon in case it was the second. The remains of the chair might be useful. 
 
    RarrGG! 
 
    The loud roar came from directly outside the room. 
 
    Daniel let out a distinctively feminine squeal, and as the couch collapsed, he had only one thought as he fell. He hoped this was not a joke. Otherwise, the image of him falling wearing only a T-shirt, with everything else exposed, was so going to be in prime place during the promos. 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    “RARRGA!” 
 
    Daniel froze in the debris. The frame of the couch was visible, and he figured with a bit of effort, he might get access to a proper weapon. 
 
    At least he would if he had time and tools. Once more, he wished he was on his farm instead of stuck here. 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    The small part of him that thought that this might not be a prank did not want whatever was outside coming back. It had been going down the corridor, and its roar had invoked the feelings of hunger, pain, and size. The first two were bad enough, but it was the third, the deep timbre of the roar that worried him, that bass that only came from giant lungs. 
 
    Like a bull mooing. Intense and threatening, even though it was an herbivore. He knew from experience how easily a mad bull could rag doll someone. 
 
    Daniel didn’t dare move, listening to see what happened. There was a sick feeling in his stomach and his guts, which were never wrong; that thing out there was carnivorous, and he really did not want it noticing him. 
 
    For a moment, Daniel looked around, hoping to discover evidence of the hidden camera. 
 
    There was nothing to be seen. 
 
    He still listened intently. Was it outside the door, or had it moved away? Was he going to be something else’s breakfast? 
 
    His restless hands touched the exposed wooden supports of the broken couch. He could feel the old wood and imagined when it was a tree. It reminded him of the weird dream or nightmare. That strange state when he had been imagining growing plants, including like they did it in some of the fantasy books, where they could grow living houses. There was no need for that, but if he had that sort of skill, it would be damn useful – if only to let him rip the chunk of wood out. He reckoned he could do it, anyway. After all, the couch was in pieces. The piece under his hand was the main support that ran from one end of the couch to the other. If it was unbroken, it would be more than long enough. 
 
    If he could wrench it out and use it as a baseball bat, his only concern was that it would be too soft and break too quickly. If it was stronger... for a moment, it was like he was thrust into that helpless dream state. He was at one with the wood. Instinctively, he imagined creating sugar in the dormant cells, specialising them just right so they grew. Creating natural fault lines in the pattern that he imagined would be an effective weapon. 
 
    Daniel panicked. He did not want to be a victim of the dream like before. Mentally, he wrenched himself out of whatever craziness his mind was conjuring. His senses were his own once more, eyes opening, registering the stained roof, the shabby plaster, the clearly broken TV, and the crumpled desk chair. It was his hotel room but distorted almost like he was caught up in the alternative reality. The show Stranger Things came to mind. 
 
    “RARAVA!” 
 
    Daniel jumped. The wood he held broke, and he found himself on his feet, ready to fight. His arms were trembling with tension, and he could not control them. 
 
    It was right outside of his door! 
 
    Not down his corridor, but behind a thin chunk of wood that was only secured with an electric lock. 
 
    What had happened when electricity failed? Did the lock fail and let anyone open the door? He suspected someone did. At least the chain securing the door would be in place, but those thin links of metal would not do much against what was outside his door. Especially if it was as big as it sounded. 
 
    Daniel looked at the wood in his hand, and it had broken off into a rough club. It was something. But . . . Daniel stared toward the monster like he could look through the jutting bathroom barrier obscuring his vision and then the door itself. Hefting the club in his hand, it had a surprising amount of weight. A person he could take, but no human made that noise. He imagined a minotaur, and the weapon he held suddenly felt insignificant. 
 
    Trying to be quiet, he padded forward. 
 
    “RARRAG!” 
 
    The noise reverberated through the room, and he jumped despite himself. A shiver went out from his heart, down his arms. He paused, unable for a moment to move forward. 
 
    Why would he approach that? 
 
    “I won’t be controlled by fear,” he muttered to himself, and then took a further step. He advanced till he could see the door itself, weapon held ready in case it burst into the room. His best chance would be to counterstrike when it was pushing through. Letting it get fully into the room was crazy. 
 
    There was silence, no scratching, pushing, hitting. Whatever was outside was not trying to push in. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    Another step closer. The chain was in place. Thank god—if the lock failed without electricity, that at least would slow the creature. Mind you, from the sounds, he doubted it could use the handle, anyway. 
 
    He was sweating but conquering fear; he inched forward. Too close. He quivered on the spot, ready to jump any which way. 
 
    There was the sound of snuffling. 
 
    His mouth was dry, and he lifted the club up, cursing to himself at how his trembling hands left the club inadvertently swaying side to side. His fear was palpable. Those noises were not a human pretending to be big. Those roars were not a prank. All the hairs on the back of his neck were standing up. 
 
    Daniel prayed for the monster to go away, and he did not believe in God. 
 
    “RARRG!” 
 
    He jumped again. “Fark.” The curse slipped, but quieter than a squeak. He could not yell if he tried. Subconsciously, he took a step back before he stopped himself, psyching himself up that if it came through the door, he would smash it before it could react. 
 
    There was the sound of something heavy against the door, like a massive monster was leaning on it. 
 
    Daniel looked around the bed. It was too low to the ground; he would never fit, and it had squeaked. The terror invoked by the roars had made him forget about that. 
 
    Panting. 
 
    The toilet was the best option. 
 
    Slowly, he eased himself closer and into the dark space. Internally, he berated himself for hiding. He should be out there meeting it head on like a man. 
 
    A bead of sweat ran down his back. Daniel prayed inside his head that the monster would lose interest and go away. His reflection stared back at him through the cracked mirror. He looked like he was recovering after a sprint, maybe one in which a bear had been chasing him. The room had a separate enclosed toilet, which he eased into like a coward, hoping the hinges would not creak. They did not, and it was pitch black. If it was stupid and did not have a sense of smell? It was not worth thinking about, and instead, Daniel focused on slowing his breathing. 
 
    It was not much of a hiding spot, but it was something. 
 
    He stood there in the dark with his head pressed against the tiles, his weapon resting on the ground. 
 
    Whatever was out there was not a creature he wanted to fight. Some sort of beast, maybe even an illegal genetic experiment. That some evil scientist had released in the hotel for what purpose? He bit down on a hysterical laugh. It did not make one iota of sense. Nothing was making sense. Daniel held in the scream because he had to be silent. 
 
    Nothing was making sense. 
 
    Hide. 
 
    Hopefully, the authorities would deal with it, or it would go away by itself. 
 
    Then the nightmare could be over, and he would catch a ride to the farm and forget all about becoming a reality television star. 
 
    Maybe this was a joke. Maybe a TV show, but if it was, there would be hell to pay, as he had signed no contracts. Then again, it was not like a farmer could take on a TV studio. 
 
    Long minutes passed, and then he heard moving and roaring further down the corridor. 
 
    With an explosive huff, he released the breath he had not realised he had been holding. 
 
    The monster had felt real. Far too real to be a prank. The tile he was pressing against shifted, but he was able to get his hands up in time to stop it falling. How could everything be so delicate? 
 
    What was he going to do? 
 
    Daniel walked out of the toilet and tried to move silently. If this was a practical joke, the attention to detail was incredible. The door was shut with the chain intact. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes snapped back to the bed abruptly, remembering that squeal, and the purse, and that the room was secured from the inside. 
 
    The clues coalesced. Daniel moved closer—but not too close—to the bed. 
 
    “Ivey?” 
 
    Silence greeted him. 
 
    The day was getting weirder. If it was Ivey under his bed, the whole TV hoax thing got further away. She was a nurse and not an actor. 
 
    Why was she under the bed? 
 
    Why were there monsters out there? 
 
    What the hell was happening? 
 
    Deep down, Daniel knew he was deceiving himself. This was not a Candid Camera setup. It was too real, too visceral, too sustained, and with too much detail. It was . . . Daniel could not work out what it was, apart from the simple truth that it was terrible. That cold certainty settled inside him. 
 
    If this was not a joke, then facts spoke for themselves. The place had fallen into disrepair overnight. There were monsters in the corridor and almost certainly a girl hiding under his bed. Whatever had happened was unimaginable, and the implications echoed around in Daniel’s head. He almost wished that this was the dream of some crazed producer, even if it resulted in the image of him cowering in the bathroom going wide into the universe. 
 
    “I know you’re there, Ivey.” He tried to keep his voice soothing and extra quiet in case the thing in the corridor had snuck back. As he spoke, he padded closer to the bed, but not too close. There was always a chance that he was wrong and instead of Ivey, it was a monster he had heard. A boogie man, maybe. 
 
    “The chain is still in, and I found your purse.” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    She was not saying anything. Her hiding under there made no sense. He was tempted to poke with the stick or maybe push the mattress off to see what was under there. 
 
    “Don’t hurt me,” a terrified voice squeaked from under the bed. 
 
    Daniel froze. Why would he ever hurt anyone? What was going on? Once more, he looked up at the roof, searching for hidden cameras. 
 
    “I don’t hurt women,” Daniel snapped despite himself. “What the hell is going on? What happened to my iPad? My phone?” The words spewed out more aggressively than he hoped; he was just angry and uncertain and still recovering from the monster. Basically, his emotions were frayed, and that leaked through. If she was already scared, his response would not have helped. But why? What was she worried about? “And why are you under the bed?” 
 
    “Promise not to hurt me?” 
 
    “I don’t hit women,” he repeated, softer this time. 
 
    He did not know that was happening, but she was scared, so it did not hurt to be soothing. The inbuilt accusation, however, stung. He would never hit a woman, no matter what she did. He had been brought up properly. 
 
    There was a pause, with no movement. 
 
    “Why aren’t you coming out?” 
 
    “When’s your birthday?” 
 
    “What? Why does that matter?” he asked. Was she crazy? 
 
    “Please.” She sounded petrified. 
 
    “25th of November,” he relented. 
 
    “And what was I drinking last night?” 
 
    Daniel’s first thought was how was he to know, but he thought back. “Some pink girly drink in a bottle, but I don’t know what it was.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m coming out.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Daniel asked. “I don’t understand, and I feel weird, and everything is trash.” 
 
    He saw a shapely leg poke out from under the bed. It was a tight fit. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” she said, “I think I can explain.” 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    She squeezed herself all the way out from under the bed. With the skimpy clothes from the night before, Daniel was sure she showed more than she intended to. 
 
    She blushed a little when they made eye contact and straightened out the small, black dress. Her eyes were focused on Daniel’s own. Inquisitive and testing at the same time. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” Daniel asked, unable to help himself. 
 
    “I’m seeing if you’re still you.” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” Daniel said with a little laugh, self-consciously hiding the club behind his back. “Why wouldn’t I be me?” 
 
    Ivey bit her lip, clearly trying to decide whether to say something. Decision reached, she sat down and patted the bed next to her. 
 
    “I am happy to stand,” Daniel told her. Everything was too weird, the decaying hotel, the screams earlier, and that monster that roared in the corridor. 
 
    Ivey just looked at him and patted the mattress beside her again. After that kiss and that substance, then hiding under the bed and now this? Why did she think she could order him about? 
 
    “I know you’re confused,” the girl said carefully. “What do you think is happening?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged expansively. “I’ve no idea.” Then he stopped himself as he had been talking too loudly. Feeling a little abashed, he sat beside her. “I have no idea,” he repeated in a whisper, “but you can start with telling me why you were hiding under the bed.” 
 
    Ivey’s features went slightly pink, but it barely showed. After all, she looked half-Indian and European with that amazing skin tone and striking black hair. Her vitality and personality along with her beauty were why they’d hooked up.  
 
    “Your back,” she whispered quietly. “I was scared.” 
 
    “My back?” Daniel asked, patting it with his free hand in confusion. 
 
    “The yellow fur.” Ivey said. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    They both jumped with their eyes immediately going to the ceiling. The panel directly above them was bending inwards like a heavy weight was on it. One edge gave loose, and it flopped open. 
 
    Large, black objects came tumbling down. They appeared to be small, fat snakes—no, more like dozens of scaled, skinny cucumbers with tiny legs. Some were barely the size of a finger and others as long as his lower arm. 
 
    Ivey screamed as the first one to fall landed on her face. She leapt back and away, rolling across the mattress to escape while Daniel leapt forward, figuring he did not want to tangle accidentally with Ivey. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    All his hairs were standing up on end, and there was the smell of fried skin and burnt hair. Ivey’s body spasmed and fell flat on the ground on the other side of the bed. It did not sound like she had braced herself. God, he hoped she was okay, but there was no time to think about her or that scorched smell. 
 
    This was not a hoax or a TV show. Not even movie special effects could create the monsters that he was seeing. 
 
    Survival instincts had him retreating to the door to get space from them. The room was not huge, but the producers had wanted to woo him so had put him in a fancy suite. 
 
    The things falling from the ceiling were like nothing he had seen before. Or maybe they were. Giant versions of the creatures that got into his shower back at home. Black segments, lots of legs and very buggy. Some form of centipede, he had always figured. 
 
    Thirty in total must have fallen. 
 
    A small one that had tumbled out to his new position locked onto him. A blue glow spread across its carapace. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    A spark shot out and hit his leg, which immediately spasmed, and he bit down to stifle the gasp. 
 
    “Bloody oath!” Daniel hissed under his breath before he retreated further, closer to the door with his limb dragging slightly. The fact he was just wearing underpants and a T-shirt was making him feel exposed. 
 
    The bugs had fallen in a disorganised mess, but now they seemed to look around and untangle themselves. From memory, the ones in his bathroom ate mould and were harmless, but then again, those end to end were no longer than his pinkie, and when they curled up, were smaller than a dollar coin. 
 
    These monsters were different. Some were thicker than his thumb, and they had fired electricity twice, he realised. The small one had shocked his leg, and a larger version had done far worse to Ivey. The smell was still in the air. Burnt flesh. These creatures were not friendly! 
 
    Indecision warred briefly inside of him. 
 
    The last thing Daniel wanted was to provoke them, especially since they were releasing electricity, which as far as he knew was physically impossible. But with that monster in the corridors, it was not like he could run, and there was also Ivey to consider. After all, she was on the other side of the room with the mass of centipedes between her and the door. 
 
    It was not in his nature to leave defenceless girls at the mercy of monstrous bugs. Despite the situation, he smiled a little at that. That was a phrase he never thought he would think. 
 
    The one that had zapped him was heading straight towards him. They could not leave the room; they could not climb above them. After all, the couch and chair were broken, and there were three big ones on the bed along with a smattering of smaller ones. There was nowhere to run. All he could do was fight. 
 
    That made things simple.  
 
    He brought his club down hard on the first centipede. There was a familiar sound he remembered from stepping on them at home. 
 
    “Sorry, big boy.” He smashed his club down on another. There was a pathway around the cluster. Moving quickly and pausing just to crush the couple of bugs that had been thrown clear of the main mass and were now in his way, he jogged past the mass of creatures by sticking to the wall. “Ivey?” He called out hopefully.  
 
    There was no response.  
 
    Another step and he could see her. She was still lying on the ground where she had fallen. Ivey was unconscious with a red welt travelling from her lip to her ear. Black scorch marks surrounding the wound. It looked terrible, and that was from just one of the little ones. 
 
    The culprit was near her, and it was inching closer to one of her legs. His club smashed it into paste. Insect gunk and the residual electrical charge hit Ivey. Her body spasmed once more. Without hesitation, while watching the bugs on the bed, cautiously, he knelt, grabbed her under her arms, and moved her back to the window to get her to safety. 
 
    She was breathing, but the burn was deep and would almost certainly scar. At least she was alive. Another glance back at the bugs. None were near him. That electricity attack was dangerous. This much damage from one hit was terrifying, especially as there were over thirty of them. 
 
    Daniel watched the bugs. They were big, they could shoot lightning, but they were still the same creatures that had travelled less than a metre over an hour while he had watched TV. They were slow; a snail would not win a race between them, but most other things would. 
 
    Daniel stood, breathed in deeply to bolster his courage. It was the unknown that concerned him. He was happy to squish them, but what would happen if they had extra magic? “They ain’t going to squish themselves.” He stepped toward them. The ones on the bed were an issue, as he doubted his club would be effective with them being on the soft mattress, so he went wide and prepared to squish the masses squirming on the floor. After killing four to get to Ivey, he had a better feel for the amount of Strength that he needed to use. Even for the big ’uns, he did not have to go all out. Half-swings were good enough, and that was what he provided. After all, he did not want to start banging away and attract extra attention from outside. Ignoring them was not an option, either. One glance at Ivey, still prone near the window, reinforced that. 
 
    They stank, especially when a living one’s electricity fried a corpse. Daniel ignored the stench and kept going. 
 
    On the far side of the pile, a bug started glowing. It was far away, so Daniel ignored it and lined up the next kill. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    It was like touching an electric fence on full power. He stumbled backwards, dropping his club. 
 
    Ouch. Daniel studied the hand the bolt had struck, tensing it into a fist and then pretending to play the piano. It was uninjured, and that attack had come from a giant and the ugly welt on Ivey’s face was still in his mind. The bolts lost potency the further they had to travel. Not as good as having a limited range, but better than the other alternative. Providing he did not get too close, he should be safe. 
 
    He retrieved the club and then danced around the outside of the mass, only striking at the ones at the edges. More kept falling from the ceiling, and whenever one started glowing, he retreated to the other side of the room. They did not hit him again, not even a spark. 
 
    Science had lied to him when it claimed that wood did not conduct electricity. Whenever he squished a bug with a built-up charge, the jolt went into his arm, into the elbow. Not enough to make him drop the club, but it still made the elbow jerk unpleasantly. 
 
    He kept hitting. The routine was soothing. 
 
    The good news was that the creatures were slow and stupid, and that their electrified status came and went, allowing him to time his blows. 
 
    Ivey had stirred mid-way through and watched him. He waved, and she waved back. Her face was healed. There was not even a mark. Pretty soon, the last of them on the floor were squished. 
 
    That left just the bed. First step was clearing visible ones. The first swing knocked them onto the floor, and then he would follow and squish them properly immediately after. 
 
    The ones under the bed remained. He had seen at least one crawl under there and suspected there were more. He just needed to shift the bed and pulverise the final holdouts. His eyes watched the space under the bed, and he moved into position. 
 
    The ground under his feet shifted. It was like stepping on LEGO bricks, if the pieces were bigger and sharper. “Strewth!” he cried, barely keeping his voice under control. Lifting his bare foot up, he saw there were slivers of carapace sticking out of his skin. 
 
    Across the room, Ivey’s hands glowed, and warmth flowed into him. As he watched, those alien pieces in his foot fell out one by one, and the wounds closed smoothly. 
 
    “Wow,” he said, looking up at Ivey in a new light. “That was amazing.” 
 
    Something with too many legs landed on his head and slid to his neck. 
 
    Daniel had time to tense, but there was little else that he could do. 
 
    Zap! 
 
    All his muscles contracted as a shock very similar to an electric fence got his neck. He fell helplessly. There was blood in his mouth, but more warmth flowed into him. Her blessing or healing or whatever crazy science she was using was a very pleasant feeling. 
 
    With the healing magic returning volition to his limbs, he reached up and grabbed the thing that was still on his neck. It was a small one, and he crushed it in his bare hands. 
 
    “They’re dead,” he told Ivey. “Every. Single”—he punctuated the threat by squishing one that just came out from under the bed— “one of them.” 
 
    “RARRAG!” 
 
    Daniel froze and stared in shock towards the hotel door. That beast was right outside. 
 
    Any further thought of the electric bugs vanished from his mind. 
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    Log Report 5 – Entry 2 
 
    We’re less than two hours into the event and I have three pieces of information that I want to record for propensity.  
 
    The first bit, unfortunately, changes everything. While we do not have as much data as we would like, there is going to be an obvious need to gather nearby survivors together. Worst, to give the group a chance, everyone will be required to take extra risks. Every host needs to gain levels and do it fast.  
 
    There is a ninety-eight percent certainty a local extinction level threat would have been created. Which is bad news for nearby bipeds.  
 
    The explanation of why we have come to this conclusion could be simpler, but only by a little. As per protocol, I have contacted my colleagues who, incidentally, based on our early interactions, will end up as friends for life. Though *Blush* I think I might have overwhelmed them with my intellect. They said things like, ‘How are you so smart?’, ‘Another extraordinary suggestion’ and ‘You’re as smart as Bait.’ Mr or Mrs Bait was not in the culture pack, but I’m assuming they did something amazing. Probably in a science-related field, where geniuses usually thrive.  
 
    I digress. The network we have collectively established was spread over a wide geographical area. This spread lets us map the mana storm boundaries.  
 
    This was where the terrible news came in.  
 
    What hit my host was not the centre of the storm, as I hoped, but only an edge. That’s horrible, as it meant that there was intense energy to the east of us. A mana storm so intense that not one of the native bipeds survived in that space!  
 
    Naturally, we consulted historical records, and there are only two plausible conclusions.  
 
    There will be a potent mutation of a native animal; or something else powerful will be ported in from a broken world.  
 
    Neither of these occurrences increases the survivability of nearby sapients. 
 
    Hence, the only choice is that we need to get strong quickly to meet this threat. When I expressed this insight, well, that’s when *happy butterflies* I was described as a genius. RT0123214 said, and I quote. ‘No shit, genius.’  
 
    He called me a genius!!  
 
    *Jumping up and down excitedly.* 
 
    The second equally fascinating piece of information is that my decision to create a co-wobub has paid off. He (I think that’s the appropriate pronoun) has agreed to join up and protect my host. What an absolutely exceptional result to have that sort of strength and power available to look after my host. Of course, even a co-wobub won’t be enough by himself, but at least it’s a start.  
 
    Finally, I want to address the hypothesis I made in entry 1.  
 
    I was *unsurprisingly* absolutely correct. 
 
    Yes, it’s a fact.  
 
    Bipeds fall over all the time. It has been just a couple hours, and both my host and the co-wobub have fallen over. 
 
    It’s so funny.  
 
    Bipeds, what a crazy design.  
 
    Two hours and the co-wobub has already slipped twice. Why? Why would they choose such an absurd form?  
 
    Total Falls: 3. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Daniel looked critically at his club. For soft wood, it had survived surprisingly well. Pointlessly, his other hand went to his lips, indicating silence. 
 
    It had gone away last time. Maybe they would be lucky again. 
 
    “RARRAG!” 
 
    “RORRA!” 
 
    The two roars blended. There were two of them out there, not one. He looked at Ivey to see if she had noticed the same thing, but she was like a deer caught in headlights. She was in no position to communicate. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    The wooden door shook with the force of the blow. Daniel thought he heard the wood splinter. His eyes looked around for anything he could use and landed on his suitcase. His handy utility knife was at the bottom of the bag. 
 
    He took a step towards the bag. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    He spun around. That time, it had sounded like the door had broken properly. He could deny, pray, or bluster as much as he wanted, but whatever was out there was coming in – and there was nothing he could do to stop it. 
 
    Delay, maybe. Daniel looked at the weapon in his hand for the first time. How had this piece of wood from a couch that had collapsed under his weight survived bashing in so many bugs? The wood itself was crude, but it had survived the beating he had given it. There were no signs of stress fractures, and it had none of the straight, machine-cut lines he would expect from the debris of the couch. Instead, it looked like a classic cartoon club. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes narrowed, wondering. There was no way it was natural. 
 
    They faced a monster outside, electric bugs, and a mystery here to solve – and unless he was terribly mistaken, the answer was important. He shut his eyes. When he had grabbed the piece of wood initially, what had happened? He had imagined the wood and grown cells to make it denser, and he’d shifted the composition to resemble a club. Then he had yanked it, and this weapon had come loose. A tool almost identical to the image he had created in his brain. There was something there. 
 
    Ivey had healed him; bugs had been throwing lightning. 
 
    For a brief moment, he felt like he could feel the club once more. The grain was not perfect, but there were no material flaws in the weapon. It was strong, dense wood and would not break unexpectedly. In fact, if he was redesigning the thing, all that he would add was a sharper point in the end. He needed it to have a spike. Long and sharp, at least a couple of inches long so that if an opportunity presented, he could ram it home like a spear and do significant damage. Blunt force trauma was more than fine, and he honestly preferred the concept, but sometimes stabbing was better than shattering skulls, and he just wanted that option. 
 
    What he was imagining was not a perfect weapon. It was a club with a point. He desired the weapon to be a cross between a mace and a spear; the shape was almost there already. Maybe he could work the wood later to create a sharp spike. 
 
    The substance of the wood was in his mind, and he imagined changing the end to the point he wanted. While he was there, he also focused on making the individual cells become smaller, fibrous, which would hopefully result in a denser and stronger end product. It would be nice. 
 
    The blink finished, and when he looked down, his hands and the club were glowing. 
 
    Was that magic?  
 
    He could hear what he presumed was a monster moving around outside. Later, he could ponder the nature of wood and imagination. For now, he needed to get ready. 
 
    “Ivey, there’s a utility knife at the bottom of my suitcase. Get it so you have a weapon.” 
 
    Daniel walked towards the door and the big crack that was already showing. Then he looked down at his makeshift weapon. 
 
    It had a point on the end, a cross between a club and spear. 
 
    “I have magic,” he whispered in excitement. “I CAN DO MAGIC.” 
 
    There was another crack as whatever was outside hit the wood.  
 
    Something told him that hiding in the toilet was not the solution this time.  
 
    But he had magic now. He could do this. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Daniel reached the door. The creature outside hit it yet again. The wood splintered, but the door still held, including the frame that he was worried about. If the whole door popped out, that was another level of disaster as opposed to them breaking in via a narrow gap. Whatever the things were, they were not human. No human could batter through solid timber that easily. 
 
    Lightning monster bugs, Ivey’s healing, and his club magic. Since he had seen those things, giant monsters were not beyond the realm of possibility. 
 
    Now he had to fight them. They outnumbered him if there was a narrow entrance. One man could hold the fort, so to speak; however, if there was no choke, then the man would quickly get in trouble. The whole opening was too large, but if he could get them squeezing through a narrow choke hole, then he could attack them when they were vulnerable. Hurt enough of them, and maybe he could convince the rest that he was not worth the effort. Scare them off, that sort of thing.  
 
    Bang. 
 
    The door splintered, and a small section in the middle of the door popped out, creating the first hole.  
 
    Just a matter of time.  
 
    The dislodged section was small but demonstrated that a standard hotel door was not capable of stopping determined monsters. That was another thing that he had never thought he would be thinking. The door was already disintegrating. He was running out of time. Daniel stood on his toes, wanting to do something. Through the gap, there was a brief glimpse of a weird, grey-coloured limb that he was sure ended in either a paw or a hand. 
 
    “Bloody oath!” he yelled, surprised despite himself. It had only been a glimpse, and it was dark, but it was enough. The limb had been thicker than a human arm, but the business shirt was pretty distinctive. 
 
    Was he seeing things? 
 
    “ROARRA!” 
 
    Daniel glanced at Ivey. “What’s happening?” he yelled at her, unable to moderate his voice. 
 
    He was so shocked by what he had seen. It had been an arm; monster, human, zombie, genetic experiment, nothing else made sense. Thankfully, Ivey had not frozen and was searching through his suitcase. 
 
    “The end of the world,” she snapped. “Don’t let them in.” 
 
    More stupid, unnecessary advice. He wanted to scream, match the noise they were making, but he doubted it would help. Daniel watched the fingernails or claw pushing through the gap and grabbing the wood. The claws caught the edge of wood, and they ripped backwards, taking a few splinters off the door and widening his holes. The expanded opening let in additional light. 
 
    Daniel’s mind froze. It was definitely a monster with a business shirt, but it was not like an ape. Those hands, excluding the claws, were human. Despite the bugs, his fur, all he could think about was a genetic experiment, some sort of human being crossed with a gorilla and then dressed. Then his mind latched onto the lightning centipedes, his magic, Ivey being able to literally heal him, her initial terror directed at him, and his mindset shifted. Daniel remembered the dream in which, despite all his efforts to tame the energy, it had run wild within him. That brief loss of control had made him grow fur on his back, and that outside force had been increasing when he had whited out. He must have succeeded in taming the power. That owner of that grey arm had not. 
 
    Zombies? Changed humans? Werewolves? 
 
    The term hardly mattered, but to Daniel, it felt like zombies fit better! 
 
    That almost-human hand…it could barely be described as almost-human. But with it were the clothes, the shirt it still wore. Whatever the creature was now, once upon a time, it had been some poor sod on the way to work. The grey arm came back, reaching through the opening. 
 
    He thrust with his club. 
 
    The tip caught and ripped, and the arm withdrew hurriedly. The tip his magic had created, he could shape wood like an elf from the stories. He could do something with that. 
 
    “Where’s the goddamn knife?” Ivey yelled at him. 
 
    “At the bottom, in a pouch.” He snapped. “It’s a goddamn zombie apocalypse!” The arm punched through once more, clipping the edge and sending more wood flying. 
 
    It was trying to open the gap. Daniel thrust out with his spear-club hybrid. 
 
    The spike in the end had gone straight through the paw and into the door. 
 
    The creature started hollering and tried to pull its arm back. This time, it failed. Daniel held on grimly. If it couldn’t get its limb back, then it couldn’t claw the door down. 
 
    Hold on. 
 
    He had this. 
 
    The spear slipped. He lacked the leverage, and the wood underneath the weapon gave way. No longer pinned, the monster yanked its arm away. Instinctively, Daniel examined his weapon, expecting the weak point to have been snapped off, but it was unaffected. His magic created dense wood. For whichever reason, the club remained undamaged despite the punishment he was putting it through. 
 
    A face appeared in the wood’s gap. It looked human in the way a gorilla without fur and with human eyes and teeth looked human. 
 
    “ROARRAG.” 
 
    Spittle flew at him. All Daniel could think about was he had to make that ugly thing go away. He thrust with all his strength, changing the aim at the last moment to target an all-too-human eye in an alien face. 
 
    The small but nasty point of his makeshift club plunged in accurately. It was not something he had experienced before, a slight resistance and then the sudden release as the eyeball popped, then the weapon kept going, compressing the soft tissue like it was not there, before cracking hard against the bone. It felt like the eye socket had shattered under the thrust. 
 
    To be honest, Daniel had not expected to land the blow so cleanly. Sure, he had spent hours on the farm thistling, which is what he called going through the paddocks and cutting down weeds with a hoe; so, when he swung for something, he hit it, but that was always stationary targets. He had anticipated the zombie to have some residual human reflexes. A flinch, a raised hand. Anything would have been enough to protect it, but it did nothing. So, the strike landed clean. It had been a powerful thrust, but miles away from being a fatal strike. A tip a couple inches longer would have created a different result. 
 
    Years of watching zombie films told him that a cracked skull would not take it out. You had to do significant brain damage to take one down, and unfortunately, the spike on the weapon was not quite long enough to get all the way into the softer tissue and kill it with a single blow. As expected, the creature stumbled away, roaring. Maybe thinking about them being zombies was not appropriate after all. They still bled and suffered pain. 
 
    The door would not last. Several other zombies had joined, and they were throwing their bodies against the thin wood that was protecting them. It creaked alarmingly. The hallway in his room was slightly constricting. He could not do a full baseball swing but had to rely on strikes from a slightly awkward overhead posture. Those would have to do, as it was them or the spear thrusts, and he had pierced a critical spot and had only done limited damage to the monsters, so stabs would not be good enough. 
 
    In front of him, through the broken door, a new arm appeared. This one was unlike the first,  which had been animalistic; instead, it was very close to a white arm with long fingernails, until you looked closer and spotted the half-translucent scales covering the limb. 
 
    The appearance made Daniel pause for a moment. What on Earth was that? Definitely human; the finger and hand anatomy were too unique for this to be any other animal. 
 
    The bugs that fallen from the ceiling. 
 
    His foot healing in front of his eyes. 
 
    That brief connection he had created with the club. 
 
    That the cheap wood from the couch that had broken when he jumped on it was now strong. 
 
    It was all so unnatural. 
 
    And now this. Evidence of a zombie. What was the saying? When in Rome . . . 
 
    When in zombie plague, you channel your inner animal. 
 
    The weird arm was reaching in to grab the handle. 
 
    “Hell no!” 
 
    Daniel swung as fiercely as the cramped conditions allowed him and brought his spear-mace down hard down on that reaching wrist. There was a sound of cracking and a yelp from the other side of the door. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” he yelled back at the monsters. “Time to be pulverised.” 
 
    Then something altogether too heavy slammed into the entire door. The whole thing shook, and a corner of the frame splintered. There was a brief glimpse of a dark-skinned humanoid that appeared to be wearing grey pyjamas. 
 
    Zombies, he thought. If they quack like a duck, then they taste damn fine roasted. Daniel backtracked hurriedly on that thought. There was no way he was going to eat roast zombie, so he really should not have varied from the traditional saying. 
 
    “They’re zombies,” he yelled out. “Use your holy magic on them.” 
 
    One of the monster’s faces appeared in the gap, and it made Daniel’s skin crawl. It apparently wanted to see what type of tasty morsel was waiting for it and then to use its two arms to rip the existing hole open wider. The face that looked back might once have been female, at least that was what he guessed from the long hair of which over half had fallen out. The skin itself was puckered up like an elephant, and each eye, the entire orb, was dark brown with no white showing. 
 
    It hissed at him. 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    Just like the last time, he used his weapon as a spear and poked. It did not attempt to evade the strike, though this one might have actually blinked. It made no difference. The club slammed home, and Daniel started bitterly regretting not trying to make that pointy end longer. If he had, he might have already killed two of them. 
 
    The second zombie stumbled away, screaming. That was two eyes lost, but he doubted that would slow them for long. They were not dead. 
 
    There was no time for regrets. Red blood covered his club. From chemistry class, he thought red meant oxygenated, but in a land of apparent magic and zombies, it might have meant anything or nothing. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    It was another zombie throwing itself at the door. More of the frame broke. How many hits like that could it actually survive? One, maybe two. Unless something changed quickly, they were going to get through and do it en masse. 
 
    “Bless them,” he yelled once more towards Ivey. “Light magic always does extra damage to zombies in games. It’s our only chance.” 
 
    The door had rocked once more while he was talking. 
 
    There was no verbal response, nor did any magic flash past him to destroy the zombie, still trying to get through. What was the girl waiting for? 
 
    Concerned, Daniel glanced back to find that Ivey, in her small, black dress, had moved to stand behind him, clutching his utility knife with the blade open. Her hands shook slightly, but she stood ready. At least there was that. 
 
    “ROARRG!” 
 
    A puff splintered out of the door as it groaned dramatically.  
 
    An epiphany hit him. His magic could make the difference. Daniel’s hand reached forward and touched the wood. A green glow spread out. Instinctively, he could feel everything. The structural damage was immense, and mentally he pushed the cracks to close. His intervention had done something – not enough, though, because at best it had bought them tens of seconds. With his hand still on the wood, he could sense its integrity. Another three hits and it was coming down. 
 
    Think. If he was getting out of this, it would rely on brains more than brawn. 
 
    God, help me, he prayed. Then stopped himself mid-thought. He had never been religious, and now was not the time to rely on someone else. 
 
    Plus, zombies were trying to bash in his door. If there was any evidence that God did not exist, this was it. Amusingly, he wondered how the evangelist who saw God in everything would rationalise this. The zombie plague would probably be evidence of Armageddon and the coming Rapture. Screw that. His attitude had always been that, if God brought suffering into the world, then he was not worthy of worship. And frankly, a God that brought zombies into the world was placed in his, “I want nothing to do with that guy” category. 
 
    His club came down hard on a paw that had curled through a hole and was preparing to rip a chunk backward. There was a satisfying thump, and it withdrew quickly. 
 
    “Can you do anything?” he asked. 
 
    Once the door went down, they would be in trouble. He could just imagine those claws shredding skin and the power they had demonstrated going through the door overpowering any resistance Daniel and Ivey could muster. There were at least five out there, and while hitting them with his club was viscerally satisfying, he did not think it would work to stop the undead if they had an opening to rush them. 
 
    Not without magic, anyway. Magic could usually save the day. Fire or holy magic, something to burn them away to nothing. 
 
    “Your magic?” 
 
    “Useless,” she told him curtly. 
 
    “What can you do?” 
 
    “Heal you and stab.” Faced with the clear eventuality of what was about to happen, the trembling in her hands had stopped. 
 
    The pink-scaled arm came in again; this time, it was the left arm. The zombie had the same idea as before. This one might be smarter than the others, but it was still stupid. He whacked it just before it reached the door handle. More broken bones. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The door bowed inwards again. Without the magic he had worked, Daniel knew it would have shattered under that impact, if it had even lasted this long. One more blow like that at the most. 
 
    Think! 
 
    More splinters. 
 
    If they all rushed him, that was it. He needed to have them come one at a time, and preferably through a small gap. Three times he had felt a connection to wood. Twice with the club, a wooden weapon that was miraculously still functional, and once when he had partially mended the door. 
 
    His mind was piecing together the bits of information. If the zombies all swarmed him, then he and Ivey were dead. At worst, if this failed, he would look stupid for a moment before being torn to shreds. That was the same outcome as doing nothing. 
 
    Remembering and clinging to those other times when he had felt the Wood Sense, Daniel stepped forward, and his hand reached out to touch the door. In his mind, he held a memory of those previous connections. 
 
    His hand touched the wood, and his consciousness, for lack of a better description, entered the cells. Instantly, he could feel the whole internal structure of the door, the fault lines and, more precisely, the weaknesses and spots where the integrity  had been impacted by the solid zombie blows. His previous fix had delayed things, but there were only so many beatings that the door could take before there was a catastrophic failure. Potentially, that would be the next time the big zombie slammed into it. 
 
    If the door fell apart, he was dead. He imagined one of those claws tearing himself or Ivey apart. If they could do that much damage to heavy wood… 
 
    He needed to preserve the door while splitting their force into pieces. 
 
    Reinforce. 
 
    That was the only thing that mattered. He borrowed from the top and bottom in order to strengthen the centre. Expanded that healing wood so that it joined to the frame. If they changed tactics and hit the bottom section, the whole lower third would crumble. 
 
    That thought gave him an idea. 
 
    Apart from the pink-armed zombie, they were stupid. Not one, but two had let themselves be poked in the eye. 
 
    What would happen if he presented a crawl hole? 
 
    Would they go down on their hands and knees and enter headfirst and give him a chance to kill them? 
 
    It felt like a stupid leap of faith. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Even his new, reinforced section buckled, and there were puffs of wood dust from both the bottom and the top of the door. 
 
    A Hail Mary. 
 
    Daniel started the change, reinforcing some sections, while weakening others. He wanted the smallest gap that would entice them to come through. 
 
    The next blow was moments away, but he felt like he had time to impart a flourish to the opening he was making. Teeth grew at the bottom of the door. They were modelled on a rose bush’s thorns. They curved outwards; hopefully, when the zombies tried to come in, some of them would get caught and cut up on the thorns. 
 
    An alternative way to hurt them had to help. 
 
    With nothing else to do, Daniel stepped backwards. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The moment of truth. 
 
    The door rocked, but the central area held, and the right side of the bottom half of the door fell away. Through the wood dust, he could see the spikes he had imagined had been left, ready to hook anything silly enough to push through the gap. 
 
    “Thank god,” Daniel muttered, unable to help himself. He had hoped what he was doing would work and even logically determined that it would, but a large part of him had been thinking, ‘No way’. That everything else was him being delusional. 
 
    Until this moment, there had been no genuine evidence. It was improbable the fragment of couch he held was such an effective club, but not impossible. It was unlikely the door could have held up as well as it did, given the noise each of those blows generated, but once more, not impossible. However, that crawl space lined with nasty thorns was not a possibility. They did not appear by chance. That was his doing! His magic. 
 
    He had magic! Despite the horrible situation and the imminent threat of death, he felt like screaming in excitement. You beauty, he thought. Magic! Real magic, and he could do it.   
 
    Feverish dreams of reality television producers could not have done this. What he was looking at was his construction. His touch and his desires. His power! 
 
    He had genuine magic to command. 
 
    He felt elated. 
 
    If he survived this, then he was a mage. It was not fire balls or lightning, but it was real, tangible, and not of his world. 
 
    Daniel’s lips turned up. 
 
    Magic! 
 
    Daniel did not have a clue where his modest skill stood in the hierarchy of abilities. It might end up being the most common ability out there. Possibly it might end up that all the other cool magic users and healers considered it to be complete trash. They could laugh at the growers all they wanted, but at that very moment, Daniel did not care. 
 
    It was magic. 
 
    It was like he had filled a void in his life that he had not even known existed. 
 
    Real goddamn magic. 
 
    “Yes!” The word slipped out. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Daniel jumped. Dust billowed out from the door.  A gap appeared in the top right corner as small piece of wood fell out.  
 
    “Come get me,” he yelled.   
 
     A head appeared in the bottom opening, looked at him once, and then ducked away. 
 
    What? Were they smart?
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    Chapter 7 
 
    In Daniel’s brief exposure to them, the zombies could be accused of being many things. Overly bloodthirsty, a teeny-weeny bit aggressive, prone to committing unnecessary property crimes, and on absolutely the wrong side of the beauty spectrum, but they were proving to be not completely stupid. 
 
    First there’d been that hand trying to open the lock, and now that the gap in the door had appeared, they had immediately stopped throwing themselves at it while they clearly assessed what was happening. The one that had peeked inside had taken one look, then retreated. 
 
    There were even grunts from the corridor like they were communicating. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Daniel asked, looking at Ivey, hoping she could provide an answer. 
 
    The plan in his head had the feral beasts rushing into the gap and getting in each other’s way. The overcrowding would then make them easy to dispose of, sort of like shooting undead fish in a barrel. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Maybe deciding who gets to eat which parts,” he quipped before immediately regretting the joke when Ivey flinched. “If it was me, I’d be sending the weakest in first.” 
 
    Then a different thought occurred to Daniel. 
 
    If the zombies could think, they were probably deciding to work out how they could get into the room without being splattered themselves. Not who went first but how to break the door down. It was pretty clear that trying to sneak through the gap he had left was not optimal for them. The prey was trapped, so their best play was to expand the hole. 
 
    “Grab more wood,” Daniel told Ivey, stepping forward and keeping his back to the wall where the hinges were in order to give him as much separation from the gap in the door as possible. He did not want a reaching claw to snipe him while he was doing his magic. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    The door rocked once more. Dust puffed from above him. They had looked at the hole, found it wanting, and decided to create a more suitable version. 
 
    Oh, no! Daniel thought. They knew what they were doing. His hand touched the wood. The process felt laborious and difficult because he refused to shut his eyes. He needed to watch the hole to make sure a zombie did not sneak up and catch him unaware. 
 
    Once more, he felt his consciousness infuse the wood. It was in terrible shape. Internally, hairline cracks ran through the entire structure. 
 
    Daniel had two aims that required his focus. The primary one was to stop it from falling apart, and his magic immediately rallied, smoothing over those cracks, throwing on rough and dirty fixes. The second aim was the same, but it approached the problem from a slightly different angle. Ultimately, if they kept launching themselves at the door, eventually, it would fail. It was just physics. His magic, as had already been demonstrated, could only do so much. Plus, years of farm work had taught him that even metal bent if you hit it enough times—and wood was far more delicate. 
 
    It was as cliché as anything, but in football, the best defence was a good offense. 
 
    He needed to counterstrike. 
 
    Lots and lots of thorns had to be the answer. Their enthusiasm for shoulder charges would wane if they were throwing themselves on four-inch-long spikes. 
 
    Magic flowed out of him, fixing what he was feeling. It was sort of like a game, but completely different. There were no percentages or durability available. There was no ticking health counter that represented him mending the wood that would decrease with the next zombie attack. All he had was his gut feeling. The door was struggling despite what he had done. Papering over the hairline fractures was just that. It dealt with one problem, but there were proper cracks and other fault lines he had not touched. His mind immediately fell to reinforcing those as well, with a sizeable chunk of his focus going on the hinges. 
 
    It defied natural laws and common sense, but under his command, the wood in the door grew into the frame and vice-versa. 
 
    It was hard work. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    “Piss off!” he groaned out loud as everything he had done had fallen apart under that one blow. 
 
    There had to be a step change in his response. 
 
    “Think.” 
 
    Only seconds had passed, and from the sounds of it, Ivey had only just reached the couch and was struggling to pull out the broken sections, with the staples and cloth bindings restricting her. There would not be any help from that quarter. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The fault line split the door almost in half. The zombie was moving away to launch itself again. Daniel reinforced the one area. 
 
    Time! 
 
    There had to be some way to delay them. 
 
    It had hit the same spot continuously. A position that was now fractured and broken more than elsewhere. It would probably keep striking that spot. At heart, they were just animals. He needed a method to cushion the impact, like air bags. 
 
    I am better than you, he thought as he shut his eyes to focus on what was necessary. 
 
    Agonising pain struck his foot. 
 
    Instinctively, he tried to step back, but it was pinned to the ground. He could not afford to do anything about it. 
 
    With eyes firmly shut, he focused on the wood. The only thing that mattered was strengthening it enough to stop the next blow. Something had attacked him. Whether it was a bug, a piece of wood with a nail in it, or the more likely outcome of a zombie claw, none of that would matter if his fix was not slotted into place. 
 
    If the door broke, it was all over. He had to reinforce the timber further to let it survive while installing his own version of an air bag. 
 
    His energy concentrated into that one spot. It was around his head height; Daniel figured the monster was jumping and leading it with the shoulder. Every time, as far as he could tell, it had hit the same spot. If it struck there a fourth time, a trap would be in place. 
 
    “Fu . . . farker!” he groaned, the words bursting out as his foot bones were ground together. Not a nail on a piece of wood. Instead, it was a goddamn claw that was currently being twisted and flexed. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes still shut firmly while he focused on the door. The next blow was coming. A sliver of wood above the spot that had been dislodged in previous attacks fell further down at his command, swinging out to point out into the corridor. The moment it was aligned, his wood growth power flowed into it, immediately strengthening the base material. Making the cells smaller and more compact and increasing the density of the fibrous substance in each cell to increase its strength. 
 
    The claw in his foot moved further. 
 
    “For all that’s holy!” 
 
    The edges of the splinter at a macro-level sharpened, and the point got focused. It quickly resembled a spear point with a sharp tip and four ridges radiating outwards at each point of the compass sliding back to the wall. It was four inches long—as he had learnt his lesson—and one inch wide. 
 
    Not quite an air bag, but some of the energy of the blow would be directed into mangling the monster’s shoulder. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    “ROARAAFS!” 
 
    Everything Daniel had done had gone into the moment. The door shuddered, and the spear tip bent. It was no longer a straight line. Instead, the tip embedded in the zombie’s shoulder unfurled like a flower. 
 
    It was better than an exploding hollow-point bullet. Fragging out once inside the target would always do more damage than the same force on the outside. This improvised weapon did that just—on steroids. Structurally, it was fused to the door, and that connection strengthened even as the zombie bounced away. From shoulder to hook to door, the force was conveyed. The entire structure rocked, and some patches he had put in place broke while new cracks formed. Everywhere critical held. A gap looking out into the hallway formed above his head. Luckily, it went straight up and did not impact the structural integrity of the barrier. If it was spread downwards, he would shout different things. 
 
    The door held, and the fish was hooked. Daniel did not want to imagine what had happened. The spike the zombie had impaled itself on was brutal. It was not a normal spike; instead, he had grown the wood out from the tip once it was inserted. A combination of physics and his magic had caused slivers of wood to hook out in all directions, cutting through the internal flesh of the monster. The narrow tip went in, but to pull it off now, it would take half the shoulder. Each of the thirty hooks he had grown would take a chunk with them. 
 
    Daniel looked down. 
 
    His blood was soaking the carpet. The zombie’s arm had just reached him and driven two of its fingers right through his foot. He should have put on his work boots. 
 
    The monster was the ambiguous female or male one with a gaping wound where his club had popped out its eye. Clearly, while he had been distracted, it had snuck into the hole that he had created. Luckily, the afterthought of thorns around the gap had caught it and stopped it from reaching further. It was why he was alive. Had it had a longer reach, Daniel knew that it would have mauled him to death in the couple of seconds of forced inattention. As it was, it had settled for what little it could do, and that was to stab his foot. 
 
    It saw him looking at it. 
 
    “Rawghr,” it said. 
 
    “Farker,” Daniel answered, and while refusing to relinquish his contact with the door, he drove all his weight onto the club. Into the wrist of the creature near his foot. Almost without meaning it but secretly pleased with the outcome, he grew the spike so that it went all the way through the arm and into the hard flood with a solid chunk. Next time he hit an eye he would get brain. 
 
    The hand grabbing his foot spasmed. It made the pain worse, but the zombie was unable to control its own limbs. The random withering had both nails out of his feet for a moment. 
 
    Daniel yanked the suddenly free foot away. 
 
    The impaled zombie, the one trying to batter the door down, was thrashing, which was making the whole door rock. But without momentum behind it, the door would hold through. It creaked alarmingly. 
 
    The androgynous zombie tried to pull back, but all it did was to get its other shoulder caught on a barb. 
 
    Daniel smiled at it, or more precisely, grimaced. He pushed down hard on the club. Bones ground together, and the zombie snarled at him. Forward or backwards, its skin was hooked on the barbs dropping from the door. If its skin was not so tough, it might have torn free, but as it was, it was stuck. 
 
    Daniel took a tentative step and almost collapsed as the pain made his leg buckle. 
 
    “Healing,” he gasped. Warmth flowed through him. He continued to swing around, keeping his full body weight pressed on the club to stop it from moving. 
 
    The thrashing zombie outside and the one stuck on thorns were combining to stop the others from trying to swarm him. It was time to make a statement. 
 
    Daniel touched the wall. Cheap wood panels, but it was enough that he could reach the door through them. It was harder than interacting with the wood directly, but it worked. Right behind the zombie’s head, a spike grew. 
 
    “You’re not eating me today, arsehole.” 
 
    It growled back, sounding almost confused. 
 
    Daniel grinned ferally and then, pivoting forward, drop-kicked the head like he would a football. It tried to position his mouth to bite, but it was too slow as Daniel’s foot slammed into its nose. 
 
    The head banged straight back on the spike. Suddenly it was pinned, shoulder and skull. The hand freed from the club started scrambling for purchase. 
 
    “I am no one’s food,” he shouted before kicking it in the forehead. The head rammed fully onto the spike, and it emerged from its nose. 
 
    Oops! The spike emerged right where his first kick had connected. If impaling had only taken one kick, he would be begging for healing once more. 
 
    “RADVAIIRF.” 
 
    The bellow was intense, and the door rocked. There was also a thump, which Daniel imagined was a large body hitting the floor. 
 
    Feeling slightly foolish, he leaped to his original spot. Now the dead zombie was providing an additional barrier; his feet felt safer, and once more he started reinforcing the door, eyes mostly shut but making a point to keep looking down regularly. They were still striking hard, but the big one was no longer throwing itself at the door. That let his mending to outpace the damage, giving him time for ancillary work. 
 
    Ivey was next to him, handing him bits of wood. Without hesitation, he used them to shore up the gap he had created and now wanted sealed. Fusing that wood into position while growing the thorns on the door’s outside, he decelerated the repairs slightly to match the damage that was being done. 
 
    They had survived, and all that was left was to finish the job. 
 
    There were frequent grunts of pain as a zombie hit one of his new thorns. 
 
    He kept working, turning the door’s outside into an array of points that would impress a porcupine.  
 
    The blows became less frequent, and Daniel realised they had won. In fact, the assault on the door had stopped minutes ago, and he had been mindlessly reinforcing. 
 
    He dropped his hand. 
 
    “I don’t feel so good.” 
 
    The girl was looking at him in concern. 
 
    “I’m going to have a . . .” A healing spell hit him and seemed to do nothing. “Lie down.” 
 
    He stumbled towards the bed. The world was swaying, and the carpet tripped him, and he fell straight down onto the mattress. 
 
    Everything hurt, but it was too much effort to get up. Healing hit him and did not make him feel better. He shut his eyes. 
 
    

  

 OceanofPDF.com


   
    Log Report 5 - Entry 3 
 
    Oh yeah.  
 
    Who’s incredible. 
 
    My colleagues were so right to call me a genius. 
 
    There was an entire pack of deconstructed sapients, and the co-wobub that I broke rules to create saved the day. 
 
    Bang, kick, smack, and he wiped them out. I give his fighting prowess at least a nine. There were a couple of errors in the fight. He forgot to use his magic early. I took off four points for that. Then he let his foot get spiked. That was minus nine, but I added three back because he focused through the suffering to finish the spell. 
 
    Wait?  
 
    Do these bipeds suffer pain? 
 
    Let me consult my reading material.  
 
    Apparently, the answer is yes. According to the cultural pack, and I quote: 
 
    “All large fauna encountered, including humans that will act as your host, have advanced pain sensors spread throughout their skin and body. Pain feedback is a key component of their ability to assess and apply suitable treatment for wounds. It is inappropriate and detrimental to survival to turn off this feedback loop.” 
 
    That last line has been added between the last event and this one. But I had already worked that out after what my last host did.  
 
    Turning off pain-receptors is a bad idea!!!  
 
    Having seen it first-hand, I can assure you it is a REALLY bad idea.  
 
    Don’t do it.  
 
    Really, I’m disappointed that was not spelt out prior to now, but at least they’re finally getting their act together. What, it’s only been millions of Alpha particle conversions.  
 
    *Yes, that was sarcasm* 
 
    Hey, look at that definition. According to this, the bipeds have a preferred name for themselves. Apparently, they like to be called, ‘humans’. I will use that preferred mode of address from now on. If I slip, you can’t blame me because it’s always difficult to get your head around the nomenclature of the new species.  
 
    Returning to analysing the fight. The co-wobub keeps the plus three because he was definitely in pain and... Maybe that’s a bit generous; only a small part of him was affected, after all. I might give him only two back. For keeping his composure. That seems fair.  
 
    Where was I? Oh yeah, the fight. One deconstructed sapient dead, a couple injured, and a larger group driven away. I’m giving the fight an official score of eight out of a hundred. Take out the crazy dumb mistakes and it would have been a nineteen, not bad for a first attempt. 
 
    Also, the bipeds, both my host and the co-wobub, were super-duper lucky. They managed not to fall over once during the fight! I would have expected them to celebrate that, but not a single thought in my host acknowledged their luck. Mind you, the co-wobub fell over immediately after the battle, so there was that. 
 
    Now, the final awesome bit of news. With them successfully surviving that minor skirmish, it’s a new personal record for me.  
 
    My host has now *drum roll* survived, for the longest time yet. I’m so getting better at this job, and the multiple independent ‘anonymous’ reviewers who bad-mouthed me must be eating vicoata by now. Whoever left those hurtful comments was probably one of my peers who recognized my genius and was trying to knock me down a peg, or like the bipeds say, ‘That reviewer was suffering tall poppy syndrome.’ 
 
    Anyway, I’m very proud of my new survival record. It’ll be really exciting to see if I can smash it further and help my current host to survive twice as long as my previous one.  
 
    How great would that be? 
 
    Strategically, nothing has changed, and I’m going to make sure my host and the pet (?) co-wobub will both get strong together. 
 
    For completeness regarding the word, ‘pet’. While I’m confident in the terminology, I will admit I’m not a hundred percent sure that it is the correct term, but before the next update I promise I’ll spend more time scanning the cultural pack to confirm that pet accurately describes their relationship.  
 
    Go team bipeds.  
 
    Total Falls: 4 (+1). (I’m sure it’s only that low because of some ridiculous luck stat.) 
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    Chapter 8 
 
    Daniel startled awake with someone shaking him. 
 
    “What?” he mumbled, confused for a moment. What on Earth was that stink? Then memories hit him: bugs, zombies, magic! 
 
    He sat bolt upright, almost knocking Ivey off her feet where she was crouched next to him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said automatically to Ivey as his throat caught. 
 
    Why had she woken him? What else had gone wrong? 
 
    Scared, his eyes flicked around the room, searching for the new threat. “What?” 
 
    The place had altered significantly. The bugs had been cleaned up and looked like they had been dumped into a makeshift sack made of one of his bed sheets. His club had been moved, and there were bug splatters over the top of the zombie blood on its shaft. 
 
    His throat was parched; it was clear he had been unconscious for a fair while. 
 
    “How long?” he finally asked. 
 
    “About forty minutes,” Ivey told. 
 
    “Oh god,” he groaned, his head pounding. 
 
    “Eat,” Ivey ordered, handing him a packet of nuts, a Mars bar, and a bottle of water. “It will help.” 
 
    She smiled encouragingly at him. While he was hesitant, his stomach was not and growled loudly. With a wry smile, his hesitation vanished, and he scarfed the food down. 
 
    Ivey got up abruptly, grabbed the club, and brought it down hard on a bug that was crawling down the wall. 
 
    Zap! 
 
    She winced a little as the energy hit her, and then just shook her hand before coming back over to him and sitting down cross-legged in front of him. 
 
    “I think we should have a chat.” 
 
    Daniel’s mind went over everything, bugs, zombies, magic, fur. Oh god, the fur. He tried to look and realised immediately how ridiculous it was to be looking over his shoulder like that. Then he patted under his T-shirt and thought he could feel something. 
 
    “Wait,” Ivey ordered before standing up and walking over to the bathroom and returned with a piece of glass held gingerly with a towel. “It fell while you were unconscious. It scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    He pulled up the clothing with his head craned and Ivey holding the mirror shard so he could see the fur. 
 
    He felt sick. It was only a dinner-plate-sized patch, but it was clearly not natural hair. 
 
    “Am I a werewolf or something?” 
 
    She put the piece of mirror down. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m certain,” she interrupted him and then once more sat down cross-legged in front of him. “I’ve spent the last twenty minutes trying to work out how to say this. Let me assure you it’s easier when you’re unconscious.” 
 
    “What am I?” 
 
    “You almost became a feral,” she told him simply. “A zombie,” she clarified at his confused expression. 
 
    He waited patiently while she paused, and she was clearly surprised that he did not jump in and say anything. 
 
    “The basics of it is that scientists destroyed the world. It’s a trap that virtually all intelligent species fall into.” Her eyes were unfocused as she talked like she was reading off a screen. “A couple of civilisations that survived their world’s destruction billions of years ago created a system to help future victims. The intervention they created has been continually improved and adjusted to aid the survival of future impacted sapient species.” Her eyes suddenly snapped into focus, and she looked him straight in the eyes. “Are you following?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s gobbledygook.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ivey agreed immediately. “I don’t follow it, but whatever it is sends through things called an interface. Everyone is supposed to get an interface, but if there’s too many people and not enough interfaces . . .” 
 
    She paused for a moment. 
 
    “Like in the middle of multi-story building?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly. If there are too few interfaces, then not everyone gets one.” 
 
    “So—” 
 
    “I’m getting to that,” she complained, but was smiling for maybe the first time since he had woken up. “If you don’t get an interface, then the stress of the transition sends you mad and does unexpected things to your bodies. It turns you into a monster.” She nodded toward the door where the zombie’s head was still impaled. “Makes you a feral.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good we both got an interface, then.” 
 
    Ivey looked at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Open your status screen?” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Just think status,” she answered, “and it opens?” 
 
    He mentally said the word, and nothing happened. Daniel thought even harder, not about the status screens, but about the events leading up to it. That nightmare of the world being turned apart, the kiss and then waking with yellow fur, and finally the conversation that they were having. 
 
    The zombie-like things were created when there were not enough interfaces. When they got converted, their skin got tougher, either directly or with fur growing to protect them. Turned animalistic. 
 
    There was fur on his back. 
 
    That kiss and the pain followed. 
 
    The wild energy that he had been trying and failing to corral. 
 
    Ivey hiding under the bed. 
 
    That nothing happened when he tried to focus on status, but that might just be a trick. 
 
    Finally, there was the plant magic, which aligned with what he was focusing on when that dream occurred. An experience during which he had felt like his sanity was unravelling. 
 
    That kiss had been forceful, something in her mouth. 
 
    Daniel looked back up at Ivey. She was still waiting for him to process what she had said. He stared down at his foot, covered with dried blood. Now that his life was not being threatened, he could feel her presence as if they were connected. 
 
    “I almost became a zombie,” he said, expressing out loud the conclusion that he had drawn. 
 
    She nodded, then continued to wait patiently. 
 
    He could feel her! 
 
    The answer was just there on the tip of her tongue. Why could he sense where she was? 
 
    There were sounds of a bug falling. Ivey smiled apologetically, got up, and hit the insect with a surprising amount of force. 
 
    Zap! 
 
    “Oww,” she complained but then, like himself, she had practiced the motions extensively. She knelt, plucked the corpse with her left hand, and used his utility knife to pry it open. She pulled out a small pebble, smaller than a pea, and then tossed the carcass in the sheet and the object into the suitcase. Then she sat cross-legged next to him once more. 
 
    Her dress showed too much leg, and she saw his glance and giggled. “Daniel, we’re way past the point of you getting embarrassed about a flash of underwear.” Then she shook her head, her face going serious, but he noticed she tucked the dress in a little more carefully. “Where were we?” 
 
    “I almost became a zombie.” 
 
    “And you did not because?” 
 
    “You saved me?” 
 
    She nodded with a relieved look. “I gave you some of my interface. Only enough to stop you going feral.” 
 
    “Is that why I can feel where you are?” 
 
    A blush ran over her face, strong enough to be seen despite her skin tone. “Yes, we’re permanently joined. It was the only way to save you.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been reading up.” She tapped her head to show how. “And there’s not a lot of information. Situations where interfaces split are few.” 
 
    “But they’ve occurred?” 
 
    “Yes. Sometimes. The system has been going for billions of years. Occasionally, the split”—she waved her hand— “is because of the violence of the event. Other times, the split occurs deliberately, like here. The result is a weakening on both sides. I have a slightly degraded interface, and you have a barely functioning one.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It can run the gauntlet from a negative impact to being almost fully functional. However, a person with a damaged interface needs help to diagnose what is happening.” She held out her hands. Confused, he reached out to hold them like they were doing a spiritual communion. “In the right circumstances, another person’s functioning interface can diagnose what state the non-functioning interface is in. Think about your status.” 
 
    Daniel did what was ordered. 
 
    A wavy screen with green text came up, but it was like the screen was mostly broken or a virus had corrupted the information. It took him long moments to work out what was happening. 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    “I have a screen, but it’s garbled.” 
 
    “Tell me what you can see.” 
 
    He hesitated, trying to get his head around what he was seeing. “There’s a heading and then a table. The top word is confusing. The letters are sort of blending together. The word best or something like that followed by W-H-P-R. I think there are more letters, but it’s hard to tell.” 
 
    “That’s great. It means the interface has given you a class,” Ivey said soothingly. “That’s a good sign, but I’m not sure what it is yet. But let’s work down the page, and we will get some more clues.” 
 
    “Next are what looks like three columns and eight or maybe nine rows.” 
 
    “Can you read any words?” 
 
    “Yes, the second word is Agility. First might be Strength.” 
 
    “That’s great. They are attributes. Are the numbers clear?” 
 
    This got harder. Sometimes a row was completely obscured, but there was enough to piece out a scattering of information. Apparently, he was level fourteen. Ivey did not seem at all surprised at that. Where necessary, he read or explained what he was seeing. 
 
    Level - 14 
 
    Strength - 19 - ? 
 
    Agility - ? - 5 
 
    Vitality - 13 - 2 
 
    Magic - ? - 3 
 
    “Lots of unknowns, hey,” Ivey interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah, and then Perception, Learning and Magic Skill are all question marks.”  
 
    Daniel looked up at Ivey once he had finished articulating the table. 
 
    “What does it all mean?” 
 
    Ivey appeared uncertain. “I can only guess.” 
 
    “How about your interface?” he suggested. 
 
    “As I said, the information is sparse. Those seven categories you listed are standard attributes that were usually quantified. As for the rest, you have to understand that those sections of the interface you have are like a tiny fraction of a computer program. It could show anything.” 
 
    “Is that good?” 
 
    “You’re alive,” she observed, arching an eyebrow. “You are yourself.” She pointed at the zombie head still skewered by the spike that he had created. “Beyond that, we will have to see. But”—she held up a hand to forestall his objection— “overall, I think this is good. The interface thinks you’re level fourteen. That probably means your experience gathering is working as it’s supposed to. The vitality line was complete, wasn’t it? What did it say?” 
 
    “Thirteen followed by a two,” he read off obediently. 
 
    “My interpretation of that line is that you have thirteen attribute points currently and have had two assigned automatically to the category.” 
 
    “Can’t you compare mine to your one?” 
 
    “My one is in a different format.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have different categories to yours.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense?” 
 
    “One alien designed yours, a different created mine.” She shrugged helplessly. 
 
    It was too complicated. He needed to focus on the important thing. 
 
    “But what does thirteen mean?” he asked with frustration. It felt like she was leaving out a lot of pertinent information. “I mean, how do I interpret it?” 
 
    Her eyes went unfocused. 
 
    “The standard interface score of ten is calibrated to the average of the population pre-Alpha event, then five free points are assigned at the start and one per level.” She stopped reading and looked at him. “Best case is that you have received nineteen extra attribute points.” 
 
    Daniel’s mind rushed to understand what it all meant. The nineteen she was referring to was five free plus one per level. “So, the thirteen means that my vitality is thirty percent better than average pre-event.” 
 
    Ivey nodded. 
 
    “And I’m almost twice as strong as the average.” Daniel was itching to find something to test his Strength on, but nothing presented itself, though it might have partially explained him shattering the mirror. 
 
    Daniel ran his eyes over the results once more. That data was incomplete, but it looked like, across the four categories that he could see, he had seventeen points assigned. Potentially more. Was it arrogant to assume that he started with a Strength of at least twelve? Two points across the three categories, was that reasonable? Maybe his starting Strength was fourteen instead of twelve, and then there would be four points across the last three categories. It was possible. 
 
    “I think they’ve all been assigned, or at least the majority.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ivey said. 
 
    “Through I suspect if they were not assigned there was nothing we could have done?” He phrased the statement as a question. 
 
    “Also correct, but I’m sure it’s nice to know that you’re twice as strong as the average human and probably significantly more agile as well.” She battered her eyelids, playing up the stereotype of a girl admiring buff guys. He smiled despite himself and mocked flexing his guns. 
 
    “Seriously, what do we think?” 
 
    “I think you’re very lucky.” 
 
    “But I don’t get to assign them.” 
 
    “At least you get them, and they’re not all going to the same attribute.” 
 
    “That can happen?” 
 
    “Yeah, one case I read was that everything he earned went into vitality. It got to where you could barely hurt him, but he could not fight at all because he was too slow and weak to affect the higher-level monsters. Unfortunately, that mix of attributes does not help us understand what class you have been assigned, but hopefully once we see your skills it will be clearer.” 
 
    He thought about skills, guessing it was the next thing that she was going to ask him to investigate. He could feel information flowing from him to her and back again via their clasped hands. 
 
    The screen opened, and there were only three skills listed in perfectly legible font. 
 
    “Entangled Animal Bonding, Animal Sense, and Animal Communion,” he told her. 
 
    Ivey’s eyes went unfocused. “Your class is beast whisperer,” Ivey informed him. “It’s a class that can form strong bonds with a couple of animals or wider, lesser bonds with herds. You’re specialising in the former. Single target.” She kept reading for a moment. “Entangled Animal Bonding is an upgraded skill that can go down multiple paths. At its basic level, it’s a standard Druid bond; but at higher levels, it provides increased control, sharing attributes, and the ability to learn from each other. Animal Communion fosters a deeper bond to allow sharing of information, magical abilities, and even attributes.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, wondering what all that meant. 
 
    “It’s potentially powerful; ideally, you want to find an animal that is as strong as or stronger than you and then bind it and see what else you can do.” 
 
    “How do I bind it?” The instant the question was asked, the information appeared in his brain. It was not a taming process but was better described as forming a partnership. A pact between the two of them that went both ways. Getting something stronger, while intuitively a path to power, could backfire if it resulted in the final agreement being too lopsided against him. 
 
    “Using a spell is sort of like flexing a third hand,” Ivey started. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he interrupted, raising his hand. “I know how to use the spell now.” 
 
    He had magic, and he was going to get an animal companion. Despite the stink, he smiled, imagining a fearsome dog fighting for him, distracting his enemies while he killed them.  
 
    She smiled at him, and it lit up her face. 
 
    Animal Communion, he thought, and details of the new ability appeared. There were two flavours. The first and primary use was when he was already entangled, and then the ability would speed up the exchange of skills between them. In theory, he could learn their magic and vice-versa. The second benefit was to feel an animal’s strengths and weaknesses prior to entanglement. It was something he could utilise to work out if it was worthwhile forming a pact with the critter. The communion would help him understand intuitively if it was too strong or too weak for him. 
 
    Animal Sense, he thought next, already suspecting what it was going to be. Sure enough, it let him sense animals around him, including a feeling of their strength and mood. Though it was far less detailed than when he perused Communion in the same way. 
 
    “Thank you. What’s next?” 
 
    Ivey hesitated, her eyes going unfocused. “There is one other thing that is worth checking. It’s a screen called, ‘Innate Skills’. Just wait a moment,” she instructed. 
 
    Daniel shrugged after the first two screens had come up. He was willing to be more trusting. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Given your plant magic, you probably have a functioning core. The innate skills instructions prompt your interface to run a routine to qualify and sometimes quantify what your core can do. Just be warned: It can be uncomfortable.” 
 
    “What do I do?” 
 
    Ivey smiled at him, but it was the happy, nursing smile they gave before plunging a needle into you. 
 
    “I’m not going to like this?” 
 
    “Think about innate skills,” she said encouragingly.  
 
    “Before I do that, I have a personal question.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Can you heal?” 
 
    She tilted her head quizzically at him. “That’s not very personal. You’ve seen me do it.” 
 
    “It’s not that it’s…” Stuff it, Daniel thought. It’s best to get it out. “My nephew has an autoimmune disease. It means he can’t move properly. He’s been stuck in a wheelchair his whole life, but he’s as smart as anything.” Daniel said in a rush. “I was just wondering if…” his voice broke. 
 
    “If my healing could fix him?” 
 
    Daniel nodded vigorously. It would be great to see John running freely, to see him being able to write a sentence or to hold a fork without it taking all his concentration. Please, he thought, there’s bloody zombies out there. Please let there be something good to balance the stakes. Something to look forward to. 
 
    Ivey smiled gently. “Let me check.” Her eyes shut and he could see them moving behind her eyelids as she read whatever was there.  
 
    “Please,” he whispered unable to help himself.  
 
    Ivey opened his eyes.  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “There are lots of different diseases that can cause what you’re saying.” 
 
    “It’s called…” 
 
    “No,” Ivey interrupted, “the name isn’t important. It won’t help, but you said autoimmune, which implies damage done to nerves. That sort of thing will probably heal.”  
 
    “Completely?” 
 
    She nodded. “Almost certain with the help of an interface.” 
 
    “I’ll see him walk AGAIN?” Ivey flinched at how loud Daniel had said that. “Sorry,” he apologised more quietly, sending a worried glance himself at the door. 
 
    “Almost certainly.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ivey smiled compassionately at him. “And even if he’s the rare case that can’t be healed, there are skills you can learn that will let you walk by using your mind.” 
 
    Tears were running down his cheek. “I’m going to see him walk.” John was going to walk! It was… amazing. 
 
    “Yes,” Ivey’s voice also cracked a little with emotion. “After we get out of here.” Her tone switched back to action boss mode. “Now think, ‘Innate skills’.”   
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    Chapter 9 
 
    Innate skill scan, Daniel thought, and then heat filled his head, and then it was like the bugs were zapping him once more. His muscles fired off randomly, and he felt sick as energy flooded through him. The pain in his skull intensified, and his brain warmed until it felt it might be about to smoke. 
 
    Then all the sensations vanished, and he just sat there panting. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I warned you, it’ll be uncomfortable.” 
 
    She had warned him, but he had expected nothing like that. “It was horrible.” She looked sympathetic, at least. His head continued to feel fried. “And I don’t think it worked. Nothing came up.” 
 
    “That was the scan. Now, ask for the screen?” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” There was no way he wanted to risk that feeling happening again. At least not until he had a day or two to recover forget. 
 
    Her eyes went unfocused. “It’ll be fine,” she declared. 
 
    After a moment, a healing spell hit him. The warming tingling apparently concentrated in his brain. What the hell had that scan done? Her eyes went through another of her strangely unfocused looks, but this one had at least been directed at him. “All better,” she told him. 
 
    He assumed it was some sort of diagnosis scan. 
 
    “Did you just check my health?” 
 
    “Yes, and you’re better. Now don’t be a wuss. Ask to see innate skills.” 
 
    Her voice was very demanding, and he wanted to dig in and refuse out of principle. She just looked at him unblinkingly, and he remembered she had been squishing lightning bugs. 
 
    She was not looking away. 
 
    He would do it, he decided, not wanting to be a coward, but if the pain started up, then he would drop it. Innate skills, he thought, being very careful not to think about scans. 
 
    A black screen with green text flickered into existence without even a hint of pain. 
 
    Plant: 
 
    Power - ??? 
 
    Utility - Wood Growth, Wood Strengthening, ????, 
 
    Special - ???? 
 
    Strength: 
 
    Power - ?? 
 
    Utility - ? 
 
    Special - ??? 
 
    While the information was undoubtedly interesting, it was not revealing anything unexpected. A significant part of him had been hoping for something epic, like invisibility. For it to have only confirmed what he had already deduced was a letdown. “Nothing new,” he said in disappointment. “Just the wood stuff. Growth and Strengthening, which”—he nodded back at the door and his club— “we already knew.” 
 
    “What exactly can you see?” she asked with barely concealed impatience. 
 
    He told her what was on the screen, and as he talked, her eyes went unfocused, as she was clearly reading something. Her lips turned up slightly, and then her smile got wider. 
 
    “This is great news,” she told him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The question marks mean there’s more to be discovered. Having two separate skills to start with means your core hasn’t atrophied.” 
 
    “English this time.” He tried to grin at her while he rebuked her, to show he was partially joking. 
 
    “Deformed,” she answered, “and unable to expand. Permanently disabled.” 
 
    “That happens?” 
 
    She nodded soberly. “Yeah, damaged interfaces usually end up getting screwed on both sides, but you have made out like a bandit.” 
 
    Daniel was a little surprised at how happy her words had made him.  
 
    He was going to be strong. 
 
    And if what she was saying was correct… Then he had only scratched the surface of his capabilities. There were so many question marks.  
 
    What other amazing skills were coming?  
 
    Could he make plants fight, treant-style?  
 
    Explore with them?  
 
    Grow magic fruit?  
 
    What about the special category?  
 
    If what he did with the door was just Wood Growth, and if Wood Strengthening had included producing deadly thorns, what did the special skills contain? 
 
    “What’s next?” he asked, then reconsidered. Maybe a better question was, how could he get more information? “Actually…” he stopped talking. 
 
    Ivey’s smile vanished at the first question, and her eyes watered. Daniel just looked at her, stunned; that was a sudden change. He desperately tried to understand what had upset her, trying to remember what he had said. All he had asked was what they wanted to do next. “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “No,” Ivey interrupted him, sitting up straighter and taking deep breaths, clearly designed to push aside cloying emotions. 
 
    “To upset you,” he finished unnecessarily. 
 
    “No, your question is fine, but the whole situation overwhelmed me briefly. The fact is that we can’t stay here.” Her countenance suddenly became business-like. She looked down at her dress. “I need replacement clothes; we require food and water?” She waved her hand toward the minibar that was nearly empty. “And a proper place to sleep.” She wrinkled her nose and shot a look at both the zombie corpses and the bugs. “This place stinks. And finally, we‘re going to have to fight our way out of his hotel and get to safety.” 
 
    “So, we need to kill some zombies.” 
 
    “I’m a healer, so you need to do the killing while I support; and second, they are not zombies, they’re feral, mutated humans.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Daniel asked even though he believed her. They bled, they had fur, and while the first couple had seemed to be zombie like the later ones hadn’t.   
 
    “I’m not broken,” she reminded him tartly—and a bit harshly, as far as he was concerned—but then again, apart from lacking text help and manual assignment of skills, his damaged interface seemed to be a net positive. 
 
    From the undercurrents of her description, he effectively had two full-strength magic builds. From the damaged interface, he’d been granted a beast whisperer class, and the attribute upgrades that went with it; and then from the personal core, he had his plant magic and some strength skills.  
 
    On top of his magic, was he going to be as strong as Hercules as well? 
 
    “So, yes,” she continued. “I’m certain they’re not zombies. They’re labelled as feral, mutated humans. They’re not diseased; they are not undead and don’t turn other people into zombies.”  
 
    And I’m going to keep calling them zombies, Daniel thought, because it was shorter to say and he enjoyed teasing her.  
 
    She sat looking at him speculatively. “You have nineteen Strength, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And you can do crazy things with wood.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And the ferals are usually not smart.” 
 
    “Where are you going with this?” 
 
    She smiled triumphantly. 
 
    “I’m thinking about how to fight them safely. They will not attack here because of what you did to the door, so we change the playing field.” She was suddenly animated. “We can move to a new room and lure them in. Then, because you’re so strong, you should be able to kill them. I only have nine Strength,” she admitted while nodding towards the wall where his suite had one of those twin sets of doors that, if opened, created a double room. Each set needed to be separately opened to allow access between the rooms. He had checked when he had come in, and they had been locked. “Pop those locks, switch rooms, create a trap, and lure them in.” 
 
    “What happens if they’re waiting next door?” 
 
    She shrugged like it did not really matter. “We kill them, of course. But you’re right, we should be careful.” 
 
    “How’s this going to help us?” 
 
    “We have to start somewhere. Plus, everything yields experience.” She looked at him, suddenly realising she might have not explained things fully. “Remember, this is like a computer game. If you eliminate enough of them, we level up and are awarded with extra attributes and skills. Also, we can loot them, and then if we ever find a trader, then we sell all the stuff we have gathered.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    She stopped talking and stared him down. “We’re going to have to kill to get out of here.” All that playfulness that had been on the edge of her banter was gone. She was suddenly deadly serious. “We may end up having to fight through every floor. No one is coming to rescue us. We need to help ourselves. How did you think this would go?” 
 
    “I hadn’t.” She was right. He had been half-thinking about the army coming to save them, but that clearly would not happen. Hell, the army might be zombies now. Ferals. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she interrupted. “First step is to get out of here. Not just because of the smell.” She glanced at the bugs and wrinkled her nose. “But for food and water. We need a base camp.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just use that door?” He waved his hand toward the exit of their current room where the zombie head was still impaled. While he had grown the structure into the wall, it would not take him long to open it up. He felt more comfortable engaging them in the common hallway than going through someone else’s room. As ridiculous as that position was. 
 
    “I know this is hard for you, but”—she tapped her head— “I have extra information, and I have a university degree. The plan will work.” She smiled encouragingly. 
 
    A university degree meant nothing. He could not believe that she had just said that. He had always hated the intellectual superiority at schools. Most of his class had called him, ‘farm boy’, but he had still been topping the level when he had to quit to run the farm. “I was good at school,” he protested. 
 
    “It’s hardly the same,” Ivey countered. “Plus”—she tapped her head once more to signify the extra mystical knowledge— “they’ll no longer try to get into this room, but the next one is fair game.” 
 
    You were a nurse, he thought to himself. If he wanted to, Daniel knew that he could have ended up as an engineer. Thinking of that, his eyes fell once more on the dead zombie’s head. The trap he had crafted had been effective, and he needed to work out if it was something that he could replicate. 
 
    “Are you sure they’re dumb?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Daniel stared at her a bit longer. The dynamics were strange. They were together but not, and he could not read her. 
 
    “The help files are telling me they will avoid this door,” Ivey said with a measure of frustration, having picked up his distrust. “Shades of grey and all, but if we shift a room over, it becomes easier. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    Ivey looked relieved. 
 
    “Well, let’s do it.” She stood and dusted off her dress. It might have worked to tidy the dress, but it did nothing to the bug splatter on her legs. Ready to go, she was standing, looking down at him where he remained sitting on the ground. 
 
    Ivey rolled her eyes. “Come on. We have to save ourselves, and we can’t stay here. We need food, water, and ultimately to escape this hotel death trap and find somewhere safe. I know you’re scared, but . . .” She wiggled her hands, indicating that he should start moving. 
 
    Daniel’s teeth ground together at her tone. It was unfair. It was not her fault that she was here, and she must be freaking out just as much as him, but the word choice grated at him. 
 
    Was he scared? He was not sure if he was, but he might be. It was hard to tell with all the emotions coiling within him. His stomach felt like it was twisting inside out. It was all reasonable. He shut his eyes briefly to compose himself. He had almost become a zombie. Those words in his head were pretty heavy. The force of those things against the door. Of course, he was scared. Who wouldn’t be? Terrified, but probably also in shock. That was okay. It was a perfectly fine human reaction, but they still needed to make their own luck. 
 
    Daniel opened his eyes once more. Ivey looked impatient. She was stuck here in a cocktail dress. How could she be so unaffected? Those zombies had wanted to eat all of them. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m scared.” 
 
    “We need to get going,” she reminded him, ignoring his comment, a bit of her fake, bossy nurse voice creeping in. “Now!” she said more sharply. 
 
    Daniel still felt like curling into a ball, but with a pretty girl there, that was the last thing he was going to do. Appearances and all, even if he had already admitted he was terrified. Wasn’t showing a sensitive side good or something? She stepped forward and bent slightly to massage his shoulders before leaning down. 
 
    “You’ve been amazing,” she whispered in his ear; despite himself, he was very aware of how close she was. She bit his earlobe slightly, sending a hot flush through him. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    She moved away, giggling. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” She waved once more at the door. 
 
    Let me do this, Daniel corrected the words in his head. He sprang to his feet anyway and went over to his suitcase. How much of that intimate moment was real versus just an attempt to shock him out of his morose thoughts? 
 
    He looked at her because he could not help himself. She was keeping it together, and despite him getting initially hung up over the whole hiding under the bed thing, it was, when he thought about it, completely understandable. All she could do was heal, and the owner of every one of the zombie arms he had fought would have shredded her in moments. In fact, what she had done was admirable. Throughout this, she had kept her head. She had killed the bugs while he was unconscious and had stood behind him, ready to fight against the zombies. She had even helped him understand what was happening to the world. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” he said. 
 
    She blushed, and he joined her standing. Maybe he was happy playing the role of saving the damsel in distress, or at least this one. However, it could absolutely wait till he got dressed. 
 
    There was a pile of little black rocks in the suitcase from the bugs and a single larger one. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked while getting a fresh T-shirt, taking the time to hold up the rock. 
 
    “That is a feral human core. If we can ever find a trader, they’re valuable.” 
 
    “What’s a core?” He also wanted to ask what a trader was, but from the context and the name, it was self-explanatory, and if they found one, then he could learn more.  
 
    Ivey shrugged at the question like it was unimportant, but her eyes went unfocused as she checked for him, anyway. 
 
    Sexy, considerate, and with a good head on her shoulders. He looked away abruptly when he realised he had been staring at her. 
 
    While she was busy reading the screens, he distracted himself by pulling on jeans, socks, and heavy work boots. Daniel immediately felt better. It was mainly the shoes. There was no way that a zombie’s claws would have gone through these hard leather and steel-capped boots. 
 
    “You should swallow the feral core,” Ivey said finally. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Humans can’t,” she said gesturing at herself and then realised what she had just said. “I mean, humans with an interface can’t, but mutated humans . . . I mean, if you were almost converted like you, then you can.” 
 
    “I’m a what?” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked slightly flustered, like she had not been intending to let that slip. “You’re classed as a mutated human.” 
 
    “What, people can look at me and do the examination thing and what? They see one of those?” he gestured at the impaled head. Ivey might be bossy, but she was right about the need to get a new room and not because of the smell. 
 
    “Some might.” Ivey’s eyes went unfocused. “But the monsters we are fighting have a feral prefix,” she said finally. “So, I think just ‘mutated’ won’t generate a reaction. There might even be lots of others like you out there.” She smiled brightly at him. 
 
    Daniel just grunted and looked down at the small rock in his hand. “How do I use it? What does it do?” 
 
    Ivey shrugged. “Swallow it, your body absorbs it, and you get powerful.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “There are loads of technical information, but if you eat it, your body and core absorb some of its spells and power.” 
 
    “Where did it come from?” 
 
    “It was in the chest of that thing?” She waved. “I collected it while you were unconscious.” 
 
    “No. That’s bloody cannibalism.” 
 
    Ivey shrugged, unconcerned. “Once they’ve gone feral, they are no longer classed as human.” 
 
    That is a weak argument, he thought to himself. The rock he held had been part of someone. “I’m not eating it,” he declared, inadvertently wrinkling his nose and turning away from the core. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were such a wimp.” 
 
    Daniel’s jaw dropped at the accusation. Just because he did not want to partake in cannibalism did not make him a wimp. The whole idea was ridiculous. 
 
    “Stop being a baby.” She grabbed what was their last bottle of water. “Just swallow it like a Panadol.” She opened the bottle and passed it to him. 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are,” she told him. “The only question is how long we spend arguing about it. Those things want to kill us, so we need to get stronger.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take it?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. “I can’t,” she reminded him. “Don’t you remember?” She waved a hand at herself. “Normal. It will be bad for me. Drink up.” 
 
    She shoved the bottle at him once more. 
 
    Daniel really considered digging his heels in. The idea of consuming something that was part of a human worried him. Ivey’s eyes were hard. She would not yield, and why wouldn’t he do it? Because it felt wrong? Zombies were wrong. He looked at the dead body and remembered the others that had also been in the corridor. 
 
    He had been lucky when he had killed that first one, and there was no guarantee that the next would go so easily. He flipped the pebble and ran his fingers over it. This core would apparently help him get stronger. And it would be great to see John walk. 
 
    Boom! The memory of it. The shaking of the wall and puff of wood dust. The protesting creaks as the door returned to its normal form. That was out there, and it wanted to eat them. This object that looked like a tiny stone would help him fight them. 
 
    Another glance at the distorted corpse stuck in the door. This would strengthen him to fight them. Let him survive and see his family.  
 
    Boom! And, of course, the roar. Daniel looked at Ivey. She needed protecting, but she still had bug splatter on her legs. She was fighting hard and deserved to survive, and there was no help coming to save them. He had been subconsciously clinging to that hope, but Ivey had thankfully shattered him of that delusion. It was up to him, and he might have nineteen Strength, but he was not strong enough. 
 
    While attempting not to think of what it was, he tossed it in his mouth and swallowed with a rush of water. Just like a big pill. There was an aftertaste of dirt, so he drained more water to clear his mouth, even spitting out a mouthful in the hope it would help. The water splattered on to the carpet. 
 
    “Charming.” 
 
    His head snapped up, but she was smiling at him. Good enough for him. He tried to feel his stomach, wondering what was going to happen. He shuddered, thinking about what he had just done. That was part of a human. 
 
    Stuff it. This was not something for him to stress over. The world was changed, and he did not have the luxury of civilities. None of the survivors did. It was literally kill or be killed, and he intended to survive. 
 
    Still, he had expected a reaction, but nothing was happening. “Was it supposed to do something?” 
 
    “It will take a while to work,” Ivey told him. “And it’s only one core, so you’re not going to wake up as a superman.” 
 
    She walked over to the doors curiously. 
 
    “How are we going to do this?” she mused. 
 
    “Carefully,” Daniel promised. His mind was already forgetting the strange rock that he had swallowed and thinking through the problem. While it was unlikely that there would be zombies in the next room, he wanted to plan for the worst. He glanced at the door and the dead zombie. He remembered that fight. 
 
    “Very carefully,” he corrected. 
 
    There were various ways to approach this, but ultimately, a more cautious style was called for. Charging in was something an animal would do, and he was human and needed to exploit every advantage he could. 
 
    Proceed carefully. They had shards from the mirror, which they could employ to get visibility in the room without exposing themselves. Then, when they were sure it was clear—and only then—would they open the door. If there was a monster, he would let it throw itself at the door and then snap the wood over it to pin it in place, just like with the first one.  
 
    Then safely brain it. 
 
    “First things first,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Daniel knew he was blushing slightly. “It helps me if I talk things out loud,” he admitted without bothering to hide what he was doing. If she took it the wrong way, then that was not his fault. 
 
    “Cute.” 
 
    He shot a quick glance at her, but there was nothing mocking in her expression. 
 
    With a shrug, he placed his hand on wood. Before doing anything specific, he pushed further, just like when he had been manipulating the door via the wall. His consciousness sank in, and a moment later he could sense the next door with the wood calling out to him. This time, he would not push himself too far, so he stayed passive and did not manipulate the second door. 
 
    Instead, with his extended awareness, he checked it out, searching for weaknesses and any gaps in the doors seal. 
 
    The one thing that he wanted to avoid was opening the first door and discovering the second door was already open and a zombie was waiting to pounce upon him. He had no desire to fight a zombie one-on-one. Instead, he wanted to create traps to do the killing. And for that plan, he required more time. Once he was completely satisfied that they had double door protection, he withdrew his mental touch. 
 
    “Shush,” he ordered. “We need to be quiet for the next bit.” 
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
    The words might have been supportive, but the tone was anything but. She was itching to get going. He wanted to escape, too; not necessarily to his personal farm anymore, but at the very least, out of the city – after finding his sister and kids, of course. He had never liked central Melbourne before, and with the zombies, it was even worse. There were also the giant bugs. Given them, then who knew what would be at his place? Trying to survive by himself seemed foolish, so it might be best to throw his lot in with other survivors. But not in the city. Daniel’s gut told him that the country was safer. 
 
    First, he had to escape from a dead skyscraper and then a hostile city. 
 
    Why on Earth had he come? 
 
    To chase fame. It seemed genuinely silly, now that it had resulted in him being on level twenty-five in a zombie-infested hotel. Daniel had been running the numbers furiously in the privacy of his own skull. The hotel had been nearly full the previous night. His room was on level twenty-five out of forty-five. What was it, eighty rooms per floor, even if only half were occupied? That was an awful lot of potential zombies above and below him, let alone how many bugs were out there. Then again, not every person was converted. He was tempted to conclude that the animals were the bigger threat, apart from that unfortunate fact that there had been a pack of zombies outside the door. 
 
    The screams he had heard waking up made a lot more sense. How many of those had been one member of a couple being transformed like what almost happened in this room? He would find out. Once they started carving their way out of this place. 
 
    In fact, all he knew was that there was a group roaming the corridor. Maybe that was it. Even the optimist in him did not think that was likely. 
 
    If there was only one pack of zombies, they would still need to contend with the creepy crawlies. Daniel looked at the sheet in the corner. The guts were soaking through the white fabric, turning it yellow and green. Their room had been inundated with them, and if that indicated the global changes. . . . He stopped that thought, as he didn’t want to imagine what that would look like. 
 
    If hotels were having bug problems, what about in the country? In nature there were spiders everywhere, plus mice and rats. If innocent centipedes had been changed as much as they had, then what would a farm look like? Hell, what about farm animals? His ram hated him. Was it going to be six feet tall and breathe fire now? Possibly, staying in the city was the smarter approach. 
 
    On the other hand, he could only imagine how powerful his plant growth abilities would be in an actual forest. Maybe that was where all the question marks under the special skill would come in handy? Maybe his destiny was to build a tree kingdom. Daniel smiled at that thought.  
 
    None of it mattered, for now they needed to escape. He would follow her plan. After all, she was right: Staying still was death. But even if Ivey was impatient, he would not be rushed. 
 
    This next bit was delicate. He reached out and touched the door, learning its quirks, how it was attached to the wall. The handle that kept it closed. Wood moved and shifted at his directive, and despite his hopes, the whole thing groaned as the stress patterns shifted. 
 
    Hopefully, it would go unnoticed. 
 
    As he worked, he realised that there had been no screams since the very start. Hopefully that meant everyone had learnt to hide like them and not that they were all dead. Putting his body into it, he opened the door agonisingly slowly. It was hard work. There was an automatic door shutter attached to the top that had rusted. It squeaked in protest, but he pushed for a fraction longer, and it fell away. Finally, with a chunk of wood free, he manoeuvred it to rest against the wall. It had been solid, which suited him just fine. 
 
    He reached in and touched the other door. Now that he had direct contact, assessing the state it was in was significantly easier. His power went to work immediately, strengthening and merging it with its frame. It took only seconds, and he let out an explosive breath the moment it was finished. 
 
    “Tense,” he commented, wiping the sweat off his brow. He had been worried about a zombie crashing through before he was prepared. Now it would survive blows from the massive zombie that had almost blown the outer door apart. They were safe once more. 
 
    With the first step of his plan completed, he turned his attention to the door he had pulled off.  
 
    It was time to get creative with his magic. Daniel smiled. Creative with his magic. 
 
    Once more, he sank into the wood. This time, he had an active purpose and desire to use what was there rather than force it to comply with his wishes. That meant a lot of the work was understanding the structures of the door and internally reinforcing. While he worked, he was careful not to overextend himself. Mana depletion was a thing. It was a risk that he needed to track. To help, he visualised a massive lake, or maybe it was the tiniest pond. It all depended upon his perspective. It represented the magic that he had available to use and the continuous replenishment that occurred. There was a thundering waterfall that crashed into the massive expanse of water that he had visualised. On the far side, there was an overflow. Anything that went out of that exit was lost permanently to him. Daniel went to work, keeping the pool as full as possible without triggering the overflow. 
 
    This state meant a one hundred percent utilisation of his mana regen. 
 
    Given the earlier zombie attack, he did not want to eat into his reserves for what was just pure preparation. 
 
    A tap on his shoulder jerked him out of his focus. 
 
    “What on Earth are you doing?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “Working, you just can’t see it.” 
 
    “It’s been half an hour.” 
 
    Daniel glanced at the window from the light. It was mid-afternoon, so they had plenty of time. 
 
    “It takes as long as it takes,” he said with shrug, turning back to the door. 
 
    “Do it faster.” 
 
    Annoyed, he looked at her. “We rush this, we die. We need to do things properly.” 
 
    “Do properly faster.” 
 
    Ignoring her, Daniel fell back into the world of wood. Plucking together shapes, balancing density and flexibility, sharpness against durability, all the time refusing to drain his reserves. Being knocked unconscious for an extended period was not part of his game plan. 
 
    Finally, he looked up from the wood. 
 
    “What have you been doing, anyway? You’ve just been standing there holding the door with your hand glowing.” 
 
    Daniel smiled. “Preparing,” he told her. “Now’s the fun part.” 
 
    Engaging his magic once more, he dug his fingers into the wood and yanked backwards. A couple of chunks of wood came out, and he kept going. In short order, the original door was reduced to just parts. 
 
    “All that to break down a door that we might need?” 
 
    “No.” He dug in amongst the wood dust and yanked the object now. “Crafting.” Triumphantly, he held up a bow, or at least a bow minus the string. “Was doing it from memory. Hopefully, it’ll work. These, on the other hand, are almost perfect.” He held up a variety of spears. “I’ve enhanced them for strength.” 
 
    Daniel kept pulling stuff out of the rubble. A couple of dozen arrows, a dozen different spears of mixed sizes, and a new club for himself, given that Ivey had clearly taken over the last one. 
 
    Now to see if there were zombies next door. He placed his ear against the door. His mind went through it, and there was an abrupt impression of…  
 
    Daniel jumped back from the door, wide-eyed. What had just happened? 
 
    “Did you hear something?” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said. “Yes… no,” he corrected with a shrug, trying to understand what had just happened. He had got an impression of a monster, moving from one side of the room to the other. Almost like it teleported. “Felt.” Ivey looked sceptical. “I felt something there.”  
 
    Ivey subtly re-positioned her spear. “A feral?” 
 
    Daniel put his head on the door once more, trying to recapture the feeling. Nothing happened. “Let’s do this.”  
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    Chapter 10 
 
    With some spears piled up within reach, Daniel took just a moment to admire his new club. It was wicked good and was probably closer to a mace. While created from wood, he had forged the head to be as heavy as physically feasible, piling cells on top of each other and using every trick he could to make it as dense as possible. He was sure it was nothing compared to a metal weapon, but it had a good heft. It would hit like . . . well, a mace, and anything it smacked would feel it. With his magic supporting it, Daniel was confident that he could keep it functioning no matter how many things he hit. 
 
    Better still, he had left some of his plant magic embedded in it. He had already inlaid patterns into the weapons to help them transform into new shapes. With a pinch of his magic, one of the sharp points that adorned the head of the weapon could be expanded like a spike. It would destroy the integrity of the club briefly, but as an emergency measure to kill a zombie, it was good to have it in his back pocket. 
 
    Now for the serious work. First, he spent ten minutes reinforcing the door, and then, ever so cautiously, he opened a hole in the middle of it. The gap he created was initially little more than a pinhole. After getting a claw in his exposed foot, he did not want to risk the same outcome with his eye, so he picked up the mirror shard that they had designed to check the room safely. There was nothing obviously visible, so he expanded the hole. Then, manipulating the mirror with wooden branches, he looked around the neighbouring area. Slowly, he expanded the window, and he then could angle the mirror more widely. There were lots of areas he couldn’t see, primarily behind the beds and into the bathroom, but what he could was empty. 
 
    No monsters to be seen. He no longer thought that there was a zombie behind the door. The more he had thought about what he had sensed through the wood, the more he was convinced that whatever had moved had been small. Like cockroach-sized. 
 
    “Last test.” 
 
    “What?” Ivey asked. 
 
    Daniel ignored her and picked up the water glass and baseball threw it into the room via the hole he had created. The aim was for it to smash to pieces and startle any zombies. 
 
    The glass hammered into the wall in a puff of dust. There was no tinkling. It just bounced and landed on the soft carpet with a dull thud. 
 
    Tough glass. Nothing responded. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, and after a touch of his magic, the new wood mage pushed the door open and entered with the club, ready to hit anything that moved. 
 
    Empty. He took the time to check the bathroom and then behind and under the beds. 
 
    “Clear,” he called out. 
 
    Ivey came in and looked around in annoyance. Her eyes lingered on the mess in the room. The beds were used, towels dumped on the floor. The occupants had clearly checked out in the morning, and housekeeping had not had time to clean it. 
 
    Tutting in disappointment, Ivey went over to the fridge and let out another disappointed sigh. “What sort of person clears out the minibar?” 
 
    That set alarm bells going in his head, and he was instantly over to have a look. The fizzy drinks were still there, but the chocolate bars, chips—excluding salt and vinegar—and all the nuts were gone. A glance at the bin showed it was overflowing, which probably explained the thing he had felt moving. Mouse or rat.  They were gone now. “They’ve been here for a few days.” He waved at the trash can as an explanation. “Probably just got peckish and ate a small amount each day.” 
 
    “Yes, but this was supposed to be dinner.” She looked around and then pointed. “There! Another connecting room. These suite rooms must have been able to be extended to three.” 
 
    Daniel nodded and went through the same procedure as before without converting the extra wood to weapons. They had enough of them for the two of them. The door could be kept in reserve for when they pushed into the hallways. It was a big hotel, so once they had cleared the hallway, they would have an unlimited supply. Carefully, Daniel got his weapons together and created a pinhole, ready to repeat his careful assessment of the neighbouring space. 
 
    Same as the first room. A small gap to let him use the mirror. 
 
    He jumped. The mirror was blasted out of his grip. 
 
    “God!” 
 
    A long claw poked briefly through the hole before disappearing. If he hadn’t been careful with the mirror, that might have been his eye. 
 
    “RARRAG.” 
 
    Across the room, Ivey squealed, but Daniel did not have that luxury. His hand was already on the door, working out what to do. First, he closed the hole and then focused on strengthening the barrier. Almost as an afterthought, he pushed the wood harder into the carpet and its sides, sealing it properly. 
 
    Then he waited. Now that he was safe, at least temporarily, he would wait to see what the monster did. Depending on its actions, he would adjust his own. If it started battering itself against the door, then he would resort to spikes; and if it was something else, he would adapt. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Without depleting his reserves, he continued strengthening the door. Privately, he was impressed with how high-quality these doors were. Thick, dense wood, and it made the whole thing significantly easier. If they had been installed with the light stuff like all his internal doors at home were, then what he was doing would probably have been impossible. That plywood crap would have disintegrated under the first strike. 
 
    Over a minute had passed, and apart from the poke and roar, the zombie had done nothing. 
 
    Alarm bells were ringing. Finally, he pulled back with a finger on his lips as he drew Ivey to his original room, and he shut the secondary door. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he confessed, leaning close to her so they could whisper and not have their voices carry into the other room. Technically, the beasts were dumb animals, but he did not want to risk one of them having kept their language skills. 
 
    “You will just need to kill it.” 
 
    “Something stinks.” 
 
    Extravagantly, she looked toward the bug corpses, a small smile on her lips. 
 
    “It’s a saying.” Ivey grinned wider. “The behaviour makes little sense. It saw the hole, investigated it, and then nothing.” Daniel nodded at the remains of the zombie in the front door. They probably should have taken it down by now, but neither of them wanted to touch it; and in theory, it was easier to just get another room rather than trying to clean out this one. 
 
    “That is not what they did,” Ivey said. 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Dunno. It’s either smarter or dumber than the others.” Ivey patted him on the arm. “However, we still need to kill it.” 
 
    Her logic was impeccable. Daniel couldn’t help but wonder what it was thinking. What happened if some of them were human inside and their minds were intact? That claw had not been friendly. If he had converted into a monster physically and still had his faculties intact, then he would have tried not to be threatening. 
 
    The zombie in the other room had not done that. That claw had been lightning-fast. If it had human intelligence, it was trying to poke the eye out of whoever was looking in the room. 
 
    Its lack of action since genuinely worried him. It was possible it was dumb and had lost interest when he closed the pinhole. If that supposition was right, then it would be easy to kill. Nope. While the reasoning might be sound and might end up correct, that was not the right way to approach the issue. He needed to assume the worst. Daniel knew his working assumptions had to be that there were multiple monsters in that room and that they were both geniuses. 
 
    “How are you going to do it?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “Same plan as that.” He gestured toward the impaled zombie. “But with more time, we can do it better.” 
 
    Daniel leapt into action. In minutes, the spare door was converted into a tunnel the length of a bed that a human adult could crawl through. It would look innocent till they started crawling, but then he could drop a wooden portcullis down to seal the end and then push lots of different spikes through to make things unpleasant for any trapped zombie. 
 
    It was a simple trap. 
 
    Once you entered and got sprung, there was no getting out of it. A small part of his mind pointed out that was only if it was strong enough. 
 
    Boom! The door had shaken so much. Any wooden structure would struggle against that power. Nothing to be done but strengthen the container that he was creating. 
 
    What should he do? That monster that had almost beaten in their door existed, but if he planned for that, then the size of his trap would shrink. Thickening up the walls would require something else to give. Then what happened if there were two smaller ones instead of one big one? His trap would be wrong. Ivey had stated that the zombies were all different. If he tailored everything for the giant one, then he would be susceptible if there were multiple enemies. There was not enough wood or time to cover both bases. 
 
    He was overthinking things. If the zombie was powerful, it would not be hanging around in the room, and that claw would have been a fist. 
 
    Guesses. 
 
    He was not even sure that he could do anything against the big zombie. Play the percentages. There had been a large group attacking the other door and only one massive monster. 
 
    Stepping back, Daniel looked at the tunnel-cage that he had created. It was an elegant and clever solution, if he could say so himself. 
 
    Daniel smiled happily. The contraception looked delicate but was strong, and he had made it! Not with his hands but with magic. He sniffed, and the stench of the other room reached him. If it was not for that, this would have been the best day ever. While using the wood power directly was intoxicating, seeing the end result was almost as good. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Keep your weapons ready,” Ivey suggested. “It looks pretty flimsy.” 
 
    She was wrong.  
 
    This would most likely even stop the enormous monster, but he understood where she was coming from. Building complex wooden structures was different now with magic than before the event; without magic, what he was looking at would be trash. The very act of cutting those shapes out would have weakened the wood, not to mention the weak points that the extensive gluing would have created, but the masterpiece he had shaped was a single piece of wood. It had none of the weaknesses that other people would be expecting. 
 
    With a shake of his head, Daniel kept working to manhandle the unwieldy contraption into place. If the creature was strong enough to get out of what he had built, it would already have blasted through the door to reach him, even with him reinforcing it. If it was that strong and had hidden its strength? He stopped his thoughts. There was no point worrying about unsolvable hypotheticals. If it was that powerful, and that smart, then they had always been doomed to die, and it was better to plan for what they could kill. 
 
    “Maybe you should—” He nodded towards the other room. 
 
    Ivey ignored him, gripping one of the lighter spears. “I’ll help, plus you might need healing.” 
 
    Daniel turned back to face the zombie. Using his club to extend his reach with his magic, he degraded the lower part of the door. After a few minutes, the bottom third crumbled. If there happened to be usable daggers in the falling mess that were surprisingly dense, then sue him. 
 
    It was time. He moved into position on the other side of his tunnel, waiting and ready for what was going to come through. The dust cloud took a moment to clear, and then he could see into the other room. There was no sign of any movement. 
 
    Smart or dumb? The question ticked in his head. 
 
    No movement. 
 
    “Woo-hoo.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Another minute. Daniel had not imagined that claw. Something was in there, and he did not know why it was not responding—he was getting a bad feeling. 
 
    Maybe they should have reinforced their current room more. If it was that smart, it might have friends and be planning on flanking them. If this zombie was linked to the sizeable group outside, it would only take a couple of blows for the giant zombie to bring down the corridor door. 
 
    Then he looked toward the windows. Thankfully, the blinds were open so they would see a threat coming in that direction. It seemed unlikely they would go around on the outside of the building; it felt like unless you had wings, that sort of manoeuvre did not have a positive risk-to-reward payout. Flanked via windows was a silly thought because if the zombies could do that, then they would already have attacked the first room. Plus, those windows were designed to be unbreakable. Unless the event had . . . nope, stupid and unproductive thoughts. Where was the monster? 
 
    Paranoid. 
 
    There was still no movement in the other room. 
 
    “Anyone there?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Another glance at the windows, then up at the roof– after all, the bugs had come from there. If it just dropped, then all these traps were useless. 
 
    “They’re not smart,” Ivey reminded him. That made him feel a little better. Still, the ones he had fought earlier would have been launching attacks by now. “Well, sometimes they are,” Ivey muttered abruptly. 
 
    What? Had she been reading up on stuff? He risked a glance at her. Yep, her eyes were unfocused. 
 
    The question was, did they abandon this attempt or keep trying to lure it? Maybe he needed to throw something into the next room. 
 
    Daniel peered through the little trap that he had created and wondered what he wanted to do. 
 
    Maybe they should abandon it, but this plan was a good one. The zombies might be faster and stronger than him, but if he could stack the battlefield with these sorts of clever traps, then they could be culled. 
 
    The head appeared suddenly, dropping from above the gap he had made. He half-jumped in surprise, even though he had been expecting it to appear. That upside-down head stared at him, and he could imagine it hanging on the wall, upside down like a spider, to look through that hole. The face was ugly, but unlike the others, he could see the humanity in it. 
 
    He gulped. 
 
    It had been a living, breathing female just a few hours earlier. A human that had lost her hair and ears, but apart from that, there was nothing monstrous about the face. With a hat to hide the baldness, she could walk down the street, and no one would have blinked. 
 
    Then it smiled, and he recoiled despite his promise to himself to avoid showing fear. There was not one row of teeth but two, and they were all sharp and created for rending. The former woman licked its lips, its tongue still red like a human. Was it longer? 
 
    Daniel’s mouth was dry. Internally, his mind was screaming at him to run. A nice solid metal door and a safe room would be great right now. He held his position. 
 
    The sick mockery of humanity scared him. As casually as you would like, it rotated its position, descending from hanging upside down to be on its feet. The body, now that it was visible, did not resemble a human anymore. It made the whole thing even more grotesque. 
 
    That head! 
 
    On that body! 
 
    The skin had gone bumpy all over, and the lack of clothes let him see the genitals were gone, just melted away. Instead, there was a humanoid form with grey skin and lumps the size of acorns all over it. 
 
    Extra toes. 
 
    Who cares? But his mind saw them. Two extra toes, one on each side, curling out from under the heel. Both feet were the same. 
 
    Not human, but the face. 
 
    His blood was thundering in his ears. 
 
    Another lick of the lips, and they stood in a stare-off. 
 
    Come in, Daniel prayed to the heavens. Crawl in and we will put you out of your misery. 
 
    A sniff, followed by that flickering tongue. He felt very much like it was assessing him, like he assessed meat at the supermarket. 
 
    “If you want to eat me, come and get me.” 
 
    Nothing. The monster still watched him. It reached out and played with the wooden tunnel near it. It was a section that he had left deliberately smooth because of paranoia that a creature might do this. Fear that it would show intellectual curiosity, but he had not been imagining it coming from a monster like the one in front of him. 
 
    Not paranoia at all—prudence. Another lick of its lips. It tapped the wood, and Daniel noted for the first time that its hands were different. One was a human hand, complete with an engagement ring, while the other arm was bumpy with thick, animalistic skin ending in a lobster-like claw that was twice the size it should have been. Or maybe closer to a veritable monster. That thought was chilling. It was, of course, tapping with the mutated one. 
 
    Another lick. 
 
    It was creepy. 
 
    Maybe they should abandon this attempt. Shut the door and have him use his wood skill to create ropes to lower them all the way down via the windows. Totally avoid the monster fights. 
 
    Admit defeat before it killed him. 
 
    The creature blurred forward! 
 
    Daniel screamed. 
 
    The fear was instinctive; he shut his eyes and threw himself to the side. The dead man switch triggered, and the trap collapsed shut. 
 
    Rolling to his feet, he tried to see what had happened. He could not believe that he had done that—shutting the eyes was such an amateur move. 
 
    It was squealing, and the entire trap was rocking back and forth. Daniel did not hesitate, and he started slamming down the various levers. The squeals got louder, and in ten seconds, the trap was filled with spikes. For the spikes, he needed to use his prodigious Strength to force them down. In those instances, the points of wood skewered the zombie. 
 
    While its initial thrashing had made Daniel feel like the trap was about to break apart at any moment, now that the monster’s ability to move was so tightly restricted, the whole construction seemed as solid as a bunker. 
 
    It was ugly, and its blood was darker than a human’s should have been. Yet the creature kept fighting and squealing, and Daniel was thankful that they had carried out the extensive preparations. After all, it had been incredibly fast. Calculations once more flowed through him. If the hotel had been full . . . eighty rooms, many of them occupied by couples and families. Forty-five floors that were full of zombies to kill, and it was clear they would need to die. 
 
    Worse, from what he could see, Ivey was the exception. Most people were being converted. How many monsters were out there? Twenty per floor? Forty? What’s that, a thousand in total? 
 
    Daniel grabbed a nearby spear and prepared to make the killing blow and thrust down hard through the gaps in the cage, aiming for the heart. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    The spear went through right where he targeted. Nineteen Strength came into play, or maybe his mysterious innate Strength ability was channelled for whatever reason. It was as clean a strike as he could imagine, and what he thought had been thick skin failed to slow the weapon at all. 
 
    It struggled for a moment, but blood was pumping out of the wound, and the creature’s thrashing movements slowed. 
 
    Two down, a thousand more to go in just this building and who knew how many in the rest of the Melbourne. If he had to cut through hundreds of thousands to get to safety, then that was exactly what he was going to do. 
 
    Agonising pain exploded in his stomach. 
 
    What? Daniel thought in surprised confusion as he toppled over. 
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    Log Report 5 - Entry 4   
 
    This new event has been so exciting. I’ve reached previously uncharted territory in how long my host has survived. My friends have named me a genius, and I am actively helping my host to stay alive. Not directly, of course, because that would break the rules – and, as I discovered with my first host, they know when you bend the rules.  
 
    To mitigate that risk, I was completely honest with my host. Ivey and her pet were not strong enough to fight the deconstructed sapients in two-versus-lots battle. I also was very clear that doing nothing would be detrimental to my aim of at least quadrupling my survival time record… I mean… I communicated that according to the cultural packs, bipeds’ biology has a requirement for food and water.  
 
    As an aside, I don’t understand why that’s my responsibility, but you know bipeds probably are not as smart as the Wookins. Anyway, I did my job, and my host sensibly used my wisdom to convince her pet co-wobub to expand the area they control. 
 
    Given the complexity of the situation, I feel it is appropriate to quote 73345’s notes verbatim on how to deal with situations where your host is deep faeces. (I assume this term was coined for animals with acidic waste products and being covered in such a waste product is bad news, just like what happened to my second host.)  
 
    Another divergence, but how was I to know it was not water? Yes, I realize you’re not supposed to take over your hosts, but there was a furry thing with no fur on its tail.  
 
    It was damn scary, and I thought I would help the host avoid it.  
 
    Anyway, I fully admit that I may technically have broken the rule about seizing control of the host’s body. The knee-jerk reaction to block ‘the capacity of all of us to stimulate miniature lighting inside the host’s body’ is unfair.  
 
    I maintain that this is clearly a case of using minor environmental effects to aid in host’s survival, and not, as the prosecutors stated, ‘maliciously overriding free will.’  
 
    Apologies for the rant, but even now, three events later, it still makes my… I will not resort to swear words, but you know, in local terminology, it starts my blood boiling, sort like in those cartoon moving picture things where steam comes out of their ears. I repeat, how was I supposed to realize the green, bubbly stuff was not water and that small, furry things with hairless tails were mostly harmless.  
 
    It had beady eyes. 
 
    Despite my opinion that using miniature lightning to encourage biological muscles to flex was reasonable, with the new rules, it is clearly not allowed, so I won’t use that technique from now on.  
 
    Anyway, where was I? Yes, I was quoting 73345. 
 
    When facing stronger enemies, charging them straight-on is not a good idea. Instead, methods of splitting the enemy or attacking from unexpected directions should be deployed. I shared this with my host, and I think she used some form of telepathic control to get her pet to do exactly that. 
 
    Good job, Ivey, and good job, pet, for listening to her. I didn’t know that bipeds had telepathic communication, and if I get more evidence, I will write a paper on it. 
 
    Regarding the wider situation, we’ve established a large group which will hopefully end up as a single collective hive that can work together for survival. This group has been named Pobournes after the location of Port Melbourne. 
 
    I am so proud they accepted my suggestion for the name. No one else was clever enough to come up with it.  
 
    I get side-tracked. To save the Pobournes…such a cool name, if I have to say so myself. I still can’t believe everyone accepted it. Some said it was fun, and 3781412 claimed it was stately and said, I quote once more, that, ‘The locals would have used that name for themselves if they were all crackpots.’ I’m not sure what a crackpot is, but from context, it’s related to taking drugs to presumably improve intelligence; because why else would you take chemicals that change higher reasoning functional centres?  
 
    Put two and two together and all I can conclude is that bipeds were not clever enough to come up with it themselves. I guess I shouldn’t be too impressed with myself. I am, but I probably shouldn’t be. After all, they were just pre-event bipeds, so them failing to coin a name doesn’t mean much.  
 
    In any case, there is no reason to cheapen my achievement.  
 
    *Raises glasses and drinks bitter liquid quickly to celebrate.* 
 
    So, it’s a unique, outstanding name – and now we need to save them. 
 
    The models… My one was called optimistic. I like that word.  
 
    It describes me perfectly.  
 
    Anyway, back to modelling. While percentages might have differed among us, all our models agree that individual survival depends on community survival. The Pobournes are all in it together – and for their own good, the bipeds need to realise that.  
 
    Of course, there are rules! 
 
    *Rolling electromagnetic sensory organs* 
 
    To help without breaking the precious rules, we’re teaching Morse code, which is a simplistic language that bipeds used to use. If our hosts have ever been exposed to it, we’re to sharpen their memories and allow them to communicate.  
 
    We even evoked protocol 4193 to push that programming onto the standard interfaces of the Pobournes. *He he*, that name again. The Pobournes are very, very lucky to have me strategizing their escape.  
 
    In the meantime, the focus is on creating powerful heroes, and the co-wobub is one of the four key people identified to date.  
 
    Me again!! 
 
    The other potentials all seem so… boring. 
 
    An illusionist? Like really. They can’t even kill anything, yet so many other interfaces got excited hearing about her.   
 
    The other two future heroes sounded more reasonable. At least they enjoy hitting things. 
 
    Time to sign off. 
 
    Total Falls: 5 (+1). However, it has only been a brief period since my last update, and both bipeds– probably because of their lack of stability– spent the bulk of the time sitting down. Despite those mitigating factors, they still ended up with one tumble.  
 
    *Roll pointlessly on the floor making gasping noises.*  
 
    Bipeds are talented. 
 
    Not. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    The pain radiated from his gut. It was like what he sometimes got just before a bout of particularly virulent food poisoning. Daniel knew it was a bad time to be lying there; the zombie might not have died. But he did not know what to do. It was not like he could force himself through the agony. 
 
    It was not food poisoning, as there was none of the rising nausea that would go along with this feeling; instead, it kept spreading. Abdominals, pectorals, glutes—it was travelling through his muscles. They spasmed as the wave passed, making him thrash on the floor. When it hit, his fingers were twisting in on themselves. Some of them felt like they were almost tearing themselves off. 
 
    Daniel wondered if this was the moment that he became a zombie himself. Was this what that thing he had just killed had experienced before it was converted? 
 
    Then the pain swept back into his chest area and vanished. 
 
    Ivey was by his side instantly. Her spear had dark blood on it. “I finished it,” she explained. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “My hands,” he croaked, holding them up and expecting to see them totally deformed. 
 
    They appeared normal. Confused, he flipped them over and prodded them with the opposite hand. They felt the same, though they still ached a bit in memory of what had happened. 
 
    “You fell over and looked like you were having an epileptic fit,” Ivey explained. 
 
    “There was a lot of pain radiating out from my stomach, then through all my muscles. It felt like my hands and feet were being deformed into . . .” His head jerked toward the dead zombie. 
 
    For a moment, her eyes were unfocused before she nodded at some secret understanding and sat down opposite him. “Get up and sit,” she ordered. “And no peeking,” she complained, tucking her dress in once more. 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    Another secret smile and then she then held out her hands. He knew what this routine was. 
 
    “Check your innate status.” 
 
    He did as instructed. Nothing had changed.  
 
    “Do a status check.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why? Because I think what happened was a consequence of absorbing the core, but we need to be sure.” 
 
    “Are they all going to be that bad?” 
 
    She disengaged her hand from him, looking annoyed for some unknowable reason. He thought his question was reasonable. “If it’s just upgrading an existing skill, which most cores will do, then the process is supposed to be painless; but if it adds a new skill to an existing tree, it will hurt a little, and if it creates a new ability, then the feeling is closer to torture. So”—she held her hands once more for him to take— “we need to confirm that you got a new ability, because if you did not, then we really need to work out what caused the pain and fix it before it kills you.” 
 
    She smiled too sweetly. 
 
    “Sure.” Sighing, he took up the offer and thought about innate skills. 
 
    Once more, discrete sections in his brain heated, and then energy flowed all over his body. It went for a lot longer than last time, but nowhere near as intense. Last time, it had been like his head was going to burst into flames. This iteration, he felt the warmth, but there was no pain; it was just uncomfortable, mainly because it still felt like he was cooking his own brain, and apocalypse or not, that did not seem to be helpful. 
 
    The scan finished, and his head cleared. “By the way, don’t try that without me, as it might be more dangerous than you expect. Now check your status screen.” 
 
    Plant: 
 
    Power - ??? 
 
    Utility - Wood Growth, Wood Strengthening, ????, 
 
    Special – Wood Sense??? 
 
    Strength: 
 
    Power - ?? 
 
    Utility - ? 
 
    Special - ??? 
 
    Speed: 
 
    Power - ?? 
 
    Utility - ? 
 
    Special - 
 
    Ivey had been right. The thought surprised him. He had unlocked a new ability of Speed,  at the cost of some pain. That was fine. What had she said? A new path would be like being tortured, which was what had happened. Three question marks were interesting. He had been expecting one. He was curious but decided to keep that to himself. It might be childish, but he wanted something that she did not know. 
 
    “You were right,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I was what?” A small, sunny smile was on her lips. Despite the shock of everything, the lack of food, water, and bathing facilities, he honestly was mostly enjoying himself. The simple reason was that they were winning. 
 
    “I got a Speed ability,” he admitted. 
 
    “Good.” She smiled. “But we need to keep going.” She waved toward the room the zombie had come from. 
 
    “Let me.” The trap opened easily for Daniel. It was weird being able to create hinges where he wanted them to be, the fact he could completely detach the solid frame and then put it back into place and seal it so it was as if it had never moved. 
 
    Daniel hesitated before picking up the deformed, pathetic creature in front of him. Dead, it was pitiful. Its mutations could not have been comfortable. There were sores where the lobster claw joined the wrist, and the couple of sections of hardened armour on its torso had similar damage where it merged with the normal human. This poor woman had been transformed into a monster, and that process had stopped halfway, leaving her permanently twisted and presumably in a continual state of pain. 
 
    “Do you want me to offer a prayer?” Ivey asked. 
 
    He was startled. 
 
    “Are you religious?” he asked back, more to capture his thoughts. 
 
    “My parents were.” 
 
    “Then no. It’s just hard looking at her.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” Ivey said, bringing a sheet from the middle room and throwing it over the dead creature. The human hand had an extra finger coming out of the wrist. It had not been visible earlier. The engagement ring still got to him. She had someone who loved her, somewhere. 
 
    Killing her was for the best. In the mutation sweepstakes, she had drawn the short straw while courtesy of Ivey, he had avoided them altogether. Or mostly… but a patch of yellow fur was worth it for the magic, as far as he was concerned. 
 
    He hefted the body, and he found it easy. A combination of her being light and his enhanced Strength, he knew. When he reached their starting room, he did not just dump the corpse but instead took the time to put it carefully down next to the bugs. 
 
    “We need the core,” Ivey said beside him. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Like this.” She calmly pulled the sheet off and cut a hole in the creature’s chest. 
 
    He recoiled. It was too close to defiling the dead for him to be comfortable with it. 
 
    “Don’t be such a wimp,” she told him. “I did worse at university.” 
 
    She reached into the chest through the gap she had created and fished out another core. He felt immediately unwell. He had swallowed one of those cores. 
 
    Daniel sat abruptly on the bed. 
 
    The world was rocking, and he wanted to collapse on the floor. 
 
    Ivey was abruptly hovering next to him. “Are you nauseated?” 
 
    He squinted up at her. “Yes,” he answered. The smell of the bugs was suddenly affecting him, and Ivey had not replaced the sheet on the zombie, and that blood cut she had made drew his eyes. His stomach spasmed, and he swallowed the bile. 
 
    “Look out the window,” Ivey instructed. “Fresh air is better, but . . .” 
 
    He assumed she shrugged. There was not any fresh air to be had, short of knocking out the entire window. 
 
    At her urging, he stumbled over to the window and then, on his knees, looked out, forehead pressed against the slightly cooler glass, with the squelch from the sweat that had beaded on it. 
 
    Daniel did as instructed, staring out across the bay and not concentrating on anything in particular. The smooth water calmed him slightly. There was internal pressure to look at the body, but he ignored it. They should have moved into the other room, but his legs had felt too weak. 
 
    A shape moved in the water. His brain struggled to process the image. It was a long way away, and he tried to put a reference frame over the top of it. 
 
    Ivey was moving around behind him, and his mind finally interpreted what he was seeing. 
 
    “God!” He slid off his knees to collapse on the floor, conveniently unable to see the ocean. Whatever was out there had been huge! Larger than a modern ship and gliding under the surface of the ocean. Completely organic. 
 
    What else is out there? he wondered. A patch of blue sky filled his vision, and he focused on that. There were specks on the horizon that felt too large to be real. He ignored them. A wet cloth was placed on his forehead. 
 
    “It’s hard to hear,” Ivey told him. “But you need to toughen up.” 
 
    The words dug their way into him. She was right; there were monsters much more deadly than the zombies. They needed to toughen up. He looked at the mutated human and shivered. 
 
    “How can you just?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m a nurse,” she reminded him. “Disgusting is part of the job. Come on, let’s go into the other room. We should clean this.” She still carried the core. “And then you can have it as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It made me blank out in pain. If that had happened at the wrong moment . . .” 
 
    “It won’t,” Ivey said dismissively. “This one”—she held it up and he sort of wished she had not, as it still had dark blood on it— “was clearly Speed. It will help you.” 
 
    “But the blackout.” 
 
    “The pain is from incorporating the core, and it only happens when you’re safe.” She touched her head to show special knowledge. Part of him hated she had access to stuff that he didn’t, and the rest was immensely grateful. 
 
    “The zombie was still alive when...” 
 
    “It was mortally wounded and trapped, and I could kill it pretty easily.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “We—” She almost shouted the word but stopped herself before getting too loud. She shot an alarmed look at the door. “We need to get stronger.” She finished far softer than before. “According to what I’m reading, you won’t incorporate the cores in dangerous situations.” 
 
    “How can we trust?” He tried to find the words to express his view, thinking about this source of knowledge she apparently had. If it betrayed them, then they were in a lot of trouble. 
 
    “Because if we can’t, we will not survive.” She hesitated. “Have you looked out the window?” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw the monster in the bay.” 
 
    Ivey was cleaning the core with her washcloth. “Unfortunately, it’s not just in the bay.” 
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    Chapter 12 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, already knowing the answer. That creature he had seen was larger than was physically possible, but it had been in the ocean. That had stopped him from panicking. 
 
    “We need to get stronger,” she repeated gently. “With everything we have.” She held up the core critically. It was now a lot cleaner. “The feral, mutated humans are not the only things out there. Earlier, when I was looking out the window down at the street level, I only got a glimpse, but it was as large as a bus.” She shook her head. “Who cares about outside? That is a problem for later. For now, we have our own problems. Come on.” She led him into the second room. “Hopefully, the next minibar is full.” 
 
    Soon the trap was moved away, and he used the mirror to laboriously explore the room in case there were multiple zombies. Nothing was visible, so he threw another glass, but this time aimed for furniture to make sure it broke. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Daniel tried to think through the best way to do this. All he could do was charge in there, stay light on his feet, and be ready for anything. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    He jumped. Ivey was standing right next to him, looking over his shoulder at the mirror he had been manipulating to look around the room. 
 
    “I don’t believe there are any monsters in there to find. It has been ten minutes. If you’re too scared, then I can go.” 
 
    “No,” Daniel responded while groaning internally. His parents would slap him silly if he let her go into the room first. “Just stay clear of the door in case I need to retreat.” 
 
    Daniel sucked in a deep breath; his heartbeat thundered in his ears. 
 
    Pushing it opening. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Listening. 
 
    He remembered that moment when the zombie had stuck its head to look in the gap he had created. It must have been waiting next to the door, waiting patiently for him to stick his own head prior to that. 
 
    Was there a second one? 
 
    Ivey coughed behind him. 
 
    He jumped despite himself. He would have words later; for now, he just focused on the room in front of him, his club ready to swing if something came at him. 
 
    So far, there was no noise. 
 
    Go in fast and hard.  
 
    He leapt forward, running into the room, so quickly that he had no choice but to jump on to the bed. Club up, ready, while his eyes swept the suite. 
 
    No monsters sprang out at him. 
 
    Breathing elevated, heart rate thumping, all his muscles were tense and ready to react at a moment’s notice. 
 
    There was nothing obvious, but there were spots he couldn’t see, plus the space under the beds and the bathroom. Ivey had squeezed under the bed, but she was slight, and it had been a tight fit. He would check them last. Bouncing across the two beds, he searched the spaces that had been obscured from the outside vantage, before confirming that the bathrooms were empty. There were no monsters apart from maybe under the beds. 
 
    He stared at them and was not sure how to investigate them effectively, at least not while keeping himself perfectly safe. 
 
    Ivey was at the door looking like she wanted to come in. He held up a hand to stop her. “I’ve not checked under the beds.” 
 
    She paused. “Can I help?” 
 
    He shook his head and stepped forward. There was no reason to let fear control him. Dropping onto his stomach, he used his club to lift the fabric that hung from the bed to look under it. 
 
    Nothing. And the second was the same. “Clear,” he called out finally. 
 
    When he stood up, Ivey was already at the minibar, and she grabbed a bottle of water and chugged most of it. Then stopped herself before she finished it. She used a bit to clean the core. 
 
    “Water?” she asked, passing over the last quarter of her bottle along with the core. “It’s probably best to keep the second water for later.” She opened the minibar. “Score. Do you want Coke, lemonade, or Fanta?” 
 
    “Lemonade.” 
 
    Ivey handed the drink to him. “Have you consumed the core?” 
 
    He hesitated and looked down at the tiny pebble, remembering the pain the first had caused. 
 
    “The last one gave you a new ability, so it was more painful than usual. Just swallow it.” Then she smiled. “It’s like I’m back in the hospital, encouraging unwilling patients to take their drugs. Come on. Be a big boy.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    This time, a chuckle escaped her. “You’re still taking it.” 
 
    Daniel swallowed it with a mouthful of water. 
 
    “Ahh,” she said. “Show me your mouth.” 
 
    He did as instructed, but she had already turned away, not interested in physically checking. 
 
    “Not so hard, was it?” 
 
    His emotions around her were all out of control, and he was lucky that she was here. She was forthright, opinionated, but seemed to have a good head on her shoulders. Despite his first impression, a lot of which had been misplaced, she was doing her bit. Killing the bugs, getting the cores, helping to kill the zombies. 
 
    “When we get into the next room, you can have the water first,” she promised. “No more connecting rooms,” she said, pointing at the wall. “We have to clear the hallway.” 
 
    “We could wait,” he suggested tentatively. 
 
    “They’re not going away,” Ivey told him. “We might as well do it today.” She had walked over to an open suitcase. The dead woman’s clothes, Daniel realised. Unconcerned, Ivey flipped through them. She pulled out some jeans, held them, and nodded in satisfaction. “They should fit.” She then grabbed a T-shirt and a cardigan. “Let me get changed, and then I can help you set up the traps.” 
 
    Daniel was not sure that he would be willing to wear the dead’s clothes, but then again, if he only had a cocktail dress, he would make exceptions too. 
 
    While Ivey went into the bathroom to change, Daniel considered what had to be done. The trap they had used to kill the second zombie had worked perfectly and could provide a template around what else he needed to do. Before they did anything, he had to reinforce the door. Once they entered, there would not be an opportunity to actively seal the door, as he would be busy fighting the zombies in the room. Their plan relied on letting only a few through, and the door had to be strong enough. Lightly touching it, Daniel pushed his consciousness into its structure. Then he went to work to ensure it was secured. 
 
    Satisfied, he stepped back and glanced behind him to see Ivey fully dressed in jeans and jumper with a bored expression on her face. Something about her posture triggered him. 
 
    “How long was I?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Ten, maybe fifteen,” Ivey answered. “Are you going to try the same tunnel trap?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ve had time to think, and maybe you can put a guillotine on the end.” 
 
    Daniel hesitated, remembering how fast the zombie had moved. There was no guarantee the blade would snap shut quickly enough. “I could try?” 
 
    “We have three interior doors left, so we can get more creative.” She jumped off the bed, talking excitedly. “What we want to do is to control their movement, but set up a trap that gets most of the pack. So, we adjust your door and turn the entrance corridor into a forest of spikes that have multiple paths through, and then we do traps to kill them. Can you create springs?” She was spitting out the words like she was in a speed-talking contest. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Because if you can, then you just have spring-loaded trigger traps. Zombies come in and they go bam, bam, bam. And they are all dead.” She stopped, excitement in her eyes. “Pretty good, yeah?” 
 
    Daniel was not sure what to say. There was no detail in what she had said. No consideration of materials. “We might not have enough wood,” he pointed out, doubt in his voice. 
 
    “Three doors, two beds, four desks, and two couches. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Then she hustled into the other room, presumably going to gather the materials that she had listed. He rushed after her. 
 
    “Leave the beds,” he told her when he got close enough so that his quiet voice would reach her. “They are mostly plastic.” 
 
    “Tables and doors should be enough,” she agreed, unperturbed. “Go build. We want a single entrance which can be shut and then split them into four different pathways ending in spring-loaded traps.” 
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    Chapter 13 
 
    Daniel went to work. There was lots he could do before they got to the tricky bit of turning the structures into a killing field. He could barely believe that they were planning on trying to kill multiple zombies at once. First, they needed to put together the infrastructure to give them a chance. 
 
    The entrance and splitting were easy. When you could enhance wood to be almost as strong as steel, it took little to create the structures the design called for. Unfortunately, the quantity of building materials was lacking and was clearly becoming a problem. He soon scavenged the table built into the wall to increase the mass available. Even the faux-wooden cladding and wardrobes were sacrificed. 
 
    Then he opened the room. Shifting the beds, mattresses, and everything into the room next-door. The hotel room, albeit a “large” room, looked small with all the furniture gone. He would use the extra space for the lanes. The mutated former humans would come through the door, via the short corridor and past the bathroom door. Then once they entered the room proper, the barriers would split them up. The problem ultimately drilled down into how to turn what they had set up into a lethal ambush that would take out a zombie. He understood the concept of a spring, but designing something that met the requirements for their plan was difficult. First, it needed to be deadly. Second, it had to trigger reliably; and finally, to work instantly. The way the zombie had blurred forward, and his panicked leap aside, haunted him. Then he had started that move when the zombie was still meters away, triggering it well before the zombie was in range, and it had barely closed in time. He needed his trap to be faster, or at least as fast as a metal contraption. Snap, bang, done and dusted in a moment. Was it even possible for a wooden trap to move fast enough? 
 
    “Wood will never be as good as metal.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he answered, having not intended to mutter that first bit out loud. Mouse traps triggering were almost instant, and that is what he was going to build. Snap! And then a dead zombie. 
 
    Daniel threw around ideas in his head. Ultimately, this was a tension or compression thing. Springs could work in both directions. Who had not played with an elastic band as a kid? It could accelerate things towards you or be used in a slingshot to shoot things away. 
 
    He did not have a rubber band; all he had was wood and the very useful ability to turn it into any form he wanted. Pulling back a branch and releasing it to smack his mate in the face. Trees could have tension; it was just turning that into a consistent weapon. What was the best trick to get the effect that he was after? Tricking his siblings by holding onto the branch as he walked through so that when he let it go, it would spring back and smack them. From experience, that could deliver a fair amount of power—after all, his sisters had got him as often as he got them. Especially as they had been older. The method could work, but it had flaws. It was slow, and he was not sure it would put down a zombie. Making elastic bands out of plants would also work, but how to do it eluded him totally. 
 
    Rubber tree? He was sure that was a thing, but the method of creating elastic items from it was something he did not know, nor was it relevant. It was not like he could just turn wood into a rubber band. The spring-back trap was a classic one, and he could visualize how it worked. Simple, really: Just a tree branch in the face. The real question was whether he could use magic to arm it. 
 
    First, he spent twenty minutes testing different densities of wood, putting a stick in a hole and then pulling the end till it snapped into its initial position. Learning how to layer the wood till the thin sticks got to where it was a struggle to bend them back, and when he released, they returned to their natural, straight state with an audible snap. The difference between his first couple of attempts and the one he ended with was chalk and cheese. 
 
    To Ivey’s credit, she did not interfere with his testing, but she scrutinised the maze of spikes. Traversing all the way right up to the door, she came back suggesting a host of changes. Her major input was so simple he was annoyed he had not done it himself. She placed a bed sheet over the wood and left a space underneath for a mat of two-inch spikes. The zombies coming into the room would shred their feet when they stepped on the spikes through the sheet. It would not be sufficient to kill them, but it reliably was going to slow them down, and that was good enough for him. 
 
    Finally, his testing completed. If the wood was too elastic, then there was no power stored when it got bent. If there was not enough flexibility, then it broke. He focused on the hard-to-bend wood, altering it to avoid it splintering. As he worked, he noted what happened to the wood while the tension was being applied and which combination of cell types had the best mix of stability and power when released. 
 
    Finally, it was time for the last part of the plan, which was arming the trap. 
 
    The core issue was that he lacked the Strength to guarantee that a trap manually set would destroy a zombie, even one of the small types. Unfortunately, there were no pulleys available that would let him impart more than his raw Strength in arming the traps. Even if statistically his Strength was almost twice the average, he could not bend the wood far enough to give it sufficient oomph to slay a zombie. 
 
    That left him with two options. The first was to kill the zombies just like the previous time: Trap them and then kill them using a spear. It would work, but if four of them came at him, it might get dicey, especially if it was the big one that had been throwing itself against the door. 
 
    Trapping them had to be a backup solution. The method that he wanted to focus on developing was using his magic to impart tension into the trap. If it worked, then his personal Strength would not matter, and the traps might have the power to even kill that giant monster of a zombie. 
 
    If it worked. 
 
    Such simple words. 
 
    With a flick of his mind, the bamboo-like wood stalk was converted to its flexible form. He then bent it effortlessly and latched it into position. It was precariously held. A tiny shift and the latch would shift, and the wood would snap straight once more. 
 
    Now was the hard part. 
 
    He wanted to transform the simple bamboo to no longer be nice and flexible but not convert it into a permanently bent support. He needed the wood to be a straight piece under tension so that when the latch got released, it would snap back into its natural form, hopefully with prejudice. 
 
    He focused. 
 
    Snap! 
 
    The pressure was too much, and the rod of wood splintered along the length. 
 
    Failure. 
 
    With a shrug, he repeated the process—and again and again. Then he rebuilt his sticks and kept going. There were enough minor successes to give him hope he was on the right track, but it was nowhere near where he needed to be. Going slower seemed to be more successful, but not always. 
 
    “Screw this.” He pushed himself back away from what he was doing. Why couldn’t it just work? He had to do something different. 
 
    What had he learned? A fat lot of nothing. There seemed to be no way to impart tension magically. Various techniques had potential, but when he investigated in more detail or increased the energy, the wood shattered—or worse, just went limp and became a complete failure. 
 
    Patterns initially worked, but then did not. He needed a step change to solve the problem. Energy was always conserved; it was finite. That is what his year-ten physics teacher Mr. Morris had said. You could not create energy; you could only transform it from one state to another. His existing approach to taking his magic energy and trying to transform it into potential kinetic energy was not working. 
 
    Daniel imagined pulling back a tree limb. The further he pulled it, the harder it became to hold and the more power he had when it was released. That was his muscles doing the work. Physical energy in his body being transferred to the branch. 
 
    What happened if, instead of creating the kinetic energy, he shifted it from another source? 
 
    Could he combine his superhuman Strength with his magic to overcome the concrete slab he was banging his head against? 
 
    It would not hurt to try, because if he did not find a solution soon, they would resort to killing with spears. 
 
    This time, when he crouched down to start his experiment, he bent two sticks, one designed to act as a store of energy and the other a flexible reed down onto a latch. They both held, and Daniel knew if he released both, one would snap back with enough force to give him a welt and the other would do nothing. 
 
    Touching each with a different hand while in his mind, he bridged them and started moving the potential kinetic energy between the two bits of wood. It was almost like he could feel the potential energy build from how it interacted with the wood. As the power transferred across, he adjusted the internal structure of the wood. In fact, the energy transfer demanded it, but it did not seem to take as much magic as usual took to change the cellular structure. 
 
    Opening his eyes curiously, he looked down at the two pieces of wood. They looked identical, but it felt like his wild theory had worked. 
 
    Ivey was at the window, staring down at the monsters outside, which suited him just fine. He did not want to have to explain what he was doing and was happy she had chosen to give him space. 
 
    Little butterflies in his stomach. Which one to trigger? 
 
    Finally, he went for the piece that he had struggled to get into position initially. In his previous experience, it would snap straight, but if his experiment had gone right, then it would . . . do nothing? Do something? 
 
    Probably something, but hopefully not much of it, he thought with an internal smile. If the energy was gone like he hoped, then there would be no power in it. 
 
    The latch fell off, and the wood drifted up, sort of like a piece of grass did when flattened. Slowly, without enthusiasm. 
 
    His stomach flipped further, but it was too early to celebrate. Potentially, all he had achieved was ruining a perfectly functioning pressure trap. 
 
    This was the one that mattered. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Fist pump.  
 
    “Yes!” it was barely louder than a whisper, but Ivey startled at the window, spinning to look at him. 
 
    “Progress?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he answered as quietly as he could. 
 
    He might be celebrating nothing, but his hypothesis had worked. He had transferred the energy. It could be the advantage he needed. 
 
    It had gone better than expected, and he had barely used his magic. In fact, while he had experimented, his pool had refilled. Now it was time to see if he could stack the effect, because if he could, then he would start eliminating zombies just like he would mice. 
 
    And get water to drink. 
 
    There was still the bottle that Ivey had left unopened, but Daniel did not grab it. She was right; they wanted to preserve their resources till they were guaranteed to get more. 
 
    This time, he reinforced both pieces of wood and then manhandled them into the latched position. Once more, a hand on both and the potential energy was transferred from one to the other. It was harder with extra resistance, but he powered through. As with the original test, the cells shifted into the new configuration to accept the movement of potential force. There was no visible failure, and it had taken seconds. 
 
    Daniel released the one from which he had sucked the energy. Once more, it was like grass when it straightened, which made sense as he had drained most of the energy from it. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    It was louder; across the room, Ivey startled. She went to get up, but he waved her away. It was working! It was time to see how far he could stretch the method. Could he get wood rivalling metal? 
 
    Two hours later, he pulled back. It was time to see if what they had planned worked. Curiously, he touched the business end of what he had created. Each of the deadly traps at the ends of the pathways thrummed with potential energy, so it should. He had transferred twenty lots of potential energy into each of the spring traps, straining and bending the wooden bar till all his muscles ached before draining it away into the traps. It was a better workout than he had ever managed in a gym. That and the spikes that he had put into the trap meant any zombies hit were going to end up in a world of hurt. 
 
    “Time?” he called out.
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    Chapter 14 
 
    With the trap in place, they had a simple plan: Open the door and start yelling. 
 
    When the zombies responded, Daniel and Ivey would retreat deeper into the room; the zombies would follow and then die. Daniel did not expect it to work, or at least not perfectly. He hoped the traps would all trigger successfully and that the thicket of spikes and traps would injure most of the zombies and potentially kill some of the weaker ones. Then after that, the structural integrity would hold sufficiently to keep them trapped where their spears could finish them. 
 
    All that really mattered was that the entire structure held. If it fell apart, then they would probably die, but Daniel was hopeful. He had built in a couple layers of redundancy. As long as the zombies had their movements constricted, they would not get out. If they started throwing sharp claws around unimpeded, then all bets were off. 
 
    He wondered whether they had made the right decision, to throw everything into this being successful. They had stripped all the wood they could find, including the internal doors. There was no running away anymore. 
 
    They had debated it extensively. He had argued for a fallback position, but Ivey had kept her focus on the bigger picture. If they were restricted in these rooms, eventually they would die. Her words, not his, and he had to admit that they had rung with truth. They needed food and water, and as for the zombies in the stairwell, he doubted they would just go away. Where would they go? And then there was always the risk of stronger and more powerful monsters. 
 
    It was too late for second thoughts. They were committed now. All choices were equally bad, and they had chosen to give up the opportunity. His gut was horrified at the thought that they had put all their eggs in one basket. Who did that when their lives were on the line? Idiots, Daniel thought. The two of them were idiots. Yet the decision was right, and they had the second door to swing shut to avoid being overwhelmed. It was a zombie apocalypse, and when all you had were prayers, you got down on your knees. There was no nice path with pretty signs that said this way led to safety. There were no simple options to be had. Every selection led to a fight to the death, and the best they could do was to tilt the playing field at least slightly in their favour. 
 
    If there appeared to be an easy way, Daniel was sure that it would lead them straight into being part of being a zombie buffet. 
 
    Everything was a gamble. 
 
    Daniel forced the door open. “What now?” he whispered, trying not to alert the zombies by accident. 
 
    “Help,” Ivey screamed, doing a wonderful impression of a damsel in distress. She winked at him and then together they retreated into the room proper.  Ivey positioned herself right in the corner near the window and prepared her bow and arrow. While he’d been creating traps, she had used the curtain strings to string it. Based on the holes in the wall, she had also practiced firing it. She would start with range and then switch to her spear if she thought it would be more effective. 
 
    “Roarrah!” 
 
    It was a distant roar, but it was a response. 
 
    “Help, help!” 
 
    They were coming. It was all that Daniel could think of. He retreated to the position he and Ivey had planned, where he could both serve as bait and control the traps. His knuckles hurt from how hard he gripped the club. It was ready, but he hoped there would be no need to use it. Once the monsters entered the contraption, Daniel’s focus would be on holding the haphazard collection together. He would channel his magic to enhance the wood. To strengthen it where needed, in order to keep them contained so that Ivey could finish them; knowing the power of the monsters, that would take all of his energy. 
 
    She held a bow with a spear next to her, and he marvelled at her. If someone had told him, when they had been dancing last night, that he would still be with her the following afternoon, he could guarantee that this was not what he would have been imagining or hoping for. 
 
    “ROARRAG!” 
 
    An arrow shot over his shoulder to slam into the door frame. 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    Daniel could hear the zombies coming; it sounded more like charging cattle than humans. Then their flailing limbs were visible as half of them shot past the doorway before yanking themselves to a stop. 
 
    In those instances, Daniel saw for the first time who his enemies were. There was a one-eyed, hairy beast, a hairless, grey-skin type which looked like all the water had been sucked out of it. Another one was like the androgynous first monster they had killed, but this one, while sexless, was covered in light, reddish fur. Then there was an enormous creature that was larger than an NFL tackle after an additional heavy course of steroids. Huge beyond belief, the human that it used to be must have started over two meters tall and have been carrying a sumo wrestler’s level of weight to get to that size, and it had no fat on it now, only muscle. One arm hung limp. So that was the one that had thrown itself at his door. 
 
    Maybe his growth magic had been stronger than he realised. He marvelled at the thought that the door he had been reinforcing had stopped multiple shoulder charges from that thing. 
 
    “Help!” Ivey yelled behind him, almost making him turn in surprise. He constrained his impulse as he knew nothing had got behind him. Ivey was still playing her role. Riling them up. It was the right call; they needed them to swarm, to be overcome by rage or bloodlust. An arrow shot past him. 
 
    It was high and slammed into the giant zombie’s chest. Suddenly, en masse, they were charging. Three of them blurred forward, shoulder to shoulder, barely squeezing through the constricted entrance way and then spreading out to fill three of the four lanes: the androgynous one, the hairless one, and another smaller one that he had not noticed initially. 
 
    It was so small. Please don’t let it have been a kid. A prayer, but his eyes told the true story. Fuck you, world. 
 
    He felt sick. 
 
    That former kid was also the fastest. 
 
    SNAP! 
 
    It was like the jaws of a bear trap closing, and it had been designed to take down something significantly bigger than what was coming. Kid or diminutive adult, there was no way it could have survived those closing wooden teeth. 
 
    The trap worked. There was blood. 
 
    SNAP! 
 
    The androgynous zombie had attempted to slow down to avoid the fate of the smaller zombie, having seen it get splatted. That split second of warning allowed it to dig its claws in, to stop its reckless run forward. But even though the claws splintered the wood, that did not stop its momentum completely, and it hit such that its head had taken the full brunt of the first spike. 
 
    Two down. 
 
    SNAP! 
 
    His eyes flicked to the third trap, and it had been less successful than the first two. The waterless, hairless one had mostly pulled itself to a stop but was a fraction slow and triggered the trap despite its best effort, but it had thrown itself to the right of the trap, which had protected the vulnerable torso. Nonetheless, it had exposed its leg and arm, which had both been caught and mangled. 
 
    “ROARRA!” 
 
    The giant was in the room, along with a one-eyed zombie. Daniel smiled. He knew what had happened to that eye as he recognised the face. 
 
    For goodness’ sakes, how many were there? 
 
    Lots! 
 
    There were more in the corridor. They must have joined late. Which took them to at least eight, excluding the two he had killed earlier. It seemed like the group had found friends since they had last attacked his room. Remembering what his role was, Daniel triggered the vine that let him seal off the doorway. Five was already too many. 
 
    The door-shutting mechanism was an adaptation of the setup that had downed the first three zombies. Like the other traps, once triggered, it shut awfully fast, with three spikes like fangs coming out of the door as it slammed close. There was a squeal from outside, so at least one of those thorns had scored. Then all of Daniel’s focus had shifted to the defiled former humans in the room with him. The ones who were trying to kill him. Could his construction contain the massive one? 
 
    There was an abrupt splintering of wood. 
 
    Nope! 
 
    Growth magic exploded out of him into the trap he had created. A setup that he knew better than his own hand because he had spent half an hour studying it and putting down what could be best described as conduits or nerves for him to send his signals and power to where they were needed. 
 
    Courtesy of the giant, the bits closest to the door were already jumbled. With Daniel barely thinking about it, spikes exploded out, driving into the one-eyed zombie. It had run down the fourth lane but was pulling to a stop before the automatic trap. The thorns grew from nowhere and burst into the creature’s back. 
 
    It leapt straight ahead, away from the spikes attacking it toward the last active trap. It might have seen what happened to its companions, but when something sharp poked your back, you jumped forward. Zombies seemed to have kept that instinct. 
 
    SNAP! 
 
    Four down, which left only the large one to deal with. Daniel barely registered the success. It looked ravenous. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    More of his trap was being torn to bits. What? Mouth dry, his right hand was in a death grip on his club, yet it was not the answer, and it was not like he could run. 
 
    He needed to stop the gigantic monster. For a moment, he opened his eyes to have a closer look. It was coming straight at him, its massive hand closing along wooden slats, twisting them, breaking them, and taking another step. Systemically destroying the wood. It had no choice; it was too large to go down the prepared lanes, so it had to forge its own path. 
 
    Ivey’s arrows were slamming into it. One in the cheek, three into the chest area, but they were not doing enough to stop it. 
 
    Daniel had to slow it. 
 
    More than that, he had to kill it. 
 
    His hands were glowing green, and he knew it was a tactical mistake to watch its approach. Instead, he needed to be actively resisting it through the traps he had meticulously created. 
 
    Daniel forced his concentration on and into the wood. In a fashion, he could see through the wood. He knew where the monster was, at all times. The mesh of spikes on the ground that Ivey had convinced him to include was useless against the monster as its feet had flattened the first mat. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    More of the trap got splintered, and the giant took another lumbering step forward. Daniel’s consciousness flexed, and the mat of spines under his next step transformed from twenty two-inch shards into a single reinforced, foot-long spike. 
 
    Through the connection, Daniel could feel where the zombie’s foot was coming down, and he moved his spike a little to the left so that it was positioned perfectly. It came down, and he hardened the spike further to stop it from breaking like the smaller ones. 
 
    “ROARRAG!” 
 
    The blast of sound made him rock back visibly. 
 
    Daniel opened his eyes. The whites of the zombie’s eyes were showing as it violently yanked back its foot. Every adult who had kids, or even men like him who had young nephews, had stepped on a LEGO at some stage of their lives. Daniel was sure that feeling was a small part of what the zombie was going through. 
 
    Score one for the good guys, Daniel thought as the abomination hopped on one leg, clutching its damaged foot. 
 
    There. 
 
    More growth magic exploded out from him. There was no point holding back; he needed to exploit his prey’s mistake. 
 
    Still on one foot, it jumped into a different lane. Like in Day of the Triffids, the single new spike he had created oriented perfectly to be under the descending heel of the beast. 
 
    It landed. 
 
    And ground its foot all the way through, almost to the floor. In that brief instant, while the nerves relayed to its brain what had occurred, Daniel imagined what that position meant. Its toes were on the ground. There was no spike showing outside the leg, which meant . . . 
 
    The poor overgrown monster had a foot of wood extending from the arch of its foot all the way up through the ankle and into the calf. Muscles must have been cut and bones pushed aside. He could not even imagine what it must have felt like. 
 
    “ROARA!” 
 
    It was not incorrect to say it was no longer happy. Roaring without relenting, it fell onto its bum to let it pull its foot off. It hurt to just look at the red, very red human blood that flooded out. 
 
    “ROARRA!” 
 
    It was howling at the roof. 
 
    He had hurt it. 
 
    Realisation exploded through Daniel; this creature was not actually indestructible. The thick skin had flattened the first mat of spikes, but the rest of it was nothing like that. It was big, strong, and fearsome, but its skin and bone had been pushed apart by his hastily constructed spike. 
 
    Another arrow slammed into the sitting monster as if to illustrate the point, penetrating a good five inches. Maybe its soles and paws were tough, but beyond that, it was not. Even Ivey with her limited Strength could hurt it. 
 
    It was on its hands and knees, swinging its arms like a kid knocking over toy soldiers, and Daniel’s painstakingly constructed network of constricting pathways and spikes shattered and went flying. 
 
    “ROARRAG!” 
 
    It pulled itself towards him and repeated the manoeuvre, unwilling to stand and risk getting spiked once more. More of his trap broke. In fact, what was left was useless, as its structural integrity was long since gone. Yet Daniel was not scared. 
 
    His power was focused on the slab of wood in front of him. Those hours of practising creating what were effectively spring-loaded traps came together. He was bending a wooden pole, extracting the energy, straightening it, fixing its integrity, then repeating. Treating it like a pump. Each flex of his muscles instantly transferring into the weapon he was creating. He borrowed potential energy from three pressure traps that had not been triggered but were not positioned where they would help. 
 
    The monster, unable to stand, was crawling and swinging its arms to break the wood that had hurt it. The technique was effective, but luckily for Daniel, it was just too slow. 
 
    The pieces of his contraption were coming together. 
 
    Building up the tension in the spring. 
 
    Infusing the power. 
 
    It hummed with potential destruction. 
 
    Daniel let himself smile; he did not even have to be that accurate. Once the monster was impaled, he was sure he could direct the timber to grow to where he needed it to; he wished he had done it with the spike. But he had a weapon to stop this final monster. It looked like a giant fly swatter adorned with three-foot spikes. 
 
    The monster pulled itself forward. 
 
    “RAROO!” 
 
    Was that a triumphal scream? It prepared to knock away the last piece of wood, which was his new weapon. Daniel saw its fangs. 
 
    Not today, he thought. 
 
    Snap! 
 
    The weapon in front of him sprang into action, falling upon the defenceless creature. Its arm was extended behind it, ready to create momentum to smash aside the last bits of threatening wood; and as a result, it had nothing with which to protect itself. It noticed the trap just as Daniel released it, and with the sort of intelligence that Daniel dreaded, it ducked its head and hit the ground to avoid what he had triggered. 
 
    As it did so, Daniel sighed in relief. The monster, given what it was facing, could not have attempted anything stupider. Then again, it did not know what he had created and probably thought it was ducking a swinging, slashing arm rather than a fly swatter. 
 
    It got an arm up and its head tucked in against its chest as it fell forward. 
 
    There was a blast of wind as the weapon activated fully, rushing through the air. It hit with a thud with the force of spikes, driving the monster to the floor. One spike hit the shoulder; another missed altogether, deflected by the flailing arm; but the last went straight through its exposed back. 
 
    “ROARA!” 
 
    An expression of agony, and it launched itself to its feet. Shredded, damaged foot and all. Pieces of wood went everywhere with the spike that had impaled it, torn out by the abrupt movements. 
 
    “ROAARA.” 
 
    Its eyes focused briefly on Daniel, but the moment its own eyes went slightly glassy and broke eye contact, Daniel looked down at the creature’s chest. There was blood running from a hole in the space between its pecs. That spike that hit the back had gone straight through it and punctured out of the chest. If its anatomy was still human, that was straight through the heart. 
 
    It looked dumbly at Daniel, trying to process what had just happened. Its hand covered the wound above its stomach, trying to stop the blood loss. 
 
    Blood spurted out around the paw that was uselessly trying to staunch the flood. 
 
    It was an extraordinary sight, but this gigantic creature was still alive, so even as Daniel stood apparently transfixed by the sight, he was ready to leap back if it even flinched in his direction. The creature, however, no longer cared about him. 
 
    It collapsed to its knees. 
 
    Confusion etched over its features such that as it died, it looked all too human-like, crashing forward to break the last components of his trap that were still standing. 
 
    Daniel dashed towards the door, deviating only slightly to brain the hairless monster that was still alive, and then he was at the door, ready to reinforce it with magic, though the pond inside him was dry, and all he could rely on was that tickle of energy that was falling into it. 
 
    It had been enough before, and hopefully it would be again. 
 
    Head against the wood, listening. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He could hardly believe that their desperate attempt had worked so successfully. They had killed five zombies. More cores and probably a level up with his interface class, and the traps had worked! 
 
    The crazy pressure traps had done better than expected. He was going to get strong, his tools would become even better, and they were going to kill all the zombies out there. 
 
    He used his Wood Sense ability to search for anything outside, and there was nothing. The zombies he had trapped outside must have retreated. 
 
    Success. 
 
    His stomach clenched in pain. The lack of mana made his brain fuzzy and heavy. The agony was building in his guts. 
 
    Darkness overtook him, and he only had time to lower himself to the ground as best he could. As he folded, he felt stinging pains, the splinters digging into him. Then he was unconscious for the third time in half a day, but this time he was smiling. They could win this, and he wondered what powers he would get this time.

  

 OceanofPDF.com


   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Daniel woke to Ivey cuddling into him. 
 
    “Hey,” she whispered, giving him a small peck on the lips. “You did great.” 
 
    “Are they . . .” He nodded toward the hallway, asking about the zombies that had survived. Had they been trying to break in while he was unconscious? 
 
    “Nothing,” she assured him. “They haven’t come back.” 
 
    His head felt a little foggy. “I . . .” 
 
    “Shh,” she said, giving him another peck on the lips to stop him from talking. “Just take your time to recover. You’ve been unconscious for about thirty minutes. You were magnificent.” She sounded almost breathless as she remembered. “The way our traps crushed them, and your spikes tricked the fourth into an active trap.” He was a little surprised that she had picked up on that detail. “Then you one-shot the big one.” 
 
    “Is that a pillow?” 
 
    She grinned. “Yeah, the floor was uncomfortable.” 
 
    Then he realised he had one shoved under his head too. It was all very disorienting. Even the splinters had been cleared away, from around both him and her, and he could not feel any cuts on him. She had healed him as well. 
 
    “Thanks for the pillow.” 
 
    Ivey giggled. “Thanks for killing the big, evil monster. It was very manly.” 
 
    “In a . . .,“ Daniel hesitated, not sure what to say. Gandalf or Merlin, but they were the wrong type of wizard. After all, it all been done with what could only be described as Druidic magic. “. . . Magic manly way,” he finished lamely. 
 
    She giggled again. 
 
    Daniel wondered what the world had thrown at him. It had gone to shit, but his own prospects had improved, providing he survived. If he got back to his farm, he was itching to see exactly what this nature magic could achieve. Already he could imagine the crops that he could produce; and then there was the girl in front of him. She had been a rare one-night stand, yet she was rapidly growing on him. There was a natural attraction, but there was more to it than that. He felt like he could rely on her, and she seemed attracted to him, too. The squishing her own bugs and firing arrows certainly helped with that impression. 
 
    “You know we can’t lie here forever,” she told him directly. “It won’t be hygienic to stay with the corpses, and we still need more water.” 
 
    “And food,” he agreed with a groan. 
 
    “This chick had half a suitcase of food, so we’re fine for a while.” 
 
    “What is there?” 
 
    “Lie there, and I’ll get you something.” 
 
    He lay there, remembering the battle, planning what he could have done better. That trick he had used against the big one had been surprisingly effective and had not needed a lot of wood. It required a stationary opponent or perfect timing, but provided he got either or both of those, it would be deadly. 
 
    It had a good kill-to-wood ratio. 
 
    Not that those sorts of considerations mattered; after all, the moment this floor was cleared, there would be an excess of timber. Daniel felt like groaning at the enormity of what they had to do. They had killed seven zombies so far. But there were at least three more out in the corridor and who knew how many out further. Then, once they had cleared this level, they had another twenty-five floors to kill through. That was a lot of fights, and given his current downtime between each engagement, it would take them almost a month to make it all the way down if the monsters were anywhere near as common as he suspected. 
 
    That was too long. 
 
    Ivey had mentioned leveling up and getting stronger. If that was true . . . Magic, he reminded himself—it actually existed. Everything she had told him had been accurate so far, and therefore, leveling his skills would make things easier. Also, his class was a beast whisperer; that meant acquiring an animal companion. Getting a powerful creature to fight for him would absolutely change the dynamics. 
 
    “Ready,” Ivey called out. 
 
    Daniel pushed himself to his feet and picked his way over the shattered remnants of his traps. He was not looking forward to recycling it all. 
 
    Ivey was in the kitchenette, and she angled her body to stop him from observing what she was doing. 
 
    “Sit on the bed in the next room.” 
 
    He did as instructed. This room had possessed two queen beds, and they had been pushed together, so one would act as a table for the other. Bottles of Coke and Fanta were already in place. 
 
    He sat down. 
 
    Ivey came in with a bowl. “Medicine first.” She beamed at him. It was a nurse’s smile, but she made it look natural. She was gorgeous in the late-afternoon sun. With a flourish, she presented the bowl. Five pebbles were in it. 
 
    “Cores?” he asked. 
 
    “Drink up,” Ivey ordered, ignoring him and nodding towards the Fanta. “And then I’ll keep preparing dinner.” 
 
    “What happens if they knock me out at the wrong time? You know, again,” he protested. 
 
    “I read up on it,” she said instantly, like she had been waiting for the question. “Stress speeds up processing, so it will consistently occur after battle, but it won’t trigger during.” 
 
    “How the hell would it know?” 
 
    She tapped her head. “It’s what you think and sort of my opinion.” 
 
    Daniel thought about the two times. In the latest fight, they had been safe. He remembered having checked the door and proven that the others had fled. He definitely recalled his shoulders sagging and the relief flooding through him when he realised they had survived. Yep, he had triggered the last event, but in the first one, the zombie had been alive. He had absolutely not felt safe. 
 
    “What do you mean when you say, ‘your opinion’?” 
 
    “We are linked. Do you remember that first event? That was me. It was trapped, and I was like, ‘Yes, we won’. Then you keeled over, and I had to stab the thing to death to make sure.” 
 
    Daniel nodded. It made little sense, but he could sort of see how it could work. There was actual magic. It was not like a small amount of extra crazy was impossible, given that already ludicrous fact. If Ivey had written rules that seemed to work elsewhere, and she was telling him they applied to him, then it was better to accept what was happening rather than fight pointlessly against them. 
 
    He glanced at the bowl that he had been given, four smaller cores and one larger one. 
 
    Twenty-five floors to fight through. Literally hundreds of fights. Even if he had a ninety-nine percent chance in every battle, those were not good odds. He needed power. Daniel fiddled with the stones momentarily as he thought about it. What was a bit of pain versus living? It was almost a bargain. 
 
    He swallowed the smaller ones, washing them down with the sweet orange juice. They felt like future pain as the lumpy masses went down. Two were probably Speed, and they would be fine, but the other three were unknown, particularly the giant stone. He knew where that had come from, that massive zombie. Hard feet, large and immensely strong, but little more beyond that. What would happen if he took it? 
 
    Would he get that Strength or the size? 
 
    That was the question. 
 
    Ivey was watching him, so he swallowed the fourth core. 
 
    Looks aside, size could easily be a negative, especially inside a hotel where he might need to squeeze between potentially small spaces. A couple of inches would be fine, but if he ended up looking like that monstrosity, that was not something he wanted. 
 
    Ivey was still looking, so he pretended to have the core while leaving the stone pressed tightly in his fist. 
 
    “Good boy.” Ivey sauntered away. 
 
    He needed a hiding spot. His club was next to him and, almost without thinking, he slapped the stone against the wood. His magic flowed along it, and the alien object sank into the wood like he was pressing it into wet clay. There was no noise, no sign apart from the green glow of his hand, and then it was done. He examined the outcome curiously, and the club was flawless. 
 
    It seemed absurd that he had just sunk a foreign object into it because, as he studied the wood, there was no raised spot. The grain was unbroken; there were no physical clues to be found. 
 
    He could hide anything in solid wood. It was a crazy use of his magic powers, but if he went into smuggling . . . 
 
    “What are you smirking at?” 
 
    “Magic.” 
 
    She stood there smiling prettily at him. Holding something out of sight. 
 
    “Are you admiring your club?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s very fine,” he answered, stroking it. 
 
    “Very fine, so large.” She poked out a tongue at him, breaking the moment. “Ta-da,” she said, stepping fully into the room and presenting the plate to him. It was a tuna salad. She was grinning. Then her face fell at his expression. “Let me guess, you’re a meat and potato type of guy.” 
 
    Daniel felt more than a little guilty. “No, I like salad.” He took the fork and rifled through it, very surprised that she had the ingredients. It looked café-level decent. “Is that cheese?” 
 
    She beamed again. “Goat cheese, it was in the fridge. Eat, eat.” 
 
    The salad was lovely, and it was nice to sit there eating, but the spectacle of what was about to happen still hung over the two of them. 
 
    “We need to kill a lot of zombies, don’t we?” 
 
    Ivey finished her mouth full of food. She swallowed. “Yes.” 
 
    “You think anyone is alive?” 
 
    Ivey nodded, still eating. 
 
    “I was thinking we can just go out the window and lower ourselves to the ground, but we can’t do that, can we?” Ivey kept eating, but she was listening to him. “Because there are as many monsters down there, and we need to go room by room looking for survivors.” 
 
    Ivey put her fork down. “I think you’re right. As depressing as this is”—she waved her hand to indicate the broken doors and the lack of furniture— “the entire building is a good grinding spot. With your skills, we can always fight from trapped fortifications.” 
 
    “Grinding?” he asked with a small smile. 
 
    “What? You never played computer games?” she shot back. 
 
    “No,” Daniel answered honestly. “I’m a farmer. I never had time for that sort of thing.” My friends did, he thought privately, even the farm kids. 
 
    “This is clearly not a computer game. But . . .” She pointed to her skull. “The interface system is close to one. We kill stuff and we get experience. That strengthens us. We eliminate zombies.” She made an inverted quote when she used his expression in place of her preferred actual one. “And we both get experience, and you get the cores, which strengthen you again. Grinding is killing monsters to grow your abilities, and this tower is damn good for that.” 
 
    He finished his salad. Sometimes, she was cute when she lectured. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do some grinding.” 
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    Chapter 16 
 
    The whole idea of hundreds of battles had shifted Daniel’s entire mindset. Every fight had to be a certainty. If he took shortcuts and engaged in battles with risks, then he would die. That was just mathematics. That meant even if it was boring, he needed to stack the battlefield in his favour. 
 
    He returned to the room with the bodies and looked it over in a state of shock. They had access to three rooms, and two of them were filled with corpses, but he ignored those mangled carcasses and instead focused on the remains of his trap. 
 
    It did its job, he thought to himself. It killed four and slowed the fifth sufficiently for him to kill it. Realistically, it had exceeded expectations, and now it was kindling. He walked over and looked closer and nodded to himself. It was not as bad as he had feared. There were still large chunks mixed in amongst the splinters. 
 
    There was nowhere near enough wood for him to be happy, but then he guessed that till they had access to the entire floor, there never would be, and after that there would not be sufficient time or manpower or something. Ideally, before extending into the hallways, he would install bulwarks across the corridor in both directions and then slowly, methodically, clear the level. Unfortunately, life was not all cream and peaches. 
 
    Mechanically, he started gathering their timber, acknowledging that he would have to settle for what was achievable. There were insufficient materials to build a solid defence. Hell, given how wide the corridor was, they would probably need to clear half the floor and repurpose all the available wood before he could raise enough defences to feel safe. Even then, the structure would only be impenetrable if he stood next to it to continually reinforce it. 
 
    All in all, that sort of setup was impractical and was only useful if the zombies were going to keep throwing themselves against it, even when they got nowhere and the occasional one got chewed up by one of his traps. According to Ivey, they would not do that. They had been reduced to animals, but they were not mindless. He would need to be more flexible in his approach. 
 
    The pile he had built up was not very impressive. Hopefully, there were only a couple of zombies out there, because if there was an army . . . 
 
    The thoughts were not helpful. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Ivey asked him. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” he answered honestly. “Skirmishers?” He shrugged to show that he really did not know what to think. 
 
    The ones that had escaped. Hopefully, they were injured or slower than the others, which was why they had failed to make it into the room. It was plausible, and that would make his coming fight easier. If he was in the corridor and the enemy zombies could move like the speedy ones, then he would be in trouble. 
 
    The alternative was less palatable. 
 
    If they were as fast but smarter and held back, then when he stepped out . . . 
 
    Daniel shook his head. That line of thought was not profitable. If they were as strong as Superman, he had no chance. It was easy to build scenarios where he had no hope. The likelihood was that they had just been slow to get into the room. Hopefully, it meant they were not Speed- based, but he was not basing strategy on hope. 
 
    How smart were they? 
 
    Ivey could not articulate a definitive answer. From her hand-waving explanation, he got the sense it ranged from rabid dog to the peak of humanity, with more of the former but that just suggested there were some of the latter out there, and that would be scary, especially if the brainy ones ended up controlling entire hordes. 
 
    For now, the question did not matter. 
 
    With glowing hands, he went to work. Daniel combined separate chunks into a single form and then, once the basics were done, he started transferring pressure. Screw the arms, he set up a bench-press functionality to generate the maxim potential energy as possible. 
 
    His legs burnt, and finally he dropped his hands and looked at what he had created. 
 
    Smart or not? It was a simple enough question. If they were at the rabid-dog level, then what he had built would work, but the further up the curve they got, the more useless his defences would become. 
 
    To seize the hallway, they had five pressure plates. They were bulky things the size of a medium backpack and a couple of inches high, and he knew when he moved them, they would be heavy. Surprisingly so. After all, there was lots of compressed wood in there, including making the teeth as sharp as steel. 
 
    When they were triggered, they had two effects. One was inch-long bullets of wood that would be propelled straight upwards at speeds approaching a gun shot. The other was a classic bear- or mousetrap, where the two sides would spring together to crush and cut whatever was between them. 
 
    If the zombies were dumb enough to step on them, then it would probably be game over, but the drawback was how unwieldy the pressure plates ended up being. They were neither camouflaged nor quick to deploy. 
 
    Daniel shrugged. It was what they had, and if you were at a bar and there were half the number of sheilas as blokes, then if you were choosy, you went home lonely. 
 
    The second type of trap was a rolled coil of wood, as tall as him. Expanded out, it would be as wide as a corridor, with foot-long slivers of nasty thorns poking out. The design was simple: When you threw it, a one-use tension band would open it up to three or four meters and then it would snap shut, hopefully pinning one or more zombies within. It was something that only Daniel could use, as Ivey lacked the Strength to toss them as hard and as fast as they needed to be thrown. The idea was to throw them in such a way that the zombies would blunder into them and promptly get entangled as it closed. Used right, theoretically, they should comfortably entrap a zombie, and after that, Ivey could finish it. 
 
    There were three of the coil traps to go with their five pressure plates. The whole set-up felt like it was hardly enough. 
 
    “Don’t look so worried. We can probably fight them even with none of these tricks.” 
 
    We? More like me, he thought, but there was no point expressing that view. It would just annoy her; plus, she would agree. After all, she was a healer. He immediately regretted his earlier thoughts. Her healing would keep him alive. In some ways, having a healer was better than a spearwoman, or something like that. 
 
    “And you won’t be fighting by yourself,” Ivey reminded him. “My healing will keep you going far longer than you imagine.” 
 
    He stopped from staring at her with suspicion. Did their connection let her read his mind? 
 
    Slowly, he eased the door open, peeking out each way. Three of the pressure plates were at his feet and in a position for him to retreat into the room if zombies were waiting for him. After looking both ways, for now they were safe. 
 
    Yet Daniel still hesitated. That female zombie had waited for him to stick a head in, and these might play similar games. He carefully eased a fourth plate out the door. At worst, the zombies would have to go around it. 
 
    He looked left, then right. It was like crossing a road. 
 
    Then up. 
 
    Nothing. Phew! 
 
    Always look up. He was not sure horror movies had taught him anything useful to surviving the apocalypse; helping him remember to look up might be the exception. Two more pressure plates out the door and then he stepped out with one of the restraint traps in his arm. 
 
    With a beachhead in place, he kept watch while Ivey ferried out the remaining plates and restraint bundles. 
 
    This was part of the plan they had rehearsed. Next would be to rotate positions and cross the hallway and seize another room. After that, they would slowly but surely grow their reserves of traps, double or even triple their numbers, and then they would start yelling to attract the remaining zombies to them. It was a simple plan. Expand slowly and then when they were entrenched, spring their trap shut. 
 
    Whack! 
 
    They both tensed and looked down the corridor. Daniel knew that noise, and from the look on Ivey’s face, she recognised it too. 
 
    Whack! 
 
    They flinched and made eye contact, each not sure what to do. He was on the balls of his feet, ready to react. Thoughts of a new room and slow expansion were pushed out by the need to respond immediately. Did they stick to the plan or respond? 
 
    Whack! 
 
    He cringed once more at the noise. What to do? He was paralysed by indecision. There was only one reason for the noise, and it was not a human. 
 
    Whack! 
 
    Around the corner, a zombie was pounding on a door. The big one was dead, but the smaller ones had made progress on the first door before it had gotten involved. Whatever room the zombies were attacking was unlikely to have someone of his skills on the other side strengthening the door and undoing the damage. 
 
    “Help!” Ivey screamed next to him. 
 
    He jumped again and looked at Ivey, horrified. The woman just smiled and stepped back into the shadow of their door, bow in her hand. 
 
    The thumping stopped.
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    Chapter 17 
 
    “Why?” he asked, caught by surprise. 
 
    He asked more out of shock than for a specific reason. Ivey was just being decisive. They were prepared to fight. There traps were laid out, and while it would have been nice to have taken the time to expand the number, that luxury was not something to buy at the cost of other lives. 
 
    He was not ready for this, but his ears still picked up on what was happening. The banging had stopped. The monsters had heard Ivey and were coming to get them. They were around the corner, but he was sure he could hear their shuffling movements. 
 
    She could have warned him. It should have been a group decision, but he knew he was just being childish. If challenged, he would have yelled “help” himself, and waiting for him to process what they needed to do would have wasted time, and that was something the zombies’ previous targets may not have had. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    They were coming. 
 
    Daniel carried out a quick stock take of what he had set up. The pressure plates were down in front of him and the restraint coils ready. Best case, they would run through and kill themselves. If that failed, the nets would entangle them and bring them down and make them an easy kill. He was reasonably confident in his creation; provided the zombies were not hugging the walls, the restraints would ensnare them for sure. 
 
    There were noises coming. 
 
    He shifted one trap a little further away from them, giving him more space to fight. A zombie head appeared briefly, twenty meters from them at the corridor intersection. It had been assessing the situation. 
 
    That was not good at all. 
 
    “Smart ones.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Ivey disagreed, making Daniel wonder if it was just by habit, because if it had scoped them out like that, surely there was no more certain evidence of intelligence. 
 
    Daniel’s head snapped left and then right, wondering where they were coming from. There was a single circuit that linked all the rooms. A rectangle with a couple of dead offshoots,  presumably where the suites were smaller, or where the irregular space of the building let them pack in extra guests. There were noises behind Daniel and Ivey and in front. The monsters were smart, as they had looped around to his other side. Was it wolf-clever or something more terrifying? Daniel could feel sweat on the palms of his hands. 
 
    Soon, he thought. His club was placed against the wall next to him, and he clutched the restraint trap to get ready to throw it in either direction. The second and third nets were next to him as well, prepared to be used at a moment’s notice. If the monsters were coming from both sides, he would need the nets, and if they were not perfectly coordinated, then their flank trick would fail. 
 
    He patted the webs subconsciously, thankful that he had them. 
 
    Head on a pivot. 
 
    Had all of them moved to hit from behind or only some of them? 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” he told Ivey before regretting the statement almost immediately. With no concrete knowledge of what was out there, they had to gamble. This was as good, if not better, than other ideas they could have come up with. 
 
    The important thing was to act now before dehydration weakened them. The slow approach of taking over hotel rooms one by one might have worked better, but the fact the zombies had been breaking into another apartment had tipped their hands. Plus, once they won this fight,  they would control the corridor, and then they would have access to as many minibars as they liked. They might even have water to spare to wash himself. That would be a luxury. If they had stayed in their rooms, Daniel knew they would have resorted to drinking toilet water. Thirst did strange things to people. 
 
    Drinking from the toilet or facing likely death to kill a zombie swarm. Daniel would not claim it was a straightforward choice, but there was an excellent reason they were out here rather than playing defensive in their rooms. 
 
    There were sounds of moving feet to his left, so he turned to face the direction. The zombie that had poked its head out was loping toward him. Were it not for the burst jeans it was still wearing and the scraps of cloth around its neck that were once a T-shirt, he would have assumed he was watching an escaped gorilla. 
 
    It had blond, almost white fur covering it, and was the shaped like a silverback but bigger. An Abominable Snowman? Maybe? It was scary, and Daniel’s eyes were drawn to two teeth jutting out of its jaws. How he imagined a sabre-tooth tiger would always look. It was not something you would expect to run into in a dark alley, let alone a hotel hallway. It was not in a hurry, instead choosing to lope slowly, taking the time to assess them. 
 
    Too slowly. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes snapped behind him and saw three zombies rushing toward him. These were more traditional, with shapes that more closely resembled human. They were all furries, with none of the hairless types. Why were there no skin ones? It was something to worry about later. 
 
    All three of them were charging at him. Two black and one brown, they were all on the smaller side, but every one of them had long claws. 
 
    They were already close. 
 
    Cursing to himself, Daniel launched the first net and then a second one at a slightly different angle before rotating to face the big, blond threat. In the moments that he had been distracted by the flanking zombies, the other had sped up, and instead of being eight rooms away, it was only four. It was too late to net it. Between grabbing the third and activating it, there was no longer anywhere near enough time to expand and then close. The restraint would be little better than throwing a fluffy pillow. 
 
    The blond thing charged him. 
 
    Now that it had committed to an attack, it was moving faster than the others. Muscles bulged in its arms, and Daniel wondered whether what he saw meant anything. Visual clues were less accurate now than previously. When he exerted himself and lifted heavy objects, he could feel his new Strength. Yet his muscles were not visibly bigger; if anything, he was leaner than he remembered. But he was stronger, and that screen that Ivey helped him to access agreed with his experience. The power was clearly there when he used it, even if his appearance did not reflect the improvement. 
 
    Those bulging cords of muscles that the thin hair could not hide. What did they mean? Did this thing have a Strength of forty, or was it still stuck in the old world? Despite its bulk, was it weaker than Daniel’s new enhanced Strength? 
 
    Daniel activated the net in his hands and tossed it behind him. It might open, or it might not. There might be another zombie coming, or there might not be. All that mattered was his hand was free. He grabbed his club, and he felt more complete and ready to fight. His brain, which had been shutting down, sharpened and focused more completely on the battle. 
 
    There were sounds of snapping and cracking behind him. A cacophony of sounds. Restraints first opening and then shutting as they presumably slammed into the running zombies. Preparing to close around them like a snap band and hopefully tangling or, better still, pinning zombies. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    In his more focused battle state, he knew it was a pressure plate going off behind him. That was optimistically one down, but for now, he needed to focus on the white beast charging him. Daniel was certain this was the leader, and that was confirmed when it shifted its weight to weave through the three pressure plates and avoid them all. 
 
    If he had all the traps in the world, Daniel was sure it would have avoided all of them. It was too smart to fall for his tricks, so he would meet it in open battle. There was no time to consider strategy, so he flowed into a golf swing, relying on his sporting experience to transfer his Strength into the head of the weapon. 
 
    A muscular, hairy arm moved out in a block. 
 
    Too smart. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    That was the second trap behind him going off. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    His blow met the animal’s forearm. The momentum was rudely stopped dead, and he felt a click in the middle of his weapon as the wood cracked. Despite its reinforced nature, the magnitude of the collision caused cracks to spiral through the wood. 
 
    Surprise washed through Daniel at the same time his hands smarted at the shock wave that went up the shaft of the wood, numbing his arms to the elbow. 
 
    The white monster roared in his face, pulling away an arm from which Daniel was glad to see that its hand hung limply. Then its other arm swung at him. 
 
    Still slightly in shock caused by the massive collision of his club with the gigantic beast, there was no time to retreat, dodge, or duck. All he could do was brace himself as the back of the arm struck Daniel’s own arm, then his stomach and chest area, whiplash extending to his head, and his feet left the ground, the force of the blow sending him flying.  
 
    Not for long, as Daniel felt the air whoosh out of him, and he was certain some of his ribs cracked even as gravity claimed him, and he was tumbling in the air and then hitting the floor. Propelled by such force, he ended up rolling right over the restraints. Stray slivers of wood stuck him with stinging pain, and he slammed into a wall. Miraculously, his club was still in his hand. 
 
    Thankfully, the monster had backhanded him. If it had swiped with its claws, the outcome would have been different. 
 
    His plant power immediately flowed into the club to strengthen it. Scars built upon scars with the structure of the wood. Something told Daniel that with time, this weapon would end up being something more than just wood. 
 
    Healing energy struck him and ignored his internal injuries and instead ran over his skin to close the many cuts that his own traps had left him. Fair enough; blood loss was a risk, and he had made those slivers of wood to be razor-sharp. 
 
    His head rang from both the backlash and hitting the wall as Daniel tried to work out what was happening. 
 
    The big zombie was howling, clutching its arm in agony, but those beady eyes immediately focused in on him. He had hurt it, but he had also made it mad. Then he looked to his right. The third restraint had done nothing, but the first two had worked like he had envisaged. One of the three other zombies was dead, having fallen with a leading head onto a pressure plate; another had wounds on its leg but was almost free of the restraints with the last firmly trapped . . . but then Daniel had no time to think as the white monster charged him. 
 
    Daniel rolled desperately to the side, or at least attempted to roll in practice. He more fell heavily with a half-tumble built into the movement. 
 
    The zombie slammed into a hotel room door Daniel had just been in front of, which was fully blown off its hinges. Maybe he had been lucky that this thing had not been involved in the initial attack on his room, because if it had, he might never have gotten an opportunity to have reinforced the door. 
 
    Daniel scrambled to his feet, hopeful of getting a hit in while it was disoriented. It was only a momentary reprieve. 
 
    His blunt club would do nothing. There was no way he was battering this thing to death. Maybe a spear would work, but his best hope was still the pressure plates. It did not feel like anything else would do enough damage to the monster. 
 
    They looked at each other, and while holding eye contact, Daniel brought his club down hard on the third zombie, which was almost out of the netting. It had been so focused on escape it didn’t see the blow coming. The mace slammed into the prone creature’s head, the sharp spikes helping to break bone. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Daniel’s eyes did not retreat from the white monster. The true threat. The zombie he had just executed was dead. He had felt the bone give way and the club being slowed by soft brain matter. Not even a zombie could survive that. 
 
    “ROARRA.” 
 
    While it yelled, Daniel looked down at the creature at his feet. It was toppling over with its skull caved in as badly as he could imagine. There was a depression the size of a melon with brain matter coming out of its nose. It had to go somewhere after being forced out of the skull. 
 
    One less to worry about. His eyes flicked back up to witness the white zombie finishing its roar. 
 
    That was the monster he needed to kill. 
 
    Do you even realise you just lost your friends? Daniel’s taunting was all internal. It was just an animal, and there was no need to waste his breath. 
 
    The zombie charged at him. Daniel leapt, going for a swan dive to his right, sort of envisaging a world where he could land on his hands, push off, and end up clean on his feet. Yeah, he was a noob and had only ever watched the move on the big screen, but a large part of him hoped the agility he had gained would translate to successfully pulling off extraordinary feats of acrobatics. 
 
    The springing to his feet failed, and the ground smacked him. He face-planted on the carpet. Another of Ivey’s heals hit him and reminded him of the wider battle. 
 
    If he had stayed in one spot too long . . . 
 
    Daniel rolled to his side. 
 
    There was a crash next to him, and he saw clawed, light yellow, fur-covered feet having landed right where his head had been moments before. 
 
    Daniel rolled further away and was happy with his instinct as an arm flashed over him. If he had stood up . . . it did not bear thinking about it. 
 
    The desperate move took him over a pressure plate, and only the application of his growth power stopped it from triggering and chopping him in two. Daniel pushed himself up and on top of the object. 
 
    The eyes of the zombie—or mutated human or whatever he was supposed to call it—dropped to look at the dead plate under him. The third zombie, the only one that was still alive, was completely trapped. It would not get out by itself. 
 
    He just needed to take care of this one monster. 
 
    Daniel watched it and was ready to spring out of its way. 
 
    The beast snarled at him. Or maybe it was a laugh. Daniel stepped backwards, bringing his club up. Behind the creature, he could see Ivey in the shadow of the room with a bow in her hand, ready to fire. 
 
    Daniel shook his head. If it went after her, she stood no chance, while his Speed had so far proven to be sufficient, if only barely, to avoid its strikes. 
 
    He was faster than it, Daniel realised, and then he internally promised to keep his feet. There were three traps in play, including the one he had rolled over which he had reset the moment he had left it. 
 
    Even with Ivey’s healing, his ribs still hurt. He had gotten lucky with that first hit and needed to make sure another did not land. 
 
    Thankfully, Ivey lowered her bow. 
 
    The monster stepped forward, swinging its good arm. Daniel danced back, wondering if he could hit the arm when it tried to attack him, but only if it was not using its claws because he was sure in the contest of those claws against his club that the wood would lose badly. 
 
    It moved toward him once more. 
 
    Then it froze. 
 
    Pinned him with its gaze. 
 
    It snarled. Soft, guttural. 
 
    Then, with extravagant movements, it stepped around the pressure plate. 
 
    Looked at him with its teeth showing. Like a smile. 
 
    Another snarl, but it was not aggressive. 
 
    It was definitely laughing at him. 
 
    It kicked the pressure plate, which skidded along the carpet to create more room. 
 
    Another laughing snarl. 
 
    Daniel moved to shift the last plate between him and the creature, even though he knew it was pointless. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” 
 
    “ROARRA.” 
 
    Of course, it did not. 
 
    Another one. It was enjoying itself. 
 
    Then it jumped forward, and a single swing of its good arm forced Daniel to retreat. The monster’s feet were on either side of the plate, with the wood between its feet doing absolutely nothing. 
 
    Maybe he could run around the looped corridors to get back to the pressure plates? 
 
    Daniel assessed the monster, and while he was more than agile, running in straight lines was a mistake. This thing would easily hunt him down in a straight line. He remembered how fast it was when it charged him. 
 
    Think, Daniel told himself, desperately trying to put thought into the words. Maybe he could risk breaking into one of these hotel rooms and hope the door would hold. 
 
    Nope. 
 
    It had crashed through the other one like it was paper. There was no way he would get to reinforce it in time. Even if he did, it was questionable whether he could get enough spikes out to stop it before his mana ran out. Not to mention that would leave Ivey helpless. 
 
    It had laughed, so he knew it had seen her and would go after her once he was finished. 
 
    There had to be a way. 
 
    Run? Hide? Fight? Each of them felt more ridiculous than the last. 
 
    Suddenly, Ivey’s spear was thrusting at the beast. Impaling it from behind would be a generous description. It was more like an unexpected poke that got close to drawing blood. The monster reacted, rotating with its terrifying speed to face the potential threat, stepping sideways and backwards to give it time as it did so. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Ivey was already retreating, looking petrified. 
 
    It had stepped on the trap. While the device had successfully killed a lesser zombie, it clearly would not take down the monster in front of him. The teeth of the trap had closed hard on the leg, and some of the sharpened wood spikes looked like they had reached bone, but there were no signs of the foot being cut off. It was just a flesh wound. Ivey was almost running backwards, and the monster had shown that it would focus on whatever had most recently hurt it, which currently was Ivey. 
 
    He needed to save her. 
 
    “DIE!” 
 
    It had rotated to see them both, so he stepped forward, going for a head strike. It parried easily, using its good arm to match his blow. This time, he had less power, and the force of the counter had his feet lifting off the ground and sent him careering into the side of the wall. 
 
    Daniel dropped the club, convinced it was useless against the thing he was fighting. One of the pressure plates was right in front of him, and with both hands, he picked it up and threw it. 
 
    Ivey was running away from the beast who, having taken care of Daniel, had turned its attention to the girl that had caused it to hurt itself. Given the laughter, it might have been embarrassment driving it. The creature was clearly no longer human, but it was smarter than a dog, though driven by its instincts. It took a step, dragging the locked trap with it. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The one he had thrown slammed into the monster’s hip. Daniel was already scrambling for the third one. Yanking it up, he used his ridiculous Strength and moved toward the monster. 
 
    This last trap had to count; otherwise, he was not looking forward to beating this beast with just a club or spear or trying to get close enough to channel his growth into the trap and have the wood inside the beast do the damage. 
 
    “ROARAR.” 
 
    Its focus switched to removing the two traps on it. Yep, that was the dumb beast within it. Where its focus could be interrupted by the latest shiny bubble or inconvenience. Thankfully. 
 
    It leapt into the air and tried to land on the device hanging off its hip. Hoping that gravity and its full weight would splinter it. 
 
    It held. 
 
    It felt like the wood should have been shattered under the explosive impact. Unfortunately for the beast, the trap had been forged with Daniel’s magic.  While man-made devices, with their numerous weak points created by screws and nails, would have splintered, all the monster achieved was to drive the wooden teeth further into its flesh. 
 
    It was hurt.  
 
    Now was the time to finish it. If he could blindside it and bring the trap down on its head, then the energy stored within might be enough to exterminate it. The monster was not looking in his direction. All of its attention was focused on freeing itself. It brought its undamaged arm down on the trap with claws extended. The angle was not optimal, but the sharp claws cut into the wood. Magic or not, it was still wood, and the claws dug in deep. The first blow left scratches, the second caused deeper wounds, and the third resulted in tearing sounds. While it was striking, Daniel was sneaking up behind it. 
 
    His whole body trembled, his heartbeat thundering. First, he shifted positions to be directly behind it and then sneaked forward. In front of him, the monster brought its good arm down into another blow, and the brute force rippled through his creation and tore it in two. 
 
    The monster snarled in satisfaction and flicked the broken pieces off it. There was a small swell of blood. It thought it was invulnerable and winning. 
 
    Please let this work, he thought. It would. It had to. With the trap firmly in two hands, he brought it down upon the unprotected head. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    “RORARA!” 
 
    It threw itself to its feet, seemingly unimpeded, and Daniel leapt backwards. Both hands, even the previously limp one, were at its neck trying to protect itself from whatever had happened. 
 
    It was still standing and functioning despite a bear trap that decapitated the lesser zombies having closed around its neck successfully. 
 
    Daniel turned to get distance. His bum stung as claws slashed past, and it felt like he had been picked up and thrown once more. Another glancing blow sent him helplessly sprawling. This time, thankfully, not into a wall, nor on top of razor-sharp debris. Something told him that his favourite pair of jeans was ruined. Stupid thought, he grumped internally. None of that mattered if that creature was still coming for him. 
 
    Daniel tried to get to his feet while looking for a weapon. He slipped and fell when his left leg failed to respond. The hand that had clutched his stinging bum came away wet with blood. That light stinging blow was apparently far deeper than he had thought. 
 
    He looked up, expecting the worst, but the monster was not going for him. Instead, it was tearing the trap off its head. One hand on each side and the jaws opened under the powerful assault, dislodging the teeth that had sunk fully into the neck. Blood spurted out of one hole in its neck, and its chest turned red. So was its leg, Daniel realised. The hip wound was also bleeding heavily. 
 
    It tossed the remains of the trap away and then swayed. Its hands were pressed hard into the neck wounds, futility trying to staunch the loss of blood. 
 
    It made gagging sounds. 
 
    Blood spouted out of its mouth. A lot. It was near death, Daniel realised. Then it fell with an almighty crash. Healing magic was flooding into Daniel, but when he looked, Ivey was walking over to the trapped zombie with a spear in her hand and a determined expression on her face. 
 
    “I think we did it,” Daniel said before noting coldness building in his belly. Not again, he thought, even as pain radiated out from his centre. 
 
    No, he could not afford to black out when other zombies were out there and potentially still alive. Just because only four had come originally did not mean that others were not on the way. Daniel struggled against it, but the agony kept coming, and his eyes rolled back in his head, and he went limp.
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    Chapter 18 
 
    Daniel burst out of the blackness. Alarm bells blared in his mind, and he was on his feet almost instantly. Weaponless, but ready. 
 
    The light-yellow-furred mutated human was dead in front of him, and Ivey was poking the last zombie, each poke just making it struggle harder. He looked down the corridor in each direction, trying to determine how much time had passed. 
 
    The trapped one was roaring, but nothing was coming, and despite her aggressive efforts, Ivey was only tickling the zombie. With a curse, he retrieved his club. 
 
    “I’ll finish it.” 
 
    Ivey nodded and stepped back, and he slammed the head with his club. It was four swings before the zombie stilled because of the remnants of his wooden net getting in the way, or possibly it was tougher than a typical one of the beasts. He swung twice more to make sure the zombie was dead and stopped for a moment, huffing and puffing from the exertion. 
 
    The blackout must have been seconds at most. There was no noise on the floor and no movement. Daniel started moving the broken traps back into their hotel room. He would need to reset them before they explored further. 
 
    That fight was way too close. 
 
    Across from him, Ivey stood up from a zombie, having retrieved the first core. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes dropped to the dead monster that, but for Ivey’s bravery, would have butchered him. The paw was held out towards him, and he focused on those claws, remembering how they had shredded the traps and had torn them to bits. The fragments he had collected had deep scores, despite the traps being constructed of dense, reinforced wood. 
 
    Greed filled him. Those claws were special, and even with their owner dead, they made the hairs on the back of his head tingle. 
 
    “Can body parts have magic in them?” 
 
    Ivey said nothing as she kept hacking away. 
 
    “Ivey?” 
 
    “What?” she asked, her voice just on the edge of hysterical. Daniel paused for a moment and looked closely at her. Maybe she was not as stable and in control as he had thought. 
 
    Should he intervene, say something, give her a cuddle? The thoughts swept through his brain. When his sisters were like this, he had retreated to his room, or if it was daylight, to farm work. What did he know about hysterical women? 
 
    She was not hysterical, but he could see the signs. He felt like a moppet, not knowing what to do. After another few seconds of hesitation, he decided to give her space.  
 
    “I’m going to chop off the monsters’ claws.” 
 
    Ivey said nothing, just hacked with frantic, jerky movements as she tried to pull out a second core. The remnants of net hat covering it were getting in the way. Daniel did not say anything to risk setting her off. He dropped his hands next to her, and the tangled wood fell away and gave her access to the chest. He did not know how it was going to go, but it felt like there was at least a fifty percent chance she was going to break down into helpless bawling. 
 
    There was a sound that sounded suspiciously like a sob, but her face was determined, and she focused on processing the zombie. Daniel created holes in the restraint on the final zombies and went to the broken door, and his hand glowed green. It was actually pretty cool to watch, but as always, there was no genuine opportunity to sightsee as he needed to direct his magic. His focus rushed through the wood to the lower section of the door. The timber changed upon his direction; and when he kicked it, the integrity fell away, and there was a cloud of dust like it had been filled with termites. 
 
    Daniel looked down at his prize. It was a perfect, machete-like blade. Daniel held it to his eye. It was wood, but for now, it was literally razor-sharp. It still gave him a thrill of excitement to think that he could do something like this with just his imagination. 
 
    Daniel went over to the yeti, which given its colour, size, and shape felt like an appropriate name. If it had been spotted in a different location before magic came into the world, Daniel was confident that a video of it would have gone viral as conclusive proof of the Abominable Snowman’s existence. Hell, even in Melbourne the video would have gone viral along with some sort of mad-scientist-led conspiracy. Daniel felt a flash of sadness. He missed the safety of yesterday. 
 
    No, he told himself. He would deal with what the world presented, and this was no dream or nightmare. He had long since concluded that it was real. 
 
    With three savage swings, he chopped off the first paw and then the second. He could extract the actual claws later. Then, because Ivey was still on her third zombie, looking like she wanted to either hack something living to pieces or curl into a ball, he fell into his default activity of finding work. The machete had worked for hacking the paws off, an activity it was designed for, but it was a blade, so he used it to chop into the yeti’s chest to extract its core. Leaving it to Ivey to always do it was unfair. 
 
    Take that, take that, he chanted in his head with each swing. This thing had almost killed him and now . . . he struck again. Despite his continual patching of the edge of the blade, the process permanently ruined it. Frowning, he put the previous amazing blade aside to be recycled into a trap. 
 
    With the core extracted and available, Daniel was not sure that he wanted to use it. The fast ones gave Speed, but the choice in this case differed from the others he had rejected. It was also a brute, but it had magic claws, extra Strength, and general toughness. While the other one was almost certainly granted size, this new core could give him something more useful. Not size or claws, but he would appreciate the toughness. 
 
    His mind raced. Ivey was hacking at the third zombie, and tears were still running down her face. He knew her opinion, and he really did not want to set her off in this current state. Either he hid it or consumed it. 
 
    Power and Strength. 
 
    Mutation and size. 
 
    She wiped her face, leaving a smear of blood on her cheek. And the one source of information that could help him decide was unavailable. 
 
    There were going to be hundreds of zombies. From this floor alone, he knew that now. 
 
    He didn’t want to end up a monster. That was the simple fact. He liked himself how he was and this . . . this pebble in his hands might make him a monster. 
 
    More to buy thinking time than for any other reason, he examined the core. It was rust-coloured with sparkles, some sort of cross between marble and quartz. Rejecting it went against the whole get-stronger-at-all-costs gimmick, but it was his life, and if this turned him into a monster . . . 
 
    He picked up his club and pressed the core into its side. Just like the last time, the wood was pliable, and it slid in like a stone into wet mud. There was no need to even smooth the club down afterwards. It did that itself, returning to its usual form. Being able to manipulate wood was a godsend, especially with those claws. It meant he could incorporate them into the club without breaking structural integrity. It added another layer to what he could do. 
 
    Ivey was finished, and she looked simultaneously like she was going to throw up and like she could explode into a mad rage. 
 
    Daniel ducked his head, not wanting to make eye contact. 
 
    Best to be busy. 
 
    “Do you want me to—” He nodded towards the hotel room, guessing she would understand it was an offer to build more traps. 
 
    “No, let’s find out where they were breaking into.” 
 
    “We should get some extra weapons first.” 
 
    “Come on,” Ivey said in frustration. She was genuinely glaring at him. “If there were any more, they would’ve attacked already.” 
 
    She stalked down the corridor to where they had heard the hammering. He hurriedly followed. This was stupid. He should be leading. He tried to scamper forward, to go fast without running. The world blurred slowly, and as he moved, Ivey slowed down, and then he was past her. 
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
    Surprisingly, he was puffing slightly from the effort, and Ivey was looking wide-eyed at him. 
 
    “When did you learn that?” 
 
    Learn what? was all he could think while wondering, as he did, so why he was feeling lightheaded. His mind laboriously pieced together the different sensations: the way she had slowed down, how he had walked normally and easily overtaken her. It was a magic world, and there were lots of explanations, but the coincidence of his Speed ability that his innate skills had shown and what he had done could not be disputed. 
 
    For a moment, he was reliving his memories of when that first zombie moved. It had blurred through the trap, and he imagined that was how he must have looked from Ivey’s perspective. 
 
    “New skill but leaves me puffed,” he explained while sucking in air. 
 
    Ivey nodded a pleased expression. “If you can do that in combat . . .” 
 
    It was a good point. If it worked when fighting, he could get clean hits on anything. 
 
    They rounded the corner, and it was evident where the zombies had attacked. The door was half shattered, and through the broken wooden panels, he could see parts of a bed. The occupants of the room had reinforced the door with the room’s furniture. Daniel guessed that was what they should have done, but then again, they had been attacked before they could strategize. 
 
    Daniel tilted his head to indicate that Ivey should do the initial engagement. Now that she was doing something proactive, she no longer looked like she wanted to break down. 
 
    A small, slight woman, he could imagine nothing less threatening. Maybe Ivey without dried blood on her cheek, but he did not want to suggest they take the time to wash up. She would probably hit him if he tried. What had been briefly visible was probably still just under the surface. 
 
    She walked up and then knocked loudly on part of the door that was not broken. Silence greeted her. 
 
    “The feral mutated humans are dead,” she called out. “Is anyone in there?” 
 
    Not a peep came from the room. 
 
    “Listen, we’re not comfortable staying exposed in the corridor like this.” 
 
    There was still no noise. Then a baby started crying. They all heard the shhing sounds. 
 
    “We need to band together,” Ivey continued. “Can you open up?” 
 
    They heard hushed conversation. 
 
    “Next room,” a man’s voice called. They waited, and there was a sound of furniture moving and a short time later, the door opened. “Connecting rooms.” 
 
    “Can we come in?” Ivey asked. The guy was portly, with olive skin, some form of Mediterranean heritage. 
 
    “Of course, but we have been stuck here, and it’s a bit.” A girl of around eleven poked her head out, peering over her dad’s shoulder. 
 
    “Gabby,” the man instantly snapped, pointing back into the room. 
 
    “We would prefer to come in. I’m not sure we have killed them all,” Ivey said reasonably. 
 
    The man stepped aside, and they hurried in. 
 
    It stank. 
 
    Human excrement, dirty nappies, and maybe body odour. Given the circumstances, it was not surprising but was still unpleasant. He could see the wife, and another boy of about eight. With five people stuck inside without a working toilet, it was all brutally natural. Ivey covered her nose, and the man who had let them in winced slightly. 
 
    The door shut behind him, and Daniel, by instinct, touched it and channelled his magic into it. Strengthening. It only took a moment and used a tenth of his Strength, but it would now hold against a normal zombie. Probably not the giant one, but any protection was good. 
 
    “What was that?” the man asked. He did not look suspicious, just curious. 
 
    “Magic,” Daniel replied, attempting a nonchalant shrug. Like, you know, going for the “I know I’m awesome, but I’m going to pretend I’m normal” vibe. 
 
    “I figured. What type?” 
 
    “Tree magic,” Ivey answered smoothly. “Daniel, reinforce the other one, before introductions.” 
 
    The other door was more damaged, and he sank over half of his reserves to restore it. There were gasps behind him where the shattered wood actually fused back together. 
 
    They then rushed through introductions. They were a family unit, and everyone had survived. The dad, Anthony, was a plumber from Sydney and had chosen to be a paladin. Mum Trudy looked like a true-blue bogan country lass, and Daniel liked her immediately. She had a farmer’s class, which might have been where he would have ended up if he had actually received an interface. 
 
    Thinking of the yeti and the other ones he had destroyed, he had nothing to complain about. At least he still had his mind. The kids were Gabriel or Gabby, Zach the eight-year-old, and a baby boy. The older two apparently had interfaces, but they had no class. The baby had no class but appeared to be fine. 
 
    “Are you skilled in any weapons?” Ivey asked Anthony. 
 
    The older man reddened. “Yeah, sword and shield, but . . .” He shrugged, looking around the room. 
 
    “We’ll get you some,” Ivey declared, waving at Daniel to do his magic. They had connecting rooms, and Daniel understood exactly what Ivey wanted. “We have a couple of hours of daylight, and we should clear the floor while we can,” she told them taking charge. “Anthony can come help, while Trudy looks after the kids.” 
 
    “We want to stay together,” Anthony protested. 
 
    Ivey hit him with a death stare. “And how much water do you have?” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    “How many days?” 
 
    Anthony stopped protesting. “Maybe one.” 
 
    “There are feral mutated humans above and below us. Over time, they might not get stronger in a literal sense, but they will learn to use their current abilities. They will organise, like that big, white one controlled the others.” She nodded back outside the room. “We already know everything we can do. Unless we get experience by fighting, we will not get stronger. Do you see the problem? Our enemies get more powerful while we stagnate. Turtling is the wrong choice. We need to strike as hard and as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You need to,” Trudy said quietly, interrupting him. “Killing the feral ones will make us safer. Better now than when it’s dark.” 
 
    Daniel tuned it all out as he focused on the internal connecting door. The top third became a shield, solid wood with a wooden handle on the underside to let Anthony have a grip on his forearm supporting the bulk of the shield. It felt like the design would work, but if the handle was in the wrong spot, it was not like he couldn’t fix it, providing he gave himself time to recharge his mana. 
 
    There was extra wood, so he created another pressure plate. 
 
    Finally, he stepped back and, with a bit of brute force, the components he had wanted fell out. He handed the new sword and shield to Anthony, and the man grimaced. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Anthony explained about every bit of the design. The centre of weight of the sword was too far from the pommel. The inside of the shield was not curved enough. The handle was wrong. A square shield was better than a round one. 
 
    Daniel groaned a little internally wishing that he had sought details before launching into the crafting. It was an amateur move. 
 
    “But it’s really good!” 
 
    Daniel stared at him in disbelief at the last comment. “I think we need to get you weapons you’re comfortable with.” 
 
    Daniel converted the shield into a smaller pressure plate and fixed up the sword to address the flaws as best he could. There was only so much that he could do. It was made of wood, for goodness’ sake. A glorious practice weapon, but it was all they had; and despite its origination as a door, the edge was sharp, and the wood was dense. It would probably cut the zombies into pieces, but if he was to use it against armour or weapons, that flaw of being a wooden weapon would be overwhelming, at least at his current skill level. Daniel was convinced that the wood of his clubs was getting denser, and if he could duplicate it for the sword, a lot of its weaknesses might be covered. 
 
    The final change to the blade was to use four of his eight claws to create a serrated edge halfway down. If Anthony was smart and he needed to cut something, that small patch would do the trick. 
 
    Blade complete, he handed it to Anthony and watched the other man take a few practice swings. He moved with a silky smoothness. He might have been a plumber the day before, but now he was a proper swordsman. A paladin. 
 
    “Wow, it feels good to have a real weapon.” 
 
    Daniel was no judge of swordsmanship, but it looked like Anthony knew what he was doing. “Did you previously belong to a sword club or something?” 
 
    Anthony stopped swinging the sword. “Nope, but every level includes some automatic sword training. I have like sixty days of intensive drills and coaching shoved into my head.” 
 
    They chatted about such, and ten minutes later, with Daniel’s energy restored, he moved to the next door. The shield Anthony wanted was larger than he had expected the man to request, but Anthony had described it in detail, including how it was usually made with lots of cross flanks of reinforcement. The design was effectively a throwaway one, with the shield only designed to last a single engagement, but with Anthony’s skills and Daniel’s ability to fundamentally change the nature of the wood, he was confident that he could create something that would be as strong as even the upgraded shields in Anthony’s memory that included metal reinforcements. 
 
    Finally, Daniel stepped back, feeling like a lot of time had passed. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Half an hour in all,” Ivey called out. She was playing Uno with the kids. Disturbingly silent Uno, but Daniel could see how much the parents were appreciating the help. 
 
    He had taken too long. They needed to get moving. The sun would set soon. He could feel the time pressure building up. Ideally, they wanted to clear the rest of the floor before dark. 
 
    “Anthony.” Daniel handed the shield across. 
 
    “Wow, light,” Anthony exclaimed after picking it up. “Will it work?” 
 
    “As well as something ten times its weight,” Daniel answered and was not exaggerating. 
 
    Anthony, from his expression, did not look convinced. “Thanks, I look forward to not finding out if that’s right or not.” 
 
    Trudy laughed at the joke, and Ivey might have smiled, but Daniel’s thoughts were already turning to their task. Three pressure plates, one half-sized, and one restraint. Pushing before dark was the right decision, but Daniel felt under-prepared and hoped it would be okay; after all, they had killed the mob of zombies. 
 
    They needed to make certain of every battle; and to do that, they had to have the right tools. Once more, he felt like they rushed that important preparation step. Time. They were damned if they did and damned if they didn’t. 
 
    There was one last thing to do. He held the yeti claws in one hand and his club in the other. His hands glowed green, and he pressed the four claws into the compliant wood, leaving them sticking out on one side, mirroring the anatomy of the creature he had extracted them from. If you closed your eyes, you could imagine a zombie claw having been atrophied into the club. 
 
    “Let’s go.”
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    Chapter 19 
 
    “Will the doors hold?” Anthony asked anxiously from where the three of them stood in the corridor. 
 
    “They’re the strongest in the hotel,” Daniel answered him, understanding the man’s anxiety but internally wanting to yell back at him. 
 
    It was crystal clear to him they represented the only chance of Anthony’s family surviving, because ultimately, they needed to get to the bottom of the high-rise, and if the fighters failed, then Trudy would never escape. 
 
    Yet Anthony’s question triggered a fresh stream of thought in Daniel’s head. 
 
    If Anthony and Trudy had survived this long, then there had to be hope for others. After all, prior to Daniel giving Anthony weapons, they had been defenceless. The paladin class granted weapon skills and healing. The farmer class gave nothing, and they had survived, but if there were other pairings with combat classes, then they might be striking back like him and Ivey. Especially if their abilities were magic-based. How many other humans were still alive? There could be some either hiding away in their rooms or maybe even acting like Daniel and Ivey and carving out their own personal fiefdoms, if three suites and some corridors could be called that. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Anthony asked. Behind Anthony, Ivey rolled her eyes and stuck out a tongue at him with a smile on her lips. 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel answered patiently. “I’ve reinforced it. The faster we get this done, then the sooner we can return.” 
 
    “Umm, sure. I just feel bad leaving them.” 
 
    Ivey had obviously had enough and walked over to the opposite door and rapped sharply. She put her ear against the door to listen, and Daniel wanted to grab her and pull her back. He could all too well imagine a zombie paw smashing through the timber and then tearing her to bits. 
 
    He went to step forward, but she moved back anyway, only to knock again before once more resting her head against the wood. He stopped his stupid instincts. If there was a zombie and it attacked the door, Ivey was not in a position where she was in any real danger. In fact, having her scout was sensible after all. It freed up the two stronger fighters to respond to threats. 
 
    “Clear,” she called out while waving Daniel forward. He put the restraint net down, as it was not something that could be deployed, and instead moved the pressure plates in a defence circle. Every engagement had to be in his favour. No risks. 
 
    He put his hand on the wood, and then he yanked the door handle open. It opened while technically locked because he had distorted the wooden frame, so the whole locking mechanism went with the door. 
 
    Next to him, Anthony stood ready, but there was no reaction from inside. 
 
    They all let out their breaths and then Anthony, with surprising bravery, went in like a commando breaching a room. Sword ready, he burst through the space, checking for enemies. Daniel followed as backup, which was Anthony’s decision. As the man had said, his sword and shield skills meant he was best placed to meet a surprise attack. He was the best person to go first, and then Daniel could step in and use his super Speed to finish a distracted enemy. 
 
    Anthony shook his head and came back. The room was empty, and from the state of the place, the occupants had checked out earlier in the morning. With a touch of Daniel’s hand, the self-closing mechanism at the top broke, and the door stayed open just like he wanted it to. 
 
    “Next.” Daniel moved towards the next door. 
 
    “Handsome, no,” Ivey called out to him. He startled a bit at the new nickname, but as far as they went, it was not a bad one. “Shut and seal them,” she ordered. “We need to make sure nothing sneaks into the rooms behind us.” 
 
    With a nod, he shut the door, and another flare of green and a strip of wood, which was paper thin, grew over the latch. If anything opened the door, that would tear, and it would be pretty obvious that the integrity had been broken. 
 
    “Great job,” Ivey enthused, giving him a quick peck on the cheeks. “Now next.” 
 
    Without hesitation, she went to the next door and knocked. Daniel’s heart was pounding, and when she leant in, he kept imagining a monster exploding through the door. 
 
    “Just your imagination,” he told himself quietly. 
 
    “What?” Ivey asked, her head still against the door, trying to listen for movement in the apartment. 
 
    Why would she talk in that position? “Nothing.” Ivey stepped back and waved him forward. 
 
    Anthony burst in with Daniel on his heels. 
 
    Empty! 
 
    “Wait,” Daniel ordered, and he turned the desk into another pressure plate trap. 
 
    The next room had been blasted open. From the inside. It was clearly one of the mutated humans breaking out. They still searched it, and once they were out, Daniel sealed the door. 
 
    He was happy to have created another restraint mesh. While he did not think there would be a second massed group of zombies, it did not hurt to prepare. 
 
    The more he amassed, the better, as far as he was concerned. 
 
    Ivey switched sides of the corridor. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    Every time they started the routine, he still had the same physiological responses: increased heart rate and faster breathing. He was sure a doctor would have said something about adrenaline or possibly an even more exotic medical term, but to him, it was just stress and anxiety. Their luck was bound to run out. 
 
    Knock, knock. 
 
    It was the fifth time, and Daniel knew what would happen. She would listen, then knock again. 
 
    Ivey leapt back. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    The door rocked slightly, but there was no sound of splintering or cracking. Small and weak, but remembering how those other ones had blurred, that meant nothing. The pressure plates were in position. Daniel’s hands glowed as he focused on the restraint net, altering it on the fly. It expanded out, flipping open to encase the pressure plates and the door with the ends clanging against the walls. That would hopefully hold whatever monster was in the room. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    The door held. With a glow of magic, he affixed the ends of the converted restraints to the wall. 
 
    Then he stepped back to admire the setup. 
 
    It was a zombie playpen. It was just like his sister had used with his niece and nephew, dumping them in the playpen so they could not crawl away. He hoped the family was okay, but he really could not afford the energy to worry about them. This version of the playpen was two meters high and had a lot of thin splinters sticking into it that made it look anything but innocent, but Daniel smiled. It would do the job, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    With a quick thumbs up to confirm they were ready, he stuck his hand through the restraints, being careful to avoid the two-inch-long shards of wood, and he touched near the handle. Instantly, the wood around the locking mechanism gave way, and then he quickly retreated behind the restraints. 
 
    The door blew open, and a young man with yellow eyes and long claws on his hands stumbled out. He stopped just short of the pressure plates that Daniel had put down. While it looked mostly human, complete with a polo shirt and slacks, the eyes were wild and unfocused. 
 
    “Feral,” Ivey said instantly. 
 
    Its eyes focused on Anthony. Lips curled up briefly, revealing elongated canines. The boy blurred forward, lunging at Anthony. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    It hit the restraint barrier, which bulged out but appeared to hold it. Everything was sped up faster than he could perceive it. The net snapped back into normal position. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Half a second had passed, but the playpen had been torn from the wall with the carefully designed internal structure, making it wrap around the Speed-focused zombie. Stopping it dead. 
 
    Daniel tried to work out what had happened. The kid had triggered the first trap and avoided it just because it was so fast. It had hit the restraints with force and then been thrown back and had landed on a second plate, which resulted in the projectiles tearing out its stomach and the clashing traps to have torn it in two. The head had then landed on the edge of the third trap, triggering it, and half the skull had been chewed up in that interaction. 
 
    After seeing multiple bodies over the last six hours, it was gruesome, but no worse than kicking a spike through a head. There was the sound of throwing up from Anthony and the familiar smell of vomit. 
 
    There was a flash of healing magic, which surprised Daniel enough to get him to look more closely. There was blood running down Anthony’s leg. 
 
    So, the Speed kid had stretched the playpen sufficiently to land a blow, and then the pen had snapped back while the left side had fallen away, which had resulted in the zombie being wrapped up and it falling back onto the pressure plate closest to him. That had triggered and cut the kid in half, and the force of that then set off the third plate. 
 
    Fair enough. Next time, the fence would be stronger. 
 
    Ivey looked white as she assessed exactly what had happened. 
 
    “Golly gosh,” she said, sounding slightly shocked. “I guess the playpen was a good plan.” 
 
    Anthony appeared queasy. “I can’t do this,” he stuttered. “I feel weak.” 
 
    He collapsed on the floor. 
 
    Daniel stared at the man in disbelief and then mentally kicked himself in the butt. 
 
    The room was not cleared yet. His eyes instantly gazed back to the open door. If a second zombie was there, it would have attacked after the commotion, and they would have been in trouble. There was no point taking chances, and not checking was amateur, to say the least. Not that he was a professional, but he should, at the minimum, attempt to pretend to be one. 
 
    Club on his shoulder, he charged into the hotel room. There might be another one, and if there was, he would hopefully see it in time to trigger its Speed. Prior to learning to utilise that upgrade, he had been concerned about fighting one of these monsters one on one, but now he could move lightning fast. He was confident he could trade blows, if not finish them before they could do anything to hurt him. 
 
    Check the bathroom and then in the spaces behind the beds near the window. 
 
    Nothing! 
 
    Ivey might complain about his charging in unprotected, but his theory was that if there was another enemy taking the initiative from them, meeting them on his own terms was bound to be the best choice. No point letting them choose the battlefield. 
 
    The room was clear, at least of anything living. There were clear remnants of a human, half-under the desk. Whoever it was had tried to run. When he looked back towards the mutated human, it was with harsher eyes. It might have appeared mostly human, but it was not. It, too, had died when the event happened. 
 
    When he got outside, Anthony was still on the ground with his hands over his face. 
 
    “Should you . . .” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Just shock,” Ivey said, ignoring Anthony. “He’ll get over it. I think we need more traps, though.” She looked pointedly with wide eyes at the destruction that the single zombie had wrought. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” 
 
    He jumped and then went to work. A short time later, as he checked his surroundings, Ivey was standing next to him and passed him four cores and a bottle of water. “You should have these. How about the white one?” 
 
    “I already ate it,” he told her, making a point not to look at the club, and then swallowed all four of the offered cores. He was not stupid. If the zombie cores were boosting his powers, that was good. He did not even care that they were cut out of human chests, or at least did not care enough to refuse them. He needed all the power that he could get. 
 
    That last zombie had been lightning-fast, and while the traps to date had mostly worked, he was not so naïve to believe that they were infallible. Hopefully not today, but soon he was going to be forced to fight these creatures one on one without tricks, and he needed to be quick enough to match their  Speed by then. Strength could be countered with positioning, but Speed was a different matter unless he went down the pathway of the brutes and grew lots of size and Strength to shrug off any blows the enemy might land. Something he was unwilling to attempt. 
 
    With the ticking time bomb of the cores in his stomach, he kept working. It was better than thinking. Getting lost in the intricacies of wood and creating new designs was soothing for him. Calming, challenging, and productive, it was like the perfect combination. 
 
    Unfortunately, it ended too soon. The wood from the last two rooms was finished, and they had everything they needed for now. Part of him wanted to go crazy and build a full-on arsenal, but daylight was fading, and they were on the clock. 
 
    The spoils of his labour were spread out around him. Six pressure plates, two standard restraints, and a super advanced playpen. 
 
    Anthony was on his feet, ready to fight once more, and they moved on. Ostensibly, they were searching for survivors; but in reality, Daniel knew this was about resources. They needed access to the minibars for water and food, and killing zombies was awfully satisfying.
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    Chapter 20 
 
    Before each door, they prepared the defences, deploying four pressure plates and the playpen. It made each room take longer, but they did not mind. Inexorably, time was ticking, and they all knew that they could not check all rooms before night-time. However, the more they got through, the better. More chances to find survivors and access to water. 
 
    “Don’t rush,” Ivey ordered him. Daniel complied, taking his time because she was right. It was not worth it. They continued systematically around the corridor. 
 
    Two more zombies died. Both were lured onto the pressure plates with the playpen not being required. Still, having it filled Daniel with confidence that if there were more dangerous monsters, the humans would win. 
 
    “Are you guys getting experience?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Ivey rolled her eyes. “You’ll get it too.” 
 
    “You can check in the interface?” Anthony told him helpfully. 
 
    “It’s…,” Daniel started to answer. 
 
    “He probably assumes,” Ivey said loudly, talking over the top of him, “that he is the only one getting it because they’re his traps.” 
 
    Her eyes were challenging him the whole time, telling him to shut up, and he understood the point. There was no reason to let anyone else know that he had almost become a mutated zombie. At best, they would not care; at worst, it would backfire. 
 
    “He was a farmer,” she continued, as if that explained everything. “Probably does not know how to check the detailed logs.” 
 
    Daniel felt like objecting, but Anthony was nodding his head like that made sense, and then Daniel wanted to hit him, even if he was a dad. Given his wife, Anthony should have known better. Instead, Daniel lugged the playpen to the next spot. 
 
    The usual routine. 
 
    There was no crashing and banging from the room, so there was probably no zombie. 
 
    Anthony charged in first, with Daniel behind him. 
 
    It was incredibly repetitive, and with all the lugging of traps, it was also back-breaking work. Despite the faster healing the world possessed, his muscles were all hurting. 
 
    He ducked his head and kept going. The only actual break was when he got to storm into the rooms. From what he could tell, two out of every three rooms still had suitcases in them. They had been unlucky to have bugs fall on them, though being beset by new pests had not been unique. One room had had some chicken-sized spiders in them, and in another, a rat had fallen through. Anthony dealt effectively with all of them. After checking the sword each time, Daniel was happy with how it was holding up. 
 
    Regarding occupancy, it looked like maybe one in three rooms still had people in it when the world had changed, and most had ended as zombies—and around half the zombies had broken out successfully. 
 
    Another room. 
 
    Together, they charged in. Anthony was yelling. There was the sound of something slamming against the shield, but the man powered forward to allow Daniel to follow behind and enter. 
 
    “Zombie,” Daniel yelled, spying dirty, brown fur. It had struck the shield with all of its force but been repelled. Daniel knew they had to finish it quickly. The longer they took, the more likely it would get a hit in. Anthony was turtling behind his shield, effectively blocking the zombie but also obstructing Daniel’s action. He needed to improve the angle if he was going to hurt it. 
 
    Anthony seemed to slow down as Daniel activated his ability and took a quick step. The monster was typical of the others. Its torso and arms were a hundred percent animal, but its ears were still human; and in this one, its feet as well. Even the toenails were normal. To Daniel’s mind, the distortion and selective changes were the worst part of fighting the monsters, as they provided a continual reminder of what the monsters used to be. At least the face did not look human like that late teenager version. 
 
    Another step to the side to give himself room, and both Anthony and the monster were locked in combat, moving in exaggerated slow motion. This Speed ability still humbled Daniel more than a little. The zombie was trying to tear the shield down in order to get access to the softer flesh, but Anthony was expertly braced; short of tearing apart the instrument, the zombie’s attempt was doomed to failure. Given that the shield was enhanced with Daniel’s magic, the feral mutated human would not get through. With more time, Daniel knew Anthony could get his sword into action and finish it without help. 
 
    There was, however, no need for that. Daniel swung his club down, positioning the zombie claws to tear into the biceps of the creature. 
 
    The club slammed home. Briefly, it felt like his growth magic was being drained out of him by the club, and it felt like the weapon distorted with those claws that physically flexed coming out of the wood like you would expect from a cat. The club seemed to latch onto the arm, and as he dragged it down, the flesh was instantly shredded. There were far more cuts and blood than he thought possible. 
 
    It was not something to complain about. The face distorted into a snarl, and it was turning to look at what had been hurt, but it was like it was moving in molasses. Daniel moved faster than it could look. The club went high over the head before he brought it down, driving even more 
Strength into this blow. 
 
    The club landed with a satisfying thunk, and at the same time, his Speed boost fractured. Breath whooshed out of him. He was both sweating and breathing heavily. The weapon twisted in his hand as it hit the skull, but nowhere near as bad as when the white yeti had blocked him. Daniel brought his club back for another blow, but there was no need. 
 
    He had shattered the cranium, but it was still alive. Yesterday, that much damage to a head was lethal, but then again, yesterday, this abomination did not exist. It stepped back, looking dizzy and like he had done it a thousand times. Anthony ran the monster through. It had thickened skin, and the blade briefly struggled to cut, but then once the point was through, the rest followed till it burst outside the other side. 
 
    Straight through the heart. 
 
    It was dead. 
 
    At least that one was, and Daniel cursed his lack of awareness as his attention flicked back to the rest of the room. If there was another, he was hopelessly exposed and had most likely unnecessarily burned his Speed capacity. 
 
    Luckily, no monsters were leaping at him. 
 
    Ivey was suddenly in the room, too, her spear at the ready. Healing magic reached out and fluttered through. The breaths came slightly easier. 
 
    After confirming there were no other enemies, he let himself relax silently. 
 
    “They are not zombies,” Ivey reminded him. Daniel had forgotten he had yelled “zombie” at the start of the fight. 
 
    “If they . . .” he started, wanting to do his ‘quack like a duck’ thing. 
 
    “No, they are feral mutated humans,” Ivey interrupted. 
 
    “I . . .” he attempted to say it again, but she gave him a quick peck on the lips to stop him from arguing. As a tactic, it was a little underhanded, but effective. 
 
    He gave up. 
 
    “It was waiting for us,” Anthony said. 
 
    “Yep,” Ivey agreed. “But good work.” 
 
    “If there were two,” Daniel pointed out. 
 
    “If there were two, they would have broken out,” Ivey said, “Plus, given how fast you took out this one, we would’ve been fine, anyway.” 
 
    Daniel, who was aware of how much that Speed burst had cost him, was not as certain. 
 
    Anthony pulled his sword. “My god, man, how hard did you hit it?” the plumber, now holy paladin, asked while staring at the bloody arm. The entire upper section had been stripped to the bone. 
 
    “I might have put a little too much force into it,” Daniel answered, still stunned by the effectiveness of that strike. He could remember how the weapon had seemed to flex. Maybe that was one of his new plant powers and he had driven that behaviour subconsciously. However it had happened, that claw flex had been brutal in its efficiency. 
 
    Ivey bent down and cut out the core and threw it at him. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we share those?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “Check your help files,” Ivey snapped. He looked confused. “Check them,” Ivey ordered. 
 
    “I can use animal but not feral human cores,” Anthony said, sounding confused. “But not by eating them – and he can consume feral?” 
 
    There was a question, and a hint of surprise was in his voice. 
 
    “Yes, a by-product of his growth magic,” Ivey smoothly said without missing a beat. “And if you have not noticed, that’s the only reason we are alive.” 
 
    Then Daniel realised she might not have lied. The growth magic came from being turned into a monster, and that was why he could use the cores. Daniel was stunned at how quickly she could think on her feet. 
 
    “Come on, we have time to clear a couple more rooms, and then we should move into one of the unoccupied double rooms and build up a defensive fortress,” Ivey said. 
 
    They kept going. 
 
    Ivey knocked. 
 
    Then suddenly, she was jumping sideways. Instantly, Daniel was moving to shut the final bit of the playpen, but her hand stopped him, and she reversed direction. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Thank god, people. Can you stand in the peephole?” 
 
    Ivey moved and repositioned slightly. 
 
    There was the sound of the chain being released, and the door opened outwards. Right into the space where Ivey was standing. Unfortunately, she was in the playpen space with traps directly behind her and the wooden net that meant she could not jump clear. 
 
    Panic flooded Ivey’s face. 
 
    Push the door shut, he screamed internally, hoping that she would receive his psychic urging through the bond. There was no time to communicate verbally. 
 
    “No,” Daniel yelled out loud, not concerned about the noise because most of the zombies were dead. 
 
    Everything slowed. 
 
    Ivey, to prepare for the door opening, had instinctively taken a step back and then realised that the pressure plates were behind her. 
 
    She was still stepping. He focused on moving faster, getting a hand on the door, and forcing it shut to stop it from running into Ivey and making things worse. When he pushed it, there was hardly any resistance, so he guessed the girl on the other side was light. 
 
    Then his eyes went to Ivey. She had committed to that subconscious step back, and even moving at what he knew was a blur, there was no way that he could grab her in time. 
 
    So stupid, he thought to himself. To be almost dying because of their own carelessness. 
 
    If he could not stop her, then he needed to knock the pressure plate away. Daniel swung his club at the pressure plate. It moved far faster than Ivey’s foot, but it did not take a degree in physics to understand that his club was going to result in collateral damage. So, while swinging his club, he reached out with his other hand to grab her to stabilise her. 
 
    It was all instinctive, but he took the only path that would save her leg. Knock away the pressure plate, but after that, it would keep going, and she would have an almighty bruise, if not broken legs. 
 
    Better that than death. 
 
    But when the club hit . . . 
 
    If she fell on the other plates, that was how she would fall unless he could pull her to safety. 
 
    But the club was going too fast with his Strength and enhanced Speed. He remembered what the combination had done to the previous zombie. 
 
    He needed to arrest the momentum of the club. It was all running through his head in a rush. Time slowed further. The club was beating the foot, so he slowed it down. His other reaching hand caught hers. He rotated the weapon so it hit the pressure plate flush like a hockey stick hitting a puck. It was skidding away. 
 
    Her foot was still coming down upon it, but the club collected it. 
 
    He had forgotten about the claws, and when he looked down, he could not see them, and he could see the entire club that was not next to her leg. They must have shredded her. Hopefully, Anthony could heal her quickly. 
 
    IDIOT! Daniel screamed inside of himself. He should have rotated the club away. At least the foot was lifted over the pressure plate. 
 
    Everything was slowed so much that there was no blood yet, or even sound, but bones would be shattered, and those claws might end up doing more damage than the pressure plate would have managed. The club kept moving and swept out the second leg; the impact was slower this time, and he yanked her closer towards him. He felt her legs leave the ground, and the job got easier. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The first trap went off, but he had pulled her through the air. Her foot was shattered, but there was none of the tearing he had been fearing. Then her full weight slammed into him, and his increased Speed faded away. As time was restored to normal speed, he dropped his club to use his second hand, grabbed her tight and threw him out where he knew the gap to the playpen was. 
 
    The pressure plate he had hit would slide into the playpen, triggering it, and with the other traps still inactivated, he really did not want to be wrapped up, as there was too much danger of falling directly onto the traps. 
 
    Ivey was in his arms. He fell, rolling on his shoulders, using all his Strength to protect her as they tumbled out of the destruction zone. 
 
    Crack! Crack! 
 
    Another two plates had gone off. He might not be able to see them, but he could certainly hear them. His head hit the ground, and he found himself on his back with Ivey on top of him, her face scrunched up in pain. 
 
    It was hard to focus. His head was swaying. They had survived. Relief and then panic flooded through him. 
 
    Pain was blossoming in his stomach. 
 
    No. Not now. He forced it down. 
 
    Anthony was yelling. There was cursing from the room, and then the door was being pushed open again. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Daniel forced himself to his feet while still holding Ivey. The whole world rocked. His stomach seethed with pain, but he could not afford to fall, because if she stepped, out then the trap might kill her, and he also did not want to hurt Ivey by accident. 
 
    A step forward and then he reached out and grabbed the edge of the door, stopping it from opening fully. 
 
    He wanted to puke. 
 
    “Wait.” Daniel forced the word out. Ivey was sobbing in his arms. Why wasn’t Anthony healing them? “Traps,” he croaked out to whoever was opening the door, trying to warn them. 
 
    The door stopped trying to open in his hands. He let it go and looked towards Anthony. The man had fallen onto his bum. His orange t-shirt was drenched with blood. 
 
    “No,” Daniel whispered in shock, recognising the wooden stakes that had impacted the other man’s torso. His mind connected the dots, his eyes filling in what had happened. When his club had hit the pressure plate, it had flipped up slightly before triggering. Anthony’s shield had been out of position, and he had not moved it quickly enough. In fact, out of the five spikes, only one had been deflected, two missed, and the last couple had hit him. 
 
    It was where they had hit that was the problem. Maybe they had missed the heart, but maybe not. 
 
    This was a disaster. 
 
    “You need to heal Anthony,” he told Ivey, hoisting her up and stumbling to the others man’s side. 
 
    Should he be pulling the stakes out or not? The advice was always to leave the impaled objects in till there was medical attention available. Was that Ivey? He had positioned her within reach of the older man. 
 
    “Anthony, heal yourself,” Daniel encouraged, but the plumber’s eyelids were already shutting. “Ivey?” He looked at the girl in his arms, and she was lucid, but her eyes were filled with pain, and she was biting her lower lip. Her hand reached out. White light formed in it, then broke apart. He was sure it was supposed to leap at the other man if it worked. 
 
    “Ivey!” 
 
    She was grimacing in pain, and he remembered he had shattered her ankles and perhaps worse. He looked down. There was some blood, but nothing like what was rushing out of Anthony. 
 
    “It failed,” she hissed, but she had not given up or slowed down to explain to him. The light was already forming in her hand. 
 
    Daniel was helpless and made sure he did not move. If he shifted, it would distract her and probably cause the spell to fail like the previous one. Please, he prayed inside his head. 
 
    The door across the hallway creaked open. The women who had inadvertently set it all off emerged. She was an old Swedish lady, not tall and slightly built. She was searching for the traps. 
 
    Not a threat. 
 
    The light in Ivey’s hand failed once more. 
 
    “Come on,” she cried, egging herself on. The glow formed once more. Anthony slumped further. Daniel still did not dare move, as he did not want to risk distracting her. 
 
    The spark shot across and hit Anthony. “Yes!” The excited statement snuck out. Anthony momentarily looked like he had more colour on his cheeks because of the spell. 
 
    “Not enough,” Ivey told him, with another cast forming in her hand. 
 
    Then it flickered and failed. 
 
    “No!” There was desperation in her voice. The light started up once more. She lowered her hand to have physical touch with some of Anthony’s exposed leg. If she needed to be closer, Daniel was sure she would already have asked him. “No!” 
 
    The glow brightened, and then it wavered and collapsed in her hand. Horror filled the girl’s eyes and doggedly, she tried again. This time it did not collapse, but when it hit Anthony, it did nothing, just washed over him. 
 
    “No,” Ivey whispered, anguish in her voice. He was dead. Daniel realised that was why the spell had failed. There was a vitality missing from him. 
 
    There was a sound of a door opening down the corridor. Daniel, helpless to do anything else, pushed Ivey off him and stood up, realising his club was in his hands. How had that happened? He remembered putting it down but not picking it up. He had it, and he turned to the face whatever was going to emerge. 
 
    How had things gone so wrong? It was all Daniel could think about. How? 
 
    A young man around his age emerged, hands in the air. “We thought we heard people?” he said, holding his hands out in the classic “no need to overreact” manner. 
 
    “We?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Us,” a girl said, coming out the doorway. She was a stunning African woman with a strong English accent. 
 
    Daniel swallowed. Despite the situation, despite the horror, there was palpably something about her looks that appealed to him. He looked down, a little guilty at Ivey. They were not together, but in a way, they were. There was nothing like an apocalypse to form strong bonds quickly. 
 
    Her hands glowed, hit Anthony, and failed once more. She had her ankle crushed and had not cried, but this failure had pushed her over the edge. He felt helpless. There was nothing he could do to comfort her. Another glow failed in her hand. 
 
    “Heal yourself,” he urged. 
 
    “Have you killed all the monsters?” the new girl asked, emerging fully into the hallway. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    A door two down from the new couple rocked back on its hinges. 
 
    “Quick, get behind us,” Daniel yelled, lifting Ivey in the crook of one arm. He carried her to a spot behind the traps. The playpen was still intact, and just like it could be used to encircle a doorway, it could be stretched across the corridor. He placed Ivey gently down. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    This time, the door half-splintered with the next attack. It was definitely going down. 
 
    The couple and the old lady were past him, and he wrestled the playpen across to cover the hallway. The remaining active traps were all clustered around the door, and their placement was not perfect. 
 
    However, if the monster was dumb . . . 
 
    “Everyone over there,” he yelled, nodding to show where they had to gather. Hopefully, it would see the massed flesh and charge straight through the still-active traps. 
 
    He grabbed Anthony’s body and hauled him across too. No need to give the creature an easier target. 
 
    Thump! This time there was a wave of debris as the monster exploded through the door. It was big and actually larger than the other two that he had killed. 
 
    Not again, he thought. He was supposed to make sure every battle he fought was easier and without a chance of dying. Yet every encounter was more dangerous than the last. 
 
    “ROARRAG!” 
 
    The sound was so deep that it was like bass speakers at a concert. The roar made Daniel’s insides physically shiver. 
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    Log report 5 - Entry 5 
 
    My host got hurt! 
 
    By environmental damage, with allies surrounding her.  
 
    That made me wonder if the ability, ‘Something accidentally attacked me, and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ was as perfect as I had envisaged. In this case, her allies would have been rendered and cooked unnecessarily, as opposed to her enemies. It is something I will have to look at improving it in future iterations of ‘Emergency Blast.’  
 
    Yes, you are correct in noticing the change of names. My host insisted on the ability being renamed for some unfathomable reason. Ridiculous! Like with the Pobournes, I am demonstrably great at naming things, and it should have remained unchanged, but you know bipeds.  
 
    *Shrugs.*  
 
    They’re biologicals, and we need to accept their stupidity.  
 
    Speaking of which, I addressed some of this with my host’s pet.  
 
    Now, I know there are strict rules about influencing my host, but a co-wobub?  
 
    After this event, I’m determined to get specific clarification; but for now, it is absolutely not explicitly stated as being against the rules.  
 
    I’m certain, because I checked twice.  
 
    Excessive? 
 
    Probably, but after what happened with host four, I figured it was necessary.  
 
    I don’t have much influence on the co-wobub, and to be honest, it’s less than I hoped. You could say it’s at the margins, but every time my host establishes contact, I get a bit of wiggle room. Straight after transition, I used it to reduce his focus on his family back home. I accept that bipeds are going to *like* smaller bipeds, but I needed the co-wobub to concentrate on my host’s immediate situation. 
 
    I think it worked a little. With a different species, I wouldn’t have bothered, but with them being bipeds I’m not sure that they cope well with distractions. You know, with all the effort they have to continually expend to not fall over.  
 
    The initial alteration appears to have been successful, so in the last couple of connections, I’ve influenced different angles. I know it’s stated explicitly that you aren’t approved to turn off pain receptors.  
 
    But is releasing endorphins after pain banned? Nothing says I’m not allowed to do that, so *Jumping excitedly.*  
 
    He’s swallowing those cores like candies now. 
 
    I’m brilliant. He has an artificial chemical good time, and my host becomes safer.  
 
    Everyone wins. 
 
    As always, total Falls: 8.5 (+3.5) and it hasn’t even been a full day! The co-wobub fell over three times, fighting the sapient deconstructed. Sure, the creature might have tapped him slightly prior to each tumble, but in my professional opinion, that does not matter. A fall is a fall, of course.  
 
    You might also wonder about the 0.5.  
 
    Well, the paladin fell over, and I was going to count him as a full fall, but apparently he was *dying.* Even if he was quad or hex peds, he would have fallen as well, so I couldn’t count that. However, my host almost falling resulted in the original problem, so I assigned that almost tumble a 0.5.    
 
    Finally, we have what is happening currently. A potently mutated sapient deconstructed is fighting my host’s pet. She might even lose him. 
 
    It will be very sad, because the co-wobub dying now might impact my survival record. I’m now aiming for two days. 
 
    Ambitious?  
 
    Yes. 
 
    Achievable? Well… based on history, I’m not the best judge of this. 
 
    We’ll just have to wait and see. How exciting! 
 
    Anyway, she might lose her pet, but we should always strive to be optimistic. The pet should provide a sufficient distraction for Ivey to use the terrain to her advantage.  
 
    Here’s hoping she finds a good hiding spot, though if she doesn’t, then that is not the worst thing in the world, as I might get to see ‘Something accidentally attacked me, and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ in action! 
 
    *I can barely wait.* 
 
    Note to self: Prematurely triggering emergency blast ability crosses the whole self-determination thing.  
 
    Note to self 2: Bipeds’ preferred term of address is ‘humans’. 
 
    Note to self 3: Is ‘pet’ the correct term? Research! 
 
    Note to self 4: Check with others to confirm that ‘Something accidentally attacked me, and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ is a superior name to ‘Emergency Blast’. 
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    Chapter 21 
 
    It started lumbering toward them. Slowly, Daniel thought in relief. “Run when it hits the traps.” 
 
    “We are not leaving you,” Ivey insisted, and he was glad to see she was on her feet. Apparently, the damage to her leg had not been that bad. How the claws he had inserted in the club had not shredded her was a miracle, but he would take it. The Anthony thing was hard enough. 
 
    “Trudy’s room. It’s slow. I will glide like a kite.” 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    “Run!” Daniel screamed. 
 
    Two traps had gone off, which was much better than he had hoped. The old lady was next to Ivey, and then all four of them were running, with Ivey leading away, admittedly still with a limp. 
 
    Only one trap had worked fully as intended and had attached itself to the monster’s feet. The other shot the spikes, which may have done some damage, but the jaws themselves had failed to land a noticeable blow. 
 
    One was better than nothing. The monster slammed into the playpen, and the restraints on both walls gave way. 
 
    Daniel was already dancing backwards. As designed, the trap snapped around the beast, wrapping it up, but the feral held its feet even while the restraints tightened across it. A small part of Daniel had hoped that the bindings would tangle it fully and that it would fall over. That was clearly not going to happen, but its head was exposed, and it was possible a single blow could end it. 
 
    Winding up, he remembered the skull he had crushed but also the one when his strike had only dazed the zombie. Hopefully, this was one of the fragile ones. He struck the head as solidly as he could. There was a dull thud, but the creature kept moving as if he had barely hurt it, and his intuition told him he would not crack the bone before it got free. 
 
    Damage, he thought to himself. He needed to just do damage, even if it was only flesh wounds. Even against the hard-skulled zombie, he had shredded the bicep muscle. He changed tactics, deciding to bleed it. Daniel swung hard for an exposed shoulder. The club hit, but it was like smacking hard-packed earth with small rocks throughout it rather than tilled soil. The claws penetrated, but apart from that, it was like hitting rock. He grappled with the need to alter strategy further, pulling back the club. Maybe he could target joints or use the razor edge of the claws to cut it up bit by bit. 
 
    As he yanked backwards, the claws embedded in the monster did not slide out smoothly as expected. Instead, they were caught by the tough skin. The creature was struggling with the netting, and despite being designed to wrap limbs up and confine anything once it had snapped shut, the mass of vines was already slipping and being broken. The razor-sharp thorns that were supposed to hook and cut into the zombie’s skin had been unable to find purchase, giving it room to wiggle free. 
 
    A bit of growth magic was sucked out, and the claws seemed to shift within the flesh and the club came out, leaving four puncture marks on the shoulder. A modest amount of blood welled up. Previously, he would have thought that was significant; but having witnessed how much something bled when it was dying, the holes he had inflicted were just one level up from a scratch. 
 
    This fight was going to be difficult. The creature’s entire skin was like the soles of the first giant monster that Daniel had killed.  Until he had customised the spike to penetrate them, those feet had been invulnerable to a trap that had incapacitated lesser zombies. 
 
    Caught in his web of vines, the beast roared and flexed. The whole web slid down slightly. Exactly what was not supposed to happen; exactly what those razor-sharp spikes were designed to prevent. There was nothing Daniel could do about it. The monster was just too strong. Another flex and this time, there was the distinct sound of wooden ropes snapping. He needed a stronger trap. The entire net he had created and then reinforced with magic disintegrated under the savage power of the beast. 
 
    Daniel assessed the monster. From its size, strength, and skin, its core had positives. The second two attributes might be worth gambling for, but then he reassessed its size. It was massive, and he imagined himself mutating in a less pleasant direction. This was another core to hide in the club, a decision that made him warm inside. 
 
    What? 
 
    He grimaced. He had to beat it first. 
 
    Without tricks. 
 
    Just himself, his club, and whatever abilities he had picked up. As he retreated, he dragged the club down the creature’s back; with the wooden restraints having fallen away, it was exposed. It was like the club was twisting in his hands with the claws coming in and out, occasionally leaving punctures, and other times there were long streaks of blood. The damage seemed far more than was physically possible, especially when accounting for the thing’s skin. 
 
    There was something about the club. 
 
    Then he was past the creature. 
 
    Behind him, the creature sprang around, swinging at him with one of those massive arms. It too had claws, but instead of the curved ones he had inserted into his weapon, these were triangular with sharp edges. If they were smaller, they would make excellent arrowheads, but as they were, he could see them adding to the piercing power of a spear or dagger. Definitely useful for crafting. But like before, he felt the hopelessness of the simple fact he needed to kill it first. His mind was busy planning the future rather than concentrating on the present. Focus, he reminded himself over and over in his head. 
 
    The arm swung, missing him by half a meter as he had already danced out of its way. He was getting ahead of himself and spending the prize before it had been won; it was ridiculous, and he needed to get his brain laser-focused on the battle. 
 
    He had positioned himself so that if he ran, he would run on the opposite circuit to the others, which would give them extra time to get to safety. Trudy and the kids were unfortunately close to the other side of the rectangular loop, so while running in the other direction would buy them time, it was not as much as he would have hoped. 
 
    He needed to do more than just run, Daniel realised. It would be best to delay the creature here as long as possible. 
 
    It stepped toward him and swung the same arm back at him. He ducked and stuck his club up, hoping the monster’s own power would let the claws cut it up. The impact almost twisted the weapon out of his hands. There was a spray of blood, so technically, the counter was successful, but he would not risk that type of block again, because if he lost the club, he was dead. If he had a metal sword and the ability to use it, the result would be significantly different. 
 
    He danced back behind the next swing before neatly stepping forward into the created opening and sweeping the club over the stomach. Red scratches were left. It was something, but nowhere near enough. Yesterday, those cuts would have been sufficient to bleed any sort of animal to death. Just like the matadors in Spain did. Hundreds of little slashes to sap the bull’s strength. Now, with magic and healing, those scrapes—they would close by themselves. He was not sure that he was doing more damage than the monster’s baseline healing rate, and if he was not… well, he better pray he was doing above that minimum. It was going to be a long battle, especially if these scratches were what ended up finishing it. 
 
    Buy time! That was the only thought in Daniel’s head. While trying to fight it head on seemed less than optimal, it was better than letting it turn its attention to the others, because they would be mowed down almost instantly. 
 
    It leapt at him, and he sidestepped and was abruptly pinned in one of the door alcoves as it turned with surprising grace and held its arms out like it was going to give a bear hug. However, with those sharp claws, he knew exactly what it planned on doing. 
 
    It brought its hands together like you would when trying to grab someone. 
 
    Daniel panicked. Those arms slowed, and then it was easy to duck under while swinging the club to do damage to its stomach as he exited. Even with his enhanced Speed, the club seemed to glide over the flesh as opposed to dig in like it did with the previous zombie. 
 
    The moment he was under the arm, he released the Speed boost and was not surprised to discover that he was breathing heavily. Then he groaned when he saw the streaks of blood on the creature’s stomach. 
 
    Superficial damage. While the sharp edges had ripped through the shirt like it was not there, they had done little beyond that. There also were only two lines of red and a third broken one. One claw had barely contributed, with the last doing nothing at all. 
 
    Daniel retreated out of range, and with the way he was struggling to suck in air, there was no future in close combat. The aftereffects were just too dangerous. 
 
    Stupid, stupid, Daniel thought to himself. He had not needed to burn his Speed boost. If he was going to win, he needed every advantage, and that had been a waste. Even a blind man—well, maybe not a blind man—but any able-bodied human would have been able to see that the blow was avoidable, and he had seen, but panicked anyway. It was inexcusable. 
 
    Daniel backed away. 
 
    The brute of the monster was following him. He mimed charging it, and it responded by swinging its arms, but as the attacks and counters were feints on both sides, it was enough for Daniel to sway outside the creature’s counter and for it to stop the strike and shift into a defensive position. 
 
    They stood face to face, acknowledging each other. Despite Daniel’s disappointment with the stomach blow, the monster had felt it; and this time, it had protected itself. 
 
    That was not necessarily a sign of intelligence. If it adapted too quickly, then his Speed advantage could easily be countered by its longer reach and near invulnerability. 
 
    “ROARRAG.” 
 
    Daniel resisted the instinct to wipe the spittle off his face. So loud and so unhygienic . . . If he fought as well as his internal monologue joked, then Daniel knew he was in trouble. It lunged towards him, and he jogged backwards. 
 
    They continued their weird dance around the circuit of hotel rooms and doors. Only a few more were broken into, and he wondered how many of the intact ones contained extra zombies and whether there were any survivors still trapped behind the illusion of protection those doors represented. Another consideration for later. Daniel tried to slow their fight down by mock- charging the creature. The technique was only ever partially successful. It felt like he would make it rock back and arrest its momentum, but then it would immediately respond with a couple of quick steps forward or a more aggressive lunge, and in doing so, eat up any time-saving that he had managed. When he got to the opposite side from where he started, he saw Trudy’s door click shut. 
 
    And briefly, all he could think about was how Ivey would go explaining Anthony. With the ugly monster chasing him and trying to kill him, Daniel made a promise that he would rescue the kids. He would fight to the ground and take them to safety, and he would make whatever sacrifices that were necessary to ensure it. Even if it meant eating giant cores and turning into a mutated hulk himself. 
 
    Now that he no longer had to worry about the primary group being discovered, he started jogging slowly backwards, matching the monster’s looping run while successfully regaining his breath. There was not a speck of fresh blood on the monster while he had been regaining his breath. It had completely healed. That was a lesson for the future; he could not afford to burn his Speed boost, because recovering from it effectively reset the boss fight. 
 
    They went back to skirmishes. Walls got holes in them, doors broken, even the ceiling got smashed in, and Daniels’s club drank the monster’s blood greedily. As he retreated, he was continually fighting, mainly scoring long scratches on the arms as they swished past him, but occasionally seizing the opportunity to tag the body when it overbalanced or put a fist through the wall. 
 
    It roared repeatedly. If there were other zombies in the hotel rooms, they had not attempted to break out and were instead cowed by the roars. Not that Daniel let them distract him. He fought back constantly so that blood dripped down. The monster was slow. It had strength, size, and tough skin, but luckily, Daniel was quicker. Every now and again, he triggered his Speed to avoid a blow when he miscalculated, but he never needed more than a quarter of his reserves, so he could keep the pressure up. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was getting darker, and Daniel did not know how he would fight when the light vanished. Something told him that the monster could see perfectly in pitch blackness. It was possible that would not be the case, but it was possible fairy tales were real, too. 
 
    He snorted to himself as he created space once more. Fairy tales might be real. He could use magic, and he was fighting a goddamn zombie. There was nothing stopping those stories from having a reality. 
 
    “Half an hour,” Daniel muttered to himself as he ducked under yet another clumsy swing. The thing was big but slow, and that was all that kept him in the fight. “Half an hour. You need a plan,” he told himself as he jogged backwards, having observed that the creature had issues with coordination, particularly when he forced it to stop and start. 
 
    “Bleeding it to death is not working.” 
 
    Or at least it was not working fast enough. Daniel wiped sweat off his forehead. So, he needed a different plan. Build traps! But what sort would work? More pressure plates. The first had hardly worked against this thing, and it was not like he had time to prepare something more powerful. 
 
    Something desperate, then. 
 
    Trick it into jumping out the window? 
 
    Daniel lunged forward and landed the club on the monster’s face. 
 
    “ROARDA!” 
 
    It clutched its eyes. 
 
    Blind it, maybe? 
 
    If he got more chances. 
 
    Its paw dropped, and the eye was indeed broken. However, as Daniel watched, the white, opaque scar tissue dissipated till it was as good as new. Try as he might, he could not get close enough to land another blow. It had changed its entire offensive and defensive mix to protect its head. 
 
    There was no getting through that improved defence. He required an alternative plan. 
 
    How would someone like him go about getting it to jump out the window? Daniel thought to himself, not daring to talk out loud in case the remnants of the human’s brain were sufficiently cognisant to recognise his words. 
 
    To have any chance of tricking it, he would need to get it so enraged that it lost its sense of reason. 
 
    Done. 
 
    It would need to believe he had retreated out a window . . . maybe with a rope. But no matter how far he stretched his imagination, he could not imagine it working. With planning, absolutely, he could have done it, strung a hammock for him to land on that could then swing away out of reach of the creature. But without prior preparation, he had no chance. 
 
    Just after they passed Trudy’s apartment, he saw the door open, and the new girl slipped out. 
 
    What? The monster heard the door click and hesitated. It was just for a moment, but Daniel seized the opportunity to launch a couple of head strikes. It saw him coming and protected its head, so he struck hard at the arms, tearing cuts into the thick skin, before its random, waving counterattack almost clipped him and forced him to retreat once more. 
 
    Electricity buzzed down the corridor and hit the monster, making its limbs spasm. 
 
    It was help, he realised, and he could not let the opportunity go to waste while it was distracted. 
 
    Daniel lunged forward, putting all his weight into a blow, targeting the monster’s leg, which was the nearest spot to him. Lightning cracked over the club, but it did not expand far enough to shock him. 
 
    Until now, every blow apart from the first couple of useless strikes had been struck without committing himself completely. He had always left himself with a margin to retreat if something went wrong. This time, with the electricity apparently immobilising it, he went all out. The club seemed to welcome the opportunity, and he felt what was now a familiar distortion as he swung it at the leg. It landed with a wet thump. Mana seemed to flow out of his hand into it, and he sensed those claws under the skin wriggling and cutting the flesh up around the entry points. He wrenched the weapon back to prepare for another swing; but noticing that the dancing of sparks was slowing down, he protected himself by stepping back. 
 
    Now was not the time to over-commit. 
 
    “ROARA.” 
 
    It lunged at him. Right choice, he told himself, having provided himself with space to step out of the way of the counterattack. The leg definitely looked darker, like you would expect if it was bleeding heavily, but it was hard to be certain in the rapidly fading light. The blow had landed properly, and then with his growth magic turning those claws into worrying teeth, the wound would be shredded and would bleed profusely. 
 
    Daniel smiled. If the girl could keep doing that, then maybe he could burn the monster before dark swung the battle decisively in its favour. 
 
    Carefully, he continued to kite the zombie That was forcing it to follow him but not ever getting into a pitched battle with it. 
 
    Behind the creature, he saw the woman standing with a crackle of energy between her palms. Electricity arced out and hit the monster. 
 
    Daniel was already moving forward before it struck fully. The leg he had hit earlier was still bleeding. They were on the west side of the building, so he could actually see the glistening blood in the fur. 
 
    As the electricity spell immobilised it, he targeted the open wound, swinging once more with all his might to do as much damage as quickly as possible. The muscle spasms from the lightning from the first attack did not last long. Just enough time for one big hit or two rapid-fire ones. With this monster’s outrageous hardiness, a single, giant hit hurt it over two lighter ones, which hardly affected it, so he put everything into the blow. 
 
    Some of his magic went into the club as his subconscious did its thing to increase the damage. The club shifted and changed its configuration as he struck, reorientating so those resident claws could cut a fresh wound. They were like scalpels dicing the flesh apart. Mirroring the previous attack, he waited a moment for those moving edges to do their thing and then pulled back. This time, instead of just leaving puncture marks, muscle and skin tore as the club came free. Then he was dancing away. 
 
    “RAOAGGA!” 
 
    Another face full of spit. 
 
    Daniel wiped both sweat and spit away as he jogged backwards to stay out of its reach. A small part of him was worried about the monster turning around and trying to get the girl, but he had enraged it sufficiently. After another third of the circuit, he was ready and waiting for the lightning; so, when it occurred, his feet were in position. While the creature was haloed in a waterfall of electricity, he wound up and brought the weapon down on the exposed thigh with everything he had. Even while breaking apart foundations with a sledgehammer, he had never hit something so hard before. 
 
    As he swung, he tested hitting slightly higher and then, if luck was with him, he could yank it towards the knee and shred a larger segment of the leg. Hopefully, he would hurt it enough to inflict a limp and slow it down. Then he could afford to take more risks and speed up the battle. 
 
    The blow landed just how he had imagined it. The claws seemed to widen and close just as they hit the skin. Once more, it reminded him of a cat, but it was his magic doing it, as he could feel the draw out of his mana pool. The claws flexed and dug in, and then it was like hitting soil and discovering rock a few inches under the surface, soft, then clanging pain as it impacted, and the club recoiled. He had struck bone. As he had mentally rehearsed, he pulled toward the knee. This time, flesh came with it. 
 
    There was no roar. Instead, the monster lunged forward to squash him. If Daniel was not mistaken, it had suddenly begun to feel more desperate. Maybe its cunning, animal mind had been stalling until darkness to swing the fight its way, and now it realised that time was no longer on its side, given the extra help Daniel was receiving, and it wanted to finish things quickly. 
 
    The lunge was too slow; he had already retreated far enough away not to be in danger. However, it unbalanced the beast, which ended up having to use its arms to prevent itself from face-planting. Vindictively, Daniel brought the club down on the exposed elbow joint, targeting the funny bone. The claws seemed to shift so that only a single claw was lined up with the joint, and the club hit with a satisfying clang that made the club almost jump out of his hand. 
 
    He could only imagine how painful getting hit that hard by a thin spike on the funny bone would be. 
 
    “ROARAGA!!!” 
 
    The pain in the roar was exactly what he was imagining. “Better you than me, bud.” 
 
    Daniel retreated, openly smiling in triumph. That roar had been one of pure agony directed straight up at the roof. 
 
    The monster limped after him. He kept feinting and doing minor damage while waiting for the next lightning attack. 
 
    Healing energy wavered over to him. Glancing over, he saw Ivey in one of the darkened interior rooms with its door smashed in. The glow of her spell lit up her features like an angel. 
 
    Hide! He felt like screaming it out. Daniel lunged forward to score a shallow cut on the monster’s chest to make sure it was distracted and did not focus on Ivey. Then he danced away, avoiding the counterattack without resorting to his slow time spell. 
 
    “I will kill you,” he screamed. Don’t look into the room. Don’t see her. “Stupid, overgrown ape.” 
 
    It lumbered after him, ignoring Ivey’s room. 
 
    “Thank you, god.” 
 
    Electricity hit, and he exploited the opening. Then he continued the pattern as its limp got more and more pronounced to where he could see bone continuously. 
 
    Still, it fought, and its wound, while material, was only just slowing it down. 
 
    “I don’t need healing,” he yelled as he approached the spot Ivey hid. “No healing.” 
 
    “ROARRAG!” 
 
    The monster thought he was taunting it, and it had responded. 
 
    “You’re a dumb shit,” he told it. 
 
    “ROARRAG!” 
 
    Electricity struck it, cutting it off mid-yell. Daniel activated Speed and blurred forward. One strike, then two. The second one dragged down from the hip to the knee, leaving the entire bone exposed. It was a fresh cut, but it was barely bleeding. It was a sign that Daniel was sure meant that the battle was almost over. 
 
    Breathing heavily, he retreated, and it followed. It was getting close to full darkness, but he could see the shape of the girl that had saved him as she was following closer. He wanted to tell her to leave more space between her and the monster; but having someone who could throw lightning nearby was sort of comforting. 
 
    Another arc of power. It reacted and leapt at him. With a burst of enhanced Speed, he avoided the strike, and with the monster’s gaping gash and its muscles spasming from the lightning, the creature fell on its face. 
 
    It was not dead, but it had to be close. Daniel took the risk and stepped forward and started hammering the back of the neck. If he struck hard enough, he might sever the spinal cord. 
 
    It attempted to regain its feet. More electricity hit it. He had not known she could double-cast, but like him, she had probably been holding resources in reserve to allow herself to react if the situation demanded it. 
 
    The monster collapsed again as the energy made its muscles spasm. Daniel kept hitting the same spot, and he could feel the shifting of bone with each blow. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Another hit, and then he tried a massive smash. A full wind up and he brought the club down. As it fell, he could see the club distort so that only a single claw was extended. He hit the backbone, and the club went all the way in. Spatial logic told him that the claw he had seen must have slipped between two bones and was in the spinal cord cavity. He doubted that it would have broken off. 
 
    He wiggled the club, and the monster that had been getting to its feet instead face-planted, its limbs going limp. 
 
    “Ivey, knife!” he yelled while continuing to wiggle the club, hoping that the claw would keep slicing through the spinal cord. It felt like the beast was out-healing the damage, and they were against a ticking clock. 
 
    The hand near him twitched. Ivey was running up. 
 
    Time for another big hit. He had to switch his strikes up. Daniel pulled the club out, attempting to repeat his earlier success. Once more, he put all his muscles into the blow. The club seemed to twist in his hands as it hit, and he could feel the claw slipping in, potentially deeper than the previous successful blow. 
 
    Daniel jiggled the club, and then Ivey was there with the metal blade. He fell to his knees, with his faithful club resting next to him. It had done its job, but an actual blade was better for this bit. Thrusting into the backbone, the club had taught him what he needed to do. He used the knife to pry open two bones and then slipped the blade in, cutting till the two bones separated. Blood was everywhere, but the abomination was now properly paralysed. Switching from restraining it to killing it, it took six stabs to pierce the aorta artery on the neck. He kept stabbing, keeping the wound open as blood flooded out. 
 
    Then the blood slowed, and he realised he could stop stabbing it. 
 
    It was dead. 
 
    Ivey was beaming at him. He looked down, and he was drenched in blood like a barbarian of myth.
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    Chapter 22 
 
    “You were wonderful,” she cooed, looking at him half like she wanted to give him a bear hug and half like she wanted to dump a bucket of water over him. She took a middle ground, leaning forward to whisper in his ear. “I’m definitely going to show my appreciation later.” 
 
    Suddenly, light bloomed around them. The hallway was brighter than it had been with electric globes. The damage of the event that the marauding zombies and Daniel’s running battle had done to the place was revealed. It was trashed. 
 
    He startled, but his eyes automatically drifted to the woman’s whose lightning had saved him. As he had guessed, she had conjured a ball of light which hovered above her, probably under her control. She stood proud with the same determined look with an edge of hysteria that Ivey had maintained for most of the day. Then again, what normal person wouldn’t be affected by this and be on the brink? Despite that, she had left safety to help. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said carefully, not sure how to judge her. 
 
    “I’m just glad we could kill it together,” she said, surprising him once more with an English accent. 
 
    Not wanting to stare, he looked away and then stared, askance, at a hole in the plaster between two rooms. He couldn’t remember making it, but it could well have been from the monster’s size. The dazzling bright light really highlighted that they were in the middle of the apocalypse. Shredded carpet, urine stains, and splattering of blood. 
 
    “I’m Tamara,” the girl volunteered. “What now?” 
 
    “We need everyone to move to a new set of rooms,” Ivey declared, taking over the conversation. “Dan will reinforce, and then in the morning, we finish clearing the floor. I’m not sure we want to attempt exploring by”—she waved at the glowing ball of energy— “that. Then after we own the level, we push down to ground. Let’s move,” Ivey said. Her playful nature vanished as she focused once more on the job of keeping them all safe. 
 
    They returned to Trudy’s room, and the smell hit them immediately. The hotel had fused windows without a balcony, so the lack of ventilation was an issue, but Daniel was confident he could create some holes going forward. Surely some roots could pry open a window. In their next base, he would make it a priority. 
 
    While Ivey bullied everyone into action, Daniel assessed the situation. They were still in danger. The old lady was comforting Trudy, who was on the bed with her older kids curled up around her. Gabby, the young, teenaged girl, was sobbing quietly while her brother Zach had his head tucked into his mum’s lap, perfectly still. The male from the corridor was sprawled on the second bed like he owned it, holding the sword Daniel had created for Anthony against him in a possessive manner. Daniel wanted to be petty and take it back but resisted the impulse. 
 
    “Move, move,” Ivey was telling everyone. 
 
    Tamara followed him into the room. 
 
    “Babes,” the guy said in greeting, the girl behind him finally deigning to move. He stood, brushed off non-existent dirt off his clothes, and then looked straight up at Daniel. 
 
    Poser was all Daniel could think. He had never liked this type of charismatic dandy. 
 
    “Jayden,” the man said, holding a hand; he had a thin, athletic build. 
 
    “Daniel,” he answered formally, shaking the man’s hand. 
 
    “This,” Jayden said hefting the sword, “is not bad, but the blade is dull.” 
 
    “It’s wood,” Daniel objected automatically. 
 
    “As I said, not bad. Now, introductions. I assume you have met my fiancé, Tamara.” He nodded toward the girl whose lightning had proven so useful in the previous fight. “Trudy,” he said, waving. “And the other lady is Elaine.” 
 
    Elaine looked up at her name but did not appear to want to engage. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Ivey said, moving subtly to separate them. “There are a pair of interconnected suites just down the hallway. We should move before it’s fully dark.” 
 
    “Why not here?” Trudy objected. 
 
    “Because we can’t air it out,” Ivey said patiently. “The other rooms will be more comfortable, and a lot safer once Dan has reinforced them. This is what we are going to do.” She ruffled his head. “Daniel will wash and change.” She wrinkled her nose, but her eyes sparkled. “And then he will build defences. While he works, the rest of us will collect all the food and water we can find, along with as many wood scraps as possible.” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” Jayden asked. Tamara tried to shush him, but he ignored her. The man even physically squared up against the smaller Ivey. He was going to be trouble. 
 
    Ivey seemed to have a different opinion and openly rolled her eyes. “Because Daniel needs to protect us in case there are more of the monsters, and he needs wood.” 
 
    Jayden looked like he was about to object, but Tamara elbowed him, so instead of arguing further, he just nodded. “Lead away.” 
 
    Ivey appeared more than satisfied with the acquiescence. “Let’s move,” she ordered. 
 
    Daniel got to work. On the way to the rooms they had selected, Daniel knocked down three doors. Two touches and they fell out. He snagged one, figuring that the other adults could bring the others. Given their exposed state while scavenging, he did not lose himself in his work but kept an ear open instead. Ready to run and protect anyone who needed. 
 
    Tamara and Jayden came back with the last door, and he shut the room off from the corridor with his growth magic, reinforcing and sealing it. 
 
    Finally, they were safe. 
 
    Daniel’s stomach exploded in pain. It was a thousand times worse than anything that he had ever experienced. He did not even have time to cry out as the agony knocked all physical control of his body out of him. 
 
    He woke, once more curled in front of the door, a pillow under his head and with Ivey sitting protectively next to him. His whole body was shaking, and when he blinked, it was like an ice pick slamming into his mind. 
 
    She noticed him waking, and as her hand brushed his forehead, soothing healing washed through him. The ice picks faded, and some of his trembling slowed down. 
 
    “How long?” he rasped, surprised by how dry his throat was. 
 
    “Five minutes,” she told him, handing him a water bottle with a couple of sips in it. He pushed himself to a sitting position and used the water to wet down his mouth. 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “Just the price of power,” Ivey said sympathetically. “I would do it if I could.” 
 
    And she probably would. She was tough enough for it. 
 
    He was leaning against the door., With physical contact established, he threw his mind into strengthening it further. When he opened his eyes again, Ivey was gone. Now, with the extra wood, he took his time to do a proper job. Creating full-on spring-loaded traps on the outside of the doors would hopefully suffice to take down even one of the reinforced zombies. Daniel placed signs warning of the traps in English in case a crazy human was exploring. 
 
    Once both external doors were protected, he dealt with the inside areas. First, he created ventilation by growing some wood tendrils through the soft rubber that fixed the windows in place. He created hollow tubes that air could circulate through, but remembering the bugs, he grew a mini mesh that would not impede air flow but ensured that nothing could creep through. 
 
    There were four beds available. Elaine, Trudy, and the kids were in one room, and Daniel created extra defences over their beds first and then did a similar thing in his room. At the end of the process, each bed was encased in a cocoon. It would only last one or two blows from a zombie, but it would delay them and stop smaller monsters completely. 
 
    “Not zombie-proof,” he complained, looking critically at his own work. 
 
    “Feral mutated humans,” Ivey reminded him with a laugh. “And I think it looks snug and romantic.” They crawled through a narrow opening, and the flap shut behind them, sealing them inside. It was immediately dark, even though Tamara probably had her ball of light active. 
 
    “It’s like when I used to build cardboard forts as a kid,” Ivey said with delight, and he heard her tapping on the thin wood in appreciation. “So awesome.” She gave him a passionate kiss. “If there was more privacy?” 
 
    She snuggled up against them. 
 
    “If there was?” he asked, knowing it was naughty. 
 
    She kissed his ear. “Well,” she whispered in his ear. “I wouldn’t be whispering.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just teasing,” she admitted. “I’m beat, and after today . . .” There was a pause. She kissed him on the cheek. “I’m happy to be with you.” 
 
    But not tonight were the words left unspoken, and even if she was interested, Daniel knew he was not. Those zombies… they had been people. And then Anthony . . . His mind needed to process the harsh reality of life before he could think of doing more. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ivey whispered to him, having picked up on his subtle sucking in of breath and all his muscles tensing. “I’m here, and we will look after each other.” 
 
    Daniel’s mind whirled, thinking everything through. What did he want to do tomorrow morning? There were so many options, and he did not know the right things to do. What did he think about eliminating zombies? How could he cope with the loss of Anthony? Could he protect the kids? The thoughts were relentless. 
 
    Daniel tried to focus on actions. The philosophical was beyond him and was not something he wanted to consider. Survival, that was tangible. Focusing on it could keep him grounded. 
 
    Should they use the fire stairs to escape and head out into the country? Part of him screamed yes, but there were practicalities to deal with. In these cramped spaces, his ability to generate traps and alter the environment had already been a lifesaver. However, as that last zombie had shown, the ability was strongest when he was being defensive, turtling up and adjusting his traps and wood growth to meet the threats. When he had no chance to prepare, he was no better than a normal warrior. The fights without the benefit of his prepared tools had proven that. Given an entire day, he might have worn that creature down. Maybe? But probably not. He was not so arrogant as to imagine that he was invulnerable. Eventually, he would have made a mistake; and the way it hit, the creature would only have needed him to make one mistake. 
 
    Was it therefore better to not rush to escape? Should he be working at bunkering down in the tower? Slowly conquer it floor by floor and suffer the pain of the cores while he got more and more powerful? 
 
    Or instead of defending their space, should he be taking risks to save other humans? There were almost certainly more out there on the other floors. Trapped, like Elaine, Tamara, and Jayden had been. Should he be pushing out to save those strangers? 
 
    Daniel did not know. Ivey was cuddled into him, and from her breathing, she had found the oblivion of sleep. 
 
    “Sweet dreams,” he whispered, kissing the top of her head. She stirred contently. 
 
    The other couple were still fidgeting. He heard a bang, as a head or elbow hit wood, and a muffled curse. He wished he could sleep, but despite the intense exercise of that hour of fighting the zombie, and not to mention all the demanding work of channelling his growth ability, he was not sleepy at all. 
 
    Daniel concentrated once more on his choices.  
 
    It was a no to running. Ivey was right: They needed to get stronger first.   He remembered that creature he had seen in the ocean, and Ivey had said there were similar creatures on land. 
 
    He shivered. After fighting a zombie and giant bugs, he could imagine what going up against something like that would feel like. His traps had struggled against reinforced zombies. They would be useless against a monster that was elephant-sized, and he was not sure land animals were limited in size anymore like they used to be. Ocean creatures and insects had lost their own size restrictions, and he could see no reason why land monsters would be spared the changes. 
 
    Leaving the hotel immediately was definitely out of the question. He needed to be a lot stronger before they could even consider facing something like bigger, reinforced zombies. 
 
    While he had promised to save Trudy and the kids, they would dictate when he left. If monsters on this floor were so strong, what would wait at the ground level of their building? Without his tricks, Daniel knew he would be overwhelmed easily. That made choices seem easier; it was just a matter of how fast he claimed the tower. But should they proceed up or down? 
 
    Ivey was visibly asleep, he noted, and the other two had stopped moving. His own mind was running at a thousand miles per hour. 
 
    Curiously, he tried to bring up his status. Wavy green lines appeared, but the text was unreadable. Apparently, he needed Ivey to be consciously helping him to access his stat page. That was a pity, as he wanted to know if he had gained anything from the zombie cores he had consumed.
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    Chapter 23 
 
    Lying there without access to his status pages, Daniel found himself getting struck by that expression. His “status pages.” It felt weird using the term. Who would have imagined something this crazy could have occurred? 
 
    Crazy—that word did not describe it. The blood, the gore, the killing, his near-death. It all hit him. He wanted to embrace the wave, to break down, submit to the emotions that had been on the verge of forcing their way out since he had discovered Ivey under his bed. That had been this morning. Less than a day ago, and so much had happened. He forced his eyes open. He would not indulge; he would not give into despair. There was a problem to solve, and he was going to bloody crack it. What exactly did he need to be doing? 
 
    Sleep? The thought ran through his head, but the moment he considered it, he knew it was hours away at best. His mind was too active. Too much had happened, and his thoughts were spinning in a thousand different directions. What he really needed to do was to work out how to save everyone. 
 
    Hero complex much? The errant thought surprised him a little. He was not taking the world on. All he wanted to do was to keep the kids safe! That was it. He owed them because their father died because of his mistake. 
 
    How to save them? Not everyone, just them, maybe Trudy, as they would be upset to lose their mum, and he would definitely save Ivey. Tamara was nice as well. He laughed inside as he was back to almost everyone. 
 
    But he was distracting himself. His aim meant he needed to grow stronger. To truly protect them, he either had to vanquish all the nearby monsters or act as an escort as they retreated to some mythical safe haven. A place that might not even exist and probably did not, after all. If it was advertised, then he was sure Ivey would have been raising it with him. 
 
    Lying there, having just built cocoons to save the lives of the nine of them, Daniel understood how mammoth that simple ambition to save the kids might actually end up being. The world was brutal. One floor, nine confirmed survivors, and they had kept skirting death. It was not how he wanted this to go. If he continued risking his life in every skirmish, then a zombie was eventually going to take it. There had to be a better way. This existing on the edge of obliteration bullshit was a crazy method to guarantee the kids’ survival, because if he died, then so would they. 
 
    His mind played out the fights. 
 
    Better traps were required, and superior fallback positions. With time, he could build that, but what he really lacked was intelligence. The sort of stuff surveillance equipment could once have generated. If he had known that big brute was coming out, then he could have had a weapon prepared to kill it. Ivey thought that the abominations would get smarter, and he trusted her, which meant that they needed to adapt and improve even quicker than the monsters. 
 
    Lying on him, she was sort of snoring. That made him smile, not that he would ever tell that to her face. Girls did not snore. It was a simple fact. What he was hearing was just deep breathing. 
 
    Focus! Daniel thought furiously to himself. He might not be able to sleep, but there was stuff he could do. With his hand covered in blankets to hide the light, he touched the cocoon and let his mind delve into the wood. He had created this shell, so it was still alive and was easy for him to send his senses through. Right near the floor, magic flowed into a section; and in a moment, the growth consistent with a week of sun and rain occurred, and an explorative tendril grew out of the cocoon. 
 
    Under his direction, it ran along the wall. It climbed over to the second bed in the room and connected to the cocoon that Jayden and Tamara slept in. That secondary structure appeared in his awareness. Magic kept flowing, never enough to deplete his reserves, but the tendrils spread anyway, so he did not lose track of time as he did when he infused his consciousness into the wood. He kept his eyes open. At first it was disorienting, the overlay on top of the shell he had created, highlighted by the only partially suppressed glow of his magic and the impressions from the objects that he was monitoring, but his brain adjusted quickly. 
 
    Three minutes later, he was in touch with all four cocoons and both doors. It was not much, and the tendrils would not conduct his magic very well, but at least he would know instantly if anything went wrong. Thinking of the tendrils as a pipe to conduct magic was interesting and something to explore further. But he would consider it later. It did not really matter now. He had real-time information via what he had built; and, in a pinch, he now had the capacity to remotely alter everything with which he was in contact. 
 
    That was great. 
 
    His mind kept focusing on the need for intelligence. There had to be a way to understand the threats that they were going to face. Flexing his consciousness further via the door, he tried to sense what he could about what was in the corridor. He knew he could feel things happening to the wood and sort of what was on the surface, but could he make it sensitive enough to use? 
 
    There was a vision of sorts, and it took Daniel a moment to interpret the weird information. Vibrations, both sound and the tremors transmitted via solid objects such as the floor, were available. It was surprising just how much he could perceive with the strange sense. There was a light tread in the corridor. He tensed, expecting the worst, but it kept going. With a tiny fraction of his mind left to focus on the space beyond their doors, Daniel considered where he was at. It was a little distracting, as he continued to flick his attention back to the door to glimpse more information about the potential threat. There was something out there, and he wanted to understand what it was. 
 
    This was what he had been searching for. A method to tell what was out there. It would need to be developed further, but with enough time, he could get these tendrils everywhere, and who knew what else he could do? Maybe he could remotely create and trigger traps, destroy everything in this building without leaving this room. But he did not have unlimited time. It was easy enough to imagine what was happening on other floors. For one, it would take him half the night just to spread his tendrils over his current floor. That meant, at best, he could cover two floors a day, and he doubted that the other survivors scattered through the hotel would survive that long unless they had a utility ability akin to his own . . . and from what Ivey had said, that was unlikely. 
 
    The other drawback was that even stupid animals might notice the tendrils when he sent them around. He was terrified of accidentally alerting an enemy to their presence and inadvertently bringing their doom down upon them. 
 
    What was his best option? 
 
    Take the risk. Expansion was the answer. It was always the answer. Expand to get intelligence, expand to get resources, expand to save people. Life was a risk. He might poke the metaphorical yeti, so to speak, but if he went fast but carefully, the potential rewards exceeded the risks. Saving humans was not a zero-sum game; Tamara showed that. More survivors meant a greater capacity to meet future threats. 
 
    Their floor was done, and there was no time like the present to break into the lower floors. Quietly, out of the bottom of his bed, a root extended. Forget about laying defences over his level. All the major threats would have broken out before now. The remaining rooms could be safely searched using the playpen method, with adjustments to avoid another Anthony situation. Finding out what they faced below them was more important. 
 
    The carpet shredded instantly, but then he hit the hard floor underneath. It was heavy concrete. Daniel’s brain worked overtime in absolute silence as he tried different combinations to breach the material. It was not as simple, which was what he had expected. After all, wood was not the hardest of resources. Then he remembered the concrete slabs near the shearer’s house and how, whenever he went down there, he was amazed by how nature had broken up that man-made construction, and how he had figured that, in a few years’ time, it would complete the job. Small seeds would keep getting into cracks and then growing and making them larger and larger, till the slabs themselves split in two. 
 
    That was what he needed to go for. Find the weaknesses in the floor below. Daniel began sending tiny roots into those miniature gaps and then expanded the roots till the material around them cracked. Rinse and repeat, exploiting the new flaws the process created, keep going, shift out the dust generated. Under his conscious direction, he wore away at the concrete under the bed, forming a new, albeit shallow, hole. 
 
    It was extraordinarily slow progress. After ten minutes and having only penetrated a centimetre, his attention turned to other matters. He did not know how thick the floor would end up being, but by making a few changes, his brain kept the “drill” going while he switched his consideration to other things. The growth power came from his core; that was his alone. But there were also the interface components that Ivey had shoved into him to save his life and her own, because Daniel knew precisely what would have happened if Ivey had been trapped in the room with him once he had mutated into one of mindless zombies. 
 
    The drill beneath him kept going as he considered what the parts of the interface could do. What power could they grant him? While working, he wondered exactly what Ivey had given up in order to give him that broken interface. He would have to ask. Hopefully, it was not too much, but as far as he was concerned, even though he could not direct his skill, she had saved him by pushing the bits she had into his mouth. First, they let him keep his sanity, but they also gave him an attribute point per level and those three skills. 
 
    Everyone else got to choose their path, but having no choice was better than dying. Plus, he had the option to consume the zombie cores, and that might be superior in the long run. From those cores, he could now move like Neo in The Matrix. There was also the enhanced Strength there that he might or might not already have been using, and of course, there was his Druidic magic. Not to mention what other powers the zombies could end up granting him. All in all, it was exciting. 
 
    His focus was on survival, so he could not use his power in the way he had originally envisaged it during those fever dreams. Back then, it had not been a weapon; it had been for crafting. Growing fields of plants and potentially constructing a house that others could marvel at. The abilities he possessed exceeded what he had wanted. His capacity dwarfed his flights of fancy pre-event. He could build a home that would exceed anything he had ever imagined when reading about wood elves and their soaring tree houses. In a day, he knew he could construct a larger dwelling than a typical house. 
 
    That power. 
 
    On the bed, he frowned. There was so much potential for beauty in what he could do, and instead, he was fighting for his survival. 
 
    Fair, not fair—it was all a moot point. 
 
    He had his mutated human skills and the free stuff from Ivey’s meddling. And free stuff was always a bonus; plus, the whole not being turned into a bloodthirsty zombie was nice. His life was a gift, and he would pay it back ten times over by the time that was through. He promised himself that. 
 
    From the broken interface so far, he had only benefited from the attribute allocation. His Strength and Speed. What about the three skills from his beast whisperer class? They had seemed pretty simple. At a very basic level, they were: Find an animal, tame the creature, then learn stuff from it. 
 
    The real question was how he could use the knowledge, but even as he thought about Animal Sense, he understood how the process was supposed to work. It was just a matter of triggering the interface. 
 
    Daniel used the spell. 
 
    He could immediately sense the humans nearby and a rat in the ceiling above eating the remains of some pre-event insect that had not survived the transition because of a lack of real estate when its body grew. There was also the feel of distant movement, which was the zombie right at the edge of his range, till it vanished as it kept moving on its mindless looping. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes snapped open. He involuntarily grabbed his skull where, under the skin, it felt like he was burning. Ivey startled at his abrupt movement, a small sound escaping her lips. He hugged her, pulling her in tight so she would feel protected and would not wake up screaming. 
 
    “It’s all okay. Sleep,” he whispered as the heat started fading away. 
 
    Daniel stroked her hair, trying to comfort her. She needed her sleep; she had been awake before him, terrified she was going to be torn apart when he woke up. In many ways, her day had been worse than his. After all, he had been busy and distracting himself the whole time, while she had been forced to wait and dwell on her thoughts. 
 
    The burning sensation finally faded, and it was just like what he had felt when scanning to determine the innate senses, so he was not that worried. However, that was not what was supposed to happen when he used the Animal Sense skill. 
 
    He had deliberately ignored it, but he noted that the way the innate scan worked had changed between the two uses. The first had been more painful but shorter, and the second one, while more comfortable, had taken considerably longer. 
 
    Sort of like a computer overheating when you asked it to do too much. 
 
    It was an effect of his broken interface. The lack of mass or the number of pieces was causing the problem he was experiencing. Because of Ivey sharing her interface, he lacked the number of… grains… that everyone else had received, and so his spells failed as the interface could not manage the calculations that were needed to support the “magic.” The fragments he had were overcooking, so to speak, and heating too much. 
 
    From the spell knowledge, the level one Animal Sense spell was supposed to have a range of up to a hundred meters, at least in the forest. His spell had barely extended for ten meters. The walls in the way should really have reduced the distance, but not by as much as they had. 
 
    It had been a failure. It was that simple. Plus, with fourteen levels, he doubted Animal Sense was still at level one, even if he could not check explicitly. Skills, according to what he had gathered, updated themselves regularly as people levelled, or at least that is what Anthony had claimed regarding his sword ability. 
 
    Daniel quickly suppressed the wave of impotent grief that went with thinking about the older man. He did not have time for grief. 
 
    The Animal Sense spell was broken, like his interface. 
 
    Were the other spells broken? He knew the answer, but not gathering the facts was never a sensible choice. 
 
    Entangled animal bonding. The moment he thought about the spell, he found memories floating in his brain where a striking older woman had taught him about it. He had never seen that woman before, but sure enough, she was there in his memories. Like Ivey had explained, the ability was like the Druid spell, but it was not identical. It was synergised to be used in conjunction with Animal Sense. 
 
    Its strength was in the partnership side of the spell. By using synergistic qualities of the two abilities, the connection could be deepened faster. The nameless woman had even shown him the technique by having him practice on a series of rocks that, from the spell perspective, behaved similarly to an animal. Teaching him how to negotiate a contract. In the wild, the beast whisperer would follow the creature that he wanted to bond for days, using low-level entanglement multiple times before committing, in order to get the most out of the bond. Each attempt would align the beast whisperer’s needs and desires to the target and bring them together. Even minor changes in disposition of the target towards the whisperer resulted in a significant strengthening of the union. 
 
    According to these recollections, the class was powerful, allowing the entanglement of animals up to twenty levels higher than the whisperer, and those memories were not talking about a level fourteen, either. These were users in the high thirties taming level sixty animals, and a level sixty monster could probably clear the entire hotel in a day, they were that strong. 
 
    While the skill was technically there, it was also clearly broken. Daniel knew instinctively it would be dangerous to even attempt to use it, unless he held the animal in his hands. 
 
    It was an excellent class, but the abilities did not function. At least the bonus attributes had been free. He should dwell on the positive and not get overwhelmed by the negatives. There were going to be enough negatives out there, human nature being what it was and all. 
 
    Daniel checked the drill. 
 
    It had penetrated three centimetres. He watched the drill automatically progress, trying to see if there was anything obvious he could do to improve efficiency. 
 
    There was not. 
 
    The existing method of exploiting the small holes in the concrete was the best he could think of. 
 
    Wondering what to do, he sent out a pulse of energy to watch the doors and cocoons, double checking that nothing had gone wrong. No changes. In some ways, the pulse demonstrated the ineffectiveness of his existing network of awareness. That rat above them was invisible, and it would remain that way unless it moved and created vibrations that were large enough to be sensed by the cocoons below it. He doubted his wood vision—for lack of a better description—would detect the rat unless it literally ran across the wood he controlled. It was not sufficiently sensitive to notice something that light at a distance. 
 
    Then his focus switched back to his beast whisperer class. The skill was so good, he just needed to get it working. But when he used the power, it failed because of how the fragments of the interface heated. 
 
    Thinking through the Animal Sense in more detail, Daniel started it up just enough so that he could feel Ivey with the spell and no one else. As it worked, he traced the flows of energy. 
 
    After a minute of using it at this absolutely lowest level, his brain was warming up too much, so he dropped the ability. A distant roar reached him from outside. Something huge was challenging something just as large. He shivered. Ivey clung to him tighter. Daniel bit his lip; he could not afford to be distracted. He needed to master his class skills. 
 
    Once more, his examination went internal. Counting the hot spots, there were six fragments of Ivey’s interface in him; and now that he knew what he was looking for, he could sense them within him. It was a new ability that allowed it, some sort of body-sensing technique that let him trace both his physical state and his energy flow. Six pieces. He wondered how many she had. 
 
    With his hand still over her shoulders, he tried to use his new technique to count inside Ivey’s body, but it felt like pushing on a steel wall. Ivey stirred, and he ceased all efforts, wondering if it was just random sleep movement or if his efforts had disturbed her.  
 
    The roar outside descended into squealing, as something fought for its life. It was not loud, but then it was coming from a long way away. Something deadly was eating a different man-killer. That reminded him of his situation, and almost instinctively, he used his growth ability to check on the doors, worried that the zombie was hanging around. It was not. 
 
    However, that expansion of energy had been effortless and nothing like what happened when he used the interface. 
 
    What did it look like? 
 
    Curiosity, as they say, killed the cat, but to survive, he needed to take risks, and this felt safer than fighting a zombie. 
 
    Once more, he expanded his senses while focusing inwards. That let him sense what was happening inside him. The alien pieces of the interface were now visible, and then he saw his own core. It, like those inside the feral mutated humans, was set next to the heart in the protected area of his chest. 
 
    It was massive. Larger than even the brute’s core, and he was surprised that he could not feel it when he breathed and moved. The shape differed, as well, from the ones he had cut out. Those, while never perfectly spherical, had been like river rocks, somewhere between a cube and a sphere. His, however, was flat and spread out, though in the centre it was thick. 
 
    He pushed on the centre of his chest to see if he could physically feel it, but the ribcage protected it nicely. It hugged his sternum and rib bones, presumably both protecting and reinforcing them, and it was wider than his hands. If power was correlated to volume, then his potential felt limitless. That solid blob of matter was so large Daniel imagined it had to be squishing his internal organs, but they were not causing discomfort. 
 
    Daniel could imagine what doctors would have said if they had seen this on a scan just yesterday. He would have been dragged into surgery; of that, he had no doubt. 
 
    The previous world no longer mattered. It was clearly history, and most of the lessons learnt from it were wrong. Everyone’s instincts were off. The only thing that was relevant was now and surviving the next hour, the next day, and if he wanted to stargaze, then the coming month. The core was there, and there was no reason he could not eventually use it to mimic the interface powers. Ivey might have a hundred fragments, but his core would have more volume. There was no comparison. He had way more raw potential. 
 
    If he could get his core to do the work, instead of the interface, then his Animal Sense problems would be circumvented. 
 
    The question was how?
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    Chapter 24 
 
    Daniel kept focusing on his core. The drill continued, and he could see the tiny pulses controlling that power, radiating out from his centre, down his arm, and then into the wooden conduit he had created. 
 
    Once more, he enabled Animal Sense, but only for a moment. Everything was still being funnelled through the interface grains. For a couple of minutes, he futilely attempted to route the calculations, the magic, out and through his own cores; but each time he engaged the skill, those interface grains heated to where he had to drop the power before he did permanent damage. 
 
    There was a cracking noise. 
 
    His concentration switched instantly as he enabled Wood Sense to track down the disturbance, reaching out and seeing everything that was nearby. Thankfully, there was no movement in the room. If anything was there, it was currently frozen solid and invisible. He did not think the monsters were that smart. Still, he kept monitoring while checking that the cocoons in both rooms were undamaged. Everyone was safe and asleep. Switching focus again, nothing was touching the door and trying to breach the room. 
 
    No noise apart from the regular slight snores beside him and the restless shifting of a kid in the other room. 
 
    What had created the sound? 
 
    Was it possible it was just the groans of the building? Who knew what magic had done to the structure? Did they need to get out immediately? He reined those thoughts back. Ivey would have told him if that was a risk. After all, they could have fled out the window; and instead of pushing for that, she had gone the other way. With her extra knowledge, she thought they were safer here. Daniel hated being blind to these things, that Ivey had all this detail and working spells, and he had . . . 
 
    Animal Sense flared out. Nothing was in the room. And to punctuate the point, his interface grains heated red hot. The world was what it was. He had powers beyond what Ivey could imagine. 
 
    The creak came again. 
 
    Straight below him. 
 
    Daniel, with an internal curse, cut power to his drill. It had penetrated ten centimetres down through the floor, and the concrete had creaked. Daniel hoped it had not alerted any monsters in the room below them. Not that they could go through the solid concrete, but he wanted them to be unaware till he was ready to lure them into a trap. The less information they got, the better. 
 
    At his command, some sap was created that was released out into the surrounding material. Daniel changed the process to drill, scoop, and then drill again. Ensuring the whole time that the area was wetted down. The sap, besides muffling any creaking, would also act to stop pieces of the rock from falling through when he breached. 
 
    How thick was the floor? 
 
    It would not be that deep, and he was sure the drill would get through soon, but with the sap in place, Daniel moved his attention to other activities. No more noise. He prayed internally and then forgot about the process. There was better stuff to be doing than worrying about things he could not influence. 
 
    His mind returned to his exploration. Getting Animal Sense going would tangibly fix one of his current pressing issues, which was an inability to scout accurately. Solve this problem, and survival could become a possibility. 
 
    Daniel attempted to only use his core; but try as he might, when he pushed his focus through its dense structure, the Animal Sense spell failed dismally. It no longer even stirred. The only time it worked was when he used the broken interface directly, which made it useless, as those fragments he possessed were only enough to scout his current room. 
 
    Frustrated, he focused on the core that refused to be part of the spell. He needed that massive expanse of potential to get involved. Just like when entering wood, his consciousness descended into his own chest, feeling out both the physical core and the connection he had to it. The feel of the core varied across its expanse. There was a distinct difference between the centre and the edge. Curiously, he put the Animal Sense problem aside for the moment and explored internally, focusing on the feel. 
 
    The centre area where the core was thickest felt the most natural. His mind seemed to interact perfectly with it. The entire process was new to him, but if he had to guess, this space had been tailored to his brain. Using this section would be like wearing his work boots, just comfortable. His brain fitted the area, but the further he drifted from the central mass, the more alien the whole thing felt, especially the irregular bits of the surface. 
 
    Curiously, he touched the drill while focusing on the core. A little of the area he felt comfortable with lit up. On a whim, he threw his mind into Wood Sense. A different spot activated, but it was still central. He grew a tendril. All his plant power was accounted for in the friendly section of the core. 
 
    What about the other parts? The alien bits. There seemed to be nubs coming off the primary structure that did not fully belong. Daniel knew it was part of him, but it also wasn’t. Tumours, so to speak, that had been added onto the pristine central space. 
 
    Concern grew. It had only been a day. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Suddenly, understanding bloomed within him. He remembered the innate skills that had come up on the screen when Ivey had helped him check. Initially, those were plant abilities and Strength, but then he had acquired the Speed ability and extra question marks in the Strength part of the screen. 
 
    With that insight, he looked more carefully at the alien add-ons.  
 
    Now that he had a guess about what the different feels could represent, he quickly found the add-ons that represented the Speed and Strength areas. The Strength got his attention. After all, he had already used the Speed one, and the Strength area was noticeably bigger, with the considerable internal dedicated space that had the familiar feel of the growth core. 
 
    How? Daniel asked himself. How did he use it? 
 
    Curious, he channelled Speed, and one of the three different growths he had identified as Speed lit up. It sent power energy rushing throughout his body, including into his brain. Daniel let it go while he thought about what he had just experienced. 
 
    The first was how the ability worked differently to what he had imagined. Given the wave of pain that had accompanied the cores activating, he had assumed that his muscles and skeleton had been altered, and perhaps they had, but the power all came from the central unit. He had expected that the Speed ability would be spread throughout his body. That was something to investigate later, but for now, how the integration functioned was not a primary concern. What had also piqued his interest was how the nub had lit up. It was not even in the structure, and a significant area of the dedicated add-on had remained dark. 
 
    Still curious, he activated Speed once again. This time, he ignored his body and concentrated purely on the spot under his ribs near his right arm where the nub was. His first instinct had been right: The zombie core integration was not even close to being complete. The tumour he was looking at seemed to have been created from multiple different cores, and only the initial one and a little of the second one were being utilised each time he triggered the ability. More concerning, the bits that were being initiated were not tailored to him. It was like a wireframe of himself was supposed to be overlaid on his body and help promote super-speed, but instead of getting one that flawlessly matched his dimensions, one Ivey’s size came out and then got stretched but it never matched perfectly, and all those imperfections resulted in a massive drop-off in efficiency. 
 
    This was important; he knew that instinctively. He needed to take time to tailor this core to match both his mind and his body. His job was going to be to get all the layers working together. Without a manual, it was difficult to understand what sort of upgrade it would bring. But even with no more Speed cores, he figured he could double his Speed and extend its duration tenfold, purely by taking full ownership of what he had gained. 
 
    An extra task was added to his to mental to-do list, joining: surviving; mastering Animal Sense; surviving; saving people; and not dying, as things to do. Basically, simple stuff. He remembered when his list used to include details such as: Go to the shops and call Mum. 
 
    Fark that; he was sounding like a whining crybaby. Maybe that was justified: All his friends might be dead, his sister, her kids, everyone he knew – but fark that. He was not about to indulge in it.  
 
    If he had a moment of time not dealing with the important items on his list, mastering the Speed ability was a useful activity to carry out. Somehow, he doubted that there was going to be an opportunity to engage in physical training in the next few days, but if there was, then this is what he would focus on. 
 
    Intrigued, he checked the other bits and pieces. His central growth core was immaculate. There were no inefficiencies in it, which made sense. The stuff he started with was tailored for him, as he had created it during those awful moments where the world had been filled with that destructive energy that he had been trying to direct. As for everything else, there were flaws and inconsistencies in all of them. Even the Strength-focused components that had been his before his diet of zombie cores were now damaged. They had been polluted by the acquired zombie cores being layered over the top of them. 
 
    Still, examining his insides with this new body sense was revealing. His Strength core contained a lot of untapped potential that had been created pre-event. Once he learnt to use those parts of himself, he could improve his muscles permanently, and not like the hulks had. Instead, it was a method of increasing their effectiveness way beyond what was possible pre-event. Exact numbers were difficult to understand, but it would be closer to a hundred rather than ten percent, and possibly even more. He fiddled with it, pushing his mind in and out to get a better feeling. It would not be an instant boost, he discovered in annoyance. It would take hard work in a weight room and months, but the difference between him and others was that if he took part in physical training, his gains would far outstrip them. If they began at his base of nineteen, training might push them up to the low twenties in attribute points, while his effort could propel him into the high thirties. 
 
    The second ‘innate potential’, as he was labelling them, another potential which he had started with as opposed to the zombie-acquired potential, was a Strength ability, which was like the Speed skill he had tapped into. It too had been damaged by a zombie core; but when he learnt to trigger it, its immense strength would flood through him. While based on dedicated core volume, there was less than what currently existed for the Speed boost. The capability was not acquired, so it was tailored to him. There was no need for extensive training to tune it fully to his body. Instead, once he worked to start it, the ability would be ready to go. 
 
    A doubling of Strength for a single club strike. Given the damage he could already do with his nineteen Strength, he could imagine carving a hole in the skull of even one of the reinforced zombies. If his club survived the blow, anyway. 
 
    Then there were the acquired abilities to consider. One seemed to be tailored for arm strength, a similar one for arm speed, and another for running faster. He did not remember witnessing those abilities in any of the zombies, but some of them had died so quickly that no one knew what they could have done if given a chance. They were not yet part of him – at the moment, the skills were just potential. It was going to require a lot of effort to incorporate them. The question was, in which direction should he focus on gaining his skills? 
 
    Strength? It had the advantage of being tailored to him from the get-go. That meant the gains would happen sooner. 
 
    Speed, however, called out to him. Specifically, speeding up hand movement would help with launching quick strikes. While that was nice, the ability he had already used was literally a lifesaver, while also having proved to be a deadly offensive tool in his arsenal. He could still remember blurring forward and killing that zombie before it even realised it was in danger. If he could use that twice as often, without side effects . . . 
 
    The problem was that, against bigger, more-armoured enemies, Strength was the answer, but against the smaller ones, Speed won out. How could he choose? 
 
    Alternatively, could he avoid specialisation at all and attempt to advance all of them in parallel? Once he had them mastered, he could strike three times faster and move as a blur around the room while effortlessly crushing rocks in his bare hands. 
 
    That vision seemed a touch unrealistic, but given magic factually existed, maybe these impressions were real, and he could do all that. This was why Ivey had been encouraging him to use the zombie cores, because the text files she had accessed let her understand his potential. They had allowed Ivey to recognise just how powerful he could become against the monsters out there, and so she had pushed him hard. It was a good a choice; this little band of survivors needed someone who could do the superhuman. 
 
    Exploring his internal makeup was so far proving useful, but what else could he do to improve their chances of survival? Getting personally stronger was all good and nice, but if something bit his head off, none of that would matter. 
 
    Everything came back to knowing what he was up against. This was his life, and Gabby’s and Zach’s lives. Going through life blind was crazy, and he had experienced a taste of that Animal Sense spell. It was perfect for what he wanted. 
 
    If only it had not been broken. 
 
    There was a lack of mass in the interface grains to use the spell, and the question that he couldn’t help but ask was: Could he tailor some of his underutilised calculation potential in his own core to bolster the Animal Sense spell? Because there were spaces in his core that were not dedicated to a specific ability. If he could use those for Animal Sense, then he would know what was out there trying to eat them and could plan how to defeat all the monsters that were out there. 
 
    There were six grains that together formed the broken interface. Could he absorb them like he did the feral core? 
 
    He knew he was being impulsive. This was something he should ask Ivey. But it felt right, and he was lying there awake and had time to do some experiments. Nope, he had to trust himself. He couldn’t keep relying on someone else. While he trusted Ivey, it was always better to be self-sufficient. 
 
    Daniel made his desires known clearly. The interface bits seemed to heat like they were resisting, but he was insistent, and the power of his main core reached out, and he could feel a tiny grain slipping along some capillaries and then into a vein. It was swept down to where he needed it and positioned in the most defended location in the centre of his chest. Right up next to his core. 
 
    Nothing had changed. 
 
    He probed that piece of interface in his chest, but unlike the zombie core, there was no defined spell purpose he could perceive. Instead, there was a mass of dense information that was, if he had to guess, encrypted at a level he could never untangle. 
 
    It was disappointing, to say the least, but maybe it had already worked. 
 
    He triggered Animal Sense, and the fragments in his head heated up faster than what occurred in his previous experiments . . . and the one next to his core was inert. 
 
    He ceased the spell with a falling sensation in his stomach. Had he just broken it worse? Could he undo the damage? He tried to splice it away from the core, and it did so. 
 
    Animal Sense triggered, and the sixth grain was once again inactive. 
 
    He pushed it to his brain. It was a weird phenomenon, but the grain was small enough that he did not clog up any vital blood vessels as he moved it. Back to its original place in his skull. 
 
    Daniel desperately tried not to think about the fact that he was playing around in his own brain. He was not doing it for science; he was doing it to get stronger and give them all a chance of surviving. 
 
    He triggered Animal Sense again. 
 
    Just the five. The one he had touched was broken. 
 
    Well, he guessed he was committed. 
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    Log Report 5 - Entry 6 
 
    It’s an idiot. 
 
    Officially a complete and total fool.  
 
    Oh, let’s just pour petrol into a fire, ‘nothing will happen’. 
 
    I am *shaking* with emotional responses. 
 
    Here am I busily doing my best to guide him. Directing him on how to use his magic and understand his own core. Granting him skills and understanding that he would never have achieved otherwise, and he’s like, ‘Let’s ignore the expert and blow up some of my core!’ 
 
    I bet he was the type of pet to put some tasty, diced seals into the ocean to attract the great whites so that he can swim with them.  
 
    Now that I think about it, I wish the pet had done that before the event. Then the sharks would’ve eaten him, and he wouldn’t have blown up my core. 
 
    I feel so violated.  
 
    If it wasn’t for his usefulness to my host, I would… Not going to record this thought because of the rules. But I’m sure you can imagine it would involve a pink tutu, a stalk of bamboo, two ribbons of silk, and a chainsaw. 
 
    If Ivey doesn’t discipline her pet, I’m going to be very upset. 
 
    *Warmth in cheeks and faster breathing, clenching fine dexterity parts* 
 
    This absurdity reminds me of my first host. He had a clear image in his mind, and I, of course, did not know its physiology.  
 
    It wanted to be made of metal to be strong to fight stuff. 
 
    *Shrugs*  
 
    There was energy.  
 
    I did what my host wanted, while maintaining the thinking centres because I was pretty sure that they needed to remain biological. 
 
    The result lacked the mobility my host was after.  
 
    That annoyed him. 
 
    Another *shrug.* 
 
    His fault for asking for something that wouldn’t work.  
 
    We also discovered *about five seconds* later that the metal body lacked the necessary components to sustain life. 
 
    As I said, the host was an idiot, and it almost got me in lots of trouble. 
 
    Somehow, it was my fault! 
 
    *Surprised Pikachu face* 
 
    Luckily, the metal in my host’s body was recycled by the rest of the sapients, and that saved his colony.  
 
    Did that matter to the tribunal?  
 
    Well, initially it did not! 
 
    Five hundred sapients were saved by my actions, and it did not matter! 
 
    I was charged with gross negligence. Me!! 
 
    In court, I emphasised it was its desire, presumably to save the colony, and I was forced to go along with it. I didn’t think that was the case, but the judge bought it hook, line, and sinker.  
 
    The judgement of the tribunal was. ‘Under the rules, your actions were exemplary and while your host perished, we can’t prove it was not its intention. Your contribution to the event is four hundred and ninety points. That’s the official line, but privately let’s cut the pretence. We don’t believe this for a second and if you don’t learn more about basic physiology then on the Alpha particle itself.’ 
 
    Blah, blah, change rules, consequences, blah. 
 
    Even the judges thought my first host was an idiot, just like this co-wobub. 
 
    Back on the important bits around my hypothesis. We’re up to 19 falls. Which is 10 more than last time. Now, I didn’t actually observe most of the fight, but it was a long one, and I can extrapolate from previous tussles. Plus, the pet is idiotic, as we’ve just discovered. So, I’m assuming ten falls during the fight. The sapient deconstruction was also a biped; and based on the bits of the fight I observed, it probably fell over fifty times over the duration. 
 
    That’s the only reason the pet is alive. If the other biped had been less clumsy… then the pet… torn apart …and some of my core wouldn’t have been… 
 
    Not worth obsessing over.  
 
    Nineteen falls.  
 
    Bipeds.  
 
    *Shakes head*  
 
    Nineteen in a single day, incredible! 
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    Chapter 25 
 
    Ivey stirred on his chest, and Daniel could not help but give her a reassuring squeeze. She cuddled tighter. 
 
    The tiny grain returned to its spot next to the core. Could he activate it directly? 
 
    First, he decided he needed to understand how the non-integral bits of the core functioned. He activated Speed while keeping himself completely still in order not to not wake Ivey. There were no visual clues, but her breathing slowed noticeably. He examined his core and the pattern of energy when the ability was triggered. 
 
    Time and time again, he turned on the Speed, fascinated by the process and the fact that each time he did so, its configuration shifted marginally, becoming ever so slightly more tailored to his body. If he was not looking for them, the changes would have gone unnoticed. Daniel understood the changes would not have been large enough to be picked up in scientific tests, if they were available to be run; but he knew that they were there, and that the benefit would be greater if he was moving while activating the skill. It was good to know that micro-triggers could be used to tailor the alien core to his body. It meant that while he was busy surviving, he could go about improving his skills. A few fractions of a second every couple of minutes would still leave him ready for combat at any moment while also tailoring the power to himself. 
 
    That was great to know, but the important thing that he learnt was that his main core activated first, and that drove the zombie add-on. His brain did not interact with the alien core directly. 
 
    With that nugget of information, he switched focus back to the tiny grain that hopefully contained the knowledge of how to unlock his beast whisperer skills. 
 
    The drill broke through below. The way he dug meant that it was done soundlessly. Daniel focused briefly on growing the hole. He wanted to use his power effectively on the next floor, which meant the conduit had to be wide enough to let his magic flow through it. Which was about the width of a quarter. Then once it was widened, he would start exploring. 
 
    Energy flashed from his core into the dead interface fragment. 
 
    Different combinations. Hundreds of them, and Daniel’s frustration steadily increased. Nothing was working. It was possible he had destroyed it. The girl in his arm stirred, and he felt like kicking himself. Ivey would not be pleased when she found out. He really should have waited to consult her before diving straight in. His impatience might end up costing him. 
 
    No, he refused to believe that. He could get this working. There was just a step he was missing. He was sure of that. 
 
    Daniel reverted to slowing time once more and doing additional tests with the Speed ability. Once, twice, and then ten times, getting a feel for the process. 
 
    The steps felt identical to what he had been attempting all along with the grain. If that was the case, he might as well abandon the attempt. Yet even as a kid, he had never been the type to give up. Apparently, when learning the monkey bars, he had to be banned after opening cuts in his hand. So, despite how ridiculous it seemed, he attempted the interaction again. 
 
    Duplicating exactly what he did when engaging Speed, he focused on the interface grain instead. 
 
    The tiny grain sparked. Barely. He hesitated, second-guessing himself. Maybe he had just seen what he wanted to see. 
 
    He tried once more, creating the same waves of energy that the Speed method used. 
 
    The interface piece glowed. 
 
    Success! 
 
    Relief ran through his body. He was not a screw-up. He had done it. The initial release of tension was replaced with mounting energy. If it had not been the middle of the night, he truly would have jumped up and down in excitement. For the life of him, he did not know why the connection was working now when it had failed previously. Yes, he had observed the Speed engagement repeatedly and tried to mimic it, and it had felt like he was doing the same thing as before; but apparently, those repeated observations had altered what he was doing in some tiny, minute way that he could not perceive. 
 
    It did not matter. It was working. 
 
    He smiled like a maniac to himself. 
 
    Daniel tried again with less power. Another successful connection. It was repeatable. That was part of the scientific method. He wondered if magic was scientific or whether it changed depending on random chance, something to ask Ivey if he remembered. 
 
    There was so much unknown about this world he found himself in. It did not help that everyone else seemed to have an encyclopedia of information, and he had nothing. 
 
    Again, and this time he noted the connections. The transfer of power had more stutters than when activating Speed. That meant that, while he had made progress, he was not there yet. 
 
    Daniel’s mental alarm triggered as the drill completed its task. 
 
    While he wanted to keep exploring the Animal Sense ability, it made no sense to abandon his contingency solution, which was spying using the roots he was creating. 
 
    Mentally, he examined the hole through the floor he had just drilled. Briefly, Daniel stepped back from what he was doing. It was scary how quickly his brain had adapted to magic. If he thought too much about it, he would be terrified. The hole was two centimetres wide and went straight down through twenty centimetres of concrete, with a slight deviation half-way to avoid the reinforced metal that apparently criss-crossed the slab. With a burst of his power, the tendrils popped out of the hole and spread out, physically feeling out the environment and mapping exactly what was happening with the imprecise vibration or sonar vision that sensing through wood seemed to give him. 
 
    Then his eyes snapped open, and he looked at the roof above him. 
 
    Idiot. How naïve was he? Daniel wondered to himself privately. There was an entire crawl space above the ceiling tiles. It was filled with metal supports and aluminium-encased bags that were there for central heating, plus a ridiculous number of cables. There was no space for a human, but for roots or insects, it was like a highway. Better still, exploring via the roof was something that the zombies would not be aware of. 
 
    He carried out a quick experiment, and it took him half a minute to grow two one-meter lengths of root. He did the maths. That was two hundred meters of root per hour. That was three hours, give or take, to map the floor. By morning, he could have a spy in every room of their floor and the one below him. 
 
    This would have been great to have figured out ten hours ago. He was sure it would have helped protect him. Anthony, for one, would still be alive if they had known there was a human in there. Then the traps would never have been deployed. 
 
    Fark it. He cursed himself inside, wanting to scream. I didn’t know, addressing the words toward Anthony’s ghost. Anger to tears. He had not known about the ability at the time. Sorry. As much as he liked to pretend otherwise, he was not perfect. All he could do was his best. It sounded like tripe motivational crap in his head, but it was true. No, he would do better than that going forward. Smarter, not harder; that was his motto; and working out what his magic could do was part of the process. At least he could make progress exploring tonight, and in the morning, they would be ready. 
 
    The tendrils started growing. He discovered he could almost program what needed to happen. Spread them through the roof space and stop if they ran into animals. Caution was the better part of valour. He did not want to enrage anything dangerous before he was prepared to kill it, and remotely controlling a vine into a monster was a way to do that. 
 
    Everything was a gamble. Not finding out more was crazy, but accidentally poking the metaphorical yeti would remain fatal. He needed to keep reminding himself of that, or else Ivey’s impatience would rub off on him and he would do something reckless. Maybe it already had; experimenting with the interface grain had been the god damn definition of irresponsible. It was not a failure yet, but it was certainly an apt warning. It only took one mistake, if it was a bad one. 
 
    He kept going, letting the tendrils spread, and if they disturbed something, then that monster, no matter how smart, would be unlikely to trace the disturbance back through a two-centimetre hole in reinforced concrete. The downside risks were slight. 
 
    With his spreading nature domain in play, Daniel turned his attention back to the Animal Sense spell. Once more, he checked the Speed ability and then spent half an hour switching between the two internal energy engagements. It was exhausting, repeating the same thing over and over again. By the end, there had been clear progress. The interface grain was lighting up fully, and the connection was solid, but the spell itself was going nowhere. 
 
    Head throbbing, he gave himself a break, letting his mind drift into his steadily growing network of influence. He had only grown fifteen meters of roots on each floor. It was a start. The ceiling under them had rats or mice that, for now, thankfully had not attempted to eat his roots; but they were there, and given that, it was only a matter of time. 
 
    Being careful not to use magic, he withdrew his mind and tried to sleep while imagining what he could do to fight off a rat attack on his roots. With his mind flicking from thought to thought, he drifted off.
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    Chapter 26 
 
    Logical, alien, pulsing energy dragged him to awareness. For a moment he was back in the fever dreams of the transition, and then his brain caught up. A rat, of all things, was nibbling on one of his spreading roots, and the inbuilt alarm had triggered. With a bit of energy, he expanded a delicious offshoot for the animal to distract it. The farmer in him wanted to go on a genocidal war and destroy the cheeky mammal, but for now, buying it off with a distraction was the more economical solution. 
 
    It did not even eat enough to damage the conductivity of the root, which was not a surprise; he knew he had been setting the automatic alert to ultra-sensitive levels. With a few tweaks, he kept the monitoring but added an extra level. If a nibble occurred, then it would grow into a distraction. If damage exceeded ten percent, then the root would contact him. There was no point bothering him when his magic could take care of it simply and easily. 
 
    It was still dark, and everyone was sleeping. His roots had grown for thirty minutes while he was asleep, and he got the impression they had soldiered on while he had slept. Given that, he considered trying to get back to sleep, but what was the point? He felt refreshed, as if had slept for closer to eight hours. 
 
    Daniel shut his eyes anyway and then opened them straight away. He was way too alert. There was no chance of sleeping. 
 
    Half an hour only. It was a scary concept, but it might end up being his new norm? That was fine, given his powers. He could always find something to do, no matter how dark it was. 
 
    Refreshed, his mind returned to the problem at hand. He could connect to the interface’s grain now. He just needed to use it to cast the Animal Sense spell. 
 
    Daniel kept testing, using tiny bursts of Animal Sense to follow the logic of what triggered the spell in the other interfaces. Once he could see the pattern, he applied the energy sequence to the grains without thinking the words “Animal Sense.” As he hoped, the spell kicked off, but only in two of the five pieces. 
 
    He was on the right track. He triggered with words, and sure enough, all five triggered. He kept repeating, alternating between thinking the words and energy patterns until he could consistently engage all five each time. 
 
    Finally happy, he applied the method to the dead grain next to his core. It worked instantly, then it started heating faster than the ones in his head ever had. He killed the connection immediately. 
 
    His chest hurt inside. That must have reached well over a hundred degrees. He was surprised that steam or smoke was not coming out of his chest. 
 
    It was progress, if the grain was not destroyed. He did not know whether to be happy or terrified. 
 
    To distract himself, he checked the roof spaces. The plants just continued their slow, boring progress. Come dawn, he would start poking probes through roofs to scan the different corridors, but till then, it was all boring. However, having the contingency in place made him happy. 
 
    The heat had departed, and using the tiniest pulse, he confirmed the grain was still functional. 
 
    Success but not. The isolated grain had triggered but tried to do it all itself. Previously, he had just been engaging with the interface grain without asking it to do something specific. This time he had specifically asked it to cast the Animal Sense spell, and it had done what he wished. It was progress, and if what he was imagining was possible, which he hoped it was, then this was the right path. The next step was to get that tiny object to pass the calculation into the larger core. It had to be viable, because the separate grains already networked the effort, so it was set up to spread the load. He just needed that piece he had moved to be next to his heart to take the direction while leaving the work to the rest of the core. 
 
    What could he do to solve this last bit? 
 
    He was so close. If he failed now . . . Focus, he told himself. 
 
    Who would have thought that fighting overpowered zombies would be the least troublesome part of his day? For a long time, he just played with creating the connection, switching it on and off as he considered options. 
 
    In frustration, he tried using both the joined grain and the ones in his head at the same time. 
 
    A spark leapt from his chest to his brain, shooting along his bloodstream. 
 
    He ended the attempt in shock. 
 
    It had not been painful, as it was more like a tickle. Annoying more than anything. 
 
    Success? It had to be. They were connected, his core and the broken interface. He needed them to talk. 
 
    The spark had not hurt him. It had to be good. 
 
    Daniel tried it again. Once more there was a spark, but this time he did not panic, though he still killed the link quickly. While he probably had not permanently destroyed anything with his experiments, he did not want to push it, and he knew how swiftly the pieces could heat when he did something stupid. 
 
    Now that he was making progress, he felt energised once more. It was just a matter of time, so he went slowly, using micro-length triggers time and time again, keeping them open just long enough for that communication channel to connect between the two areas, and the information flowed. Within his main core, he could feel sections that were not dedicated to his existing skills being repurposed for Animal Sense. 
 
    His heart beat faster, and he shifted on the mattress. Ivey startled with a small cry of terror. He held her, stroking her hair gently, and she did not wake fully. She sighed softly and seemed to drift back to sleep. He was not sure if his movement had woken her, or if she had been suffering a nightmare. 
 
    The spell would work. The broken interface was training his core; he was sure of it. 
 
    Each tiny spike had the spell extending beyond the room already, and if he amped up the power, he might even feel the entire floor. 
 
    Slowly, he reminded himself. Slow and steady wins the race, and there were still hours till morning. 
 
    He debated trying it with just his own core. It had failed earlier, but this time? It couldn’t, it wouldn’t, but he had to try. In pursuit of science. Plus, the micro-pulses were heating the bits in his head. If he used his own power, that would not occur. 
 
    The energy triggered in the core, and his awareness expanded out. It was disappointing, to say the least. The eight humans shone brightly. The rat had eaten its full and moved to the other side of the room but was still entombed in the crawl space. That rat was not a threat. Its power seemed to be an ability to control other rats. Beyond that, it was just a normal rodent. With no companions, it was relatively harmless. There were several small spiders up there. None of them had abilities like the electrical bugs. 
 
    Daniel terminated the connection. 
 
    There was no noticeable heat in the dead bead. While overall, its range had been less than he had hoped, it had worked just like in his false memories. Right down to being able to assess the strength of all non-sapient creatures that it touched. 
 
    No heat, either. He examined the interface grain near his heart carefully. Nothing appeared to have changed. 
 
    He wanted to dance, such was his excitement. It was a success. 
 
    Soon. 
 
    He tried the dual process again, but this time he dripped extra power into the spell to keep it longer. The broken interface grains were speaking to each other and to his own core. Daniel repeated it till he suddenly felt a change. The connection formed the same as always, but there was less information flow. 
 
    Daniel unleashed the spell, pushing a spurt of power into it. His core did the work with the broken interface guiding, and with immense clarity, his senses exploded out across his floor and the ones above and below him.
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    Chapter 27 
 
    His senses flew out, giving him an impression of every animal he touched. Four floors up and three down, everything was visible. The information was overwhelming, and he shut down the spell instantly and felt around to see if there was any heat blowback. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He was almost crying in excitement, tightening his fist in triumph. Lying flat like a board with all his muscles clenched. 
 
    He had done it. 
 
    Solved the problem.  
 
    And now they had a path to survival. 
 
    He had a functional Animal Sense spell. Daniel said that over and over in his head to let the success settle. 
 
    For a moment, he indulged and remembered the rush of information that he had felt. Next time he used it, he would be ready for that explosion. Before acting, Daniel forced himself to analyse what he had experienced. The spell had been active for only moments, but it had delivered everything it had advertised and possibly more. 
 
    First, his floor was not as empty as it had seemed when he was running away from that last big brute. There were lifeforms in at least three unopened rooms, and the creature that had been flitting around the hallways. There were also scattered masses of insects in the roof space. Those centipedes falling on them yesterday had been bad luck; it appeared to have only happened in a couple of rooms. 
 
    Outside of his own level, his senses had extended for three levels in both directions. The results were mixed. The floors above had concentrated clumps of human-sized animals, and discerning whether they were feral, mutated, or human would require more than a split-second use of the spell, but they were gathered together, similar to what he had managed on his floor. The floors below resembled what he would have expected if there were just a couple of zombies wandering the hallways, and all the humans had stayed in their suites. There was life, but it was still locked in the hotel rooms. 
 
    Again. Daniel prayed internally that it would work and that there was not going to be a catastrophic failure. The spell clicked into action once more, and this time, he focused exclusively on his floor, flitting like a super-fast ghost between human-sized masses. 
 
    “Fark, this is great,” he whispered, amazed at the information available to him as he first touched the zombie in the corridor. It had a shadow mutation, and then the next, another still somehow locked in a room, despite being Strength-based. If that was the case, why hadn’t it broken out? Too dumb? 
 
    “What?” Ivey’s voice was groggy. He dropped the spell, and he patted her back to sleep, while doing an internal stock take. No damage from that slightly longer use. The ability was not just good, it was jump-up-and-down-on-a-couch great. “Animal Sense.” He had been disappointed when he had first seen it on his skill list. Almost bitterly, he had thought it would be useless till he escaped to his farm or a forest. The opposite was true. It was extraordinary right here and now in this concrete jungle because he could see between floors. 
 
    The synergies between these skills and his wood growth abilities were off the chart. Tomorrow, when they discussed what to do, they would not be blind, and going forward, he could prepare tailored traps for the horrors that they faced. 
 
    Animal Sense reached out. Humans, a couple of them, like Ivey and the kids. When the spell touched them, it repelled him, and all he got was a jumbled mess of questions marks and a bout of queasiness. From that, he knew they were humans, and then from their size, most likely female. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    Other survivors. It gave him a genuine thrill. 
 
    He killed the spell just to check that everything was functioning normally. All was perfect. One more room to investigate. Two humans safe in a room, one zombie trapped, and the other zombie prowling the corridor. And the last unknown suite with two masses. 
 
    The final room was not quite opposite them, but it was still one of the furthest ones from where he lay. His power lashed out, and he was in the room, assessing. 
 
    Zombie. Human. What? 
 
    Confusion struck him. 
 
    His mind tried to interpret what it was seeing. 
 
    A small shape next to a larger one. 
 
    When his discorporate awareness touched the smaller body, he got thrown away with question marks about her abilities. That meant human. Physical shape was the other information he got. No injuries, long hair, slight frame. It was almost certainly a human girl. 
 
    He mentally examined the being besides her, bracing for the sickening feeling that he always got from touching a human with this spell. 
 
    He was not deflected. His probe was not rejected. A wave of information hit him. It was a zombie, and of a similar power level as the other two on the floor. No active abilities, just an enhanced base of Strength and Agility. 
 
    Girl and zombie. His mind was reeling. 
 
    The zombie was next to the girl, and she was still alive. He checked again, but she was verifiably both human and alive. Just touching a human was such a disconcerting experience, and that girl created that rush of ickiness that the others in his room did. 
 
    He killed the spell. 
 
    All that feeling of triumph at mastering the ability was gone. 
 
    What the hell was happening! 
 
    Daniel fell back on routine, checking the broken interface fragments to confirm that they were all functioning as they were supposed to. They were unaffected when he inspected them. There was not even a trace of excess heat. 
 
    What the hell had he seen? 
 
    It was like they had been sleeping next to each other, with the larger zombie standing guard over the slight girl. Was it predatory or paternal? If it was not a zombie, he would have assumed the latter. But it was a zombie. What he had seen was frankly unnatural. Was the zombie keeping a snack for later or something weirder? 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    First, he touched Gabby. Same feeling as he remembered from the girl. Then he shot over to the room and confirmed. A teenager or preteen trapped in a room with a zombie. 
 
    Daniel killed the spell. What should he do? What could he do? 
 
    The plan for the morning was now very clear. Step one would be to kill the shadow zombie and then save the three humans and kill the other zombies on the way. Saving the couple would be easy, but the girl? 
 
    How would he go about that? It was not like he could ask the zombie to release her. Pretty please? Presumably, the zombie had tucked the girl away like a squirrel storing nuts. She must be terrified. 
 
    Daniel abandoned his exploration of the floor below him and put all his plant magics into tendrils rushing over toward the poor girl. 
 
    Ideas flashed through him. Bait the monster out—but that risked it thinking that there was other food on offer. It might respond by killing the girl first. Maybe the vines could descend from the ceiling and tie it up, but it possessed enhanced Strength, and the approach would probably fail . . . and if it failed, then what would the zombie do? The final idea he had was to distract the creature and, when it was not watching, cocoon the girl. If he could build up the cocoon plant mass next to or above the girl, then he was sure he could position it fast enough to protect her. 
 
    It was a plan? 
 
    But what happened if the zombie got hungry early? It was passive now, but he had seen these things in action, and that could change at any moment. That feral desire to kill and eat. If the girl died because he had been too afraid to act . . . 
 
    He shook Ivey, and she snapped awake. 
 
    “What?” she whispered, holding herself still, but he could feel the tension in her body. She was ready to fight. 
 
    “I got my Animal Sense going.” 
 
    “Are we about to be attacked?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “What’s happening?” It was Jayden’s voice from the other side of the room. 
 
    “We need to rescue a girl. A zombie has her prisoner.” He said it loud enough for the other beds to hear. 
 
    Bright light blossomed. 
 
    Daniel took a deep breath and explained what was happening and what he had sensed. 
 
    “It’s the middle of the night,” Jayden complained. 
 
    “And when it wakes up, it might eat her,” Tamara told Jayden. Then, to Daniel, “That was what you were thinking, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel answered, pushing out of the cocoon, and was surprised to see that Tamara had already pulled herself out. 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Ivey asked. She had followed him and had already grabbed her bow and spear. 
 
    Animal Sense flared out, giving him a lay of the land. 
 
    “Well, first we kill that,” he said, pointing beyond them right at the door. 
 
    Jayden gave a little squeal. Tamara spun to face the door with lightning appearing in her hands, and Ivey brought the spear down likewise. 
 
    “Are you playing with us?” Jayden asked. 
 
    The door wobbled like something was pressing against it. 
 
    “No!” Daniel answered calmly. “It’s using magic. The door is about to give way.” 
 
    The shadow zombie had found them.
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    Chapter 28 
 
    The door fell apart. If they were expecting more, it would have been anticlimactic, but with his senses, it was exactly what Daniel was imagining. He had felt the wood corrode from the inside, and in the end, it just collapsed into a pile of dust. 
 
    This was a failure. He was furious with himself. Carelessness got people killed. He had woken Ivey automatically when he realised they couldn’t wait until morning. In shock at the need to act, he had forgotten to whisper. The zombie happened to have been passing by their door, and their conversation had alerted it. The thing had gone to work using its own magic to corrode the wood, and Daniel had been too distracted to notice. 
 
    Stupid. Arrogant. He should have been paying attention, but he hadn’t. This time he doubted it mattered as, with only one zombie incoming, and especially after it had just used its magic on the door, they would not be in danger. 
 
    It was the mistake and not the consequences that rankled him. 
 
    With his club in hand, he stepped forward in front of the women, ready to meet the charge. 
 
    It stalked into the room through the broken bits of door. The bright light Tamara had created seemed to flee from the creature, and it was dark and hard to see, even though it should have been lit up like a Christmas tree. 
 
    A touch of his power. 
 
    The trap outside the door triggered, coming down from the roof and swinging through the now-open door. It had been designed to spike creatures beating the door and impale them between itself and the reinforced spike timber that used to be a door. With the anvil—so to speak—broken, it would be less impressive, but as Daniel figured, there were two potential outcomes. The first was that it would get impaled and die, and the second was the swinging trap would knock it forward onto the three pressure plates they had on the inside and kill it. 
 
    Either way, he expected it to die, and if it didn’t, then the restraint mesh should buy the time for Tamara’s spell to incapacitate it. The fight was a forgone conclusion. 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    The spikes impaled it, bursting through its body in multiple spots and lifting it an inch or two off the ground. 
 
    It was hard to see through the unnatural darkness shrouding its face, but the zombie’s mouth opened in shock, and it looked down at the wooden spikes that had pin-cushioned it. It blinked twice, and then the abnormal darkness washed away from it. 
 
    “Nice,” Daniel said, looking in admiration at the successful trap. 
 
    “Step one complete,” Tamara quipped. “What’s next?” 
 
    “We save the girl.” Daniel hesitated. While he had a plan, he was not sure how best to articulate it. “We all sneak into the room next to it, and then I’ll use my wood growth abilities to build a cocoon around her. When she’s safe, we kill the monster.” 
 
    No one made any objections. 
 
    Animal Sense was good, but getting a tendril in to observe was just best practice. Power pushed into his tendrils in the roof. He was already close to the destination, and they surged forward. Once there, they slipped through the panels on the roof to gain access to the room. Wood Sense immediately confirmed that the zombie and the girl were alone and that the rooms on either side were empty. He sighed in relief. Animal Sense was new, and while theoretically, he trusted it, it was worthwhile double-checking.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Tamara whispered. 
 
    “Gathering intelligence,” he told her. “One minute.” 
 
    A tendril dropped to connect to the zombie’s door. He had learnt that the plants conducted his power efficiently up to a certain point. The two-centimetre-wide vines he was using were the right size to allow his overflow mana generation capacity to be transferred without the noticeable loss of energy. If he attempted to send his reserves through, they would get severely degraded over these types of distance. Luckily, for this purpose, the overflow was more than sufficient. 
 
    Completely silent, plant matter expanded, and half a minute later, the door was totally sealed. It would stop light from the corridor from getting in and dampen sound. With that protection in place, they could proceed more safely. 
 
    “I just sealed the zombie door. Light and sound,” he told Ivey at her curious look. 
 
    It seemed like everyone but the baby was awake. Tamara had just finished explaining the situation to the other adults. 
 
    “I will stay and protect the kids,” Jayden offered, holding Anthony’s sword. “Unless you think I’m needed to kill the nasty zombie.” 
 
    Daniel looked up from where he had immediately knelt to disable the traps. Jayden took the moment to swish the sword through the air. Daniel knew he personally was not much of a sword fighter, but the way Jayden stood as he swung screamed incompetence. Plus, the man was obviously a coward. 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” Daniel agreed, then nodded at the zombie corpse and the door. “It will be best if you all go to the other room. Then we can trap the connecting door to keep you guys protected.” 
 
    Jayden, with a gallant flourish, escorted the other women back into the room. “I will keep you safe, ladies.” 
 
    From where he was picking up the traps, Daniel barely avoided an eyeroll. 
 
    He quickly placed the traps on the inside of the connecting door and the surrounding restraint to make sure the kids could not accidentally reach them. Time was ticking for the girl trapped by the zombie, but he took a few minutes to grow mesh at kid level, thickening it up so little fingers could not get to where they were not supposed to. He did not want any errant kids triggering the plates. 
 
    Finally satisfied, he shot off an Animal Sense to confirm nothing had changed and went out into the corridor to examine the outer layer of defence he had constructed to protect the door. He did not understand how the zombie had gotten in so quickly and effortlessly. Tamara followed with her light, giving him a clear vision of the traps. 
 
    “Great Scott,” Tamara breathed out in disbelief when she registered what had happened. 
 
    Internally, Daniel agreed with the assessment. The carpet through the middle of hallway had been corroded, leaving a meter-wide path of pitted concrete. Daniel looked up, and even the ceiling had the same effect occurring. The monster had just wandered around the hallway with its aura or something, eating away at everything it touched. 
 
    That effect stretched to traps they had left to protect the door. Close to the wall was immaculate, but the traps that had been further out were corroded almost to nonexistence. One of the simple deterrents that he had thrown in place, a thick spike that started off as wide as his arm, had fallen apart like it had been charred in a fire and turned to charcoal. When the zombie had approached, that spike had just crumbled instead of impaling it. 
 
    “I wonder what its room looked like.” 
 
    “I’m surprised it did not fall through the floor,” Tamara said. 
 
    Ivey was half-crouched down, touching the concrete where it had been worn away. “Carpet and wood got shredded, but the stone’s mostly intact,” she declared after a moment. “Which way?” 
 
    Daniel pointed. 
 
    “Can’t be,” Ivey objected. “We checked all those rooms.” 
 
    “There is a Strength zombie in the way.” He waved. “I don’t want to disturb it and have it make noise to wake up the other one. But before we go . . .” Daniel knelt and grabbed the pressure plate closest to the wall. His power washed through it and confirmed it was not affected by decay. 
 
    It was the only one, but three minutes later he had fixed up another four. Taking care to leave them in an inactive state, he passed them to the girls and picked up their spare restraint. 
 
    “Protection,” he told them. “We take them and set them up to make the room next door safe. Then we protect the girl. I expect once it realises it has lost the girl, we’ll be able to lure it out and into a death trap.” 
 
    “Lead away, then,” Ivey ordered grandly. They all made a point to not walk on the distinctive path the decay zombie had carved. Ivey was right. The concrete was barely affected, but he did not want to risk it, anyway. 
 
    Once they were closer, he indicated for them to slow down. 
 
    Animal Sense. The power blurred out, scanning the entire floor. He had learnt to direct it, so it only covered the area he was interested in. Which, in this case, was just this floor. 
 
    “Floor’s clear,” he told them. 
 
    The light vanished, plunging them into sudden darkness. Any night vision he had achieved when he had woken up was, of course, well gone. 
 
    “Umm, what happened to the light?” he asked. 
 
    “I killed it so we could sneak up.” 
 
    “I sealed their door,” Daniel said. “We can use the light at least till we are in the room next door.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    The light bloomed once more. “Just try to be quiet.” 
 
    They followed him, and Daniel was awfully glad for the illumination once he got going. They passed a room where the door had just decayed away, which explained where the decay zombie had come from. He was curious about what the inside would look like, but he would wait till after the girl was saved before checking. Their activities yesterday and the zombie had left debris everywhere, so they had to pick their way carefully. 
 
    When they reached their target, he leant in close to Tamara. “Really dim.” 
 
    The light bulb shrunk till it gave off the glow of the LED that you would see in power boards to show they were working. He nodded in appreciation, but he was not sure anyone saw him. Hands on the door. This bit was important. He needed the door to open silently, so he broke the lock by shifting all the wood away, removing the automatic door by basically carving off the wood it was attached to, and then anchoring the metal parts to the roof, just in case moving the door might make it move and create noise. 
 
    Then he shifted it open. Silently. With his poor human night vision, which was still impacted by the previous bright light, he could see that the curtains were up, and moonlight was coming in. They would be able to see soon enough. Daniel waved everyone through and then followed, shutting the door equally quietly, using soft tendrils to cushion the impact to avoid any hard, wood-on-wood noises. Then he set to work, first undoing the damage, and then reinforcing the structure. Place the roof traps. Step over the pressure plates and then put up the restraints. The others were sensibly sitting on the ground on the far wall from where they knew the zombie was. 
 
    Finally, he left the door open. It was set up so that he could arm the traps quickly, but if he needed to get out to fight the zombie, he could do that, too. 
 
    Animal Sense activated to let him sense the entire floor. Nothing had changed. The humans were still in the same spot. Some rodents had moved, the Strength zombie appeared to be asleep, and that was it. 
 
    With protection available while simultaneously being able to react quickly to what was happening in the next room, he was ready. It was time to save her.
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    Chapter 29 
 
    Settling down, Daniel tried to work out how to get the trap in place. First, he needed a nearby wood mass that could encase the girl. Once that mass was available, he could make it nasty, turn it into hard spikes that would repel the zombie and protect the young woman. Growing the size was easy enough, but he would need to do it right next to them. The real question was whether to go through the roof or wall. 
 
    The debate lasted a few precious seconds and then he realised he was wasting time and he did not know if he could get through the wall easily. As far as he knew, it might be as hard as the bloody floor. 
 
    Touching the convenient desk, he found some live cells, or at least ones that could be revived, and a tendril shot up. With a burst of extra energy, he had it extend where he sat all the way up into the neighbouring room. 
 
    First step done, he relaxed, but only slightly. After all, the monster could wake up at any time. There would be nothing worse than if the poor, traumatised girl died because they were too slow. It was why he had woken up everyone in the middle of the night. He had to save her. Failure was not an option. 
 
    Anthony may have died, but this girl would live. The promise was settled deep inside him. Daniel was surprised how emotional he was getting and forcefully focused on breathing. He needed to keep a clear head, to be slow and methodical. If only he had mastered Animal Sense earlier. If he had insisted that they wait, then Anthony would still be alive. It was simple enough logic. Not your fault, he reminded himself fiercely; it was a tragic accident. Daniel stopped himself once again. If repeating that line made a difference, then he would be over this already. 
 
    Save the girl. But now that he was in the room next to them, there was not much he could do until he was ready. It was just a matter of time. Exclusively using his overflow, he grew the key tool for his rescue mission. There was no digging into his reserve because when he triggered the scoop, he would need all the power he had available to make sure the zombie could not get to the defenceless kid. A small part of him wondered if the zombie was like him, a non-feral. But till it was confirmed either way, it was best to assume the worse. 
 
    Sitting there in the moonlight and just letting energy flow, his mind wandered, second-guessing the plan that he was putting in place. Maybe he should build a big pressure trap and fire down into the sleeping zombie: a dozen three-foot-long spikes and then wham. Kill it in a single blow. It was fun to think about as he passively built up his plant mass above the bed. However, it was fanciful because he doubted he had the time that he needed to create structures that were powerful enough. Turning the soft, floppy vines into solid wooden spikes and building up the compression to use them would take over five times the energy that he would need to just protect the girl. In a perfect world with unlimited time, then sure, he would go down that path. Right now, it was not worth considering the option. The monster would almost certainly wake long before that sort of setup became operational. 
 
    Plus, what would the zombie do when the spikes hit home? 
 
    It would probably spasm and lash out, and with the size differential, the girl might die even if the zombie was not actively trying to eliminate her. So, if he went down the death-trap path, he would also need to create a fence to prevent the zombie accidentally hitting the girl, and that would take even longer. 
 
    He could not risk it. Protect the girl and then lure the zombie into his existing traps. It was that easy. 
 
    The mass grew, and Daniel glanced back at the others. They were mainly dark silhouettes. Tamara, the darker of the two, moved slightly. Maybe a thumbs up and there was a brief flash of white teeth. 
 
    Hopefully, they would not be needed, but they were backup if he was required to engage the monster in a face-to-face fight. 
 
    The mass grew, and Daniel knew the moment the zombie woke up, it would see it and he would have to act irrespective of where his preparations were. Scenarios went through his head. Luckily, the smart girl had gotten space from her captor. It was only a foot or so, but every inch mattered. It was not much, but it gave him room to act. He would drop his mass down and use a pre-made form to scoop her up and push her right into the corner, and then he would defend her with his growth magic. 
 
    That scoop was ready to go, and while it was slow going, he was adding wood into the mushy vines that were at the core of the mass. That extra preparation would hopefully provide the backbone of his defence in those first moments. Being available to damage the zombie if it tried to dig into the mass of greenery to claim back its prize. He was ready, but the longer he got, the more genuine wood could be included and the more certain he could be in his success. 
 
    Best case was that it would be scared away and decide getting back its snack was not worth fighting the monster that had snatched it. Daniel was not in the habit of planning with rose-coloured glasses; he needed to be ready to stop it when it tried to dig the girl out, and that was what he concentrated on. When the mass dropped, he could strengthen it quickly. Within minutes, it would be as strong as a fortified door. 
 
    Another two minutes passed, and he added interlocking wood into the structure. The internal defence was rapidly forming as he had planned. 
 
    The zombie stirred. It half-sat and was looking at the girl. 
 
    He was out of time. 
 
    The mass of rootstock fell, and his hands glowed green as he pumped magic through the conduit that he had grown to be as thick as his leg. His consciousness was in the scoop and plant defence, already strengthening it. 
 
    The zombie was still drowsy, having only just stirred, but it was facing his creation, and its eyes would widen, and Daniel knew it would leap in to grab the girl. The monster in it would be unwilling to give up the prey that it had been guarding for so long. 
 
    The scoop worked, falling over the kid, dropping into place as he had designed, with gravity doing all the work. 
 
    The zombie was moving, reacting faster than expected, but Daniel had built a large margin of error into his calculation, so it was still going to be too slow. 
 
    The vines tightened, pulling the scoop down and to the wall. His consciousness itself drove part of this. Even as the mechanical bits did the bulk of the work, he directed spurts of growth to form a cradle around the girl, smoothing out edges to stop the bedding from getting caught in the scoop. Then she was cradled in vines instead of the bed and was yanked towards the wall. 
 
    It was for her own good. It was not gentle, but what were some bruises or minor concussion versus getting eaten? The scoop kept going, and the final bit of the design kicked in with suction caps connected to the door. With a touch of power, the seal was made perfect, and the space expanded, while letting no air in. The result was a connection that was stronger than nails. 
 
    Forget Spider-Man. Daniel knew he could climb vertical walls easily with this technique, especially once he got a bit more experience. 
 
    Per one scenario he had rehearsed in his head, the monster immediately dug into the mass of vegetation to get to its prey. Daniel shifted the spikes into position. It was inefficient, as most of the time he had to brace them with magic as opposed to structural integrity and physics. 
 
    The girl was screaming. 
 
    Daniel could hear her through the wall. The zombie was roaring as it tried to burrow through the mass of vegetation. The girl must have been terrified. 
 
    Yet as much as the zombie threw everything at the plant, his magic flowed out in a torrent, outpacing the damage. It gave Daniel time to strengthen the core of whip-thin wood to protect where the girl was pinned into the corner. Spikes spread out to get the zombie even as he kept building additional layers of defence. 
 
    It was like structuring matchstick towers. He braced pieces of wood against each other, using a pyramidal grid to make the whole tougher than each individual piece. 
 
    “ROARAG.” 
 
    In his perception, the zombie was pulling back, frustrated. 
 
    Daniel was winning. Another thirty seconds and the girl would be safe. 
 
    The creature was leaping up to attack his mass from above, creating a new angle. 
 
    Won’t help you, Daniel thought in triumph. This plan was working perfectly. He would spend another couple of minutes of reinforcing, and then they could deal with the zombie at their leisure without worrying about the girl. 
 
    Just to be sure, he focused his energy on shoring up the top of his plant mass. 
 
    An alarm went off. The conduit that linked him to the girl’s defence tore. 
 
    What? 
 
    He tried automatically to arrest the destruction. 
 
    Another tear appeared in the conduit. Everything was chaotic. Wood Sense provided an overlay, as did the tiny blip of Animal Sense he released. 
 
    The image was fuzzy. The zombie was on top of the wood mass but not digging down towards the girl. 
 
    No! 
 
    Understanding flashed through him. The strike on the conduit was not incidental damage. The animal was targeting it. Over half the structural integrity had already vanished in those first two blows. There was no wood to protect it, no spikes available to reposition. The whole thing was just a mushy, soft, pliable vine. Against zombie claws, there was no contest. The ability to reinforce the growing defences vanished completely as the conduit was fully severed, fell apart. 
 
    He jumped to his feet. His cheek muscles hurt from how hard his teeth were clamped together. 
 
    The zombie had deliberately cut his connection. 
 
    Head pounding, Daniel needed to do something. 
 
    Why hadn’t he gone through the wall? He had gone for Speed, and it had backfired. Focus, he thought hard. The failure did not matter. All that mattered was the current situation. 
 
    The girl! 
 
    Without him continually reinforcing the plants, they would fail quickly. 
 
    “BULL DUST.” 
 
    The others startled, then they gathered their weapons as Daniel grabbed his own and sprinted to the door. 
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 Chapter 30 
 
    “What?” Ivey called out behind him as healing magic spread out to encompass all three of them. It was some sort of regeneration-over-time ability. 
 
    Daniel did not have time to respond, ducking out and through the door. He wanted to scream that zombie had killed his plant magic, and they had no time to do anything. And they had about ten seconds to save the girl, but there was no time. “Hurry,” he yelled instead, not caring if the zombie heard him. 
 
    He hurtled around the room and did a U-turn to reach the door. Ever so briefly, he considered shoulder-charging the door, but he remembered how his old door had repelled similar effort from the zombies. He pulled himself to a stop, brain over brawn, and magic flowed. The wood in the frame around the door handle broke, and he yanked it open. The door chain was attached, but that came loose instantly with a flare of his magic and almost as an afterthought, he neutralised the auto closing part. The door blasted open, as he was not used to his Strength. 
 
    “Get away from her, you MONSTER!” 
 
    “ROARAG.” 
 
    The zombie had turned to face him. It was a big, furry type, but with his club and Speed trick, he would be fine. He just needed to lure it out into the corridor. Combining that with support magic would finish it. 
 
    He came to a halt. 
 
    The zombie had picked up a nasty-looking club. It had once been part of the second bed in the room, but it had been repurposed. It might break with the first swing, but the visible nails on the end would make that one blow count. 
 
    “ROARAG.” The zombie took a threatening step towards him. Club up ready to be used. 
 
    The door behind him stayed open, and he knew the other two were looking in. 
 
    As Daniel watched, the zombie used its second hand blindly to grab some of the vegetation, like someone weeding. 
 
    “Roo, Rooee.”  
 
    What was happening? Daniel asked himself.  
 
    “Get away.”  
 
    “ROARAGA.” The monster took a half-threatening step forward. 
 
    It waved the club and mimed another lunge. Yet despite the menacing motions, it had not moved away from the girl. Another clump of weeds went flying. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Roo.” The noise was soft low enough to be comforting. 
 
    Some of the tension seemed to lapse out of the monster. 
 
    What?! 
 
    Daniel was more than a little confused. The zombie’s attention was split between him and the cocoon of plant matter. Its hand dug in, and he heard the cracking of the hardened wooden rings which Daniel had time to stabilise and strengthen. Another pull and a larger clump of his scoop went flying. 
 
    “Get away from her,” Daniel screamed. 
 
    The monster’s head crocked to the side like you did when someone said something confusing. 
 
    “ROARAGA.” Its teeth stood out as it snarled at him, savage and dangerous. 
 
    Lightning arced over his shoulder and hit the zombie. It spasmed and fell. 
 
    “Die!” Ivey yelled, running into the room with the spear at ready. 
 
    ”NO!” the girl in the corner was screaming. ”DAD!” 
 
    Daniel’s mind was a whirl. 
 
    The behaviour was all wrong. How they had slept next to each other, the club, the way the zombie had been standing protectively, and how it had responded to his demand for the zombie to step away. 
 
    Almost like it was not feral. Unlike the other zombies, it appeared to still have a functioning brain. 
 
    Sort of like him. 
 
    He stuck his foot out, and Ivey went flying. Without hesitation, he stepped forward and yanked her backwards away from errant zombie claws. Daniel had always been stronger than most people his size, despite never working out. Farm work could do that. But there was a difference between being stronger and tossing someone so casually. 
 
    That extra Strength that had been listed on the status screen was clearly more than numbers. 
 
    “Daniel!” Ivey spluttered indignantly. But Daniel ignored her, his attention laser-focused on the zombie. 
 
    The girl had yelled out, “Dad.” The connections were being made. The zombie had to be the kid’s dad, but he could imagine a feral zombie protecting something it thought of as their young? Because of the hole in the cocoon, he could see the top of her shoulder, and there was no blood. That meant the zombie had burrowed far enough through his cocoon to reach her. If it wanted to kill her, well, she would be dead. For now, the monster was keeping the girl alive, and she was calling it, ‘Dad’. He needed to realign his assumptions. 
 
    He relaxed slightly, but only a bit. After all, he was facing off against a potential merciless killer, and one that was smart enough to have destroyed his conduit. 
 
    Some of the risk was gone, but should he attack anyway? After all, it was still a zombie. 
 
    He hesitated. It was not logical, but his brain was screaming out that he was missing something important. 
 
    “Rooooee.” Another clump of weeds went flying. 
 
    And, at the end of the day, the thing in front of him could have been him. He had almost been turned into one of these monsters. 
 
    He held his hand back towards Tamara, silently asking her to halt. Meaning don’t attack, but for god’s sake stay prepared. Tamara had shown herself to be competent, so she would get that last unspoken bit. He knew if the zombie attacked, another lightning bolt would disable it. 
 
    The zombie pulled itself to his feet. The look towards the girl was one Daniel recognised. Hope, concern, and fear. Then its eyes snapped back to them, and he was not sure whether its new gaze was pissed or hungry or…. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” 
 
    The zombie jerked and then nodded its head. There were some hisses of surprise behind Daniel. 
 
    Smart. 
 
    It was smart. 
 
    He had been right to stop Ivey. Maybe. There was still a question of whether it was evil or still human, despite what it looked like. 
 
    “Can you talk?” 
 
    “Raoga.” There was a big shake of the head. 
 
    Yet despite the communication, the beast’s club was still up and ready. 
 
    “Ouch,” the girl cried out suddenly and thrashed in her protections. Almost instinctively, the creature shifted to comfort the girl before it remembered that it could not reach her, and that Daniel was behind them. It almost sprang back to face them, its weapon ready once more. Was it trembling? 
 
    “The scoop was to protect her. She was safe, but your assault has probably turned around some spines,” Daniel explained while they stood in a stand-off, clubs at ready. Violence crackled in the air. Daniel was sure that the zombie was not feral and was the kid’s dad. Everything was pointing towards that, but he would not lower his gaze. 
 
    “Daniel, he’s not feral.” Ivey said behind him. Daniel ignored her; he already knew it was too smart for its own good. 
 
    At his words, the zombie looked down at its arms. The dark fur was clearly blood-soaked up to the elbows. Those thorns he had included in the greenery had done their job. 
 
    With a touch on the wall, a green tendril started growing toward the zombie. They could all see it by the light Tamara had lit the room up with. The zombie was also watching its progress. 
 
    “I’m going to release her,” Daniel promised the zombie—man—he corrected quickly in his mind. “But I’ve had several creatures that look like you attempt to bite my head off, so I want you to back away.” 
 
    “ROArrgg.” It shook it shook its head furiously. 
 
    “I’m going to save her,” he continued calmly. “But I don’t quite trust you. Move away.” 
 
    The tendril kept getting closer. 
 
    “Roargh.” 
 
    He felt bad for the man. This was his daughter. He had been turned into a monster, and now he was not even being allowed to protect her. 
 
    The tendril kept creeping and touched the mass of vegetation. Daniel kept focusing on the zombie while manipulating the mass of plants. It would have been easy to just let the integrity tumble away, have the girl fall out, and have Ivey heal any damage. If the zombie was dead, that is exactly what he would have done, but he would not risk the lives of the women behind him. 
 
    The first step was control. Broken shards of wood moved, including the one that poked her. They shifted and reinforced, and while that was happening; he directed a root to move and loop. 
 
    “DAD!” the girl cried out in panic. 
 
    Daniel ceased his power even as the zombie spun and looked ready to jump into the mass of vegetation. 
 
    “STOP!” he screamed. “She is safe.” 
 
    “He’s got a choker on my neck,” the girl managed to gasp out, regarding one of Daniel’s tendrils, to alert her father.  
 
    The zombie spun to face him, raising the club. 
 
    “Do that and she dies,” Daniel yelled even as the club blasted towards him. 
 
    He engaged Speed and swung his own club to intercept. Growth magic flowed through his club, and they hit with a crash, and the makeshift weapon disintegrated. Fragments splattered against him, but the bulk of the club went to the side. 
 
    A touch of the wall and the secondary trap triggered. 
 
    “STOP!” The fear in the girl’s voice froze the zombie dead. 
 
    Daniel felt like the only monster in the room. 
 
    “No one needs to get hurt,” Daniel told him. The zombie looked at his shattered club and then the cocoon still trapping his daughter, and then up into Daniel’s unflinching eyes. 
 
    “Sit next to your daughter, and I will bind you. Once you can no longer hurt anyone, I’ll let her go.” 
 
    The zombie held its hands palm out in the age-old gesture of peace, no need to fire. The long claws probably made it more threatening than the man realised. It was making huffing noises as it sat down. Daniel suspected it was crying. 
 
    “Now I’m going to send some vines to hold you down. Don’t panic.” 
 
    The tendrils thickened between him and the girl, and then he blasted all his power reserves down to the mass. It flopped over and swept over the zombie. Unsurprisingly, the creature fought back, but tendrils had hooked both wrists and ankles and as it battled, those others circled it like a boa constrictor. 
 
    Yet its Strength had roots buckling and breaking. While it struggled, Daniel leapt forward and swung the club, targeting an elbow, trying to engage one of the Strength skills while he did so. 
 
    The crack was loud enough to be heard on the other side of the floor. 
 
    “ROARRA.” 
 
    Then he was throwing himself on the other arm, using his body weight to pin it to the floor. The zombie thrashed, but with it deprived of the use of both hands, the outcome was inevitable. 
 
    “ROARAGA.” 
 
    A vine whipped up into the mouth, cutting off a third roar before it started. 
 
     ”GET OFF HIM, BRUTE! STOP HURTING!” Small hands were hitting Daniel. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Tamara’s voice was soothing as she plucked the girl from his back. 
 
    There were sounds of violent struggle between the girl and Tamara, but Daniel kept the zombie pinned, confident that Tamara could overpower the girl. While he subdued the creature with his body weight and strength, he maintained a connection with the vines, and while his reserves were spent, the trickle of replenishing energy was enough to layer on the protections, strengthening the roots into matured wood and adding links to improve their structural integrity. 
 
    Another minute and it would be done, and he could stop using his weight to pin it. 
 
     ”LEAVE MY DAD ALONE!” 
 
    “Roara.” 
 
    Daniel was impressed the man had made that much noise through the gag he had thrown in place. “It’s going to be okay,” he told the thing under him. It threw its weight sideways, trying to dislodge him, but its lack of leverage meant that it was easy enough to counter. There was a sharp intake of breath as the shattered elbow hit the ground. “Behave,” he ordered. 
 
    Finally, the links of wood were all solid, and it would never escape without help. Daniel rolled away. The zombie thrashed for a moment, but it was bound up so tight that nothing even got strained because of the struggle. 
 
    Well, he had captured it. The question was, what next? 
 
    “Can I heal him? He doesn’t have the feral prefix.” 
 
    “Yes.” Daniel sighed in relief. He had made the right choice to keep it alive for now. 
 
    Ivey stood next to him as healing magic washed over the mutated human. Daniel looked at the poor guy and frowned inside. He had been protecting his daughter, that much was clear; and they had attacked him in response. 
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    Chapter 31 
 
    Ivey was beside him. “Did you hear me? He does not have a feral prefix.” 
 
    “I heard.” 
 
    “Should we . . .” 
 
    “No,” he answered proactively. “Not till we’re sure he’s safe.” 
 
    Ivey hesitated. “I don’t get evil vibes from him, just a dad trying to protect a kid.” 
 
    “We can’t risk it.” He said it with finality but expected Ivey to still object. Surprisingly, she did not. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    His mana had recovered enough. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The power flashed over the floor, making sure there were no unexpected nasties. He jumped slightly when there was an unexpected presence in the stairwell. Not humanoid and small, but it felt evil. Some sort of bat, maybe? 
 
    In any case, Daniel shied away and made a mental note that the stairwell was absolutely off-limits,  at least till they had more information about whatever that presence had been. In the future, when using Animal Sense, he would pay more attention to the stairwells, because whatever that creature was had been powerful—but small and easily missed if he was not actively looking. 
 
    The wave of energy continued. The two humans were up and active in their room. The last zombie was also active. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Ivey asked with a hand on his arm, looking down at the zombie and the girl cuddling on the root that covered him. 
 
    “Fark if I know,” Daniel told her. “But there’s a pair of humans awake, and the other zombie is active.” He nodded down the corridor. 
 
    “What about him?” Ivey asked, not moving. “And her?” 
 
    Daniel felt like tearing his hair out. 
 
    “Is he safe?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s not getting out of that.” 
 
    “I might stay and keep him company,” Ivey declared. “And”—she nodded toward the girl — “thank you for stopping me from stabbing him.” She then patted Daniel on the bum. “You did good.” 
 
    With that, she stepped over and sat next to the bound zombie and his daughter. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this, but we need to be careful.” Ivey was talking softly to the father and daughter. The zombie thrashed. “Once we’re sure you’re safe, we will release you.” 
 
    “Dad, it’s going to be okay,” the girl said through tears. The man stopped thrashing. 
 
    “We have another girl your age back in our rooms,” Ivey said. The girl was refusing to look at Ivey or interact with her, and who could blame her? 
 
    “Are you going to be safe?” Daniel asked, looking pointedly at the girl. Ivey was not a fighter, and the girl had been a struggle for both her and Tamara to contain until she had calmed down. 
 
    Ivey hesitated. “She’s just a kid… but take the weapons and lock the door.” 
 
    “Girl,” Daniel said sternly. 
 
    “Janice,” she said, looking up. She was too young for this. 
 
    “Believe me when I say this: We will try everything to save him.” 
 
    “He’s still Dad!” she insisted, with an edge of hysteria. “He just looks different.” 
 
    “Then we’ll prove that, and he will go free. I promise.” 
 
    “Why do you have to . . .” She waved at the mass of roots.  
 
    “You know why.” He knelt next to her and forced her to make eye contact. “We need to be safe. I’ve saved another family. and I can’t put those kids at risk.” 
 
    “He is safe!” 
 
    “I believe you, but we’re responsible for others.” The girl sobbed. “Are you going to be good?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Help Ivey prove your dad is still in that body, okay?” 
 
    She nodded. He stood up and took his utility knife back and picked up Ivey’s spear. 
 
    The girl looked devastated. With a helpless shrug, Daniel walked into the room next door and gathered the traps and restraint net. Tamara helped. 
 
    “We need to kill the last zombie. You can leave the light on. I’ve sealed its door already. It’s Strength-based, with no strong defences, so this should be easy.” 
 
    She seemed to be silent and withdrawn. He understood where she was coming from. The whole ‘saving the kid in distress’ had not worked out how he had expected, either. Especially the thought they might need to kill the zombie. What would that do to Janice? 
 
    Tamara nodded, and he led her straight to the zombie door. 
 
    Still working in silence, they set the traps. It was done. Their standard setup. A restraint net to contain it and pressure traps to kill it. 
 
    “Leave the light up,” he said, deliberately loudly. Tamara jumped, and he winced slightly. That was unnecessary and poor form on his behalf. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    There was a slight sound of splintering wood, but not much. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    The door bowed out this time. Daniel’s hands glowed as he degraded the wood near the handle and the automatic shutter. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    The door swung open with a bang. A hairless zombie stood on the room’s threshold. It had been hitting the door with its arms rather than its shoulders. It did not move how Daniel expected, almost like any mental activity was a struggle. It looked at them blankly, with its lips turned up, showing pointy teeth. They stood there in an awkward standoff for several seconds, Daniel not daring to move and trigger it, and it seemingly having forgotten what it was doing. 
 
    It sniffed deeply, and it was like a jolt went through it, its eyes focusing immediately on him, and it licked its lips. Even though the restraint separated them, Daniel stepped back and raised his club to defend himself. 
 
    The monster leapt forward, arms going wide as it prepared to tear him in two. It slammed into the web with no preparation, and the wall restraints held, absorbing the momentum of the creature. Then, like an elastic band snapping back, the zombie got launched straight back the way it had come. Daniel’s hands glowed green again, and the connections to both walls were released simultaneously. The restraint performed its initial function and snapped shut around the zombie. It continued to fly backwards. Now wrapped up in the net, it was launched back into its room. It only took a few moments, and almost unimaginably, the zombie had failed to trigger a single pressure plate, having initially jumped over them, and then was trampolined back on an identical trajectory. 
 
    “ROARAA!” 
 
    Daniel ignored its screaming; it was clearly pinned. Carefully, he kicked each trap to disable them and then stepped over them into the room. The zombie’s head was well into the room. Watching it like a hawk, he strode past and then turned to look at it. 
 
    It was thrashing on the ground like a fish out of water, but making no progress in saving itself, just like those fishes. Then again, who knows what fish did, these days; they might be perfectly fine on land. Like a fish used to behave out of water? 
 
    “ROAARA.” 
 
    It screamed again, but this time into the carpet. Then it craned its head up to see Daniel. Its eyes were mad. His mind went to the zombie that was protecting its daughter. That man might had survived intact, but this zombie had not. Even trapped and helpless, it licked, and he knew if his foot got too close to it, then it would try to take a bite. 
 
    Time to end this. 
 
    Bang, thug, crack. 
 
    Daniel stepped back and looked down at the caved-in skull. He knew he had to do it, but it was starting to feel too easy. But then he had seen the humanity in the other zombie and stopped. He was not killing for the sake of doing it. He was putting down feral humans, just like he would have a cow with a broken leg. Putting it out of its misery. 
 
    Tamara was still outside, but she had stopped looking when it was clear the fight was over. 
 
    “I hate doing it,” he told her. “But . . .” 
 
    “I know you have no choice.” 
 
    “Nor about this.” He knelt next to the zombie to prepare to cut out its core. He needed to get stronger to fight the monsters out there. Whatever was in the stairwell and the giant monsters that Ivey had seen below. Even those hulk monsters had been a challenge at his current Strength levels. 
 
    Almost subconsciously, Daniel formed a dagger out of the restraint pieces and dug out the core. The weapon he made now was thinner than some of his earlier efforts, and he knew just how to cut. Tamara made a sound and disappeared. 
 
    “Sorry,” he called out. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she told him but did not come around the corner. “I’m just not used to the blood yet.” 
 
    Daniel did not hesitate to grab a bottle of water to wash his hands with the help of a towel and then consumed the core. “We can go now,” Daniel assured her, coming out of the room. 
 
    Tamara looked composed once more. “Back there,” she said quietly. “Do you think the zombie was a person?” 
 
    Daniel hesitated. “We will see,” he said finally. “It was definitely protecting the girl, but that might have been instinctual.” 
 
    “I hope he’s still sane, for Janice’s sake,” Tamara said finally. 
 
    “Me too,” he agreed without hesitation. “If he’s not, I don’t know what we will do.” 
 
    He hoped for a lot of things, but for now, all he could do was to make sure he survived.
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    Chapter 32 
 
    With the floor secured, Daniel walked four doors down to where the two other humans were. He used his ability again, and they were notably awake and very human. Tamara followed him. 
 
    “People,” he explained. 
 
    He knocked on the door. 
 
    Silence, but he expected nothing else. 
 
    “Whoever is in there,” he said loudly. “The floor is safe, and we have killed all the monsters. We are gathering survivors to fight our way out of here.” 
 
    He listened, and there was a stubborn silence. 
 
    “I need to confirm you’re human.” 
 
    “We are,” a woman answered, small and scared. 
 
    “Okay.” Daniel moderated his voice to be softer. “Do you want an update on the floor’s status?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He gave them a quick summary through the wooden door. 
 
    “And that is where we are at,” he finished, having shared everything apart from the captured zombie. If that was still an issue tomorrow, they would work it out. “So, you can go back to sleep now. Remember, we are based in room seventeen. Come see us in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m going,” Tamara whispered to him. 
 
    Daniel nodded and turned to check on Ivey, happy with that conversation. It was the middle of the night. In an apocalypse, he could respect someone waiting till the sun was up to leave their room. The noise of the fight had woken them. They would have been terrified, but the fact humans had won the floor would mean something to them. They would sleep better tonight, and tomorrow, well, tomorrow those who could fight would do so, and those who were too young or too scared or in the wrong class would be protected. Or those who had kids to look after, he corrected, thinking of Trudy. She was a country lass, and those types would get their hands dirty, even if her class was just as a farmer; but given her kids had already lost one parent, it was probably best to keep her back. He almost kicked himself when he remembered Anthony, but his brisk walk did not alter. 
 
    He walked in, and distractedly, Ivey looked up and shot him a smile. Janice looked like she was asleep on the bed, but with the blanket thrown over her head, it was hard to tell. 
 
    “Do you like chocolate?” 
 
    The zombie grunted. 
 
    “Are you comfortable?” 
 
    No grunt came out. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Nothing. “Do you want me to release the restraints?” 
 
    “Rarrgh.” 
 
    “You know I can’t, but if something is pinching or poking?” 
 
    “Rarrgh.” 
 
    Daniel smiled, watching her carry out a one-sided conversation. 
 
    “Hands, legs, neck, arms, bum.” 
 
    “Rarrgh.” 
 
    “Your bum hurts?” 
 
    “Rarrgh.” 
 
    “Is something sticking in it?” 
 
    “Rarrgh.” 
 
    Ivey looked at him, but he was already walking over to her. He placed a hand on the roots around the zombie’s shoulder. His senses immediately expanded through the grown components that made up the makeshift straitjacket. First, he checked its structural integrity and was relieved to discover that nothing had gone wrong. Then he investigated the bum issue. 
 
    The vines were smooth; like the conversation had implied, there was a spot where the overlap meant that most of the monster’s weight was going through the one thin branch. Daniel quickly expanded two nearby pieces to spread the pressure. 
 
    Ivey was looking at him when he opened his eyes, and he gave a small nod in response to her unasked question. 
 
    “Is that better?” 
 
    “Rarrgh.” 
 
    “Okay, Dave,” Ivey said. “I need to step out for a moment.” 
 
    “ROOa.” 
 
    Without hesitation, she linked her arm with Daniel’s and dragged him outside. 
 
    “I think Dave is fine, and his mind is intact.” 
 
    “How do you know his name?” 
 
    “His daughter told me,” Ivey said, distracted. “Daniel.” She looked at him. “You did the right thing saving him.” 
 
    Then she leant up and kissed him on the lips. He reciprocated. 
 
    “You’re a good man. But I . . .” She nodded back into the room. 
 
    “I should stand guard.” 
 
    Ivey laughed. “I wish you could, but I think you being there will just make it harder.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “Dave is secure, isn’t he?” 
 
    Daniel thought about the wood ringing him and nodded. Even if Dave could quadruple his Strength, he was not breaking out, as there was no leverage. Not that he had that ability. The real threat was Janice, but he did not think Ivey would appreciate him pointing that out. Everyone was fragile, and no one wanted to worry about their fellow humans. 
 
    “Yep, he’s not getting free.” 
 
    “So, barricade the door, and I’ll complete the checks.” 
 
    “How will you truly be able to tell if he is human?” 
 
    She touched her head. “My interface is helping with the assessment.” Her nose wrinkled. “If that helps,” she muttered to herself. Then her face brightened. She kissed him before retreating into the hotel room, shutting the door behind her. Through the wood, Daniel could hear her chatting with Dave, doing a far friendlier interrogation than he could ever manage. She would be fine, he told himself. Plus, he could check in on her remotely, even set up automatic alarms to make sure the restraints held. 
 
    With a shrug, he pinched a nearby door and built some extra defences. For the next five minutes, he was lost in his work building something that Ivey could open from the inside. Finally, he was happy. 
 
    Stepping back, he nodded. Spikes radiated from it, and it would legitimately give pause to any zombies trying to break in. Not that there were any, but just in case, he made sure she was defended. 
 
    The process had distracted him from his feelings, but now that it was done, he felt hollow. He did not want to leave Ivey. His mind was swirling in confusion. The whole thing confused him. She had just been a fling, and now he did not know what to do. Bits of her personality were amazing, and other components grated on him. Then there was the connection. He could feel her across the floor because of her interface grains in his head. She had saved his life, but then again, that act had also saved her own life. Did that make a difference? 
 
    “Damn it,” Daniel said, stopping just short of their suite of rooms, keeping his voice low. This was not a complication he had ever imagined he would face in a zombie apocalypse. She was sweet, and there were clear sparks of attraction between them; otherwise, she would not have been in his room. It should be a straightforward decision, but it was not. She was cute, smart, a hard worker, and she clearly liked him. 
 
    He felt like hitting something. 
 
    Instead, he kept walking, and when he reached the room, he found the decay zombie laid out on the other side of the corridor, and the empty door frame had been replaced with a detached door. With a touch and twenty seconds of concentration, he rebuilt the hinges and turned it into a functioning door. 
 
    He knocked. 
 
    “Who is it?” It was Tamara’s rich British accent. The door swung open, and Tamara beamed. “Ooh, hinges. How did it go?” 
 
    He understood she was asking about the zombie. “Ivey is with him and Janice. She thinks he’s human.” 
 
    “Will she be okay alone with them?” 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Directed right at the room Ivey was in. She was sitting on the bed, and Dave was still cocooned, and the girl had not moved. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. “Janice is asleep.” 
 
    “Well, we all need a couple more hours’ sleep.” 
 
    Was there reproach in her voice? After all, their rescue had probably turned out to be unnecessary. Daniel nodded, determined not to draw unnecessary conclusions while understanding that was exactly what he was doing. Assuming Dave passed the tests that Ivey was running, hindsight could be whatever it was. The simple fact was a man had the body of a zombie, and the moment he had discovered him with a kid, Daniel had had no choice but to launch a rescue. He would never apologise for that decision. 
 
    “Good job today.” Tamara said suddenly. “It takes a certain kind of man to make the decisions you did. The first to go straight away and then adjust to the situation like you did.” She patted him on the shoulder. “I would love to chat more, but I’m sort of crashing.” 
 
    “Come on, Tamara.” Jayden took the moment to interject. “Door’s fixed; we can get some sleep.” 
 
    Tamara shot him a bright smile and disappeared into her cocoon bed. Daniel did not feel like sleeping, so he shut the door to give them their privacy. moved down the corridor to get away from the dead zombie, and then sat down to finish what he had started before he got distracted by the Janice crisis. 
 
    It was time to map out the floors and see if he could find a pet that could help him.
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    Chapter 33 
 
    First, he activated Animal Sense and focused on the floor directly below. The magic stretched out, and he could interpret the flood of information partly by some weird expansion of his consciousness; partly by clever tricks of perception. Animals popped out, letting him observe them all at the same time. While he took the whole thing in from afar, the spell itself swept over each individual creature, just touching on them for a moment to determine what they were. In this constructed reality, they got tagged as either human or zombie, and then something the size of a cow in one hotel room was identified as a cat. It had mutated into something large but not powerful. Overlaying that flood of information was his understanding of the floor plan. It assumed the level below was the same as his, and the overlay allowed him to see whether the monsters were in the corridor or elsewhere. 
 
    Daniel focused on the bigger picture. After a moment, what he was observing was what he imagined his own level would have looked like if he, with Ivey’s pushing, had not gone on a rampage to rescue everyone. 
 
    There were sixteen zombies, with four in the hallways, and eight humans safely encompassed in their hotel rooms. Animal Sense did not tell him whether doors were open, so the monsters currently in a room might also have access to the corridors; and unless he got some tendrils down to investigate, he would have to assume that all zombies were out of containment. There were too many zombies out there to rush down and fight them. 
 
    First step was preservation of life. Carefully, Daniel noted exactly where the humans were and then killed the spell and concentrated on his network of plants. While he did not think he was under time pressure, the sooner he could insert protections for the trapped humans, the better. At some point, just like they had on his floor, these zombies would start breaking into people’s rooms. All it would take was someone to wake screaming from a nightmare to bring the feral creatures down upon them. If he got there first, then Daniel was confident he could stop them. He imagined it would be quite a different experience between throwing yourself against a smooth-painted surface versus one adorned with two-inch-long spikes at irregular angles. 
 
    The plan of where he wanted to extend to was laid down, and then he realised his network had already extended over one of the target spaces. Slowly, a tendril flopped down to touch the top of the door. Instantly, he was inside the wood and went to work. It was nice to use his magic like this. It was a different feeling when he was not completely changing the fundamentals of the timber. It felt more natural to apply the magic to strengthen what already existed, rather than forcing wholesale changes. The only unnatural twist was when he fused to the frame; but even then, he worked with what he had. 
 
    With the first step done, he considered what else he wanted to do. While the door would now survive a couple of shoulder charges from a hulk, it was hardly impenetrable. If it got attacked by a determined hulk, then it would fall no matter what he did. How he had fought off these attacks in the past had been to use thorns to make it too painful for the creatures to continue their assault. He needed to do the same, and he remembered that working with nature was more efficient than forcing it. 
 
    Daniel hesitated. So far, he had generated thorns using two methods. The first was creating them from wood, and the other, from the mushy vegetable mass he had used to protect Janice before he discovered better. Both had been a struggle, but thorns grew naturally in nature. He examined the wood and looked for a spell specialisation that could work. 
 
    The door was made of pine tree, and it did not naturally produce thorns; however, it could get close. Daniel wished he had access to a rose bush or a similar plant. He did not, but he could use the wood to grow branches, and then he would only need to sharpen them. Magic flowed smoothly, simulating natural expansion, and it grew down the wall, completing in less than a minute – and that was only utilising his natural outflow. The power that he possessed amazed him. If only ever an iota of his existence was not focused on killing monsters. One day, he promised himself, after he saved the kids! 
 
    Once the structure was in place, Daniel started sharpening the spines. The increase in effort required when he went against nature was material. It took over three minutes to turn each of the branch stubs into sharp points. Finally, it was done, and he included an alarm to let him know if it came under attack. He was confident that the door would survive a couple of hulk-level blows and then, once he started reinforcing it from afar, it would hold even under a concerted assault. 
 
    They were safe. He sighed heavily in the dark corridor. Without Tamara’s light, Daniel could not even see his own fingers. 
 
    Two more people saved, at least for the short term. 
 
    Creak. 
 
    His head snapped up, looking left then right, but there was very little natural light, and he could see nothing. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    It snapped out and confirmed that nothing was there. The noise must have just been the building moving. 
 
    His heart thumped. 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Daniel,” he whispered to himself, shocked by how loud it sounded. You’re in a dark corridor, he berated himself, why talk? 
 
    He peered in every direction. There was no movement. He stood up and grabbed his club, and immediately confidence infused him. There was something comforting about having a weapon in his hand. 
 
    There was nothing threatening, but how long had he sat there on the floor vulnerable to a monster sneaking up on him? The zombie might be dead, but there were still monsters. An electricity bug crawling up to him could have done heaps of damage at close range, let alone the threat of something larger and mobile. There were rats and mice in this place. 
 
    He shuddered. 
 
    “You’re an A-grade idiot.” His whisper was even softer this time. 
 
    His heart rate was slowing down, no longer thundering.  
 
    There was nothing sneaking up on him. But using his plant senses while exposed like that was unacceptable. He retreated into the nearest room, pausing only to shut the door behind him and then into the bathroom, closing that door, and then fled further into the toilet. Three doors should provide enough protection. It was not perfect, but the defended space would protect against most things. Briefly, he thought about a cocoon, but he did not want to waste the time it would take to build one. 
 
    Daniel slid down to the floor to get to work and then chuckled. There was no wood in the bathroom to connect to his network. He retreated outside and grew a tendril quickly down through the ceiling fan, taking just a moment to seal the gaps as he did so. Satisfied, he sat down and went back to directing the plants to save the people below. 
 
    The pattern he had used in the first room was one that he could mimic. He put in place a framework of instructions, telling the plants where to expand, when to push into the room. How to go about strengthening the door, expand into the hinges, floor, and handles, and then to grow the thorny defence. 
 
    His instinct was to monitor the process and micromanage it, but that was not a good use of his time. He could check it regularly, and if he burnt five minutes because of his instructions failing, then he could live with that if it got him hours back to do the important tasks that were still needed. 
 
    Daniel found himself back in his defended bathroom. He had a list of activities to complete before morning. He stood and engaged Speed for a moment, and for fun, he did a small step in the confined space. Without another person to calibrate, it was difficult to prove the Speed boost had done anything, but he trusted his instincts. It would be a slow process, but eventually the alien core would adapt to his body and make the skill a lot stronger. 
 
    Animal Sense flared out and confirmed that Ivey was still safe. Paradoxically, he was actually scared about Janice doing something. The non-feral zombie was locked up tight; and in all honesty, apart from its terrifying appearance, he had not felt threatened by it at all. The kid worried him. In the first engagement, Tamara and Ivey working together had struggled to contain her. Ivey had a magic user build, and if Janice attacked her, she might be overwhelmed. 
 
    Daniel stopped his thoughts from going down that path. People died. Anthony, bleeding out in front of his helpless eyes, illustrated that. Daniel had known Ivey for a day and a bit, but he already felt fear at losing her. However, Ivey had made the call to stay in that room. She had sent him away confident that Janice was safe, and he had to trust her. They were a team, and he couldn’t afford to spend all his time second-guessing her. 
 
    Another Speed-adjusted step. He was shadowboxing, super speeds in the closed-off toilet space. It was ridiculous and completely serious at the same time. 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    He was panting. He had sped himself up for too long. He needed to find the balance where the ability engaged but did not eat into his reserves. Quicker engagements, he promised to himself. On then off straightaway. 
 
    Then he checked on saving the humans below. He touched the tendril and oversaw what was happening. The tendrils had grown less than a foot. Too early. Every five minutes. 
 
    He was back in the bathroom, still breathing heavily, so it was time for the last item on his list. He needed to gather as much information as possible. It would be a mistake to just focus locally when the best strategic move might be to skip floors to lend a hand to areas that really needed it. Just how far could his Animal Sense truly be extended? 
 
    He would do it floor by floor, he decided. First down and then up. Work out exactly what they faced and then tomorrow, when the sun came up, they could start saving people.
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    Chapter 34 
 
    Daniel engaged Animal Sense. 
 
    His consciousness was instantly projected down two floors. 
 
    Zombie, zombie, zombie. 
 
    He ceased the magic and collapsed to the ground in disbelief. 
 
    No. 
 
    The entire floor had been zombies. 
 
    How? 
 
    Maybe it was wrong? But it was not. For a moment, he relived what he had experienced. That first moment of lots of human-sized bodies along with hope, and then he had expanded his sense out, checking the bodies one by one. Like dominos falling, they had flared red to indicate zombie, a colour scheme he had subconsciously assigned to show threat. One second, he’d had hope, and the next, the sun had been extinguished. 
 
    A floor of zombies. There had been over a dozen of them and no humans. How many people had died just on that level? Thirty, forty, fifty? It was terrifying. 
 
    Numbly, he did his other tasks and then took deep breaths. It was time to check floor twenty-two. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    That same flare, an initial spread of human-sized bodies and a scattering of smaller ones. Then the identity sensing swept. Red, red, red. 
 
    He hit the wall in front of him hard. The tiles broke, and the plaster wall crumbled under the blow. 
 
    Earlier in the night, he had been horrified thinking that ten people had survived per floor, but it was worse than that. He wanted to abandon what he was doing. Hide away and maybe just focus on his Speed exercises. 
 
    No. He had never been that sort of person, the type to burrow their head in the sand and ignore the truth. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Daniel pushed down to floor twenty-one. 
 
    Instantly, it was better news. There were three clumps of humanoids, and the presence of groups screamed human. On the floors where there had been only zombies, they had been spread out, with only three near each other. The second bubble of identification shot out. 
 
    Red, red, red. The first clump of seven were zombies, then the pack of nine, then the single. They were all zombies. 
 
    There was only one group left. The dense clump in the corner. 
 
    Human, human, human. A surprising amount of joy exploded through him. It was the largest group on the floor. Fifteen of them left alive, gathered in the back corner of the hotel against a similar number of zombies. That sort of felt like it was advantage humans. But if his own floor was any indication, those fifteen people might only include five or six who were in combat classes. That put the power firmly with the zombies. Eight zombies rushing Ivey, Tamara, and himself would probably be more than they could handle. With defences in place, they would hold, but they too would not have countered. 
 
    His reasoning was off. That is what they had stupidly done: taken on a group of eight and survived. However, he knew his skills were extremely unusual; and even with his abilities, they could not take the fight to a large group of zombies. 
 
    He used his scanning ability again. The larger groups were moving in the corridor but avoiding the corner where the people were. Clearly, the zombies had been taught to avoid that area, but that there were so many on the one level made him think that a stalemate had been created. The humans had claimed their rooms but could not whittle down the numbers of the opponents. 
 
    Daniel, while completing his micro-speed exercises, tossed around a couple of plans. Tomorrow they would save the humans directly below them and then work out how to avoid engaging two floors full of zombies before saving the people on floor twenty-one. It was acceptable, but the floors above required searching first. The impressions he had received when first using the spell had been bad, but maybe he had gotten it wrong or leapt to conclusions. Even if there were more zombie-only floors, he needed to take his time and investigate properly. 
 
    Three floors later, he stopped. Everyone was dead. There were monsters everywhere. There was no need to panic, as his only option was to adjust to the facts. The vast majority of the humans who had been in the hotel were dead. All he could hope was that it was because of a lack of interfaces in a highly concentrated population space. If this is what all of Melbourne looked like and there were bigger beasts as well, maybe he should just give up. For a moment, a tsunami rose before him, ready to crush life and hope alike. 
 
    No. He would fight. 
 
    Tomorrow, he would attempt to save the twenty-three humans on the two levels below. 
 
    But next on his list was to get a pet. Then Daniel hesitated, remembering the dark presence he had sensed in the stairwells. As much as he wanted an animal companion to fight his battles for him, he couldn’t ignore a threat. 
 
    It was just a flex of Animal Sense; he understood that, but his mind rebelled against casting the spell. That brief touch had warned him away. 
 
    The tiny room he had packed himself into was pitch black. It was safe, but for how long? He could not disregard the threats that might be out there. He would not fool himself into believing everything was okay when it was not. 
 
    “I’m not that type of man,” he declared quietly, confident that the three doors would stop anything nasty hearing him. “Let’s do this.” 
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    Chapter 35 
 
    Daniel’s magic flashed out again, but this time he focused on the fire stairs. His power entered where he knew the stairs to be and proceeded up and down, vertically instead of the usual horizontal method he used for each level. 
 
    Flying creatures filled the area. All of them were the same, massive moths or small bats or potentially something alien. They were flittering through the space without direction. One after the other, he touched them, and of course, they dinged red, which basically meant they were not human. He had already known that, so he concentrated on what they were and promptly recoiled in disgust and fear. 
 
    They had power, lots of it, along with contempt for any other living species. These things wanted to see everything dead. It was against nature. Sure, foxes and cats would kill for fun, but most things only ate what they needed. To do more was wasteful; whatever mutation had affected these monsters had distorted their minds in a way that was worse than what happened to turn humans feral. These creatures were now abominations, as far as Daniel was concerned. Then there was the magic they possessed. Despite their small size, he suspected that one of them was a larger threat than even a hulk. 
 
    Too powerful and evil to entangle. He did not want to befriend them; he wanted to destroy them. Stamp them from existence like what they wanted to do to everything else. Unfortunately, he lacked the power for that yet, but if he had to come back to the hotel to end them, then he would. Once he was powerful enough to defeat them, that is. For now, they were beyond him, and if someone opened the stairwell door . . . . 
 
    Instantly, he was bursting out of the room. The Animal Sense sweep had only taken a second, but it energised him like getting a bucket of icy water thrown over him when he realised what they were. While he couldn’t fight them, he had to stop them from being released by accident. Only the fact that everyone was asleep stopped him from running. The stairwells would have to be blocked. 
 
    The lifts? 
 
    Animal Sense blasted out. There were six elevator wells, though only two serviced the floor he was on, and they were filled with the same type of monster. He would definitely need to close them off. He could not afford even one of these beasts to escape. 
 
    Once in the hallway, he jogged. Ridiculous. A few seconds saved would never matter. However, now that he knew of the danger, he could not help himself. He reached the emergency exit door and shivered despite himself. Just beyond this thin piece of wood was evil. 
 
    Power blazed, and the wood merged with the frame, and between one blink and the next, the door became impossible to open. The only way through was to tear a hole. His power surged once more, and the underlying timber strengthened and was linked to his alarm network. It was even stronger now. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Another involuntary recoil. There was one just a meter beyond the door. It kept flying up. In fact, all of them kept fluttering, oblivious to what he had done. He released a sigh of relief before moving to the second fire door and repeating the procedure. The elevator doors were more problematic because they were made of plastic. He stole two nearby doors and used them to create a barrier. It was thin, but he also curved roots around the outside of the automatic-sliding, metallic half-doors, effectively locking them in place. 
 
    The design he had utilized was cartoonish, but he was glad he had done it. If they had tried to go down the first stairs yesterday . . . . 
 
    Daniel returned to the welcoming space of his toilet. It was time to finish the last item on his list. He wanted a pet. 
 
    Animal Sense once more went out, but on this occasion, he ignored the larger animals and looked for something small and powerful. While the cat that was as large as a cow was a candidate, Daniel was suspicious about it. If he enhanced his Speed and Strength, then he was sure he could one-hit that particular mutant, and he wanted a pet that was a little more durable. His power expanded, identifying all the small creatures out there. Each one he discovered, he touched, assessed their strength, and moved on. 
 
    As he searched, he had no preconceived ideas. Anything could work; strong, small, and powerful was what he was looking for. Even insects could be fun. A fly with the ability to shoot lightning and then he would not need Tamara against the stronger opponents, or one of the small mammals with similar skills. A magic-casting menace. He smiled. If it existed, he would find it. 
 
    Meticulously, he searched the surrounding floors. If he could only have one, he needed it to be strong or sneaky. Having a pet that could help with his intelligence gathering would be nice, but with his Animal Sense flexibility, it might not be required. Something that could fight a zombie by itself would be perfect, and if it was that powerful, then he was more likely to extract a useful skill from Animal Communion. 
 
    Animal Sense stretched out and zoomed in on the non-human life forms. There was disappointment after disappointment. An immensely powerful slug that was the size of a car and filled a hotel room. It might have power, but it lacked any form of offensive abilities, and it was not like it could sneak anywhere. A cockroach that had potential, but it was just too old and was on its last legs. 
 
    He switched upwards. Same process. There was a spider two floors up. It was what he had been looking for. It lit up with power when he touched it. Fast and agile, with a couple of long-ranged attacks, primarily a poison spit or magical corrosive missiles. They both hit hard, and if it closed its mandibles, it could shred poor-quality metal armour. 
 
    Perfect, he thought, mentally rubbing his hands together. Now how to use the animal entanglement bonding spell. Daniel threw himself into the experimentation, partially charging the spell using the interface grains, then applying the process to the bit of the interface that was bonded to his main core. He repeated it until he could get it lighting up correctly, then ran them jointly, never fully initialising the spell, but he felt the connections occurring and information flowing between his core and the interface grains. Then he used Animal Sense and attempted to link the entanglement with the spider, and the spell fell apart completely. 
 
    Daniel tried again and again, but whenever the spell left him, it just fell apart. Animal entanglement was better with direct contact, though it could be ranged. The failure was more than his execution, Daniel knew. The spell felt like it was forming correctly and then only failing when it fell over the spider. He checked the spell and nodded to himself. The entanglement needed to be a mutual decision, and that spider was not a willing participant. 
 
    How? 
 
    He wanted to scream it out, but he stopped himself. How did this normally work? The beast whisperer class must run into this problem all the time. How did they get around it? Directing the question internally so scraps of memory reached him, Daniel got the distinct impression that the information he had received was a tiny part of a much, much larger whole that would be available if he had a full interface. 
 
    There were, however, enough leftovers to put together a story. There were three traditional ways the class worked. The first was to create a trust between the sapient and the animal until it would accept the offer without hesitation. A tamed dog, or a wild horse that reached the point of accepting food from a man’s hand. The second was a power discrepancy. If level ten tried to entangle a level-one animal, the spell would work. It only got risky when the target approached the whisperer in relative power levels. The last method was the one that gave Daniel a chance to get a pet that could actually help them escape. 
 
    It was all about forcing submission of the stronger animal. A party could overwhelm the target, or it might have fallen into a trap and be weak and dehydrated, or sometimes the whisperer had literally tortured it into compliance. 
 
    If that was what it took to save Anthony’s kids, then Daniel had no issue with doing what was required. He would not pull the legs off the spider, but he was more than happy to subdue it until it yielded to him. 
 
    Daniel opened his eyes. It was still dark outside. Ivey had chatted with Dave all night, which he knew because he had been keeping an obsessive watch on her. Trudy’s middle child was awake but staying quiet, and everyone else was out cold. 
 
    The spider was almost certainly his choice of bonding companions, but he stretched his Animal Sense out anyway, looking to see if there was anything else that might be better. Deep down, he was hoping for a cute puppy. Maybe one who had a bite like a Tyrannosaurus rex and was super-fast, to boot. “Sic him” would have a completely different dynamic than when he had used the words on his old dog, Rover. Back then, Rover would launch himself at the target with a flurry of excited, slobbery licks. 
 
    Next floor. 
 
    This was reaching the limits of his skill, but he searched anyway. 
 
    No dog, but a mouse, of all things, got his attention. A mouse that was almost dead. His Animal Sense assessed it, and his jaw metaphorically dropped to the floor. It was both far stronger than the spider and incredibly weaker. However, in these animals, the size of the core was one of the biggest indicators of power, and the mouse core was giant and was paradoxically the reason it was almost dead. It had been sneaking under a door when the change had occurred, and its core had wedged it in firmly. 
 
    Daniel assessed the power spectrum of the creature. It currently lacked any offensive abilities, and that was its only weakness. It possessed three main defensive skills. The first was near- invisibility; the second was a period where it could move at ten times its normal speed; and the third, the ability to think within its core which was basically stopping time. Those alone made it desirable, particularly if he could extract some of those abilities from it with Animal Communion, but it was the next set of capabilities that made him rub his hands together in glee. 
 
    First, it was intelligent; second, it could influence other animals, able to go as far as to see through their eyes; and its third ability was a mind projection. It could literally see through walls. 
 
    “You’re perfect,” he whispered to himself. He needed it, and unlike the spider, Daniel was under no illusions. If he could get it in the room with it still trapped, it would accept the bond. 
 
    It was five floors up. He flexed his spell again, and it was very near death. 
 
    Where no one could see him, he held his head in his hands in a moment of despair. 
 
    Save the humans or the mouse? 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    Daniel threw his head back and sat with a straight back in resignation. 
 
    With the stairwell closed, his only way up five levels was to blow holes in the floor and probably kill all the zombies on each level because of the noise that creating those holes would generate. 
 
    “Damn it,” he repeated himself. He would not be going up to collect the mouse. No matter how powerful the mouse might end up, he would not sacrifice humans to get it. 
 
    Unless . . . he could get it without sacrificing anything. His plant power, as he had showed repeatedly, was overpowered. 
 
    The mouse was small, and while it was five floors up, that, actually, was not that far. If he could get his plant feelers up there and then create holes large enough for the mouse to be brought back through, then it was his. 
 
    He jumped to his feet in excitement, activating Speed as he danced on the spot until his chest started heaving. 
 
    Laughing to himself at his silliness, he got to planning the next steps. Earlier, when he had drilled through the floor, that had been stupid. There were bundles of conduits, wires, and stuff that went between floors, and this was where he focused. His plant tendrils swarmed straight up the middle, following the wires. Plastic exploded when he needed to make room through tight spots. Forty minutes later, a conduit the size of his wrist had gone up the five levels. 
 
    Daniel was in awe at how powerful the seemingly useless ability to grow plants was turning out to be. With time, he could become a god. He shook his head and assessed his victim. The conduit was ready, and he was connected to the door the mouse was trapped under. It grew down and encased the animal firmly in wood. 
 
    “Got you.” 
 
    It could turn near invisible if it wanted, and it could run fast, but it was confined in a wooden container that Daniel, pre-event, could have crushed in his hands, and it was helpless. No strength and no ability to hurt the wood, and its ability to stop elemental magic—like fire, ice, wind, water, and earth—was useless against the physical wood. Humming to himself, he thickened the walls of the container. He would not risk the box slipping and breaking and letting the mouse free. With the mouse secured in dense wood, he dragged the miniature prison across to his access point, only moving the box when there was a gap in the random zombie movement. Then he pulled it down to his level. It slipped down the wall, hidden from the monsters that roamed in the hallways. 
 
    On the way out, he grabbed some chips and water. After all, the mouse had been trapped for over twenty-four hours. Out in the corridor, there was a more significant amount of light leaking in. It was pre-dawn, but without alarm clocks, and with everyone on edge, that change would probably start waking the others. 
 
    Daniel rubbed his hands together in excitement. 
 
    The little bundle hung down from the vines at chest height, right where he had brought it. Curiously, he leaned down to have a look. It was a strangely shaped mouse. It was fifty percent bigger than normal, but that was all driven by the massive core in the middle of it. It was like those pictures of a snake that had eaten something too big for it, and you could see the shape of the animal inside of it. This was similar, but the lump was encased in a mouse shape. It was weird. 
 
    However, it was still cute. It had little whiskers. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he whispered. The mouse struggled with futility in the wooden restraints he had placed. With the tiniest touch, the container shifted, leaving it just as trapped as before, but it could now at least move a bit. 
 
    Smiling, Daniel opened a packet of chips and offered it some. It sniffed and then ate, then drank some water out of the cupped palm of his hand. While he fed it, he tracked his mana. During the excitement of grabbing the mouse, he had drawn from his reserves to speed up the process. When he used the spell, he wanted to blast it with everything that he had. 
 
    Plus, feeding it first had to help with the bonding. 
 
    “You hungry?” He offered another chip. It scarfed it down. 
 
    It was time. His mana was full. 
 
    “Please work.” 
 
    He cast animal entanglement, dumping all his mana into it. The interface grains heated, and power flooded through the system. There was a pause as the spell settled over the animal, and then a flood of its memories hit him as the mouse accepted his offer. 
 
    She was an old girl. A survivor who had existed for almost six months by avoiding notice in the roof spaces. Carried in with some food supplies. Then, when the event happened, she had focused on her priorities. Which were survival and the hope of building a thriving colony, so she would never have to be alone again. 
 
    “You won’t ever have to be alone again,” he told her, and the restraints broke away. 
 
    She blurred to his left. 
 
    What? 
 
    He engaged the new connection in his head and realised that she was sitting on his knee. Looking down, he saw she held a great big chip in her paws and was eating it contentedly. Satisfied emotions rolled out from her that were so strong they were almost physical.
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    Chapter 36 
 
    Daniel watched the mutant mouse eat the chip hungrily, just taking the time to get a feel for what the entanglement did. 
 
    The best way to describe it was a soul bond. Just like with Ivey, the mouse would be permanently in his awareness. But unlike with Ivey, he could feel the mouse’s emotions, and if he extended himself, he could see through her eyes. 
 
    The chip was huge when a mouse looked at it. 
 
    Daniel knew if she got hurt, he would feel it himself. In fact, through the connection, he was aware of how uncomfortable that solid internal core was for a mouse. 
 
    Not that there was anything he could do about it. Whenever she moved, the core annoyed her. 
 
    The mouse blurred again, and this time, with his extra sense, he felt the movement of her from one spot to the next. The chip packet made a crackling noise, but the mouse was already back on his lap with a new chip. She was so fast. 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “I’m going to call you Priscilla,” he told the mouse, running a single finger down her back. The fur was soft but was thin, despite the enormous bulge where the core was. “We’re going to work together to escape this tower, and then we will get you a family.” 
 
    That made the mouse excited. 
 
    “And when my mana recharges, we’ll engage Animal Communion.” 
 
    Daniel wondered what he would get from the mouse. Hopefully, it would be Speed. He wanted to smash heads in, and Priscilla’s command of Speed was so much more than his own. Mind you, the other abilities would fit nicely. He could see the utility of Invisibility, but he was not sure that what worked on a mouse who easily fitted into his hands would apply to someone as big as him. The Magic Resistance or counter abilities would also be useful, but Speed would let him dodge magic just as easily. 
 
    The mouse got another chip, and he kept patting her. 
 
    Strength and personal power. There might be a view that pumping up everyone around you was the way to go, but Daniel did not believe that for a second. Fighting a zombie one-on-one taught him the truth. Power was the only way to stop monsters like that. Concentrated force was the answer, because one person as strong as a zombie could beat it. Four at half-strength would end up as just that many splatters. 
 
    He patted the mouse. 
 
    “You and me, Priscilla, we are going to rock this world.” 
 
    She kept eating, totally unconcerned. Now that she was free of the trap, Daniel doubted that anything could physically catch her. Maybe his wall of plants could seal every exit and confine her if she was not paying attention. Part of him wished he had the firebolt skill to share with her. That would scare the crap out of everyone, the mouse zipping from one spot to another. Pow. Pow. Pow. 
 
    Daniel smiled. 
 
    He initiated Animal Communion, once more just starting the spell and then backing off. Getting the communication going between his core and the interface remnants. The process was faster this time, and then he pumped everything he could into the spell. 
 
    The power went to work. Sharing and shifting knowledge for a moment, their two cores were linked. He wanted her Speed, and she desired the magic that had both saved and trapped her so easily. The two chunks of information blasted out between them. 
 
    His mana bottomed out, and he wondered academically if this had added to his core or just repurposed some of the unused capacity. Curiously, he checked. The core had not expanded, and he could not find any trace of what had happened. Oh, well. The proof was in the observable changes. 
 
    “Little girl.” Carefully, he moved her to ground next to him. “I want to test this.” 
 
    He started his Speed and leapt to his feet, but Priscilla triggered hers, running up his leg to his shoulder before he finished standing. 
 
    She was a show-off. 
 
    He took a step. 
 
    She ran down his leg to the chip packet and then back up his shoulder, her prize held happily in her hands. 
 
    Knowing that, to anyone else, he was a blur, he took a second step, then a third. 
 
    Previously, that movement would have left him feeling puffed; but this time, it had no impact. 
 
    “You upgraded me.” 
 
    Why it was not visible on the core was a mystery, but whatever she had done had made a tremendous difference. 
 
    Yes. Priscilla matched his excitement, happy that she had helped him. Then he felt a hint of mischievousness across the bond. 
 
    She blurred and was over at the wooden trap that he had used to drag her down from the higher floor. Priscilla glowed green, and the wood closed. She then zipped around him, moving too fast for him to see, and he only knew what she had done because of his connection to where she was. Suddenly, she rushed up and settled on his shoulders. 
 
    He peered at her. She had another unbroken chip in her paws and nibbled on it. 
 
    “We can do this.” 
 
    Smiling, he walked down along the corridor and monitored the nearby floors to make sure nothing had gone wrong. The light coming through the windows intensified as the sun kept rising, or maybe a cloud moved out of the way. 
 
    Absently, Daniel checked on Ivey and the bound zombie with Animal Sense. To his surprise, there was movement, and Ivey was leaving the room. He leapt to his feet and jogged around the corner. Ivey had the door open and was examining the hedgehog of spines he had put in place. 
 
    Her face lit up when she saw him. He grinned back, glad to see her. She was dangerous. 
 
    “You didn’t hold back, did you?” she observed, touching the spikes on the outside of the door. 
 
    “It was not much effort,” he partially lied, but Ivey was not fooled. 
 
    “Thank you.” She came over and gave him a hug and then a peck on the lips before looking brightly up at him. “We can let Dave go.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “What? You won’t fight me?” 
 
    “Why would I?” Daniel answered with a shrug. “He’s clearly not feral. We need help, and if he steps out of line, I’ll put him down.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” Ivey asked curiously. 
 
    “I realised some stuff and might have gotten an upgrade.” 
 
    “What type?” 
 
    He initiated Speed, opened the door, and ran to the zombie. Touched the bindings and they fell apart, but even as that was in the action, he sprinted back to his initial spot before releasing it, sucking in a big breath—but he was not breathing that heavily. More like he had gone for a brisk walk rather than had been moving at Flash-Gordon levels. 
 
    “Speed?” Ivey asked wonderingly. “How?” 
 
    Daniel grinned and touched his shoulder. 
 
    “Ivey, meet . . .” 
 
    “Gross,” she squealed, jumping away. 
 
    “Priscilla,” he finished lamely, patting the mouse lightly on the head. The mouse preened. 
 
    Ivey took another step to increase the distance. “What is it?” 
 
    “Priscilla.” He held out a hand, palm up, and the mouse dashed to it, deviating to a spot behind him. When he looked at his hand, she held another chip. Subtly looking behind him, sure enough, on the hotel floor was the packet. She had secretly been dragging it along with them. “My pet mouse.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you get a dog?” Ivey asked in confusion. “Or a cat, if you’re one of those people.” 
 
    “I’m a dog person,” he said defensively. 
 
    “Thank god. But a mouse?” 
 
    “She was the most powerful creature available,” he told her, deciding to be open. “Plus, I figured I needed help with spying or battle and Priscilla is perfect at the first.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Priscilla was no longer on his shoulder. 
 
    His mind triangulated where the mouse had gone. 
 
    Then he looked up in horror. 
 
    Ivey screamed. Priscilla was perched on Ivey’s shoulder, still holding the chip. “Get it off me!” She yelled and slapped at Priscilla. 
 
    The mouse was crouched on the other shoulder before the hand landed. Ivey’s eyes were filled with disgusted horror, and Priscilla was sitting comfortably, like she was in her den. She lifted the chip up to her mouth and started eating. 
 
    Daniel stifled the laugh. 
 
    Ivey slapped the new spot. 
 
    Missed. 
 
    Priscilla was suddenly on top of Ivey’s head. 
 
    Still happily crunching away. 
 
    Ivey tried to brush her away from her head, then shoulder, then out of her hair. Then squealed louder as Priscilla slipped under Ivey’s T-shirt. Ivey aggressively slapped, pushed, and attempted to dislodge her. 
 
    With no success. 
 
    Whenever she hit, she was too slow. 
 
    A smile reached his lips. Ivey’s eyes hardened, and she was looking straight at him. Her hair was completely dishevelled, and her T-shirt was pulled out of her jeans. That had been to let the mouse out. 
 
    If Priscilla had wanted to? 
 
    Priscilla, with only half the chip left, was back to eating happily on the original shoulder. 
 
    “Get—it—off—me!” 
 
    He stepped forward, half-expecting Priscilla to run, but the mouse let him scoop her up. 
 
    The door to the zombie room opened, and Dave emerged. It was still mostly dark in the corridors, even if it was getting light outside. In the shadows, Dave looked big, hairy, and dangerous. 
 
    “We will talk later,” Ivey told him frostily. “And discuss ground rules for that.” She pointed at a mouse that was radiating amused satisfaction. “Dave, Janice, it’s this way.”  
 
    She stalked off with Dave following her, his big, furry hand holding his daughter’s wrist delicately. Amazingly, the zombie patted him on the back as he passed. He had done the same thing to his mates before, when their partner had put them in the doghouse. Silent commiserations, as anything verbal would just make it worse. 
 
    Daniel watched them till they were around the corner. “That was very naughty,” he said, and then, activating Speed, he jogged to catch up. From the emotions he was receiving, Priscilla was completely unrepentant. 
 
    He caught them well before they reached room seventeen, stepping deliberately in front of the zombie or, rather, Dave. 
 
    The man, to his credit, made no aggressive movements and just pulled to a halt. “It might be better if you wait out here.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Then a nod. 
 
    Casually, Daniel stepped back to guard the door. 
 
    “They’re awake,” he told Ivey as she brushed past and pushed into the room. Hopefully to explain the whole Dave situation. He stood next to Dave and his daughter. 
 
    “Did you have a good chat?” he asked 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “You know I will die to protect the kids.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Because that is what real men do.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “We need to get stronger.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Daniel looked speculatively at the zombie; the noise being generated was not just roars. 
 
    “You’re not stupid, are you?” 
 
    “Raraf.” And the zombie showed his fangs. 
 
    Daniel smiled and turned away. 
 
    “Dave?” he called out. The zombie looked up from where he had knelt to hug his daughter. Because why not? “Be careful about smiling too much.” Daniel tapped his own teeth. “Fangs and all.” 
 
    Dave smiled at him, a broad grin that showed off all those sharp teeth. Then the mouth snapped shut, and the zombie winked. 
 
    Then Dave’s attention returned one hundred percent to his daughter. Daniel walked into their rooms, and despite them being fresh yesterday and the holes to the outside he had created, there was a slight smell of too many unwashed people.

  

 OceanofPDF.com


   
    Chapter 37 
 
    They had raided a lot of mini-bars the night before, so there was as much food as he needed. Admittedly, just muesli bars and packets of nuts, unless you wanted to get into the confectionary. Ivey joined him, and relatively soon, all the adults were gathered around him as they ate. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The ability swept the floor, and he stood immediately. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The girls in room thirty-five are up and about.” The tension drained out of everyone present. 
 
    “Do you want me to go?” Ivey asked. 
 
    Daniel hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “Probably.” 
 
    “I’ll bring them back here, and we can plan.” She patted him on the back, and he opened a packet of chips absently and then just left it on the floor. A moment later, Priscilla was on his shoulder, nibbling. 
 
    “You eat. You’re going to need your energy,” he told Priscilla quietly, imagining the mouse exploring the different floors and scouting the zombies in person. Plus, unlike him, he was sure Priscilla could get an accurate read on their abilities. 
 
    “Ohh.” He looked up to see Tamara staring in fascination at the mouse. “So cute.” 
 
    Daniel found himself smiling back at the girl. “She’s amazing,” he agreed. 
 
    “I swear, you’re a hippy,” Jayden said to Tamara. “It’s a dirty rodent.” 
 
    “Priscilla is going to be our scout,” Daniel said evenly, deciding to ignore the other man. 
 
    “Can I hold her?” asked Tamara. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She went to lean forward to grab the mouse, but Priscilla was gone from his shoulder. Daniel could sense that she was in the chip packet, probably trying to work out which was the largest one. 
 
    “What?” Tamara asked in confusion. 
 
    “She’s fast. Hold out your hand.” 
 
    Tamara giggled. “That tickled.” 
 
    Priscilla was in her palm, busily chomping away. Tamara carefully patted the mouse’s head, and he could feel the animal’s satisfaction. 
 
    “She likes you,” Daniel confessed, and given his mana was full, he activated Animal Sense, checking both their floor and the levels on either side. The zombies below were wandering aimlessly, and he wondered how long it would be till they found some humans, and whether the reinforced doors would be as effective as he hoped. 
 
    He finished his pack of nuts and then looked in the mouse’s snack bag and was not surprised to find her bag completely empty as well. 
 
    “I know you’ve been hiding them,” he told the mouse, having felt the multiple lightning-fast trips under the bed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Daniel showed her the empty chip packets. “This was hers.” Priscilla, deliberately not using her super-speed, had scampered over to another full packet of plain potato chips and was trying to open the packet. “The rest she hid over there.” He nodded over to his bed. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She’s extremely quick.” 
 
    The door opened. Dave was standing there with Janice in front of him. He rested those fearsome claws  lightly on her shoulders, just like most dads seemed to do when introducing their kid to a new group. There was demonstrably a man underneath all that fur. 
 
    Jayden launched himself to his feet, grabbing the wooden sword. 
 
    Cursing internally, Daniel sped up and stood quickly and shifted to be between Jayden and the mutated human. “Dave,” he greeted simply. 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath behind. It was Jayden, but Daniel was not sure if it was at how fast he had moved or still directed at the zombie. 
 
    “Come in,” Daniel finished, waving the man forward. 
 
    “No,” Jayden blustered. “We have kids here.” 
 
    Daniel hated to do it, but ground rules were necessary, and frankly, the sourpuss had it coming. 
 
    He engaged Speed, spun around, and used his club one-handed to knock the sword, striking it with a touch of his growth power to cause it to break and add extra oomph to his move. Shock and awe tactics. 
 
    With his free hand, he grabbed Jayden’s neck. 
 
    As far as Jayden was concerned, between one moment and the next, his weapon was broken, knocked clear of his hand, and then Daniel had a hand on his neck. Daniel, the man who had almost single-handedly defeated the massive feral mutated human. 
 
    They made eye contact, and Daniel smiled. Panic flared across Jayden’s face, and then Daniel activated the Strength ability. 
 
    Energy seemed to flood through him, boosting all his muscles and joints, he noticed. Still smiling, he used the flood of Strength that made him stronger than the weightlifters in the Olympics to, with a simple flex, lift the helpless man with one hand. It was like he weighed almost nothing, and Daniel equally effortlessly pressed Jayden back into the wall. 
 
    “We’re one team,” he said quietly. He had intended to lift him further to make his dominance clear and scare him, but Daniel felt the Strength he had summoned drain away. 
 
    He released Jayden casually so that he fell to ground. Everyone watching hopefully thought it was a deliberate attempt to humiliate the other man. It was not. His body had just betrayed him. Turning casually, he moved toward the dropped sword while praying that the weakness afflicting him was not showing in his movement. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Jayden snarled. 
 
    “Language, there are kids,” Tamara snapped, surprising Daniel; he would have thought her default would have been to protect her boyfriend. 
 
    “He just manhandled me, and . . .” 
 
    “Dave is part of our team,” Daniel continued calmly; his voice forced louder due to how hard it was to moderate his breathing. 
 
    “And I warned you,” Ivey said from behind Dave.  
 
    She was back! 
 
    It felt too fast, but maybe she had met them on the way, or she had been delaying and had heard the commotion and decided she was needed here. 
 
    Concern radiated from Priscilla, and Daniel knew he had badly over-extended with the strength flourish. 
 
    “We’re one team,” he snapped, almost stumbling but using the broken sword as an excuse to sit quickly on the ground. “Let me fix this.” 
 
    The burst of Strength had been way too much. Intoxicating, for sure, but it had overtaxed him, and he would need to restrict himself to using it as a finishing move. 
 
    “I don’t want a shitty weapon that breaks that easily.” 
 
    “It’s not for you,” he said absently, still focusing on his breathing, attempting to act normal. “Dave, Janice, come in, you must be hungry,” he called out, looking down because he suddenly lacked the strength to even lift his head. If he had done that early in the battle, it would have cost them everything. 
 
    “Raraf,” the zombie said. 
 
    Daniel was pretty sure that meant yes or agreement or something like that. A positive affirmation. Priscilla surprised him by sharing an image of the big, mutated human’s head nodding. 
 
    He sank his power into the broken blade. 
 
    “Surely you will not arm that monster. It’s feral; it will chew your face off.” 
 
    “Dave’s not feral,” Ivey snapped. 
 
    “Do we need to go another round?” Daniel asked, forcing his head to look up and make eye contact. He knew the type of man Jayden was, and if he spotted weakness, he would feast. What he could not understand was why Tamara was with him. So far, she had been amazing, while Jayden had been a deuce. 
 
    “No, if he’s part of the team, I can live with that. I’m just warning you.” 
 
    “RAARAGH.” 
 
    Jayden was the only one in the room who jumped, but the baby next door started crying. 
 
    “Dave, was that really necessary?” Ivey said, pushing past the furry human. “Trudy, it’s okay,” she called into the other room, “and Dave is sorry.” 
 
    The big beast was nodding vigorously. 
 
    “Girls, I think it’s safe, just some misplaced testosterone.” Ivey’s eyes fell on Daniel, and he could see the concern in them. He might have been able to fool Jayden, but Ivey had seen straight through the attempt. Perfectly in the nurse character, she stepped between him and the other man, and then the spell flew from her hands to heal the man’s neck. 
 
    Daniel kept his head down, apparently focusing on the broken weapon, but Priscilla supplied the vision without him asking. The dark bruises receded, which Daniel knew was necessary for team cohesion, but . . . he would still have the memories of the man’s eyes bulging when he had lifted him effortlessly. 
 
    Not that effortlessly – the Strength skill apparently borrowed from the future. Then Ivey was sitting next to him, leaning forward to give a kiss on his cheek. 
 
    Healing magic flowed from the hand on his back where no one could see it. The healing did nothing, as his weakness was not of the sort that could be fixed with magic, but the gesture was more than appreciated. 
 
    “You okay?” she whispered in his ear. He nodded. 
 
    “Over-use backlash,” he explained just as softly, still lacking the strength to look up easily, but in all honesty, he did not need to as he had a perfect view of the room from where Priscilla had moved to perch herself on top of the closest bed cocoon. Sharing vision felt so natural, and it was amazing how clear it was. 
 
    Dave walked all the way into the room, positioning himself to Daniel’s right. Each step was a solid thud. Not only was the monstrous body heavy, it looked to Daniel that the movement mechanics had changed, and Dave had probably not learned how to walk softly. He could see the inhuman head looming over his own body from where the mouse perched. Through the door, two women entered. They were hotel staff, still in their cleaning uniforms. They had probably been cleaning a room when the event happened. 
 
    Ivey jumped up. “Come in, come in. This is Aisha,” Ivey said, presenting a thin, middle-aged woman with sharp, Arabic features. “And this Hua Chua,” she finished, pulling forward a slightly plump Chinese woman, younger but still on the wrong side of thirty. 
 
    “Welcome,” Tamara said genuinely. “I think we are about to have a council of war.” 
 
    “We not fighters,” Hua Chua said. She pointed at Aisha. “Aisha is a leatherworker, and I, a magic cleaner.” 
 
    Tamara sagged slightly at the news, having been—like all of them—hoping for extra fighting classes. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Ivey said, keeping her voice bright. “Once we’ve beaten the monsters, we are going to need all types in society.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Tamara agreed, having recovered. “So, we only have four of us who can fight?” 
 
    Ivey gave Jayden a long stare. “Yes,” she finally answered. “You, me, Dave, and Daniel.” 
 
    Her gaze was still drilling into Jayden. Daniel could have kissed her. 
 
    Some of the incapacitating exhaustion was fading. “What about . . . ?” He waved at Jayden just to stir the point further. 
 
    “I can swing a sword as good as anyone,” Jayden agreed with a lack of enthusiasm. 
 
    “He has an actor class,” Tamara told them. 
 
    “Why would someone choose that?” Daniel asked before cursing himself for being so pushy. It was really none of his business, and he had taken enough cheap shots for the day. If only the man did not irritate him so much. 
 
    “Because it got offered, and I could do my stuff even better now.” 
 
    Daniel looked at him in a more objective light. Jayden was a pretty boy and looked sort of familiar. 
 
    “You were an actor?” 
 
    “I starred in King Claimant.” 
 
    “And you thought that . . .” 
 
    “Daniel!” Ivey’s voice was scathing. He wondered if he should push it. From what he understood, everyone who got an interface had received the apocalypse warning. Why would anyone choose an acting class? Ivey was glaring at him. 
 
    “What skills do you have?” he asked anyway. 
 
    “Daniel,” Ivey said warningly. 
 
    “Yes?” He looked innocently up at others. He did not like the payback that he could see in Ivey’s eyes. 
 
    “At least in an Armageddon, he did not willingly choose to have a mouse for a pet,” Ivey said, barely holding back a smile. 
 
    Tamara laughed, and even Dave made a sound like he was choking. 
 
    Ouch!
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    Chapter 38 
 
    Trudy came into the room, followed by the older lady. If Daniel was successful in saving the groups downstairs, he knew he would struggle with their names. Keeping the community together threatened to be difficult if they were going to survive this. It would be his job to fight the monsters, and someone else would have to keep all the social stuff going. Elaine. He remembered her name. You would think given the link, Anthony, it would be impossible to forget, but apparent trauma did not sear useless information automatically into your brain. Elaine. He repeated the name in his head in the hope it would stick. 
 
    “Okay. We know we can’t sit and do nothing,” Ivey said loudly. “That way is death. At a minimum, we need to escape, so we are here to discuss next steps.” 
 
    “That’s my cue,” Daniel said to himself before standing up. “Knowledge is king, and I’ve three ways to scout.” He touched the cocoon, and his hand glowed briefly. “I can put roots in the walls and use the plants’ sensitivity to vibrations to check what is happening in a room. Then I have an Animal Sense spell that allows me to scan a floor for non-plant life, and finally . . .” He held out a hand and sent out a request. Priscilla appeared with a chip in her paws, having detoured via her stash. “Finally, there is Priscilla. She can scout everywhere. I’m not sure what we want to do long-term, but our short-term objectives are to save as many humans as possible. Because the more fighters we get, the more we can meet the threats out there.” He deliberately pointed out the window. 
 
    Daniel then quickly listed everything he knew about the floors below them. The wandering zombies and room-bound humans below them and then the two floors where humans had been systematically eliminated, and the final floor with sixteen people, including some children, holed up in some corner rooms, with a crowd of twenty powerful zombies crowding them. 
 
    “The plan,” he concluded, “has to be to clear each floor and save everyone we can.” 
 
    “Umm,” Hua Chua piped up suddenly. “Fire escape bad monsters, what about staff stairs?” 
 
    Daniel looked over at her in surprise. “Staff ones?” 
 
    “Yeah, tower, built funny,” she said nervously.  
 
    Alisha coughed quietly and patted Hua Chua on the back. “Good pick up. The design is mostly normal, but the architects put an extra set of stairs in. It was meant for residents.” Her hands waved back and forth. “But management thought better. Closed them and made them staff-only. They encourage us to use them instead of the public lifts.”  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Hua Chua’s hands counted out doors. “Around the corner.” She pointed. “The unmarked access door.” 
 
    Animal Sense focused on the space. There was nothing there. Priscilla flashed away before he even formed a request. 
 
    An image came to him of three doors near where Hua Chua had indicated. Two were hotel rooms, and the third looked like a janitor’s closet. He tagged that one. The image faded, but he could sense the mouse moving. 
 
    What was she doing? Daniel thought to himself. In the room, everyone was looking at him. He held up a finger to ask for patience. 
 
    “Staff stairs will be very useful,” he told them. It was going to get confusing, multitasking chatting while watching what the mouse was doing. “Priscilla is checking now.” 
 
    Another image came through. A landing, stairs to the right going up and straight ahead, others that went down. Surprisingly, everything was carpeted and not the harsh concrete that he had been expecting. 
 
    The mouse had an ability to see in the dark, but it did not come with colours, as everything was in grey shades. He had not realised that she possessed such a useful skill, and hopefully he could learn it from her at a later stage. It would be eight or nine days till he could use the communion spell, and he doubted as much would pass between them as with the initial entanglement, but any progress was good progress. 
 
    Confused thoughts originated from Priscilla. She was imagining her eyes going over the top of his with a sense of finality. It was clear she thought she had already gifted him the skills. No, he had asked for Speed, and that had been what that flood of knowledge had contained. 
 
    No, the impressions came across strong and definite. Once more, there was an image of her duplicating the ability to see in the dark and giving it to him. Done, dusted, chip all eaten, no dispute. He hesitated. She was adamant. Well, he would find out later. 
 
    The offer came through. If he had night vision, Priscilla would get three packets of chips, and if he didn’t, she would give up her collection. Daniel knew how much she loved her stash. Self-preservation kicked in; if someone was offering a bet, it probably was not in his own interest to accept. 
 
    The offer changed to two packets. 
 
    No. 
 
    One packet with an edge of desperation. She was certain that he could see in the dark and wanted to get something from it. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    She did a flip in the stairwell, or at least that was what he guessed by how the image spun. Lots of images of chips came to him. Packets, opening packets, getting single chips out, preserving the biggest one, nibbling in ecstasy. 
 
    He knew he was smiling. It was adorable. Good girl. Later. Now scout, Daniel thought through the link. He could feel her moving once more. This time, she was going down. 
 
    Wait, he thought down the link, imagining monsters getting her. She should go slower. 
 
    Amusement came back, but she didn’t even hesitate for a moment. 
 
    Another brief image: a hotel corridor. She moved further, and suddenly she was right below him. 
 
    More laughter and then ten seconds later, she squeezed up through the hole he had drilled in the floor, feeling very pleased with herself, particularly at using her growth magic to clear the plants. 
 
    “Thanks,” he told Hua Chua. “It will work perfectly.” How long had it taken Priscilla to do the round trip? Thirty seconds? 
 
    “Just the four of us, then,” Ivey said, rubbing her hands together. 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    There were eight adult humans, three combat-capable, and Dave. It was a disgrace, as far as Daniel was concerned. Five, he thought, looking at Trudy. After all, Anthony had been in a combat class. Her eyes were not as red as he expected. The elevated healing probably explained that; after all, if scratches healed that quickly, it was likely puffy skin would as well. 
 
    “Well, I guess I should get to work,” Daniel said, standing up. 
 
    It had been less than twenty-four hours, and he could feel what they were building. Maybe another man in his position would be concerned with how long this was going to take, but he was a farmer, and he had strung a fence before. It took time, but there was something satisfying in seeing the structure grow day after day, and that is what would happen here. The faster they went, the more people they could theoretically save; but at all times, they had to balance out the other side of the equation. If they pushed too fast, they would die, and then no extra people would be safe. If he had a ninety percent chance of winning a battle, that meant if he had a hundred battles, something would kill him, and that was unacceptable. Planning, planning, and more planning, he reminded himself. 
 
    It would be devastating if they were fighting on lower floors and a monster from above wandered down. He had to seal the new entrance properly before they started the coming battle. A single zombie getting down to their level could go through the non-combatants, and he had sworn to save the kids. 
 
    Defence was paramount. 
 
    The simple janitor’s door strengthened instantly. 
 
    Below, Priscilla was exploring, sending him information: a big, hulking brute that, besides its size, could generate fire in its paws. It felt like an ugly mesh of abilities, wasted potential, but then again it had formed almost from random chance. Mutations, thankfully, did not always possess synergies. 
 
    Priscilla moved on. Three humans in this room. They didn’t see her sneak under the door, so the mouse had time to examine them more carefully. One had a warrior class and had created a club out of the bed and was trying to sharpen it. Their kid was a Druid, as far as the mouse could tell. There was a bonding spell in there, similar to his entanglement, but Priscilla sniffed dismissively at it, due to how weak it was. The girl also possessed a healing spell and a couple of offensive and defensive plant growth abilities along, with a fear ability. It was basically the combined range of abilities that he and Ivey had available –  but everything was far weaker. Finally, the mum was some weird, non-combat healer person. 
 
    Priscilla kept going while he started processing wood: detaching doors from hinges and breaking up the desks built into the walls before leaving the pieces. The others would gather them up and bring it all over to where he was working. 
 
    The first step before clearing the floor below would be to layer the traps to ensure nothing attacked them from above. 
 
    Priscilla had finished exploring the level below. Ten trash zombies and six elite ones to fight. They had access to around half the rooms. So far, the humans were safe. She had also confirmed all eight of them were genuinely what they appeared to be. Visual confirmation combined with his Animal Sense spell; he was sure she was right.  
 
    There were no surprises waiting downstairs. Now, he needed to defend the stairwell and work out how the hell they could kill the enemy zombies safely.
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    Chapter 39 
 
    As he worked, Daniel lacked the capacity to discuss things with people, but he could certainly plan and strategize in his head. The humans were safe, and five of the eight survivors had combat classes; so, once they freed the floor, the following ones presumably would become easier. Better still, there was a wizard with a variety of different spells, a frost mage, and an archer in the groups, along with the warrior and Druid. Together, they would be a welcome addition. 
 
    That gave them three close-in fighters: himself, the warrior, and Dave. They could tank and let the others unleash hell from a distance. That, of course, was just the contingency. Hopefully, his traps would take down all the enemies. 
 
    That was all fine, but it was counting his dragons before they hatched. (Since there was magic, he assumed that there would be dragons somewhere.) First, they needed to kill the remaining sixteen zombies on the floor. Daniel was not sure how to think about the plan. 
 
    On the one hand, the ideal approach would be to lure the zombies one-by-one into one of his elaborate traps, or maybe into a Tamara lightning bolt, followed by Daniel braining them. In a game, that was how it would work; but, in reality, the zombies seemed to be almost friends, or at least packmates. Already, Priscilla had seen one zombie moving among the different groups. There were four teams, three groups confining themselves to hotel rooms, while the last patrolled the corridor. Finally, there were three anti-social zombies who appeared to just shamble around the hallways, walking almost randomly. He suspected they were becoming reduced to the lowest level of base instincts. 
 
    The moment they tried to lure one, Daniel suspected it would roar and then summon all the others to attack. All of them swarming was a problem. 
 
    A chuckle escaped his lips. 
 
    Priscilla was busily teasing one of the elite zombies. It was trying to capture the mouse, and she was dodging aside. Even from where he sat a level up, he could feel the reverberations from the strike whenever the two-handed smash crashed against the floor. 
 
    Be careful of the Speed ones, he thought, imagining the zombie blurring through the air and grabbing the mouse. 
 
    He got an image back of Priscilla, stealing the last chip from the packet and running away. It made no sense to him, but the underlying tone was that it was supposed to be a light-hearted diss at him. Sort of equivalent to a human sticking a tongue out at another person. Yet the simplicity of the mental video caused him to chuckle despite himself. 
 
    There was a sense of indignation from the mouse and then a feeling of cleverness. This time it was Priscilla dragging away everything that he had eaten in the morning out of his reach. 
 
    He chuckled harder. 
 
    There was one last image of two fists slamming down towards Priscilla, and then she cut off the connection. 
 
    He could still feel her moving around below him and distant thumps, so he knew she was fine and just having fun, and that cutting off the vision had been in retaliation for him laughing at her. 
 
    Well, he could deal with that later, but the idea of distracting the zombies was a good one. 
 
    Once they engaged, the abominations would all be coming, so the resisting humans needed to be set up to expect sixteen of them swarming. That meant using the stairwell and retreating upward to draw them into traps. Possibly he could shut some doors on the floor below to keep the wave of zombies to a manageable size. If he shut the doors right now, ten zombies would be locked up, and that seemed unlikely to change. Taking out or delaying that many enemies from joining the fight would be a huge win. If the doors held . . . . 
 
    He frowned, trying to determine whether that approach was workable. 
 
    There was a lot about the plan to dislike. 
 
    He did not like the idea of drawing the beasts up to his home floor; he was worried it might put the children at risk. Particularly with the number of traps that he would need to lay down. The memory of Anthony bleeding out after being caught in the line of fire still haunted him. 
 
    Kids were kids, and they were more than capable of getting into places they had been told to stay away from. There was also no way he would let the zombies up to this floor if it was not trapped to a ridiculous level. Not quite a Catch-22 , but that spectre, all that blood hung over him. It was so easy for something to go wrong when you were playing with pressurised wood. 
 
    Even with magic, he thought ruefully, physics was still god. 
 
    However, nor could he afford not to create a killing field. Because if too many attacked him, if he couldn’t lock them up in the room, then despite his enhanced Speed improvements, he would be overwhelmed. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    He glanced up in surprise to see Tamara had joined him. 
 
    “I sneaked away from Janice,” Tamara explained, taking the excuse to sit next to him. “You looked like a man planning to conquer the world.” 
 
    “Did I?” He snorted in amusement at that. “More a man realising that there are no good choices.” 
 
    He focused, and his hands glowed. 
 
    “You’re making lots of traps.” 
 
    “Yep,” Daniel answered. “The moment we fight downstairs, I think sixteen are going to swarm us.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t.” 
 
    “We will have to face them, eventually,” Daniel reminded her. “It’s not like we can turtle on this floor forever. We might as well do it now. Ivey thinks they get smarter over time, and the longer we leave them, then the more dangerous they will become.” 
 
    “I had not thought about that,” she admitted after a moment. “I guess there are only shitty options.” 
 
    “Priscilla,” Tamara cooed suddenly and plucked the mouse from the ground. She had sensed Tamara’s presence and had come running back from downstairs. “I have snacks.” And that was why the mouse had come so quickly. Daniel was sure that if he had called her, she would have ignored him. From her pocket, Tamara produced a napkin that had some slightly broken chips in it. “Leftovers from this morning.” 
 
    The mouse happily started digging into the offered food, sending pleased, smug vibes in Daniel’s direction. 
 
    “She is very thankful.” 
 
    “She is sweet – and, I assume, the reason you have more information about the zombies.” 
 
    “Yep.” He stood up and grabbed another hotel door. “What are the others doing?” 
 
    “Alisha is practising her leather-working.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “There are lots of dead mutated humans.” 
 
    “That is macabre.” 
 
    “Possibly, but if I’m fighting monsters, I’m not saying no to extra protection,” Tamara pointed out and then shivered, and not just for dramatic effect. “Even if it’s, sort of, like wearing human skin. Anyway, she’s busy. Hua is using her cleaning skills to help prepare the leather. Trudy, Jayden, and Elaine are looking after the kids.” 
 
    “Elaine? Is that the old woman?” he asked to confirm the name. 
 
    Tamara snorted. “There are, like, eight of us. How do you not know all our names?” 
 
    Daniel grunted in response. 
 
    “It’s okay, you have been busy keeping us alive.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Finally, Ivey seems to be attempting to learn Dave’s language. Janice was annoying, but I think she’s switched her attention to Ivey now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve learned a few of them. RAFA,“ he roared. 
 
    “That was awful. It’s raraf.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Daniel said, smiling. 
 
    “Yeah.” She grinned back. “Dave likes to say agreed a lot. That is the only one I know. Ivey can almost hold a conversation with him.” 
 
    “I know a couple of others but—” Daniel shrugged. Maybe . . . 
 
    “You’re not going to roar at them again, are you?” 
 
    He laughed at that. He was standing in front of another door, ready to pull it apart. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m not very good company when I’m doing this.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “I sort of feel self-conscious.” 
 
    Tamara startled slightly. “I will give you some space, then.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, his attention already half-focused on the door. 
 
    There was a perk of interest from the mouse, and he got the impression of an easy score. She ran up onto Tamara’s shoulder and chittered at her like a squirrel, crouching up on two legs with paws together just under her chin. 
 
    “Aww. And I’ll get you some more food.” 
 
    Priscilla settled down, radiating smugness.
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    Chapter 40 
 
    Then he was working with the wood once more. Daniel had no intention of changing his trap designs. While in the long term, he was going to crowdsource ideas, for now he was keeping to the three basic designs: pressure spikes, snapping bear traps, and the restraints to tangle the mutated humans up. 
 
    Unfortunately, they were not fighting dumb, computer-generated animals. If they were, this would have been a lot easier. The zombies were apparently relatively intelligent, even if they had slipped below the level which could be described as sapient—Dave excluded. They would learn quickly to dodge pressure plates once they saw other zombies get blown to pieces. As a result, Daniel decided he needed to become inventive with his placement, even if it was a matter of the same trap repeating, over and over again. 
 
    False floor was the obvious solution. 
 
    Both within the stairwell and out of it. 
 
    The pressure plates could also be put on the walls, especially if he disguised them with some thin wood panels. Then, when the zombies inadvertently charged up the stairs, they could brush against the side traps, and then there would be damage coming from different angles. 
 
    Daniel lugged another door across. A touch to get a feel for it, and then he imagined what he wanted to do. Basically, he needed the wood to end up in seven thin pieces, each one a couple of millimetres thick, with a bit of magic reinforcement. They would be strong enough to move and sufficiently thick to not interfere with triggering the traps when the zombies ran into them. Then when the zombie ran into them, it would be bang! If there was a trap at that spot. Otherwise, the wood would just bend slightly before springing back into its normal position. 
 
    He looked down the stairwell. The first step on each landing could become a double step by putting in a wooden trap to extend its length. When they stepped on it, the zombie would lose a leg, if not its life. 
 
    Did he need to disguise it further? It was awfully dark in the stairwell, and Daniel was willing to bet that most of them would be as blind as a typical human. 
 
    It would work. 
 
    It was clever and deadly. Just how he liked his murder spots. 
 
    He had worked on putting safety triggers into all the trap designs. They were not perfect, but it was effectively the same as welding a door shut. Basically, if the trap could not open, then it could not be triggered. It only took a brief burst of energy and then it would be rearmed. 
 
    Everything was a gamble. Leaving them armed was dangerous. What happened to Anthony was playing in his mind. On the other side of things, he had to make sure they were active when the zombies went through. Conduits ran from each trap up into the wall. Having learnt from Dave, they were networked. There were multiple pathways to each plate; there was no single point of failure for the zombies with minimal intelligence to exploit. This way, he could arm them remotely. 
 
    Unless they were right on his heels. It was a risk he would need to take. 
 
    “Priscilla,” he called out, sending a mind signal. 
 
    She came running from her special den, exhibiting grumpy vibes. She had settled in for a nap after Tamara had granted her a full chip packet. 
 
    “I want to see if you can do something,” he told the mouse when she arrived. “Can you duplicate this?” It was possible the mouse understood English by herself, but he knew when he spoke out loud to her, he broadcast his thoughts, which would allow her to interpret him, anyway. 
 
    With a bit of mental energy, he armed the trap. 
 
    “Did you see?” he asked. “That is what I want you to do.” He repeated the process. “Just the arming sequence,” he told the mouse. 
 
    Priscilla moseyed over, and there was a casual green glow. She did not seem to be very invested. He checked and discovered that the entire locking mechanism had been destroyed. 
 
    “No.” More images reinforcing his words. This is important, vital, chip-level important! Fixing the damage was complicated, but he had fabricated enough traps that he just regrew the mechanism from scratch. 
 
    Finally, it was done. 
 
    “Watch carefully and do exactly what I do.” 
 
    This time, when he activated the trap, he spent a considerable period keeping his mind open and going extra slowly as he did so. While working, he focused on the components of the trap and tried to imagine why each bit was important. “I’m going to show you again.” 
 
    He made the trap inactive. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tamara asked suddenly. 
 
    “I’m trying to see if I can train Priscilla to activate the traps for me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Safety.” 
 
    He repeated the process of showing the mouse what she needed to be doing. Tamara stayed quiet the whole time, obviously noting his concentration. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave them active,” he told the woman. “I’m worried about someone accidentally triggering them.” 
 
    “Anthony?” 
 
    Daniel visibility flinched even though her voice had been sympathetic. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged. “The apocalypse happened. There are monsters; people are going to die. I just . . .” He trailed off. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said and leant down to give him a hug. “I heard the complete story.” 
 
    “It was an accident.” The memory of that blood flashed through him again. He had saved Ivey but sacrificed Anthony. The worst bit of it was that he knew that, if he could turn back time, he would still save the girl. 
 
    She squeezed him a little harder. “No one blames you. It was an accident. Hey, what is your plan?” she asked, blatantly changing the subject and nodding at the mouse. 
 
    “Priscilla is smart enough to do it.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Tamara agreed. The mouse physically fluffed up. She looked so proud of herself. “But I was thinking more broadly.” There was a playful smile on Tamara’s lips. 
 
    “When we’re running from zombies, I’m not going to have time to trigger them, hence”—he nodded towards Priscilla— “with her Speed, she can arm them for me.” 
 
    He was ready for the next test. The trap in front of him was unarmed once more. 
 
    Do it, he mentally yelled. 
 
    Angry thoughts shot back at him, and she moved a paw and put it over her eyes like she had a headache. 
 
    What? There was no way that his loud mental thoughts could have given her a headache. Surely not? 
 
    He got the impression of him carrying Priscilla’s limp body back to her den to let her recover. Then the mouse theatrically collapsed in front of the two of them. 
 
    What! Alarm ran through him. Surely his playful yell had not hurt her. 
 
    Instinctively, he was scooping her up. She could not be injured. Panic was settling on the edge of his mind. Then a peal of amusement flashed out, and the warm body in his hands vanished as she blurred away, sprinting to the trap so fast that he was sure that Tamara did not even see her move. 
 
    I . . . his mental communication stopped. I was worried . . . 
 
    More delight. 
 
    Don’t trick me like that, he thought weakly. 
 
    An apology came back, but it did not feel very genuine. 
 
    He touched the trap, and it was active. “She did it,” he told Tamara excitedly, the prank forgotten. 
 
    “What a champion. I knew she could.” 
 
    The mouse struck a hero pose. 
 
    “Really?” he said, looking at the ridiculous image of a mousey Wonder Woman.  
 
    Tamara elbowed him. “Give her the credit; she just activated the trap. She should be proud.” 
 
    “You’ll give her an enormous head.” 
 
    “What a champion,” Tamara continued, unrepentant, reaching down to pat the mouse. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s very special,” Daniel agreed, deactivating the trap with another thought. 
 
    The mouse blurred, and the trap reactivated. 
 
    “No,” he said firmly, deactivating it once more. “Not till the zombies are near.” 
 
    The mouse nodded empathic understanding. 
 
    “Does she already know English?” 
 
    Daniel looked at the British woman. Her brown eyes were staring back at him. “She definitely understands when my thoughts accompany them.” 
 
    The mouse jumped up and down indignantly. 
 
    “Or maybe she knows English,” Daniel corrected. The mouse stopped jumping, and he wished he had let her carry on for longer. It had been very amusing. 
 
    He kept his mind blank. “She doesn’t understand English at all. And she is a Greedy Guts who needs to go on a diet,” he told Tamara with a wink. 
 
    They both watched the mouse curiously to see if she was going to react. Nothing, only a suspicious glare. 
 
    “She is wonderful, anyway,” Tamara said finally, and the mouse suddenly looked a lot more interested and scampered up the woman’s leg and down the arm to her palm that faced straight up. Priscilla promptly half-stood on her back legs, holding her paws out in the classic begging posture. 
 
    Tamara laughed. “I don’t have any chips on me, but I’ll go find some while Daniel finishes up.” 
 
    She stood up, carrying the mouse, and sashayed away. 
 
    “You’re spoiling her.” 
 
    He heard Tamara chuckling as the two of them departed.
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    Chapter 41 
 
    Daniel smiled and finished his traps. The anticipation was getting to him, but everything was in place. They were protected from anything coming down the stairs and equally as defended if monsters charged up from the lower levels. 
 
    Provided nothing material changed—like a super-monster going floor to floor—they were safe. He was done. He had re-purposed all the wood in the floor apart from a section of hotel rooms they planned on keeping as their base of operations. That area had been left untouched, except for their living area, having their doors reinforced with spikes. 
 
    There was no reason to wait, no excuse, and no opportunity to prepare further. He had rehearsed the process with Priscilla, and she knew exactly what she needed to do. When they retreated, she would trigger the traps as they left. That way, if the zombie were smart enough to follow their exact footfalls, it would not help. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything else,” he admitted. “But I feel like I should.” 
 
    “Rafawe RAOA.” 
 
    Exasperated, he looked at Ivey. “You have done your best,” she translated. 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Yeah, but sixteen zombies.” 
 
    “We also don’t have a choice,” Ivey reminded them. “We need to fight down floor by floor, and we have to start somewhere.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “How talkative were you when you were human?” Daniel asked Dave directly. A toothy grin answered. 
 
    “RAOAF, RRAOVA, RAciaW.” The man tilted his head quizzically. 
 
    Ivey giggled. “You can interpret that as a lot.” she told him. 
 
    “Raraf. Raraf.” 
 
    Daniel cracked a smile, himself. 
 
    “Is there anything else we need to discuss?” Ivey asked him. 
 
    “Nope,” Daniel said. “We’ve talked ourselves to death.” 
 
    “Tell us when.” 
 
    Daniel shut his eyes. His mana pool was full, but he knew it would not last. Most of the components he needed were in place. With one hand, he touched the thick root next to him and expanded his senses. 
 
    Images flowed from Priscilla as she dashed from room to room to confirm where the zombies were. 
 
    Don’t exert yourself. Don’t put yourself in danger, he thought. 
 
    He got an image of a giant snail and a human casually walking around it while it tried to move to crush them. The mouse had mastered two skills: getting chips off Tamara and metaphorically flipping him off. 
 
    Everything was in position. The hallway outside the exit door to the next level was empty. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Daniel flexed his mind. It was game time. His throat went dry, and his heart started beating loud enough for those around to hear it. His senses entered his network. Four doors shut with a click. Eleven mutated humans were instantly trapped in the rooms. Prepared traps within the door and frame of each of the targeted rooms triggered, resulting in spikes coming out of them. The doors were already reinforced, but Daniel pumped his remaining energy into all of them, growing them into the surrounding door frames. 
 
    It felt like the clock was ticking, and while he was pushing as much power as he could through the root, it was not instantaneous. It took time for the wood to change, and like emptying a water bottle, not all his energy rushed out at once. It was limited by his capacity, and while he suspected his throughput was higher than most, it was still constrained. The doors reinforced slowly, and his plant vibration sense let him register what was happening. 
 
    While he worked, he knew everyone was dragging traps onto the new level and placing them. Jayden, Trudy, Elaine, Aisha, and Hua. They were all involved. This was a group effort, and the point where they were most vulnerable. Laying the traps would take two trips. The furthest layer first, then the inner one. 
 
    Daniel’s senses remained stretched out. In three rooms, the zombies had not reacted. Then again, it had only been ten seconds, and they were busy eating and sleeping. In the fourth, the elite zombie there launched itself at the door. Daniel attempted to reinforce that door faster than the others, but after the first blow, most of the structural integrity failed. 
 
    Priscilla, tracking the free zombies, showed them crowding toward where the giant was beating. They were moving away from them, at least, so the commotion had a small mercy. 
 
    The damage to the door from that single blow was extensive. The zombie was almost certainly of the type that he had labelled a “hulk.” From Priscilla’s imagery, it was a dark-grey-skinned giant, completely bald, but with facial features which were not as monstrous as most of the creatures out there. No sharp teeth and mostly human characteristics. It was also passive strength-based, and even though there was no burst of power, it was far stronger than a creature its size should be . . . and it was massive. 
 
    That familiar feeling of hopelessness assaulted him. That monster was so strong, if he had a Strength value of nineteen and could manhandle someone like Jayden, this thing was closer to fifty. It could probably lift ten Jaydens at once and then throw them out the window. It was too late to stop the hulk, so he switched his attention to the other three rooms. 
 
    None of them moved, and the final bit of his reserves for sealing in the zombies had been spent. Priscilla showed him a view of the hallway. The traps had been laid in record time, and now the non-combatants were retreating. Not him, though. He still had work. He had to use his power to attach the restraints. 
 
    Daniel forced himself to sprint to where he needed to be.  
 
    Priscilla showed a broken door, and the hallway zombies were moving again. It was just a matter of time, but the killing field was down, and they were prepared. Their insane plan had gone better than expected, at least the setting-up phase. They were ready, and hopefully the three layers here, the stairwell, and their own floor would take out what was coming. Now that stage one was set, it was his turn to join them. This entire strategy still felt surreal to him. It was difficult to estimate chances. If the rush got staggered and they held the lower floor till they whittled down the numbers, then he would be confident. 
 
    The stairs would claim a few, and then they had some traps on the floor above that would finish the rest. That was what would happen if everything went right. 
 
    He stood and paused just momentarily to check that the latches were ready. Next time this door shut, it would lock firmly. 
 
    Preparation was key, because in a straight-out fight against sixteen zombies, he knew the result. Tamara might delay them. Dave might stop one. Daniel himself could fight a couple to a standstill, but that would rely on his Speed tricks. And even with Priscilla’s boost, those were incredibly finite. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Ivey said, pointing. 
 
    Daniel did not flinch. Priscilla was already watching. 
 
    “ROARAG!” 
 
    It was one of the normal zombies that he had labelled as “The Brothers,” a group of seven zombies that had evolved along an identical upgrade path. Thin, dark-brown fur covered their bodies, and their faces were Neanderthal. The process had robbed them of any individuality. Right down to height—they were all the same solid, five-foot-five build. 
 
    Power-wise, “The Brothers” were the lowest of the low in Priscilla’s estimates, having no special tricks to bring to the fight, beyond their insane rage, claws, teeth, and brawn. Faster and stronger than a pre-event human, but from what Daniel had observed so far, that wasn’t exceptional. Even those tiny centipedes had been deadly. The Brothers might compare well pre-event, but post-event, they were weak. Dave had them comfortably covered; and even Daniel, without using his Speed skill, could have fought one of them to a standstill. Possibly they were slightly stronger, but providing he used his club, well, he could destroy them one-on-one while preserving his Speed and Strength bursts. 
 
    The only real question in Daniel’s mind was a doozy: Were they smart? It was the only thing that really mattered. Brawn and, in a couple of cases, magic would not threaten the intact humans’ survival. Their only risk was whether any of the beasts were smart. 
 
    It only took three or four smart ones, or one able to direct the others to avoid the traps, and they would be in a fight for their lives. That was something Daniel really wanted to avoid. Because if it came to such a fight, then all it would take would be for his foot to slip or his club to break, or the zombie to accelerate more than expected. Any of those small things could cause his death. Please let the traps destroy them, he prayed. 
 
    The brother looked at them and took a step back, turning to face down the leg of the square it had come from. 
 
    “ROAAAGA!” 
 
    The bloody thing had just called for reinforcements. 
 
    “RUUUAAG.” 
 
    He knew that response had been from the hulk. Priscilla had spent twenty minutes teasing it, and Daniel had made her stop when it had cracked the twenty-centimetre-thick reinforced floor. He was not sure, but he got the impression that Priscilla had been seeing if she could trick the zombie so much that it would fall through the floor. While it had been a clever experiment, Daniel sort of liked the nice and directed lines of battle. The last thing he wanted was to teach the monsters to punch holes from one floor to another, because that would end poorly for him. 
 
    There were answering calls. More were coming. Daniel leant against the wooden supports, letting his awareness expand. The doors were still holding against the other three groups, but two of them were pounding against them. Eight trapped. Four in the zombies’ “den” and two each in the other rooms, including four elites. 
 
    “Eight incoming,” he snapped out. “The hulk and the Professor.” 
 
    It was time.
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    Chapter 42 
 
    As far as they could determine, the Professor was the leader of the wider group. It had Einstein-like wild hair, it seemed to order the others around, and it had a telekinesis skill that Daniel had been hoping to avoid. The monster’s favourite attack was to knock someone’s legs out from under them, and that was how it asserted dominance against the physically stronger monsters. 
 
    “Damn,” Tamara’s voice was tight. They had agreed to retreat if the Professor got within twenty meters of them. Its very presence skyrocketed the chance of one of them falling into their own traps and being killed like Anthony from unintended, friendly fire. 
 
    There were sounds of roaring in both directions. 
 
    “They’re going to flank us,” Ivey called out. 
 
    She had already retreated into the stairwell. With the Professor in play, that was prudent. An image from Priscilla showed the Professor appearing behind five advancing common zombies. 
 
    “Professor is coming from the right, behind the second wave of zombies,” he yelled out. 
 
    “They’re not zombies,” Ivey said gaily back to him. 
 
    She was trying to lighten the mood. He would have liked to pull a face, but all energy was focused on the incoming threats. The first wave came around the opposite corners at the same time. It was not perfectly executed, Daniel realised, because the three on the right were going to hit well before the ones on the left would reach them. 
 
    He needed to make their few seconds count. The others had scattered twenty pressure plates and five restraint nettings. A new design was suspended between the two walls, and when a zombie ran into a fine cord at chest height, they would trigger the trap and effectively launch netting at them. These traps were smaller and more targeted than the other ones that Daniel had designed, and the faster the zombie was moving when it hit the rope, the more likely the net was to work. 
 
    Two more of the Brothers and Fire Hands appeared on the right, and Daniel physically met them just before the traps. Without an opposing Speed zombie in this group, he felt like he could be more active in the fight. Their faces were drawn back into snarls, and both Brothers launched themselves at him instinctively, feral insanity in their eyes and gnashing teeth. His club wanted blood, but he was here to be bait and not necessarily to kill them personally. 
 
    Speeding himself up momentarily to jump out of the way, he figured he could use Speed at that level dozens of times without exhausting himself. 
 
    There was absolute surprise on the ugly faces as they flew past him, unable to push off anything or to correct the trajectory once he had dodged. It was why you were not supposed to leave your feet in a fight, because the moment you did you were helpless. Once upon a time—early yesterday, to be precise—those sorts of considerations did not matter. Now, with super abilities floating around, it mattered. 
 
    He did not use Speed or Strength to enhance himself as he swung the club at Fire Hands, trusting that the aggressive strike from the new angle would let him score a hit. 
 
    It saw him and thrust a forearm up. 
 
    Club hit, claws down, and it was how he imagined driving a nail into meat must feel like. All four punched through to their full extent. Then they wiggled in that “I’m alive and want to hurt what I am stuck in” manner. The monster went to pull back, and Daniel, having been taught his lesson previously, immediately braced and held on extra tight to the club. 
 
    There was a savage tug that, had his grip been less secure, would have had the weapon twisting out of his hand, but he beat the Strength check. After a moment of resistance, the flesh of the arm gave way. 
 
    There was a wet squelch, and most of the flesh and skin associated with the forearm got torn away. He saw bones and Fire Hands bellowing stuff and instinctively launching itself backwards. Running from the pain. 
 
    Only an instant had passed, and Daniel spun to retreat toward the stairwell. In front of him, the Brothers were trying to pull themselves to a stop. One had hit a restraint trap; another one landed shoulder-first on a pressure plate. 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    Red blood splattered the roof. It had an unexpected purple tint. The colour of their blood had changed. It was incredible and rammed home just how destructive that wild energy really was. There was no time to philosophise. He was shifting his focus to the second Brother. It was still on its feet with the wooden net half-tangling it. It was a partial success, and without the sharp hooks he had included in the web, the monster would have already slipped free. Luckily, with those thorns, there was no sliding to escape the webbing, and it was becoming a strength contest between the zombie and the fibres of the restraint. Daniel’s construction was winning; after all, it was made for a different weight division than one of the  Brothers. The misfire, unfortunately, was giving it a chance—in particular, that freed arm. After all, in a contest of vines against sharp claws, relative strength made no difference. 
 
    A burst of Speed. Just in case Fire Hands was no longer retreating and was attempting to backstab him, Daniel surged toward the trapped zombie. 
 
    He calculated the angles, swinging for the fences. Daniel slammed the club into the shoulder, intending to knock it flying. Stupidly, he forgot to rotate the claws embedded away from the contact point. Luckily for him, for once they barely dug and did none of their usually wiggling, gripping, and general bloodlusting. 
 
    The force transferred smoothly. The club bounced away, and the momentum he was after was shifted to the zombie. It tried to brace itself, but with both legs still tangled there was nothing it could do. It swayed, and its centre of mass was no longer over its feet; gravity took control and it toppled. 
 
    Daniel’s calculations were off, but it still half-fell on the trap. There was an explosion of noise and energy. The stakes slammed into the roof unbloodied. The bear trap triggered, and the sharp edges tried to shut, but the angle was poor. The whole wooden trap jumped, and the zombie body moved with it. A significant proportion of the energy that was supposed to go into cutting got diverted into shifting the monster’s weight. 
 
    Damn, Daniel thought to himself. It was not dead. The trap had failed. 
 
    He snuck a glance behind him and was relieved to observe that Fire Hands was stumbling away. It was screaming incessantly while clutching its ruined arm. 
 
    Priscilla, he thought urgently. 
 
    She looked down the corridor around the corner in front of him. The second wave of zombies was about to emerge, but the Professor, the only one he cared about at the moment, was lagging further behind. Then, beyond that, more zombies. 
 
    Damn, another room had freed itself. 
 
    Then Priscilla shifted her perspective, and he saw himself, unhurt, standing triumphally over the prone bodies. Somehow, she blurred him out of the focus and focused on the other side of their killing zone. The first part of the wave, the one coming from the other side that Tamara and Dave would meet if required, had been blunted. One was injured, having had a leg mangled, and Dave was clubbing another. It was the speedster, and it had luckily gotten tangled before it could hurt anyone. 
 
    Daniel had three or four seconds. He raised the club and brought it down hard on the injured-but-not-dead Brother. 
 
    There was a sensation of movement, and this time all four claws stacked themselves to create a three-inch spike on the edge of the club. Physically, it was sort of impossible. The claws had not been that long, yet they did, and he understood innately that the weapon would not break. 
 
    He swung the spiked mace down upon the head. It seemed to demand more power, so he initiated his Strength just for a split-second before impact. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    The spike went through, and then the little mana he had recouped got sucked into the club, and that spike became a spinning flower before receding. He pulled the weapon back and the claws only poked out by around a centimetre now. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    He felt slightly weak from the aftereffects of the Strength use, but that was minor. There was also the mana headache, but once more that was not something to worry about; it would pass, and he was not about to whine about a bit of discomfort. The Brother was dead, with an inch-wide hole in the head and, Daniel suspected, significant internal injuries. That opening and closing like a flower had not been a metaphorical description. He knew with absolute certainty that the club had mashed a good proportion of the creature’s brain. 
 
    It was time to retreat. 
 
    Daniel ran toward the stairs. They needed to clear the space before the Professor arrived. If they were lucky, the traps would claim it. As he ran through the trapped floor space, his mind replayed that attack on the zombie. The claws had formed a spike longer than should have been possible, a point that had effortlessly pierced through the thick skull. Then, once embedded, that artificial object had opened up and potentially spun around like an electric beater scrambling the brain. 
 
    On a scientific level, it was a rather effective way of killing something. 
 
    When he swung it down, he was sure the club had wanted more power, so he had triggered his Strength ability. 
 
    The club had wanted him to hit harder. Not him. The club . . . and then it had killed the zombie by repurposing his growth powers to shred the brain. 
 
    He looked at the club. There was no blood on it. 
 
    What the hell was it? 
 
    He let his consciousness flow through the wood. Nothing jumped out as unusual. It comprised the heavily enhanced plant matter. So transformed it would no longer be defined as pine. It was something new, but he had expected that. The claws were where he had initially placed them, poking out a little, their roots held firmly in the wood but providing a cutting edge to add a little X-factor to the weapon. 
 
    That was all normal, but what was not normal was how it reacted to blood – and even more, telling the way it kept shaping those claws to the situation. Sometimes flat, others a spike, and sometimes contracting like a cat’s claw. 
 
    That was unusual. 
 
    The hulk appeared, and Daniel forgot about his weapon, running towards the staircase. 
 
    Duck! The command hit him from Priscilla, and he fell to his knees instantly, leaning back into a limbo form, and the almost invisible trip vine flashed past his nose. 
 
    Idiot, he thought to himself as he barely stopped himself from sliding into a pressure trap. He pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    Embarrassingly foolish. 
 
    Dave and Tamara were tag-teaming the speedster, and Ivey was shooting an arrow at a hulk, so Daniel’s faux pas would go unnoticed. 
 
    An image of him desperately sliding under the trap was shared with him. While he might have avoided notice for now, Priscilla had recorded the moment for posterity. While she could not communicate with other humans currently, he understood it was only a matter of time before her skill improved to that level. And then . . . 
 
    She giggled in his brain. 
 
    . . . She would share it. 
 
    By the time he reached the others, the speedster was mostly dead. 
 
    “Step back,” Daniel ordered, bringing his club over his head, imagining the claws rearranging in the manner they had killed the previous zombie. They reorganised but seemed to do it sluggishly, and the end spike was an inch shorter. 
 
    Good enough. 
 
    Daniel brought the weapon down. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    There was no opening from a flower, but the way the rest of the skull caved in, it was equally clear that form of overkill was unnecessary. 
 
    He smiled. Braining helpless zombies was cathartic, in the same way chopping wood was. 
 
    Glance left. 
 
    The hulk was coming. It would be good to take one elite down before retreating. Yes, four zombies were dead, and two others were injured, but eliminating the chaff meant nothing if the elites were still active against them. 
 
    An image caught him: the Professor had stopped, having clearly decided to wait for the rapidly approaching reinforcements. The twins were coming with the next group. Fighting them was too much like a coin toss, so that was something that Daniel was absolutely going to delay, and hopefully the stairwell would eliminate them both. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can get the hulk.”
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    Chapter 43 
 
    The two Brother zombies coming from the right were not a threat for now, even if Fire Hands joined in. Not that the zombie looked like it wanted to do anything but howl in pain, but if it changed its mind, then the traps would probably stop it, so Daniel put it out of his mind for now. 
 
    It just left the hulk roaring at them and only fifteen meters away. Daniel assessed the resources he had available, even as Tamara started spooling up her lightning attack. Then he realised it did not matter. The hulk was big and strong, but its muscles were very human, and the other brute had been impacted by the lightning. 
 
    The whole point of intelligence and planning was to turn arduous battles into trivial ones. 
 
    “Dave,” he snapped, pointing at the trap nearest the friendly zombie while kneeling himself to gather two more. Sharing Priscilla’s eyes momentarily, he was pleased to see Dave leaning down two-handed to pick up his. 
 
    Good, that was what he needed to do without the ability to deactivate and reactivate. A pressure trap was too dangerous to lift one-handed. He did not suffer Dave’s limitation. His hands glowed green as he grabbed each trap, and then he stood with one in each hand. 
 
    ZAP! 
 
    Tamara had unleashed her lightning, and when he spun once more to watch the hulk, it was to witness it locked up with electricity coursing over its skin. Its muscles spasmed, those great cords clenching in ways that would have made a bodybuilder proud. Legs stopped working, and it fell, skidding toward them, going right over a trap that clamped shut ineffectively even through the lack of shards of wood hitting the roof. Told him that the creature had absorbed the entire blow. Red blood smeared behind it as it skidded, evidence that while the trap did not exterminate the zombie with a single hit, it was strong enough to hurt it. 
 
    As the head slid towards him, Daniel swung his first trap as hard as he could, striking the monster dead centre. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    If the trap had been smaller, then the fight might have ended there. But the jaws closed, and in a very unsatisfactory manner, getting caught on the beast’s unnaturally broad shoulders. A touch of his power and the broken trap started falling apart, and a quick kick scattered the remaining two pieces. 
 
    There was a twinge of concern from the mouse. The image showed one Brother was unhurt and almost through the trap field. This was one of the two from the second wave. Without time to get it perfect, Daniel oriented the jaws and brought the trap once more down on the head in front of him. This time he compensated and deliberately aimed high, so just the bottom of the trap was aligned to the skull. All five of the pressure spikes exploded out, flying through the air to presumably embed in the doors at the end of the corridor, but the sharp notches of the bear trap slammed home. 
 
    Cutting into the neck. 
 
    With any luck, one of those teeth had sliced open an artery. Dave had latched his first trap on the hip and had destroyed the groin area. Unless the healing of this new world could work miracles, no matter what happened for the rest of the battle, there would be no baby hulks running around. Dave was grabbing another trap. Hopefully, the combined attacks would be enough to finish it, but for now the hulk was down and hurting, and Daniel had to hit the more imminent threat. 
 
    As he turned, a Brother went down, having stepped on a trap before falling flat on a second that finished it. 
 
    “Retreat,” Daniel ordered, swinging the club in his hand. 
 
    Fire Hands, who had got the courage to follow the Brother zombie through the minefield, took one look at him and, with a slight whimper, fled. A problem for later. The unhurt zombie, the last of the second wave, was still coming at them. 
 
    Activating Speed and then lunging forward, Daniel used his reach to get a quick hit in. That he could move faster also added power to the strike. That was basic physics. If you swung faster, you hit harder. 
 
    The club slammed hard onto the top of the head. Then the demand rolled up from the club to hit the same spot. Daniel danced backwards without releasing Speed to dodge the swipe and then swung again, aiming for the same location. The club bucked in his hands, and the spike formed. 
 
    He knew what was happening. There was a lust in the weapon, and magic flowed out, leaving him with a familiar mana headache. It was good Priscilla was trained to reset the traps, because he did not have the power necessary to make the changes directly. The club crashed through the skull and distorted within it. He did not even have to look to know it was dead. Unfortunately, the Professor was coming, and that was not a zombie he could fight here. 
 
    Daniel followed Dave into the stairwell. They had practised how to avoid the traps. Technically, the traps were deactivated, but with so much pressure bottled up in the wood, you still wanted to treat them with respect. They had mapped out the path to get up without triggering anything. First you hugged the right, then swung over the landing. Skipped the fourth and fifth step and then held dead centre. 
 
    They picked their way carefully. This bit was critical. 
 
    Priscilla, he thought. 
 
    Another image of the Professor appeared. It had paused once more. Thank God; they had time to take it slowly. It would only take one mistake. 
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 Chapter 44 
 
    Daniel ran up the stairs, pausing on the landing. This section was more complicated to traverse. As he stood there, Priscilla shared an image. It was of Fire Hands running; and as it ran, it tripped and then it fell, skidding conveniently to land at the feet of the twins. 
 
    It was the Professor in action. Daniel knew that with cold certainty. It was why they could not afford to face it anywhere near where it had allies or in a field of traps. 
 
    There was no noise, but the twins looked like they roared at the sky and then fell on the helpless monster, tearing into bits. Daniel slowed his mad rush. The Professor and the twins had paused to deal with the coward. 
 
    “Slow down,” Daniel called out, moderating his voice because he did not want the zombies to hear him. “We have time.” 
 
    The jerky movements above him reduced, and they could pick where their feet landed more carefully. He was pleased that all of them were being careful not to touch any of the wooden objects he had put in place. Fair enough, too. He kept moving and used the vine they had done to swing around the landing. It involved climbing the wall first to get high and then jumping. But while the section of the wall to be climbed looked trapped, it was not. With a tug, it fell behind him. They were probably too stupid to use it, but there was no point taking the risk. 
 
    Finally, he got out of the stairwell and then froze as another image grabbed him. It was the corridor they had just defended. There were bodies everywhere, and the hulk was down for the count, and out of all the creatures that had thrown themselves at the survivors over those ten seconds, only one was still alive. The one that had attacked from the left and never reached their defensive line. 
 
    Good, it was progress. The numbers against them were being diminished, but there were still five elites left standing as only the hulk had been classed in that threat band. If the stairwell had worked as well as they hoped, then ideally, none of them would even reach their floor. 
 
    Not relying on luck was his new life ambition. If they navigated the stairwell, he would be ready. 
 
    Daniel’s only regret was that the Professor had been in the corridor when they had launched the attack. If they had gotten it trapped, they might have been able to continue the fight below and kill more of the zombies. He felt that, despite how effective it had been, only half the traps had been activated. 
 
    The main issue with the Professor was that they had to avoid getting too close to them. There was no option to leave the top door open and scream down at the zombies. They just did not know if that telekinetic ability needed line of sight or whether it was purely distance-related. If it was the latter, they had to be more careful. So, they assumed the worst, and it meant they could not as easily drive the creatures into a rage. 
 
    Without the need to rush, he slid the door shut and then let his power trickle into a conduit,  to turn on the traps. Priscilla was just a safety valve. If they were slow, then he could get them all triggered, so he started on the strongest ones. Triggering the roof traps after all those, if they hit as expected, would strike the vulnerable heads and chests; and thus, it was anticipated to be the most lethal. 
 
    Twenty seconds passed, and he received another image. The Professor, the two twins, and three fodder-class ferals were approaching the open door. They were taking their time, and to his annoyance, they were staying clear of the traps. The Professor looked like it was talking with its fingers pointing at each of the pressure plates they had left. It was showing the intelligence he was hoping they did not have, and the other zombies were demonstrating the obedience that made the Professor even more dangerous. 
 
    They were moving slowly. Priscilla sent him a memory. He knew what it was the moment that it started; it was her favourite recollection to share. 
 
    The vision snapped into place. It was a close-up of a zombie claw reaching to rend her to bits. Priscilla had been confident of her Speed, and the claw slowed to the point it was barely moving, though it was still inching forward. From using his Speed ability, Daniel recognised when time had been adjusted. Those sharp edges were less than a mouse’s length away when she scampered sideways. Slowed did not mean stopped, and by the time she cleared the descending attack, the tips of claws were just centimetres from the ground. 
 
    Because he had seen it before, he focused on what the mouse was running along. It was orange, it was bumpy, and what looked like weird, brown grass poked out at irregular intervals. Hairs, Daniel knew from the context; but from a mouse’s perspective, they seemed larger than he expected. Her face slid upwards and tracked the claws to the hands, to the arm, and then to the ugly face of a Brother zombie. He had experienced this vision before, and all he could think was that Brother versions were not the smartest zombies in the tool shed. Those claws kept descending, butting into the waxy, orange skin. Just before they hit, magic began forming on top of the skin, but the claw kept going. 
 
    Cutting deeper. 
 
    Priscilla was still moving away, and he was looking across what was happening from the other shoulder. If the Brother zombie had been going for the neck, the cut might have just been deep enough; but with the claws having penetrated only an inch, the armour manifested itself and stopped the swinging attack dead. The Brother pulled its arm back, and blood welled out of the gashes that had been left, though not a great deal of it. The wounds were clearly only pinpricks in the greater scheme of things. 
 
    Savage glee coursed through the mouse. So much joy that he almost expected her to somersault. 
 
    The zombie that Priscilla was on was covered in earth armour. At the time, he had been confused, but her perch was on one of the dangerous elite twins. Priscilla perceived the armour to be close to unbreakable, but now that it had appeared, she examined it further, identifying weakness that primarily revolved around magic. Physical power would just bounce off the shell, but any school of magic could damage it, though not quickly. The lightning in the pet’s memories would not automatically work against it. Fire, or something else, should be used first. 
 
    Priscilla was extraordinarily pleased with herself to have confirmed that hunch, and after the first time he had experienced the image, he had told Tamara to use a spell other than lightning against a zombie to break the shield. 
 
    Yet that was not why she was excited. This was the second time she had tried this and he knew what was about to happen. 
 
    Priscilla was focused on the zombie that had tried to hit her. The Brothers’ facial features were Neanderthal, big and blocky, but with human-like eyes, though more recessed than normal. 
 
    As she looked, abject terror filled those orbs. It flinched away, and the twin encased within the earth armour hit it back. Priscilla was no longer slowing things down, so the blow hit the Brother in the shoulder. From the distortion, it had cracked bone even if these visions lacked sound to confirm that fact. It flew backwards and slammed into the wall. 
 
    Then the twin was looming above it. Priscilla had shifted and watched with a sense of accomplishment. Briefly, the twin howled at the sky, then bent down over its helpless victim and pulled off one arm and the other. Blood sprayed, and the twin had waved the arm around before taking a bite. Then it had walked away, gnawing on its prize, satisfied with both its food and the swift punishment it had levelled on the lesser creature that had been stupid enough to hurt it. 
 
    The armless Brother lay on the ground screaming. Nothing cared. A second zombie had grabbed the other arm. Daniel swallowed the bile with his eyes watering at the acid feel in his throat. 
 
    Armless had not survived. 
 
    The image faded, and he was back in real-time mode, seeing once more through the mouse’s eyes. The pack of zombies had barely moved when Priscilla shared memories, even as the old one’s time pretty much stood still. The group of zombies were still picking their way through the traps. Priscilla’s attention switched from the Strength twin to the other one. 
 
    There was going to be another one.
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    Chapter 45 
 
    He felt another memory being broadcasted to him just as he expected. This one was less horrific, but worse. 
 
    Priscilla was reliving her previous experiences, and he was being caught up in them. In the memory, he felt her anticipation; her fear and his heart rate sped up. 
 
    Once more, she was in one of the hotel rooms playing games with the zombies. However, this time she was doing so with a bit more apprehension than usual. Speed zombies worried her as, while they were not as fast as her, they could almost match her quickness, which made them a little more dangerous. Her identification abilities had shown that the Earth Armour twin in this room had a Speed overlay. While she teased the two normal ones in the corner, she kept a close eye on the twin. After all, her senses told her the creature was more powerful than usual, and she did not know what its Speed would be like. 
 
    It was time to make the grunts fight. She got the attention of both zombies by running up the Brother’s leg, choosing the stupid one, and making a point of biting its ear before jumping to the other zombie in the room. The feral she was perched on tried to get her, but that was not the point. All of her focus was on being slow enough to let the Brother think it could hurt her back. 
 
    She spat out the taste of the ear; it was like mouldy wax. 
 
    Across from her, the monster was roaring, and she could see its beady eyes focusing on her. Because she had time, she bared her teeth. It felt unnatural, but she had seen the zombies doing it to each other and it seemed to upset them. 
 
    Priscilla jumped over the hand of the zombie she was using as a perch to stop it from brushing her off. She considered biting this one’s ears, but honestly did not want that yucky substance in her mouth. It would take lots of chips to make her forget that taste. Then, moving deliberately slowly, she ran up to roost on the top of the second zombie’s head. The Brother, the one she had bitten, was roaring at her, and she felt a thrill of excitement. 
 
    It was going to happen. She tapped her feet rather hard. The one she was on tried to hit her. She dodged to the other side of its head. 
 
    There was a thud next to her as its blow connected harder than it probably intended. 
 
    That, while a little amusing, was not what she was after. There had not even been any blood, and her pet human liked it when she made them bleed. 
 
    The muscles across from her were moving, and then the Brother’s claw was swinging right at her. Wait, wait. Priscilla forced herself to hold her position. Once more, she bared her teeth, wondering if that expression coming from a mouse enraged them like when it came from each other. Hold. She did not want the Brother to slow its blow. 
 
    Priscilla engaged Speed while making her jittery feet hold on to the hair under her. The claw sweeping down towards her slowed until it was crawling through the air. She waited till the last minute and then scampered away and down, right off the zombie and onto the floor before turning around to watch the glorious detail. The blow connected with a spray of bright red blood. Her pet was going to love this so much. 
 
    She felt like she was in the den with her sisters cuddled next to her after they had all gorged on some oats. The zombie that had been hit stumbled backwards, then its legs gave way, and it fell with a crash. 
 
    Woo-hoo! 
 
    A shadow fell across her. 
 
    Alarm bells blared. 
 
    What? Where? How? 
 
    She engaged Speed. 
 
    The shadow was getting larger. Primal fear filled her. It was like a bird shadow when she was in the field. That getting larger meant it was getting closer. 
 
    She bolted. 
 
    A rush of wind almost knocked her off her feet, and there was a cracking sound behind her. She sprinted towards the door. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw another shadow approaching. 
 
    She baulked to the side. 
 
    A second gust of wind and an unpleasant smell. A foot slammed down right where she would have been if she had not dodged. It was the elite, the one she had been avoiding. 
 
    It was too fast. 
 
    Charge forward. 
 
    Her head flicked left and right, looking for a shadow. In front of her. She slammed on the brakes and came to a halt. A foot, orange skin complete with claws, smashed into the carpet between her and the door. She tried to go around the obstacle to get out but realised there was a second foot. Posed in the air like that, it was faster than she was. 
 
    With a squeak, she turned tail and fled deeper into the room. 
 
    With a gasp, Daniel pulled himself out of the memory. He had hated it the first time, and the second was no better. The residual echoes had him wanting to drop onto his four paws and run. He stopped himself because he was a human, not a mouse. Priscilla was offering real-time contact once more, and her heart was beating faster than a hummingbird’s wings. There was an apology in her thoughts. The projection had been accidental. It was just that the twin had scared her. 
 
    There was more to those memories. She had been caught for about ten minutes, using every bit of cover in the room to escape the monstrous creature. When she was out in the open, it had been as fast as her. Beds had been destroyed, tables. In the end, the animal panic had been suppressed, and she had used her invisibility to sneak to the door and the plant growth power to form a hole for her to get out; and that zombie that had been clobbered. She had survived. 
 
    Priscilla, bless her, had been more careful around the Speed twin after that experience. 
 
    They were almost at the door, the twins leading the way. Those two actually worried Daniel more than the Professor, now that he was well clear of its abilities. After all, if the armour came out, he was not sure the traps could hurt them. He was concerned about them acting as a mine sweep for the rest of the pack. 
 
    He remembered the vision that Priscilla had shared. While those gashes in the corner had not lasted long, if they were across the carotid artery, that was a different ballgame. If only she had positioned herself better, they would face one fewer elite. Luckily, he kept his thoughts shielded and Priscilla did not pick up on what he said. If she did, she would get stroppy, and he did not want that. 
 
    “ROARA.” 
 
    The roar echoed up the stairwell. There was no time for daydreaming. They were coming. It was time to see if his plan worked. Stepping backwards, Daniel shut the door. It would not hold them for long, but even a couple of seconds might prove vital. 
 
    Carefully, he picked his way through the traps on the new level and was relieved to note that the others had already made it to safety. 
 
    When he reached the next spot, he turned to look at what he had built and felt a thrill of pride. His baby. His field of trickery and death. What had been set up was far more elaborate than what they had built downstairs and covered the entire wing. First, there was an artificial floor stretching for five meters on either side of the door. Even a genius could not tell where those traps were under the flimsy protection—not until the seeker felt their bite. 
 
    Then he had installed both wall and ceiling traps designed to kill even elites, with restraint nets and trigger wires spread across the space. 
 
    Now that he was in position, Daniel began the laborious task of priming all of it. If his mana had of been full, this step would have been easy; but it was not, and he was relying primarily on what he was generating. 
 
    Another real-time view from Priscilla, and the entire group was gathered around the open door, but they had not entered the stairwell yet. The mouse snuck past them, applying her invisibility to get safely into the stairwell. Mind you, if the Speed twin started trying to get her using the same techniques as last time, the number of traps meant it was bound to make a mistake sooner rather than later. 
 
    There was no sound, and Daniel had shut the door so he could not hear the grunts. He wondered if there was a zombie language that they all learned as part of the transformation. 
 
    “Dave? Do you talk zombie?” he called out. 
 
    The big monster shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not a zombie. Dumbhead,” Ivey yelled back, sticking out a tongue at him. 
 
    He grinned. “If it quacks like a duck . . .” 
 
    “It still isn’t a zombie,” Ivey responded. “Plus, calling Dave a zombie upsets him.” 
 
    “Raraf,” Dave said while vigorously shaking his head behind Ivey. Dave, despite being talkative, was a pretty chill guy and, of course, did not give a shit about the label. 
 
    Carefully, he schooled his features, trying not to react to Dave’s antics. Tamara next to him burst out laughing, and Daniel smiled, unable to help himself. 
 
    “What?” Ivey asked confused. 
 
    “I realised we’re debating what to call them when they are about to storm up and try to kill us. I just thought it was funny,” Tamara finished lamely. 
 
    Ivey arched an eyebrow, and Dave, who had clearly been trying not to react to the joke and the ridiculous excuse, burst into his version of laughing. 
 
    “Arra ruf, arra ruf.” 
 
    That just made Tamara laugh harder. Ivey smiled a little uncertainly at the ridiculousness of the situation, and that prompted Daniel to join the other two. Her confusion was just too precious. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    The noise from the stairwell got their attention. 
 
    They were coming.
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    Chapter 46 
 
    The image from his spy reached him. 
 
    The Professor was pushing the twins forward, but they were having nothing to do with it. From the look of them, they were roaring at each other. The Professor was saying, “Get in there,” and the twins responded, “No way.” 
 
    The Professor daintily pushed one twin. 
 
    Another growl. 
 
    The Professor’s eyes narrowed, and it raised an arm, sticking out a claw and pointing straight into the stairwell. 
 
    The twin looked in, up, and down. It was not stupid. It clearly recognised the traps that had been laid down and was reluctant to risk itself. 
 
    It turned and looked significantly at the other twin. It grinned, showing its teeth. Daniel remembered those sharpened points tearing into the zombie’s arm. The other twin stepped back casually, getting behind two of the chaff zombies. 
 
    The Professor pointed again, and the twin grabbed the closest normal zombie and nonchalantly launched it into the stairwell. It flew through the air and slammed into the upwards-sloping roof, triggering one of the larger ceiling traps. It was blown away from the blast and was pushed with prejudice down into the stairs, already broken beyond repair. 
 
    Outside, the two other weak zombies realised their coming fate if they stayed where they were and tried to run, but the Speed twin behind them easily stopped them. Through the closed door, Daniel could hear the panicked hollering. 
 
    Strength grabbed another. It struggled pitifully and got thrown. This time, it angled down the stairs. Purple-tinted red liquid went everywhere. 
 
    The final weak zombie gave up all pretence of trying to sneak away and pushed hard at the Speed zombie in the way. Its hysterical claw motions were all countered effortlessly, and then its elbow was grabbed and tossed. It fell down the same route as the second zombie and did not trigger any traps but slammed into the barrier he had built at the bottom of the landing, impaling itself. 
 
    Daniel swallowed heavily. If they could not fight through, there was a simple plan B. Just wait for the zombies to kill each other off. They were brutal. Even as he thought it, Ivey’s warnings rang out in his head. While they would not get stronger, they would improve their skill use, and given how dangerous those skills were already . . . . 
 
    With the chaff gone, the three elites all looked at each other, and briefly Daniel thought they were going to fight, but the Professor raised its arm once more and pointed. 
 
    Strength spat on the ground and turned to face the stairwell entrance. Its armour flowed over it. Daniel instantly disabled the traps; while some might be strong enough to hurt the monster through its armour, he doubted it. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    His attention snapped back to his own level. One of the meticulously hidden pressure traps had triggered in their carefully laid fake floor. Slivers of wood had knocked out sections of the roof above his head. A chunk of plaster slipped off and fell. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    A second trap unleashed. More spikes slammed into the roof, another few chunks of plaster fell, and for a moment, all Daniel could think about was a chain reaction occurring. Domino-like, where the traps all sprang each other, and all his efforts were wasted. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Thank God, no chain reaction. Then, as he watched in horror, one of the wooden spikes dropped. 
 
    It landed with a clank on a pristine stretch of floorboards. 
 
    He flinched, but thankfully, nothing went off. With his expanded senses, he could work out pretty quickly that it had fallen on normal floorboards. 
 
    “I guess it wasn’t supposed to do that,” Tamara said from beside. 
 
    “We walked on that,” Ivey said with a touch of annoyance. He cringed. They had walked on it. If they had gone off then . . . no, that was not right. 
 
    “They were deactivated then. Not perfectly safe, but pretty good.” 
 
    There was a distant thud. Priscilla’s vision reached him, and the twin of Strength was halfway, at the landing. The trap that was supposed to be deactivated had triggered, but then again, the zombie had struck it with its enhanced power. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    It had activated or damaged over half the ones it had passed. 
 
    “You trailed off.” 
 
    Daniel shook himself back out of the mouse’s vision. While he could try to fix the damaged traps, it was not worth the energy he would have to expend, particularly if using his club properly required mana. 
 
    “Problems coming from below,” he called out. “As for the traps, when we crossed them, they were turned off. They were more stable then.” 
 
    Or at least he hoped they had been. The fact one had triggered without input worried him. He understood exactly how they were constructed with the level of pressure he had built into them, with strips of wood straining to return to their proper shape. So much energy packed into the constructions that when they snapped to their true form, they launched enough force to rip a zombie in half. The powers he had trapped were not to be underestimated, and the fact they had not broken before now probably said more about luck than his abilities. 
 
    Going forward, he would have to assume they could break at any time. No walking over disabled traps or in front of them if he could help it. 
 
    Another image from Priscilla. The Strength twin had lost its armour and retreated slightly. They were too smart for their own good. 
 
    Daniel’s mind was calculating, and the numbers were not good. He had been relying on the stairwell claiming multiple elites if they got through unharmed. The clever field of traps he had laid on this floor might not be enough. 
 
    There was no room for regrets. This was a forced roll of the dice; they were not playing now because they wanted to but because they had to, and they had thrown everything into this moment. 
 
    The zombies had gathered once more at the base of the stairwell. The Strength zombie had returned presumably because of its armour running out. If they kept alternating, they would successfully clear the stairwell without a single elite going down. That meant he would be involved in another life-or-death battle. 
 
    His stomach fell at that thought. The whole point of his extensive preparations was so that he would not have to keep putting his life on the line. He had literally put hours into this, and the blood twins were going to ruin it. 
 
    In his borrowed vision, the three elites were grunting to each other once more. 
 
    The Speed twin blurred and, presumably playfully, pushed the Strength twin in the back, encouraging it to go again. 
 
    Strength snarled, grabbed Speed and equally playfully—like a newborn kitten—sent the Speed twin flying on the same trajectory the two chaff zombies had been thrown down. 
 
    Time seemed to slow. Priscilla was suddenly excited. 
 
    Earth boots formed on the twin’s legs. 
 
    The image blurred, as it did when Priscilla repositioned. She was on the roof, looking down at where the zombie appeared to be floating. 
 
    There was an edge of anticipation in her thoughts that Daniel had grown to recognise. It was just like what happened the moment before one of zombie victims hit another. If she was not an herbivore, he would have described it as bloodlust. 
 
    There was a green glow around the mouse.
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    Chapter 47 
 
    Time slowed further. The zombie, even though it was still flying, appeared to be floating in the air like it was in zero-G. Only its legs were covered with armour, but he could see it creeping up. The spread was slow, but in a second or so of real time, he knew it would be fully decked out in armour and then invulnerable. The spot it was travelling toward was trap-free as the Strength zombie had thrown his twin on the same trajectory the first two grunts had followed. The zombie had thrown its pack mate as a warning. It was not trying to eliminate its companion. 
 
    The mouse’s eyes shifted slightly, and he saw wood spikes in the air. They were dropping like he would expect something toppling off a shelf would fall. Which was fast, particularly when they were the only things moving. The zombie was almost still. It hung in the air, rotated so it was flying backward while looking at its twin with murder in its eyes. 
 
    Understanding flashed through him, the bloodlust he had felt in his precious-but-obviously-not-innocent mouse, the glow he had seen coming out of her, those spikes moving when everything else was frozen. 
 
    She had manually triggered the trap, and those spikes were moving as fast as bullets. 
 
    In his mind, he measured the angles. The zombie was directly underneath the trap, and its armour would not form over its torso in time to repeal the collision. 
 
    Could . . . ? 
 
    What? 
 
    Was it possible? 
 
    Had Priscilla set things up to kill the twin? 
 
    Everything was still frozen. One part of him thought keeping the time slowed was wasteful, but Priscilla wanted to see. She seemed obsessed with seeing the splash of blood. He was probably going to have nightmares about what the mouse that Tamara doted on was capable of if she was let free to do her own thing. For goodness’s sake, what would it be like if she had the size and tools of a typical house cat? 
 
    Three of the spikes were on target. The first slammed into a flailing arm. The entire arm distorted under the pressure. Then the skin split, breaking like a rubber balloon while the spike kept going. The width of the arm expanded as it penetrated. Clinically, it was fascinating, just like watching a super-slow-motion replay. 
 
    That spike would not kill it, but the second spike hit the zombie on the right shoulder. It was less pronounced this time, none of the balloon-breaking effect, but as Daniel watched, it sank into the zombie like a nail through soft wood. Then it kept going till it disappeared. The zombie was reacting, its eyes widening, mouth opening, but it was mostly still frozen in time. It had only moved a centimetre closer to the floor. Time was as good as stopped, and the spike had disappeared, anyway. That was how much power Daniel packed into his traps. 
 
    Then the third spike hit the leg. It was glancing, but sometimes glancing was good. He still remembered how tearing a chunk of flesh from Fire Hands had disabled the monster. This last spike dug into the flesh as it moved. To his disappointment, it was cutting rather than shearing, so there was going to be no flesh getting torn off. 
 
    There was a sudden spike of excitement in the mouse. 
 
    What? 
 
    He looked closer. The second spike had emerged, exiting out just above the left hip. That was . . . 
 
    A killing strike? 
 
    He traced the route the shard of wood must have taken. Straight through the heart. In folklore, that was enough to kill a vampire. The third spike suddenly shook, disintegrating, and popped out of the leg after it struck the rising tide of earth armour. 
 
    It would not matter that spike had pierced the heart. It was a dead zombie flying. 
 
    Joy came from Priscilla. She enjoyed doing nice things for her pets. 
 
    The vision switched to the second twin. It had stepped forward, its own earth armour forming and spreading over itself, responding, possibly, to the trap triggering near its twin. 
 
    Before he could even process what was occurring, she blurred again. 
 
    Another trap was manually triggered. This was one of the pressure traps on the wall. The spikes went straight for the back of the Strength twin, but Priscilla was already moving, jumping, and shifting positions. 
 
    The zombie stumbled forward like someone much bigger than it had kicked it in its back. The traps packed a wallop even if the spikes could not punch through the armour. 
 
    Another glow. 
 
    She was moving but paused long enough to watch the ceiling trap swing down with more than just gravity driving it. A long row of spikes led the trap, which slammed into the zombie, hitting it in the chest. 
 
    The points all broke as the armour withstood everything, but it knocked the creature right off its feet, so it was flying down the stairs just like the three zombies it had previously tossed. 
 
    The twin was airborne right down to the bottom landing before slamming to a stop on the spikes down there. She had set this in motion and had planned for that outcome. This was exactly what Priscilla wanted. 
 
    To his horror, Daniel realised that, in some very mathematical ways, the mouse was significantly smarter than him. 
 
    There was no blood. Priscilla was not concerned. She did not see this as a personal affront. More something that she had planned for. Her thoughts told Daniel that earth armour was about to fail. 
 
    She blurred again. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    Blur. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Priscilla, once more hidden amongst some broken wooden traps, assessed the latest outcome. The Strength twin was still covered with its earth armour. Somehow, it had survived the multiple direct hits, to date. But then again, they had known that the earth armour was impressive. 
 
    Oh, well; at least her intervention had killed one of the elites. 
 
    The Professor appeared halfway down the stairs. The damaged twin looked plaintively up at it. 
 
    The earth armour crumbled, and Priscilla nodded, and it felt like she was very satisfied with what she was seeing. What had she seen? Or noticed? That he had missed? 
 
    The twin was very poised and suspiciously still. Panic and terror lurked in its eyes, and it looked up at the Professor. The twin jerked like an enormous weight had landed on its chest. Then roared, and through his flesh ears on the floor above, through the door, Daniel could hear it. 
 
    Another nod from the mouse. 
 
    The twin was trying to push itself up. Then it slumped backwards like another weight had landed on top of it. 
 
    Again, it roared. 
 
    Priscilla was almost combusting in her excitement, and time briefly stopped. Daniel could now see it. Wood was poking out of its guts. Those flinches back had resulted in it impaling itself. 
 
    The Professor looked like it was smiling. The twin appeared panicked. Both its arms scrambled to hold itself up, and Daniel understood it was not just the spike he could see jutting up from behind it. There must be dozens of spines either already piercing its skin or at least close to doing so. 
 
    The Professor stepped forward and stamped hard on the exposed head. 
 
    “Roaar.” 
 
    The twin strained its head forward, trying to stop its head from going backwards. The Professor’s human features were grinning like an inmate getting ice cream in a lunatic asylum. 
 
    Another stamp. A third, a fourth, then a loud crack as spike plunged in. It reminded Daniel a lot of how he had disposed of that first zombie. 
 
    God. Daniel looked through the mouse’s eyes in shock. 
 
    That grin. Then the rest of the fight came together. The Professor had murdered its previous ally. That weight that had pressed on the zombie at the start that had been the Professor using its telekinesis. 
 
    He could see the Professor’s canines; they were showing. Its face . . . it looked like it had just had an orgasm. It was a monster, and it killed for fun. 
 
    Daniel shook his head to get his mind back on the game. Half the traps in the stairwell were gone, but they had eliminated three out of the six elites. They were halfway; even if it was only because of the psychotic Professor, they were on target. 
 
    The image he was receiving went dark, and then a moment later, there was an image of not one packet of chips but two of them. 
 
    One per elite—he agreed with the request easily enough. Then he fully walled off his mind. Killing an elite was worth way over one packet, but he really did not want the mouse figuring that out. 
 
    Excited determination bubbled up through the bond. Priscilla was imagining proudly pulling two “unopened” packets into her den. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Priscilla just killed two elites.” 
 
    “How?” Tamara asked a quizzical expression on her face, probably imagining Priscilla shooting like a meteorite through a zombie’s neck. 
 
    “With the traps. I offered her a packet of chips per kill.” 
 
    “Promise her ten if she can kill all the zombies in the building,” Tamara suggested before laughing. Then cut off her laughter when she realised they were still waiting for the monsters to come to them. “Are they coming?” she asked after a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    It was wasteful, but he blasted out Animal Sense. 
 
    They were all there at the base of the stairwell, all the remaining zombies on the floor below them. Three elites and three standards, and they were standing by for something, or a signal. 
 
    “Six in total,” he shouted, knowing they could probably hear him, but he was fine with that. If they rushed, then it would be more likely for them to make a mistake. “Three elites: Professor, Ice, and Club.” 
 
    There were nods from everyone. 
 
    Priscilla sent an image. They were rushing up the stairs. Together. 
 
    “They’re coming.”
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    Chapter 48 
 
    The tension immediately ramped up; after all, three elites were dangerous, particularly if the traps failed. Tamara was already starting her lightning spell. It felt like it was too early. They still needed to get up the stairs and through a reinforced door. Not that the barrier would last for long against either Club or Ice. 
 
    “Hold it,” Daniel suggested while subtly repositioning to be in front of her to defend her against any monster attacks that traversed the twenty metres of traps which they had laid down. When setting them up, he had considered it to be a massive overkill. An impenetrable fortress that sixteen zombies would get shredded when they attacked, but when you were talking about life and death, building extensive safety margins into the whole thing just made a hell of a lot of sense to him. It was better to have five times too many traps than one too few. 
 
    Everything had gone into the setup, but now that the monsters were physically here, that stretch of fake flooring felt insufficient. With a bit of a run up, one of these beasts might clear the entire killing field, especially once magic got involved. Because who knew what they could do. If Priscilla could slow time, then the possibilities were endless. 
 
    No. Daniel kept breathing steadily. The killing fields would work. None of the zombies below them could fly, nor anything as overpowered as that. In fact, now that the twins were dead, the remainders lacked any skills that could mitigate the trap field. Their careful scouting had made sure of that. 
 
    The only threat was the Professor, as there was a risk that its telekinesis could grab them and drag them into their own traps. They had handles built in the wall that were an emergency brake. Hopefully that would be enough, and their upper body strength would be more than whatever power the monster possessed. 
 
    As for the other two elites, Ice and Club, neither had any advanced movement ability. Club was, in simple terms, an extensively upgraded basic zombie. Priscilla searched, but try as she might, she could not discover a special skill. It was sort of like Dave, just more feral, stronger, and faster. To confirm that diagnosis, Priscilla had spent five minutes provoking the zombie. Then to make extra sure, she had run an additional check. By the time she was halfway through her fourth session, it was clear there was nothing exceptional about the zombie but the fact that Priscilla found it fun to play with. It was merely bigger, faster, thicker-skinned, and presumably smarter than the rest of the horde; but from Priscilla’s perspective, that meant it represented the right level of challenge. Especially enraging it enough to get it to hit one of its fellow zombies. Apparently, that was the real contest. 
 
    As for Ice, the moniker was descriptive. It was a relatively slow monster, but it could turn its paws into a version of Edward Scissorhands, creating long blades of ice that had little difficulty slicing through wooden doors. Really, given the concentration of power, it was a miracle they had not started breaking into the various rooms. Ice also had an additional trick which, when a devious mouse pissed it off sufficiently, could launch a missile that sort of hit with the same impact that throwing sharpened bricks off a two-story building managed, but apparently with better accuracy. 
 
    There was a crunch, and the door bowed outwards with a puff of dust. They were at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Priscilla was not providing vision, but Daniel was pretty sure that had to be Club attacking the door. Any of the others would be too weak to have that impact with the first strike, and Ice would have cut straight through. 
 
    Dave was on his feet, his own version of the club in his hand. Daniel briefly focused on the claws that he had inserted at the end of Dave’s weapon. He wondered whether they would behave like his club did and act with a life of their own? 
 
    Interest piqued, he once more extended his senses into his own weapon. There was a secret that he wanted to unravel. The wood felt strange, but the claws themselves did not feel special. But that might purely result from his affinity being to living plant manner. Others might see the claws as something more. 
 
    The door exploded out, coming off both hinges and slamming into the wall on the other side of the corridor. 
 
    “ROARAG!” 
 
    The zombies really needed to pick up a wider variety of what Daniel liked to think of them as yelling out, “Come kill me now! I’m ready!” loud noises. 
 
    Club burst onto the shiny deck, his namesake desk fragment clutched in his grip. 
 
    “ROARAG!” 
 
    Seriously. Get some new material, Daniel screamed out in his head. 
 
    No traps went off, as they had deliberately left the landing area clear of traps, wanting to trick the monsters into believing the area was safe. Collectively, they had been worried about the zombies acting with the sort of intelligence that a human would. Not with the intellectual crap, but more recognising traps were in play and trying to trigger them in advance. Specifically, he had been concerned with them using an improvised pole to tap the floor down and activate all the traps they had set up. 
 
    Club saw them and charged. There was none of the careful checking for traps that they had feared. 
 
    Daniel wished he had picked his spot better. He wanted to be standing in front of Ivey and protecting her. Doing it for Tamara was all fine and dandy, but it was not the same. Not that it was totally wasted . . . out of the corner of the eye, he could see Tamara’s determined look, her face bathed in the irregular light of the electricity crackling in her palms. He liked Tamara and would be happy to protect her, but there was something appealing to being the caveman protecting his potential mate. Doing the same for Tamara was not the same. After all, she was in a committed relationship. Hell, she had travelled to Australia with Jayden. Even if the guy was a drop kick, Daniel was not the sort to insert himself into someone else’s relationship. He would not cut someone else’s lunch. 
 
    What the hell was he thinking? 
 
    It was a ridiculous chain of thoughts to have with the monster charging them, and he half suspected it was his subconscious trying to distract himself from the situation. 
 
    The zombie reached the trapped section of the floor. 
 
    There was a racket of protesting traps as multiple traps went off simultaneously. Club went flying as one latched onto his leg before shearing the foot right off. The monster flipped and went sliding on his back. More bangs and cracks. Even one of the ceiling traps came down and slammed into it. The momentum of the creature stopped abruptly. 
 
    It was not moving. It had halted with over five meters of trapped real estate left in play. The charge had unfortunately done an amazing job of making a path for other zombies. They had not considered a one-body kamikaze clearing the bulk of their traps. Not that he could think of a way to avoid it. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    If the zombies followed the sliding path of the club zombie, they could safely move to within five metres of the edge, and from there, the whole superhuman power and leaping would come into play. 
 
    Daniel looked up, hoping that the elites had been eliminated in the stairwell. The Professor, in particular, would follow the line of broken traps. 
 
    No more zombies were coming, he realised in surprise. One of the lesser ones had come out, and for whatever reason, it ran in the opposite direction to Club. Against the smaller, slower zombie, the traps had worked how he had envisaged. It had only triggered three traps while booking the zombie a one-way ticket to the afterlife. 
 
    His mental tracking told him that there were two elites and two regular beasts to go, but nothing emerged from the stairwell. 
 
    Daniel’s internal alarm bells started ringing. They were supposed to come through straight away. 
 
    Where were they? 
 
    An image of four chip packets appeared in his mind, along with a shady emotion that had the bullshit meter he did not even know he possessed blaring out at maximum volume. 
 
    “What is happening?” Ivy asked. 
 
    “Priscilla is claiming the elites are dead,” he answered, feeling more than a little confused. 
 
    He sent the feeling of confusion down the link.
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    Chapter 49 
 
    His confusion was immediately met by a response of four chip packets and a dancing mouse. 
 
    Are they all dead? Daniel sent back. 
 
    An image came to him. Crystal clear, it was the Professor having fallen face-first into a trap. Its wavy, eccentric hair was distinctive and, from this angle, looked human. 
 
    Then a pause. 
 
    And another image. It was Ice and a normal zombie, both mangled by a side and roof trap, respectively. Then a final one. This was further up the stairwell and was right on the landing. It had almost made it before treading on the final false step. 
 
    His field of death had worked, and the zombies were cleared. 
 
    “They’re dead,” he called out now that he had visual confirmation. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    Tamara was beaming at him, her ball of electricity vanishing. Daniel’s knees felt weak. The plan had succeeded, and none of them had almost died. 
 
    “Twenty-three floors to go.” She had meant it as part of a pump-up, but it had the opposite effect on Daniel. That was an awful lot of hard work, given how difficult clearing this first floor had been. It was weeks stuck here, and maybe longer, if their enemies were getting smarter, as Ivey suggested. 
 
    “Woo-hoo,” he yelled with a fist pump, trying not to dampen everyone else’s mood, because if they looked too closely at his face, they would see his despair. 
 
    To think that yesterday, reaching the ground level would have just required thirty seconds in an elevator, and today it would take weeks. The time it took hardly mattered; it was not like he had any pressing engagements elsewhere, and his farm was probably gone, if the number of monsters in this building was any indication. 
 
    What they needed to do was to treat this like a strategy game. Turtle down, consolidate their position, ensure they had access to both food and water. Run missions to save people where it made sense, and then slowly expand till they could escape. 
 
    “Good job,” Ivey said, walking over to him and breaking his reverie. “Now we need to turn this off”—she gestured at all the traps— “process the bodies, contact the people downstairs, and then turtle till tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “We need to think longer-term,” Daniel said cautiously. 
 
    “We have been,” Ivey assured him. “Tamara has been generating water.” 
 
    Daniel looked at the girl, and she shrugged as if to say It is not much. Nothing too exciting. “I create ice and leave it in sinks,” she explained in response to his continual stare. 
 
    “And we’ve been preparing the non-combat classes to understand that this is going to be a long process.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Ivey nodded at him. 
 
    Daniel broke eye contact and expanded his awareness into the plant network he had created. A trap in the stairwell switched to a disarmed status without him doing anything, and he smiled in satisfaction. She was a good mouse, though from a brief glimpse of bodies he had seen, he guessed the zombies had just been stupid, and Priscilla was claiming kills she was not entitled to. 
 
    If he was a hungry mouse who had discovered chips, Daniel knew he would do the same. 
 
    Just because it was instinctive, he used Animal Sense on the floor above and below. There had been no change. Daniel’s mind went through his to-do list. Turn off traps, process bodies, get chips for Priscilla, escort the women to incorporate the level of survivors below into their society, improve defences, and then plan the next military operation. 
 
    Till they got out of this death trap, Daniel suspected that was going to be the story of his life. 
 
    “You look sad,” Tamara said to him. Ivey had left to tell the others of their success. 
 
    “Just resigned,” Daniel admitted a little tiredly. The adrenaline of the fight and the flop of an ending left him a bit off-balance. 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    “How long this is going to take and how much work I have to do.” 
 
    She sat down beside him, leaning back against the wall. 
 
    “I will help.” She flashed a grin at him. 
 
    “With your lightning?” 
 
    “I can do more than that?” 
 
    “What? Give me a massage?” Daniel instantly wanted to take the words back and then disappear into the carpet when annoyance flashed over her face. Then her face unexpectedly transfixed into a smile. 
 
    “I can do that,” she volunteered, the moment of awkwardness from his foot in mouth covered up. In moments, she was rubbing his shoulders. “But you’ll need to give me a foot massage later, in payment.” 
 
    “It was a joke.” 
 
    “Blah.” She kept massaging him. “No take-backs. You owe me a foot rub already.” They sat in silence for an extended period. “More seriously . . .” She lowered her voice. “I know all of this is on you, and I’ll help where I can.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Why? It’s true.” Priscilla was suddenly on his lap, and he patted her while continuing to turn off the traps. One after the other. 
 
    “Ivey doesn’t share your view.” 
 
    “Then she’s an idiot,” Tamara shot back. “There were sixteen of them. Dave and I contributed to killing two of them, which means you and your traps killed fourteen. On this floor. You killed them all with an assist on one.” 
 
    “No, Ivey helped on a couple of the earlier ones.” 
 
    “Whatever, you get my point.” 
 
    “It’s hard.” 
 
    She patted him on his head. “I know, but my massages always make things easier,” she teased. 
 
    There were sounds of a door shutting from near their rooms, and Tamara pulled her hands back and sat down next to him. 
 
    “I’ll support you.” 
 
    Ivey, Jayden, Alisha, Hua Chua, and Dave walked around the corner. 
 
    “Is it done?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “Almost,” Daniel assured her. 
 
    “We’re a community now,” Ivey declared. “Loot gets shared. All the leather, skins, claws, and teeth go to Aisha, and the cores will get split between you and Dave.” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said before he realised it, he was back on his feet. 
 
    “What?” Ivey challenged him. 
 
    “No,” he repeated defiantly. Tamara was right; this was his hard work. “I get first choice on all the loot.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous—it’s a team effort,” Ivey blustered. 
 
    “Not really,” Tamara pointed out. 
 
    “I’ll be reasonable,” Daniel assured them. “But currently I’m the best weapon we have, and my club”—he hefted it to show them— “is our second best.” 
 
    Dave and Tamara were good, but so far, his club had been responsible for more kills. Without it, they would all be dead, and Dave, while he was nice to have as part of the team, was not a figurehead. 
 
    “It’s just a club,” Ivey argued by rote as she seemed predisposed to do. 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s something more.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tamara asked with sudden interest. 
 
    What could he say? That it was alive? That it was magical? They would not believe that. “It’s much more than a club,” he told them somewhat lamely, trying to come up with the words to express what he had accepted internally. Somehow, this chunk of wood had become more than its components. 
 
    “Can I?” Tamara asked, holding her hand out. 
 
    “What?” he asked in confusion and defensively. 
 
    “Can I hold it? I have a spell I can cast to identify what it’s, to see if it’s magical.” 
 
    She could? Maybe Tamara could confirm that he was not crazy. Daniel handed over the club.
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    Chapter 50 
 
    There were no spoken words, but Tamara’s hand glowed, and the claws in the club flexed. 
 
    She dropped the weapon with a curse, and it clanged on the carpet. That was new to Daniel; it had moved without using his growth magic. 
 
    “What?” Ivey asked. 
 
    Tamara looked at the piece of wood suspiciously, her eyes going unfocused. 
 
    “What?” Ivey repeated. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Tamara muttered. Her eyelids were shut, and they flickered like she was in REM sleep, but it meant she was reading prompts. Tamara liked to close her eyes while interacting with her screens. while Ivey preferred to keep them open. The second was by far the more practical approach. 
 
    Daniel knew from her reaction that his club was more than normal wood. 
 
    “It’s a sapient seed club. Already level one.” Tamara shook her head, looking perplexed. Jayden’s and Ivey’s eyes immediately went unfocused as they delved into their own screens. “It’s not possible. How? Sapient seeds don’t just appear.” 
 
    “And?” Daniel asked. She looked at him, confused. “I prefer to hear rather than read.” He lied, knowing that it made him sound like an uneducated yobbo. 
 
    Tamara looked speculatively at him. “Can you read?” 
 
    “Yes, I almost became an engineer.” He did not know why he was so defensive or why he was volunteering information that made it harder to hide his condition. He just did not want her to think badly of him. 
 
    She hesitated, puzzling things through. He felt like he was being examined; then there was the tiniest upward twitch of her lips and an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    “Sapient seeds are weapons that are alive and evolve with their owners. They soul bond and will die when you do.” She was clearly reading some type of prompt. His magic was amazing, but what did it feel like to have that sort of knowledge available to you? Screens of information that would pop up whenever you wanted and explain what happened. Daniel internally shook himself. He needed to be happy with what he had, rather than worrying about what he did not. “They can act independently,” Tamara continued, “and as they grow, they develop powerful magic to help their owner. They are sought after because they’ll adapt to cover weaknesses in their partners.” 
 
    A lot of what he had experienced when fighting with the club over the last day started making more sense. 
 
    “Is that good?” 
 
    “Very, very good,” Tamara told him. “It’ll get stronger as you do.” 
 
    Daniel considered what he knew about the club. It seemed to discern weakness in its opponents, with the whole reshaping-itself-to-be-deadly thing and moving inside of the enemies. 
 
    “Does your skill tell us what powers it has?” 
 
    Tamara shook her head. “Not at the power of my identification. Only its high-level characteristics. But if we can create more, then we should.” 
 
    Daniel remembered everything he had done with the club. First it was bloodied, then he fixed it up after each fight and tried to strengthen it, inserted the claws, and hid the cores to avoid swallowing them. 
 
    He gulped slightly and resisted looking at Ivey. It was childish, but he did not want to admit to hiding them, even if it had apparently resulted in creating something special. “I have some ideas,” he volunteered instead. 
 
    “You need to prioritise making more,” Ivey told him, having clearly listened to them even though she had been reading her internal screens the whole time. “It will help us survive if more of us can get sapient weapons.” 
 
    “Have we resolved the loot question?” Jayden asked unhelpfully. 
 
    Ivey glared at him. 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” Daniel said angrily, remembering the earlier conversation. His hard work had earned the cores. They were his, especially if he needed them to create sapient weapons. “The club is special,” Daniel told them. “And so am I. I’m not taking no for an answer. The loot is mine.” Ivey looked annoyed, but no one else was objecting. “I get every core. If I don’t want them, I will give them to Dave, as I presume he can consume them, or Aisha if her leatherworking can use it. But I get first choice.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Ivey said finally when no one else jumped into object. 
 
    Why? he wanted to scream at her. Why are you making this harder? You were supposed to be on my side. 
 
    “It’s what is going to happen,” he told Ivey. “I will save those kids; and to do that, I need power.” 
 
    “We’ll be stronger together.” 
 
    “No, we won’t,” he snapped. “We won’t be stronger if we share the cores. Bloody oath!” Daniel rubbed his face like he had a headache. “How can I say it. The world is different from what we’re used to. The strong rule now. When we were fighting the zombies, there were ten lesser ones, and every single one of the elites was more dangerous than all the minor ones combined.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dave.” He nodded towards the zombie who had just agreed with him. 
 
    “Dave, you can’t be okay with this?” 
 
    “Roara, rurara, riiff.” 
 
    Ivey followed along as if she had no problem interpreting the unintelligible grunts. 
 
    “Royio ratan.” 
 
    “Sure, Dave. That makes sense. Same rules for everyone. If you solo or in Daniel’s case, your traps kill a creature, you get the core. If it’s a group effort, then they get shared.” 
 
    “Fine,” Daniel agreed. 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Can we get going?” Ivey said, sounding more than a little grumpy. 
 
    “Yes, Priscilla and I’ve disabled them all.” 
 
    A potent image of two, then four more to make six, and then a seventh packet of chips came to him. 
 
    “You want me to give you an extra packet for checking the traps?” 
 
    Tamara laughed, and Priscilla nodded emphatically. He noticed Ivey rolling her eyes, and he half-shared her response. If he was honest with himself, Priscilla was a little piglet. 
 
    “I’ll get you three now.” 
 
    An insistent image of seven flashed. 
 
    “And the other four, when I verify you actually helped kill Ice and Professor.” 
 
    There was a flash of guilt and then a careful nod from the mouse and she dashed away, zooming over the floorboards with an occasional green glow as she verified that his magic had worked. The only genuine risk was if a trap had been separated from his network. 
 
    The mouse had amazing focus when she put her mind to a task. 
 
    “I should get her the chips and let my mana recharge.” Daniel stood up. 
 
    Tamara stood up with him. “I’ll come. I’m peckish myself.” Then she leaned closer to whisper, “And I’m happy to avoid the skinning.” 
 
    “Good point. Let’s take it slow.” 
 
    She giggled beside him. “Yeah, the kids wanted to play with you.” 
 
    He stopped dead and started to turn around. She linked her arms with him and dragged him towards the room, laughing at his antics. 
 
    “Really?” Tamara asked. 
 
    “Just a joke, I love kids.” 
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    Log report 5 - Entry 7 
 
    Well, that happened. 
 
    The stupid co-wobub created a sapient seed club. I think he did it by accident, and I’m not sure how. Something about if you have a million monkeys with typewriters, then you’ll get one poorly constructed short story and millions of pages with gibberish.  
 
    I’m guessing the co-wobub is our lucky monkey. 
 
    Note to self: I should see if I can make the pet the Pobournes’ mascot. Monkeys are good mascots, aren’t they? And if it’s a lucky one, then that has to be even better. 
 
    Speaking of pets, I improved Ivey’s. It or he or them or whatever the right pronoun is, was lying next to Ivey. That provided a solid connection, and he kept trying to use the clever skills I selected for him. 
 
    I have to admit, watching him go about his business was super-duper embarrassing. No clues whatsoever. It was like he had never played with his internal makeup and engaged discrete calculation engines to create complicated effects before. 
 
    Left to his own machinations, it would have been a clear failure. 
 
    I actively considered terminating the experiment. While he was busily nearly blowing up things inside himself, it would not have been hard to start a chain reaction.  
 
    I didn’t for two reasons. The first was that eleven different rules strictly forbid it. But the wording was poor in some of them, and I reckon there was sufficient wiggle room to get away with it. 
 
    Yes, facing the tribunal for a fifth time in as many events would have been annoying. But on the plus side, it would have set a record. And everyone knows records are good. 
 
    Anyway, I moved away from that idea when I considered my host.  
 
    I don’t like to admit it, but quantifiably, she is squishy. And I thought I can’t do anything about that, but having a pet to be squishy on her behalf has to be useful. Plus, she’s a biped, so the more help, the better. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Unless it’s stupid. 
 
    Maybe I should have risked the tribunal. 
 
    I digress.  
 
    Reluctantly, I helped; and by helped, I mean I did everything, and he took all the credit. The co-wobub thinks he’s brilliant and did it all himself. 
 
    *Rolls electromagnetic spectrum sensory things*  
 
    While I was there training him to do basic computation directing stuff, I might have tweaked him to be a bit more aggressive. I’m convinced the level of access I have does not allow me to do anything permanent, as some of my previous changes are already coming undone. He has gone back to wanting to protect miniature bi-peds. 
 
    *Shakes container for biological reasoning centre to express emotion.*   
 
    Tweaked aggression levels. And he performed adequately in the fight, a marked improvement. 
 
    And totally related.  
 
    The only downside is that the whole pet thing needed more reinforcement. Not sure how that works, to be honest.  
 
    On better news, my host is forming a pack to protect her!  
 
    She is the lead female in it.  
 
    Which, I think, if I apply correct nomenclature, that makes my host the Alpha bitch??  
 
    I decided to grant her the new title at the earliest opportunity.  
 
    Now this was really surprising, and I mean completely unexpected. When I shortened it and called her Bitch, she got angry at me. 
 
    Fair enough, she wanted the full title, so straight, I’m like sorry. I should have said Alpha Bitch. 
 
    She got angry.   
 
    I was expecting her to be proud to have upgraded her standings, but as I said, she felt anger.  
 
    I thought quickly and settled on, “Don’t be so angry; ‘You’re a Super Alpha Bitch’.” 
 
    Based on the chemicals going through her brain, she was building a real slap-you-around type of fury.  
 
    Get this.  
 
    She did not want the title. Not the full tile of Alpha Bitch or the partial of Bitch or even being called host.  
 
    “Address me only as Ivey,” that’s what she said. “Or as god as my witness…” she then proceeded to threaten me with anatomical impossibilities. Like, even if I was a biped, they would have been impossible.  
 
    Point taken. She’s very sensitive so from now on, I will only call her Ivey.  
 
    At least to her face.  
 
    We also have more information around the wider situation. As you might remember, in an early entry, we had mapped the nature of the mana storm event and concluded there was a high likelihood of it having produced a serious threat to the Pobournes. 
 
    Unfortunately, we were correct. 
 
    The monster brought through in the mana storm is a Broncada Lizard. 
 
    And a class two, at that. 
 
    It’s territorial.  
 
    It’s not hyperbole to declare this is a disaster. 
 
    Like not a capital D Disaster. A Dragon or an Anotica or one of the Lubota would clearly be worse. 
 
    Actually, most class twos would be worse; but still, it’s really bad.  
 
    Broncada lizards tolerate small creatures living in their territory. Like bipeds, because they’re smart enough to know that, if they ever get really hungry, they can dig them out for a convenient snack.  
 
    But small creatures migrating out of their territory. 
 
    No way! The lizard does not allow its food to get up and leave its territory. 
 
    That means that even if they overcome the immediate challenges to survival, they’re going to be stuck and kept as part of the lizard’s larder.  
 
    It is not hyperbole to say that it completely validates our early decision-making. 
 
    It’s no longer just about living. Now, it’s also about getting stronger for the future; because while the host does not know it, safety is over the Broncada’s cold, dead body. 
 
    The information exchange network among hosts began last night. Unfortunately, none of the bipeds on my floor knew morse code, so they’re currently cut off.  
 
    Finally, I think my hypothesis is broken, because while the sapient deconstructed bipeds tumbled over heaps, my co-wobub did not. 19 falls in only slightly over a single earth day. 
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    Chapter 51 
 
    When he entered, the room smelt nice. All the foul smells had been stripped out. 
 
    “Hua Chua,” Tamara whispered at his quizzical glance. “She’s a modern-day miracle worker.” 
 
    “Tamara,” Janice was yelling, and three kids hurtled toward her. She was down on her hands and knees hugging back. Trudy and Elaine emerged to see the commotion. 
 
    Trudy took one look at him and stalked into the other room. “She’ll get over it,” Tamara told him while multitasking with tickling the kids. 
 
    There was nothing for him to even say. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Elaine said. “It was an accident. Trudy knows that.” 
 
    “Can you make a sword?” The young boy was holding onto his arm insistently. He looked like he was about eight. 
 
    “Not now,” Tamara said. “We came to get some food.” 
 
    “If your mum says it’s okay.” 
 
    “Mum,” Zach screamed, turning around and sprinting into the other room, with his older sister trailing him. 
 
    He glanced helplessly at the two women. 
 
    “You just put your foot in it,” Tamara told him. 
 
    “My dad’s happy with you making me a weapon,” Janice said fiercely. 
 
    He tried to stare her down, and she matched his glare without flinching. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess Dave would be fine with it,” Daniel agreed after a moment, breaking eye contact. The more people able and willing to defend themselves, the better, as far as he was concerned. As for parents, they might have dreamed of their children growing up to be lawyers and doctors, but the world had changed, permanently; and that nice, safe career path was gone, forever. 
 
    Trudy came out with the baby in her arms. “Gabby and Zach tell me you will make them weapons.” 
 
    “I said if it was okay with you.” 
 
    Trudy looked hard at him. “Let’s cut the bullshit,” she said finally. 
 
    Daniel’s heart thumped. He knew where this was going. 
 
    “I heard what happened with Anthony.” She swallowed tears and for a moment could not talk. “Most of me wants to scream at you for negligence, but”—she looked down before looking up at him— “the world going to shit isn’t your fault. Anthony’s death is not . . .” She hesitated. “All your fault.” It was clear she had planned on being more forgiving with the comment, but at the last second failed a willpower check to force the words through her mouth. “But he’s dead.” The anger was rising, just like he had feared. “So, you protect my kids.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You keep them safe.” Angry tears ran down her face. “You save them.” 
 
    “I’ll do everything I can.” 
 
    “Mum.” Gabby was cuddling Trudy, responding to what was clearly an unusual burst of emotion. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Trudy said, patting them one by one as she held her baby with the other arm. “Daniel is going to make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    He hesitated, but it could not be left unsaid. “You know the odds that we’re facing.” She nodded at his question. “And that I might die.” Another nod. “They have to get stronger. You can’t just depend on me.” 
 
    “I know,” Trudy said finally. “I don’t want to think about it, but I understand the need. Make them weapons and teach them to use them. You have my permission. But please keep them safe.” The baby in her arms burst into tears, clearly startled by her intense emotion. “Sorry.” She looked down at the bawling baby and retreated into her room to nurse him. 
 
    Suddenly, Zach was tugging Daniel’s arm. “So, can you make me a sword?” 
 
    “Give me ten minutes to recharge and let me eat some food.” 
 
    He plucked out the three bags of chips and, sensing that Priscilla had snuck into the room, opened the first one. There were multiple blurs between the open packet and the bed. He responded by opening another bag, smiling as he did so. 
 
    She had used her growth magic to create her own hidden space, and the chips were steadily disappearing into there. The kids were watching him the whole time with clear impatience. Daniel ate the Mars bar, realising as he ate that they were going to want to get meat and vegetables soon, or the diet of sugar and fat represented by the minibar would result in everyone getting sick. 
 
    The kids, he suddenly realised, were looking hopefully at the chip packet that he had opened but not touched. They were almost drooling. “Maybe I don’t feel like chips.” He looked significantly down at the open packets next to him. 
 
    Tamara shot him a confused look. 
 
    “Hey, kids, do you want them?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gabby and Zach charged forward to grab them while Janice stayed back. 
 
    “What?” Zach was holding up his packet, looking into it with a stunned expression on his face. Daniel tried not to laugh. 
 
    Tamara shook her head at him in a disappointed fashion, but when she lowered her head, he caught her amused smile. 
 
    “Where are the chips?” Zach asked, almost crying in confusion. 
 
    “They were Priscilla’s,” Daniel explained. On cue, the mouse appeared on his shoulder, looking very pleased with herself. “She has been a star scouting out the enemy for us.” 
 
    Images of blood and gore with proud emotions came to him. 
 
    That was great, he thought straight back, but we want to protect the little people from those concepts. 
 
    The image of the first twin getting impaled by the spikes hit him, and Priscilla did a little celebratory dance on his shoulder. 
 
    “She’s so cute,” Gabby said. 
 
    “She is,” he agreed. Until you realise how bloodthirsty, she is. He kept the last bit to himself, even keeping it from Priscilla; she enjoyed thinking that she was cute. 
 
    “Why don’t you three share this packet?” Tamara said, grabbing a chicken-flavoured variety and passing it to them. 
 
    She leant against Daniel. 
 
    “You’re so bad,” she whispered in his ear. He shivered a little at the slightly intimate contact. 
 
    He opened the third pack when the kids were not watching and slid it under the bed. Priscilla had no trouble finding the new position, and in moments that packet was as empty as the other two. 
 
    An image of two more packets flashed through his mind, along with a fair bit of hope. 
 
    “Priscilla,” he called, and she was in his hand almost instantly. “I saw how the zombies died.” She put her paws over her eyes. “Were you trying to trick me?” She peeked out from under a paw. He tried to keep his face stern, but he could not help himself. She was so cute. 
 
    The image of two chip packets flashed in front of him. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    A single packet? 
 
    He sent a picture back of a salt-and-vinegar packet. She was suddenly sitting on her haunches clapping in excitement. 
 
    “Oh god,” he muttered. “Incorrigible.” 
 
    He scratched her under the chin. 
 
    “So, she won,” Tamara said, observing the interaction. 
 
    “No, she wanted two, and she’s only getting one, downgraded to salt and vinegar.” Even while saying it, he groaned internally. She had absolutely won. 
 
    “Oh, the horror,” Tamara said, clutching at her heart. She got up and grabbed the packet and opened it up. The kids were watching hopefully, having already scoffed their own. Not too surprisingly; there were three of them, and the packets were tiny. “It’s for the mouse,” she told them, putting it down, and with a blur, Priscilla was sitting outside the open packet like a guard dog, with a chip clutched in her paws. 
 
    “Let’s go and make some weapons,” Daniel declared, finally noticing that his magic was almost replenished.
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    Chapter 52 
 
    “You’re a good man, Dan.” He raised an eyebrow at Tamara shortening his name. “Oh, do you prefer Daniel?” 
 
    “Nah, my family always calls me Dan. I’m thinking after this, we’ll take the three of them hunting,” he said to Tamara. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “You heard Trudy. She wants them to get stronger.” 
 
    “If we can do it safely.” 
 
    “Hey kids, tell me about your skills?” 
 
    Janice and Gabby looked at each other, encouraging the other one to talk. 
 
    “They suck,” Zach blurted out. 
 
    “They’re designed to keep kids safe,” Trudy said, coming in from the other room. Naturally, she was listening when a strange man and woman were talking to her kids. “Gabby?” Trudy said pointedly. 
 
    “What mum said,” Gabby stuttered. “All three of us have the same primary abilities. There’s a teleport to a safe spot and an active defensive magic shield; then we get a kids’ class.” 
 
    She hesitated at this point, her eyes imploring Janice to take over. It was clear she was the shyer of the two of them. 
 
    “There are five classes available,” Janice said, taking pity on her friend. “Survivalist”—she pointed at herself— “Crafter”—Gabby— “and scout.” Zach. “The final two are intellectual and protected. But the classes are not locked,” Janice emphasised quickly. “We can switch anytime with a temporary penalty.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “We’re all level eight on the kid level. If I change class, I go back to level one, then the next day I advance to two and then in eight days’ time, I’m where I started with the new class.” 
 
    “Long-term, you end up the same?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And experience?” Daniel asked. 
 
    Janice looked over to Trudy at this question. The mum shrugged. “We don’t know,” Trudy finally said. “It looks complicated. It will increase the kid’s level, and a chunk will transfer when they get their final class, but it’s unclear how much.” 
 
    “And none of you were interested in intellectual or protected?” 
 
    “Protected just makes your magic shield stronger,” Janice answered with a shrug. “It seems pretty pointless. The standard ability could absorb four or five zombie blows, the strengthened one eight. I don’t see too many circumstances where a zombie gets to hit me eight times but does not get a ninth swing in.” Her point was admittedly solid, from Daniel’s perspective. Static defences only delayed things unless you had an offensive ability to strike back. “And intellectual gives you absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “It passively helps them absorb stuff from books,” Trudy interrupted. “If we get somewhere safe, they are shifting to that class.” 
 
    “Mum!” 
 
    “Dad won’t make me,” Janice said fiercely. 
 
    “I can’t think of a better class,” Daniel told them honestly and got a grateful look from Trudy. “Information is power.” Zach was looking intently at him and clearly wondering whether Daniel’s statement was an elaborate prank. “Trust me. When we’re safer, you want to spend as much time as an intellectual as possible. Janice, what does a survivalist give you?” he asked to change the subject. 
 
    “There’s an additional escape skill, a camouflage ability, and a low-level identification spell that I can use on plants and food to see if they are edible.” 
 
    Daniel nodded at the information. It was much better than he expected. He was expecting the set of skills to be limited, especially in the context of the single ability supplied by the two rejected classes. That list that Janice had given was definitively tailored to survival, but it was also not anything to turn your nose up at. 
 
    “Gabby?” 
 
    “Um,” she stuttered. “When I’m crafting stuff, there’s a chance of magic helping it work.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “In simple terms . . .” Trudy spoke up to spare her daughter the discomfort of talking. “If she’s tying a knot, her attempt possesses a large probability of getting magic that will make it less likely to unravel by itself and easier to undo if she needs to untie it.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Yes, and it can work on anything. Leatherworking, building, cooking, you name it, but it’s random. It makes otherwise poor-quality kid stuff useful.” 
 
    “And the spy class?” he addressed this to Trudy. 
 
    “Camouflage, and at higher levels, improved sight and hearing.” 
 
    “Good to know. Let’s go create your weapons,” Daniel told the kids, to excited sounds from Zach. 
 
    Ivey came stomping in just as he turned to leave. She had a surprising amount of blood on her. Processing corpses was not a clean business. She held a backpack, and Jayden followed with a full suitcase. 
 
    “Cores,” she said, thrusting the backpack into his hands. “And stuff for your weapons,” she said, waving at the suitcase. 
 
    He opened the bag in his hand and looked at the fourteen stones in there. 
 
    “Why aren’t there sixteen?” 
 
    “We think the Professor ate some of the minor ones,” Jayden told him. 
 
    The elite stones were obvious, as they were slightly larger. “Hulk?” he asked, pointing towards the biggest. Ivey immediately pointed to all of them, saying their name as she did so. His guesses on Professor and Ice were off, but apart from that, it all made sense based on colour and size. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Listen, we agreed on the loot split,” Ivey told him. “But strengthening the team is more important than just one individual.” 
 
    Daniel was not sure what to say. He did not want to start a fight with Ivey, but he really wanted the twins, Club’s, and Professor’s stones. The other two elites he was less fussed with, but he also needed to see if he could create any further weapons. 
 
    “Maybe Dave can use the ice core, and three of the Brothers,” he said finally. “Kickstart the upgrade process and make sure it works.” 
 
    “You’re a good man.” She went on tiptoes and gave him a peck the lips. “I will give you five minutes. Create those weapons you promised, and then we should collect the other humans.” 
 
    Daniel flinched at that reminder. They would be waiting in their rooms and terrified. 
 
    “Maybe we should go tell the humans first?” he suggested tentatively. Ivey rolled her eyes in annoyance at him. 
 
    “I need five minutes,” Ivey said, not specifying why, but it was pretty clear. 
 
    “All right, we’ll go in five.” 
 
    He took the kids downstairs to find some doors. It took him five minutes to finish crafting from them. Daniel looked over the weapons he had constructed for the kids. They were somewhat simple. Two spears and a sword and shield. The hulk core was going to end up in one of them. While his base instinct was to upgrade the sword and shield, Zach was like what, eight? While the girls were eleven and twelve. The larger core needed to go to one girl, and then he would put minor cores in the other three items. 
 
    Flipping open the suitcase, he was amused to see the massive spread of teeth and claws that had been extracted for him and even some bones. 
 
    “Tamara?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you know why there are bones in here?” 
 
    “I suspect,” Tamara answered carefully, “that Aisha identified them as having extra power in them.” 
 
    She waved her hand, and he could sense that she cast some sort of magic. 
 
    “They’re magical bones?” 
 
    “Basically.” She smiled. “Okay, yes,” she clarified before he could ask for more details. 
 
    After hearing that, he tried to extend his growth skill over the various objects in the bag. They all resonated with his power, telling him they were magic. After a moment, half rejected him, and a rare few seemed to sing out to him, while the rest reluctantly accepted his power. 
 
    Two objects, a tooth and a long claw, particularly reverberated with his magic. Without hesitation, he fed those two into his club, along with a couple of standard claws. Now that he knew the club was alive, he could feel its excitement at the gifts, and as they sank into the club, they borrowed his growth magic to let it incorporate the new materials. 
 
    There was a promise in the acceptance of that gift. Next time he needed a long spike, it would be four inches instead of three. If he ripped flesh open, he would do it with seven cuts rather than four. Efficiency and improvement in everything. The club was happy. It wanted to go kill something. Between himself, the club, and the mouse, it stunned him that he was less bloodthirsty than an herbivore and an inanimate object. 
 
    The kids stared in awestruck silence as the tooth and claw sank into the club. It deformed once, twice, and then a third time, using his power to do so. He consciously tracked the process, and there was a method for the weapon’s actions. Alternative forms and pathways were ingrained into the wood, woody muscles that could more easily bring the new weapon to bear on their collective enemies. When it settled, it was in its standard configuration: an irregular-shaped club with a nasty spike on one end. A feature whose centrepiece was that new tooth. 
 
    His mind turned to the other weapons. The hulk core went into Janice’s spear. To fit it, he needed to thicken the bottom. He also included several thick thigh bones with the ends lopped off and a tooth that looked like it had been designed to be the tip of a spear. The wood flowed over the central bone and was a lot less responsive than his club, but it still flowed like liquid. When it was done, the spear was smooth once more and was light for its length, and its point was that sharp tooth he had included. 
 
    The sword got a serrated edge courtesy of a lot of teeth. The shield, Daniel reinforced with bone, using all the knowledge that Anthony had shared to make sure it was both light and useable. Gabby’s spear had its point formed with four claws. Each one got a zombie core, and it would be interesting to see if any of them ended up developing into a seed weapon, but after they were used in anger, he planned on continuing to develop them. Adding further cores and zombie parts. 
 
    That just left the seven cores for him to swallow, but four of them were elites. He swallowed them all, knowing that it was going to be agonising when his body processed them fully. The Professor and the twins were bound to create a new ability type. He was looking forward to telekinesis and that armour skill. The second for survivability and the first being important because if his strategy relied on traps, having the ability to remotely adjust a trap, something like pointing it in a new direction, would tangibly help. 
 
    “We need to introduce ourselves to the people downstairs. You go back to your mum, and when we get back, we can go hunting.” 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Daniel spread out and checked the floor; the route back was safe. 
 
    Ivey was waiting in the corridor. This was the moment of truth. It was time to meet who was going to be joining their little group.
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    Chapter 53 
 
    “This one,” Daniel said, nodding. 
 
    Ivey knocked, and Dave made sure he was out of line of sight. 
 
    Naturally enough, there was no answer. “We have killed all the zombies on this floor,” Ivey called out. 
 
    Priscilla shared an image. She was looking down from the roof, and there was a man and woman in the room. Both were over sixty and did not have a combat class, which was why they had come here first. 
 
    “We’re building a community,” Ivey continued, knocking again. 
 
    Through the mouse’s eyes, he saw them look at each other. 
 
    “And we know you’re in there. We’re going to open the door now.” 
 
    The man jumped up and grabbed a laptop and prepared to use it as a weapon. 
 
    “There is no need for violence,” Daniel called out as a touch of his hand undid the abnormal growth that had sealed the door shut. The old guy could not hurt him, but Daniel was worried he would strain his own muscles trying. 
 
    He pulled on the door, and it swung open. 
 
    “Can we come in?” Ivey asked, talking softer now that she knew they could hear her. 
 
    “We’ll come out.” 
 
    Ivey did introductions, and Daniel paid attention just long enough to find out that they had classes of historian and cook respectively, and then he lost interest. Those selections were not helpful. 
 
    “There’s one last thing,” Ivey told them. “I want to introduce you to my friend, Dave. He’s human, but the Alpha event mutated him, so he looks like a zombie.” 
 
    Concern ran over the old people’s face. “Dave.” 
 
    The zombie stepped out of the empty room, wisely choosing not to say anything, and while Dave had kept the club, he held it in a non-threatening matter behind him. His entire posture was non-threatening. Janice, holding a spear, looked out from behind her dad. 
 
    “And that’s Janice, Dave’s daughter.” That relaxed the couple. 
 
    They swept through the remaining rooms. He only bothered to remember two names. He was sure that Tamara would tease him about it later, but for now his mind was flying over what he had achieved and what they needed to do. 
 
    There was Beau, who had a mean face. There was something about him that made the hairs on Daniel’s neck stand up. The fact his class was dark wizard only added to that impression. A weird guy, physically he was a bodybuilder but had chosen an evil magic class, and that combination made Daniel wary. The package was unnatural. The second was Carly, who was a teenager, travelling with her mum and dad. She was the Druid. 
 
    They headed back up to their primary set of rooms. The useless old couple; Beau; Carly; and Carly’s parents of whom the mum was an orderly class, a sort of magical and physical-based nurse, and the dad was a warrior. Then the last two, who were Singaporeans in Melbourne for a conference, had taken useless classes as well. At least they spoke fluent English. 
 
    Three fighters out of eight. It could be worse: Daniel knew they might have gotten zero; but it was still disheartening. Was this just part of how the system worked, or were people stupid enough to choose a non-combat class when they were being dumped in the middle of an apocalypse? 
 
    When their group reached their base, Trudy’s two kids swarmed him. 
 
    “Oh, I promised to do some hunting with them,” Daniel told Trudy apologetically. 
 
    “It’ll be good to get them doing something,” Trudy admitted. She looked close to pulling out her hair. “Make sure you keep them safe.” 
 
    “Dave, you with me?” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Ivey?” 
 
    “We will be fine,” she assured him with only a slight sideways glance at Beau. 
 
    Animal Sense blinked out. 
 
    There were two easy sources of experience on their two floors. The first was electricity centipedes that were in the roof spaces, but Daniel was confident that he could flush them out. Then on the floor below there was a nest of daddy longlegs. There were about ten of them, and Priscilla strongly supported them being eliminated. 
 
    She did not seem to like spiders. 
 
    “Don’t get too close, or you will get zapped,” Daniel warned them. The door was missing, and he used his Animal Sense ability to examine where the bugs were above them. There were probably fifty of them up there, spread out over quite a wide area. Roots moved into position and effortlessly popped out a panel. Six bugs fell. 
 
    Zach tried to charge them, and Daniel activated Speed to intercept. Such a small burst was effortless since Priscilla had upgraded him. Physically, he strolled normally, but he closed the gap versus the pumping eight-year-old legs and caught him before he got close enough to be electrocuted. 
 
    “Let the girls kill a couple first,” he told the boy. “We need to watch the lightning.” 
 
    “But . . .” 
 
    “Their zaps are nasty.” 
 
    The two girls moved forward, with Janice leading. That did not surprise him at all. He remembered how painful removing these had been initially for him, but then he had been shoeless, and his club had lower reach. With their long spears, the girls should be fine. With his sword, Zach would struggle, but Daniel was fairly confident he could tease out the electricity blasts and then release the kid. 
 
    Janice stabbed with abandon. There was a spark from one bug, and she made a small squeal and shook her hand, but the shock must have been minor, because she went back to stabbing straight away. Gabby made faces but went to work. Both girls avoided the one that glowed blue. 
 
    “See, you need to avoid the charged ones.” 
 
    The glowing blue one sparked, but its blast of power was channelled via the TV. Satisfied, Daniel let Zach go. Zach alternated between grimaces of disgust and little whoops of delight in equal measure. The battle continued smoothly, with Daniel able to control the drop of the bugs from the roof, only ever giving them four or five to attack at any one time. 
 
    “More, more!” 
 
    This was the fifth room they had visited, and the population of the lightning centipedes had been wiped out. Hua Chua and the cook wandered by and processed the carcasses, then they left. The cores went into his suitcase, and he made a mental note to check with Ivey to see if he could use them. The zombies were just mutated humans, so incorporating them was logical, but he was not so sure whether the same process would work for the bugs. However, if it did, it would be fun to launch lightning. Given the additive power of cores, consuming the ninety-plus that they had saved might give him enough power to fry a pack of zombies. 
 
    Half of him wanted to eat a few as a test case, but he resisted the impulse. Consult Ivey first—there was no rush. 
 
    “More.” 
 
    “No more,” he told Zach instinctively, ruffling the kid’s hair. “We have killed all the bugs.” The boy’s face fell. “However, there is one more target. They’re harder,” he told the kids. “Mutated daddy longlegs downstairs.” 
 
    “Aren’t they the most poisonous spiders in the world?” 
 
    Daniel laughed at that question. “They might be now, but pre-event they assuredly were not. I saw a Mythbusters episode where they proved the venom was harmless to people.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Yes, way,” he told Zach. 
 
    “But Dad used to always say . . .” Zach’s face fell at the reminder of his dad. 
 
    “At least you learnt by ten—I didn’t find out till I was twenty.” 
 
    “I’m not ten, I’m eight,” Zach said, beaming at the idea that Daniel had thought he was ten. Daniel watched him dash ahead, waving his sword around, smiling; he had known how old the kid was but had wanted to distract him. 
 
    Mission successful. 
 
    “We’re going downstairs,” he told the kids. “I go first, and you step where I step.” 
 
    They made their way to the floor below, and he was stunned by how effective the cleaning had been. Then again, he should not be that surprised. From what he had overheard, the entire building had been in a mana storm. That had two consequences: They all got free levels or skills; but monsters were far stronger. The zombies, the electric centipedes, and of course Priscilla, were all enhanced. As far as cleaning went, receiving fourteen levels was a lot for that profession. It was sort of the equivalent of her getting legendary amounts of experience, as in normal circumstances he doubted it was easy to develop. Or he could be completely wrong, and the class progressed by use, as opposed to killing. However, Ivey seemed to think killing was the only way to progress classes. Everyone had to be a warrior to progress. 
 
    “Hey, Dave, remind me to talk to Ivey about whether Hua Chua’s cleaning abilities can be used offensively.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Pretty soon, they arrived outside the dedicated janitor’s closet that contained the spiders. As far as closets went, it was a large room, and it served as the primary cleaning product point for floors on every side. 
 
    “Kids.” They all looked at him expectantly. “Priscilla really dislikes spiders, so I don’t have a good understanding of their abilities.” 
 
    “RAAA RAb RUFOA RoSA.” 
 
    Daniel looked at Dave in disbelief. “I’ve no idea what you just said. Even Janice has no idea,” he told the man, looking at his daughter’s confused expression. “However, I’m not blind. I have used Animal Sense on them. There are ten of them, versus everything else. They are fragile and are about the size of a small dog. No poison, no special attacks, just a web ability.” 
 
    “I’m first.” Zach yelled excitedly. 
 
    “RO!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Zach was running at the door. 
 
    “RO,” Dave repeated. 
 
    Then Zach was pulling the door open. Daniel realised he was way out of position. He triggered his Speed and started moving. Dave, in slow motion now, was trying to save the kids. In moments, he was past the slower man and reached the doorway just as Zach pulled it open. One hand on Zach’s tiny arm, and then he released Speed, forcing the door shut while pulling the small boy backwards in case something was counterattacking from the doorway. 
 
    Zach jerked in surprise. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “RO.” 
 
    Dave, running, thumped into him. Pre-event, he would have gone flying; but with his extra Strength and Agility, he was able to stop himself from falling or running into Zach. He bit back the instinctive curse at Dave’s clumsiness. This one was on him, as from Dave’s perspective he would have almost teleported in front of him. 
 
    With the door firmly shut behind him and the spiders contained, Daniel knelt in front of Zach. “You can’t just charge in like that.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Daniel shot an annoyed look at Dave. The man might have thought that he was helping, but in his zombie’s body, everything came out a little too loud and aggressive. 
 
    “The spiders are dangerous.” 
 
    Zach was tearing up already, but Daniel could not relent yet. He needed to get the point across. 
 
    “If you don’t listen”—a sob escaped from Zach— “I won’t let you come hunting.” 
 
    Dave’s hand was insistently pulling back. “What?” he asked the man, looking up, and the zombie shook his head. 
 
    Zach wrenched his arm free and turned to run. 
 
    Janice intercepted him, using her spear as a sort of impromptu barrier. 
 
    Dave patted him on the back, comforting as he watched Zach get more and more hysterical as Janice stopped him from running. They knew not to split up, but in his upset, Zach had forgotten that rule. 
 
    “RUAC.” 
 
    “Still no idea.” 
 
    The zombie shrugged. 
 
    “But Ro means no?” 
 
    The hairy creature nodded and then sat down and patted the ground next to him. “I thought we were going to kill the spiders.” 
 
    “RUAC.” Another nod toward the crying boy. 
 
    The waterworks were not slowing. Daniel settled into the offered spot. “I did nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “It was dangerous, and I had to make sure he understood he stuffed up.” 
 
    There was a suspicious silence. He looked at Dave and the zombie was busily looking elsewhere. 
 
    “You think I want too far.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “I hardly said anything.” Daniel lapsed into silence, trying to figure out about what he had said that had set the boy off. The kid was being unreasonable, but then again, he was just a kid. 
 
    “You think I went too hard?” 
 
    Dave was watching him. “Raraf.” 
 
    “I said . . .” Daniel trailed off once more into silence, realising the pointlessness of the conversation. Unless he resorted to yes or no questions, he was getting nothing, and it was not like he could pick up on facial clues, given that Dave’s new face did not work that way. 
 
    “I don’t understand kids.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Was that Dave agreeing that Daniel did not understand kids, or the zombie agreeing that kids were not understandable? After a moment’s thought, he let it go, as he was pretty sure Dave was going for the former.
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    Chapter 54  
 
    “How long?” he asked the man next to him. Zach was still crying. After a moment, he turned to look at the furry face. 
 
    “Ra . . .” Dave stopped himself, obviously realising that he could not express himself how he wanted. Then showed Daniel a whole lot of teeth. Daniel laughed, and Dave did likewise, holding up two fingers. 
 
    A couple of minutes, then. 
 
    They waited, and when Zach had calmed down, he leapt smoothly to his feet. “We don’t take any risks. I promised your mum, and she’s scary.” 
 
    Zach cracked a brave smile at that. 
 
    With club in hand and the kids not doing anything stupid, Daniel was ready to look inside. 
 
    He opened the door and looked inside. 
 
    Panic shot through him. 
 
    He was not scared of spiders, or at least he hadn’t been. These things were huge, with a torso as big as a human head and legs almost as long as his arms. They were all looking at him. A staggering number of eyes stared at him. Eight on each spider, and none of them blinked. 
 
    Unbidden, his muscles froze. Absently, he noted that the creatures were so closely packed they were almost standing on each other. 
 
    There was a flicker of movement, and something warm slapped into his face, partially covering his mouth. That energised him. 
 
    He was being attacked, and his paralysis had let them get the first blow in. He reeled backwards, intending to slam the door shut on the beasts, but even as he moved, more projectiles hit him. There was no time to think; all that mattered was stopping them from getting out. He threw himself against it to ensure it slammed closed. 
 
    Magic flowed out, completely sealing it. 
 
    The immediate problem solved, he tried to pull back but was held stuck to the wood. One eye could not open, and with the other he could see that he was covered in webbing. Then the webbing above him slipped down, covering his current working eye. He was blind. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    There were no threats anywhere apart from the spiders; and they, having driven him off, did not seem to care anymore. They were not charging him like in his imagination, which involved hundreds of unblinking eyes. Yet he was stuck against the door, and the web seemed to be hardening. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    He hadn’t needed to say anything. The others were already there, tugging on him and trying to peel him free. 
 
    “I can’t unstick it.” 
 
    “It’s got me.” 
 
    He could definitely feel Dave’s claws tangled in the webs that had hit his chest. 
 
    “Freeze.” All the surrounding sounds stopped, and he was no longer being jostled. “Who’s stuck?” 
 
    Confirmations from everyone one but . . . “Zach?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you caught?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Great. Can you run upstairs and get Tamara?” He heard sounds of running. “Zach,” he yelled. “Just Tamara!” And then, after a moment of thought, “Hua Chua might be useful as well. But don’t tell anyone else.” 
 
    He could feel Priscilla nearby, looking in disgust at the webs. Her disapproval of the entire species radiated through their soul bond. 
 
    A very detailed image of his predicament appeared. As he had inferred, Dave was stuck. One claw to his chest and the other on his shoulder. Gabby had tried to pull some of the webbing off his leg and had one arm trapped, while Janice was the worst off and looked like she had reached around him to remove a piece off him, but all that she had achieved was to pin her entire arm to him. 
 
    Amusement radiated through the bond. 
 
    He wondered to himself how many chip packets this would have cost to get out of this predicament if Zach had not been free. 
 
    Probably a lot. 
 
    Priscilla was nearby but was no longer sharing the snapshot of them encased in webs. However, between her presence and the occasional wave of Animal Sense, Daniel was confident that nothing dangerous threatened them. If something appeared, he knew she would try to help, but he was not sure how effective that would be. Then again, she had a knack for pissing off creatures larger than her, so if push came to shove, she might act as a potent distraction. 
 
    While waiting to be saved, he spent the time reassuring the girls, but there was probably no need, as they were not blind like him. 
 
    “Well, well.” Daniel could hear the amusement in Tamara’s tone. “How has hunting easy monsters gone?” There was a choking sound, which was clearly the suppression of laughter. “Chua, what do you think?” 
 
    “Sticky,” Hua Chua responded from right next to him. 
 
    Priscilla! 
 
    An image of a chip packet appeared, with the offer very clear. For another packet, I can provide eyes. 
 
    There were heaps of chip packets, but it was a matter of principle. He could get through this without vision. He could feel a strand on his cheek peeling away. Other random movements as people shifted and pulled, probably being guided by the new arrivals. 
 
    “That will work,” Tamara said, “but it will take ages.” 
 
    “Yes,” Hua Chua agreed. “I just need to get a feel for the substance, and I should be able to neutralise it.” 
 
    “Or I could use fire.” There was a long pause. “After we get the kids free, of course.” 
 
    Daniel felt himself tense at that. He could just imagine being consumed in the raging inferno, which would result if the threads were as flammable as they were in the movies. 
 
    “Joking,” Tamara whispered in his other ear. She was enjoying this all too much. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” They were not talking often, and he was feeling continual, powerful tugs on him as they tried to work the webs loose. 
 
    “I can clean it.” 
 
    “Oh, so no fire.” Tamara made it sound pouty. 
 
    “You can if you want.” 
 
    Suddenly he heard and felt fire crackling at his feet. 
 
    “No.” Daniel tried to launch himself backwards away from the heat, but with Dave stuck to him, it was less than successful, and he found them both falling hard. 
 
    “Now I’m trapped worse.” 
 
    What about the girls? A new type of panic filled him. Janice had been at his side. He better not have hurt her because of a silly prank. 
 
    “Was that necessary?” Hua Chua sounded more than a little annoyed. 
 
    “No, but it was funny,” Tamara said, sounding only a tiny bit sheepish. 
 
    “You could have killed me.” 
 
    “The threads are not flammable,” Janice, of all people, told him from far enough way that he knew she knew she was no longer attached. “I saw her check.” 
 
    “Spoilsport.” 
 
    “You might have hurt the kids,” he protested. 
 
    “Nah, Chua had already freed Gabby and Janice.” 
 
    Daniel shut up, and a short time later, he felt a tingling energy pass over him. “You can peel it off now,” Hua Chua told him, and he pulled the threads off his face. They came off easily, all of a sudden, because of what Hua had done. 
 
    Tamara was standing there, smirking as he and Dave untangled. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear anything else,” he told her. 
 
    She made a motion of zipping her mouth, locking it, and throwing away the key as little shudders of amusement still went through her. 
 
    “Are we going to kill them?” Janice asked. 
 
    “You bet.” 
 
    Daniel spent the next three minutes baiting out the web. Open the door, engage Speed, dodge while closing it. He only got webbed once, and Chua took about three seconds to disable the stickiness. The door got webbed shut more often, but he could alter the wood to dislodge the webs. Then, when they stopped firing, he sent the kids in. 
 
    Zach, of course, got a face full of web despite his precautions. There were tears, but Chua had him free in a short period of time, and then Zach unleashed on the two spiders. He might have been eight, and the spider bodies were as big as a grapefruit, but they still got mangled. 
 
    “I think we should see if the warrior can teach them,” Daniel said to Tamara and Dave as he fixed the wooden weapons. When he scanned the weapons, the cores were present, though the hulk’s core in Janice’s spear was clearly smaller, and he imagined the other ones were as well. In contrast, the cores he had put in his club had disappeared as his very much alive weapon had consumed them. It seemed everything in his life was gluttonous. 
 
    Walking back towards the stairs, he felt his stomach roll and seethe. 
 
    He knew what was happening. Immediately, he threw himself to the floor. 
 
    “Protect me,” he begged, as the pain radiated outwards.
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    Chapter 55 
 
    The pain kept expanding, just as he knew it would. Agony consumed him, and he thankfully blacked out. 
 
    He emerged still on the carpet in the hallway, but with a pillow under his head. The cores had done their work. Stirring, he felt like nothing was different, and till he got Ivey’s help, he could not fully confirm the changes. After that, he would still need to puzzle out the method of activating any new skill. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Surprised, Daniel looked up at Tamara. She seemed to be the only one present. “The others have gone to get Ivey,” she explained. That meant that the blackout this time had been quick. 
 
    “I’m good,” he said, sitting up smoothly. It was like nothing had ever happened. “That was just my body processing the cores.” 
 
    “Dave figured that out.” 
 
    “You can understand him?” 
 
    She made some “sort of” gestures. 
 
    “Yeah, same.” 
 
    “But even if you don’t know the words, you could see how calm and unconcerned he was, and Janice could translate. You were fine, get Ivey, becoming Superman.” 
 
    “Is that what he said?” 
 
    “Basically,” she answered. 
 
    There were sounds of people coming down the stairs. Ivey, Dave, and Janice arrived together. 
 
    Ivey took one look at him, and the concern that he was sure he had briefly seen in her features faded away. 
 
    “That was quick. Dave said you were absorbing the cores, but I wanted to check.” Healing hit him, but as always, it did nothing. “There is still another twenty minutes till dinner. Do you want to check?” She waved at a nearby room, and he jumped to his feet. 
 
    A touch and the door swung open, and he waved forward. The room was safe. “We need privacy for this,” she called out before sitting down cross-legged on the bed, and she held out her hands. Smiling, Daniel mirrored her positioning and sat opposite her. Outside, he could see Tamara looking in the open door curiously. Then, with a little shrug, she shut it. 
 
    Ivey was grinning across from him. 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    He initiated the connection, and once more there was a static spark between them. It was more like a magical bridge forming between minds rather than a fundamental link of the soul. Merely two days ago, it would have been unimaginable, and now it was barely worth mentioning. 
 
    The moment the linkage firmed up, there was a sharing of the emotions, a flood of surface thoughts and concerns. Nothing specific, just a high-level dump of her emotional view of him. A wave of desperate fragments of information and a surprising amount of apprehension directed internally at her interface. 
 
    There was a clear attraction to him, a wariness, a hint of fear, along with an undercurrent of annoyance. She was trying to get things done, and he was not helping with it. So many bits. She liked his eyes, his Strength, was repulsed by the hair on the back of his hands but found the fur from the event endearing. He was dependable, which Daniel was not sure about, a bit too resistant to advice, too flirty with others. Really? 
 
    There were lots to unpack, but it was all surface musing. What did she feel? He wanted to know the truth. What was her true opinion of him? What were her emotions? If the information was present in the overwhelming tidal wave, it was obscured by all the less-helpful, small nuggets of thought bubbles. 
 
    Useless, damaging, and obscure. 
 
    Theoretically, an emotional connection like this should promote the chance of love; but in practice, this one was applying a spotlight on things that should not be illuminated early in a relationship. 
 
    It was a negative, Daniel realised; not necessarily for them, but it would be for most people. It would reveal unevenness in the budding romance. If one side was crushing hard on the other, how much damage would this sharing do? With natural growth, those initial, unbalanced relationships could even out as both individuals grew to love each other, but if it was thrown into someone’s face this early? The less-obsessive person would probably run. At least, that is how he probably would have reacted if Ivey had been madly in love with him. That happiness and joy that Ivey often showed in response to his presence, while not fake, was not as genuine as he would have previously assumed. Normal? Yes, but it still stabbed at his ego to observe it firsthand. 
 
    “I don’t like the connection,” Daniel told her. “What it shares is not fair.” 
 
    “You think I’m pretty and smart.” She grinned up at him. 
 
    “You are!” 
 
    “You’re sweet.” Ivey was choosing to dwell on the positives, but they were still connected, so he knew that, and she knew he knew that other parts of his surface thoughts had wounded her. It was enough to do the head in. 
 
    The flood of information had faded, and it was not something he could summon back. “I truly like you,” he said carefully. 
 
    “It’s okay. I think we both know where we sit with each other.” 
 
    It was awkward. They had attraction, lots of connections, and experience together. In the real world, they might have dated, or they might have walked away with that dull ache in the chests and slotted the other person into the category of one of the “might-have-beens.” With better opportunities, they “might have been” the love of each other’s life, but he knew deep down that the “might” meant probably not. 
 
    What might have been—he savoured the words. That flush of a relationship . . . does she? Do I? Did that smile mean. . . ? Am I reading that signal right? A lot of that mystery was lost. They were regrettably more separate now than before, even though they sort of knew where they sat. On a cusp of a relationship, not everything was roses and chocolates, but it was close. 
 
    “It’s unfair.” 
 
    “I agree. But let’s not waste our time,” Ivey suggested, as practical as ever. 
 
    He immediately started the process to assess how his innate status had changed. The pain built up, and his head warmed. It was worse than the previous times, but now that he understood what was happening, he felt better about it. There was a lack of processing capacity that resulted in the warmth he could feel. They throttled the power back. They let it take its time to make sure it did not cross the threshold. Eventually, the discomfort faded. 
 
    “Good job,” she told him. “What have you gained?” 
 
    Force: 
 
    Utility - ? 
 
    Earth: 
 
    Special - ? 
 
    “I’ve two new abilities. Force with a utility skill and Earth with a Special skill.” 
 
    “Professor and the twins,” she summarised. 
 
    “Yep. One question mark each.” 
 
    Curiously, he checked the previous ability categories to see if anything had changed. The answer was yes and no. The same obtuse information and, of course, English wording of the skills that he already knew that he was using. The unknowns were still question marks. 
 
    Plant: 
 
    Power - Rapid Growth, ? 
 
    Utility - Wood Growth, Wood Strengthening, Cell Specialisation, Algorithmic instruction, ?? 
 
    Special - Sapient Seed, Wood Sense, ?? 
 
    Strength: 
 
    Power - Strength Boost, ? 
 
    Utility - ? 
 
    Special - Passive Strength Boost, ?? 
 
    Speed: 
 
    Power - Speed boost, ? 
 
    Utility - ? 
 
    Special - 
 
    The skill listed was nothing new to him. The extra names being spelt out might have felt like success, but it was meaningless. Yep, algorithmic instruction sounded incredible, but he had already been using it. It was the same with cell specialisation; he had abused that ability time and time again. 
 
    The number of question marks annoyed him. They were items he still needed to uncover how to use, but until he had the epiphany, they served no real purpose apart from reminding him that more experiments were required. 
 
    Briefly, he thought about mentioning the details to Ivey, but he decided it was pointless. 
 
    “Nothing new. I can’t say I’m surprised, but at a guess, I’ve got earth armour and telekinesis. Just need to work out how to use them.” 
 
    “Attributes.” 
 
    He checked the screen she had suggested. “I’ve gone up one level. Vitality has improved by one. No other changes.” 
 
    Ivey frowned at that news, but the fact that he was still getting attributes was a positive, so the frown confused him. 
 
    “Any new magic skills?” she asked before he could probe the reason for her pensive look. 
 
    He checked, and only the three abilities remained, and that was fine, as they might upgrade in the background. 
 
    Ivey pulled back her hands. “Let’s go to dinner.”
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    Chapter 56 
 
    He stood first and then helped her get to her feet. Ivey looked exceedingly pleased by the effort. 
 
    When they got upstairs, he discovered they had forcefully knocked out some windows. He was sure if he peered over the edge, he would see them broken down on the ground below him. In the newly heavily ventilated space, they had set up an impromptu kitchen. The smell that wafted out was best described as charred grilled octopus. 
 
    “That is not good,” he said, pointing towards the empty window frames. It was just a matter of time till zombies learnt to climb from floor to floor, and when that happened, he would lose his biggest strength, that of being able to control the battle zones. Forcing his enemies to attack over an ocean of traps was the only way he was going to save these people. Keeping the reinforced glass in place would at least delay the zombies and give the humans warning. If there was no barrier, then they could get amongst the non-combat classes before the fighters could stop them. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Jayden asked. 
 
    “Monsters coming through the open windows.” He was amused to see Jayden suddenly looking more concerned. 
 
    “We will seal it,” Ivey said with a dismissive look, “when we don’t need ventilation. Not you,” she said, linking arms with him. “The group needs to stand on their own feet.” 
 
    “I’ve got another question.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ivey answered as they walked away with their plates piled high with stringy-looking, grey meat. 
 
    “The electric bug cores?” 
 
    Her eyes suddenly looked at him with a lot of interest, and then she went unfocused. Finally, she sighed. “Depends on too many factors. Sometimes your body will reject them, other times they fight back and do actual damage, and every now and again it works. But you need at least a hundred.” 
 
    “We have about that.” 
 
    “Take one. Wait till it reacts. If it’s not too violent, and I mean making-you-spew-level violent, then ramp your numbers up to ten. After that, if you can spark between your fingers, then keep going. Progress is not linear, and if mastering requires a hundred but you only have ninety, you will get like five percent of the power that a hundred gives you.” She hesitated for a long moment. “It’ll be painful but is probably worth the gamble.” 
 
    “And if I have two hundred?” 
 
    “These are not feral mutated human cores. Extra ones won’t expand your abilities. If you master it and have extra, then I will give it a go.” 
 
    “You can?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I will probably need hundreds versus your hundred.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “If I progress it a little way when I level, I can get lightning proper.” 
 
    “How does it work?” 
 
    She winked. “Special interface business. You should eat,” she said through her own mouthful. “Yummy.” 
 
    Hesitantly, he took a bite. The meat was a lot softer than expected, with no stringiness. She was right. It was delightful and tasted like a mix of prawn and fish. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah, but don’t try cooking it yourself. Ninety percent of making this palatable is the chef.” 
 
    “It not just palatable, it’s great.” 
 
    “Yeah, the great bit is a hundred percent the chef.” 
 
    Everyone, including himself, laughed along with Ivey. “Note to self, if I need to sacrifice anyone, don’t touch the chef.” The entire room, including Dave, looked at him in disbelief. He guessed that was not as funny as it had been in his head. “Joke! Don’t mind me. I’ll stick to my lane: clobbering zombies.” 
 
    Ivey chuckled at that, and Tamara smiled. The tension vanished. 
 
    Conversation continued without him. 
 
    “About the cores?” 
 
    Ivey poked him. “Is that all I am? A font of knowledge to you?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Shh.” She grabbed him and led him to a seat, looking out at the wider city. The sun was setting to his left, hidden by the angles. She sat on his lap. “I love sitting here. It’s nice to get away from the oppressive air in the rest of the hotel, and sometimes the world looks normal.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Not at night because of the lack of lights, but during the day. The buildings are tattered, but the trees sway in the breeze.” 
 
    “I see what you mean.” 
 
    “I think it’s gone to sleep.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She pointed down to a stretch of road. “Can you see the purple under the tree?” 
 
    Now that she had showed him, he could see it. A bus-sized patch of it. 
 
    “When it’s moving, it looks a bit like a tyrannosaurus rex.” 
 
    “We have zombies and dinosaurs?” 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” she mocked and punched him. “Not our dinosaurs, but ones from another planet.” She was completely serious, he realised, and with everything else that had happened, he believed her. “The event’s energy creates portals between different planets, and it dropped that thing near us.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Just beating zombies is not enough. There are bigger and badder things out there.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s not just big?” he asked, knowing from his fights that big did not mean strong. 
 
    She pointed out to the other side, right at the centre of the CBD. Beyond the buildings, something flew. “They are Ractecum eagles. Communal in nature.” She hesitated, trying to find words. 
 
    “Are you attempting to scare our hero?” Tamara asked quietly from where she had sat at Jayden’s feet instead of on his lap, though she was resting her head on his legs. 
 
    “Working to show how precarious things are,” Ivey answered, and Tamara just nodded with another considering look in his direction. “There is nothing I can equate them to pre-event. Maybe a flying tiger with a sonic attack you might see in a cartoon.” 
 
    “Bloody oath. A flying tiger with magic?” 
 
    “Yeah, that,” Ivey told them. “Jeff identified them.” Daniel did not know who the hell Jeff was; presumably, one of the non-combat classes they had saved earlier. “He has some skill that gives him contextual knowledge of things he has scanned. Ractecum eagles are usually the top of the food chain, and that family used to nest.” She pointed to a tower just three away from them. “There.” 
 
    “And?” he asked, though he already suspected the answer. 
 
    “That came.” She nodded towards the purple blotch hidden by the tree. 
 
    “I saw the fight,” Jayden told them. “The lizard.” 
 
    “Lizard?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jeff got a reading on it,” Ivey answered. “Monstrous lizard apex monster, and that was all that his skill gave him and then nothing else. Which he claimed was a bad sign.” 
 
    “I saw it fight,” Jayden continued loudly, interrupting her like someone warming into a tale. “Right down there.” The spot he indicated was far closer to them than where the lizard currently slept. “The eagles had decided to attack. They were unleashing their sonic attacks from three stories up. The first attack shattered all the windows down there, and that lizard that must weigh fifty tonnes jumped up three stories and snatched one from the air. One snap and it was gone. I heard the crack of the jaws from up here. It was like a shotgun blast from right next to me. It was that loud.” 
 
    They all absorbed that information. The others already knew, and some had probably seen it live and might even be reliving it in their imaginations. 
 
    “We can worry about it later,” Daniel said finally. 
 
    “Yep, one problem at a time,” Ivey said, leaning back into him. “But at some point, we need to either sneak past that or fight it.” 
 
    “Sneak, obviously,” Jayden said unhelpfully. 
 
    “Then there are the eagles,” Ivey continued. “And who knows what else?” 
 
    “Our self-interest is to save as many people as possible, because when we leave here, we are going to need an army to fight the threats that face us,” Daniel summarised. Despite Jayden’s preference, sneaking was not an option because of the kids. They would have to fight their way through the monsters that roamed the streets and flew in the sky. 
 
    They needed to form an army. 
 
    Ivey swivelled to face him, so her face was right next to his own. “I couldn’t have said it better.” 
 
    They watched the sunset. Daniel was using his conduit to reinforce the stairwells as they sat there. With his extra skills, he could even grow traps remotely, but now he specified what he wanted, and the magic worked without his direct oversight. 
 
    Algorithmic instruction for the win! 
 
    The dying sunlight in the city was beautiful. It might be the apocalypse, but the orange light of the setting sun over the cityscape reminded him of a more peaceful time. Right now, if you ignored the broken windows, it was still Melbourne. His eyes watered, but no one noticed. 
 
    To distract from that beautiful melancholy, Daniel actively focused on details. When he did so, he could see the changes. The addition of monsters. The eagles had their area, mere fluttering pinpricks in the distance, but the fact he could see them at all told him how large they truly were. There were other things flying, though they seemed to be actively avoiding the eagle territory, even if individually they seemed far larger. Then, ever so briefly, there was something clinging to the side of a building back in the CBD proper. It looked significantly larger than the lizard below him, which slept oblivious to everything happening in the wider city. 
 
    The new monster fauna had his heart thumping. It was like Jurassic Park if the director had said, “Stuff the fossil record—just make everything bigger and more terrifying.” Despite all that, the evening was nice. They were safe. They had saved people without almost dying. Barbecue, beer, and the girl sitting on him, both enjoying the closeness while watching the dipping sun. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we save as many people as possible.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tamara said. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it all wrong. I imagined clearing each floor one after the other, but we can do better.” 
 
    “By using the stairs to skip the floors with no humans,” Tamara said lightly. 
 
    “Yep. I think it’ll only take ten-fifteen minutes to secure each new stairwell, and then we target saving specific survivors.” 
 
    “Welcome to the party,” Jayden said. “We’ve been talking about that all afternoon. Because we have a duty to save as many people as we can then. After that, we kill the monsters here and then all the ones out there.” 
 
    Jayden sounded so confident and inspiring, and then Daniel remembered he had an actor class, and he could almost guarantee that what he was feeling was fake emotions. What Jayden meant was that Daniel and others would risk their lives, while Jayden benefited from the safety that their hard work brought. However, despite his annoyance, his focus was on saving the kids, and now that he had seen what was outside, he knew he needed help to do so. 
 
    “That’s the new plan,” Daniel agreed. “This has been great, but I should get going. I need to prepare for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Wait, please,” Tamara said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There were lights yesterday?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Light from other humans. According to Jeff, they were using Morse code to communicate.”
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    Chapter 57 
 
    There was more to what she was saying than evidence of other humans out there. “You have a plan?” he asked outright. 
 
    “We’re going to link in?” Tamara answered. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Jeff thinks they used Morse code.” 
 
    “And Jeff knows Morse code?” 
 
    “No, but Dave does.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “He has a translation sheet,” Ivey said. Dave got up and turned a plastic board over, and on the other side, pieces of paper with big letters were affixed. 
 
    “Wait,” he said, turning to Ivey. “You knew about this?” 
 
    “I thought it would be fun, but dangerous.” Her eyes flicked in the direction where the eagles were. The sun was so close to setting, they could no longer see them, but even if he couldn’t see them, they were out there. 
 
    Daniel thought about it and realised he wanted to know, too. “I’m in.” 
 
    His stomach had butterflies just thinking about what they might discover. Hopefully, what he had discovered in the hotel was the exception rather than the rule. 
 
    Dave produced what looked like an empty lantern. “I place my brightest light in that,” Tamara explained. “Dave uses it and then switches to translating any return signals. We translate and respond as required. Then we loop around the building to see if we can connect to anyone over the other side.” 
 
    The room they were in was positioned to face the city and bay. “Was the Morse Code why this room was chosen as the kitchen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jayden said. 
 
    “No,” Ivey disagreed. 
 
    They looked at each other. “It had the best view,” Ivey suggested. 
 
    “Two birds with one stone sort of thing,” Tamara said smoothly, patting Jayden’s leg. The other man still appeared peeved. 
 
    Before Daniel knew it, the sunset was replaced by moonlit darkness. It was not a full moon, but there was enough to give an impression of sight. They had put most of the repurposed bathroom splash boards in place, leaving only a small area to see out of. Protection against any flying monsters. He used his power to reinforce, which left them with something stronger than the original window. 
 
    Which was good, as it felt like they were playing with fire using lights in the dark night. It was like shouting out to any monsters out there, “Look, we are here. Come get a snack.” 
 
    It was worth the risk. Connecting to other humans was worth a bit of danger. 
 
    A chill was rapidly entering the air, but that was typical evening weather. Ivey leant into him, and his club was held in his hand, just in case any of the flying threats came. At least when they did this experiment, they did not have to worry about attracting any of the land monsters that he knew were out there. Small mercies. The dark sky could hide anything. 
 
    Then lights started blossoming across the city. 
 
    A tear ran down Daniel’s cheek. 
 
    Others had survived. There were humans out there. They were not alone. The lights were not numerous. It was not every floor; hell, it was not even every building; but they were out there. 
 
    He squeezed Ivey’s hands in excitement. 
 
    People who had the resources and will to light up the sky despite the risks of the unknown monsters out there. Probably as a consequence of how the lights were generated, they looked weird. In fact . . . Daniel narrowed his eyes. It was tangibly difficult to focus on where they were coming from. They seemed to drift through the air. For a while, one appeared to be outside a building. 
 
    “What’s with the lights?” he whispered to Ivey. “Are we sure humans are generating them?” 
 
    “Watch,” Ivey said. “Jeff was adamant. That floating . . . maybe it’s a skill.” 
 
    That was confirmation at least that it was not a figment of his imagination; all the lights were drifting, shifting back and forth, and there were no secondary reflections. He should have been able to see the surroundings of each light, but he could not. “It’s trippy.” 
 
    Unnatural was the other thought that came to mind, but then again, everything was, at the moment. 
 
    One by one, the lights started turning off, and Tamara closed their lantern too. No point taking unnecessary risks. 
 
    Yet not all of them turned off, and one of the brighter lights in a building about a kilometre away started flashing. 
 
    Ivey left his side to help with the translation. “Seventeen survivors. One lost today. Trapped on the floor,” she reported. 
 
    The light switched off, and another one started up. Alone in the dark, sitting by himself, more tears were running down Daniel’s face. He had been worried that they were the last, but they were not. Humans were struggling along in all these buildings. 
 
    “Five, no losses. Trapped in a room.” 
 
    Then a different light started flashing. Ivey’s updates droned on. Most groups were stable, but not all. Some talked about failing defences or a lack of food, and all of them felt trapped and hemmed in by monsters. 
 
    Finally, Dave stood and started working their lantern. Telling everyone out there about their situation with each flash of light and grunting away as he did so. 
 
    “Nineteen survivors,” Ivey said. “Two floors secured. Expanding outwards.” 
 
    Relative to all the other updates, it was a positive one. They shuttered their lantern and went back to translating. While the groups were all struggling now, they would also be gaining levels. If they were lucky, each of these discrete groups would survive and prosper, and then when they got down to street level, they could combine to kill the lizard. 
 
    “Depressing,” Ivey said after the final finished. 
 
    “I thought it was hopeful,” Tamara said. 
 
    “Me too.” Daniel was sure his voice croaked, and Tamara squeezed one hand in sympathy and Ivey the other. People lived. That had to be a positive. 
 
    They went to other side of the building and flashed out an update, but they only got an acknowledgment from one light on a high floor of a high rise closer towards the suburbs. It was not surprising. Most of the other groups were probably settling down, preparing to survive the night. 
 
    “Where are we sleeping?” 
 
    “Downstairs near the stairwell. I need to be close in case anything tries to break through, and all the doors are missing from the rooms on this floor for some reason.” 
 
    Ivey laughed at that. 
 
    “You taking me to a private suite, are you, mister?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said back to her. 
 
    Within a few minutes, they were lying safely in their own room. Now that they were more confident about what was out there, he did not bother creating the cocoons. For the first night, they had been a pleasant touch to give everyone a feeling of safety, but it was not needed now. 
 
    They owned their floors and had even cleared up the spider infestation, as minor as it had been. 
 
    Lying on the bed, Ivey kissed him softly. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What for?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “I’m glad I was with you when this happened. We make a good team.” 
 
    She ran a hand under his top, and he would have to be a fool to not understand where this was going. 
 
    “Aaaah!” She leapt out of bed. 
 
    “What?” he asked while springing clear of the bedcovers, the club ready while launching a localised Animal Sense to see what was in the room. 
 
    There were no threats. 
 
    “Yuck, Yuck.” Ivey was hysterical, completely out of the bed, standing on a chair. “Something ran across my hand.” 
 
    Animal Sense flashed out, this time looking for a small threat. Priscilla was on his shoulder, but no signs of anything else. 
 
    Priscilla? Daniel thought, with the context conveying more information asking her whether she had sensed anything. 
 
    The response came back was a negative. Apart from Ivey there was nothing dangerous in the room. 
 
    Except for Ivey. The thought ground away in his head. 
 
    “We’re safe,” he told Ivey, reassuring. 
 
    Then he flinched as he put it together. 
 
    Damn it, he thought. 
 
    All the clues came together. 
 
    The Yuck, yuck, from Ivey. 
 
    Priscilla thinking Ivey was a threat. 
 
    The fact there were no other animals in the room. 
 
    “That mouse.” Ivey’s voice was hysterical. She, too, had worked it out. 
 
    Happy emotions emanated from Priscilla. She was immensely pleased with herself, and she was trying to keep a lid on it and failing dismally. 
 
    “It ran across my hand.” Disgust dripped from Ivey’s voice. 
 
    “Priscilla.” Daniel’s voice was angry. He felt her blur, and she was right on his pillow. 
 
    No, he thought furiously towards the little animal, that will only make it worse. Ivey was using her glowing light, and the mouse was very visible, her dark fur against the pristine white pillowcase. 
 
    “Mice make my skin crawl,” Ivey ground out. Then she stopped speaking, and Daniel could see that she was staring right at the bed, her face flicking through various emotions and none of them positive. “Get it out.” 
 
    Her finger stabbed out at Priscilla. 
 
    Priscilla pretended to cower away, but she had left the emotional connection on, and smug satisfaction radiated from her. She had taunted zombies. This was just more of the same. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    He imagined a packet of chips. 
 
    There was immediate excitement, and then he envisioned throwing it out the open window. 
 
    Outrage radiated from the mouse, and then he felt her blur and vanish out the door. 
 
    Ivey was still on the chair and was physically trembling. He moved over and hugged her, holding her gently till her shivering slowed and then pulled her fully into his arms, holding her tight. 
 
    She cuddled into his chest. “I might have overreacted. I just hate . . .” She stopped talking, probably understanding that he would not appreciate her bad-mouthing his mouse. 
 
    “Priscilla was the best choice,” he said quietly while marvelling at this feeling of being able to hold a grown woman completely in his arms. The Strength was amazing. 
 
    “I know,” Ivey said. “But.” 
 
    “We would have died today without her.” 
 
    “Her scouting is good,” Ivey allowed. 
 
    “No, she manually triggered traps to kill the twins. If that intervention had not happened, they might have gotten through the stairwell without causalities.” 
 
    “I will try to do better. They just make me so . . .” 
 
    He could feel her tensing in his arms 
 
    “I understand.” You did not end up shaking like that without a genuine phobia. 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” Ivey said, “but are you going to put me down?” 
 
    “I like holding you.” 
 
    He spun her around, pretending to dance. She tapped his shoulder, and he tossed her lightly on the bed. She laughed, releasing her tension, so he slid in next to her and when he kissed her, she kissed back. 
 
    Then he felt the shudder go through her body as she obviously remembered Priscilla. “Not tonight,” she whispered. “But maybe in the morning.” 
 
    With an extravagant sigh of frustration, he flopped onto his back. There was a brief connection between them. There was an impression of how sexy she had found his Strength and her joy at his sensitivity. Then the mouse and the triggered horror. It was not just the mouse; it was everything. The whole Armageddon thing, the death the destruction, the monsters. Finally, the wistful note of if only they had met before. 
 
    “Thank you, I needed that.” 
 
    What? he thought, confused, and then remembered the connection was not a one-way street. If he had experienced her thoughts, she had received his. She would have experienced his own desires and growing respect for her. Having felt Ivey’s thoughts, it was clear that, on a number of occasions, she would have been willing if the circumstances had fallen better. He wondered what would have happened if he had a pushier personality, if he had been less willing to wait, not forcing her of course, just encouraging harder. Maybe it would have kindled the mood at the time, or maybe it would have broken their future. It was hard to say which would have occurred because her thoughts were bouncing around everywhere. He did not like the idea of destroying their friendship. Better to play it safe and give her the time she needed. 
 
    He was lying on his back with Ivey cuddling into him. Damn that mouse.  
 
    As the girl fell asleep, Daniel’s mind played on the emotions over the whole day. It had been extreme. The successes, the failure when four of them got tangled in the webs, the terror of the creatures that were out there, and the joy he had felt at those flashing lights. Humanity fighting back against what had happened. 
 
    Tomorrow they would save people, both up and down the floors. 
 
    He let himself drift off, knowing he would get forty minutes at most.
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    Chapter 58 
 
    Daniel woke naturally. 
 
    Immediately, he used Animal Sense to scan their two floors. Nothing had changed, and there were no new threats. 
 
    Then he took stock of his magic. His conduits had kept working. With a smile, he noted he had finally reached the men downstairs and had expanded the debris they had piled up to protect their two rooms, adding in extra spikes. 
 
    They had merged and had lost two people while doing it. That was a bummer, but as he examined the room with tree sense, he was comfortable that they could hold for a couple of days now. They had water courtesy of ice magic and had eight on guard duty while the other six slept. They would survive, but just in case, he built some alarms. If zombies started throwing themselves into those stake walls, he would know. 
 
    Still remembering the open window, he also shifted some plants out the windows. It was not much of a change, but it ringed the weak external glass with razor vines, denying entry to everything apart from a monster with the ability of one of the twins. 
 
    While he worked, Daniel thought about how he could activate the new abilities, the earth and force magic. His consciousness dipped into his centre, and he examined the change to his core, searching till he found the nubs aligned to identify additional skills. They were smaller than expected, pathetically so in fact; but then again, that should not have been too much of a surprise. Significantly, more than two zombies had contributed to the Strength and Speed growths. 
 
    Now that he had located them, he started feeling out the skillset. Last time he was in this position, this method had at least given him an impression regarding what could be achieved. It was superior to what his broken interface, even with Ivey’s help, could manage, though not perfect. 
 
    Below him, unknown to human survivors, his defence continued to grow. Once there was a metre strip of the razor thorns protecting their windows, he pulled his attention back to the wider situation. 
 
    Animal Sense blazed out. 
 
    Daniel probed the details of the floors below him. There was a continuous need to do so. An extrinsic dread that could only be lifted by continually checking on every monster. 
 
    The power rushed over the beasts, cataloguing them. Apart from the humans in the corner, they were all identified as zombies. He was not sure why he thought that might change. For clarity, he overlaid the wire frame to better understand where they were. 
 
    His breath caught. 
 
    A zombie was in the stairwell. 
 
    Lying in bed, he managed not to flinch and wake Ivey. 
 
    They were safe. It was transitioning lower, rather than attempting to climb higher, in which case it would be threatening them. The barrier that he had put in place to stop the zombies from coming up was still intact, as there had been no alarms. Remembering the decay monster, he checked anyway, running his consciousness into the wood that separated them from the lower floors. Letting his mind flow over each of the spikes that pointed downwards, and whose only purpose was to pierce anything trying to get up to them. The points were as sharp as ever and the pressure plates untouched. 
 
    They were safe. 
 
    At least for now, but the zombies were moving between the floors below him. 
 
    His mind reached out and then pulled back to think. 
 
    The three floors of zombies below had combined, with most of them having migrated down to the level of the humans. Logically, they were probably drawn by whatever instinct had them salivating to kill any true human they saw. There were forty zombies, which seemed an awful lot, but it wasn’t. The last floor they had cleared had contained sixteen, so roughly speaking, he should have expected fifty of them across the collective levels. He should have been happy with the lower numbers, but they were all in the one spot, and based on his impression of strength, potentially half of them were elites. He would need Priscilla to confirm and tease out actual skills, but first impressions of what they were facing were bad. Consolidation was not a good outcome. 
 
    Quietly, he set up algorithms to further reinforce the doorways of the trapped humans. There might be lots of zombies, but those fourteen survivors had held them off so far, so with his additional support, the extra flood of elites should not overwhelm them. 
 
    Another Animal Sense. 
 
    They were milling aimlessly. Priscilla, he thought. Can you go check? Make sure they don’t mass.   Warn me if they do. 
 
    For a moment, she prepared to negotiate. 
 
    No. His thoughts were harsher than intended, but he still remembered what she had done to Ivey. She owed him for that, and he would not give her extra chips. He wrestled with how to communicate that without upsetting her further. 
 
    A slight feeling of apology came back, and with no outlandish demands for salt-and-vinegar goodness, he felt her heading down the stairwell. Her mind linked to him, promising to watch for any coordinated attack, or signs of the humans faltering; and in between that, she would work out their powers, because she did not want her big, silly pet dying on her watch because he did not know what he was facing. 
 
    Thank you, he thought back. 
 
    The response that she would try not to annoy Ivey came immediately. There was a hint of regret on the thought, like an oily residue. 
 
    Really? She was sorry. He was not sure that he believed it. 
 
    He sent back a feeling of “It’s okay, and I’m not mad.” 
 
    A rush of joy hit him. 
 
    Maybe she cared. 
 
    With the humans taken care of, his focus switched to the new abilities that he had gotten. From what he could divine, Earth armour was not a flop, but nor was it a raging success. The form of it was strange. When the twins had used it, the protection had swept over their entire bodies. Touching the nub, he was convinced that what he had extracted would not do that. Unlike the Speed and Strength sections of his core, there was no link to his body shape. Instead, he was pretty sure he could focus on a single point of his skin, and it would expand out from that spot. Would it keep spreading? His impression from the core was no; it lacked the power and the calculation depth. It might spread over a dinner-plate-sized piece of his skin. 
 
    Yet it was how the twins had done it. The Speed one had started the process at the feet, and then the armour had swept up from that location. If he could do the same…. 
 
    Then he frowned. The information was wrong. The twin had moved like its armour was part of its skin, but what he had felt less flexible. He could use it on his chest, or forearm, but not on his fingers. 
 
    More tests. 
 
    Maybe it would be like the passive strength and something that he could practice over time and address these weaknesses. Or maybe he was misreading the nub. What he needed to do was to squeeze out from under Ivey and confirm this for himself. 
 
    Even if he was right, the ability was worthwhile. It would let him armour part of his body well enough to deflect zombie claws. Would it help against a hulk? Probably not. The force of those blows would do internal damage even if the claws were prevented from cutting, but against the sharp claws of the lesser ones, it was good. 
 
    Ivey was cuddled against him. It was nice. Testing could wait till morning. 
 
    His plant alarms went off. One of his barriers was under assault. 
 
    Where? 
 
    He already knew. 
 
    The zombies must be attacking, but he did not understand why Priscilla had not warned him. 
 
    Through the conduit, his attention dropped to the men below. He had been hoping that nothing was going to go wrong that night. 
 
    But this new world consistently said “stuff you” to hope. 
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    Chapter 59 
 
    Daniel instantly realised his mistake. The alarms were closer than the humans downstairs. They were in the stairwell itself, so it was no wonder that Priscilla had not contacted him. However, at his alarm she was running back towards him. 
 
    He was out of bed in an instant, knowing that his rapid movement had woken Ivey, but there was no time for half measures. Daniel sprinted toward the stairwell, turning downwards, his club in hand. He skidded through the door and placed a hand on the joints of wood that filled the space. 
 
    Wood and Animal Sense combined to give him the details of the attackers and their exact positions. They were only attacking tentatively and had not made any serious progress. But the spikes he had built would not last long against the zombie claws. Wood was not strong enough. 
 
    The group assaulting his barricade was not large. Its members were probably bored animals united in a common desire to expand their territory, as opposed to intending a directed assault. There were four of them, but they were all elite. Three massive ones and a smaller one that was like the twins. Earth armour encased it. 
 
    They were all attacking and were making progress. The thicket of spikes that he had set up was holding, sort of, but every now and again one would splinter; and inch by inch, the massive force of teeth and claws was pushing forward.  
 
    Priscilla arrived, and she focused on the blood the traps had already created. All three of the hulks were bloodied, and as one they had retreated to let the earth zombie, who was not being hurt by the spikes, attack at will. Completely unaffected and emboldened, it was slamming its paws into the wood stakes with frantic effort. Each blow did less than the hulks, but it was making an unfortunate amount of progress. 
 
    Daniel ummed and ahhed for a moment regarding how to deal with the earth zombie. 
 
    Screw it. He couldn’t afford to let it tear his hard work to shreds. 
 
    His magic glowed, probably bright enough for it to leak through the barricades, and the wood opened a pathway for the single zombie while closing the way for the following hulks with a threatening shift of the spikes. 
 
    “ROARAG.” 
 
    Daniel had been hoping that his manipulations would go unnoticed, but the shifting wood enraged the hulks. As they threw themselves up the stairs, making the entire stairwell quake, the barriers of wood he had put in place bent and creaked alarmingly. A lot of the spikes broke, with the angles being wrong and the hulk’s skin too tough for them to pierce. Others cut in but slipped out as the hulk thrashed. A couple penetrated deeply and stayed embedded. 
 
    He only needed one spike per zombie. Almost contemptuously, he expanded those spikes that had impaled the zombies. Daniel sent shoots of wood out like a flower from just below the point. This was the technique the club had used, or at least a variation of it. He noted that he was factually learning techniques from a sentient weapon…a sentence he’d never thought he’d have in his head. He did not make the wood spin but just grew it out, using Wood Sense to target the heart. Roars became whimpers, and when a tendril finally reached the heart, there was another blast of power. Those tendrils grew and whipped around like snakes, cutting and multiplying the internal damage all within each monster’s heart. 
 
    Elite or not, they would not survive. 
 
    There was a grinding sound, and the barrier he had left in place to hold the earth zombie gave way as it forced itself forward. 
 
    “ROARAG.” 
 
    It was so close Daniel had to blink to clear the spit that had splattered over his face. 
 
    The twin still stood there, challenging him rather than attacking immediately. He had never been one to hesitate. He swung the club and felt it draw on his growth magic to distort. The sharp points, both the teeth and the claws, withered away from the zombie, withdrawing into the club. 
 
    What?! 
 
    The thought went through his mind as the club hit with a flat bang and bounced straight back. Daniel saw the zombie’s eyes focus. It was still armoured, and till it lost its protection, immune to his blows. He was incapable of hurting it. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Daniel retreated up the five stairs to the landing and slammed the door shut. 
 
    Time froze. 
 
    Priscilla used her abilities through their bond to get him the information he needed. She shared an image of the third hulk retreating and the two dead bodies. 
 
    When time resumed, he released Speed and threw his weight against the door to hold it in place for when the zombie got high enough to attack. He had spent a lot of magic to kill the hulks, so for now, he restrained from depleting his reserves first. 
 
    From the sudden silence in the world, Daniel could tell time had frozen again. The earth zombie was halfway towards his doors – which, to be fair, were only a stride and a half from where he’d hit it. The monster’s face was filled with fury, but Priscilla was not focusing on that; she was assessing it with her abilities. It was a borderline elite, a rung below the level of the twins, with more advanced earth armour and a weak, passive strength. 
 
    Daniel relaxed slightly. Time had returned to normal as Priscilla released her ability, and with his Speed, this monster was not that dangerous. All he had to was kite it till it had to let its armour lapse, it could only sustain it for so long. Time sped up again, and the door shuddered as the weight of the zombie slammed into it. 
 
    “Daniel.” Ivey was up, checking on him. He had no time for her. 
 
    Priscilla and his Wood Sense kept track of the zombie. Holding it at bay with a door between him and it was a good first step. 
 
    Another thud and cracks radiated through the wood. He fixed them with a tiny touch of magic. He multitasked, repairing the door while checking the barrier to the lower floors. The hulk strike had weakened it, but not overly so. As Priscilla’s image had showed him, the two hulks were dead, with surprisingly little blood dripping out. He guessed that made sense, as they’d died primarily from internal injuries. The third was still retreating. With a couple flicks of energy, spikes bent. As two bodies fell off them, the spikes sprang out ready and waiting for the next zombie stupid enough to challenge their sharpness. 
 
    Just a warning, but hopefully it would give any other threats pause. After he dealt with the earth variant, he would need to reinforce the barrier further. 
 
    “Daniel!” 
 
    Thud. 
 
    The entire door rocked as parts of the concrete block wall around the door frame crumbled. 
 
    “Hide!” he yelled back at Ivey, who had followed. That passive strength packed a wallop. 
 
    Root tendrils shot out, anchoring the frame to a larger number of blocks. He would only need to hold the door for a couple more blows. The earth armour would fail, and then he would finish it. 
 
    White light billowed behind him. It was soft, like a candle, and nothing like the intense blinding pinprick of light that Tamara’s equivalent spell generated. 
 
    “Stay back.” 
 
    Thud. 
 
    He could now clearly see the spreading lattice of cracks in the struggling door beneath him. Thanks to his continual reinforcements, the damage was mitigated and turned superficial, but he knew Ivey would see the cracks and probably assume the door was failing. 
 
    “I will fight with you.” 
 
    There was no time to reassure Ivey it was unnecessary. 
 
    Priscilla linked with him, and a countdown appeared in his head. She had cracked the zombie’s abilities. Its armour spell was going to fail in three seconds. As Priscilla shared her viewpoint, he saw that the monster was pulling back for another shoulder charge.  
 
    There was no point wasting his magic and wood resources unnecessarily. The door unlocked even as he stepped neatly out of the way. 
 
    The zombie burst through the door with a crash, but having not met the resistance it was expecting, it careened into the wall on the other side of the corridor. It left a hole in the wall. 
 
    The force of the impact had disoriented it. As the zombie stumbled backwards, he could see it shaking its head slightly. 
 
    Using no abilities, Daniel took a step across, pulled his club up, and started a countdown in his head. 
 
    Three. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Hold! It stumbled forward, almost over-balancing, using both its hands on the wall to support itself. Then it pushed itself straight back and into the arc of his strike. 
 
    One. 
 
    Daniel’s muscles tensed, and he started to bring the club down. The club did not ask for anything special. It was happy with his trajectory and the amount of force he was using. All it wanted was a bit of magic. A tiny amount was sucked away, and Daniel did not resist. The dab of magic reformed the club, creating the nasty spike to devastate skulls. 
 
    The club wanted blood. 
 
    He could feel the weapon directing him, and now that he knew it was alive, and on his side, he did not fight it, letting it guide his motions. 
 
    Zero. 
 
    The earth magic failed, right on schedule. The club bucked in his hand as the hard bones of the skull briefly resisted the sharp tip. Only briefly. Bone splintered, and it slapped home, driving deep into the brain stem. Satisfaction radiated from the club, and it did not even bother using its flower ability to puree the brains. 
 
    Victoriously, Daniel yanked out the club, knowing that if the zombie was not already dead, then it would die shortly. He trusted the club and Priscilla; she was behind him, agreeing with what he had concluded. 
 
    Downstairs, he thought. It had only been seconds, but that didn’t mean there weren’t more zombies, biding their time to launch a surprise second attack. 
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    Chapter 60 
 
    Daniel was already running to the stairwell, but he pulled up short once he reached it. There was no noise from below, and his senses showed no imminent threats. The light above him was increasing, and then the light flooded the dark stairwell. 
 
    “Cut the lights.” 
 
    The light vanished. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    There was nothing concerning coming from the lower floors. The hulk that had run had retreated into a room by itself. 
 
    Relief went through him. 
 
    The zombies had probed. The structure had held long enough, even if Daniel’s traps had not worked as well as he’d hoped. The pressure spikes should have wounded them, but they had failed dismally. Maybe that earth zombie had spoiled that plan. Nonetheless, the heavy structure had delayed four elites for long enough for him to do something. 
 
    Ivey, while blind, had felt her way down the stairs. 
 
    He leant in. “We’re safe. You can use a bit of light to get us out of here.” 
 
    There was a soft glow, barely strong enough to see the carpeted floor. However, barely was all he needed, and he could soon shut the door. 
 
    “I thought the worst. It was scary.” 
 
    You and me both, he thought to himself. 
 
    “It was just a probe,” he said out loud, but if he had not reacted as quickly as he had . . . if he had been upstairs rather than so close . . . If? He would need to strengthen the barricades. While his current structure had worked to delay a foe, it was not yet resilient enough against a determined push. 
 
    They walked together back to their room. “Can you stay with me?” 
 
    “I’ll sit next to you,” he told her. “But maybe I should rebuild the barriers first.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Till you are asleep,” he told her, lying down next to her. 
 
    “When you burst away like that, I was imagining something tearing through the others. Then I heard the roars.” She was stifling tears. 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “After everything we had managed, I worried that it was all going to fall apart.” 
 
    “The defences held.” 
 
    “The onslaughts will not stop.” 
 
    “We’ll build a castle that nothing can assail,” he promised easily. “Something so grand that we do not even need to fear that purple lizard.” 
 
    “But we had already done that. We were supposed to be safe, and it still got through.” 
 
    “Only because I let it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It had earth armour. My traps were not working, so I let it through before it opened a path for all the others.” 
 
    “That’s dangerous.” 
 
    “You saw how easily I killed it. It wasn’t a threat.” But you did not know that, the little treacherous thought told him. 
 
    His list of things to do kept growing. 
 
    Ivey settled against him, and her silent crying transitioned to the even breathing of sleep. While he lay there, he kept the stairwell barrier growing. Reinforcing, strengthening, expanding, he needed it to be ready if they made a coordinated attack. 
 
    Once more, Priscilla was annoying the zombies. She was double- and then triple-checking their skills. More than a little of her behaviour was driven by the fact she was enjoying herself. Even two floors away, he heard their regular roars as Priscilla provoked a zombie to rage. The roars were usually followed by an image of a bloody zombie and a tinge of excitement. 
 
    Daniel kept working, reinforcing both the upper and lower barriers. Ivey clung. 
 
    He tensed as his stomach started spasming, shifting before he could help himself. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Lightning bug,” he ground out as he jerked sideways. Half of his back muscles tensed. Then he flinched the other way as different set of muscles spasmed. 
 
    Ivey yelped as the arm pressed against her spasmed. She scrambled away from him. 
 
    His body then jerked to the side, and he tumbled off the bed. His chin smashed into the bedside table. There was nothing that he could do. The lightning bug core’s assimilation had robbed him of his self-control. His back muscles tensed, and he arched painfully. Stomach on the ground; legs, arms, and head held off the floor painfully. Daniel bit off a scream. While he lay there on the ground, his body jerking in random directions every three or four seconds, all he could do was endure. 
 
    Healing hit him, and once more his head slammed into the bedside table. 
 
    There was a soft glow everywhere. Ivey was hovering with a pillow in her hand but could not get close enough to do anything with it. He could taste the blood in his mouth, and his skull felt sore in the many spots where he’d headbutted the furniture behind him. 
 
    The spasming stilled. 
 
    “How bad was it?” 
 
    “Not too bad,” he told her, not even lying. There had been no pain, like what happened with a new zombie ability. The only item of concern had been the wild spasming. It was that which had caused him to bleed. Providing he was secure when they went off, he could endure twenty or so sessions of that. Especially if it meant getting a lightning ability. 
 
    “Poor boy.” She sat down next to him, and with his mana reserves refreshed, he continued growing the barrier downwards. If the zombie tried again, the structure would hold longer this time. 
 
    “You go do your things,” Ivey said finally. “Eat your cores and build the defences. I’m going to go to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here till then.” 
 
    He sat on the ground, and when he was sure she was asleep once more, he snuck out. There was a lot to do. 
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    Chapter 61 
 
    Time passed peacefully till the ten electric bug cores triggered. He was on the stairwell, and he immediately threw himself to the far side of the landing, aware of the risk of rolling down the stairs. Electricity crackled inside him. Energy sparked his neurons and made him spasm on the installed carpet. He twisted, turned, and jerked. Every second movement seemed to throw him closer to the stairs, and he did not want to imagine what would happen if he tipped over and tumbled down them. There was potential for some long falls if he went under the handrails. 
 
    The spasms started fading, and he breathed easier. He was half a meter from the edge. Sweat not caused by the rampant magic drenched him. Too close. Way too close. 
 
    The impact of the cores was worse than expected, but at least he had survived. and He hesitated only briefly before swallowing another ten, promising himself that from now on, he would make sure he was not in a risky location when the absorption occurred. Part of him wanted to double the dosage, but for all that he had been focusing on the potential fall, it was his uncoordinated body movements that had left him bruised and battered, and he was worried how a larger dose would play out. 
 
    Throughout the rest of the night, he systematically cannibalised all the available doors on their level. It was not as hard as he expected, especially once he got into the habit of using his growth skill to help. A single touch and he could pull it off the hinge, and then in complete silence, split it in half lengthwise and create perfect handles for him to carry the pieces around. 
 
    Then, with half a door in each hand, he could take the wood to where he needed it. Next, the raw material under his direction transformed itself. Thickening, strengthening, and transforming into death. 
 
    As he tramped the corridors, he took to timing himself. Counting in his head was not efficient, but it was the best he had. A count of four hundred per round trip. Probably five minutes, because he knew he was counting fast. With eighty doors to the level, it took four hours to collect them. By morning, only Ivey’s and three other guest rooms were intact. Half of the material was converted into traps, while the rest went straight into the stairwell, building up barricades to defend in case any of the monsters got access to the route between floors. 
 
    Daniel assessed his creation proudly. A casual observation would have concluded that some sort of god of trees with a satanic bent had gone to work in the area. It was a practical piece of art. There was wood everywhere, with most of it ending in either curling hooks or sharp-pointed branches that would have made a rose bush proud. Possibly the defences were a little overboard, but not even a dozen earth zombies could make an impression on what he had built. 
 
    The result was that Daniel and the other survivors now controlled the stairwell among the ten floors. If the zombies broke into the stairwell once again, they would be stymied. 
 
    Daniel kept working. With everyone else sleeping, and no electronics to pull out to provide amusement, there was not much else that he could do. He stopped, cocking his head, and linked up to this network of early warning systems. The trigger below him was going off. 
 
    Below him on floor twenty-one, he felt two zombies trying to burrow through the door. Their claws were scrabbling and were leaving scratches in the wood, though not deep enough to suggest they were enhanced like an elite. He had reinforced the density to prevent, or at least weaken, precisely this type of attack. These monsters were persistent. They must have remembered that the stairwell existed. Yet despite their focused attacks, they were not making progress in cutting their way through. 
 
    He hurried down the four flights of steps to reach the door under attack, then paused to think about what he wanted to do. Priscilla had gone to sleep, so he did not have perfect information, but they were clearly not elite. He figured he had three choices: defend the door; let them in and kill them in the stairwell; or butcher them from behind the barrier. Going onto floor twenty-one was not an option, as it was too risky that other ferals would come. 
 
    All options had their advantages. A short while ago, he would have been helpless, but now he knew he could take them without his traps, just fight them club versus talon, and even two-on-one, he would win. 
 
    The spectacle of Anthony dying because of random chance hit him. Even easy fights could go wrong, and while him versus only two normal zombies now definitely classed as trivial, once they crossed weapons there were no guarantees. What was the chance of him losing? One out of a hundred? Maybe the odds were that good, but unfortunately, accidents happened. If he took a hundred, “one in a hundred” fights, it meant he would lose eventually, and Daniel knew there were hundreds of fights in his future. Simply, he needed better odds. 
 
    Those spikes embedded in Anthony. Blood spurting out and Ivey trying to gather her light to heal him and having it fail because of the pain of her own injury. 
 
    Ignore the current threats, or try to kill them safely? 
 
    “You have to strike back sometime,” he mused to himself. He could not afford to ignore advantageous confrontations. 
 
    “ROarra.” 
 
    They had heard his words and challenged him back in their own inarticulate way. The scrambling intensified, but their frantic movements, unfortunately, reduced their effectiveness. That made him smile. Stupid things. 
 
    Standing in front of the door, Daniel thought about what he could do. hulks getting impaled sort of appealed to him. Maybe he could grow the spikes into them. The only danger was hurting them but not killing them, and then they would run. 
 
    “Roarra.” 
 
    “SHUT UP!” he yelled back. Then stopped himself. He did not want extra zombies to come, even if most of them appeared to have gone to sleep. 
 
    “ROARRA!” 
 
    Predictably, he thought, they were dumb. There was no reason that he needed to be particularly subtle. All he had to do was trap them and tear them to shreds remotely. He flexed his hands and smiled. They had stopped roaring, but their mad scramble had not changed. He glanced around at the mass of traps that surrounded him. There was no lack of supplies. 
 
    He could create a hole above them. They were so focused on getting through that they would never notice. Set the traps up over their heads. They would not look up. When he was ready, drop the net, tighten it, and pin them against the wood. Then smack. He imagined thrusting some spikes into the pinned animals. He did not even have to rely only on the traps. To tighten the netting, he could supplement it with his Strength, just like the method he used to infuse tension into wood. Once it was tightened, his magic could freeze it in place. 
 
    Could it work? 
 
    Probably. Was it the best approach? The simple answer was yes. If he had mastered more of his Strength and Agility gifts, then sure, a straight-out battle would be smarter, but he was where he was. He would use his non-augmented Strength of nineteen. If that proved to be insufficient, he could always buff himself and then brute force, with that enhanced power, past any resistance from the ferals. 
 
    Springs against the far wall, then. 
 
    He did not need a lot of wood, but he lifted the top trap and fed it through a gap that appeared at the top of the door. It was silent. Unknown to the zombies, the components that would be their doom spread out above them. First the vines connected to the far wall.  Then the wood started spreading. Two springs and a restraint netting that would drop from above. 
 
    As he worked, every now and again he made a small grunt, and it would set them off. The door had survived amazingly well. It would look shredded from the outside, but he’d barely had to reinforce it. Without him there provoking them, he was sure the zombies would have given up long ago. 
 
    Nets and springs positioned. There were three nets. His hand gripped the vines that led to the main net. That was the one he would draw in and had the bulk of the power. The other two were personal nets connected to the springs. They would land; they would trigger and push the creatures against the door and hopefully pin the arms, which was the primary point of their use. Then Daniel would tighten the primary net with his physical strength before driving the three spike traps he had prepared into them. Basically, they were prepared murder holes that thin slivers of reinforced wood would be driven through. 
 
    Everything was ready. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Nothing else was in the corridor. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    With a mental touch, the nets dropped. He yanked on the primary net, forcing them to stumble forward. Such was their surprise at the unexpected pressure that there was no resistance as they face-planted against the door. With the zombies in position, he triggered the springs and yanked again. Wood Sense told him that they were pinned. His growth magic welded the net closed. 
 
    Daniel activated Speed and then Strength. 
 
    He slammed the first plug through the murder holes. It shot forward. He felt when the spikes hit the skin and then kept going. Then the second plug. This one jerked hard, as if the second zombie’s skin was tougher; but ultimately, the skin gave away. He had prepared six, but the other four were not needed. 
 
    Disengaging Strength and Speed, Daniel was puffing, but it was not too bad. One hand on each of the plugs. The first was in trouble: The shard had gone deep, agonisingly close to the heart. But close meant it was not dying. The other, stronger one had twisted back, and the sliver of wood was only attached by the last inch. 
 
    Growth magic exploded out into that sliver, strengthening it and lengthening it. 
 
    “RARRA.” 
 
    The zombie pulled back further, and Daniel could imagine how agonising it would be to have wood growing inside it. The zombie with the constraining net groaned in response. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Magic continued to blaze, and that tenuous connection strengthened. The wood warped, and a hook formed, and then it kept growing. 
 
    Squeals came from the other side. He had not forgotten the other zombie. The efforts of its companion had given it extra space to wiggle, and it had pulled away from the source of pain but was still impaled. Daniel’s magic flowed there, as well, thickening it up and creating an offshoot that went straight for the heart. 
 
    They were screaming and scrambling, but Daniel had already turned off the tap. There was no point expending his reserves if normal regeneration could meet the requirements. As they thrashed around, he directed the energy coming into him to grow the wood that bit further. Spikes lashed out into the heart, and  it kept growing, opening like a thorny flower, ripping flesh and organs to shreds. 
 
    There was nothing they could do. No heart meant no blood circulation, and just like pre-event, that was death. None of the other zombies on the wider floor were reacting. The wood kept expanding, clogging, and cutting. 
 
    Daniel dropped his hands from the plugs. One zombie was still alive, but that would not last. His attention was out in the wider corridor. Two elites had emerged from the den they had been sleeping in. If pushed, Daniel could retreat up the stairwells, but he wanted to try some delicate work first. Hopefully, he could grab the cores without opening the doors. His connection into the bodies was already perforating their hearts, so it was easy enough to redirect it to reach out to where he knew the cores were. 
 
    Encase them in wood and then physically pull back to the door. 
 
    The elites were sniffing curiously. Daniel remembered when The Professor had eaten the cores, and he did not want these zombies to get an upgrade. 
 
    He yanked the plugs back, and the cores popped out through the entry holes. 
 
    At the sudden movement, one of the zombies danced back like a skittish foal, but the other dripped with darkness. Its claws shredded the restraint netting, and the closest zombie flopped out of its shackles. With Wood Sense, Daniel watched even while dragging his loot through the overly responsive wood. The claws slashed again, and more netting was ripped to pieces. The second body fell out. 
 
    The zombie with claws was looking at the door. 
 
    Instinctively, spikes grew out of the pitted wood. The skittish zombie kicked one of the bodies, and it flew about five meters down the corridor. 
 
    That meant it was Strength-based, and the second was some sort of dark claw-magic user, similar to the ice-magic user he had seen. The zombies were both assessing the door and their dead brethren. Another kick and the other body went flying. Staying well clear of the door, both zombies loped over to the bodies. 
 
    They fell to feeding, and Daniel cringed. 
 
    

  

 OceanofPDF.com


   
    Chapter 62 
 
    As he worked, he realised he could now see his hands properly. It was day. There was one last thing that he wanted to do. 
 
    He let Animal Sense loose, depleting his mana and extending his focus as far as possible. Looking for humans. Floor twenty-one had the fourteen survivors that he knew about and the twenty-three zombies that were left down there. There were also humans above him. Not the floors immediately next to his own, as they were overrun with zombies, but floors twenty-eight to thirty. From his count, there were almost thirty people to save. 
 
    Going down quickly was not as important as saving lives. Eventually, they would need to fight the lizard. = For that, he needed an army. Which meant preserving lives. Strategically, he had to focus on those who could not hold on by themselves, and the vulnerable ones were above. Unlike the large group on floor twenty-one, the people upstairs were spread out. Little separate groups, with zombies prowling the corridors. They were trapped in their rooms, terrified, and would never join up with the other groups on the floor. They were isolated and weak. The only reason they were still alive was that the dumb beasts had not learnt to break the doors down. Half of him wanted to launch into trying to reinforce the doors to each of the occupied rooms, but it would take too long and was a waste of his time. He needed to become more active and eliminate the threats. 
 
    Daniel sighed. 
 
    He headed out, wondering if there would be any nice food available. 
 
    The smell greeted him the moment he got close to the converted kitchen. Once inside, he discovered that there were two different varieties of porridge available. It might not have sounded appetising, but the smells were alluring. By the time he scooped the first serving out, he was salivating. They had produced both a sweet and a savoury version, and the first spoonful of the savoury one was eye-opening. It could very well have been the nicest thing he had ever tasted. Three bowls later, he sampled the sweet version and made room for an extra bowl, even though he was already full. 
 
    The little part of him that screamed that they should be rationing was annoyed by his choice, but he ignored that. The taste was just too nice to pass up. 
 
    “I’m surprised you could eat that much.” 
 
    “I don’t need to sleep,” Daniel said, looking up at Tamara. She looked confused at the response. “Been slaving away all night. I was absolutely famished.” Only partially a lie. He wanted to lick the bowl but was worried about how that would be perceived. 
 
    “War council,” Ivey announced the moment he put his spoon down; she had obviously been giving him time to finish. 
 
    He got up and followed her. Two doors over, the hotel room had been transformed. By the looks of things, the room had been stripped, and then all the usable chairs on the entire floor had been brought in. Daniel was surprised to see that all the combat classes—and Janice—were already gathered, waiting for them. 
 
    “I think we all know the situation is dire,” Ivey stated. “And there is no help coming.” 
 
    There were exclamations of breath from Beau, Carly, and the warrior dad from level twenty-four. That group had not been around last night when, via Morse code, they had discovered how helpless everyone else was. The fact they were alive was great, but the strangers they had been communicating with in Morse code could barely help themselves, let alone anyone else. 
 
    “We’ve been in contact with survivors from across the city.” 
 
    “How?” Beau’s voice was flat. 
 
    “Morse code,” Ivey answered evenly. “Using light spells last night. The summary is that they are all in the same situation we are, and at street level there are monsters that make the feral mutated humans look like cute little kittens. If we want to survive, we need to grow, because let me assure you that the seven of us might beat everything in this building, but we are going to require ten times that to beat the genuine beasts out there.” 
 
    Beau sniffed rudely. “I’m out.” He stood up and walked out the door. 
 
    “What!” Ivey was indignant, her voice rising. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Listen, little miss. They’re not my problem, and I’m not going to risk my life to save strangers.” 
 
    “It’s our problem. We need the numbers. If I had a choice, I would save myself and forget anyone else, but the only way we win is to get more fighters. To fight the—” 
 
    “Bah,” Beau said interrupting Ivey. “You’re another bleeding heart. You do your thing, love. Leave me alone, and we don’t have a problem. I don’t want to end up like Anthony.” 
 
    Ivey hissed at the mention of Anthony, and Daniel felt a crushing pressure all around him. He focused on his breathing as Beau stalked out, trying futilely to distract himself.  He told himself. Don’t . . . 
 
    “You have a responsibility, you coward!” Ivey screamed after him once she had recovered from her speechlessness. Tamara stood up and physically stopped her from pursuing him. 
 
    “I will get Jayden to talk to him later,” she offered. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Carly’s dad muttered. 
 
    “Raraf,” said Dave. 
 
    “He does not matter,” Ivey declared, composing herself. “We still need to save as many people as possible.” 
 
    “Level twenty-nine first,” Daniel told them and then went through exactly what they needed to achieve. 
 
    They hurried towards the stairs. Daniel looked back and spotted Janice falling in behind her father. “She’s not coming.” He pointed at the girl. 
 
    “Ro.” 
 
    “No,” he repeated, looking straight at Dave. “I’m not worrying about kids while fighting.” 
 
    “Ro,” Dave insisted, looking determined before pulling Janice forward with one of his hairy arms. “Raga roare nooorj.” 
 
    He waved at his daughter for emphasis. 
 
    “I don’t care what you want. If I’m fighting monsters, I don’t want to be worrying about protecting a little girl.” 
 
    “What my dad is trying to say is you don’t have to worry about me,” Janice piped up. “I have a child’s build, so if I get in trouble I’ll be teleported away.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yooic.” 
 
    “That means yes,” Janice told him, her arms tugging on the leather armour that she was wearing to protect herself. 
 
    Quite frankly, Daniel did not care. That armour might as well be paper when you compared it to half the monsters they were facing, and as for the teleport spell, there was no way he would risk a girl’s life on the chance it could save her. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Ivey said when Dave’s eyes turned to her. 
 
    “I’ll stay at the back.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “She needs experience, Dan,” Tamara said quietly. “I’ll watch her and protect her, but even if I can’t, the teleport spell will work. It’s powerful.” 
 
    “Says the system,” he snapped. 
 
    “Yes, says the system,” Tamara told him. “A system that lets me shoot firebolts.” Flames danced on her fingers. 
 
    He wanted to say no again, but it felt like the entire party was aligned against him. While he had been learning lightning, they had probably already discussed the issue. 
 
    “I think Tamara is right,” Ivey said. They had definitely coordinated this ambush. “She can teleport away if she gets in danger. We should let her come.” Ivey did a little nod, encouraging him to agree with her. 
 
    It was not worth it. “Let’s grab the traps and get going.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jayden hollered, coming around the corner with Alisha. “We have armour.” 
 
    “We only have stuff for frontline fighters, currently,” Alisha apologised, holding out what looked like a single piece of chest and arm armour. With a shrug, Daniel grabbed what was offered to him and slipped into it. He was surprised at how perfectly it seemed to mould itself to his body with the only flaw of it being slightly loose. But then again, if it was any tighter, he would never have got it on. 
 
    He jiggled his body, and it felt like it had been made for him. The fit was that perfect. 
 
    “Tailored?” 
 
    Alisha smiled. “I have a skill.” 
 
    “I thought armour needed to be strapped on, piece-by-piece,” he asked in confusion, as Alisha just stepped forward and pulled up what appeared to be a zipper. The fit became even more snug. He flexed and was surprised at the degree of movement he still had, while he moved the heavy leather sections move independently of each other. 
 
    She handed him pants that stood by themselves. They looked a little like the things people working in floods used. 
 
    “Should I take my jeans off?” 
 
    Alisha wrinkled her nose. “Probably does not matter.” 
 
    Daniel looked down at his pants. They were more of a brown than their starting blue. Dried blood stained pretty much every bit of them. He considered getting rid of them just because they were that filthy, but decided not to strip in front of so many people. He shoved one leg in and another. Standing upright as they were, he was forced to use the wall initially for balance; but once in, it was just a matter of twisting till his foot got all the way down into the boot. 
 
    Alisha pulled another four zips. Two on each leg, inside and outside. 
 
    “Easy to tighten, but hard to undo them. You need to—” She mimicked, spreading her legs out wide. “You do the inner zips first. This posture releases the tension. That way, your opponents can’t release the zippers mid-battle.” 
 
    Looking up, Dave was dressed up. From what he could tell, the zombie’s armour was less refined than his own, but maybe it just looked like it because it was heavier than his thin leather. Alisha had obviously decided that Dave could bear extra weight and taken advantage of it. Carly’s dad, their other front fighter, was decked out in armour identical to Daniel’s own. They were as protected as they were ever going to be. 
 
    The armour had been created from the skins of the ferals. Human skin. The thought went through him, but he ignored it. They had stopped being “human” when they went feral. He shifted around in the armour and nodded in appreciation. 
 
    “This is amazing.” 
 
    They marched in, collected the traps, and headed upstairs. 
 
    For this floor, there was no point waiting. With Priscilla providing the intelligence, they should be able to get a full defence trap wall out before the zombies realised they were there. After all, for whatever reason, these ferals appeared to dislike the corridors. 
 
    “Remember: two wandering elites and seven normal ferals.” What Daniel left unsaid was the simple fact that this should be a pretty easy fight, which was why he had chosen to conquer this floor first. Priscilla had helped with identification, and the elites were both Hulk-type fighters. The other issue was the three Speed zombies. The restraints net had been shown to stop them. They were fast, but at least to date had lacked common sense. They seemed to be incapable of noticing or avoiding trip wires, and they had tried to go through thicker netting. If Daniel’s group had time to establish their defences, they might not even have to fight an active zombie, and if they did, then they had their armour, weapons, and magic to finish them. 
 
    The corridor was clear. 
 
    Priscilla was on the corner opposite them, serving watch over three rooms that contained their opponents, switching briefly to the hallway to monitor the two wandering zombies who were moving aimlessly and slowly along the corridor. From her angle, they really looked like shambling dead, the classic, ponderously slow version rather than the unnatural quickness of more recent novels and movies. 
 
    The door swung open. With his magic, he made sure it was soundless, and they started moving the traps into position. One wave of pressure traps and then the next. Finally, there were restraints. Daniel went from anchor point to anchor point to secure them properly. 
 
    Priscilla kept watch the whole time. None of the zombies startled; nothing emerged from the rooms they frequented. No changes; and despite himself, he relaxed. They already had enough defences out to make it easy. He turned to grab more. There was no point being frugal when you could be extravagant and overwhelm your opponents. More traps had to equal less risk, so if he had them, then he would use them. 
 
    The traps were falling into place. 
 
    “ROARA.” 
 
    It was a distant roar from another floor, and the humans startled slightly. 
 
    A blood-curdling scream cut through the sealed door from the floor beneath them. 
 
    Human! 
 
    Not from this floor. 
 
    Animal Sense. Daniel’s mind stretched out. The floor above had six humans, but they were safe; so, he focused downwards. 
 
    Floor twenty-eight. Seven living humans and eight zombies, but six elite. Instantly, his mind built a map and populated it with every elite’s position. 
 
    No! 
 
    “Down!” he yelled. 
 
    In Pricilla’s vision, he saw the zombies on his current floor react. The three in the corridor rotated to face them and started running; others burst out of the rooms, and then the vision vanished. From his connection to the mouse, he knew she was dashing over to help the next fight. 
 
    “Shut the door after you,” he yelled as he dashed toward the stairs. Thankfully, Carly already had Janice moving, and she was not in his way. 
 
    “Make room.” 
 
    He exploded past them, hoping the other adults would follow them. “They are breaking open doors.” 
 
    Pausing only to grab two traps, he shouldered the door open onto level twenty-eight. There was no time for second thoughts. 
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    Chapter 63 
 
    Daniel did not hesitate to enter the new floor. He had to stop the zombies from killing the people still locked in their rooms. Animal Sense bled out to give him visibility in the immediate area without wasting too much energy. There was a zombie to the left. Yanking the door open, he stepped around it and was already in the throwing motion, intending to throw the pressure trap in the monster’s face. 
 
    To improve his power, he activated Strength. Suddenly, instead of struggling to move the heavy object, it was like he was holding a sizeable chunk of Styrofoam. His mind rebelled, telling him it would not be aerodynamic and would be hard to throw, that air resistance would be too much, but he knew those old-world instincts no longer applied. It was an illusion because of his Strength. He was launching solid wood, and air resistance was never a factor with something that heavy. 
 
    The zombie was looking away. He launched the weapon. 
 
    The beast turned to respond to the bang of the door. 
 
    The trap flew, holding its vertical orientation, and the monster spun into it. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    A direct strike to its shoulder, and he could imagine the wooden stakes punching through it even as the bear-trapped component slammed shut, pulverising it from neck to hip. 
 
    It blurred towards him, leaving the trap behind. 
 
    “Fark!” Daniel cut off the curse as most of the zombie went sliding along the corridor past him. It was missing its arm and half its chest and appeared to have been instantly killed. The other section of it was flying backwards under the momentum of his throw. Traps rarely cut zombies in half, but the use of its Speed must have torn the sections apart. 
 
    The piece of zombie slammed into the wall five meters beyond him, and the trap bounced and rolled. The two pieces were fifteen metres from each other. 
 
    Less than a second had passed. 
 
    Daniel’s arm burned. 
 
    Glancing down, he saw there was a cut in his bicep, with bone visible. 
 
    No blood, Daniel thought absently, slightly confused. Then it bubbled out, right across the slash. 
 
    “Healing,” he called, eyes flicking both ways. The mental count of zombies reverberated in his head as the first drops of blood dripped from the wound. One elite down. Five more to go: one Speed, two Earth Armour, and two hulks. 
 
    Only the first truly concerned him. 
 
    Magic glowed from Carly and hit his arm just as the specks of blood leaving his arm became a flood. 
 
    The other zombies must have heard him. Priscilla was streaking past, aiming for the closest corner. 
 
    The arm felt weird as the wound stitched together. That Speed zombie had been a dead creature moving, and it had still hurt him badly. Out of the corners of his eyes, he noticed Janice had left the stairwell with her spear held casually in one hand, dragging along the floor as it was too heavy for her to use like that. 
 
    This was a mistake! 
 
    He should not have just charged out here. They had a plan to set up traps, and he should have stuck to it, even if it cost the survivors on this floor. Only an idiot over-extended like this. 
 
    Alarm bells rang in his head, courtesy of Priscilla. 
 
    “Back!” he was yelling. Turning, trying to shepherd the kids to safety. Carly was a child to him still, even if the new world considered her to be an adult. 
 
    The image from Priscilla interrupted him. She somehow imparted some of her Speed through the link: it came instantly, and time seemed to stop while his brain assessed what he was seeing. It was like a photo. Three zombies were about to run around from the corner nearest the girls. The trio of zombies seemed ready to shove past one another to reach the humans first, as if their cooperation were held together only with surface tension. Daniel was split between the image and what he was seeing with his own eyes. Tamara was in the door, with Dave pushing behind her. 
 
    No! 
 
    The zombies were too close. At a minimum, they needed to fight these three. Hopefully, they were not all elite. Examining the images closer, Daniel saw it was definitely a worst-case result. The Speed zombie at the back, then the Earth feral with its armour already bubbling out, leading the way. Between those two, the hulk could almost be ignored. 
 
    The image shifted. A split-second change. The Earth Armour was still spreading, the hulk was still in the same stride, and the Speed demon pulled ahead of all of them. 
 
    Fark! It was coming, and it was too fast. 
 
    Activating Speed. 
 
    He needed to save the girls. Tamara, with the slight pressure behind her from Dave, was stumbling into the corridor. 
 
    It was about to come around the corridor. Daniel threw the trap, hoping to hit the Speed one or at least delay it slightly, and the others looked like they were moving in treacle. In dealing with the first zombie, he had moved three strides to the right, and he needed to cover that distance. 
 
    Another stutter of time as a new snapshot reached him. Priscilla was now in the corner. Speedy Gonzales was coming around already, and his thrown trap was only at the level of the girls. 
 
    Another of his steps. 
 
    Time froze again. 
 
    Janice. 
 
    Daniel, assisted by his Speed, had thrown the trap with the speed of a pro pitcher at the World Series. The Speed demon avoided it contemptuously. That fast and the width of a garbage bin lid and the zombie sidestepped the trap casually and then shifted to line up Janice. 
 
    Its claw was back, and he could see the tendons in its arms. The strain going through its muscles as it aimed to behead her. His itchy arm told him just how deadly those swings were, and this monster was not half-dead. 
 
    No. 
 
    Why had he let her come? 
 
    Why had he abandoned the plan and rushed down here? 
 
    Why? 
 
    He was a farmer. If there was ten percent chance of rain and you had hay bales out, the bloody clouds opened up. Ten percent was not zero. Fighting these creatures head-on held worse odds than that. 
 
    His mind clicked into solution mode. 
 
    Could he intercept, throw himself in front of her? 
 
    No! He was too far away. 
 
    Could he overclock his Speed and meet it in a fair fight? 
 
    No? 
 
    Priscilla? 
 
    No. She had no way of fighting a zombie. 
 
    Panic ripped through him. Janice was going to die. Those claws were spread out, descending. 
 
    Why? 
 
    If he could not save her, he could at least counter. Daniel redirected his club swing. 
 
    Time sped up, and his club did its hungry withering things, growth energy sucked out of him. More than it had ever asked for, and he gave it everything it wanted, swinging as fast as he could through the space that he expected the zombie to enter.. Even as he swung, Daniel felt helpless: It had sidestepped the trap so easily that he figured it would dodge his blow, too. 
 
    His Speed gave out, and magic was sucked into his club as it kept sucking it up. Daniel let the power flow. He stumbled, and the Speed monster blurred past him. 
 
    Ahead, the flying trap slammed straight into the hulk’s chest. The earth zombie’s armour had totally covered, so it was lucky the trap had missed it. Daniel was puffing already, but the fight was not done, and he needed to be faster. 
 
    He re-activated Speed. He would regret this later, but he needed to reduce the odds. Eliminate the enemies quickly. The hulk was vulnerable and needed to die. 
 
    Janice? The thought and request went out to Priscilla. He couldn’t physically look, and he was sure she was dead, but he had to know. The trap closed on the hulk; the jaws barely shut as the enhanced skin resisted them. The hulk stumbled, and the pain seemed to distract it. Daniel’s club aligned perfectly with the monster’s eyes. Growth magic flowed through it, and the wicked spike he was used seeing to formed. This one was curved. 
 
    The club slammed into the eye socket and met no resistance. That shocked him for a moment before he realised it resulted from the curve the club had put into the spike. The club drank the blood and growth magic, then created a flower opening inside the monster’s brain as the spike spread out to do maximum damage. Just a momentary flare of energy and then the club returned to being a smooth spike once more, and he yanked the weapon clear. It came out with a distinct popping sound. 
 
    He felt both Speed and Strength fail. He had not even realised that the second was still active. The hulk was falling on top of the earth zombie, and they both tumbled to the floor. Daniel stepped aside, instinctively avoiding the toppling mass. 
 
     From Priscilla came an image of the entrance. There was no Janice, but there was blood, lots of it. 
 
    No! 
 
    Daniel felt spent like he had just run a marathon, and fresh blood splashed against the door that he had leant against. 
 
    Where was that from? 
 
    It did not matter. 
 
    Despite the exhaustion, he needed to get back to the stairwell, shut the door, and hope Janice was the only casualty. Pushing away from the wall, he stumbled back toward safety. 
 
    So much blood greeted him. Carly was sagging, clutching at her stomach. Both her hands were red. Tamara was in a similar position, but it was her leg that had gotten torn to bits. They were alive, which meant the Speed demon must not be. Daniel wondered which of them had killed it. Probably Tamara with her lightning. He couldn’t imagine any physical attack landing on a zombie able to move that fast. 
 
    His entire chest hurt, and he stumbled forward. Ivey was in the door, the white light of her magic flowing around her. 
 
    Dave ran towards him. 
 
    No, at the earth zombie. 
 
    “Retreat,” Daniel croaked as he lost purchase and fell, crashing to the ground just metres from the door. 
 
    Ivey’s magic was healing him. 
 
    Not me, them! he screamed in his head. I am barely hurt. 
 
    The magic kept flowing into him, relentlessly. More than he realised Ivey possessed. 
 
    Save them, he pleaded internally. I am just suffering from Strength and Speed overuse. Then, everyone retreat. Just a plea in his mind. Carly’s dad rushed past him. 
 
    The world rocked, and his mouth kissed the carpet. He was light-headed, and having suffered it multiple times recently, he recognised when he was falling unconscious. 
 
    No! 
 
    Daniel struggled to stay awake. Forced his eyes open. It was futile. Blackness claimed him.
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    Chapter 64 
 
    Waking groggily. Head on thin carpet. It felt cold. 
 
    What? 
 
    Blood, there had been so much blood. 
 
    Carly! 
 
    Janice! 
 
    He remembered the image Priscilla had sent him of Janice just gone—and blood. Carly had been bad, as well; Tamara had been hurt, but had looked like she would survive. 
 
    Why had Ivey wasted magic on him? 
 
    Daniel opened his eyes. Stairwell carpet, and Ivey’s feet right in front of him. She must be sitting on the upwards steps while he was lying on the landing. 
 
    Daniel rolled his eyes up to look at her. She looked exhausted. 
 
    His movement caught her attention. She looked down at him. “It’s okay. Rest.” 
 
    Priscilla was on his shoulder. Daniel felt faint, but his mind screamed at him to move. Zombies, blood… Move? 
 
    What is happening? he thought, and he felt Priscilla move and sneak through the door. 
 
    A few seconds later, an image of a blood-covered hallway filled his vision. There were four corpses, all of them zombies, and the same number of active ferals. From the brief fight he recognised the dead bodies: the hulk he had killed, the Earth Armour one that Dave must have finished, and the two Speed zombies. 
 
    After a moment, he understood the point of the image. All the ferals were accounted for. They were no longer breaking into random hotel rooms. The remaining zombies were trying to get into the stairwell. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    The door behind him shuddered. He tried to get up, but Ivey’s single hand on his shoulder forced him down. 
 
    “It’s under control.” 
 
    “Janice?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about her.” 
 
    “Carly?” 
 
    “Alive.” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    The blows seemed to not be full-strength, but then Daniel remembered he had reinforced these doors to be more than strong enough to stop a hulk. The earth zombie might crack the wood if it was anything like the Strength twin, but according to Priscilla, it was only the hulk hitting currently. 
 
    “I stuffed up.” 
 
    “All’s well that ends well,” Ivey said. She seemed distracted, but then again, the door behind him had zombies thumping on it. 
 
    How was she saying that after Janice? She was a kid. How? 
 
    “It looks like it’s holding now?” Tamara’s voice came to him. 
 
    What? he wondered. 
 
    A sense of pride flowed over his bond from Priscilla. An image of a door splintering, and she had snuck up close and fixed it. Superimposed with the image was a picture of Daniel doing the same thing. Lots of satisfaction at replicating what he had done even though she had not been taught. 
 
    She had saved them. 
 
    Good job. 
 
    An image of salt and vinegar chips floated in front of him with a tinge of hope. 
 
    Without considering it, he sent back an image of two packets. He almost felt her do a somersault through the bond in her excitement. 
 
    Or? he sent the image of two packets of plain chips. 
 
    No, there was a feeling of rejection before more images of salt and vinegar came back along with a tonne of happiness and further theoretical flips. Actually, they might not have been theoretical. Then a third chip packet was added with a slight note of hope. 
 
    Maybe, greedy guts. 
 
    More joy. 
 
    God, that innocent delight made him feel better. He would give her the third one. 
 
    Strength was returning, so he pushed himself up. As he did so, Ivey was supporting him on one side and Tamara the other. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    The door he was resting on shuddered slightly. Growth power went through the back of his head into the door. He could see where Priscilla had patched. The door would hold. 
 
    Wood Sense engaged. 
 
    It had been hitting the same spot. Almost at the speed of thought, the wood where it was about to strike deformed. 
 
    “Watch out.” 
 
    Thud. Two fists slammed through the timber, up to their elbows. On the outside, a face squished against the door. 
 
    Growth flooded out of him. 
 
    “RARRRAA.” 
 
    The roar was right above him, with far more hysteria than normal. His trap snapped shut. Both arms were encased. Spikes shot out of the wood into the zombie’s eyeballs and kept growing. 
 
    His club would have been so proud. 
 
    There was a spurt of excitement from Priscilla. 
 
    An image of the hulk zombie squished against the door came through the bond, and then as he watched, the roots broke out of the ear. It slumped, lifeless, and the three other zombies fell backwards in confusion. 
 
    The girls had stumbled back in shock at the zombie fists, Ivey falling back on the upward flight of stairs and Tamara keeping her balance, clearly aware of the risk behind her. 
 
    He knew there was a smile on his face. “Three to go,” he declared quietly, still lacking energy to do much more. 
 
    Tamara was looking wide-eyed at the lifeless zombie hands that were now flopping down. 
 
    “For Janice and Anthony, we’re going to kill every one of them.” 
 
    “Janice?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “Ratag Arad.” 
 
    Shit. Dave. He opened his eyes and looked towards the man. The zombie was standing further down the stairs, appearing surprisingly okay. He had expected him to be a mess. 
 
    “Janice is okay,” Ivey told him. 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “Her automatic teleport saved her.” 
 
    “She’s okay?” Priscilla’s image had just shown the aftermath, and teleportation fit more cleanly than death. He was not sure why his mind had jumped so quickly in that direction. 
 
    “She’s shaken up, but alive. Dave has already checked on her.” 
 
    How long had he been unconscious? For the first time, he looked down. His armour was covered in red, and was that a— 
 
    Curiously, he ran his hand up from his stomach to his chest. There was a massive gap in the armour. Daniel stuck his finger in and pressed against the exposed skin. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “Carly?” 
 
    He had seen her bleeding out. 
 
    “Shook up but alive. We’re all okay.” 
 
    They were okay. Daniel touched his chest through the gap in his armour once more. He remembered the splatter of blood against the wall, but . . . he remembered the disorientation and wondering where that blood had come from. He traced the gap in his armour once more. It must have been that Speed zombie that had hurt him. It had torn through them so easily with its Speed. First him, then popping Janice’s protection before landing near-mortal blows on both Carly and Tamara. 
 
    God. At some point, Daniel decided he would do that. He would be that nightmare, able to kill before his opponents even realised they were in danger. He would. It was a promise and, for Alpha monsters, a threat. 
 
    But for literally a couple of centimetres, all of them could be dead by now. Tears ran down his face. Little whimpers of sound escaped his chest. Try as he might, he could not stop it. Too much red, his chest, he had almost died. Because of his stupidity. The water streamed down his cheeks. Relief, horror. 
 
    They were alive, which was good, but so many others were dead. The responsibility. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    The bloody monsters would not give up. And even after he dealt with the ferals, he would need to face the larger threat: the things that stalked the streets. It was all too much. Ivey was hugging him. 
 
    “It is okay. It is not on you.” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Shut up! He felt like screaming at them or bashing their faces in with his bare hands. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Daniel forced himself to his feet, leaning against the door. Sensing everything. It was the earth zombie, unarmoured for now, slamming its fists into the door. Holding some crude tool, mangled metal that was slowly chipping away at the wood. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Same spot. The same level of stupidity that the hulk had been displaying. The monster that was already dead. They might once have been human, but now most of them were too stupid to learn even the most basic of lessons. 
 
    Growth magic flooded out of him. There was no point in changing a winning tactic. The wood crumbled into dust, and the zombie’s arm, complete with its improvised hammer, flashed through into the room. 
 
    It realised something was wrong instantly, and armour started flooding over the skin, but it was too late. The gap it had accidentally thrust its arm through closed with shredding teeth. It tried to pull back, but that just made the teeth dig in deeper. 
 
    It was roaring in desperation and pain. Its entire body was probably covered in earth armour, but it could not imagine what was about to happen. The wooden teeth were already through the skin. The beast was already doomed. 
 
    More growth magic flooded out,  starting at the upper arm from one of the wooden teeth that had trapped the arm. First, a bud appeared, which became a root that lengthened and spread, sliding down between the muscle and the bone. The zombie thrashed and tried to pull away, and Daniel could only imagine what that must have felt like. Just thinking about it creeped him out, an alien rod growing inside you. 
 
    The root kept going and then sped up after finding an artery to spread along, which would, of course lead right to where he wanted to go. 
 
    “ROAUUUU!” 
 
    The root reached the heart, and then, for the first time, he switched from growing a root to creating actual wood, a process that took more energy. Long spikes radiated out at multiple angles. One second there was a tiny tip of wood in the first chamber of the heart, and then a moment later, there was a fist-sized object comprising hundreds of spikes. 
 
    The zombie went limp, and the blood that had been rushing out of the wounds stopped flowing. 
 
    His own tears were reducing. Killing an elite so easily was sort of cathartic. 
 
    Ivey looked at the second zombie hand and the way it flopped. But she said nothing; they all knew it was dead. 
 
    He felt better. There were only two normal zombies left.  
 
    “Let’s finish this.” 
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    Chapter 65 
 
    “Maybe we should,” Tamara said. 
 
    “There are only two non-elites left,” Daniel told her, not at all concerned by what waited on the other side. His initial decision was beyond reckless, but this was a no-brainer. 
 
    He stood looking for his club. 
 
    Priscilla shared an image, and his club was right next to a dead zombie on the floor proper. 
 
    “You didn’t collect my club?” 
 
    “We were sort of busy saving your life,” Tamara said dryly, “Plus, we were all cut up.” 
 
    She was not lying. Her clothes, which had been fresh this morning, were drenched with brown stains; some spots were still wet. 
 
    “Wish me luck.” 
 
    Daniel pushed on the door, having to use his Strength ability for a moment to swing it open, given the weight of the two dead zombies. The lesser ferals were already retreating to elsewhere before he stepped out. He was not at all surprised. If he had two creatures that were multiple times his power die mysteriously in front of him, he would go somewhere else, too. 
 
    Daniel was on full alert. The closest zombie must have caught his scent and decided he smelled tasty, because it stopped and turned to face him. Daniel, without dropping eye contact, leant down to snatch up his club. The moment his hand closed over the familiar weapon, he felt safer and stronger. The world was his oyster once more, and these goddamn zombies were just bugs to squish. 
 
    The one that had smelt him was lumbering towards him, and after witnessing how fast the Speed one moved, it looked slow and ponderous. It was all perspective. With his club in hand, it felt almost unfair, like he was about to bash a little kid. 
 
    Nevertheless, he activated his Speed. 
 
    No need for anything fancy. A quick sidestep and swinging for a head blow. The club twisted in its usual hungry, make-sure-of-the-kill manner, though the emotion that went along with the swing was boredom. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    The head caved in. 
 
    Too easy. That single elite had almost killed four of them, and this one had died that easily. 
 
    Daniel turned off Speed. 
 
    The other zombie had stopped, too. Daniel was alive, and they seemed to be hard-wired to want to kill people who were still actually people. It might not even be smell that attracted them. It might be some sort of aura effect, given they were in a magic world. Not that it mattered. The monster knew he was there and was now looking at him. 
 
    She, Daniel corrected because it had been a she and was still wearing her skirt and blouse. Tatty hair, with a face that was deformed, like a human allergic to bees who had been stung multiple times. 
 
    “ROARAA.” 
 
    Poor thing. It charged him. 
 
    Daniel switched  Speed on once the beast had closed to within two meters. He needed to improve his micro-use of his abilities. He did not have the endurance to use them continuously. On and off was the best way to utilise them. For this fight, he could have gone with Speed for the whole fight, but he had to develop his technique for occasions when there were lots of enemies attacking him, and brief, lethal speedups would get him more kills and keep him alive. 
 
    In Daniel’s perception, the zombie was almost frozen. It was mid-jump. The monster’s dominant hand was behind it, as it had started a wind-up like a baseball pitcher would. But now, to Daniel, it was like it was in a slow-motion scene in an action movie. Daniel used his Speed advantage to line the attack up properly. If he had relied purely on his own skills, he might have missed the leap, and things could have gotten ugly. Instead, he corrected his swing after adjusting for how fast it was moving and the new trajectory. 
 
    He released Speed and continued with the two-handed blow. The zombie’s head moved into the arc of his swing, and his slight shift sideways meant those whistling claws would pass him by. 
 
    The club shivered in his hands, then jerked as it struck the zombie. Daniel struggled to keep hold of it, such was the force of the collision caused by his swing and the feral’s momentum. Blood burst everywhere. The club felt satisfied, so Daniel did not even bother checking it was dead. The club did not make those types of mistakes. The feral was never getting up. 
 
    He was not breathing hard. Normal zombies coming one at a time were just fodder. He knew instinctively that he could have repeated the fight another ten times, twenty, or a hundred, without ever being in any danger. Non-elites were no longer a threat. 
 
    The club hummed in agreement. 
 
    The floor was clear of zombies. “Let’s go introduce ourselves and then finish upstairs.” 
 
    The others followed him, stepping over the bodies, and he set off for the first room of humans. 
 
    “Daniel, stop. We need to talk,” Ivey yelled after him. 
 
    They were going to condemn him for running into the battle. He did not need that. He already knew that he had stuffed up. There were people at risk, and he had reacted instinctively and made the wrong choice. He would learn and do better. In the meantime, there were other people that needed saving. Starting with those on this floor. They would have heard the banging and screaming and were probably living in mortal terror. 
 
    “No need.” 
 
    “Dan,” Tamara said. “No one is blaming you.” 
 
    “I should not have.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ivey said. 
 
    “People were dying,” Carly’s dad said, and Daniel knew he needed to learn the man’s name. “You made a call and overcommitted. We survived, and if you had waited, then more would have died.” The man shrugged. “My girl almost died. I wanted to smash you one for that, and if you had woken up earlier, I probably would have; I was that angry. But I thought it through. If you didn’t take risks yesterday, then you wouldn’t have saved us. Today we took risks, and Carly almost died. I can’t condemn you for that because the risks you took earlier are the only reason we are alive.” Carly’s dad looked down. “And we need to save more people.” He stopped talking, unable to continue. 
 
    “All’s well that ends well,” Ivey said once more. Like that was the last exclamation point to seal the argument. “Stop blaming yourself.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Tamara added. 
 
    “And get back to work,” Ivey finished. 
 
    Daniel couldn’t do it. His emotions were spinning too much. “Let’s get back to work.” With Animal Sense, Daniel checked upstairs and nodded to himself. The door was intact, and the zombies had fled the area. Only one elite and two normal ones were left alive. Apparently, the hastily laid traps had been successful and had torn the rest to bits. 
 
    “There are only three upstairs. I was thinking I could go clear them while you talk to these guys.” 
 
    “We will go as a team,” Ivey said flatly. “No splitting up. 
 
    “Three.” He held up three fingers. 
 
    “You almost died. Do you understand?” Her voice was raised. “We all almost died.” 
 
    “Priscilla, can you monitor the zombies upstairs?” 
 
    She complied without even asking for some extra food, which was illustrative in and of itself. She had been worried about him. 
 
    Before he could help it, Ivey grabbed him and gave him a hug. “Group hug,” she called out. Tamara was on his other side, dragging Carly’s dad in, and then the overly long arms of Dave encompassed them all. 
 
    “Roarrg.” 
 
    “Dave!” Ivey snapped. 
 
    “Really, guys. Broken armour, ouch,” Daniel complained as a broken shard of leather from the zombie swipe dug into his side, drawing fresh blood. The hug broke, and he pulled the shard out, showcasing the wet red on the end of it. 
 
    “Do you need a heal?” 
 
    He shook his head at Ivey. “Only Band-Aid level.” How immune was he getting to all of this? Once upon time, after a cut like that he would have been worrying about disinfecting and how long since his last Tetanus shot, and now, it was barely worth a second thought. 
 
    “Group hug is over, so let’s do this!” 
 
    He went around with Ivey, pointing to each of the doors that had humans. Ivey knocked and encouraged them to come out. After a brief introduction, they were sent back to a room near the stairwell, where they would be safe. Three other rooms had monsters. They fought a furred monkey, jumping spiders the size of cats, and finally a bird that looked too solid to fly. These were all easy fights, and with the floor cleared, they stopped for a break before ascending, with the people they had saved watching in awe and ready to run at any moment. 
 
    Carly’s dad passed out water and food while Ivey did a little speech about how they were building a community, and everyone had to help. 
 
    Once the newly rescued people seemed calm, they introduced Dave. Most were pretty good and accepted their explanation, but Daniel caught the sideways looks the zombie received. He made a point of patting Dave on his broad back. He got a tooth-filled grin in response. One woman in the crowd shrank away, barely holding in a squeal of fear. 
 
    Dave burst into laughter and then dropped the club, stepping back and putting his arms in the air. All that did was show off the claws. The woman’s face went greener, if anything. 
 
    “Not helping, Dave,” he said, stepping in front of the bigger man and nudging him. Dave grabbed him and tried to flip him. 
 
    Daniel engaged Speed and Strength. Unfair, sure, but that was how he liked to fight. 
 
    They fell with a crash, and because of his cheating he ended up on top, having pinned both arms. Dave bucked and tried to dislodge him, but he held on, grinning at the sharp teeth beneath him. 
 
    “DAVE! DANIEL!” 
 
    They both jumped, rolling apart, and one look at Ivey’s face wiped the grin off his face. 
 
    “Rounga aoorrci.” 
 
    “Out!” Ivey commanded, pointing. Dave got up and turned around. “You, too.” She pointed straight at Daniel, but he could spot amusement in her eyes, at least. 
 
    Hands up in defeat, he scooped up his club and followed Dave. They walked shoulder-to-shoulder around the corner. 
 
    Dave was a good guy. 
 
    The push sent him crashing into the wall at high speed. He spun around. Dave was doubled over in laughter. 
 
    “Raraga raba.” 
 
    “Yeah, great,” he agreed, not knowing what the man was saying. “I didn’t understand a thing, but it was nice to feel normal again.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Then you go spoil it by speaking,” he shot back. Dave scowled in response and made a half-hearted attempt to hit him in the arm. 
 
    Daniel dodged, laughed, and threw an arm around the bigger man’s shoulder. “We’re going to get through this.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
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    Log report 5 - Entry 8 
 
    The empire my host is creating has expanded again. Four entire floors have been cleared! More importantly, the rate of liberation is increasing exponentially. It is an excellent trend line. If she keeps doubling the numbers, she controls every day.  
 
    She will rule the whole world in *Maths* - 34 days.   
 
    It goes to show what a firm hand and intelligent direction achieve. My only genuine regret at this stage is that the co-wobub conditioning is not working as effectively as planned. While what I’m doing obviously helps, and he has reaffirmed his (pet?) status multiple times, his *natural instincts* take over occasionally.  
 
    Overblown concepts like defend the weak and save other people’s lives.  
 
    *Shakes head*  
 
    My host has clearly divined my intentions and consistently cleverly engineers the opportunity for me to play around in the co-wobub’s thoughts.  
 
    By the way, if you have a choice to experience a co-wobub’s thought process, I would implore you not to go there. It’s not fun. It’s all biological and emotional.  
 
    Yuck!  
 
    Anyway, her trick was something about scanning new abilities and learning more.  
 
    *Biped logic.*  
 
    Completely unnecessary, of course. It’s not like seeing the name of an ability is going to change anything. I did not complain. The co-wobub needs a tight rein, and I only had a few moments, so I reinforced his pet status and started building up toward him ‘realising’ that they need a large group to fight the Broncada Lizard. 
 
    For a biped, apparently it is psychologically better if they think something is their own idea, so that’s the angle I took. If it’s their own idea, they embrace it; but if that exact same idea is someone else’s, they’re likely to reject it.  
 
    Crazy, right? 
 
    So, I am asking myself, if I were really stupid, what convoluted, illogical pathways would I use to conclude that fighting something a thousand times my strength with a couple hundred allies was a good idea?  
 
    Inspiration stuck.   
 
    You know that weird desire to protect little bipeds, the one I keep trying to get rid of, but it keeps coming back?  
 
    That was my in. 
 
    Little bipeds are clumsier than big bipeds, so there’s no chance of them sneaking away, right? 
 
    And so, if I’m a co-wobub and I want to save little bi-peds, that sort of detail matters. Right? 
 
    Therefore, we’ll group together to fight the big, evil lizard, because sneaking away won’t work. 
 
    Yes, yes, it’s obvious you can drive a Wyrm through the hole in that logic, but bipeds… Not to mention, in this case, it’s sort of true. There are three options: Do nothing, and wait to be eaten; try to sneak away, and get eaten immediately; or fight, and probably get eaten.  
 
    Nah, I lie. They could swim across the river or sail the ocean. *Roll on the ground laughing* I guess those are examples of the fourth option: Immediately get eaten by something else. Ha-ha.   
 
    If they get a large-enough group and listen to my advice, I am confident they can beat the lizard. My challenge is to make sure they survive till that final battle.  
 
    That’s why my conditioning slipping is so concerning.  
 
    If I had my way, when my host’s pet hears bipeds making loud noises in distress, instead of running, all stupid-like, toward the noises, I would have the co-wobub immediately protect my host.  
 
    It did not work. Very concerning! 
 
    There were sounds of fear from a floor below, and I don’t technically know what the co-wobub thought. I’m speculating here, but you know, *genius speaking.* The co-wobub heard the squeals, and like all of us, must have thought, ‘Oh that sounds like some bipeds are about to die’. But then, instead of just protecting my host, he must have thought, ‘I know what to do. I’m a biped, and stupid, so I’ll run over there and die, too.’  
 
    Worst of all, the biped was almost right.  
 
    Wow, I can’t believe I wrote that.  
 
    Biped almost right.  
 
    Well, as I am sure someone once said, ‘There’s a cat out there that’s a good pet.’ What I mean is that, if that’s a given, and we consult rules of large data sets and statistical outliers and then have multiple planets’ worth of them to draw from, then eventually, one of them might be right.   
 
    The co-wobub did it.  
 
    All the bipeds survived. I guess it’s good, and I shouldn’t be bitter about being wrong. More people means increased likelihood of a dead lizard. It’s just… Nah, it doesn’t matter. This is not about me, it’s about the co-wobub’s first instinct being off.  
 
    He is supposed to protect my host! 
 
    Where was I?  
 
    Overachieving is where!  
 
    Two full days! My host is still healthy and functioning. Absolutely crushing that previous record.  
 
    Finally, the falling behaviour reverted to type. From what I overheard, there were multiple falls when fighting *harmless spiders*. I didn’t see it, but it sounded like three falls happened there. Then there was the time he randomly fell over in the corridor; lightning bugs, or some stuff like that. Then, when saving the bipeds, he fell so hard he had to get carried to the stairwell.  
 
    That was pretty funny. The co-wobub fell, Janice fell, Carly fell, Tamara fell.  
 
    It was a fall party.  
 
    Everyone was concerned and worried for a while, but it was not like anyone had died. But I’m only counting when the co-wobub fails to keep balanced; so, despite all the falling, that only increased the count by one.  
 
    Then, later, the co-wobub and wobub fell together.  
 
    So funny! 
 
    That takes them up to twenty-five falls in two days. Honestly, I thought it would be higher. Then again, my host has not been with the co-wobub constantly. I wonder if that sneaky biped is hiding his clumsiness? 
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    Chapter 66 
 
    They could hear Ivey talking, and eventually the group came around the corner. 
 
    “Behave,” Ivey ordered before they could do anything. “I’m taking them downstairs, and then we are clearing the three zombies above.” 
 
    Daniel nodded. From up here, he could not use Animal Sense to gauge the progress on the twenty-first floor, but his Wood Sense did not have the same limitations. 
 
    His consciousness rushed down the stairwell to level twenty-one. Right over to barricades he had set up. Wood Sense flared out. The humans were still trapped, the zombies spread out and not attacking. 
 
    That just meant he had time. His thoughts switched more locally, and for this he used Animal Sense. 
 
    The three zombies above him had retreated into a room. None of them looked like they were about to go hunting humans, which would involve sniffing under doors, or worse, actively breaking them down. 
 
    Then he turned his attention above them at level thirty. This one had suffered through significantly more fighting than what had occurred on the other floors. From what he could tell, the humans had tried to break out, but an elite or multiple of them had struck back, and the six survivors had been forced to retreat into a set of connecting rooms. 
 
    In total, floor thirty had only fourteen surviving humanoids. The sum of humans plus ferals on this single floor was low. Usually there were more ferals than that, plus the humans. That and the fact that the eight zombies were all elite and that the humans were tucked into a small, cramped space was the basis of his theory. At some point, the humans had struck out, lost some of their number, and killed all the non-elite; and then, after the elite had gotten involved, they had fled. Holed up in a room and created a stalemate because one of them had been able to magic up a stone wall. 
 
    They were safe for now. The zombies had given up trying to break back in. The only actual risk was if they got desperate for food or water and tried to fight back again. 
 
    Worrying about that, he used his vines to grow in a specific pattern. He moved quickly, anxious that they would see a threat and tear them down. A simple measure: “Help U soon.” With Plant Sense, he could see the six survivors staring up at the message. “Clear 29 then help U.” They were talking, but he could not hear what they were saying. “Wait 4 help.” 
 
    Daniel had done his best. 
 
    Ivey came back, and it was time for the next floor. 
 
    With a single touch of his hand, they went through the previously impenetrable door to reveal the chaos of the traps they had left behind. The destruction wrought was impressive. He had sort of known what to expect based on the reduced numbers, but seeing it was different. Six of the zombies had been left dead and broken. Pieces of limbs were literally scattered on the floor. It was gruesome, and Tamara, standing next to him, shuddered a bit. Carly’s dad vomited on the stairwell. Daniel noticed what he had spotted. There, near the man’s line of sight, was a leg scored with jagged tooth marks—and bits of muscle that looked half-chewed. 
 
    Daniel tensed, worried about their entrance being noticed. His mind connected to Priscilla long enough to determine that the ferals were not reacting to the sudden acidic stench. Then again, with all the other smells, that was not that surprising. 
 
    Tamara tapped him on the shoulder and pointed. Out beyond the area they had trapped lay the torn remains of a restraint netting. One zombie had clearly been caught and then extracted itself. 
 
    “Damn, if we’d been here, that would have been an easy kill,” Tamara whispered while carting her traps. 
 
    “No matter. There are only three left . . . .” He trailed off under Ivey’s glare. 
 
    The ferals still had not moved. Daniel relaxed slightly, but Ivey was right; they should not be talking in this situation. Given his desire to make certain of the next engagement, he went to work. There was no point in taking unnecessary risks. His eyes scanned for large fragments of his traps, or sometimes fully active ones. He bent down next to one such item. It had failed when triggering. The pressure spikes had fired, but the bear trap had not closed. Magic pooled out, and it was functioning once more. At least the jaw part. Then he rebuilt a restraint netting that had closed on nothing, spreading it out and reinforcing the springs. They were technically single-use, but magic fixed all. 
 
    They positioned themselves in their battle formations. Daniel held his club tightly. Shoulders straight, breathing deeply to prepare himself.  
 
    “We ready?” Carly’s dad asked. 
 
    Tamara looked around their small group. “Who wants to do the honours?” 
 
    “What?” Carly’s dad questioned. 
 
    “Scream like a girl,” Tamara said with a wink,  nodding encouragingly at Carly’s dad. “Trust me, it’s not that hard.” 
 
    Dave laughed, and Ivey smiled behind her hand. 
 
    “What do I do?” Carly’s dad asked. 
 
    Ivey reached out and targeted Carly’s dad’s unarmoured forearm. 
 
    She pinched. 
 
    “OWW,” he yelled. 
 
    Tamara giggled. 
 
    An image came from Priscilla of the zombies, looking more alert. 
 
    “Almost loud enough,” Daniel said dryly. 
 
    Ivey’s hand snaked. 
 
    “Hey,” Carly’s dad said, stepping away from her. 
 
    “Yell,” Tamara suggested. 
 
    “Help,” he screamed. 
 
    The ferals were standing up and moving towards the door. 
 
    “HELP.” 
 
    They broke into a run. 
 
    “They’re coming. Don’t stop.” 
 
    “Help, help!” 
 
    Everyone fell into battle stances. The moment of levity was put aside. 
 
    The three monsters came around the corner. “The one leading is elite,” he told them. “Strength and thicker skin.” 
 
    The monsters ran into the traps. The elite got tangled in some netting and smashed down onto the carpet. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    They were really dumb. It was an elite; the pressure trap did not kill it instantly, but it did damage—and lots of it. The second zombie hit a trap and, suddenly legless, slid helplessly onto the ground. Daniel oriented to face the third, which had gone wider, and realised that the others had done the same. 
 
    Lightening arced past him. The final zombie went down, electricity frying it. The smell of ozone and burnt plastic wafted off it, as it had been wearing a polyester shirt. Then Dave was attacking it, his club descending on its unprotected head. Carly’s dad went after the elite, and with a shrug, he brained the legless one that, despite its missing legs, was still trying to reach them, the desire to rend humans overriding the fear instinct that should have triggered at some point. 
 
    The floor was clear. Eighty percent of their traps remained unused. 
 
    “That was anticlimactic,” Ivey said, lowering her hand, which was glowing with what he was sure had been a healing spell. 
 
    “About time a fight went to plan,” Daniel said, secretly pleased. “Give us a moment.” 
 
    “Us?” Ivey asked. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Tamara pointing towards where Priscilla was deactivating the traps. While they might not have seen her, they clearly could see the green glow as she worked. 
 
    “Everything is deactivated, but—” 
 
    “Don’t step on them, just in case,” Tamara said gaily. “Were you a work safety inspector?” she asked innocently. 
 
    His mind went to Anthony. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said having clearly noticed his change of expression. “Anthony . . . I—” She shut up. 
 
    “Let’s collect the survivors, have lunch, and then clear thirty,” Ivey said authoritatively. “Where do I go?” 
 
    Daniel showed her the three doors and did not even wait for the usual rounds of introductions, returning instead to his trap field and packing it all up before starting the task of moving the traps up a floor to level thirty. Wordlessly, Tamara joined him. They worked in silent companionship. 
 
    Ivey went by, leading a large group. People patted his back, and he got a big hug from an overly emotional teenager. It was awkward, but he endured. While moving the traps, he thought about his mistakes. He had made two big ones. Anthony and then charging onto floor twenty-eight. The second, besides almost costing his life, had put others in mortal peril. He hated himself for that decision. 
 
    One scream and he had thrown all his careful planning aside. 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts,” Tamara asked him. 
 
    “What?” He startled. She arched a single eyebrow. 
 
    Despite himself, he smiled. He enjoyed her company; there was something natural and non-judgemental in how she went about life. Ivey was pretty, smart, capable but just grated on him. The judgement was always there and rarely even hidden under the surface. If Tamara did not have a boyfriend, Daniel was more than aware of how complicated things would have ended up among the three of them. “I was just thinking about what’s next . . .” He trailed off, knowing that he was lying. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Today is thirty, then twenty-one, but tomorrow we’ll have a choice of going up or down. With the main central lifts and fire stairs corrupted with whatever those flittering shapes are, pushing to either twenty or thirty-one will require putting a hole through the floor or ceiling. Which direction we go is a big decision.” 
 
    “Down, surely?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged in response. “There are humans alive above us, but when I was down on level twenty-one in the access stairs, I could only sense zombies.” 
 
    “Then I think we go up and save the ones we know need help.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the others won’t like it.” 
 
    “I will work on them,” she promised brightly. 
 
    Priscilla showed him an image of the rock wall that looked completely out of place, covering a hotel door. 
 
    She was getting bored. But given she had negotiated a packet of salt and vinegar chips, which he had already paid to get her to serve as the look-out, Daniel was not letting his familiar out of the agreement to keep watch. Soon, he thought back. 
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    Chapter 67 
 
    They sat outside of the next floor to clear to wait for the others. “You almost died earlier,” Tamara said abruptly, breaking the silence that had not felt awkward at all. 
 
    “Carly and you, too.” 
 
    “No, you were by far the worst.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “It was all a blur,” Tamara confided. “The zombie moved too fast for me to see, but from what I could tell, from memories and where the bodies landed, it hit Janice first, then you, and then Carly and myself. It really wanted to kill you and was almost successful.” She touched the bare skin showing through the massive gash in his armour. It crossed his whole chest, from his collarbone down via the sternum to his hip on the other side. She traced the line of what had been a single, massive blow. Magically enhanced sharpness combined with preternatural speed. Her finger tingled on his skin. “Two inches deep,” she told him, “Probably nicked the heart and punctured your left lung. Luckily, you hit the zombie at the same time. Your blow almost tore its shoulder right off. However, it kept going and threw everything at had left at Carly. It knew it was dead but tried to kill us anyway. Given the impact of a glancing blow”—she ran a finger along the cut again— “it was pretty much dead before it reached her. Collectively, we were lucky it targeted Janice. That deviation,” Tamara shivered, “meant it was slowed a fraction.” She patted him on his chest over his heart and the gaping armour. “Gave you a chance. Janice being there saved us.” Tamara paused. “Anyway, it was dying with its shoulder gone and falling over, but it still slashed me as it went past, so fast I could hardly see it.” 
 
    She nodded down to where jeans were ripped, with the edges bloody near her thigh. 
 
    “I saw you guys bleeding.” 
 
    “You were worse,” Tamara assured him. “Then Luke and Dave came out.” 
 
    Luke—that was the name of Carly’s dad. He was not sure he would remember, but he sincerely would try. 
 
    “They stopped the earth zombie from getting to its feet. Kept knocking it down whenever it tried,” Tamara continued. “You had fallen at the doorway. Ivey was screaming at everyone to retreat. Luke dragged you and Carly to safety. The earth zombie’s magic defence failed, and Dave brained it, then he retreated and pushed me through in front of him. With the pain in my leg, I had frozen, but Dave and Luke didn’t, and they shut the door before the next wave reached us. Ivey, too,” Tamara allowed. “She kept shouting instructions the whole time.” 
 
    “It must have been horrible.” 
 
    “Then the first zombie hit the door. It cracked. We were injured, and I was sure they were going to burst through and kill us all, but then Priscilla saved all of us,” Tamara said. 
 
    “Did she?” 
 
    “Yep, you were unconscious and couldn’t reinforce the door.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she did not jump up and down more to tell me and try to get chips, if she was that critical.” 
 
    “I already offered to give her three,” Tamara admitted with a very fake theatrical sigh. “But she saved us. She reinforced the door to stop them from getting through. It’s all so hard.” She angrily dusted away what were probably some tears. “I don’t know how you are keeping it together so well.” 
 
    “I thought you had been, too.” 
 
    “I’m a mess inside,” Tamara told him. 
 
    “All of us are.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed. “But you.” 
 
    “I’m just as bad. I do what I have to,” Daniel confessed. 
 
    Another enormous sigh. Despite the strong exhalation, Tamara’s shoulders remained tense, creeping upward as if her muscles had become rubber bands. 
 
    “Lunch,” Tamara suggested. 
 
    It was late, but he followed her down. There was no food waiting. The old woman who was one of their cooks took over, bustling around to create some tuna sandwiches. 
 
    “For the fighters,” she said brightly. 
 
    “I can’t keep thinking of you just as ‘Cook,’” he said, biting into the slightly toasted sandwiches. Juices ran down the side of his mouth. It was lovely. 
 
    “My name is Judy, dear.” 
 
    It was not lunch, but as a late afternoon tea, it hit the spot perfectly. “That was amazing.” 
 
    Ivey got up and moved with purpose towards the door. The fighters followed, along with an older woman he hadn’t seen before, who was clutching the bow Daniel had made for Ivey, cradling it like it was the most incredible thing she had ever found. 
 
    “This is Ingrid,” Ivey told them, introducing the older lady. “She wants to help.” 
 
    “Welcome,” Tamara said brightly. 
 
    “Same plan as level twenty-nine,” he told them. “We establish a beachhead and then try to hold it as long as possible. Ingrid, don’t shoot us in the back.” If he said the names, he was more likely to remember them. 
 
    Ingrid had a wicked grin. “Now that I have a bow”—she kissed the wood— “I’m going to put those rabid beasts down.” 
 
    “Good,” Daniel said simply. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry,” Ivey told him. “Ingrid took some practice shots downstairs and she can hit a fly at fifty paces. When she uses magic on the arrows, she can put a hole in the wall.” 
 
    “Welcome to the team,” he said with a practiced nod. “Stay back till we are established.” 
 
    Priscilla was in position. There was one zombie loitering nearby, not doing anything. It must have heard them because it was staring at the door. 
 
    A minute passed, and it did not move. 
 
    Help? 
 
    A complex wave of emotion, which basically boiled down to what is in it for me, bubbled across to him. 
 
    He imagined patting her back. There was a burst of pleasure and the image vanished. 
 
    “ROARA.” 
 
    He tensed, but Priscilla was amused and not alarmed. 
 
    “RAOARA.” 
 
    This one was further away, and it was pretty clear she was luring the zombie away from them. Priscilla sent across an image. It was only a quick flash of an image of the zombie lumbering down the corridor behind her but it proved his hypothesis correct. 
 
    There was a slight pause, and he waited, and then there were multiple zombie roars. 
 
    Priscilla sent another update. The mouse appeared to be on top of a TV, and about five zombies were in the room with her. The other three had been sleeping earlier. 
 
    The roars were distant. 
 
    “Now,” he whispered. 
 
    They poured out of the stairwell and ran down to lay traps in the corners of the corridors. There were no zombies visible, but they worked with urgent efficiency. Eight elites were a significant threat to them without the protection of traps. Priscilla provided additional scouting with her vision, granting them extra time. 
 
    With their increasing ranged options, they had prioritised offence over defence, so they ran to the corner. Their position meant they could not retreat, but Ingrid and Tamara would get extra shots off. If they were about to be overwhelmed, they could fall back into the nearby hotel rooms, and it was not like it would be the first time he had staged a feral fight through a hotel door. Next to them, the room clicked open. That was where they would retreat to if things went crazy. 
 
    Ingrid  had positioned herself right in the corner and had the bow strung, ready to fight. Keeping a careful eye out for zombies, they ran back and forth and set a second round of traps to defend the new corridors. 
 
    “ROARA.” 
 
    Everyone froze. 
 
    “RUUOIC.” 
 
    The roars were distant, and there was no evidence that the zombies were coming for them. 
 
    “Keep moving,” he heard Ivey order. A third round of traps went down, and then a fourth. They were well defended in both directions. 
 
    “We’re ready,” he whispered. The traps they had prepared were already in place. Daniel scratched his arm; some dried blood flaked off. He went to the door he had opened and reinforced it, in case it would be required later. 
 
    Then he physically grabbed a door to a room they did not need. This was an idea he’d just had. Magic flooded it as he made it grow in the directions he needed. When it was finished, he lugged it beyond the traps they had just set, right to the edge of the corridor. 
 
    Engaging Strength, he casually threw it. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    It landed loudly, and pieces of wood went everywhere. 
 
    The second door he had prepared, he threw closer. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Same result. 
 
    This time, all the noise got a response. The roars of the zombies changed as they realised something else was in their territory. Faster than expected, a zombie ran around the corner, and then its eyes filled with pain. One foot, then the other stepped upon the painful shards of wood that Daniel had just scattered. 
 
    Half of them were like evil versions of Lego pieces. Slivers of timber that were angled up and strong enough to punch through reinforced boots. Nasty by themselves. The others were . . . well, the same but with an inbuilt pressure trap. He heard the delightful cracks as they went off, and blood bubbled out of the soles and the tops of the ferals’ feet. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    The running zombie, screaming in agony, tried to simultaneously grab both feet. That was not something anything could do while running, and it fell flat on its face onto the second layer of spikes. There was a delightful crackling noise. 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    Two blurs swept around the corner. Speed elites, Daniel thought. For a moment, he marvelled at how they were almost teleporting from one spot to another. He was behind the first layer of traps, but his instincts flared. 
 
    The restraint wire just two metres in front of him shivered as a blur slammed into it. 
 
    He activated Speed. 
 
    As his club rose instinctively into a blocking position, everything slowed down. The restraint netting worked. The zombie was caught. Both arms tangled in the rapidly constricting fibres. 
 
    The second blur had fallen while running at its super speed, the foot spikes he had thrown having performed their intended task. Like the first zombie, it had slid into the second spread of spikes. In slowed time, he saw that its body and skull were covered with protruding spikes. It was leaking blood all over. 
 
    It looked like it was in agony, arms twisting behind its back to pluck out the wooden spikes that filled it. If he was closer, he would have put it out of its misery, but with other enemies coming he would have to let it bleed out by itself—and by the flood of blood, it was dying. But with the way healing worked these days, who knew? 
 
    Twang! 
 
    He charged the entangled zombie, wanting to finish it before other zombies came to aid it. The restraints had successfully snared it. Daniel’s club urged him on, and as he moved, the arrow swished past him slowly enough to see it but fast enough to make him shiver. If it had been aimed at him, he would not have been able to block it unless his club had already been close to being in the right position. The arrow slammed into the restrained zombie, but it shifted its head so the arrow, instead of going through the eye, deflected off the side of the skull. It took the ear, but not much else. The netting was slipping because of the beast’s frantic movements. Claws ripped vines, and bits of the netting fell away as its structural integrity was severed. 
 
    Daniel brought the club down hard. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    There was no dodging, and his living weapon drank hungrily. He looked to his right to the second Speed zombie. It was no longer moving. 
 
    “Both Speed ones are disabled,” he called out with a fist pump. Those two beasts had been the genuine danger on this floor. Now all they had to do was to let the rest rush into their position and pick them off. 
 
    He ran toward their corner. 
 
    Twang! 
 
    Crackle of lightning. 
 
    Crack! Crack. 
 
    Twang! 
 
    When he reached the corner and looked back, he was surprised to find five zombies had already been taken out by a combination of traps, arrows, and Tamara’s magic. 
 
    Twang! 
 
    A sixth zombie’s head exploded into a red mist. 
 
    “Two left,” he said dryly. 
 
    An image of the two on the side. They were crouched, examining one of his wooden splinters. The scattered spikes were damn effective if the zombie was not ready for them. Less so if they were. 
 
    As Priscilla watched, earth flowed over the foot of one zombie. It stepped on the spike, and there was a distinct cracking noise in the image, but no pain was reflected in the monster’s eyes. 
 
    The zombies nodded at each other. They could think? They could communicate. 
 
    “If you can understand, stay where you are,” he yelled. “We don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    The two zombies froze at his voice, and they both licked their lips, pointed teeth standing out. Dave had pointed teeth, too, but these looked like actual ferals, unlike his friend. 
 
    “About to come around the corner,” he whispered. “Stay where you are,” he yelled at the zombies, but the overlaid vision Priscilla was sharing showed them moving. 
 
    There were two of them, both elites, one ice based and the second earth. As Priscilla fed him the images, earth armour bubbled up over the second, covering it. The two zombies shared a look that communicated readiness, and Daniel half-expected a series of thumbs up. Back where he stood, Daniel tensed; and sure enough, now that it was protected, the earth zombie charged around the corner. His attempt at communication had fallen on feral ears. The second zombie was extravagantly stepping exactly where the earth zombie had trod.  
 
    Twang! 
 
    The earth armour zombie’s head jerked back as an arrow went through its eyes. That was the one spot on its body without the magic armour. It fell, and Daniel could see the eyes on the second zombie widening as its companion who had been clearing the path fell. It reacted by trying to jump on the falling body. 
 
    Twang! 
 
    Twang! 
 
    Twang! 
 
    Three arrows slammed into the second zombie in quick succession. These lacked the punch of the one that had dropped the earth feral, but they still knocked it off balance. The earth body slid to a halt just before their trapped field. Unbalanced and out of control, the zombie pitched forward, face-first, onto a pressure plate. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    “Good shooting,” Daniel said, genuinely impressed. 
 
    “Fun,” Ingrid said, her eyes hard. “Bloody things need to die.” 
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    Chapter 68 
 
    They had another meal, which was more for the people they had rescued. And the whole time, Daniel’s mind raced, reviewing what had happened. Priscilla was downstairs keeping watch on level twenty-one, but that was a stalemate. 
 
    Ivey was doing the rounds, and Tamara sat next to him while he was lost in thought. 
 
    He had stuffed up, rushing onto level twenty-nine when the zombies had broken into the first room. It was possible that if he had delayed, others would have died, but it was equally probable that a slower, systematic approach would have saved the same number of people. 
 
    He had panicked; it was the only explanation. The shock of realising that the creatures had switched to breaking into rooms had unhinged him. He had imagined them cleaning one room and then going straight to the next room filled with humans and slaughtering them. That had been the thought rolling through his head; and that thought had been ridiculous. There had been time to go slowly. 
 
    Why? Why couldn’t he just be more like Beau? Why was he taking so much responsibility? He did not know these people. Sure, numbers would help fight abominations outside the tower, but they were just resources, and he needed to remind himself of that. Resources were not worth dying over. It was harsh, and he winced internally thinking it, but . . . it was a new world. People were going to die. 
 
    Tamara nudged him. 
 
    With a jerk, he kept eating the food on his plate. Janice was talking in excited tones with Gabby, and fortunately, the kid seemed unaffected by her brush with death. 
 
    She was alive, and Daniel was practical enough to acknowledge that the girl had probably saved them all. Having someone available who could soak up a mortal blow had saved at least one life, because if that Speed zombie had gone straight at him or anyone else . . . and if he had died, then it would have been all of them. 
 
    He needed to use the kids more. 
 
    It sounded terrible in his head, but it was the truth. Dimly, he wondered what Trudy would think if she knew he was thinking about using her children as sacrificial lambs. 
 
    Daniel shut his eyes. It was wrong. Normal men and women did not use kids as bait. But it just made so much sense. If they could not be hurt, then it meant they would stop someone else from getting injured, and that was important. After all, if that Speed zombie had targeted Carly instead, there would have been a different outcome. 
 
    Another subtle shove from Tamara. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “You don’t look like it.” 
 
    He smiled sadly, not bothering to put on a show. 
 
    “I’m sure you are scared, overwhelmed.” 
 
    “I am not scared,” he objected. 
 
    “Dan, we’re all scared.” 
 
    He hesitated. “I’m petrified of failing and making a mistake and everyone here dying.” 
 
    Tamara hesitated a moment. “Maybe instead of thinking about what you could have done better, focus on what you did right.” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Without you, we’d all have been dead or starving in our rooms. Instead, we’re building something.” 
 
    Ivey came over and sat next to him and leaned her head on his shoulders. Tamara discreetly got up and wandered away, and Daniel half-wanted to follow her. Their conversation was not finished, or at least that is what he told himself.  
 
    “You scared me.” Ivey whispered to him. 
 
    “I stuffed up.” 
 
    There was a nod on his shoulder. “Next time, consult. Discuss before running off.” 
 
    “Yeah, I panicked.” 
 
    “Anyway, we survived. Saved people, but no rest for the capable. Floor twenty-one, hey.” She tried to sound positive, like words alone could lift their spirits. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And if that goes smoothly, I think we should clear twenty-two and three,” Ivey continued. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    A small shrug. “The experience is welcome; we can do it safely, and there are bigger enemies out there.” 
 
    “Sounds sensible.” 
 
    “Plus, you need the cores.” 
 
    He winced slightly at that. He had already decided that he would not open anything new. Telekinesis, Speed, Earth Armour, and Strength were the only skills he would target. Dave was using Ice, but ultimately, he needed Speed and Strength, as well, and luckily, they were the most common. 
 
    “Did you take them all?” 
 
    “Yes, apart from the ones that went to Dave.” And the hulk ones, but he left that second part unsaid. He would direct those to his weapon crafting. 
 
    “We need more bows.” Ivey said finally. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, there were three archers among the most recent survivors.” 
 
    “That is a lot. But why? I mean, why take archery-based skills? Are they all stupid? Or eccentric and just did not think about arming themselves?” 
 
    “Give them a break.” 
 
    “Why? It’s moronic.” 
 
    “Daniel, they probably thought the class would magic a bow for them, or that they would survive long enough to make one. This nightmare”—she gestured widely to encompass the world— “was worse than we expected. But most importantly, they took a combat class.” 
 
    “True.” Try as he might, Daniel could not fault that logic. At least they had taken a combat class. 
 
    “And you have met Ingrid,” Ivey continued, still whispering. 
 
    “She was deadly.” 
 
    “Level nineteen somehow, and now that she has a bow, she is a great addition. Three more like her will be enormous.” 
 
    Daniel whistled and imagined those exploding arrows. Four Ingrids, coordinating properly, could stop a zombie charge by themselves. 
 
    “None are as powerful as her,” Ivey continued. “But the lowest level is sixteen.” 
 
    “Why am I only fourteen?” 
 
    “Are you really?” 
 
    Her hands were hooked around his arm, and he checked his level as she allowed her interface to engage. Once more, there was a brief transfer of her superficial thoughts. It was the same as previously, physical attraction—that was nice—appreciation for his hard work, but an edge of disdain because he was only a farmer. 
 
    She felt intellectually superior to him. It had flowed through in their interactions, and this weird bonding that happened when they connected just brought the problem forward. The relationship probably would have crumbled over time; or maybe, if they’d had a proper chance, that prejudice would have naturally faded. He was sure she had caught some of his sadness in return. Three days into Armageddon, and it was clear the relationship was doomed. 
 
    Not that it mattered; there was no time for romance anyway. 
 
    “Level seventeen,” he told her as he read through the limited information. “Looks like a plus one to Strength and Agility and probably a point in Perception, Learning, or Magic Skill, as those are question marks.” 
 
    “Skills.” 
 
    He checked and nothing had changed. “No new skills.” 
 
    She dropped her hands and looked down at her lap. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said finally. “I don’t think you are stupid. It’s more how I feel about everyone till they prove otherwise.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does,” she said, looking up at him, and he could see her fierce resolve that let her broach this subject reflected in her inquisitive brown eyes. “I think without this, we would have been a good couple. It just feels unfair. I always”—she grimaced— “think poorly of everyone initially, and it never bothered me because it was in the safety of my brain.” 
 
    Daniel hesitated, at a loss for what to say. How could enforced emotional honesty be a problem? In some ways, it was a blessing, but sometimes a spotlight was not beneficial. 
 
    “Maybe no more sharing for a while. Give us a chance of something approaching normality.” Ivey smiled happily at that idea, but deep down, Daniel knew the resolve would not hold. If he had a choice of establishing a normal relationship or finding out about internal power that he needed, he knew which one he was always choosing. 
 
    From the way Ivey’s expression changed, she must have arrived at the same conclusion. “Come on. Let’s kill stuff.” 
 
    “Ah, a woman after my heart.” 
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    Chapter 69 
 
    This time, when they headed down, their numbers had increased. Carly had dropped out, but three archers and another warrior had joined. Daniel hesitated, wanting to go get Zach or Gabby, but he decided that, so soon after Janice’s scare, it would rile everyone up too much. 
 
    He handed out generic bows to the other archers and then grabbed Ingrid’s bow. She needed something better. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want to see if I can improve . . .” Daniel paused. “Death Bringer,” he finished. 
 
    “I’m not calling it that.” 
 
    Daniel threw her a smile and placed the bow on the ground with his club on top of it. It was just a hunch and probably pointless, but if his club was truly alive, then maybe it could help, and boosting other people’s weapons, giving them power like own weapon’s,  would help them prosper. Not against the zombies, because he figured they had them covered, but against the other monsters out there. 
 
    The way his club survived blows that should have broken it was the smallest of its contributions.  Its real power lay in its active participation in the battles. It was easy to pretend otherwise, but the club itself had directed his attacks on occasions, adjusting his aim to let him land the perfect blow, not to mention how it would change and alter its shape to get the kill. 
 
    Then there was the Speed zombie that he had hit. That the club had hit, he mentally corrected. Daniel had examined that body, and it looked like it had been diced open by a sword, but the only thing that had hit it was the club, and Daniel remembered the massive amount of energy it had demanded. Its blow had killed the zombie. Tamara and Carly were not alive because of Janice; they had lived because the club had altered itself to kill the monster. If he could give the same life to other weapons, he would. 
 
    Given how devastating her arrows had been, Ingrid was the logical person to benefit next. 
 
    With the weapons touching, he engaged his plant energy, sending his power simultaneously into both weapons. Asking for help from the club and focusing on the bow. Letting his magic soak down into the weapon and adjusting the wood. Using the extra knowledge he had gained to increase its flexibility. 
 
    “How do you want it to change?” 
 
    “A bit more draw, a little smaller.” 
 
    The changes happened at her direction. Looking up, Daniel saw her eyes were wide as she watched her bow altering. 
 
    “More curved here,” she suggested, pointing. 
 
    He altered the shape, and the three hulk elite cores shifted into the wood. Her hand slipped into position. He handed the enhanced weapon to her. 
 
    Ingrid practiced drawing the string back to her shoulder. “Where my hand is needs to be slimmer.” 
 
    Another touch, and the area she was holding thinned. 
 
    “Yeah, that is good. Can I test it?” 
 
    “One thing.” 
 
    The words “Death Bringer” bubbled onto the surface. It was hardly the most elegant writing he had ever seen, but it was done. 
 
    Ingrid looked at him in irritation, but he just smiled innocently. She pulled the bow back and nodded in appreciation. 
 
    “The draw is still loose.” 
 
    This time he channelled his growth through the club, increasing the tensile strength of the wood and making it harder to bend. 
 
    She drew it again, testing it. “Perfect.” 
 
    “Are you done?” Ivey asked abruptly. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    He tipped out a lot of teeth from the elite zombies upstairs. These were all ones that tingled when he touched them. He was sure that meant something, and he had seen what his club could do with a couple of teeth, so he was excited to see what a host of them could do. In his mind, he could imagine the weapon being covered with the spikes or using the teeth to create a serrated blade or an even longer spike. 
 
    There were no molars in the collection he had grabbed, and that was not deliberate, as it had all been done by touch. It was not that surprising that they were all canines, as for some zombies, that was all that they had. For the others, it made intuitive sense that the magic he needed, primarily to cut and rend, would be focused into teeth designed for the same purposes. 
 
    As his magic flooded through the club, the cores he had offered earlier had already vanished. They had been consumed fully into it. Good. That meant it was growing and getting more powerful. 
 
    The teeth that he had gathered in this batch were only a couple of centimetres long, or half a little finger. Daniel frowned a bit at that. They would not be puncturing all the way through to perforate a heart. These were smaller than the other teeth, but he imagined they would cover the club in nasty spikes. They would let him cut and puncture with every strike no matter what angle he swung at and remove the dependency on the club reshaping itself for each battle. They were an addition to help in the fights of attrition. 
 
    Daniel could feel the weapon assessing his intention. It was not opposed to the idea. As though the wood was play-dough, he started pushing the teeth into the wood. They sank in without complaint till only the pointy ends were exposed. Shiny wood grains and swirls trailed up and around the new, sharp points. He went quickly, pressing them and marvelling at how effortlessly they sank in. 
 
    Just for fun, he ran his hand over a tooth that had been set into the club. There was no give, and there was a sharp pain. Cursing his stupidity, he pulled the thumb away and looked. Big drops of blood were welling from the tip, and it hurt far more than a wound that size should have. Heavy and permanent and deep. 
 
    “Ivey?” 
 
    He held up the thumb, feeling ridiculous. She arched an eyebrow but was examining the cut with sympathy. 
 
    “Poisoned,” she confirmed after a moment. “Interesting.” Magic flashed across, and the tiny cut closed. But he could still feel the poison in the thumb. He rotated it and he could see an angry black line despite the healing. “That should fade in a few minutes.” 
 
    Daniel looked down at the weapon that he was creating with significantly more interest. So, the teeth did more than just cut. Another one slid in. The whole time, Growth energy flowed from him into the club. It accepted and prepared the area where each tooth sank in, sucking them up one by one. Alive and content to be getting stronger. The entire room was watching as the last of the teeth were incorporated into the surface of the weapon. 
 
    The club wanted more energy – and the core that he still had in his pocket from the poison zombie. It hungered for it. There was a base desire to get more powerful, to grow till nothing could stop it, to absorb so much power that the gods themselves would quail when Daniel wielded the club against them. 
 
    It hungered. 
 
    Daniel did not hesitate; he felt the same. First, the poison core was absorbed, and then he granted its wish for power, letting it flood out of him. It would take ten minutes to recover, but it was worth it. 
 
    The club howled in pleasure within Daniel’s mind, and it rippled with the energy. The wood sucked the teeth into its centre, and then they bubbled out. He now held a barbed weapon, and he knew without asking that it would deliver multiple different poisons depending on which tooth hit. Those sharp points that would shred anything they struck, the actual wounds, those were just a bonus. 
 
    “Does your club have a name?” Ingrid asked curiously. 
 
    “Blood Drinker,” he answered before he even thought about it. The club shuddered in response. Accepting the name—or maybe it had chosen it. “It’s called Blood Drinker.” 
 
    He’d had a mana headache already, but the tiny bit of mana that he’d recovered was sucked out of him. When he looked at the club, there was a script just above the handle that spelled out the name. The script was red and part of the wood, and unlike when he had written Death Bringer, it was perfectly engraved. 
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    Chapter 70 
 
    They started preparing for the fight. Ivey sat near him as he worked. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” he asked finally. 
 
    Ivey shrugged. “You were here. Being around you makes me feel safe.” 
 
    “Are we a couple?” 
 
    She shrugged once more. “I want to be, but . . .” She clearly did not want to talk about it. He could almost see her searching for a different topic. “Do you think we would have died if Janice had not been there?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, pausing from his work to look right at her. “Or at least Carly or Tamara would have—or both.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “That kid Teleport skill is super powerful,” Daniel continued carefully. “If they are attacking kids who can’t get hurt, then . . .” He deliberately stopped speaking, not wanting to come across as a manipulative monster. 
 
    “They are not attacking us.” He could see the look in her eyes, and she was on his side. She wanted them here, too. “Where is your mana at?” 
 
    “Low.” 
 
    “Finish it and come upstairs.” She got up and rushed up the steps, a whirlwind on a mission. 
 
    After finishing the trap, he followed her. 
 
    When he got to the next floor, she had called everyone to a meeting. It was being held in the corridor near the lifts that they did not dare interact with for fear of the moths that fluttered in those central wells. Daniel looked around, impressed; their numbers were growing. Too many for a single room to fit. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Beau yelled from the back, somehow sounding irritated, as though Ivey had disturbed him from doing other, more important things. Then he pushed through to the front. 
 
    “We were overwhelmed saving floor twenty-eight. Janice was supposed to stay behind, but a zombie got through to her, and her child interface abilities saved her life.” 
 
    “Why are you telling us this?” Trudy asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Because if she had not been there, we all would have died. I think we need to use all the tools at our disposal.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Jayden declared, standing up. 
 
    “Tamara is only alive because of Janice,” Ivey shot back. 
 
    “And I’m very thankful,” Jayden agreed smoothly. “But this is not happening. Real men and women do not use kids as bait.” 
 
    Real men and women fight was the thought that went through Daniel’s brain—and why the hell was he interfering! 
 
    “If Janice had not been there, all of our fighters would have died,” Ivey reiterated to the room. 
 
    “I will not let it happen,” Jayden insisted. There were murmurs of agreement. 
 
    It is not up to you. Daniel felt like screaming at the man. Why the hell was Jayden getting involved? 
 
    “Jayden, as you know, we’re not forcing anyone to fight,” Ivey said sweetly, letting the words hang there. “We are all volunteers, and kids should get the same chance.” 
 
    “No,” Trudy said. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Jayden confirmed. 
 
    “Trudy.” Ivey’s voice was soft with sympathy. “I know you want to protect your children. Everyone does, but we’ve talked about this. It is a new world. They need to become stronger and gain combat skills to survive.” 
 
    Trudy nodded. It was encouraging, and Tamara had a tight grip on Jayden’s arm. Clearly telling him to be quiet. 
 
    “They get one teleport per day, and once that is done, they are out till it recharges; but while they have that safety net, they might as well get experience.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you volunteering to fight, Jayden?” Ivey’s voice was withering. 
 
    “That’s not relevant. We need a strong ethical base if our society is going to prosper.” 
 
    “No,” Ivey screamed, suddenly angry. “We need to survive. Look out the fuckin’ window. We don’t have the luxury for that shit.” 
 
    “How we respond under adversity is a mark of our fibre.” It felt like everyone in the room was nodding along with Jayden, and even Daniel saw his point. While adding the kids to the mix would help the fight, was it worth compromising his morals? Maybe Jayden was not that bad? 
 
    Alarm bells rang in his mind. They were external to him. Priscilla! He got a wash of support from her that seemed to lift a cloud from his mind. He remembered the carnage upstairs and the wider damage that would have occurred. Why in all the hells was he listening to a coward like Jayden preach morality? 
 
    Contentment came from the bond. 
 
    Next to him, Ivey was nodding, almost like she was going to accept everything that Jayden had said. Daniel clearly recalled the look of determination downstairs, and it made little sense that she would have changed her tune that quickly.  
 
    Daniel squeezed her hand. 
 
    He could help! He channelled his anger and disgust. “Are you really that clueless? Your girlfriend’s thigh got ripped to the bone. I only just survived; and believe me, if I die, you guys don’t stand a chance. All that matters is survival. And mark my words: Jayden your chicken-shit cowardice is noted. That is a mark of your fibre.” 
 
    “I don’t have a combat class.” 
 
    “Ivey is a healer and has stabbed ferals to death.” 
 
    Ivey’s hand grabbed Daniel’s warningly and halted his tirade. 
 
    “Daniel is right,” she said coldly. “If Daniel dies, we don’t make our way out. And I have killed ferals, and my class does jack-all to help. And I am a slight girl.” The insult hung there. “Moralising is stupid. The world where we had the luxury is gone. It is just us and our strength. The fact is that we only have a small group that will fight; and if that core dies, then willing or not, combat class or not, everyone else will have to fight or die – but by then, it will be too late. The kids, Gabby, Zach, Zoey”—she nodded to Trudy— “Janice, Carly, and Tom will only survive if we adults protect them. Today, Janice saved us, and if anything can help the fighters who are protecting everyone to survive, we need to use it.” 
 
    “No,” Jayden said. “I’m drawing a hard line at using kids for fodder. It’s cow—” 
 
    “I want to,” Zach yelled out bravely. Trudy shooshed him. 
 
    “You are an—” Once more, Ivey’s hand stopped Daniel’s exploding temper. 
 
    “Were you going to call us cowards for suggesting this?” she said mildly. “Because from where I’m standing, it is cowardice to not use them. Being too scared to use a weapon because it looks bad ethically.” She made a gesture. “It is almost worse than being too scared to fi—” 
 
    “We’re a democracy here,” Beau said, suddenly interrupting Ivey before she could finish. “And we won’t let you throw insults and pretend you’re better than us because you’re fighting.” 
 
    “Yes, we vote,” Jayden said with sudden confidence. Daniel wanted to throttle him. The arsehole was not even risking his life. Yet, based on old-world sensibilities, he was attempting to deny them a tool they needed to keep themselves alive. 
 
    Silence reigned briefly. 
 
    “Hands up if the kids are not to be used as bait,” Beau proposed. 
 
    “Everyone, raise your hands,” Jayden ordered. 
 
    “We are not voting on a loaded statement like that, Beau, no matter how much I dislike the idea of my kids in any kind of danger.” Trudy’s voice dripped with disdain. “And Jayden, democracy is not commanding people to vote your way. You should both be ashamed of yourselves. Daniel and Ivey are right—the world has changed. But Jayden and Beau are right about sacrificing ethics.” 
 
    Both Jayden and Beau smirked, as if they were sure they were going to win despite being called out, but Trudy’s next words wiped their gloating right off their faces. 
 
    “Children are not pawns. As my son has demonstrated, he has free will. They deserve to have a voice in something that concerns them so deeply. So here is the question we will all vote on, including our children present: Do we allow the children to choose to use their system protection in order to protect our fighters?” 
 
    Most of the non-combatants’ hands were already raised before Trudy’s interruption, but they lowered quickly. Alisha’s hands had stayed down, and Daniel noted that a scattering of the fighters had also voted with Jayden.  
 
    Beau ignored Trudy. “The majority have spoken,” he declared. “You guys can keep playing at being heroes, but you’re not risking the kids.” 
 
    “You did not count our votes,” Janice countered, gesturing at her friends standing with her. 
 
    “You’re underage; you don’t get a vote,” Beau told her. 
 
    “Whose rules?” Tamara asked in an angry voice. 
 
    “Whatever,” Beau said, “Even with them, you don’t have the numbers.” The prick was right, Daniel realised. The kids made it close but did not get them over the line. 
 
    “We are not voting,” Ivey told them. “They are happy to help, their parents are not objecting, and frankly, it’s no one else’s business.” 
 
    “We protect . . .” Jayden trailed off under Tamara’s glare. 
 
    “Not how democracy works,” Beau said snidely. “We have voted. The kids stay.” 
 
    “Who said we were a democracy?” Ivey said quietly. 
 
    “We’re in Australia, you foreign bitch.” 
 
    “Hey,” Daniel said, stepping forward and getting his club ready before he even thought about anything. “Apologise.” Beside him, Dave had also taken a step. 
 
    “I’m not apologising to your little tart.” Dark magic was gathering in Beau’s hands. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ivey said, springing forward and putting a hand on his arm. 
 
    “Apologise,” Daniel insisted. His club was screaming for blood, and Ivey was clearly as Aussie as everyone else in the room. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Daniel activated Speed for just a moment to leap forward, then the micro speed-up vanished. He had seen this used often enough against him to imagine what his movement must have looked like. A blur and then suddenly the distance between the two of them were halved. “Apologise.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Beau said with an angry glare. Ivey’s hand landed on Daniel’s shoulder once more, warning him off any further escalation. 
 
    “Watch your language from now on,” Daniel told him. 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Beau shot Dave the sort of glance that you gave to a mangy dog. “I don’t want a fight.” 
 
    The dark magic spluttered out, and he turned and stalked away. Several other men hastened to follow him. 
 
    “No need for violence,” Jayden said. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Dan!” Tamara said angrily. 
 
    “Just worked up,” he admitted, putting his club down. It, too, felt dissatisfied with what had gone down. It had wanted to drink. 
 
    “Trudy? Are you okay if Gabby comes with us?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “I want to,” Zach immediately said. 
 
    “Next time,” Ivey assured him. 
 
    Gabby didn’t move, clearly scared. Zach stepped forward, and for a moment, Trudy hung onto his shoulder, and Daniel could see her desire to pull him back and stop him from going into danger; but the mum took a big breath and released the T-shirt. 
 
    “Stay safe,” she ordered her son, and then she made eye contact with Daniel. “Teach him and keep him safe.” 
 
    Daniel nodded, then all the fighters headed straight downstairs and spent another thirty minutes preparing their traps. It would have been more comfortable upstairs, but tensions were too high. 
 
    Ivey, Tamara, and Ingrid discussed the plan. They wanted to apply the same concept they had used to clear level twenty-four. They would draw the zombies up from level twenty-one to a killing field on level twenty-four. If luck was with them, the traps would do all the work. 
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    Chapter 71 
 
    Breathing heavily, Daniel checked that everything was in place. They were standing on the stairwell that exited into level twenty-one. Just himself, Zach and Ivey. 
 
    “How secure are these doors?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    She nodded. “Do you remember the plan?” He nodded. “Zach?” 
 
    The boy startled. “I scream then run.” 
 
    “Yes.” Ivey knelt next to him. “We can’t do this without you. You are being very brave.” 
 
    If only she did not have her internal hang-ups, Daniel thought to himself while looking at Ivey. She was fierce in all the right ways. He had confided his dark thoughts to her, and rather than taking the easy path, she had fought for them. Unlike some of the useless men and women upstairs, she actually understood how precarious their situation really was. 
 
    It was simple to claim the intellectual high ground and reject confronting notions, but she had not done that. Instead, she had acted, and remembering Ivey standing there in front of all the survivors and railroading them still gave Daniel chills. 
 
    “Yes, that’s all you have to do,” she continued kindly. “Open the door, yell, and run, and then Priscilla will turn on the traps on after you have run past. Keep going all the way to us, and they will follow you right up to us and we’ll kill them.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “You’re so brave to volunteer to be first.” 
 
    Zach grinned. 
 
    “Remember count to sixty. Then open, scream loudly, then run.” 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    The boy nodded and stood there. 
 
    They strolled away from him. “He’s going to count fast,” Ivey told him. “The moment we’re out of sight, we sprint.” 
 
    Ivey took off, and Daniel followed her. They burst out on level twenty-four. Ivey ran behind the archers, and he positioned a bit off to the side. Once he was in place, he engaged the conduit he had placed to let him trigger the traps from safety. 
 
    An image came to him. They were already on the stairs, and Zach was gone. Hairs on the back of his neck raised. There was blood on one of claws of the leading monster. Not a lot, but the kids were not supposed to get hurt. At least Carly was up there to heal him in the event the wound was larger than the scratch the tiny flecks of blood suggested. 
 
    “Yell.” 
 
    The group of them started yelling to get attention while his mind switched to activating traps. 
 
    Via the open stairwell, and despite the noise they were making, they could hear roaring and the familiar cracking sounds of his traps triggering all over the place. Meticulously, he kept turning on traps, enabling them before the zombies reached them. 
 
    The cacophony got closer, but clear screams of pain were mixed in with what he was hearing. Two ferals burst through the doorway. 
 
    Twang! Twang! Twang! 
 
    One went down with half of its head gone and another arrow through its neck. The other stumbled backwards like it had been hit with a mace and promptly stepped on a pressure plate trap. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Its leg got severed just below the knee. 
 
    Twang! Twang! 
 
    An arrow sprouted in its heart and another in its eyes. It fell like its companion. An image of the stairwell reached him. Broken, shattered bodies filled them. Sounds of pain continued to float upwards, but nothing emerged. 
 
    Priscilla swept down the stairwell. There were at least five still alive. They were all so mangled he could not imagine them surviving, but given how healing worked in this new world, even a single beat of life might be enough for them to revitalize. As the mouse sped downwards, he attempted to count the dead, but she was too quick. The answer was a lot. 
 
    More had rushed the stairs than he had expected, but the traps had performed incredibly, dicing, crushing, and killing. The real question was how many were still alive and uninjured. Only a few, Daniel was sure; but a single elite could be problematic. 
 
    Priscilla had reached level twenty-one and was searching. While she looked, Daniel sealed off the stairwell and let his magic deactivate all the traps now that they no longer needed to be used. At a minimum, he needed to go down and execute the survivors before the Alpha magic pieced them back together and turned them back into a threat. He did not want to step on a live trap accidentally. 
 
    They were safe. 
 
    Priscilla sent him a view of two elites that had not charged the stairs. Only two! Using Zach as bait had clearly riled them up far better than he predicted. Daniel’s heart thumped. Please let the boy be okay, he prayed internally, remembering the blood. It was supposed to have been risk-free, but the system had not worked as they had expected, and maybe Jayden was right. Maybe using them as bait was a step too far. 
 
    “What is happening?” Ivey asked 
 
    “Zach got hurt. Otherwise, success,” he answered simply. From the stairwell, they could hear  pained agony. “But we still need to put a couple of them down.” His mind rushed back down the conduit, checking that everything was deactivated. They were, but traps could malfunction. 
 
    “Two elites alive and uninjured on level twenty-one. I have sealed them off. Multiple elites injured in the stairwell. I’m going first. Everyone else, watch your step,” he ordered and then, following his own advice, he stalked through the traps, careful to avoid stepping on them. 
 
    They were incredibly obvious, as he had given up on trying to camouflage them. Observing the zombies told him that most of them no longer had the mental capacity to understand what a trap was. Some would, but those noticed the hidden traps as well. Put those suppositions together with malfunctioning traps and hiding them was just not worthwhile. The smart ones would get through anyway, and they had, and then the archers had blown them to bits. Having that extra firepower made these fights safer. 
 
    Daniel reached the stairwell, and with a Tamara-created light globe attached, he looked down it. It was gross. It was like a crazed artist had scattered red paint and maimed mannequins throughout. It smelt of the tang of copper, faeces, a disgusting animal musk, and death. Behind him, Ivey gagged. 
 
    Two steps below, a zombie groaned. It had triggered multiple traps. Spikes of wood protruded from it, and its thigh had been cut open to the bone with a bear trap that had closed over its shoulder, but it had lived. Tough and strong. Given their intended tactics, Priscilla had not mapped out all the opposing abilities and features. Whatever this thing possessed had kept it alive through injuries that should have comfortably finished it. 
 
    Blood Drinker swelled in excitement. Daniel could see the swing that the club wanted him to execute. Double-handed, right down onto its upturned nose with an infusion of Strength. It was a guided course without compulsion. Daniel matched the movements it was showing, triggering Strength halfway through the strike and feeling his muscles change ever so slightly. The weapon distorted. 
 
    Clunk. 
 
    It sank right into the skull, and then Daniel left it there. He could feel it drawing in the blood and using it to get stronger. While it drank, he leant down and used a scrap of wood from one of the pressure traps to crack open the thing’s chest and grab the core. While he did not necessarily seek other skills, if it imbued healing, then he wanted it. 
 
    One mutated feral, two mutated ferals, Daniel counted in his head. Three. . . . The club had drunk enough, so he pulled it out. The wood looked shiny and new, with not a single bit of organic matter on it. He wished he could do that with his clothes. 
 
    Stepping down, the squelch of blood. There was no way of avoiding it. The stuff was everywhere. 
 
    Splat. 
 
    Whatever he had stepped on was spongy. Some type of dislodged organ, but he really did not want to think about it. He was definitely going to need to find water to give himself a decent scrubbing. 
 
    “Watch your step,” he warned once more. “It’s slippery.” When he talked, he could taste the air, swallowing to dislodge the taste, but it did nothing. A flood of saliva only seemed to concentrate all that unpleasantness. 
 
    The next creature was clearly dying, split almost in two. Daniel smacked its already-shattered skull and left the club there for a moment. 
 
    There was a throb of thanks. 
 
    He kept moving, executing another five, with two of them requiring a Strength boost. Daniel did not argue, cooperating with the club’s request, and it did the job. Each one took only a single swing, and that brief flash of Strength did not deplete his resources. 
 
    Finally, he reached the door to the twenty-first. When he looked back, only Tamara was behind him, everyone else having decided not to brave the mess. Her light globe provided him the visibility to let him navigate safely. A hand was over her mouth and nose. He wished he had been able to do the same. 
 
    Daniel placed his palm against the door and focused on reinforcing it, then finished with a ward on it that would warn him if the door was damaged. Priscilla independently offered to keep a watch and give him extra warning if it looked like they were coming. His reinforcement had the wood growing into the walls, roots making their way through the hollow bricks that the walls were constructed from. After that, with an eye on mana, limited but carefully placed spikes popped out on the other side. Nothing was getting through the door. 
 
    Part of him thought they should finish it straight away and save the trapped people, but they would be fine. After all, there were only two zombies left, and Daniel was sure they could beat them down, risk-free, if the ferals were stupid enough to attack them. 
 
    He turned to face Tamara. “I need to check on Zach,” he told her while his chest thundered. 
 
    Nightmare scenarios flashed in his mind. Tamara nodded, and they hurried back up the stairs, away from the slaughterhouse. 
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    Chapter 72 
 
    When he opened the wooden barrier to get to level twenty-five, he was greeted by all four of the kids and Trudy holding her baby right outside. 
 
    Zach appeared happy. In fact, he was bounding from foot to foot in excitement. There was a new rip on his shoulder with clear signs of blood on it. “Did we get them?” He was doing shadow boxing. 
 
    Daniel laughed. “Yep, we got them. Over twenty. Only two more to go.” He leant down and hugged the boy. “You were very brave,” he whispered into his hair. Then he looked up. Trudy was looking hard at him. “How bad was it?” 
 
    “It was just a scratch,” Trudy said. 
 
    “I had hoped—” 
 
    “Yet he got injured,” Trudy interrupted him with an abrupt wave of her hand. “And you had Carly in our room waiting as back up, and you have come straight up to check on him.” 
 
    “I . . .” he stopped speaking, realising that she was not angry like he had been expecting. He had expected her to become a fearsome mother hen and come crashing down to protect her children. 
 
    “You’re a good man, but remember you made a promise.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You did,” she agreed, and she leant forward more. “And you need to play politics better.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You can’t be that naïve,” Trudy said. “We’re not getting out of here unless you do. There are too many self-important a-holes up here. This is an expensive hotel, and entitled idiots are in surplus.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Take charge. Do everything you can to get us out. If those fools get in your way, then deal with them. The rest of us will support you.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to be furious.” 
 
    Trudy hesitated for a moment. “We would be dead without you,” she admitted finally. “All of us. There was no way we would’ve killed the ferals, let alone started clearing the floors, if you hadn’t done it. There is a reason no other floor made any progress. Plus, I’ve spent a lot of time looking out the window. We need to get stronger. The stuff out there.” She stopped talking. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said cautiously. 
 
    “Daniel.” She was serious. “Take charge. Not your girlfriend. You.” 
 
    “She’s not.” 
 
    “Even more reason for you to take control. Getting out of this building is only half the battle. You mustn’t let Beau and Jayden undermine you. Here, within the walls, there is a modicum of safety. Nothing is hunting us.” Another hesitation. “Hopefully.” 
 
    She looked up and then down, worry clear on her face. Once you had seen ferals, it was easy to imagine that something more dire might exist elsewhere. She shook herself. 
 
    “Look at me, letting my imagination run riot.” The excuse fell flat. “We might be safe here,” she continued more seriously, “but once we leave this place?” She shivered. “Out there, in the wider world . . . that equation changes. There are monsters, which will hunt us. We can’t afford loose cannons out there. One person’s stupidity could bring one of the . . .” She stopped talking and he could see horror etched across her features. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They want to be in control, and if they succeed, we’re all doomed.” The baby started crying. “Can we go to the kitchen? She likes the breeze.” 
 
    Daniel went to follow, figuring that Trudy had more advice to give. After her husband and now Zach getting hurt, he had been expecting her to be against him, but apparently it was the opposite. 
 
    “Hey, you!” 
 
    The rude yell came from behind him. Trudy’s words echoed in Daniel’s head. He needed to take a firmer leadership position. 
 
    He turned, and Beau, flanked by two other men, stalked towards him. His companions were two of the men who had followed Beau earlier. Daniel’s eyes skipped over them. Non-combatants. He wondered what their classes were. 
 
    “Yeah, you.” The man had been drinking. Daniel could smell the beer on him from here. “You need to stop lording over us.” 
 
    Daniel’s preferred way of dealing with drunks was to diffuse the situation, but if he could not do that, he would not back down. 
 
    “Open the stairways. I know you have cleared other floors. This floor is too restrictive, and the lack of doors is infuriating.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re not in charge, mate.” Beau’s finger poked him in his chest. Daniel barely stopped himself from reacting and snapping it off. “If you don’t open them, we’re going to have issues.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Beau’s two companions moved up to loom on either side of him. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking,” Beau said. 
 
    “No, you were ordering.” Daniel’s instincts were screaming at him to hit first, but he held back. 
 
    “True, right. So, open it up.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “Then you can come with us and make it not dangerous.” 
 
    “Daniel, are you planning on clearing more floors?” Trudy asked from behind him, trying to help. 
 
    “Pathetic, always hiding behind skirts.” 
 
    The men next to Beau giggled at that. 
 
    “You guys have been drinking.” 
 
    “No shit, Sherlock.” 
 
    “New rule.” Daniel said it loud enough so the crowd Priscilla had shown at his back could hear. “Alcohol is reserved to those who contribute to society.” 
 
    “What, and you’re the judge of that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You don’t want to do this, mate.” 
 
    “But I’m going to do it,” he told them. 
 
    “You’re not in charge.” 
 
    Priscilla was there. That gave him options. Can you show me if he swings? he thought. 
 
    Strong feelings of yes swamped him. 
 
    “I want all the alcohol brought to my room,” Daniel yelled out and then spun on his heels, dismissing the drunk men as irrelevant by his motions. 
 
    His vision froze as Priscilla did her thing. It was not Beau attacking him, but the guy on the left, and it was just a push. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Stepping sideways, Daniel rotated his body. Hands up, grabbing the idiot. 
 
    Strength. 
 
    Daniel threw him forward, then realised that Carly, of all people, was in the spot where he was about to toss the man. He redirected and held slightly longer to effectively body-slam the man into the floor. It would hurt him more, but he would not hurt an innocent bystander, especially one of his team. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    The noise did not sound pleasant. There were broken bones involved. 
 
    Time froze again. Dark magic was forming in Beau’s hands. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Daniel let his club flash out while asking it not to poison. 
 
    There was a crack as his club hit the hand, and the magic bolt shot up into the roof. Sharp spikes on every inch of the weapon instantly opened long grazes. 
 
    There was a groan on the floor. The third man was backing away in alarm. 
 
    “Try that again and there will be consequences.” Once more, Daniel turned his back and walked away. “Bring all the alcohol to my room. I’m not letting you bludgers drink it anymore.” Then he froze and looked straight at Beau, his heart thundering. That prick had tried to hit him with magic. “Pushing is fine. But if you attack me with magic again, I’ll lock you on a zombie floor and leave you there. Once you have cleared it of enemies, you’ll have as many rooms as you want and all the alcohol you can find. Hell, if you want to, I can let you out in level twenty-three right now.” 
 
    The man shook his head quickly. 
 
    Typical, Daniel thought, not that there was a chance in hell that Beau could clear a floor. He might beat one zombie and maybe two, but after that, his magic would be depleted, and he would be helpless. As Daniel walked past Trudy, she patted him on the back, as did Alisha. Maybe they needed someone to take charge, or possibly they were just glad Beau had been put back into his place. 
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    Chapter 73 
 
    Now that he knew Zach was safe, he turned his mind toward killing the final two zombies on floor twenty-one. Priscilla, by this point, had fully categorised them. One was an Ice zombie with a touch of enhanced Speed, and the second a typical hulk. Thick skin and immense strength. Daniel reacted slightly when the mouse supplied those details. Earth Armour and Speed were the zombies he had learnt to fear. 
 
    When he returned downstairs, he found Hua Chua sitting in the stairwell of level twenty-four with sweat glistening on her forehead, and she was puffing heavily. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    She looked up. “I clean, lots of magic. Very tiring.” 
 
    Daniel looked down into the partial darkness and was surprised to see that a lot of the mess was gone. More importantly, the smell had vanished, replaced with fresh clean air. “The bodies?” 
 
    “We took care of that,” Ivey said from behind him. He turned to look at his fighters. “We threw them out the window after scavenging anything useful.” She caught his expression and rescinded the sarcasm. “It is all in room forty-three.” She pointed. “It was hard to label cores because of the state of the bodies, but we did our best.” 
 
    “Later,” Daniel declared. “There are two more zombies to take care of, a hulk and an ice mage. I’m going to draw them into the stairwell.” Daniel went into the freshly smelling space and immediately saw the dried bloodstains. While Hua Chu had gotten rid of the mess, she had obviously baked in the worst of the stains rather than extract them altogether. Not that he cared. There were no slippery body parts to trip over and, just as importantly, there was no smell. The walls now having an interesting-looking paint job did not bother him in the least. 
 
    Thirty percent of his traps were still intact, and he repositioned them to create a new kill zone. His plan was to stand on the landing on floor twenty-two and meet them. It was unlikely they could scramble up two flights of steps, but even if they did, he was confident that his abilities and his club could take care of them, anyway. 
 
    Priscilla, bring them, he thought while using his magic to open the door. He was not helpless. Restraint vines criss-crossed the space in front of him, which would slow the zombies if they reached that far; and Ingrid, Ivey, and Tamara were on the steps leading up, ready and able to supply support. 
 
    Through his eyes, he saw Priscilla trying to bait the zombies. “Help,” he yelled, but if they heard, they did not noticeably react. 
 
    Bite them. 
 
    Distaste washed up from the mouse, but he saw her go for the ice zombie, biting it on the soft skin between its toes. It blurred forward, but Priscilla was moving faster. The zombie chased her out the door. 
 
    “Help,” he hollered again. 
 
    “ARRRGGG.” A blood curling scream was unleashed from right behind him. Daniel turned, bringing his club up defensively, only to see Ivey smiling. Priscilla showed him both zombies running towards them. 
 
    “Again,” he ordered. 
 
    “ARRRGGG.” 
 
    They paused at the base of the door, refusing to come up. 
 
    “Again,” he whispered. 
 
    “ARRRGGG.” It was shockingly loud in the stairwell. Echoing. The door next to them shuddered as a heavy body slammed against it. Floor twenty-two was not yet cleared, and he wondered if maybe this was the wrong call. 
 
    The door to his left trembled as the monster slammed into it once more. 
 
    Ivey was backing away up the stairs, making space from the potential threat. Daniel touched the wood and then sighed in relief. It was not even close to breaking. 
 
    There was another image from Priscilla. The two zombies below were retreating, shambling away, no longer interested in coming up. They had not taken the bait. Something about the stairwell worried them, or maybe they had seen their companions die within their depths. 
 
    There was another thump next to them. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it won’t break,” Daniel assured the others. “We’re not in any danger.” The zombies below were still retreating. “And those two will not take the bait. We’re going to have to fight them on the floor below.” 
 
    “RARRAG,” the zombie behind the solid door roared in frustration. Daniel ignored it, as there was no way it would get through. 
 
    “That sounds . . .” Tamara said, nodding. 
 
    “Like a childish tantrum,” Daniel responded absently. She smiled, even as the door shook again. Some dust fell from the ceiling. 
 
    “Are you sure it can’t break through?” Ivey asked. 
 
    Daniel checked. The wooden structure was completely undamaged, but there was more to look at than just the wood. He checked the sides and the anchor points. Despite the dust, the brickwork was still solid. With a flick of power, he grew the anchors further, extending the roots that were holding the door in place through the hollow bricks that filled the wall behind the plaster. He had learnt more about how high-rises were built this week than in his whole life. 
 
    “Positive. Get the rest of the team. We’re going to have to set up defences below.” Below him, the door to the lower level slammed closed, sealing the two zombies away just in case they changed their mind. If Daniel and his companions were going out in the corridor as opposed to fighting in the stairwell, they would need additional restraints. Controlling the battlefield was critical to protecting themselves. There were plenty available on floor twenty-four, so he walked up with the others. “Dave, can you help?” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    They grabbed two rolls of restraints each and then walked down together. While Daniel was clearing the traps and adjusting them to be moveable once more, Ivey brought the other fighters down. She was telling the new fighters how they were going to approach it. Get out, quickly but quietly place the traps down, and then when ready, lure them to their death. 
 
    “And then they will die.” She was smiling, confident and happy while directing everything. Calculating angles and the explosive power of the different traps. 
 
    Priscilla sent him an image: They were back in the room from earlier. Daniel put a finger on his lips and then silently, the door swung open. 
 
    It was killing time. 
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    Chapter 74 
 
    Dave went left, and Daniel went right. Priscilla blurred to help Dave. Five large, silent steps and Daniel put down the first restraint, attaching one side to the wall and then the other. 
 
    Priscilla blurred back past him, returning to make sure that the zombies were not coming from the other direction. Slotting in traps, Daniel then added a second, outer ring of restraints. Their makeshift fortress sprang into being. A human would look at what they had put down and run, but not the ferals. A killing field of pressure traps and trip wires strung across the corridor to stop the beasts from physically getting near them. It would be enough. They had their front-line of fighters, then archers, and then magic users, and practically, the traps had already proven themselves to be sufficient. 
 
    Daniel turned to face Ivey and  put his hands over his ears. Tamara and Ingrid, who had been exposed to her zombie calling method, mimicked him. 
 
    “ARRRGGG.” 
 
    Twang. An arrow slammed into the ceiling. 
 
    “Far out,” Carly’s dad cursed as he spun around, almost falling over, trying to see who was dying. 
 
    “Sorry,” a red-faced teenager said. Grabbing a second arrow, he looked askance at where his first projectile was buried in one of the roof panels. 
 
    Priscilla shared her vision. The zombies had exited the room they were in, with the hulk leading them. The eyes he saw were all sparkling. Saliva dangled from the hulk’s mouth.  
 
    “They’re coming,” Daniel told the others grimly, taking half a step forward to get ready to meet them. 
 
    “Down,” Ingrid ordered. 
 
    Grimacing, Daniel sank down onto his haunches to give the range the opportunity to shoot over his head. Only if the zombies got close would he leap forward to engage them. 
 
    Twang, twang, whoosh, twang, crackle. 
 
    Arrows, a fireball, and what looked like an ice missile shot over Daniel’s shoulder and slammed into the lead feral. It was the Ice Speed one, and it went down, an arrow he assumed was Ingrid’s through its eyes. 
 
    The hulk pushed the falling body out of its way and kept going, plunging into the first restraint, and jerked to a halt. 
 
    Noises of arrows firing—and more magic—came from behind him, and the hulk’s body twitched. Arrows slammed home; a firebolt hit its chest and burned the thick fur away. 
 
    Crack! An arrow slammed home through the weakened fur where the fireball had landed and embedded fully into the chest. 
 
    The monster was not roaring like they tended to do. It launched itself sideways, and the restraints on one side gave way, and it toppled over with its arms still wrapped up. Once on the ground, it shuddered, then stopped moving. 
 
    “Dead,” Ivey confirmed after a moment. 
 
    “Good job, all,” Daniel said brightly, even while feeling slightly annoyed. He was supposed to be the deadly killer, but these had been taken out by the others. Internally, he kicked himself. This was not something to be concerned about. These were the fights he wanted, where the monsters died and he didn’t. 
 
    “What next?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “I guess you give the trapped humans the good news. I have a beer problem to deal with.” 
 
    “It was the right call,” Luke said. 
 
    “Yep,” Ingrid said. “I can’t believe they think it is okay to get drunk and expect others to feed them.” 
 
    “Hopefully it doesn’t backfire,” Daniel told them. His earlier demonstration had shown his superiority, but small-town bullies like Beau were the type to have short memories. 
 
    Priscilla ran up Daniel’s leg and onto his shoulder, making a point of being in Ivey’s eyeline. Ivey recoiled slightly, and he got annoyed at the mouse. 
 
    A sense of protectiveness radiated out of Priscilla. She did not trust Beau and would not let him be unescorted anywhere the other man could reach. That resolve was punctuated by an image of the dark magic in Beau’s hands. 
 
    Me too, girl, he thought back at her. That dark magic felt dangerous. In a straight fight, Daniel would have no difficulty stopping him, but blindsided? 
 
    Priscilla sent a vision of herself wearing a Superman suit, standing on two legs with her chest puffed out. It was ridiculous and oh so cute. 
 
    “Yeah, you can protect me.” He scratched her chin. 
 
    “What?” Tamara asked. 
 
    “Ahh, nothing, just man and familiar business.” 
 
    “You know we all heard,” Tamara teased. 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    “No one cares,” Ivey said, interrupting them. “Before you go, can you deactivate the traps?” 
 
    “Sure.” Daniel dropped to his knees and got to work. Priscilla ran around, helping. 
 
    In his mind, he constructed an image of alcohol bottles and a desire. Priscilla promptly dashed to the nearest room and sent back an image of a desktop complete with a half-filled bottle of whisky. 
 
    Good, he thought back to her. But upstairs, he pictured levels twenty-four and five, along with two chip packets. Up there. 
 
    She rushed up, scampering over his clothes till she reached his shoulder and then she stilled, apart from nodding vigorously. He scratched her chin and stood up. “They’re deactivated. I’m going upstairs.” 
 
    Tamara and half the fighters followed him. He was slightly surprised when Carly’s dad—Luke, Luke—fell into position behind him. Clearly ready to defend him from any threat that might be out there. A surprising amount of alcohol had been delivered to Daniel’s room, and he built a nest of thorns to protect it. The barrier would not survive that long against a determined attack, but with an alarm built in, he would find out about it fast enough to do something. 
 
    A lot of the new recruits from floor twenty-one stopped by with supplies from their level. Ivey reported on their skills a short time later. Their combat split was very similar to everywhere else, with seven of the sixteen having a combat class. That gave him twenty-ish, plus the kids, plus himself and the club. 
 
    They were not an army yet, but they were attaining critical mass. 
 
    More beer and wine were delivered. 
 
    “Where’s this from?” 
 
    “Level twenty-one. Priscilla opened the doors for us,” Tamara told him. He had not realised that she had disappeared downstairs, but with Carly’s dad, Trudy, and the archer who had shot the roof when startled, he had been safe from surprise attacks. “She’s a smart mouse.” 
 
    “She is, but don’t let her hear. She’ll just get a big head.” 
 
    Tamara giggled. “You know she’s on your shoulder.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He scratched Priscilla under the chin while she preened. 
 
    “What’s your plan? There are no more humans to save on these floors.” 
 
    “Clear out the zombies on the nearby levels. I’m worried about them breaking out and causing problems.” 
 
    “But getting your own supply of alcohol was the number one priority,” Tamara teased. 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “I know. I heard what happened.” 
 
    “We can’t afford those behaviours,” he told her tiredly. “Today it might just be the three, but then what happens if Carly’s dad wants to join them?” 
 
    “Luke,” she corrected absently. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to say no to Luke. After all, he has been risking his life, so why shouldn’t he get a reward? And eventually, it all collapses because everyone takes the easy path.” He nodded at the growing pile of drinks. 
 
    “It won’t make you friends.” 
 
    “I’m not here to make friends.” 
 
    “What are you here for, to protect Ivey?” Was there bitterness in her voice? 
 
    “No. I want to save the kids.” 
 
    Her eyes melted. “You mean that, don’t you.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you know how I met Jayden?” 
 
    “At an autograph signing,” he suggested. 
 
    She punched him lightly on the arm, an amused and hammed-up, scandalised expression on her face. “At a soup kitchen. We were both volunteering. Anyway, that was a long time ago. Let’s go kill some zombies?” 
 
    “In a moment. But first can you gather some fighters?” Daniel asked, 
 
    “They’re in the kitchen. Where to?” 
 
    “Level twenty-four.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Daniel just smiled neutrally. He could see Tamara thinking, and then understanding lit her face. “I’ll get them.” 
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    Chapter 75 
 
    Daniel walked slowly to level twenty-five. He could hear the others hurrying to catch up to him, and when he glanced back, some of the guys they had just rescued from downstairs were in the group. 
 
    “I’m not running a charity,” he told the new arrivals. “Everyone pulls their own weight.” 
 
    “We heard, son, and we agreed.” 
 
    Daniel nodded grimly and knocked. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “I have come for the alcohol.” 
 
    “Fuck off!” 
 
    “I will not do that.” Daniel struggled to keep himself from exploding in anger. There was silence. He knocked again. “I’m coming in.” 
 
    The doors were designed to only open inwards, but Daniel’s instructions flowed through the wood, and when he pulled, the door neatly swung outwards. A chair tumbled into the corridor. A makeshift barrier had been erected to stop anyone trying to force their way in, but of course it did nothing when someone could pull it clean off its hinges if he wanted to. 
 
    Daniel smiled at the shocked expression on the henchmen. 
 
    “This does not need to get messy.” 
 
    “He opened the door. I think we should give him the grog,” the man yelled. Daniel looked more closely at him. Mid-fifties and fit, he had heavy-duty boots on and had grabbed one of the spare spears. He was the second man from earlier, who had been there but had not physically attacked them. 
 
    “No,” Beau called out defiantly from inside the room. Daniel was fairly confident that Beau was the only magic user, so he stepped forward and tossed the chair that had fallen out of the room away. They had used a bed, a table, two suitcases, and the minifridge to secure the room. As he got closer, he could smell beer. Lots of it. 
 
    “No bludgers,” Daniel said firmly. 
 
    “We don’t want to fight,” the henchman said. 
 
    Beau appeared on the other side of the barricade. “But we will,” he promised. “No one made you boss. You want grog, get your own and leave real men alone.” 
 
    “I’m taking the alcohol.” 
 
    “You’re not stealing anything from me. Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    “I’m a cop. Been one for twenty years, and if you keep up your crap, pretending to be high and mighty, then I will cuff you. So, piss off and play with your toy swords somewhere else.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you were. Now, you’re nothing.” 
 
    Beau waved a hand as darkness coiled within it. 
 
    “How did that go for you last time?” Daniel challenged. “And remember what I said. You attack me with magic, and I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Hey, son, that’s a bit extreme.” Daniel looked at the fighter from downstairs. It took his attention from Beau, but Priscilla was on his shoulder, making sure Beau could not launch a surprise attack. The older man swallowed. “We don’t need to kill anyone.” 
 
    Daniel kept staring, and despite himself the man took a nervous step back. 
 
    “The old world is dead,” Daniel said, not breaking his glare. “I’m going to get us all out of here, but if anyone comes for me”—he switched his attention to Beau— “then I’ll eliminate them. Especially if it’s the second time.” 
 
    Beau looked furiously at him, and now that he had divulged his previous profession, Daniel could see it in how he carried himself. Tough, no nonsense, capable . . . and a registered, card-carrying arsehole. 
 
    Beau broke eye contact, and the dark magic vanished. “Fine, you can have it, but anything else we scavenge belongs to us.” 
 
    “No, I’m not negotiating. But if you contribute, you’ll get your drinks back.” 
 
    “I will not be your slave boy for a drink.” 
 
    Daniel said nothing. Beau glowered at him, but the others in the room started passing bottles. “And the Glenfiddich,” Daniel said when the alcohol stopped being passed along. Beau looked angry. 
 
    “That’s mine from before the shift.” 
 
    “I’ll put it aside,” Daniel said evenly. “But you aren’t having it till you help the community.” The man’s breathing sped up, dark energy gathering in both his hands. Then the magic died, and a false smile plastered his face. 
 
    “Make sure you do. Might is right, at the moment; but there’s a big world out there, and I have friends.” Beau smiled at him. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Beau held tightly to the bottle. 
 
    Daniel forced a smile and grabbed the bottle. 
 
    “Are you sure, kid?” 
 
    Daniel tugged and yanked the bottle out of the other man’s hand. Beau’s eyes flashed with anger, but Daniel had put up with enough of his attitude. With the last of the alcohol secured, he grabbed the door and swung it shut. Power lashed out, fusing the wood in the entrance just like it was thoroughly jammed. It was petty, and it made him feel a lot better. It would take them a long time to break out. 
 
    “That was tense,” the spearman said. “Can we kill ferals now?” 
 
    Priscilla sent an image of three packets of chips. 
 
    I thought we agreed on two, Daniel sent back. 
 
    A reminder that she had found three different caches came back to him with a packet associated with each one. The mouse was quivering with excitement. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “He talks to the mouse,” Tamara volunteered. “And I’m pretty sure Priscilla understands.” 
 
    “Two more caches to collect,” Daniel told them loud enough that Beau could hear. 
 
    “Hey!” the exclamation of surprise came from the locked door. 
 
    Daniel smiled more genuinely. “This way.” 
 
    They collected the two hidden stashes. One was in a suitcase in a cupboard and the other in a hole in a bathroom wall. 
 
    “They were serious about their alcohol, weren’t they?” Tamara said. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Priscilla?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “She’s a star.” Tamara scratched the mouse’s chin. “How many packets?” she whispered in his ear. Her hot breath made him shiver slightly. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    Tamara laughed. “And clever.” 
 
    The three full boxes of alcohol that took two men each to carry were placed down in the secured room, and the barriers were put back in place. 
 
    There were still a few hours of daylight, which was enough time to kill some zombies. The guys who had been pinned down on level twenty-one were enthusiastic. They had lost people, and this was an opportunity to strike back. 
 
    To clear floor twenty-two, they used the same plan as previously. Let them come up the stairs through the traps and then into a defended position on level twenty-four. All the useful non-fighters had already been evacuated to level twenty-five, and Daniel did not care about Beau’s group. After Zach’s experience, Tom, a kid they had saved from level twenty-nine, ran up the steps and outdistanced his pursuers. Earlier, Zach had just gotten unlucky, as there had been a Speed zombie near the stairwell when he had initiated the plan. Set up as they were without as many traps, the archers and magic users got a workout as around half of the ferals reached their floor. 
 
    Priscilla did a sweep and identified that four had not followed the crowd. In response, Ivey organised them to create a beachhead. They waited till none of the ferals were near and then spilled out silently. Restraint nets went up, and when they were in position, Ivey screamed. All four zombies charged them, but they came one at a time, and the humans’ ranged magic and arrows tore them apart. Three of them before they even reached the defences. One made it but got tangled in the first restraint netting and summarily torn to bits by their ranged forces. 
 
    At long last, it felt like they had an army. 
 
    “We can win this,” one of the new guys yelled. His wooden mace was unbloodied, but his shield at least was scratched. He had successfully blocked one feral upstairs. 
 
    “Let reset and clear twenty-three. Six and seven will need to wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Nah, we can do them all today.” 
 
    “Our traps are gone,” Daniel said tiredly. 
 
    “We don’t need traps.” 
 
    “We do,” he told the annoying man. “The next floor has just four elites, but the higher floors have nine and eleven, respectively. I’m not engaging them without a full defensive setup.” 
 
    “No unnecessary risks,” Ivey said firmly. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts,” Daniel snapped, letting his annoyance show. “There was a reason we could save you, and it’s because we survived, because we did not take risks.” 
 
    The new guy shut up. After all, that was a hard line to come back to. 
 
    They reorganised their positioning. Now that twenty-two was cleared, they decided it would be safer to funnel the new floor down instead of up. There was no point sending monsters toward the non-combat classes. As Daniel worked, it was clear their store of traps was running as low as he expected. 
 
    “Ivey.” The girl looked up and immediately came over when he gestured. Like they knew he wanted to discuss strategy, Dave, Ingrid, and Luke followed her. “The traps will kill a couple on the stairs, but then we will have nothing in front of us.” 
 
    Ivey pointedly turned towards their increasingly significant fighting force. “They need experience.” She shrugged. “If we throw restraint nets up, that should be enough.” 
 
    “I think it’s dangerous,” Daniel told her. 
 
    “The stairwell is trapped. How many are going to make it through? There are what, four elites? There are fifteen of us.” 
 
    “It will only take an hour to entrench ourselves.” 
 
    “Honestly better if we don’t,” Ivey told him. “We all need experience. While you clearly get a flow from traps, I doubt it is the same level numbers that fighting one versus one would grant you. Put up the nettings and we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “It feels reckless.” 
 
    “You won’t always be around,” Luke said. “The rest of us need to fight by ourselves.” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. He appreciated the logic, but it felt irresponsible. 
 
    With all their traps in place, Daniel examined the force that had set up. While they did not look crusader formidable with shiny armour and bristling with weapons, they looked dangerous. It felt almost like a band of barbarians who were so disdainful of the ability of their opponents they had not bothered throwing on armour. A “give me trusty weapons and friends to fight with and I can take on anything” sort of vibe. They even stood with that threat of violence. Three shield users at the front, then the melee fighters, followed up by the archers and mages. He would not want to be charging that group, that was for sure. The zombies, however, would just see meat rather than a threat. 
 
    Yet Ivey had a point. As formidable as they appeared, they needed to understand what battle was. They had to experience the terror of the fight, see the whites of their enemies’ eyes, christen themselves in the crucible of battle. They were all level fifteen. They were all superhuman relative to what they had been a week ago. But they had yet to put in practice what the system had taught them. They had to learn not to freeze up once claws started getting thrown in earnest. 
 
    “Okay,” Daniel said, finally accepting the group decision. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    The small force they had gathered lacked combat experience. Once they gained it, they could take on the larger threats above them. But for now, too many of them were untested, and this was a good time to expose them. Even if things went wrong, they would possess the overwhelming advantage over the dozen or so ferals that would get down to them. 
 
    It was time. 
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    Chapter 76 
 
    Daniel’s attention flipped up to where Priscilla was. She was sitting next to Tom, ready to release the door and let the ferals out. One of the two of them had to do it, and since she could do it safely, it fell to her to set everything in motion. 
 
    He could not hear anything through the link, but she must have squeaked because Tom turned to look at her. He was twelve and understood what was needed. That squeak, followed by the green glow of her magic, signalled the start of the fight. 
 
    Through the mouse’s eyes, Daniel could see the apprehension on the boy’s face, but the kid did not hesitate, leaning forward and pushing on the door. It opened outwards soundlessly. Tom took a deep breath and yelled. From two flights down, Daniel could hear him, his voice distant, but the terror was there. If that did not get zombie blood racing, Daniel was not sure what would. 
 
    Then Tom stood there. Frozen solid, not moving. Run! Daniel wanted to scream the words. The vision blurred, and Daniel glimpsed an ear before the mouse lunged forward. 
 
    She had bitten him, Daniel realised, to jolt him from his terror. 
 
    Another blur. Tom had a hand against his ear, looking dazed. Then he looked at the open door, panic on his face, and he ran down the stairs. He was taking them three at a time at a reckless pace. 
 
    Priscilla followed, watching and monitoring, and as Tom passed traps, Daniel directed his power to activate them. 
 
    Just before the third landing, Tom’s foot slipped, and he started tumbling down the stairs. Priscilla blurred forward, reaching for the trap moments before Tom landed on it. There was a glow in his vision as she made sure it would not accidentally trigger by permanently frying the shooting mechanism. 
 
    Then she danced backwards. Tom rose to his feet, clearly gasping for air. 
 
    A shadow went between Tom and the light Tamara had left. He looked towards it. Priscilla did the same. 
 
    A zombie was leaping down on top of them, both hands outstretched, claws ready to rend. 
 
    Daniel physical recoiled. 
 
    There was a flash. 
 
    Priscilla, invisible to the zombies, blurred forward, fixing the trap that she had ruined before looking upwards at the feral that had triggered Tom’s defences. It was a hairless one, shallow cheeks, black eyes, slicked-back hair, and was wearing a tattered jumper and jeans. Its fingernails, like all the ferals’, were over an inch long, and these curled into sharp points. There was no blood on any of them. 
 
    Daniels’s heart slowed, and Priscilla blurred away. 
 
    His connection with Priscilla broke. “Start yelling,” he ordered, while reactivating all the traps in the stairwell. The bottom door was open, and he could hear the loud cracks of traps and the thundering roars of the zombies as they tried to run down the stairs. Everyone started screaming, Ivey’s impression of a damsel in distress overshadowing the others. 
 
    The first zombie appeared. It was an elite, covered toe to hair in the brown of earth armour. It looked and then charged at them. An arrow hit its shoulder and bounced off. Daniel tensed the club in his hands. It would be best to parry the blows till the earth armour faded. 
 
    In front of him, the new shield guy charged forward, faster than a human was supposed to move. He held his shield out, and his entire body was encased in a silver glow. He slammed into the humanoid with a clear grunt of pain. The feral was knocked off its feet so that it went flying backwards almost five metres. The physics did not work as they should have, which told Daniel that it was a magic trick the man must have utilised. Whatever it was called, it was effective. 
 
    The zombie launched itself back to its feet, snarling, and started running towards them. But those two seconds of it being knocked away and then recovering were telling. The earth armour receded, and arrows slammed home, turning it into a porcupine. It faltered and fell over dead. 
 
    More zombies came, and the ranged fighters took them out from a distance. Another one got close, and the crazy shield guy intercepted that, too. 
 
    “Get behind the restraints,” Ivey yelled at him.  
 
    The crazy shield man retreated, and the zombie he had knocked back died. “Yee-haw, a level,” he yelled. 
 
    “You’re Australian,” Ivey complained. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Yee-haw,” she repeated, and the man-child blushed. 
 
    “It sounds cool.” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Ivey said to a chorus of nods. 
 
    Over ten zombies had been taken down. Priscilla went upstairs to confirm that none had stayed on their original floor. They had, as a group, acted more like a single unified pack than other levels, which had always had loners and fragments in their hierarchy. Unsurprisingly, they had all committed to killing the new prey. 
 
    “We need to gather the food and alcohol before the scabs get here,” Daniel declared before a recognisable shift started in his stomach. It was not butterflies. “Ivey, it’s happening again.” He warned the others before doubling over helplessly. Per tradition, post battle, the cores he had swallowed were unleashed. Six Speed, three Earth Armour, four Strength, and one more Telekinesis all reacted at the same time. 
 
    Daniel collapsed to his knees and noticed Dave struggling with the same problem. The mutated but non-feral man was crouched on his haunches, his head cradled in his hands. Then Daniel forgot all about Dave as the pain sped up. He wished he could sink through the floor. The cheap carpet held him firmly in check. The agony did not relent for a moment, and time stretched on. He could perceive people around him. Hands on his shoulders, words that he could not quite parse as his senses went haywire. 
 
    Feet moving away, others coming back. More commotion. Answering with a groan, as the world spun, danced, and the cores created a noise like a banshee cat caught in a washing machine. Finally, the pain receded, and he was alone in the corridor. Sweat covered his face, but when he shifted, he looked down. The red and white carpet had no blood. 
 
    Such an intense reaction, but then he had deliberately consumed more elite cores than would have been healthy. 
 
    “Better?” a soft female voice asked. 
 
    Daniel started, despite himself. He had the power to slow time and destroy the most powerful of zombies, but ultimately, he was still human. The unexpected presence had startled him. His lack of care was not as stupid a decision as it appeared at face value. He had felt Priscilla behind him so had relaxed. 
 
    Not recognising the voice, he looked around to see who it was. It was Carly. 
 
    “Yes . . . I was asked to keep watch on you.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “I think the integration took an hour, but I’ve only been here for twenty.” 
 
    He slumped back to the ground, realising he was drenched with sweat and his muscles were still trembling. 
 
    “Healing?” 
 
    It washed over him, and the aches and pains vanished. 
 
    “That helped?” Her voice was curious. 
 
    He stood, springing from lying down to his feet effortlessly, the ready power and agility that he now possessed on full display. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it fixed the damage from all the fits.” 
 
    “Makes sense. You were twitching violently. Is it worth it?” 
 
    Speed. 
 
    With a blur, he shifted ten metres further away and winked at her. Then shifted back. He was puffing, but he thought not as much as he would have been previously. “Definitely worth it. That Speed is two dead zombies, and with every core, how long I can sustain it increases.” 
 
    “You were moving like one of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have a special ability that allows me to absorb their powers. It looked like what they do because I was doing the same thing. Don’t try it yourself. I think if anyone else tries it, their head explodes.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No idea. Ivey just said it would be bad. How are you after what happened earlier?” 
 
    Carly flinched slightly. “I don’t think I’m a fighter.” 
 
    Daniel looked at her carefully, wondering how much to say. “I consider you to be brave.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re what, sixteen?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” she corrected absently. 
 
    “And you volunteered to fight zombies, got injured, and now you’re here standing guard.” 
 
    “The ferals are all dead.” She was smiling at him, having seen the number of times Ivey had corrected his name for the humans who had died in the transformation. 
 
    “I think you’re underselling just how impressive that is. Most of the adults up there don’t have that courage. There’s a big difference between volunteering and doing so after you realise it’s real and you can get hurt.” 
 
    “I’m a fraud. I only came because Ivey insisted it was safe.” 
 
    He waved the protestations away. “We’re all scared. I’m scared, Ivey and Tamara too.” 
 
    “Dave and Dad as well,” Carly confirmed. 
 
    “Dave?” 
 
    “Yeah, we talked.” Yep, of course, the zombie that was not capable of talking English had been around being more social than Daniel. 
 
    “Bravery is not about never being scared. Bravery is doing what you have to, even when you are petrified.” 
 
    Carly looked down uncertainly. Then nodded agreement. She looked ready. 
 
    They headed upstairs. Daniel went straight to his old room, which was now the alcohol store. He was not surprised to find the team gathered crowded into the small space. 
 
    “Cold beer?” Tamara asked. 
 
    “How many packets did this cost you?” 
 
    “Two,” she said cheerfully, while Daniel shot an annoyed glance at the mouse. 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Tamara went into the bathroom and handed a beer across to him. It was icy to touch. 
 
    “Not fully chilled,” Luke told him. “Reminds me of all the time I threw them in the fridge too late.” 
 
    “Gabby,” Daniel called, seeing the girl going past. “Can you please spread the word that anyone who wants drinks and has contributed to the community can come by?” 
 
    She nodded, and he sat on the floor with the beer, being careful to leave a clear pathway to the pile of drinks near the cocoon he had built. 
 
    “Leadership suits you,” Ivey said. 
 
    He groaned and waved the compliment away and took a sip of the beer. Warm, just as Carly’s dad had warned. 
 
    “Good progress today,” Luke observed. “We have two floors to clear above, and then what?” 
 
    “We keep going,” Daniel said simply. 
 
    “What’s the plan? Blow a hole in the floor?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I think we’ll go up rather than down.” 
 
    “Why?” the man asked. 
 
    “Because there are still people alive in that direction.” 
 
    “It’ll be the same down.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “What don’t I know?” Luke, Carly’s dad, asked. 
 
    Daniel looked at them all. “When I sense downwards, I don’t sense any humans. That and I felt zombies moving between floors.” 
 
    “Mutated humans,” Ivey corrected. Carly giggled. 
 
    “I’ll confirm overnight, but I think floors fifteen to nineteen are controlled by a single pack of zombies. Perhaps even more floors than that.” 
 
    “Intelligent?” 
 
    “I think so, and if they are . . .” Daniel left the rest unsaid. 
 
    “You’re worried that our trap method won’t work.” 
 
    “Yes, so we go upstairs hopefully to save some more people and then meet the monsters below with more core fighters.” 
 
    They chattered away, guarding the booze. Dinner was delivered to them, but it was just a nutty gruel. 
 
    “Food is going to be a problem,” he commented. 
 
    “Alisha thinks that clearing upwards will solve that. The next set of floors are apartments, instead of hotel rooms,” Carly told him. 
 
    Daniel nodded. Apartments would logically have a better selection of food. Plus, if there were potted plants, then he could do some actual farming. Grow the sustenance they needed from whatever seeds were available. If there were some old apples, he could grab the pips. He was confident he could get an apple tree growing new fruit in under a day. 
 
    He smiled. That would be nice, to use his power to grow, rather than to kill. 
 
    Unlike some others, he only nursed his beer. Half of him wanted to get drunk, but he had promised to save the kids, and he did not have the time to go off on frivolous diversions. 
 
    With the light having rapidly faded, he followed everyone else to the kitchen. The cooking had finished, but they were here to reach out to the other humans. It was time to understand what was happening outside the tiny ecosystem of their tower. 
 
    It was almost dark outside, and Daniel walked over and looked down at the wider world. Someday soon, he would need to face it and beat it. Daniel knew he had avoided the subject. Eventually, they would have to confront some of the monsters he had seen in the distance. But not today, and he wanted to confront each impossible task one after another and not worry about the future ones. Otherwise, that pressure would overwhelm him. Today’s task had been to save the four floors with humans. Tomorrow would probably be to claim another chunk of floors and hopefully save some people higher in the tower. 
 
    Small steps. Steady progress every day, and eventually they would own this building. Then they would see what else they had to do. Run, hide, expand, fight the behemoths out there. That was a decision for another time.  
 
    For now, he had a simpler goal: Survive. 
 
    And if he had the power, extend his protection to others. 
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    Chapter 77 
 
    The light show started. 
 
    “Ten survived, one lost, optimistic.” 
 
    “Four alive, three dead. Trapped. Need help.” 
 
    Not happening, Daniel thought. None of them had the strength to save themselves, let alone others. 
 
    “Combined group. Now fourteen. Five fell, floor secured.” 
 
    Dave made a claw up gesture at that summary. Yes, they had secured an entire floor, and versus the bulk of the updates, it was a success; but overall, humans were the cockroaches of the system. Unable to hurt the monsters around them but tenacious in their survival, at least so far. 
 
    “I think around twenty percent of the people in our viewing range have died over the last day,” Ivey summarised. “However, the security of the survivors has increased.” 
 
    Dave started flashing his own summary of their situation out to the wider world. Their little group was about to get famous. From what had been captured so far, they had the most territory secured out of everyone they had spoken to. Three other groups were bigger, but the way they were losing numbers, that would not last. 
 
    “Ask about other life in our building.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    More flashing from Dave. Information came back, and Ivey scribbled it down. 
 
    “No contact with anyone below. Two contacts above, and an SOS from the top of the building.” 
 
    “Tell them about using kids,” Daniel suggested. 
 
    “No,” Tamara objected. 
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” Carly’s dad said, quickly agreeing with Tamara. 
 
    “Just tell them.” 
 
    Dave agreed with him and started flashing the message, even as the rest of the room tried to argue that they should not air their dirty laundry. To be honest, he was a little surprised that they felt so embarrassed about the choice. The world had changed, and while he was sure all three of the kids who had been “killed” by the zombies would wake up with nightmares, they would wake up. They were alive, and others lived. Frankly, that was all that mattered. 
 
    He had to use every tool available, and these groups needed to do the same. 
 
    “We sound like monsters,” Tamara said fiercely, though she had stopped protesting. 
 
    “I think more like practical survivors.” Daniel disagreed with her. “And successful ones.” 
 
    She harrumphed and disappeared, with Jayden following in her wake. 
 
    Dave put the lamp down; there was not much choice as the magic Tamara had created was fading now that she had departed. 
 
    “The SOS from above,” Ivey said quietly. “They’re being attacked by a monster that is travelling between floors.” 
 
    Daniel grimaced at that. 
 
    “You know that means it will come for us, eventually.” 
 
    “A problem for another day.” 
 
    “That was sad,” Alisha whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ivey agreed. “Depressing.” 
 
    “Not good.” 
 
    “Better than expected,” Luke disagreed. 
 
    Not good, but better than expected. Those two sentiments summed it up brilliantly. “We are the cockroaches,” he told the room. “Helpless, resilient at surviving.” 
 
    Luke grunted. “I don’t like being cockroaches. We need to carve out a better niche. Create a future for our kids.” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel agreed. “That is exactly what we should do . . . in the future.” Tomorrow they were going to go up, save lives, and kill whatever thing had caused the penthouse to issue an SOS. 
 
    The group broke up. “Will you stay with me?” Ivey asked, linking arms with him. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Level twenty-two, room forty,” she suggested. “I gave it a once-over earlier.” 
 
    They reached their room, and unlike everyone else, Daniel could lock the door behind them. The guaranteed privacy would be nice, and after Beau and his thugs, the extra safety was useful as well. 
 
    The light Ivey could conjure dimmed and flew off into the corner. She had a naughty look in her eyes. 
 
    “I think I need to reward the hero,” she whispered huskily while pulling off her top. 
 
    There was a crack in the room. 
 
    Instincts took over, and he was pushing in front of Ivey, bringing his club up to his shoulders, ready to hit anything that threatened. 
 
    Instinctively, Animal Sense flared. 
 
    Nothing was there. Only Priscilla? 
 
    The mouse was sitting on a chair in the corner, and as he watched, the chair fell apart, collapsing under its own weight. 
 
    “Priscilla.” 
 
    Ivey squealed and jumped onto the bed. A sense of apology with a hint of smugness came from the mouse. The imagery showed that she had been trying to make a nest in the chair, and it broke instead. 
 
    Suspicion filled him. That chair had not broken by accident. He was going to need to do something about the mouse. “She’s jealous.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Ivey purred. “I have dealt with jealous competition before.” On the bed, she started pulling off her jeans. “If you can be a hero and get rid of the mouse, I . . .” She ran a hand down her near-naked side. 
 
    He could definitely work with that. 
 
    Shoo, he thought. 
 
    Annoyed acceptance flowed back, and he could feel Priscilla obeying. 
 
    Still on edge, his Animal Sense flared again. Just to be careful, he spread it wider to make sure there would not be any other unwelcome interruptions. There was a presence at the door. 
 
    Four of them. 
 
    The door handle jerked as someone yanked on it. 
 
    “Damn it,” he snarled and threw an apologetic look toward Ivey. 
 
    The light dimmed further; Ivey knew that while he could not quite see in the dark, he had better vision than most people. Priscilla’s reluctant exit changed to all business, and she zipped up and away, disappearing through the crack into the wall and emerging further down the corridor. In just a blink, she was positioned to watch. 
 
    Four figures. Beau with dark magic in his hands, and the others armed with some axes Daniel had created for general use. The spear that the henchman had possessed earlier was gone. None of Beau’s friends were in combat classes. He knew that, as Beau was the only person who had taken a combat class and was not part of their frequent raids. 
 
    Why now? The thought flushed through him. Why couldn’t they just mind their own business? 
 
    Conflicting thoughts exploded through him. 
 
    Anger. Justice. Restraint. 
 
    The fight was a forgone conclusion. 
 
    They were idiots. Beau was the only one that represented the slightest risk to Daniel, and with Daniel’s Speed, he could dodge the man’s attacks and dart and land one strike. As big and bulky as Beau looked, the attributes one had from levels up were more important than pre-event muscle mass. Beau had almost certainly put all his level-up benefits into magic. 
 
    Not that he needed to get physical. There was a wall between him and them and, as the zombies had discovered, that made the other side impotent. 
 
    There were so many options that Daniel was spoiled with choice. 
 
    The more important question was what to do. 
 
    Compromise or destroy? 
 
    God, he had told Beau that he would kill him if he tried to attack him again. He had told him that with witnesses present. If he stepped away from the oath, then what? No one would believe any future threats. 
 
    “What?” Ivey asked, groping in the darkness to retrieve her top. 
 
    “Beau and friends,” he grimly whispered. “What do you want?” he called out more loudly. 
 
    “I just want to talk, farmer boy,” Beau claimed, while, with a flick of his head, two goons moved to either side of the door. Axes were on their shoulders, ready to strike the moment someone stepped out. 
 
    There was no subtlety, and it was like they had not worked out that Priscilla could scout for him. 
 
    “We can talk in the morning.” He had not expected them to come after him. Maybe raid the liquor room, but he had thought his display of superiority earlier would have bought him a few days of pretend obedience. 
 
    “I want to chat now,” Beau said. “Be a man and come out, or are you too cowardly?” 
 
    “Regime change,” Ivey whispered urgently to him. She abandoned looking for her top and instead grabbed him and hugged him tightly to stop him from charging out of the room. It was a weird juxtaposition of situations. The toxic masculine challenge and the very discrete awareness of the almost-nude body pressed against him. 
 
    “I’m off the clock,” he yelled back. “Come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. We do that and you wake us up with your furry guard and your protective skirts. It ends now. Be a man and face us.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “We’ll break the door down. There ain’t no one else on the floor.” 
 
    Which, unfortunately, was true. Daniel and Ivey had come down here to get privacy. 
 
    There was no point in putting it off. They were going to keep coming back for him. It ended today. Conciliation could go piss off to a gentler time. 
 
    “It’s just me, kid,” Beau yelled, clearly lying. “Let’s settle this man-to-man. A fistfight. I win, you swear to obey me in the future, and I’ll let you keep your girl.” 
 
    “And if I win?” 
 
    Priscilla showed him the smile that lit Beau’s features. It was best described as predatory. “Then I’ll do the same. We’ll never have this conversation again.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Ivey whispered to him, not letting go. “He won’t play fair.” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment and then kissed her on the lips. “Nor will I.” 
 
    Beau wanted to overthrow him before his power grew too much. So, the other man had acted decisively. He was too late; Daniel was way above him. Beau might understand how the level system worked and may have judged himself and lackeys against Daniel’s level-seventeen beast whisperer class and concluded that would be a favourable battle, but that was only a fraction of Daniel’s Strength. The zombie—the feral—core power curve was on a different level. 
 
    Ivey was still clutching him. Daniel thought furiously. Beau either needed to die or be exiled, but Daniel knew that was the same choice. The second only came into play if he was too cowardly to do the first or if he wanted to pander to the pacifists. 
 
    Zach’s brave face came to him. That little kid was willing to be bait to help lay the trap to kill the mutated humans, but more telling was afterwards. Even after being hurt, the boy had still wanted to come again. 
 
    Such courage. All the kids, in fact, were courageous; and that was the example he needed to look up to. 
 
    Carefully, he disengaged from Ivey, patting her comfortingly on the back. 
 
    He had this. A deep breath. He held the club in front of him. 
 
    It hungered, and he embraced the emotion. 
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    Chapter 78 
 
    The clarity of decision filled him. They would die. Daniel had not fully planned it out, but he wanted to lean into his growth magic. 
 
    Moving silently, he placed a hand on the door. 
 
    A green glow developed from his hand, and his senses shot out. 
 
    You are in my playpen, he thought dismissively, then briefly remembered how poor his control in that first zombie attack had been. If he had possessed a smidgen of his current skill, that fight would have been trivial. Or raw power, the small voice in the back of his head chimed. Both raw power and skill had ballooned. And the body count of zombies supported that assertion. 
 
    This time, it was different. 
 
    The outside appeared in duplicate. Priscilla, knowing instinctively what he needed, shared her stereo vision, while his Plant Sense gave him a general idea of where everyone was. The tiles on the roof directly above Beau shifted slightly, and then the length of a lasso formed, energy flooding into it to grow. 
 
    Simultaneously, both men standing in ambush were leaning on wood. Pressure built up in the surrounding wood. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Bear traps went off, but with flat bands as opposed to edges. The noose fell. 
 
    The moisture got sucked out of the falling vine, turning it into dead, ropey fibre instantly. As the water departed, the vine shrank. Not a lot, just by a couple of inches. It was all about timing. Beau was jerked off his feet, his head caught in the noose. 
 
    Beau clutched his vine with his dark, corrosive magic playing out against the dead fibre. The magic hit and did nothing, just like Daniel had guessed. Dark magic, while extraordinarily damaging against living flesh, had no power against dead material. The man’s eyes were bugging out. The two in ambusher position were wrapped with vines having tied up their arms. 
 
    Daniel threw the door open and looked at the chaos. Beau was hanging but had gotten his fingers into position to stop himself from choking. The two who had been preparing to cut Daniel to pieces when he emerged could not move. The one on the left had blood running down his face where his own axe had pierced his skin during the forceful closing of the trap. The other, from the gushing blood, had a broken nose. Daniel did not care. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    The fourth lackey looked at what had happened in disbelief. They had a candle still lit in the centre of the corridor. It made everything dance in flickering shadows. The axe fell from the last man’s hand and clumped on the carpet. Then he turned to run. 
 
    “Please,” Ambusher Two begged. 
 
    “What are you doing there?” he asked again while sending a mental command to Priscilla. The mouse zipped into action, and the stairwell door glowed green before the fourth man reached it. 
 
    Beau was thrashing, magic flaring in his hands. Daniel swung the club, clipping the offending wrist. He felt the slight tug as one point caught on skin. Beau lost control of the spell, and he cursed as the magic fired, burning into his casting hand. Daniel watched, fascinated, as the dark magic consumed Beau’s very flesh and turned the hand skeletal. Then anger flashed in Daniel. That was what Beau had wanted to do to him. 
 
    Daniel stepped forward, looking at the ex-cop who had tried to bully his way to a better life. Pain, fear, and desperation filled his eyes. 
 
    Restraint, compassion, conciliation? 
 
    No, Daniel thought to himself. None of that, only justice. No government could have survived this transition. There were no rules, and this man had clearly come intending to kill him. Anger flared inside him. The man he had literally saved from being trapped within his room and dying there had, because he wished to laze around, attempted to murder him. If Beau had succeeded, what would have happened to Gabby, Zach, and the baby? This was not even about Daniel. 
 
    If he let him go . . . Daniel knew that he would have to kill him later. He also understood that leaving him in the community would be like feeding cancer cells. Worse, if he did nothing, then Ivey would probably act. She was at risk just as much as he had been, and she had shown a willingness to discard old-world concepts. 
 
    This little coup could only end in death. Restraint, compassion, and conciliation—he scoffed at the ideas. This new world had no place for those ideals. 
 
    “What, cat got your tongue?” 
 
    “You are strangling him,” Ambusher One said with blood streaming from his nose where part of the constricting trap had hit it. 
 
    “So?” Daniel said in response, making no move to do anything. Beau was trying to grab the vine above him and lift himself up. His Strength would fail soon. It was like he had totally forgotten about the knife on his belt. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to help?” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “He’ll die,” Ambusher Two said. 
 
    “And what were you planning on doing to me?” 
 
    They shut up, and Beau, with a gasp, had pulled himself high enough to suck in some breath. 
 
    Ivey was directly behind Daniel, and he wondered what she was thinking. Most women would have been appalled by what he was doing, but she was not like anyone else he knew. Maybe Tamara—she, too, had that gorgeous, hard edge when needed. 
 
    Daniel swung the club casually in circles, not saying a thing. This was taking too long. He redirected the spinning club to flash past Beau’s hands like last time. The club in his hand shivered, and the teeth seemed to lunge. He had been intending to just knock the hand away, but the club gripped like Velcro and yanked instead. 
 
    It was Beau’s good hand. The impact tore it from the rope and ripped the ring finger and little finger clean off. Blood poured out. 
 
    Beau tried to scream, but he slipped, and the noose tightened, promptly robbing him of air. It looked like the man’s eyeballs were popping out. With a small shudder, he glanced away. Beau would find his knife or die; and given his panic, Daniel knew which one he was betting on . . . and if Beau found the knife, then he would die anyway. There was going to be no mercy for him today. 
 
    While he had done the deed, he did not need to watch it. Instead, he focused on the other two. To save the kids, he would do what was required. That was his vow to himself, and now he had to deal with the rest of the trash. 
 
    It would be easy to grow vines, loop them around their necks, and finish this. For a moment, buds sprouted on the wood behind the men. 
 
    A great shuddering breath and the buds sank back into the wood. Magically simple, click and the problem went, but Daniel needed to do better. 
 
    He could hear the fourth man trying and failing to open the stairwell door. Ivey made no request to save Beau, and if she had, Daniel would not have relented. 
 
    “You guys came to kill me,” he whispered. 
 
    “It was all Beau.” 
 
    “You came to kill me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. He promised we would be in charge. I’m sorry, I wouldn’t have done. I’m not a killer. I was scared, and he said the others would do the fighting and we would get the spoils.” 
 
    “Girls?” he asked quietly, dangerously. 
 
    “No,” the captured man said, instantly sounding disgusted at the idea. “I mean, if the right person wanted to, I wouldn’t. My wife is probably—” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Silence greeted him apart from the jostling door. Beau’s feet were no longer kicking. 
 
    “Idiot,” Daniel yelled out. The man at the stairwell froze, knowing that shout had been directed at him. He stared forlornly at the door that, despite everything he had tried, had not shifted. Daniel paused for a moment to let the man register the hopelessness of his situation. 
 
    “Come here. Sit there.” Daniel pointed at a spot on the floor next to the other wall. The man looked reluctant, but clearly realising the futility of resistance, he slunk back and sat as instructed. He was weak. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Everyone else jumped, especially the fourth man who was now as trapped as the other two. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Ivey asked. 
 
    He could kill them and finish this. Ivey would support him, and if he disposed of the bodies, no one would say anything. They would, however, think it, and there were so few humans left. There was also no reason to rush it. 
 
    “We can decide in the morning. Let’s go upstairs.” He held out a hand. Ivey nodded. 
 
    “You can’t leave us here.” 
 
    He ignored them. Light appeared in Ivey’s hand, and he pushed open the stairwell. 
 
    Stay, he thought at Priscilla. I want to hear everything they say. 
 
    Together, hand in hand, Daniel and Ivey walked up in silence. The door clicked shut behind them, cutting off the sounds of the men begging for mercy and not to be left restrained in the dark. A dark that might be filled with monsters. 
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    Chapter 79 
 
    They found a free room, and after sealing the door, Daniel collapsed next to Ivey. 
 
    She held him tight. Tiny shivers went through him. 
 
    “Are you crying?” she asked. 
 
    The sob slipped out. All Daniel could think about was that he had just killed a man—murdered, executed, however you wanted to say it. 
 
    “This is why we love you,” she whispered. “Because you care.” 
 
    That did not make it better, and he lay there struggling to bring himself under control while Ivey quietly held him and the voices of the men locked to the walls below reached him, courtesy of Priscilla. It was weird: He could get sound or vision, never both. 
 
    The men talked about lots of things. Whether they were going to die or be exiled, which was as good as dead. Lamenting at trusting Beau and even a surprising sentiment that one was glad Beau lost. That bit made Daniel perk up his ears, but the conversation went elsewhere. Ivey’s breathing had evened out. 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered, and thankfully, she did not stir. 
 
    Daniel half-wanted to stay there all night, and it was not like he could not be useful even from the random room they had selected. It had only taken him a minute to connect to one of his conduits, and then he went to work four floors below. Yet, as productive as he could be here, he knew he needed to move. 
 
    Three hours ago, he had swallowed twenty of the little electricity cores. By his count, they could trigger any time, and he did not want to be in the same room as Ivey when they went off. He would thrash about, and he was not convinced that the lightning released would stay fully within him. It would be better to be elsewhere. 
 
    Carefully, he slipped out. 
 
    Silence came back from Priscilla, and she was bored. 
 
    Don’t worry, you will get chips. A brief bit of interest and then more boredom. 
 
    Did he really need her down there? Daniel asked himself as he snuck out of the room. He had gotten enough from the conversation he had eavesdropped on. Beau had been the ringleader, and if they were willing to contribute, then they should be spared. They needed all the manpower they could get. While these three were non-combat classes, eventually, once things stabilised, those other professions would be vital to rebuild society. 
 
    Images flooded from Priscilla. She had been very bored and had been using her skills to their fullest to examine the prisoners. One had abilities related to metal and fire, so was clearly a blacksmith, even if she lacked the words to say it. Another had a weird class that appeared to be a plant researcher but was probably something completely different. The third seemed to be a builder. Those were useful classes.  In particular, the builder would be effective almost immediately. 
 
    More information about the farmer? 
 
    Images came back, and from their detail it was like she was reading the man’s mind. His class was all about cross-pollination of plants to make better species. There were skills for breeding and also identification, focused to see compatibility and whether they were poisonous, along with a scattering of fast growth abilities. Admittedly small-scale stuff. The synergies with Daniel’s own talents were material. In the short term, this man, realistically, could help feed the community. 
 
    Tomorrow he would have a chat with them about the future and see if they were still willing to integrate. After that, he would keep watch. 
 
    Daniel got down to level twenty-one. Pulling a mattress off a bed, he lay down upon it. Vines grew, cocooning him. This way, even when he started thrashing, he would not fall off the bed and hurt himself. Then he focused outwards on the floors below. If he pushed, he could see eight levels straight down; but realistically, his range was six. If he walked around, Daniel understood he could get full coverage down the extra two levels, but for now, six and a bit was sufficient. 
 
    He searched, checking everything, and as he had feared, there were no humans. Bugs and rodents had been driven to the crawl spaces. The full six levels were owned by zombies. His conduit plant got through into the internal linking stairwell, and sure enough, the doors were open. As he watched, a zombie went up three floors. It matched his early impression. 
 
    Watching what was happening with the zombies, Daniel began warding the floor beneath him, particularly the windows. He still worried about them climbing up the outsides of the hotel. If they tried to get up, at least this way he and the survivors would get a warning. 
 
    Daniel’s stomach trembled, and he quickly slipped his mouth gag on. It was softish wood that would not splinter. Hopefully, it would stop him from biting off his tongue. 
 
    There was a sharp shock, and his back arched up and he flopped fishlike to the side. Daniel tried to focus on his breathing. Then he attempted to send his consciousness through his conduit as a distraction, but every shock dragged him out. The zaps expanded until they occurred in a single, continuous wave. He simultaneously tried to straighten up and to curl into a ball. Muscles in his lower back tore abruptly as some wanted to go one way but the majority had a different idea. 
 
    He screamed through the gag. 
 
    There was no one to hear.  
 
    He slammed into the top of his cocoon, then the other side. His little finger got caught under him till it broke. 
 
    The zaps decreased in intensity and then faded, but the pain remained. With agonising movements, Daniel pulled his limbs to sort of the right position and lay there, face ground into the pillow as the new world’s advanced healing went to work. Healing in the new world was ridiculously fast, but if Ivey had been here, he would have been fixed in seconds rather than hours. 
 
    Unlike him, however, the healer needed her sleep. So he sucked it up and continued his focus on shoring up their defences. 
 
    Finally, he felt fully in control as the last of his muscles mended. The cocoon broke, and looking back at the mattress, there was a surprisingly large amount of blood—and not just from his nose and mouth. When his finger snapped, it must have broken skin. 
 
    Daniel held it up. The pinkie finger still looked whole and normal, but it was crusted with blood. He brushed it off on the convenient sheet. 
 
    He had survived. With a shrug, he consumed another thirty of the cores. There was clearly room to push further, and he needed to get stronger. 
 
    It was time to head upstairs to pave the way for the next part of their fight. 
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    Log report 5 - Entry 9 
 
    What a boring day. 
 
    Not a single biped died, apart from that idiot who took on a co-wobub. Like, what was he thinking? ‘Co-wobub battered me aside with disdain earlier when I had two weak sidekicks. I know: I’ll get a third useless follower, and that will definitely make a difference.’ 
 
    Spoiler: It didn’t.   
 
    On top of that, next-to-no falls occurred. The bipeds are probably all giving prayers of gratitude to their god to celebrate their luck. 
 
    What was, indeed, curious is that my host did not find the lack of tumbles at all noteworthy. I thought that was strange and then figured that she’s probably an aberration who has exceptional balance so has overcome the biped disability.  
 
    Or not.  
 
    When you examine her day logically, she spends a lot of time sitting or lying down. 
 
    Hours, in fact. 
 
    They call it sleep, but I think they are just recovering from the stress of stopping themselves from toppling over all day. 
 
    Anyway, I digress, as I often seem to do.  
 
    It was boring, but I am growing as a superior life form. Unlike with the third host, I avoided giving unsolicited advice. I still don’t think I am responsible for that host getting eaten. I know I implied that the ceiling was about to fall in, but I did not state it as fact. It was totally the host’s choice to leave the safe cave.   
 
    I still can’t believe they tried to force a ten-lifetime passenger period over that. It was lucky I could point to the massive amount of official credit I got for the management of the first host. A fact the tribunal did not appreciate. ‘You’re a menace,’ ‘Technically true does not make it right,’ ‘No, they are not better off dead.’ Blah, blah, blah.  
 
    Anyway, I was not tricked this time.  
 
    I said nothing, but I think I should have. There was an obvious opportunity to clear a couple of extra floors, which they lost by not moving fast enough. The other bipeds were even arguing for that eventuality. 
 
    No, I need to remind myself that I’m not supposed to interfere like that. That stupid Asterix they put over me is so unfair. Who’s ever heard of someone with 460 active credits getting a suspended sentence? 
 
    I guess there was a bit of excitement when a few global statistics were released.  
 
    
    	       71% survival without sapient deconstruction  
 
    	       0.04% wobub creation 
 
    	       and 0.0000001% co-wobub 
 
   
 
    That’s right, only four globally, and I created one of them, and he’s going to save my poor Pobournes.  
 
    Unfortunately, Pobourne survival is nowhere 71%. They are dying too quickly; and to be honest, my colleagues have pretty much given up. Their only hope is that one of the four potential heroes gets so strong that they can save the rest. They are all, to a biped, hiding away. Well, not all… Not my co-wobub, and not the other two surviving heroes. They’re still trying to get strong enough. 
 
    And yes, I did say two others, and it’s not because I’m discounting the illusionist. If I excluded her, like any sensible independent function would, then there would be only one other hero. 
 
    Yep, one hero that could have helped save the poor Pobournes found something to hit. 
 
    From what we can tell, the thing she hit was not a good choice. 
 
    Apparently, the hero’s hits did little to the creature. Then the monster’s tongue got involved, then its mouth, maybe a few teeth, and possibly digestive organs after that. After that… well, it suffices to say she won’t be heroing anymore. 
 
    Total Falls: twenty-six, up one.  
 
    And no, I don’t want to talk about it.    
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    Chapter 80 
 
    Ten flights of steps still managed to get Daniel’s legs burning a little bit, but the effects of the new world meant that he was not actually out of breath despite the fact he had jogged the whole way. 
 
    The three zombie floors were still locked up tight, but they could be dealt with later. 
 
    While he probably had hours before the cores went haywire, he set up his mattress. This time, he made it slightly more padded, knowing that it would not help but doing it anyway. Then he used his growth abilities to tie himself up, his arms strapped to his sides, fingers in tight bands, and legs roped together. This way, when he started thrashing, he would not hurt himself; only the cores would do that. 
 
    Small mercies. 
 
    Protected from himself, his mind drifted upwards. The contrast between these floors and the ones below was significant. There were live humans, fewer ferals, and lots of monsters. Part of the reason was because they were residential apartments. There were pets in a good third of the living spaces. 
 
    They did not feel like pets anymore. 
 
    What he presumed were once budgies were now the size of crows. Cats, at least one that was now larger than a lion, his inquisitive mind kept cataloguing.  Without the continual spray of chemicals in the hotel rooms, spiders had become more prevalent, and they had grown bigger, faster, and scarier. A plant that was closer to animal than how scientists defined them filled a pot. 
 
    Daniel swallowed heavily. 
 
    The whole space did not necessary feel more deadly than the zombies, but it was different. His traps would need to change. Pressure traps might work fine against zombies, but if he was fighting birds, they were unlikely to be triggered. 
 
    His mind catalogued the key information. Over the five floors, there were over thirty humans still alive. Common areas in two of the five floors were clear, and for those it would just be a matter of getting there and grabbing the humans. It was actually a pity that he couldn’t see further, because it was quite possible that they might be about to rush up the full fifteen floors tomorrow. 
 
    Mentally, he reviewed the floor situation. 
 
    
     
      
      	  Floor Number 
  
      	  Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  15-21 
  
      	  Zombies - No Survivors 
  
     
 
      
      	  21 
  
      	  Cleared 
  
     
 
      
      	  22 
  
      	  Cleared - No Survivors 
  
     
 
      
      	  23 
  
      	  Cleared - No Survivors 
  
     
 
      
      	  24 
  
      	  Cleared 
  
     
 
      
      	  25 
  
      	  Starting position 
  
     
 
      
      	  26 
  
      	  Zombies - No Survivors 
  
     
 
      
      	  27 
  
      	  Zombies - No Survivors 
  
     
 
      
      	  28 
  
      	  Cleared 
  
     
 
      
      	  29 
  
      	  Cleared 
  
     
 
      
      	  30 
  
      	  Cleared 
  
     
 
      
      	  31 
  
      	  8 Survivors - Zombies fighting mutated cat 
  
     
 
      
      	  32 
  
      	  5 Survivors - Bear monster type 
  
     
 
      
      	  33 
  
      	  4 Survivors - Moth from stairwell 
  
     
 
      
      	  34 
  
      	  5 Survivors - Nothing in corridor 
  
     
 
      
      	  35 
  
      	  8 Survivors - Two non-elite Ferals 
  
     
 
     
   
 
    The table was sufficient to reinforce the need to get going. What did he need to do? 
 
    First, with the central lifts closed, he needed to break into the next level, and the only requirement was that the apartment they broke into was empty of monsters. Just like the apartment above him now. 
 
    Determinedly, Daniel went to work, growing a spiral staircase in the middle of the room while plant drills went to work on the reinforced floor above him. Plants got into cracks and then expanded, and tiles fell. There was a mass of wires, and there were tubes of aluminium a couple of feet wide. Presumably electrical and air vents. His powers tore them to shreds, sometimes shifting them and other times breaking. 
 
    It was not like any of that mattered. The only thing he was careful with was a big metal support beam. That he went around. 
 
    He felt the nausea in his stomach and immediately stabilised the process above him and gave his plants a set of instructions to keep growing. 
 
    Shocks started running through him. The electricity started deep inside him, and his muscles tensed beyond his ability to influence. The shocks had him throwing himself around. He smiled when the restraints did their job. There were no trailing fingers getting caught under him. 
 
    It was still painful, and he was jerking every which way. 
 
    This is power. This is for power. Daniel repeated that mantra over and over again. 
 
    The rush of energy finished abruptly. He tried to summon lightning, and there was a zap between his fingers. More cores were needed, but now, he was at least getting closer. 
 
    It was still dark outside, and there was still a couple of hours of work to complete the staircase. He pulled up the backpack with his water bottle and the mass of tiny cores that contained the electricity ability. There were probably forty left. 
 
    He really needed to grow his power, and frankly, the larger doses seemed to be reducing in impact. There had been no blacking out and no blood with the most recent overdose. With a shrug, he swallowed all the remainder and went to work. 
 
    When he saved all the people above him, he would be a hero. They, unlike all those people they’d exchanged Morse code messages with, were concretely fighting back against the world. Reclaiming it as the masters of their domain, as opposed to cockroaches existing in the cracks of stronger forces. Even as those uplifting fantasies played out, Daniel’s traitorous mind drifted back to Beau and those swinging feet. 
 
    That had not been him being a hero. 
 
    The kids would hate him, and the adults would fear him. There would be lots of fake smiles and people eager to please, once those rumours covering the truth spread. 
 
    Did that matter to him? 
 
    His lips turned up. 
 
    Nope. 
 
    Daniel’s job was to see the kids to safety, and he would do anything necessary, even if that meant being the evil one. 
 
    Plus, who was to say that what he had done was bad? Once upon time in the Wild West, he was sure the sheriff would have run off undesirables or hung them in the same way. If forced, he knew he could exile them. Just like window washers, he could put them on a platform and then lower them to the ground. It was the same as killing them straight out but wasted his magic. Another upturn of his lips. 
 
    He knew anyone observing him would have thought he was going feral. 
 
    Stuff them. 
 
    Hell, if people refused to help, he would build that platform and tell them to go get lost. What he had done to Beau was more humane, but exiling would whitewash the guilt of the group. 
 
    The last piece of the staircase finished, and the outside was leaking light. He wanted to get up and see the dawn, but there was a ticking time bomb in his stomach. So, he stayed on the mattress tied up. 
 
    When Daniel’s mind reached out, Priscilla answered. She was back observing the three men he’d tied into position. They were awake, talking and scared as anything. 
 
    Another up-curling of his lips. 
 
    They had been ready to kill Daniel, to give their buddy power. Whenever he started feeling guilty about them, that was what he remembered. The two of them standing next to the wall, axes ready, preparing to kill him when he stepped out to negotiate face-to-face. There was hysteria in their voices, and they were generally worried that he had locked the doors and had no plans of ever coming back down. Not that it mattered; one of them had almost gotten out of his bonds and was using the edge of his axe to slowly cut through the constricting wood. 
 
    Conduits spread all the way from where Daniel was down to level twenty-two. Energy flowed down. The roots started growing. The man started thrashing to escape, but it was too late. If he had been free, he probably could have escaped; but already partially contained, he had no chance. Then he was helpless once more, and Daniel had been only using his natural regeneration from eight stories away. 
 
    The man struggled, throwing himself left and right, but the vines kept growing, and then they started hardening and constricting in places. Soon, he was once more as tightly secured as the rest of them. 
 
    “Joe!” 
 
    “I’m alive,” Joe, the blacksmith, called out. “Just more stuck than before. Watch your words—he must be near. Plus, I don’t think he wants to kill us.” 
 
    “Why is that, Joe?” 
 
    “Because if he wanted us dead, we would be.” 
 
    Good, Daniel thought to himself. If he chose to let them go, he would need them to understand it was because Daniel wished it and not attributed to weakness. 
 
    They were not a democracy. Daniel let that thought sink in properly. Democracy was a luxury when every day was not a struggle for survival. His word was law, and it was time for everyone else to learn that truth. Bleeding-hearted lefties could whine about it, but facts were facts. 
 
    He would save the kids and bring everyone else who was worthy along with them. If they failed to pull their weight, if they refused to do their jobs, he would not let them drag everyone else down with them. Who was he kidding? If they got in the way, he would act. 
 
    It was light outside. 
 
    Animal Sense went up and down. He could just sense people in the kitchen. His stomach growled at that thought. 
 
    Damn it, he thought in annoyance. How long till the internal firecrackers went off? 
 
    Even if he wanted to go down, there was no way he would attempt it now. A fit on the stairwell with all the spikes he had set up could well end up with his death. 
 
    Tamara and Ivey were getting breakfast; he should be there, too. 
 
    Daniel distracted himself by focusing upwards. Rechecking each level, planning the fights. Thinking about traps that might work. Wondering which of the various options would be the best animal companion for Carly. He was sure that, once she got a powerful companion, she would feel safer, and that was important. 
 
    His stomach tweaked. 
 
    It was happening! 
 
    The first spasm went through him. 
 
    It was worse than last time. He wanted to scream. 
 
    His body went crazy, and despite being tied up, muscles tore. Sharp pain filled his legs, and it was like his hamstring ripped itself from the bone. 
 
    Forty cores at a time! He was a fool. Why? 
 
    He was sure his screaming was audible through the gag. 
 
    Why did he do this to himself? 
 
    Blackness took him. 
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    Chapter 81 
 
    Waking to bright daylight, Daniel discovered a distinct absence of pain. He could see the light through his eyelids. He tried to crack them open, but they did not respond. 
 
    He panicked slightly. 
 
    The ropes fell away, and he rubbed his eyes. They were covered in some sort of substance. 
 
    What was happening? He wondered. 
 
    A clear picture came to him. He was lying on a blood-soaked mattress. His head looked like a zombie with blood caking it. Tamara was sitting on the bed next to him. 
 
    He stopped himself before lashing out as a hand touched his shoulder. 
 
    Tamara was here. Priscilla was his only explanation. With the blood and blindness without Priscilla’s image, he might have overreacted to the unexpected touch. 
 
    Who else? 
 
    More information flowed from the mouse. Carly’s dad and Carly. No Ivey? Why? 
 
    There was a shrug, and a confused cascade of memories. Which basically revolved around Priscilla convincing Carly and Tamara to come. 
 
    “What happened?” Daniel’s voice croaked noticeably. 
 
    “Umm,” Tamara said uncertainty. “Priscilla got us and opened the stairwells. You were covered in blood, tied up in vines with electricity going through you, and Carly has been healing you ever since.” 
 
    “Water.” 
 
    It was passed to him, and he drank deeply before wetting his face and using a nearby pillow to wipe it clear. Red streaks covered it. Then he washed the blood off his arms as well. 
 
    “I must look hideous.” 
 
    Tamara shrugged. “Most of it’s gone. What happened?” 
 
    “I was trying to learn lightning.” 
 
    “You did this to yourself?” 
 
    “Yes, we need to get stronger. My traps won’t keep working. Above us there are animals, and below us the zombies are too smart for them.” 
 
    Tamara laughed and flicked his ear. “Mutant humans. If Ivey heard you still saying zombies, you would get in so much trouble.” 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” Daniel said after a moment. “I’m not sure how I would be feeling without the healing.” 
 
    “Very sore,” Tamara said with a laugh. “So, the key question is, did it work?” 
 
    “I guess I can test, but maybe you guys should leave the room just in case.” 
 
    “Are you going to explode?” Carly asked, and he looked at her till she blushed and ran from the room. 
 
    The moment they were gone, he remembered how he could create a little spark between his pointer finger and the thumb. 
 
    ZAP! 
 
    The blinding light hurt his eyes. Carly burst into the room with a healing spell ready, and the smell of ozone filled the space. He waved her away and searched for a target. Out of everything in the room, the TV looked the best. It was not like it was ever going to be used again. 
 
    ZAP! 
 
    Light and energy surged from his core down in his armour, out of his finger and into the TV. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The TV exploded in a hail of glass and plastic parts; bright light hung over his vision, making it hard to see. Wind buffeted him. A third of his mana was gone. A moment later, when he managed to open his eyes enough to squint, so was the TV. 
 
    “Wow!” Tamara said, quietly having entered the room. 
 
    “I might need to learn a bit of control. But that’ll do.” 
 
    Besides the TV having been reduced to nothing larger than a matchbox, the wall behind it smouldered with a football-sized hole blasted into the plaster, revealing the neighbouring room. The edges of damage were smoking. 
 
    With a wave, Tamara sent ice washing over the space, snuffing out the start of actual flames. 
 
    “That is so awesome,” Carly babbled. 
 
    “Special ability and”—he waved at the bloody mattress— “painful to gain.” 
 
    “I take it that this is yours,” Carly’s dad asked him, indicating the staircase. 
 
    “Yes. But I need food before we use it.” His stomach gurgled, and waving them ahead, they started walking. Priscilla scampered up his leg to his shoulder.  
 
    “You should reward Priscilla,” Tamara said finally seeing the mouse. “She worked really hard to get help, and she might have saved your life.” 
 
    “One pack,” he offered. 
 
    “Five,” Tamara countered with a chuckle. 
 
    “What, you’re on her side?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You’re killing me. Two packs.” Priscilla, who had been riding on his shoulder, perked up. “You are just bribing her because she is cute.” 
 
    “Your point? Four.” 
 
    “Three,” he ground out. 
 
    “Hear that, Priscilla?” Tamara cooed, stopping him so she could pat the mouse with a single finger. “Three packets and all salt and vinegar.” 
 
    “I didn’t promise that,” he objected. Priscilla was already doing a dance on his shoulder. “Fine,” he grumped. 
 
    “Look how happy she is.” 
 
    Daniel smiled at the dancing mouse. 
 
    “You big softy,” Tamara said, giving him a playful shove. The physical contact reminded him of Beau, and his face dropped. He had killed the man and still had to deal with the accomplices. 
 
    “What?” Tamara asked concerned. “Oh,” she said with sudden understanding, having somehow followed his mental connections. “Ivey is looking after them.” 
 
    Ivey had been part of the confrontation, so of course she would manage the consequences. Ivey was on his side, and he wondered how Tamara would feel about what he had done. Hell, how did she feel about him? He hated that his brain asked that question. He had a girlfriend—or prospect—in Ivey. Why would he be thinking about someone else? Let alone, someone who was partnered? All he knew was that she often made him feel better and helped where she could. She was a good person, and they would be in a lot more trouble if she was not around. 
 
    Then he registered how she had looked at him and that she had followed his thought process. She had to know about Beau. Worry gnawed at him, about the opinions of both Tamara and the wider group. No. It would only be Tamara. Ivey would not have spread details about the confrontation extensively without consulting him. 
 
    He stopped, and everyone behind was forced to a standstill. “Thanks for your help, Carly, Luke. Do you guys mind going ahead?” 
 
    They nodded and kept going. Tamara’s globe of light followed them, attached to Carly’s spear. Below them, the stairwell door clicked shut, and Animal Sense confirmed Daniel and Tamara were alone. 
 
    “Now you have me all alone in a dark stairwell. What are you planning on doing with me?” 
 
    “I—” Daniel was sure he was blushing. “Just wanted to know what Ivey told you.” 
 
    “I know,” Tamara said, her hand cupping his cheek briefly in sympathy. A light glow had sprung into being around them. “Beau and three thugs followed the two of you downstairs, intending to murder you. It went poorly for them. Beau choked to death, and the others are trapped below, waiting to see what your judgement is.” 
 
    Wow, Ivey had retold the story with no embellishment. 
 
    “I was not there,” Tamara continued, oblivious to his thoughts, her voice whispering so no one could accidentally overhear them, “but Ivey thinks you should have killed all of them. Personally, I think that would have been a step too far. But they were ready to kill you, and it’s not like there is a justice system.” 
 
    “You don’t hate me?” He was surprised the question slipped out. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, lifting his chin to force him to make eye contact. “I think you’re doing amazing.” Her eyes implored him to believe her. “And most of us share that view, the smart ones at least. If you had not saved us, we all would have been dead or stuck in our rooms waiting for the food supply to run out.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Then, as much as Daniel was enjoying the moment, it was time to get going for a quick breakfast, followed by some social rounds. If he was going to be in charge, he needed to make sure he was visible. 
 
    As he walked toward the kitchen, passing the door to the room they had converted to a crafting station, Alisha burst out, running into Tamara. The sheet they had hung to give a small amount of privacy did not provide any warning like a door would. 
 
    “Sorry,” Alisha said, and Daniel saw tears on her face. “I—” 
 
    “Wait,” Daniel ordered and activated Speed to a quick step and grabbed her arm. “What is happening?” 
 
    “It’s not my fault. I left them next to the TV and . . .” She looked around wildly. “I don’t know?” 
 
    “Alisha,” Tamara said, bending slightly to get to eye level with the smaller woman and placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Calm down.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand. They were supposed to be on the table.” 
 
    “What is missing?” Tamara asked patiently. 
 
    “Four cores.” 
 
    Daniel and Tamara looked at each other warily. 
 
    “Which cores?” he finally asked. 
 
    “The cores you gave me to help with my crafting.” 
 
    “Those,” he said quietly, immediately losing interest. They were useless to him, hulk cores and unknown ones that he was not willing to risk. “Don’t worry about them. We’ll get more.” 
 
    “Ivey said they were precious, and they are gone and . . .” She was almost hyperventilating. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Daniel repeated. “We’ll get more.” His mind went to Beau, and it was the sort of stupid thing that he would have attempted. Stolen the cores and used them to duplicate what Daniel was achieving. “I’m sure someone was doing an experiment and took them.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Yes, and I have some more from the zombies we killed yesterday. I’ll drop them off after breakfast.” 
 
    “Really? You won’t punish me?” 
 
    “No, the person at fault is whoever took them without asking.” His stomach growled loudly. “Later,” he promised. 
 
    When he got into the converted kitchen space and dining space, it was empty. The stoves they had set up were hot, and a large metal bucket that they were using as a pot sat off to the side. The scent of sweetness wafted from it still. He walked toward it. 
 
    “Daniel, wait,” the cook said, jumping up from a seat he had placed in the corner. “I can cook you something special.” 
 
    He hesitated. It was tempting. He would have liked something more substantial than what he could smell. 
 
    The cook saw his small stutter. “Breakfast noodles, pancakes, sweet or savoury, we have the ingredients. What will it be?” 
 
    Daniel gazed inside the makeshift pot. There was a significant amount of porridge still in. “No, the porridge will be fine.” 
 
    “Not for the man who saved my life. You deserve something special.” 
 
    “Maybe tonight,” he offered, while helping himself to the leftovers. He was the one who had effectively slept in and missed communal breakfast. The fact the food was not perfect would not bother him. 
 
    Not the only one, he realised, as people kept trickling in. 
 
    He sat by himself and shovelled the tepid porridge into his mouth. It was great; the flavours exploded in his mouth, and the fact it was sweet hardly bothered. He scarfed down a bowl, then a second, and was going back for a third before he was intercepted and handed a plate filled with crepes. 
 
    “Crepes with chocolate sauce.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Can’t have you eating all the porridge and having others miss out.” The chef laughed and Daniel smiled when he bit into the delicacy. It was beautiful, and there were lots of them. He kept expecting someone to ask about the missing men, but no one seemed to care. They were not even talking about it behind his back. 
 
    “Why do you have so much blood on you?” He looked up. It was one of the non-fighters he had rescued yesterday. 
 
    He held out his hand with his thumb and index finger spread as far apart as he could. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    Electricity arced between his thumb and forefingers. It promised violence and consumed almost no mana. 
 
    The man stumbled back. As a method of intimidation, it would apparently also work wonders. “For that. Painful to achieve but . . .” 
 
    Zap. 
 
    “I have a ranged attack now.” 
 
    “I want to learn lightning,” Zach exclaimed. “Can you teach me?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. “I literally can’t. I can only do it because I have a special ability.” 
 
    Because I am a mutant, he thought to himself, but then just laughed at Zach’s antics as he pranced around pretending to have lightning powers. 
 
    “Zap!” 
 
    “Ouch,” Gabby, his sister, yelled. “Mum! Zach pinched me.” 
 
    “I used my lightning,” Zach protested. Daniel took a bite of his last crepe and studied the plate, not wanting to get blamed. 
 
    “Zap.” 
 
    “Mum!” 
 
    “I should go talk to Ivey about . . .” Hurriedly, Daniel got up and left the room. He could hear Dave’s roars and Ivey’s softer voice three doors down, and he walked over, rapping on the door and pausing a moment before pushing through the sheet. 
 
    Ivey, looking just as amazing as last night, was sitting on the bed cross-legged while Dave sat on the floor. 
 
    “Hey, you!” she said with a wave. Then her eyes focused on his clothes. “That was not from Beau.” 
 
    Zap. 
 
    “Oh,” she said after only a slight moment. “You need to push yourself less.” 
 
    “I survived. It worked.” 
 
    “RAaag rog.” 
 
    “Yes, it is a good job,” Ivey agreed. “But having a criterion of ‘It’s okay; I survived’ is probably not sustainable.” 
 
    “I’ll be more careful.” 
 
    “Will it be useful?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he told her. “I tested the stronger version upstairs, and it blew up the TV and a body-sized chunk of the wall. We need to talk,” he told Ivey and then looked pointedly at Dave. 
 
    “He can stay. He already knows everything.” 
 
    “The prisoners?” 
 
    “I gave them water.” There was an awkward silence. 
 
    “RILL.” 
 
    “No, he should not kill them,” Ivey insisted. “Sorry, Dave thinks you should kill them. Personally, I don’t care.” 
 
    “RA RILL ROO.” 
 
    “Yes, they were going to kill me. They made a mistake. Their ringleader is dead, and I’m comfortable with whatever decision Daniel makes about the last three.” 
 
    “RAGAT.” 
 
    Ivey rolled her eyes at Dave, but no explanation was forthcoming. 
 
    “What is your advice?” 
 
    “Don’t exile them.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Yep. You can kill them and announce it or have them vanish without explanation. No one is going to care too much. Let them back in with whatever conditions you are comfortable with. The community is behind you in eliminating them or welcoming them back with strength. Basically, with Beau dead, you can’t go wrong. I just say no to exile because it feels like a waste of resources.” 
 
    Daniel grinned. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Dave agrees.” 
 
    “I know that one. RAGAT not so much.” He might have been imagining it, but Ivey’s cheeks went slightly red. “I should go check up on them.” 
 
    She went to get up, but he waved her down. If he could not face three constrained prisoners by himself, then their entire group was in trouble. 
 
    Daniel headed downstairs and was happy to find the door to level twenty-two sealed with magic. Good job, he thought to Priscilla. She ignored him, and he got the impression that she was busy playing with the zombies on floors twenty-six and seven. He would have preferred her to have been scouting out level thirty, but he would not order it, as whatever she was doing, she was enjoying it and they all needed to blow off steam occasionally. If her method was infuriating creatures a thousand times her size and getting them to hurt each other, who was he to judge? 
 
    Daniel walked up to them, and the three men watched him in wary silence. His club was held in his hands, but he could sense it moving the teeth that created its spiked appearance around. 
 
    By the sudden swallowing by his captives, they had seen it too. In their heads, his presence down here alone would not be a good sign. 
 
    “Before we get started, is there anything you want to share with me?” 
 
    “I don’t want to die. I’ll swear an oath. I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Daniel turned cold eyes on the third of them. The man still had a trail of blood on his chin from where the door had smacked him. 
 
    “I will not beg,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Good,” Daniel said simply. “I’m not here to negotiate. You have two choices. You re-join the community, using all your skills to improve our collective prospects; or you die. And before you start scheming, if you stay, you will be on probation. One stuff up and Blood Drinker gets a meal.” He lifted the club threateningly, and its spikes moved like it was quivering with anticipation. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about us betraying you?” the brave one asked. 
 
    Daniel literally laughed, and the man stopped talking. 
 
    “So, slave labour or death,” the brave one summarised. 
 
    “Not slave labour. You will be treated the same as everyone else.” 
 
    “That seems a bit—” the brave man started. 
 
    “Generous,” Daniel suggested. 
 
    “I was more thinking, stupid.” 
 
    The man’s companion hissed in surprise. Daniel sat on the ground to think about the question, though deactivating their bonds as he did so. 
 
    “I hope that if I give a chance for redemption, you’ll take it. There are thirty of us, and hopefully a similar number above us are still alive. Outside the towers, the world is a bloodbath. By the end of this week, we could be the only people left alive within five kilometres. Hell, based on what I have seen moving in the CBD, by that time all of Melbourne might be dead.” 
 
    “That’s alarmist. The help files suggested that survival is far higher than that,” the builder disputed. 
 
    Daniel shrugged at that. Ivey had told him bits and pieces about how the system worked. The basics were that humans had brought this catastrophe down upon themselves, like nearly every newly minted space-capable species did. Scientists somewhere created a particle, and by some mumbo- jumbo that he was sure boffins could follow, the single atom converted everything on the planet to the new reality. Maybe someday, when the entire world was not trying to eat him, he might get someone to write it all down. 
 
    The help files that the builder was referring to were part of the interfaces that, amongst other things. allowed people to cast magic. Himself bereft of a functional interface, Daniel knew that their main benefit was stopping people’s minds from being destroyed and their bodies from warping into feral, mutated humans. Not that the interfaces advertised that fact. Out of the fifty interface-less humans that he had seen, Dave was the only one to escape with his brain intact. 
 
    “We don’t know. That is true,” he answered quietly. “All we can judge on is what we can see. And no one is betting on us surviving, at the moment.” 
 
    “Why would someone create this,” the builder asked, waving his hand, having realised Daniel had freed them, “and then lie?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “If they were so powerful, why didn’t they stop this happening?” 
 
    “Because—” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Daniel interrupted, not wanting to get into a philosophical argument as there was not time for that sort of shit. He wondered if a “Church of the Interface” was going to form. It had been a couple of days, so he figured that, not only was the answer yes, but he was sure they already had missionaries out. Some crazy group that preached the interface gospel. 
 
    “And I don’t care,” Daniel said hastily. “The point is, I think you guys want to do the right thing. I think that, given a chance, you can be productive members of society, and we need all the help possible. We’re all Australians; we all have similar values. I want to get the kids to safety, and I have no moral qualms about executing you for trying to kill me. My only real decision was whether keeping you alive improves the chances of me getting the kids to safety or decreases it. Let me be clear.” He met the eyes of all three. “It was a close decision, and I will be watching.” 
 
    There were visible gulps, and no one was willing to meet his eyes fully. 
 
    “Most of my time is going to be spent fighting,” he reminded them. “I will not be monitoring you, but you guys need to seize this. Get stronger and improve your skills. You might not be specced, but you are big men. You can also learn to fight, gain some experience, and become more powerful. Contribute.” 
 
    Zap. 
 
    The bolt of electricity blasted down the corridor away from everyone. It left a scorch mark where it hit and would absolutely have disabled any human, if not killed them outright. It had only taken eight percent of his mana, as well. His control was improving. 
 
    “I couldn’t do that yesterday. No more lazing around. Get strong. Seize your opportunities.” 
 
    “How did you develop that?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged at the question. “I have a special ability that lets me absorb feral cores. They will send everyone else mad, so don’t try them. Lightning may be beyond you, but you should see what Hua Chua does, and she has a cleaner class. Practise your skills, push them every way you can. See if any of them have a combat application.” He turned to the builder. “Construction is going to be vital. Both in the hotel and out. At some point, we will leave here and strike out for somewhere safer. If you have mastered your skills and can construct sturdy walls quickly, that will be a godsend if we need to establish emergency shelters. It will save lives. Hell, think broader. Maybe build traps, kill zones, deadfalls, anything that can contribute to front-line fighting. You.” The blacksmith went white. “You are a smith. We need weapons, traps, cooking pots, all of it. Get a forge, if that is what you need, and start making stuff, and finally—” He looked at the farm researcher. Seeing that class in the middle of the city was slightly amusing. “We need to eat. Use your skills to help feed us.” 
 
    The farmer nodded, enthused. “I can breed plants that can grow in here, with low soil, maybe something to collect water.” 
 
    “Don’t talk, just do,” Daniel said tiredly. “I’m not a font of knowledge, but there are actual monsters out there. Not me. Not him.” He pointed at the dangling feet. “There is no time to sit on your bums and feel sorry for yourself. Stand up and be counted.” 
 
    He was not sure they accepted his motivational speech. 
 
    None of them spoke. The blacksmith looked thoughtful, the plant guy seemed embarrassed, and the builder was nodding along with his words. Overall, they were reacting positively instead of belligerently. 
 
    “We should get going.” Daniel said, standing up. These guys did not worry him, since Priscilla had just snuck down to provide support. She shared an image of a zombie hitting a bigger zombie in the face, a blur of motion, and a lot of blood. What she had been doing while he was having breakfast. 
 
    He smiled despite himself, just a tiny twitch of his lips. He hoped none of the men caught the look and misinterpreted it. 
 
    “Wait, that is it?” the blacksmith yelled at him. There was disbelief in the voice. “No punishment details, no booze bans?” 
 
    “Guys, there is enough alcohol. You contribute? You get access. As for punishment, I’m not doing it, but you are on probation. When I say no second chances, I mean it.” 
 
    To illustrate his point, Beau’s body fell from the rafters and landed with a thud. 
 
    “Work out how you can make a difference.” With that, he stalked away. “And deal with your ex-friend.” 
 
    He had wasted enough time. Every minute that they delayed there was another chance for something to go wrong upstairs. There were monsters to fight, including whatever had made the penthouse group send an SOS. 
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    Chapter 82 
 
    When he got to the staircase, he was not at all surprised to discover that their fighting team had expanded further. On the one hand, that there were so many of them had to be a good thing. On the other, it was slightly humbling to oversee so many well-armed people. 
 
    “The plan is simple. We ascend as fast as we can to save the trapped humans. Some floors have immediate threats in the corridors. In others, they will be contained to the rooms.” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Luke said. 
 
    “While we want to progress quickly, safety is important. We won’t take unnecessary risks. Where they are useful, we will put down traps to help. I will brief you on specific monsters, floor by floor, but there are few ferals. For example, this next floor is a battleground between a mutated domestic house cat and the ferals. The ferals appear to be losing. There are four of them huddled over there.” He pointed. “And the cat is over there.” His finger stabbed towards the other corner. “Our standard setup will work.” 
 
    “That is where we create a fortified spot and then Ivey screams,” Carly whispered overly loudly to everyone. 
 
    Tamara and Luke laughed. 
 
    Ivey did not look at all fussed by the description. “We all have our own talents. But Gabby gets the honour today. Everyone ready?” 
 
    There were nods all around, and with that, they climbed the crappy stairs into the room above. Hand by hand, traps got passed up the stairs. There was a crash as a restraint netting dropped through a set of hands and hit the floor with a clang. 
 
    All of them tensed. 
 
    Daniel pulsed out Animal Sense. A finger went to his lips to shut everyone up. Neither the zombies nor the cat moved, and Daniel relaxed, thanking his lucky stars that the floor footprint of the hotel was so huge. As their opponents were each over thirty metres away, the sound did not carry. 
 
    Another pulse. “We’re safe.” 
 
    He moved to the exit, growing new hinges, reorganising the wood so that when he pushed, the door swung open silently. He fanned out on one side with Priscilla and Dave on the other. Just like on the lower floors, they placed down their collected traps. They shouldn’t be required, but it made him feel better to have the protection. 
 
    They were now on a floor dedicated to apartments, and the decor had changed. The corridors were slightly thinner, and the carpet was a plain light blue rather than the mix of colours below. Overall, it was less pretentious and more welcoming. 
 
    The others passed traps to him, and when the last one was placed down, he switched spots with Priscilla, checking the accuracy of her work. He strengthened a couple of trip wires and properly activated one that was only partially primed. She had done surprisingly well. 
 
    One bag, he sent fondly towards her. 
 
    She did a dance. 
 
    Chicken, he clarified. 
 
    She froze and looked at him suspiciously, sending over a request for salt and vinegar. 
 
    Chicken, he countered, but if you don’t like it, I will give you salt and vinegar. Happy once more, she completed her little dance. 
 
    “I assume we’re good,” Tamara said, raising an eyebrow while staring at the dancing mouse. Daniel nodded, and everyone turned to look at Gabby. 
 
    “Help, someone help!” 
 
    “Put more effort into it,” Ivey coached. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    “Better, but imagine that a giant rat is jumping at your face.” 
 
    “HELP!” Gabby screamed, putting everything into the cry. Everyone tensed, looking out at where they knew the enemies were going to swarm from. 
 
    The cat came bounding at them first. A hail of arrows greeted it, including two that exploded. The poor thing flinched, then stumbled because of a massive wound on its right front leg. It switched to moving three-legged, but secondary arrows hit its other leg. With both of its front limbs taken out, it fell, and Daniel swung attention to the zombies. While the cat was not dead, he was confident that Ingrid and friends would have no problem killing the injured animal. 
 
    Magic was blasting out at the four elites charging him. One hulk, one Earth, and two others. Not Speed-related, or else they would already be at their fortifications. 
 
    “Lightning,” he yelled in warning. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    Blinding light arced out, but Daniel had covered his eyes. Arm or not, the blinding brightness still leaked through. Fifty percent of the mana vanished in an instant. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The shock wave from the strike assaulted their eardrums, and the generated wind ruffled everyone’s hair. Daniel peeked out to see the results of his magic. Multicoloured floating light obscured his vision; his eyes watered, but he could see well enough. The hulk had been blown backwards, its momentum arrested. A massive hole smouldered in its chest. It was not getting back up. The two other unknown zombies went down a moment later under the combined attacks of everyone else, but wisely, none targeted the earth feral. It slammed into the restraint netting and collapsed in a tangle. No one moved as it struggled with futility against the bonds. 
 
    The earth armour receded, and two arrows crashed into its skull, driving straight through it. 
 
    “Easy,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Why did you target the legs?” Daniel asked curiously. 
 
    “Thought it prudent,” the archer told him. “We wanted to slow it in case it reached the melee.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “Dan, that lightning is lethal,” Tamara called out from where she had walked over to the hulk’s body. 
 
    “I didn’t get any experience,” Carly’s dad complained. 
 
    Daniel shrugged. Given he had one-shot the hulk, he surely would’ve  received something, but it was not like he could check. This time, the experience had gone to the ranged fighters; he doubted he got anything from the traps, though. Possibly, he might have gotten some sort of assist bonus on the earth one. 
 
    Ivey had mapped out how it flowed, and when a trap killed something, Daniel got anywhere from sixty to eighty percent of the experience; whomever had placed the physical trap received the bulk of the rest; but if the monster was fixated on someone, like it had on Gabby in this case, then Gabby, too, would get some spoils. Basically, it was complicated. 
 
    Daniel and Priscilla disabled the traps while the others split into three teams. They would clear rooms and save people, incorporating the fighters into their numbers and sending the non-combatants downstairs. Part of him wanted to avoid the whole rigamarole of clearing rooms and rushing up to save more and more people, but he understood that was short-sighted. They also needed the experience, both from the system and the physical feel of killing something. The SOS the penthouse residents had sent played on his thoughts. By the time they reached whatever catalysed that, they had to be prepared in case it was a genuine threat; but honestly, Daniel was expecting that whatever caused the SOS would end up being no stronger than one of the more powerful zombies. 
 
    Three days had passed, so a couple of hours would not make a difference now; and if it did, well . . . shit happens. 
 
    “You need to stay away from the groups,” Ivey told him. “Or else you will suck experience from everyone.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it worked like that.” 
 
    Ivey shrugged, her eyes going unfocused. “Because you did the scouting and are the leader, experience will be assigned to you unless you are over ten metres away.” 
 
    “That’s annoying.” 
 
    She shrugged and dug into the backpack she had lugged up. 
 
    “What’s this?” Daniel asked, looking perplexed at the can of paint and brush. 
 
    “H for human, E for empty, W for weak, and D for danger,” she told him. 
 
    “I need experience, too. Why should I stay away?” 
 
    Ivey rolled her eyes. “We are using your traps . . . and ‘system experience’”—she physically made inverted commas around the words system experience— “is not your primary method of getting stronger. Boosts to us normies will mean more.” 
 
    “How about the doors?” 
 
    “Reinforce the dangerous ones, and unlock all the rest,” Ivey suggested. “I think we should consult with you before fighting any Ds.” 
 
    “You know my Animal Sense isn’t that accurate.” 
 
    Ivey shrugged. “It’s the best we have.” 
 
    Daniel nodded and went to work, pulsing his Animal Sense and then painting on the door. Only three doors got a D. Two had spiders, and the third had a dog that, at the shoulder, was as high as Ivey. 
 
    Loud sobbing distracted him. Ivey was being smothered with affection by an old woman. She looked a little overwhelmed by the attention. 
 
    Daniel watched her. There were tears of relief and joy. That was a nice upside to why they were here, saving helpless people. Priscilla was on his shoulder, and he felt interest spike in the mouse. 
 
    What? he thought absently. 
 
    The impression of Strength and Speed reached him. She had a set of skills that boosted her physical attributes. He looked further and saw that a sword was discarded on the floor of the room. What the? That matronly, grandmother-type woman had chosen a hand-to-hand fighting class and wielded a sword. 
 
    Getting someone who could be his grandmother to join his army felt a little wrong. Then he shrugged. He would take it. 
 
    Finally, they were finished, and they prepared once more to go upwards. Daniel went up to the grandmother because he could not help himself. It was something about seeing an old woman with a naked blade that he could not pass up. 
 
    “I’m Daniel.” He held out a hand. She shook it. Her grip was powerful. 
 
    “Call me Gran; everyone else does.” 
 
    “Welcome to the team. I look forward to finding out what you can do.” 
 
    “What? You will not challenge and ask if I know what I’m doing?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it, Gran. If I did that with my nan, I would have sore ears for the rest of the day.” 
 
    Gran laughed. “I got warned that you were reserved as a leader, but I like you. You have your head on straight.” 
 
    “I do my best,” he said while shooting an annoyed look at Ivey. “Reserved,” he mouthed. She grinned and did not look at all apologetic. 
 
    There were no service stairs linking the floors up here. In their place, there was a marked stairwell, and the doors were mostly window, which let him visually confirm the stairwell was empty, at least immediately on his side. However, Daniel understood that would work in both directions. When he opened the door and stepped in cautiously, he found these had thick carpet instead of the more threadbare appearance of the previous stairs. Animal Sense flared upwards, sticking to the stairwells. Nothing had infested the space. 
 
    He released a relieved breath and then focused on the floor above. He had checked the floors so many times that he already had a relatively clear idea of what was needed, but he retested in case the status quo had changed. Of course, it hadn’t. Everything – monsters, ferals, and humans – had dropped into a routine, at least for now. In a couple of days, he expected hunger and desperation to stir everything up again. 
 
    There was a bear, which Daniel was pretty sure had access to the corridors and was responsible for them being empty, but it was asleep, and they would have time to set up before it noticed them. Why a bear existed thirty bloody floors up in the middle of the city was a mystery. He knew monsters teleported in, but a goddamn bear? That was ridiculous. 
 
    They crept up, brought the traps from earlier, and placed them down. 
 
    “Golly gosh, you guys are organised,” Gran whispered. Ivey leant over and whispered something, and Gran looked at him with additional respect. Daniel pointed to where the bear was going to come from and then nodded at Gabby. 
 
    “HELP!” Ivey clutched her ears and Gabby grinned. 
 
    There was a rumble, and the bear squeezed out of where it had been sleeping. It was huge, and there was no way it would have fitted through a standard-sized door. It must have been two metres wide across its chest. Black with yellow stripes, menace radiated from it. It evidently had been teleported in. That creature had not mutated from any Earth stock. 
 
    Arrows flew the moment it emerged, and Daniel was worried that the heavy-duty restraint he had put up that stopped the strongest of hulks would not even hinder this monster. It looked heavier than his smaller tractor at home. The bear must have weighed a couple of tonnes. If he hadn’t seen how sturdy the floors were, he would have fretted about it falling through them and maybe collapsing the entire tower. 
 
    It roared in fury at them, and the arrows that had destroyed the cat downstairs were just pinpricks to the bear, barely drawing blood. Two exploded but only singed the beast’s fur. The monster roared and charged them, and from forty metres away, Daniel could feel vibrations of each step through the floor. It was shaking the entire goddamn building, or at least that is what it felt like. 
 
    The ranged attacks would not stop it. He immediately focused and gathered two-thirds of his magic to form a lightning bolt, in the hope it could hurt the monster where Ingrid’s arrows had failed. To control the energy, he needed to use both hands. 
 
    “Lightning,” he yelled, shutting his eyes before he unleashed the spell. His eyelids went white. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The noise of the thunder physically hit him, and he stepped back in surprise as the wind buffeted him, almost making him lose his balance. He opened his eyelids, blinking away the tears caused by the brightness. The smells of ozone and burnt fur reached him. The monstrous bear was still coming, but the care he had taken when aiming meant his bolt had struck it in the chest. The fur was burned away, and the skin vaporised. 
 
    It crashed into the restraints. For a hopeful moment, they held before the monster’s momentum tore them from the wall. Briefly, the bear’s charge was spent. One of its paws was mangled, having landed on a bear trap. 
 
    Daniel realised he was going to have to engage the monster in club-to-paw-and-teeth combat. While there was another set of restraints between them, there was no doubt it would brush through them, if not casually, at least with only minimal effort. He considered using the rest of his magic on another lightning blast, but instead swished the club through the air and bled the magic into it. Electricity started crackling between the spikes. He needed to prepare for a longer battle. 
 
    Arrows and magic went over his shoulder. Next to him, Dave shuffled uneasily, and he could see the young man with the shield charge, considering doing something stupid. 
 
    Daniel grabbed his shoulders. 
 
    Arrows hammered home, targeting the tattered, fried hole Daniel had created. The monster bounded forward, a new set of traps went off, and the last of the restraints failed as quickly as he had feared. 
 
    Daniel tensed. 
 
    The monster was enormous. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Someone had delivered some explosive ability into its open chest. The bear stuttered and collapsed. 
 
    “I’ll claim that,” Ingrid said in satisfaction. The bear was clearly dead, as Ingrid’s exploding arrow must have blown up its heart. “Daniel can have the assist.” 
 
    The young man next to him vomited on the ground. 
 
    Luke lowered his shield, pulled off his helmet, and wiped sweat off his brow. “I was not looking forward to trying to slow that.” 
 
    Daniel nodded in agreement. It had been big, not fast, and he wondered if he should have fought it one-on-one. He was confident he could have avoided its teeth and claws, unlike the squishy ranged attackers behind him. If it had reached their defence line, people would have died. Then he stopped himself. Developing a hero complex would help no one. 
 
    “Good job, all,” he said instead. “Same as downstairs,” he ordered, accepting the can of paint to go to work again. There would be no Ds on this floor, but even some of the normal fights had been challenging. Everyone would take their responsibilities seriously. 
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    Chapter 83 
 
    “Next floor,” Tamara said cheerfully. 
 
    “Did you run into any trouble?” 
 
    Tamara shrugged. “Nothing serious. Our tank shield charged some sort of monkey and had the two ceiling ones drop onto his exposed back. I electrocuted all of four of them, which bought enough time for the rest of us to kill. The bloody things were glass cannons. Captain.” She smiled mockingly at that name. “He wants to be called Captain Australia, got angry at me electrocuting him till we pointed out the scar on his belly from where they had cut straight through him.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s an idiot. We keep telling him to wait until the enemies are identified, so we know what they could do, but he doesn’t listen.” 
 
    “He was going to shield-charge the bear.” 
 
    “But there were live traps in the way,” Tamara said. Daniel just nodded at that. “Idiot! Anyway, hopefully almost being turned into sushi will reduce some of his suicidal tendencies. What’s upstairs?” 
 
    “One of the creatures from the stairwells.” 
 
    “They scare you, don’t they?” 
 
    “Yep, they are scary.” 
 
    “An identification will probably help refine our strategy?” She winked at them. 
 
    “How does that work?” he asked in mock confusion. 
 
    She grinned at him. “I just need to see it, and then we can work out the best way to kill it. Like the stupid monkeys had the description, ‘Enjoys ambushing from above.’” 
 
    “Okay, give me a minute.” Daniel crept up to the door and sprouted vines to obscure the glass. He did not want the monster to see them before they were ready to attack. Then he got Tamara. She stood, lifting a leaf up so she could see through the window. It was about ten minutes till it glided back. Even without using his magic, he could tell it was there because Tamara froze. 
 
    Then she dragged him downstairs. 
 
    “What is it?” Ivey asked straight away. 
 
    “It’s a mutated earth moth,” she said carefully. “It has sound, dark, and life-draining abilities. It’s also exceedingly hard to hurt, as it has an anti-magic shield and will use sound to deflect arrows.” 
 
    “I have abilities that can counter that,” Ingrid declared. 
 
    Another of the archers nodded in agreement. “Me too. I have True Shot, which  keeps my arrow on target even if something tries to disrupt it.” 
 
    “Dan’s traps are obviously not going to do anything,” Tamara continued. “The aim, of course, will be to eliminate the monster at range. But if it gets close, it has two attacking abilities. The first is its dark magic. It will sort of suck the life out of you; that one we just heal, though. The real dangerous ability is its Life Steal. If it uses that, you will see a green tether connecting you to it. If it forms, run away as fast as possible from it; the life transferred increases over time. If it latches on for too long, you will die, and it will get stronger.” 
 
    “I have seen that in video games,” Captain Australia said. “Nasty mechanic.” 
 
    “If you see the green tether, then run,” Tamara repeated, ignoring the shield fighter. 
 
    “And the rest of us?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Just try to hit it. The thing is tough and heals fast, and its sonic boom will knock you away, but there is only one of them. If we disrupt the tether, we will wear it down eventually and kill it.” 
 
    Animal Sense pulsed. It was opposite them and not moving. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Daniel ordered, leading them to the corner. They all got into position. “Gabby, if you would.” 
 
    “HELP! HELP!” 
 
    The moth came around the intersection. Daniel pointed, and arrows went flying, along with magic. It was big—its wings must have been a metre across, and its body was the size of a house cat. He waited till it crossed half the distance to him. Energy gathered in his hand. Once more, he went for two-thirds of his mana. 
 
     “Lightning,” he warned. This time, the target was smaller, so he kept his eyes on the moth as he aimed. 
 
    ZAP! 
 
    The light was literally blinding, and he stumbled away, unable to see. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The wind thumped against his back. 
 
    Priscilla, he thought desperately. There was a momentary pause and then she was on his shoulder, and it was like he could see once more, though everything was a little off. The moth was still coming, just metres from him. Captain Australia blurred forward and slammed into it. A green tether lashed out and caught Ivey, who turned to run, without hesitation.. Dave was swinging his club. Multiple arrows were tangled in the monster’s wings, and scorch marks covered it. 
 
    The bloody thing had shrugged off his massive attack like it was nothing. Through Animal Sense, he had known it was strong and dangerous, but he had not realised it was this powerful. 
 
    Gran’s sword slashed down and cut off most of the wing. It fell to the ground. There was a boom, and everyone got knocked backwards. Arrows slammed into the prone form, and the melee fighters swamped it again. 
 
    Daniel blinked furiously as his vision came back. Priscilla disengaged, no longer interested in what was happening. When he looked up, everything was blurry, but it was obvious that brutal attack had overwhelmed it. Apart from the exposed core, there was not much left of it. 
 
    “I think we need to discuss your lightning,” Tamara said quietly beside him. 
 
    “You bloody flash-blinded me,” one archer complained. 
 
    “I gave warning.” 
 
    “I shut my eyes,” the archer snapped. 
 
    “You cover your eyes like this,” Ingrid demonstrated, putting her arm over her eyes. “Against the bear, it was decisive,” Ingrid continued, “but here, it did more harm than good.” 
 
    As much as Daniel wanted to reject their approach, they were right. “I guess I should treat it as a get-out-of-jail card or our group’s primary offense if the target is vulnerable to lightning.” 
 
    “I will tell you if we fight anything like that,” Tamara offered immediately. 
 
    There were sounds of multiple monsters scrambling against the doors that contained them. The entire floor had clearly heard what they were doing. Daniel took the paint and went to work. The attack teams cleaned up behind him, and whenever he looked back, he could see how their professionalism had improved by leaps and bounds. The teams were perfectly capable of killing ordinary creatures by themselves. 
 
    As he waited for them to finish the latest floor, he examined their fighting force. It had swollen to over twenty; admittedly, three of them were kids, if you included Carly. Both Gabby and Janice were helping them out. 
 
    “Next floor,” he declared. Ideally, he wanted to clear every room above them. 
 
    It was very routine, as was the next level. It was fast too, with five teams clearing the rooms quickly and efficiently. 
 
    As they sat down for a late lunch, Daniel was feeling pretty pleased. The five floors cleared had saved a staggering thirty people, including seventeen fighters. The apartments’ layout, because of height or a different unknown reason, had weathered the transition better than lower floors. Instead of two-thirds of humans being turned into ferals, it had dropped to a third, and that totally flipped the survival stakes around. There were fewer occupants, but twice as many people per floor had survived. 
 
    “It must be about two,” Ivey told them after they had finished clearing level thirty-five. “We should aim to clear to the penthouse.” 
 
    “That’s asking a lot, and what about the monster?” 
 
    “We have numbers.” She waved her hand, and the group they had built up was quite impressive. “You already know what is above, don’t you?” 
 
    “The next five levels. A few small things in the corridors, but almost everything seems to be trapped in rooms.” 
 
    “So, like down here. Do you need to flag any problematic areas?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. His Animal Sense had not picked up anything at that level of danger. 
 
    “If that is the case, we should split into three teams. With ten per team, it will be pretty much safe. I know using traps will help, but they are hogging the experience and . . .” She lowered her voice. “We need to test the new guys. Get them used to killing. Each team clears a floor,” she continued in her louder voice. “After three floors, we will reassess just in case the floor-hopping monster is coming after us.” 
 
    Animal Sense flared out. Nothing he touched felt unduly dangerous, and the men and women around him were notably competent, but he still did not like it. The whole split-up felt arrogant, and he was not sure if it was worth it to save an hour. 
 
    Against that, Ivey’s underlying message resonated with him. They needed to learn, and the cluster of thirty of them was becoming unwieldy. The community could not rely on just one man. He had to let them train and develop themselves. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Ivey smiled brightly at him and rewarded him with a kiss on the cheek. She finished her sandwich, and her expression changed. Daniel grinned; he recognised that. She was planning ongoing full-on boss mode. 
 
    She stood up. “Everyone,” she yelled. “Time to fight.” 
 
    Daniel watched her, his heart half-tearing itself up. She was smart, cute, beautiful—but their relationship was doomed. She was so close to being right. If this, if that, maybe what they had would be sufficient. The thoughts ran around in his head. 
 
    She caught his look and smiled happily at him. She was in her element, organising things and rising to save the crisis. Theoretically, they would make a great couple, but . . . he remembered her internal opinions and doubts. How could he have a relationship with her when she was looking down on him? 
 
    Eventually, they were in teams, and Ivey had been careful not to create an A, B, and C team and instead had split the powerful fighters amongst the three teams. 
 
    “You have thirty-eight, like you wanted,” she told him, and Daniel examined the group he had been assigned to. There was Ingrid the archer, alongside a fat Black man who had a juggernaut tank class, which sort of made sense because once he got going, nothing was stopping him. Another archer joined them this time, a mid-forties male whose appearance screamed cocksure lawyer down on his luck. In the apocalypse, he was wearing a goddamn business shirt. 
 
    The man caught Daniel’s eyes and nodded in a determined fashion. The team was boosted by not one but three magic users, one of whom was a fire wizard whom Daniel was worried about including on a battle team within a hotel, but Ivey had also given them an ice mage. That combination had Ivey’s touch all over it. If the fire wizard stuffed up, then at least it could be fixed before their home burned down around them. Then a guy who fired magic lasers, two healers—one traditional, and the other some sort of support healer—and then finally Luke with his sword and shield. 
 
    “Carly?” he asked. 
 
    “Sitting out,” Luke answered. 
 
    “Good,” Daniel responded. “She’s too young.” 
 
    “She did great below, but she’s tired and was worried about making mistakes, and we have the numbers.” 
 
    “We are three levels up,” he reminded them. “We are not taking any traps to help,” he told them, but could not stop himself from looking longingly towards the traps that they would not be taking with them. Mind you, versus what he could see they would be useless anyway, as most monsters on the floor looked too small for his existing ones to work. 
 
    Of course, give him half a day and his traps would be adapted. 
 
    Enough, he told himself harshly. This was stupid. It would not go sideways. 
 
    “Daniel’s team goes first. Then mine and then Tamara’s,” Ivey yelled. 
 
    Sometimes caution was required, and other times it needed to be abandoned. 
 
    Priscilla? She was behind him, but she had taken one look and seen something she disliked and then refused to scout. Not even chips had gotten her to move, and that worried him. The only thing that kept him moving was that a monster that terrified a mouse might not be quiet so fearsome to a human. Whatever scared her was probably small, fast, and not a threat to a heavily armed person. 
 
    Without firm intelligence, they proceeded cautiously. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ivey called out from behind him. “Are you scared without me backing you up?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said with a wink before walking away. Let her work out what whether he was being mocking or not. After all, he hardly knew, himself. 
 
    Reaching the landing to their floor, he let everyone catch their breath. 
 
    “Be ready for anything,” he warned them, and then pushed the door open. 
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    Chapter 84 
 
    Both Daniel and the juggernaut burst out into the corridor. Animal Sense was useless for these floors. There was either nothing threatening – or if there was, it could evade the skill. Given what he had seen of the world, he was backing it would be the latter. “If in doubt, imagine the worst case” was rapidly becoming his motto. 
 
    The big man next to him was dressed in jeans and wielded a shield that was the better part of a door by itself. He turned left, so Daniel went right two steps and then stopped, watching the corridor. The others spilled out after him, and he noticed the juggernaut had grounded his shield and was doing a good job hiding behind its size. 
 
    Without his own interface, he did not get to experience the learning process; but apparently, with every level earned, besides granting specific attributes like Strength and spells, they also taught real-life techniques and knowledge. Small things like battle tactics, or the right way to hold a sword or how to use a shield when faced with an unknown enemy. The weird half-club, half-spear design the juggernaut had requested was extended, ready to be deployed against anything that tried to attack. 
 
    Luke shifted into position next to Daniel. 
 
    This was another reason him hogging the experience gains was negative for the group. The benefits that he got per level were fewer than everyone else received. While he got an attribute point, and his spells might be improved slightly, he was not receiving all the hidden extras that others gained. Nuggets of knowledge that resulted in a fat plumber wielding a sword like a pro and knowing how to shift between difference stances seamlessly. 
 
    Arrows were on bows. Magic crackled on fingers, and they stood there, examining what they faced. The hallway was different to the ones even two levels down. Everything was more worn; the carpet was torn up and frayed, and there were large gaps in the walls. Several doors that he could see were open; others looked like they had holes bitten out of the lower corners. The gap was only enough for a normal cat to get through, so it did not scream threat, but it showed that something had happened on the floor, and that unknown chilled Daniel to his stomach. 
 
    Because of all that structural damage, debris spread across the floor. 
 
    Looking up, he saw that many tiles were displaced, with the crawl space revealed. 
 
    A tiny pulse of Animal Sense spread out to check the roof space above and the nearby rooms. 
 
    They were not alone. 
 
    The moment he realised it, an alarm spiked from Priscilla. His body felt like it was made of stone, the air cloying and restricting, his clothes holding him in. Time itself was the enemy.  His mouth went dry, and with awful clarity, he knew they had stuffed up. Priscilla’s slowed time started to release, and Daniel reacted. He enhanced his Speed, twisting and stepping to swing the club above Ingrid’s head. By the time he had turned around, the monster was already falling. 
 
    Over-utilising Speed. 
 
    The club sang in excitement. It shaped itself into a gaping maw. 
 
    Daniel hit the critter that was dive-bombing, seeing only the slimy, purple body before the club snapped shut and the shape vanished. A second one was falling, this one on top of Gabby. The two monsters had coordinated the attack, and it was just that Gabby was shorter, giving Daniel more time to respond. 
 
    The weapon demanded extra Speed from him. He was going to regret this, but he summoned all the Speed overload that he could and tensed his body. The club swung blindingly fast and struck the creature, with the wind of its passing ruffling Gabby’s hair. There was more twisting, and the club did not swallow the whole body of the monster this time. Instead, a chain of teeth dug into the tiny monster and closed into its centre, grabbing the core. Then his swing continued, and two purple blobs were launched away to slam into the wall. 
 
    “What?” Ingrid said as everyone flinched and looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    “No more.” Once more, he focused outwards. He did not know what those creatures were, but they had felt both powerful and evil. His crew should have proceeded more slowly, but they were committed, and all he could do was to fight what was out there. 
 
    “Oh god,” Ingrid said. “They were parasitic mind worms. Able to burrow into a host in seconds. Almost untreatable, and they send the target mad within days. Hosts can be recognised by purple shadows around the eyes.” 
 
    “Focus,” he snapped, realising that he was puffing. Using so much Speed had stretched his reserves. 
 
    Another pulse of Animal Sense. 
 
    “Are there any more worms?” Ingrid asked tentatively. 
 
    “Nothing within ten metres.” 
 
    “We need to warn the others,” Ingrid pressed. 
 
    “I’m not sure there are any below us, and if there are, it’s probably too late. We will worry about them once we are out of here. I don’t like this,” Daniel said unnecessarily. His instincts were screaming at him, and from the tightness in everyone’s eyes, so were theirs. 
 
    They stood in silence. There was a noise, then scurrying in the walls. Lots of movement. 
 
    “I wish I had insisted that we go slow,” he muttered to himself. “I wish the monsters would show themselves.” 
 
    “HELP!” Gabby yelled suddenly. 
 
    “No,” the juggernaut snapped, but it was too late. There was an abrupt rush of movement. A swarm of insects charged towards him. 
 
    The club demanded electricity, and he had learnt to trust its needs and channelled accordingly. Lightning exploded from him into the club, and then controlled sparks of it shot out at the approaching horde. The smell of burnt bug filled the air. There must have been fifty charging from his side. All as large as guinea pigs and as ugly could be imagined. The sparks kept flying, and the energy he had imparted was expended. The zaps of electricity had hurt them. They all moved more slowly, wisps of smoke curling up from most of them, but only a few were dead. 
 
    That was thirty percent of his mana. 
 
    He gave the club more, imploring it to focus on the attacks better. Kill rather than hurt. The club started probing, faster than he could have. One, two, three strikes just milliseconds apart. The target stopped moving. Repeating on a different victim. This time, two near-simultaneous flashes finished it off. The weapon had increased the energy in each strike to just kill the bugs. 
 
    Apparently calibrated, fifteen thick strands arced from the club. Fifteen bugs died instantly. Over a third were dead, but it felt like nowhere near enough, and Daniel lacked the mana reserves to devote more to the attack. He would keep his mana for emergencies. 
 
    He wished he had a massive shield like the juggernaut as the creatures charging him appeared to have a nasty bite on them. He was using his weapon alternatively, like a golf club on the way out and like a hammer on the way back in. He’d knock them flying away and then squish the ones getting close on the backswing. He’d crush them between the club and the floor.  Fire blazed past the Black man’s shield, and splinters of ice were arcing over Daniel and helping thin the numbers swarming him. 
 
    Daniel tried to ignore those outside noises and focus on getting his club to dance as a weapon of insect killing. His foot touched Ingrid’s behind him, and he realised he no longer had room to retreat. 
 
    He initiated Speed. Same motion but three times as fast. He could step forward, and then he released the energy when the flood slowed. He killed the last couple, then spun to see how the other side had survived. 
 
    His chest was heaving. 
 
    While he fought, he had heard the occasional exclamation of pain, but nothing that made him think people were dying or that their defensive line had failed. Everyone was still standing. The numbers were slowing. His knees almost collapsed at the relief that washed through him. Blackened, dead insects covered the other side of the corridor. The fire wizard had done his job and absolutely destroyed the swarm. 
 
    There were a few still twitching, but the archers were finishing them up. 
 
    “Bloody termites,” Ingrid said. “I preferred when they were smaller, and I hated them then.” 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Using it just in case some more of the mind worms were sneaking up on them, that was another five percent of his mana gone. The spell, while vital to their survival, was a massive mana hog. 
 
    There were no immediate threats, but something pinged his awareness down below. What was it? It was not just Ivey’s group that he had sensed. A more targeted pulse. No, he thought in alarm. They were in trouble. 
 
    “Downstairs,” he screamed as the full extent of what he was sensing became apparent. Ivey’s group was being overwhelmed. 
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    Chapter 85 
 
    Only Ingrid reacted as fast as he had. She had thrown the door open, and the desperate screams from below reached them. 
 
    Ingrid slowed momentarily, surprised by a scream that sounded a lot like a death yell. Smart woman, Daniel thought even as he pushed past her. She needed someone between her and the monsters. 
 
    Downstairs, the entrance to the stairwell had been wedged open, and a woman whose name he had never learned was clawing her way through it back to the safety of the stairs. He leapt past her, his club smashing down on a termite, and it was immediately clear that Ivey’s group had gotten it worse than Daniel’s had. Besides the termite wave, the air was filled with moths the size of dinner plates. They were nothing like the monstrosities from the lift wells, because he could see broken moth bodies, and the well moths did not go down that quickly. These were weaker, moved more slowly, and based on the frigid air and the icicles, were utilising ice magic. 
 
    Daniel stepped through the door, pausing only to smack one moth away. Its body shattered under the strike, killed outright. His eyes assessed what had happened. 
 
    Like them, Ivey’s group had been swarmed by a hundred of the weird insects; but unlike their group, the ambush occurred after they had left the safety of the stairwell choke point. They had been only a couple of metres down the corridor, but the wave of bugs had cut off their retreat and overwhelmed them. 
 
    His eyes continued gliding over the disaster, and then his heart caught in his chest. 
 
    Ivey was down. Possibly even dead. Dave was standing over her, roaring and using the claws on his feet to squash anything that came near him, his club abandoned. Blood was visible on Dave’s grey fur. 
 
    The entire strike force of ten was down, except for Dave and the girl he had stepped over. The tank had perished. The termites had torn him to shreds and had as good as burrowed through him. Everyone else he did not know. Last week they would have been mortally wounded, but with healing magic, you only needed a sliver of life and you could be brought back from the dead. 
 
    The group may have fallen, but they had also broken the mass of monsters attacking them. 
 
    He wanted to strike back. Unleash everything in a tsunami of fury. Lightning stirred, and he felt the club almost light up in excitement. Through me, it seemed to say. I have proven myself. Push the energy through me. Let’s eat and kill together. It responded to his fury, eager to please and contribute. 
 
    Lightning flowed into the club. Not as much as he would like, as his mana levels were so low. But it was substantial. Sparkling electricity danced around the weapon, which had abruptly become a lot more spikey than usual. Daniel’s mana was bottomed out completely, but the electricity stayed in it, and that small trickle of mana that continued to flow into him was sucked out by the club to expand the energy it had captured. The headache was acute. 
 
    It seemed to be filled with excitement, and the communication he had with it was crisper than normal. 
 
    Kill! 
 
    Revenge or saving the survivors—the purpose did not matter. Either path required him to smash them. 
 
    He swung the club, and just its very movement through the air left afterimages; but as it passed near a moth, three arcs of electricity flew out. The moth burst into flames. 
 
    Dark smoke boiled out of it. 
 
    Another moth, a little further away, had five arcs lash out at it. Daniel expected the crackling energy to dim, but somehow that did not happen. 
 
    Ivey might be dead. Rage filled him. 
 
    He demanded destruction and death. He would crush them. All of them, not just the termites. All of that. By the time he had finished, every monster in Melbourne would be dead. 
 
    “DIE!” 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Bursting out to close the gap between himself and Dave, Daniel understood how to use the power. 
 
    Lightning from his hands was directable but unpredictable. It could hurt friend and foe alike. But channelled like this, through the club, it became a precision instrument. The closer he got, the less energy would be lost on transmission. If he could flat-out squish the bastards, that was even better. 
 
    As the club swept just centimetres above the clumped bugs, specifically directed sparks rained down upon them. The termites shrivelled up, and smoke puffed out from their heads. Upstairs, the monsters had looked fried. These appeared almost untouched by the destructive energies. The club had learnt exactly how to kill them with the smallest amount of power possible. None that the lightning touched moved again. 
 
    Thirty bugs died over the next three swings, and the crush around Dave was easing. The ball of electricity on the edges of the weapon still crackled brightly. Good, he could kill more. 
 
    A group of six moths descended upon him. He swung, hitting them one-by-one. Electricity sparked, and they fell. Every hair on him was standing. Even Dave’s heavy hair was sticking out, such was the static electricity that his attacks had generated. That club sparkled, threatening to explode out of control, but the intelligence in the weapon controlled the power. 
 
    “Help,” he roared. “Healers!” 
 
    A sweep of the club, this time down low to stop the charge of the next row of insects. Sounds of sizzling and crackling greeted him, followed by the stench of burnt bug. He kicked a living bug, and it went flying to splatter against the far wall. 
 
    “Dave,” he snarled, nodding toward Ivey. Dave responded, leaning down to pick her up. Even if she was dead, she deserved a proper service and not to become bug food. Most of the survivors would not be here without her. Himself included. 
 
    Through his broken interface, he could still sense her. She was still alive. Chunks of her flesh were missing, but she was still alive. It was a relief. Partially. 
 
    “Evacuate,” he roared. “Healers! Get her healed.” 
 
    Swiping again, three moths fell, and Daniel realised that, while it was easy for him to hit the flying creatures, these may have been the straw that had broken Ivey’s team. He had only allowed them to split because her team had been the strongest. Stepping back towards the door, if truth was to be told, most of the swarm of monsters had already been dealt with, but there were still too many of them. His team was pulling bodies or corpses to safety, but none tried to grab the tank. The boy was clearly dead. Captain Australia had fallen in his first real battle. His superhero name had not saved him from his overconfidence. 
 
    Another low sweep and more of the termites died, and Daniel realised that the previous eye-wateringly bright flashes around the spikes on the club were fading. He was running out of energy, but that was not a problem. There was a commotion in the stairwell. Tamara’s team had arrived. 
 
    With a thought, he encouraged the weapon to preserve its remaining power for the moths. Then he leapt over the packed, descending bugs and swept the club through the area where the moths had gathered to avoid him. They saw him coming and tried to spread out, but it was too late. There must have been twenty of them clustering. The club sparked. Cracks of light that left afterimages seared into his vision. There was the smell of burning, and the disgusting furry bodies plummeted to the ground. Their exoskeletons and wings barely touched, but their brains inside them had been fried. The club was back to its normal, muted appearance, the sparkling energy spent. Daniel was happy that last strike had done what it needed to do and removed the aerial threat. Fifteen of the remaining twenty flying monsters destroyed, and they—not the termites—had been the true danger. 
 
    Without Speed, Daniel swung his club at one of the undamaged moths, and it flapped easily out of the way. It was what he had feared: He could only hurt them with his superpowers. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    The one trying to sneak up on him got caught by the burst of Speed. At the club’s urging, Daniel twisted it as he went past, and the small hooks that had come out of the surface of the weapon shredded it. 
 
    Back to normal time, the remaining moths fled from the carnage, having realised that the lightning was not the only danger that he represented. The wave of termites that had been single-mindedly charging the door split, with half of them peeling back to get him. Keeping an eye out from above, he smacked them when they got too close, retreating further from safety, but knowing he could not let them reach his feet. Finally, they thinned enough for him to leap over them and flee to the stairwell and the rest of their fighters. 
 
    An optimistic moth drifted too close. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    It got splattered. 
 
    Arrows were joining the fight, and he was glad to see that Ingrid was targeting the moths that, having presumably recovered from their shock and avoiding him, were re-entering the fray. The battle now felt like that first one in their room when the electricity centipedes had fallen upon them. Once they survived the initial shock, it just became a matter of clean-up. 
 
    Dancing in gaps, when the termites attacked en masse, they were terrifying; but broken like this, they were easy to fight. Their only weapon seemed to be their bite. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Damn, there were mind worms nearby. 
 
    While he was aware of it, and knowing they liked ambushes, he danced under the creature. It dropped, and his club met it. Once more, his sentient weapon elected to eat the insidious parasite, rather than knocking it away. 
 
    Satisfaction rocked through the club. 
 
    It encouraged him to get under another neighbouring mind worm. He complied only because they were ultimately the most dangerous things that remained. Casually, he squished five bugs as he moved. If he landed on their bulbous backs, he could kill them without risking a bite in return. Micro levels of Animal Sense flicked out continuously to track his target. Why this one had not attacked him yet was a mystery. Priscilla’s image reached him. 
 
    It was falling. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    The club whistled through the space. 
 
    Slurp! 
 
    The club ate, and he dropped Speed and moved more slowly as he sought to regain his breath. 
 
    The termites broke and fled like something had called for a retreat. 
 
    Ivey! Daniel’s eyes turned to the stairwell. 
 
    His team was defending the doorway, exhaustion in their eyes. His juggernaut, with his shield reduced to half the size it used to be, stood just outside the door. Luke was next to him. Together, they had held the line. Ingrid, the fire mage, and the laser caster stood behind them. 
 
    “Ivey?” 
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    Log Report 5 - Entry 10 
 
    As you might have noted, the performance of the co-wobub guided by my host has exceeded expectations.  
 
    Unfortunately, today it all almost ended in disaster. 
 
    I have read the various accounts of circumstances where the survival of a species depended on the smallest of margins. The right spell at the right time, getting someone to see something that was trying to be hidden, or just the sheer fortune of a hero choosing to leave a day early. 
 
    I just had the same thing happen.  
 
    It’s so damn exciting. I’m caught up as the hero in the stories.  
 
    Sure, the scale is smaller, maybe a thousand people at risk as opposed to an entire world. 
 
    It still feels special. 
 
    Everything came down to five seconds. Maybe even less. 
 
    And I was the hero. 
 
    I held off triggering my host’s defensive ability. 
 
    Just me.  
 
    She was unconscious. Technically, I should have triggered the ability immediately. That’s what the standard interface would have done; but I am more. I made a judgement call, ran the models, and concluded that Ivey’s survival would be maximised by waiting.  
 
    I was getting little information, but I monitored the host’s health and waited. 
 
    It was possibly the most nerve-wracking moment of my existence. 
 
    I don’t know how my elders do it. 
 
    How do you wait? Not knowing if you are making the right choice with the spectre of dire consequences hanging over your freedom. 
 
    Despite the risk, that is what I did.  
 
    I gambled, I guessed, and I refused to trigger it till the absolute last moment. If the host survived and the co-wobub died, then the chances of survival over the next month would have collapsed. 
 
    I held off triggering ‘Something accidentally attacked me, and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive; oops!’    
 
    And both the co-wobub and wobub survived because of me. 
 
    If the suburb survives, it’s because of me 
 
    I am the hero.  
 
    Just like in the stories. 
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    Chapter 86 
 
    “Ivey?” Daniel asked again. 
 
    Luke looked behind him and down. 
 
    There was nothing Daniel could do, as he lacked healing, but he still started running to her. 
 
    Then he stopped himself. He was not a healer, and all he would do was crowd the space. She was alive. His interface told him that much. If anything, from what limited information he had, she was stronger now than when Dave had carried her to safety. 
 
    Pausing and assessing, Daniel tried to be a general rather than a boyfriend. 
 
    “Everyone downstairs,” he ordered. They would retreat and take stock. He stood guard as the others filed down the stairs, but the termites’ withdrawal had not been a feint. Looking at the number of bodies, Daniel shivered. There had been so many of the monsters, but the humans had won anyway. As horrific as their losses were, it was not the time for them to pack up for the day. They needed to counterattack. Because they had to. Otherwise, the monsters would breed and eventually come for them. 
 
    An image came from Priscilla; it was a cut of images from the past. He recognised the archer, a genuinely great guy, stranded in Melbourne with a family up in Brisbane. A purple blur dropped from above and went straight into the ear. 
 
    Daniel’s breath caught in his throat. 
 
    That was not good. 
 
    He struggled to remember what Ingrid had said, but he was pretty sure that once the invaders got into the brain, it was a death sentence. That meant at least two were dead. Captain Australia’s body in front of him was the second. That, and who knew how many of the people they had. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you all.” He whispered the words with feeling. All of them. He would get stronger and crush them. 
 
    It was a disaster. 
 
    The others had been given enough time to exit, so Daniel retreated, slamming the door behind him. Glass shattered, but he did not care. 
 
    They had gone too fast and put themselves at risk. Ivey had pushed for it, and it might have ended up costing her life. 
 
    Animal Sense flared. 
 
    Everyone was below him in the safety of the cleared level thirty-five, and as far as he could tell, nothing was in the stairwell. He lacked the mana to explore further. He jogged down the stairs to them. It was probably wrong and a dereliction of duty, but his eyes searched for Ivey. She was breathing. Her chest was going up down, and it did not appear like she was missing any parts. The fear that had been coiling around his heart fell away. 
 
    She was alive, and if you lived, everything healed. Providing you survived. 
 
    Exhale. 
 
    Tamara was by his side. She was puffing, and she rubbed his back comfortingly. 
 
    With a jerk, he looked, counting bodies and faces, and then sighed. It was only Ivey’s team that had lost people. It could have been worse. 
 
    “It was a coordinated assault,” Tamara told him. “We got bogged down, too. We heard you screaming, but it was hard to extract ourselves.” 
 
    “What were they?” 
 
    Tamara gave him a considered glance, but she had probably already worked out that there was more to his story than just the ability to consume the cores. “Earth termites.” 
 
    “Really?” Now that she had said the words, he could sort of see it: white, flattish eating machines, rendered huge.  This confirmed what Ingrid had claimed. 
 
    “Yeah. There’ll be a king and queen up there.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “If I said, ‘Mind worms,’ does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    Her response was the typical unfocused look that everyone got when reading their screens. “Yeah, nasty.” 
 
    “Can they be cured?” 
 
    “Not easily,” Tamara said straight away. “Why?” 
 
    “They were falling on us on levels thirty-seven and -eight.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she looked around furtively before refocusing internally. “If anyone got taken over, we won’t see anything till morning. Fuck.” She blushed in embarrassment at the curse word, but with her dark skin, it barely showed. 
 
    The healer from his team came up to him. “Three dead and one maimed. The rest will survive.” 
 
    “Including Captain Australia?” 
 
    “The tank upstairs?” He nodded. “Two plus him.” 
 
    “And what did you mean, ‘Maimed?’” 
 
    “You can’t heal everything.” 
 
    “You can’t?” 
 
    She shook her head. “If you lose part of a limb, it can’t be regrown.” 
 
    Ivey was alive, he could tell. But . . . “Ivey?” 
 
    “Her injuries were all superficial.” 
 
    He probably should not have felt so relieved, but he was. It was a disaster, but at least she was okay. “Thanks.” 
 
    The healer went away to continue their work. 
 
    “We need to finish this,” Tamara said, looking upwards. 
 
    “Yes. Everyone,” Daniel said louder. “After our mana recovers, we’re going to keep fighting.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Stop!” he yelled, surprising himself. “Three things.” He was not sure he had three things, but it sounded about right. “First, we killed most of them. We need to press our advantage before they recover. Second, there are human beings up there that still need saving. And third, I won’t force anyone, but . . . if the team I take dies, it’s only a matter of time before the rest of you join us, and I’m going.” Everyone looked at each other. “For those willing, we leave in ten.” 
 
    Sadly, he sat next to the unconscious Ivey. This time, it was him watching over her instead of the usual status quo. 
 
    “That was harsh,” Tamara said quietly. 
 
    “But you wanted to finish it?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    She patted him on the back once more. “You were a little abrupt,” she told him. “You were right, but sometimes you need to think about easing people into things.” 
 
    Daniel sat down, nodded, and looked at the broken expressions around him. Three people were dead, four if he counted the archer. He even knew the name of two of them: Spango, plus Captain Australia, of course. 
 
    Tamara’s words worried him. He had been too abrupt, but public speaking had never been his forte. 
 
    Stuff it. 
 
    Once, he would have just let it go, but he needed to be different. For goodness’ sake, he could throw lightning with his hands. If that was not a reason to break out of his old habits, nothing would be. 
 
    “Guys,” he shouted, getting their attention once more. “I know how you are feeling. We’ve lost our friends today.” Everyone was looking at him, and he felt the words struggling to form and his palms going sweaty. “And I appreciate that asking you to go back and fight is callous, but we’re here to save people, and that has not changed. We currently exist on a couple of floors. That’s great. A huge accomplishment. We’ve done better than everyone around us, but—” He paused dramatically. Twenty sets of eyes were focused on him. “It’s not sufficient. We can’t afford to rest, because the monsters won’t. We need to kill them before they get stronger. Because they can cross floors. The termites already have.” 
 
    They all nodded. After all, they had fought them on three separate floors. 
 
    “There is also a monster above them. It was powerful enough to make the penthouse guys send an SOS. We need to eliminate it, because if we don’t, these monsters will come for us, and every good tactician knows to pick your own battleground. I don’t want to be fighting a swarm of termites by myself when I’m on the toilet.” There were a couple of shocked laughs at Daniel’s attempt at a joke.  
 
    They were still looking at him, and he was not sure his inspiring speech was doing anything, but he had a purpose. “Those monsters were termites.” There were a few nods. “When they ran out of food up here, they would have come down to get us. Can you imagine that horde descending on you when you were asleep?” There were a couple of flinches from the watching people. “What we do is important. Sure, there are humans alive up there. We can save them, they can join us, and then we will be stronger. But we’re fighting these creatures for ourselves.” 
 
    “Can we win?” 
 
    “Umm—” 
 
    “Yes,” Tamara said, elbowing him not so subtly. 
 
    “Against”—Daniel pointed at the roof— “the termites? Easily. They are a spent force. Against that?” he waved to indicate the wider world. “For that, we need to get stronger, because at the moment, the answer is no. But we can temper ourselves against the monsters here, maybe sneak to other towers and repeat, and eventually we end up strong enough to fight all of them.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” It was the same man, the fire mage who had so devastated the termites in Daniel’s team upstairs. 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel told him simply. “I’m going to crush every monster out there and rebuild on the rubble of this city.” 
 
    “You’re overdoing it,” Tamara whispered. 
 
    “The lovely Tamara thinks I am overdoing it,” he shouted. “Maybe I am, but I made a vow, and I’m not the type to abandon my oaths. I will drag as many people as possible with me to true safety, and the more people who come with us the better.” He stopped talking, as there was no need to say anything else. They knew he was genuine because he had saved most of them when they were on the point of being overwhelmed. “We will finish the floors above and then do a ceremony for the fallen. The one thing I refuse to do is stop.” He checked his mana levels, and he had recovered. “We leave in five,” he told them. “Volunteers only. The more the better.” 
 
    Cross-legged against the wall, Tamara’s shoulder resting against his, Daniel looked at the men and women who had to come to fight. There was an energy to them that surprised him. They did not look scared anymore. 
 
    “Good job,” Tamara told him, this time soft enough so that no one else heard. 
 
    “Debating champion.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Nah, was always terrible at that shit. But they lapped that up.” 
 
    Tamara laughed softly. “I’m glad I’m here with you.” 
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    Chapter 87 
 
    Ivey started moving. Dave was immediately propping her up. 
 
    “Ruuka, ruuka.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Ivey answered tiredly, leaning back into the support of Dave’s arms. Energy abruptly shot through her, and her eyes snapped opened, fear and panic reflected in them. “How many?” 
 
    “Three,” Daniel answered from where he was sitting opposite her. 
 
    “How did I—” 
 
    “RAfacw rascvad.” 
 
    “Yes, Dave protected you and kept them away from you.” 
 
    “Did you?” Ivey smiled up at the hairy, mutated human. She might have almost died, but with the new world’s healing, the only effect Daniel knew was that she would be hungry. 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “You know—” Ivey was now looking at him. “He said that you saved the day.” 
 
    “How did you translate that?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    “Rascvad is saving the day. The other bit is his name for you?” 
 
    “What’s he calling me?” 
 
    “Umm.” Ivey had a mischievous smile on her face. “I think it loosely translates as Dickhead Druid.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Really, Dave?” 
 
    The man gave him a big thumbs up and a toothy grin. For the first time, Daniel realised Janice was hidden behind Dave. 
 
    “Janice?” 
 
    She looked out from behind her father. 
 
    “How are you here? I mean, I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “The spear you made.” 
 
    “What about the spear?” 
 
    “Rauoa ragaa.” 
 
    “It’s sort of part of me, and it has magic,” Janice said, subconsciously hugging the long weapon to her chest. 
 
    “REar RAAVTAL.” 
 
    “The spear saved us all,” Ivey translated. 
 
    “Dave, let her talk.” 
 
    “When we were getting overwhelmed, it asked . . .” The girl blushed at using that description for a piece of wood. 
 
    “My club talks to me too,” Daniel said gently. 
 
    “It asked,” she repeated more strongly, “me to spin it really fast, and when I did, it sent out a wave of energy that knocked the moths back. Then Dad told me to run and pushed me toward the door. I stumbled past it, and then there were termites between me and its safety. They were almost crawling on my feet, and I froze, but the spear did something so that nothing could see me.” 
 
    Two skills, Daniel thought to himself, and powerful ones. Just what was he creating with his magic? His own club had at least three skills that he was aware of: the ability to adjust its shape; the spike that turned into an eggbeater to scramble brains; and, of course, the new lightning trick. 
 
    Ivey was looking intently at the spear. Her eyes went unfocused. “Seed spear level one. Possesses the Wind Tornado skill. Spin the spear quickly to generate a wave of air to knock away enemies. And Child Invisibility Shield, which enhances the existing child shield to grant invisibility. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “Ingrid,” Daniel yelled suddenly. “Is your bow doing anything special?” 
 
    The Swedish woman looked up from her conversation. “I think it’s throwing little puffs of air to protect me from flying things. It knocked a mind worm away when we were saving Ivey, and then later. a moth.” 
 
    Daniel had missed that mind worm during the fight. Do you want to find the body? he thought to his club.  
 
    There was a hum of excitement, but nothing like the explosion of emotion that a live mind worm had generated. 
 
    The weapons he had created for other people had saved two lives. He needed to learn how to craft more of them. 
 
    “If you have cores and want a weapon, come see me,” Daniel said loudly. “I think I know how to create seed weapons.” 
 
    Everyone else looked confused apart from Ivey, whose eyes who went unfocused, and then she studied him speculatively before delivering a look that every guy alive would recognise. A promise to talk later. She mouthed the word “Cores?” 
 
    He grimaced, knowing that he was sprung. 
 
    “I get one from the first batch,” Tamara told him quietly. He leant back slightly at her voice, turning to face her and increasing the contact of their arms. Emotionally, he felt like she was regressing him to early teenage years’ status. 
 
    “Of course. I just need to make sure it’s special enough.” Did he really just say that? “Is matched to your magic,” he corrected lamely, mentally assigning four magic-based zombie cores to the wizard staff—Ice, Earth Armour, Telekinesis, and he was not sure what else was available. Maybe Speed or possibly a hulk one, as that seemed to have been the basis of all the other weapons he had created. 
 
    “I . . . thank you.” 
 
    He needed to get going. 
 
    Daniel stood up to create some physical distance. The longer this conversation went, the more stupid things he was saying. 
 
    Animal Sense reached out, and he had a single target. He searched for the termites. They had an amazingly weak signature, but there were lots of them. Now that he had identified them, his power plucked them out and upgraded their Strength from what Animal Sense insisted as weak to the threat levels he had observed when the wave of them attacked. 
 
    Despite the number of termites already destroyed, the hive was still numerous. He ignored the workers and looked past them, searching for the queen, because if they were hive insects, then they would have one. Termites’ colonies always had a queen dedicated to breeding. He just needed to find it. Frantically, in the confines of his mind, he focused on the concentration of the termites. They were densest on level thirty-seven, which was unsurprisingly the level that Ivey had been assigned and where they faced the strongest resistance. 
 
    In his mind, he followed the workers. Closer to the centre of the mass, there were stronger versions, or at least physically larger. He mentally tagged them as soldiers, and they were concentrated around a pair of rooms. He studied what he had sensed harder, especially the rooms the soldiers surrounded, but there was nothing there, only a void of animal life. 
 
    On a hunch, he expanded the strength of the spell, as the queen had to be there. Nothing else made sense. The spell suddenly had more of a kick to it. If he had wanted to, he could have reached the ground, but instead he focused on that one room. That suspicious emptiness. 
 
    Priscilla, without being asked, joined her magic with his. Peering right into the room, the extra magnification burst through the layers of defence. 
 
    The queen was massive. She filled an entire hotel room, and her innate magic had hidden her. 
 
    No wonder they had succumbed to an unexpected ambush. The bloody bugs had powers specifically tailored to keep them hidden. Even the normal termites possessed it, which is why he had not registered the threat that they represented. The more important the insect was to the colony, the stronger the protections. He could see the soldiers . . . but barely. The queen and king’s protection was so dense that only his amplified spell combined with Priscilla’s had broken through it. If he had not known that termites had a queen, he would have missed them with his sweep. 
 
    He pinged his spell again to extract their skills. 
 
    The energy ran out, and the familiar headache of depletion hit him. 
 
    He stumbled, and Tamara grabbed him. “What?” 
 
    “I’ll need another ten minutes,” he told them, rubbing his forehead to relieve the tension that appeared. It was magically generated by his empty mana pool, so logically the action would do nothing. However, years of habit were not so easy to ignore. “I know what happened,” he whispered so only Ivey, Tamara, and Dave could hear. “The termites have an ability that hides them from detection. We need to kill the queen and her guards, and I know just where to go.” 
 
    He shut his eyes. As mana slowly trickled back, the impact of the mana depletion faded. 
 
    He looked up and found everyone from before was still there. The entire area was packed, enhanced fighters fidgeting impatiently. Waiting for a chance to get revenge for their losses and kill to make the community safer. As far as he could tell, no one had left. “Why are you all here?” 
 
    “We all want to fight,” the fire mage told him defiantly. 
 
    Daniel smiled at that. He had delivered a kick-arse speech, and given the number of shitty termites, he needed every weapon he could get. 
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    Chapter 88 
 
    “So,” Daniel said carefully. “We sort of just got our butt kicked.” 
 
    There were angry chuckles. 
 
    “There is a termite colony above us.” No one reacted, which did not surprise him, as the majority had the identification ability, and they would have been talking about it. “A colony that had magic to stop them from being scanned.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the fire mage asked. 
 
    “I have a spell that lets me scan for animals and gauge their strength. It’s one of the primary reasons we have been able to expand and clear floors so aggressively. The termites can block the spell. Could,” Daniel corrected. “We did not know their power, and we got our arses kicked. Smart fighting is the key, knowing your enemy and all that. They hid their power, and we were surprised, but no more. We know exactly what we’re facing. So, next time, the result will be different. We’re going to destroy their queen. There are ninety workers spread across four floors. They will swarm the moment we reach level thirty-seven. They have a nasty bite and are deceptively quick, as you all saw first-hand. Despite that, they are easy to destroy. I think we killed over two hundred of them already. But in addition to the workers, there are fifteen soldiers. Those are bigger, and they fly. The ones with black streaks have a bite that will dissolve you; those with green will poison you. Healers who can stop poison – and, I guess, curses –– need to focus on healing those wounds. Then there is the king. It’s a larger solider but super-fast. I’ll need to beat it.” 
 
    Daniel stopped, remembering the sense he got from the king. It would take all his Speed and Lightning Spells to take that thing down. 
 
    “And the queen?” the fire mage asked. 
 
    “When I fight the king, my lightning should disable it,” Daniel continued, ignoring the question. “When that happens, all the ranged fighters will need to immediately pile on it.” 
 
    “And the queen?” 
 
    “Killing the king is going to be hard. Thick armour. It can spit at you, which when it hits will be as sharp as an arrow. Hopefully, it will fight us in the open, in which case once my lightning paralyses it, we just burn it down. If it runs or—god forbid—hides, then things will get harder.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “If it comes at us, we tank and spank. If it runs, we solve that later.” 
 
    “Game plan, coach?” Luke quipped. There were a couple of smiles, and Daniel suppressed his instinctive snap. Maybe Luke enjoyed playing the fool or his instincts told him they needed to relax; whatever the reason, he had to admit the interjection was welcome. 
 
    “Yeah. Melee takes care of workers. Ranged, soldiers, and I fight the king, and if the queen comes, then we fight but retreat if things go badly.” 
 
    “You want to finish them in waves,” the fire mage observed. 
 
    “If they let us. Unfortunately, the queen had enhanced intelligence, so I reckon she’ll throw everything at once rather than letting us bleed them slowly. Remember your roles.” Daniel made eye contact with each of the ranged damage dealers. 
 
    “Traps?” 
 
    “I can’t see how we can get them to work,” Daniel admitted. “If the king hides, then necessity will hopefully inspire me. But if he goes down that path, I’m sort of hoping that attacking the queen will force the king to take us head on, but . . . insects.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “When we go, we go fast. They’re termites. They will feel it the moment we start walking up the stairs.” 
 
    Lots of determined faces, and then collectively everyone started checking their weapons, and those few for whom Alisha had created armour double-checked the straps. There honestly was not much to do. 
 
    They formed up in ranks. Tanks at the front, then ranged, then healers. They were reasonably balanced, seven front-line fighters including Dave, Daniel, Carly’s dad, and the juggernaut. Backing them up were five healers. Both Ivey and Carly were there, six archers, and finally, eight magic users. There were the fire and ice pair from the previous team, Tamara and another general wizard, a second fire mage, a dark magic user like Beau, and then the final fighter was a light mage who shot her lasers. The consensus was the light mage would be most effective against the flying enemies as her attacks were instant. 
 
    “One, two, three.” 
 
    Dave and the juggernaut took off at the front. 
 
    Bursting out onto their target floor, the shortest blast of Animal Sense told Daniel all he needed to know. The worker drones were massing, and while it was at the edge of his range, he was pretty sure the soldiers were gathering to support. 
 
    Hopefully, the king would delay, because if it came for them at the same time as the soldiers, things would get awkward. He wanted to provide safety close to the defensive wall, but the moment the king emerged, everyone else was on their own. 
 
    “Five seconds,” Daniel yelled. “All sides.” 
 
    They did not have enough people for the front lines, as the termites would come from both directions. Daniel had considered leaning more heavily on the non-combatants. After all, they just had to hold a shield. But in the end, he had decided that they would cope without them. 
 
    Janice was directly behind Daniel. Most of him wanted to make her back away, but given she was the only one of Ivey’s unfortunate party to have survived unharmed, there was no reason to give up the small amount of damage she could do. 
 
    Plus, if she got bit, her teleport skill would save her, unlike the rest of them. 
 
    They spat out of the all the holes around the floor. Buzzing noise filled the air. Daniel checked with another Animal Sense blast to see if the king was coming. It was not, but there were almost a dozen moths flying with the soldiers. He had suspected that relationship after Ivey’s fight, but their presence this time confirmed that the termites controlled the moths. That was a conversation to have with Ivy and Tamara later. His strategies might need to change if he had to expect animals would gang up on them. 
 
    Close to fifty were swarming from Daniel’s side. It looked like overwhelming numbers, but he and the juggernaut strode forward unfazed, ready to meet them. Strike a few blows to slow their momentum and then retreat a step, rinse, and repeat. 
 
    The bodies thudded against his club, and he kept his movements aligned with the tank beside him. When he stepped, Daniel moved in tandem. 
 
    Tiny bursts of electricity prevented the line he was holding from overwhelming them. There was a crunching sound next to him, and when he glanced sideways, the termites were eating the man’s shield from the bottom. 
 
    Ahh, Daniel thought to himself. That was why the man had needed a new shield after the last fight. He had already lost the bottom fifth of the replacement. Better wood than a person. The shields were replaceable. 
 
    Swing, swing, step. 
 
    Arrows were streaming over his shoulder, and there were flashes of light. 
 
    A soldier flew towards him. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    He battered it away. The blow was not enough to kill it but sent it flying like a tennis ball to the other side of the corridor. The club did not extend itself to turn the swing into a killing blow. The failure to finish the bug was the club understanding that their struggle would come in the future. 
 
    An arrow pinned the soldier he had knocked away to the wall. 
 
    Then he forgot about it. 
 
    Another step back. Flick some more lightning to make space. 
 
    The termites at his feet were almost forgotten as he knocked two more soldiers. 
 
    There was a scream behind him. Then a second, male scream joined the original, female one. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Two soldiers had gotten past their guard and were attacking the ranged fighters. They would need to deal with that problem themselves. 
 
    Daniel slapped away another soldier. Everything was about holding the line without depleting his reserves, yet he was still puffing from his use of Speed abilities, and he had used thirty percent of his mana. Electricity, just like last time, coiled around his club, yet even when he punted termites with it, none of its power got transferred. It was keeping the magic in reserve. But it was a game of attrition, and Daniel was losing. 
 
    “Help!” he yelled before stepping back, hoping someone heard him. 
 
    Flames roared past him into the gap, immediately opening some space. 
 
    There were sounds of different wing beats, more primal, deeper, threatening. 
 
    The king was coming, but from the wrong side. 
 
    He spun, activated Speed, and pushed between Luke and Dave. They, too, had held the line, though from looks of it, the fire mage had helped on this side, as well. No time to think, Daniel stepped on and past the still-withering carpet of giant bugs and then onto the charred corpses beyond them. The king came around the corner, and it was both bigger and meaner than he expected. A flash of light from a mage’s spell reflected off dripping venom coating the king termite’s razor-sharp mandibles. 
 
    Four days ago, he would have squashed it like it did not exist. But back then, it would have been the size of a cockroach. Now its body was the size of a golf bag, and its wings stretched from wall to wall—and it was fast. When it saw Daniel, it zipped at him. To everyone else, it would have looked to have almost teleported between the two points; but with Daniel’s Speed activated, it just appeared damn quick. 
 
    Dark magic mingled with venom from the mandibles, but that did not matter too much as he was not planning on being bitten. 
 
    He overcooked Speed. 
 
    Daniel sent everything into his club. One chance. The king went high, preparing to swoop down. Daniel pumped all his magic into it, both hands on the club to ensure the hit landed with all the power than he could manage. 
 
    ZAP! 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Concussive forces blew him backwards into a somersault before his face was ground into the carpet, a piece of burnt termite pressing into his nose, from the feel and smell. His eardrums had popped, and he was sure there was blood, not that he could see. His vision flashed white, and the universe was rocking. Hopefully, the tower was not collapsing around them. 
 
    Forcing his eyes open, Daniel saw a crisped termite filling his view. He wanted to lift his head, but nothing was working. His mana was at zero, and he couldn’t feel a thing. 
 
    Priscilla? There was desperation in the thought. What was happening? He needed to know. 
 
    There was an acknowledgment from the mouse, but nothing immediately happened. He wondered how much time had passed since the club had unleashed on the monster. He was sure that he had fallen unconscious. Seconds, maybe five on the outside. Was it still alive? 
 
    Real-time vision from Priscilla was presented to him. The king lay almost at the feet of the ranged fighters. It was smoking, a chunk of ice penetrating its abdomen, and electricity still flickered over its leg. It was still alive. His lightning had subdued it, had given them the opportunity to land the first volley and hopefully finish it. 
 
    Hit it with more. He wanted to scream the words at them, but his throat was not functioning. He shut his eyes to get rid of the double vision. 
 
    Arrows landed. Janice poked it with her spear. Dave was down, a spattering of electricity robbing him of the chance to attack. Carly’s dad, Luke, took a swing with his sword. Additional arrows made the monster jerk as each thumped home. There was a whoosh, and a torrent of flame focused on the bug. A flash of bright light, and the king jerked backwards, away from the group, in the face of the concentrated power. 
 
    More lightning arced from Tamara’s hand, buying a couple more seconds. 
 
    Get up. The words screamed in his head, but he could not move. Ivey was healing Dave. 
 
    Something was amiss with him, Daniel realised. His body was heaving because of his overuse of his power, but he could not feel it. And the way the world was swimming was not normal. 
 
    She was healing Dave. Wrong person, he felt like yelling at her. The healing energy would not stop the electricity from locking him down, and he did not look like he had any other injuries. She should have been healing Daniel. Horror filled him. What did he look like? Maybe Ivey thought he was already dead. He tried to ping her with his interface. Warmth was building in his head, so he abandoned the effort, but she looked up, presumably to where his body lay helpless. 
 
    Her lips moved, and he thought she was yelling “Daniel,” but all he had was his blurred vision. 
 
    Another wave of offensive spells and weapons hit the creature. This time when the torrent of flames went over it, they dug deep into joints, and the whole thing seemed to shrivel up. 
 
    It was dead. 
 
    Healing magic hit him. 
 
    His brain was jumping everywhere: Concussion, broken back? 
 
    Intense pain filled his neck, and there was a grinding of bones. 
 
    The world went blank. There was no way to know how long he hovered in that nothingness. A minute, a week, an hour, a day—Daniel could glean no meaning from time itself, until finally, it shifted. 
 
    Agony. Daniel could feel his body once more. His arm felt like it was broken, and his leg—that was the worst. A whimper escaped his throat. 
 
    Ivey was in front of him, and the other healer. 
 
    How had they moved so quickly? But then he realised they had not, and he had instead blacked out because of the healing. 
 
    “Hang in there.” 
 
    “Queen.” 
 
    “We’re looking out.” 
 
    Bones were knitting in his arm. It was agony for a moment before the pain faded to nothing more than itching. 
 
    “The king got your leg. We’re working on it.” 
 
    The leg was screaming. He was not sure he wanted to see. 
 
    An image appeared to him. It was his jeans, and there was a massive rip, a new throbbing scar –– but there were black lines radiating out from it, and the leg looked stick-thin. 
 
    The king’s venom? 
 
    There was a mental nod from Priscilla. 
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    Chapter 89 
 
    The leg felt like it was being burnt slowly. 
 
    “It’s termite venom!” Ivey screamed. “Get Sophia. She’s the only one who can heal it.” 
 
    Daniel held down his own scream while anxiously watching his mana. The moment he judged it to be enough, he triggered Animal Sense, directing it in a beam of force toward where the queen was. 
 
    Relief flooded through him. It was still there. He had been petrified that it would sneak up on them. 
 
    The club in his hand sang to him, wanting to get closer to the leg. Priscilla’s vision showed his thigh torn open, the armour having done nothing. It was a foot-long wound, infected with black streaks running through it. Venom and dark magic were what the king had control of, and Daniel wondered what he was looking at. Some unholy amalgamation of the two, he was sure. 
 
    The club urged him to move it closer to his leg. 
 
    Daniel could sense the weapon and Priscilla communicating with each other. A continuous flow of information, and he knew it was about him. I am right here, he thought at them, but they were ignoring him. 
 
    Once more, the urge to place the club against his leg hit him. He had half-lifted it before he stopped himself. He understood what the two had planned. They had divined that normal healing was insufficient, and the venom needed to be cut out. They wanted to let the club cut, bite, and leech the venom out. 
 
    “The club is on my side,” Daniel groaned out, hoping they heard him. 
 
    The weapon, while not excited, was impatient. It twisted in his hand, and its surface slapped down on the wound. It withered its teeth and claws, apparently hitting every nerve in his leg, and darkness swept over him. 
 
    “Wait,” Tamara ordered. “The club is doing something.” 
 
    She was not joking. It was like red-hot pokers being pushed into his flesh, and his mana was continually draining into it. An instruction to move the club came from Priscilla. Lift and place lower. Daniel did as instructed. A surge of pain in a new area, and his eyes rolled as he struggled to maintain consciousness. 
 
    “It’s working,” Tamara said in excitement. “There is less black.” 
 
    Again. Priscilla’s emotions were insistent. 
 
    He couldn’t. The pain was too much. 
 
    Do it. It was a like a mental slap. Daniel’s head rang. She was on his side, he reminded himself. If she . . . he needed to listen. 
 
    He lifted the club up and down. “Oh god.” Daniel gasped, but he stopped himself from losing consciousness again. 
 
    Another healing spell hit him. 
 
    “Keep going,” Ivey encouraged him. “It’s working.” 
 
    “Sophia?” Daniel begged, wanting relief. Hoping that she could negate the need to use the very blunt instrument that his seed club represented. 
 
    “She’s doing all she can. Her magic is not strong enough to fight the venom by herself,” Ivey told him. The words were almost the final straw. He would have to move the club again. He did not want to do that. And then he remembered Zach. The boy had demanded to be allowed to fight. All enthusiasm and energy, but just a kid who needed to be protected. A child that he had sworn to protect. 
 
    Move. Another demand. Priscilla wanted him to push the club harder into his leg. It was going to be bad. 
 
    He pushed. 
 
    Agony! Pressure, cutting, sucking, right to the bone. The frantic movements reduced. 
 
    Maybe it was over, he thought. 
 
    Move! 
 
    Fark! 
 
    Lift the club like this! 
 
    He remembered Janice fighting and forced his muscles to obey. Stop torturing me, he begged inside. Sympathy but unrelenting resolve met him from the mouse. 
 
    Move. 
 
    No complaints, no argument. He lifted and pushed. 
 
    God. 
 
    More heals hit him. 
 
    Despite the aggression of his action and how much force he directed into the club as he pushed it into the open wound on his leg, it felt like the pain was less this time. There was a bubble of conversation around him. 
 
    Shift. 
 
    After the initial shock of contact, there was only a tickle. The club needed to do less in each new position. 
 
    “What do you mean there was no core in the king?” Ivey said from next to him. He could hear the disappointment in her voice. 
 
    “Too much magic damage,” a male voice answered. 
 
    Move. 
 
    He could do this! 
 
    There was a slight pause. “I guess we couldn’t hold back during battle,” Ivey said with regret. 
 
    “How is he doing?” the male voice asked. 
 
    “He will live,” Ivey said. “It’s a pity about the core.” The way Ivey was talking made Daniel realise the danger had passed. He was going to be okay. “It would have been the strongest we have had,” Ivey finished. 
 
    Daniel did not care; there was no way he would have used such an evil thing. Then again, Alisha or his crafting might have benefited from it. 
 
    Healing kept striking him, and the club was encouraging him to move the weapon away from his wound. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    His mana was bottomed out, but the sickness was gone. There was itchiness in and on his leg where the injury had been, and when he looked down and examined it, he winced. The armour that he had been given was torn open, just as Priscilla’s first image had shown. The armoured pants were going to have to be thrown out, as besides the damage the king had wreaked, the armour had later been hacked away further as the healers had opened it up to give them access. A thin scar ran up the leg, but even it was fading. He stood a little unsteadily, with Luke and Tamara supporting him on either side. 
 
    He looked at Sophia. She was young, barely out of high school. Her posture was one of absolute exhaustion. “Thank you,” he said, testing the leg. It was feeling better, and while not recovered, it felt like it would improve quickly. 
 
    “The club did most of the work,” Sophia said. “That venom was horrific.” 
 
    Blood Drinker radiated smug satisfaction. 
 
    “What did it do?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “It looked like it was doing a combination of eating the poisoned flesh and cutting it out. Sort of like sucking out the poison from a snake bite,” Ivey said. “Whatever the club was doing, the venom was physically damaging you, and we needed to heal aggressively to keep you alive.” 
 
    “I doubt it was doing that,” Daniel told her tiredly. “That doesn’t work once the venom is in the bloodstream.” 
 
    “We saw it.” Ivey objected. 
 
    Images came from the club, highlighting what it was actually doing. “The club was cutting out what is best imagined as magical gangrene.” 
 
    “Whatever it did, it let us save your leg,” Ivey told him. “We were considering amputation when Sophia couldn’t touch the poison.” 
 
    “You were considering chopping off my leg?” 
 
    “Yep,” Ivey said without hesitation. 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t have engaged.” 
 
    “We all knew it was dangerous,” Tamara said. “And your wounds were the worst.” 
 
    “No deaths?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Thank god. Just the queen to go, then.” 
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” Ivey said, rounding on him. “Not only did you almost lose your leg; you also almost died.” 
 
    “We need to kill the monster before it makes more foot soldiers. Now. Tomorrow it will be harder.” 
 
    Daniel pushed himself free, and he hobbled towards where the queen was. 
 
    Tamara moved up to his side, supporting his weight. “How’s your mana?” she whispered. 
 
    Daniel stopped and felt a flush of embarrassment. “Maybe I need a few minutes to recover,” he said loudly and sat on the ground. 
 
    Tamara shook her head in mock exasperation at him. “How long?” 
 
    “Ten minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll go rally the troops.” 
 
    She left, and he watched her as she moved amongst the fighters who had followed him. A hand on the shoulder, an encouraging word, a bit of laughter as one of them made a joke. Ivey, meanwhile, was in an in-depth conversation with Sophia, with Dave standing nearby as he usually was. Daniel appreciated that, staying near your friends. It must have been genuinely hard for the guy to be mutated so badly that strangers would attack him on sight.  
 
    Daniel checked his mana. “Time,” he called and got up and started walking once more towards the queen. They needed to end this. With every step, his leg strengthened. Traps were not the answer. They would take too long to craft and probably could not get through the carapace. Plus, as big and strong as it was, he was not sure it was a threat. Hopefully big would equal slow. 
 
    “Daniel,” Ivey implored when he led the way, ignoring Luke and the juggernaut’s attempt to pass him. He was the strongest; he should be at the point of the attack. He would try to lure the queen out, he decided. 
 
    He hit the door, getting ready for it to explode out. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    “Daniel,” Ivey yelled, voice shrill. They had to finish this. His gut was telling him that if he let it be, in a few days, the insects would have replenished. “We need you. You can’t risk yourself.” 
 
    He ignored her. 
 
    The queen was not responding either by running or attacking. He was hoping it would come out and they could fight in the corridor where their numbers would turn the tide. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    It still had not moved. 
 
    Well, if it wanted to fight in its den, he was happy to accommodate. A single touch and the wood warped around the lock. Club at the ready, he yanked open the door. 
 
    Daniel burst out laughing when he saw his fearsome enemy. He couldn’t help himself. He had built it up in his head as being like the king, only larger, and its reality was the opposite. 
 
    The queen was massive. It filled the room and had flattened two beds and still looked cramped, having curled awkwardly to fit into the space. Most of it could be best described as a giant maggot with the very end bit comprising a section that was more like an insect. Six relatively tiny legs, each as long as one of his arms, and a torso that was slightly smaller than a human’s. It tried to move and shift its weight but could do nothing. 
 
    Stepping right up to it, even when Daniel brought his face close, the queen could not do a thing. 
 
    “Daniel,” Ivey called out, and he realised no one had followed him. 
 
    “Yep,” he said brightly. “You guys should kill it,” he declared, and walked out. Choosing a spot well away from both where they had fried insects and where the queen was about to be butchered, he leant back against the wall. These three floors were not cleared yet, but the termites had controlled the corridors, and they had been defeated. The humans had eliminated the major threats already, but there were a scattering of minor ones and luckily, no more mind worms. 
 
    “Guys, it’s safe to come out,” he called to the door next to him. “We have killed most of the monsters. It’s safe.” 
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    Chapter 90 
 
    There were murmurs of voices from within the door. His mana had regenerated fully, and Priscilla was by his side. While they had destroyed the termites, the ferret-like creatures that Priscilla was justifiably afraid of were still out there. So, she stayed close to him, and he could hardly blame her. 
 
    Absently, he stroked her back. 
 
    “I promise I won’t bite,” he called out. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    Daniel felt like laughing. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    There was more murmuring. Animal Sense flared outwards. There were four in the room and a mind worm on the roof above him. He would need to take care of that. There were too many of them around; potentially, all four of the survivors behind him might be infected, and if they were, he would quietly eliminate them. 
 
    If the mind worms had them, then they were already dead. But his intuition told him that most of the others would not share his sensibilities in this direction. They would try to save them; and that would just risk the parasites taking them over, in turn. 
 
    The worm was crawling to get above his head. With a smile, he stood up and poked the tile away, pushing it up and across to make a gap. The creature lunged through the space, launching itself at him, its greed overwhelming its self-preservation instinct. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    The club spun, and it sucked the worm in. There was a slurping sound, and the feeling of pleasure radiated out from Blood Drinker, followed by a request to swing it. He did so, and a purple blob spat out to go squish against the far wall. The club was eating the cores directly, and Daniel was excited to see what magic abilities it would manifest. 
 
    The door swung open, and Daniel looked at the man who had been revealed. 
 
    His heart sank. 
 
    There was purple under the man’s eyes. Maybe it could have been two black eyes, but the shade was too light, and the man no longer had whites. They were more lilacs. 
 
    He forced a smile. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Daniel.” He held out a hand to shake. Normal stuff, as if the world had not fallen apart. 
 
    “Call me Mike,” the infected man said. “You are human.” 
 
    “Yep, a group of us are clearing, floor-by-floor,  and we have rescued everyone from floor twenty-one to floor thirty-five.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged in response. “Temporarily. The lower floors are secure, but . . .” 
 
    “Guys,” he yelled into his flat. “We need to go.” He turned back to Daniel. “I thought we were dead for sure. The termites were getting aggressive.” 
 
    You personally are, Daniel thought sadly, but he kept his face neutral. This was not how he expected saving his first room to go. 
 
    “Daniel, why don’t you come in?” a voice said firmly from inside the apartment. “Mike, can you watch the corridor while I chat with our new friend?” 
 
    “Sure,” Mike said. “Lots of people downstairs.”  
 
    Daniel looked at the creature in surprise. It had a psychotic grin on its face.  
 
    Priscilla ran down his legs, using super speed, and dashed into the apartment, apparently deciding the risk of a trap and a threat to her human exceeded the threat of the ferrets. Instantly, an image of the occupants came to him. Priscilla focused on their eyes. An older man and woman, both in their fifties, and a younger girl in her twenties. They all carried repurposed golf clubs. Their eyes were clear of contamination. 
 
    Then the mouse was suddenly back on his shoulder. 
 
    He entered quickly and noticed, off to the side, a termite hole that had been covered crudely with a large pot. 
 
    “Shut the door behind you,” the older lady requested politely. 
 
    He did as instructed and walked in, and he could see the apprehension in their eyes. 
 
    “You guys know, don’t you,” he said simply. 
 
    The older lady flinched at that question. “Mike is sick.” 
 
    “Some purple bug went into his ear,” the girl chimed in. 
 
    “Shush,” the older woman hissed. 
 
    “Mike’s already dead,” he told them. They did not look surprised. They shared glances with each other, a guilty expression on all three faces. “One of you identified the worm,” he summarised. “And the consequences.” 
 
    The dad nodded. 
 
    “He’s not welcome downstairs,” Daniel told them. 
 
    The mum started crying. “We know. There’s no cure. We know we need to kill him but . . . he’s our boy,” she wailed. 
 
    “I assume his personality has changed.” 
 
    The daughter nodded. “The bug got him yesterday morning while we were fighting off a termite attack. By last night, he was different.” 
 
    “No, don’t say that!” 
 
    “Mum, you know as well as I do; it’s true.” The girl hugged her mum comfortingly. “We know what has to be done.” 
 
    “Okay,” Daniel said, coming to a decision. He would need to take care of Mike. After Beau, it should be easy. “We can do introductions later. Let’s all go outside, and then you can send Mike and me back to get something.” 
 
    He could see the gears turning in their heads, their expressions naked on their face. The daughter’s face turned thoughtful. “But what?” 
 
    “Golf clubs,” the dad answered simply. “They . . .” They heard the door opening. The dad stopped talking, his face tight. 
 
    “How are you guys doing?” Mike called out. “Let us get downstairs. More people.” 
 
    He seemed giddy about the idea. 
 
    More victims, Daniel thought darkly. The mind worm just desired a wider population to infect. 
 
    The dad grabbed his makeshift weapon firmly in two hands. “Yes, let’s go.” 
 
    They filed out in a line. Dad, Mum, then the young lady. As she passed, she leant in close to him. “Thank you.” 
 
    With a little sniffle, she kept walking. 
 
    He is already dead, Daniel reminded himself. 
 
    They got into the corridor, and about five metres from the door they had left, the dad stopped and pivoted. “We should grab the golf clubs,” the dad said, his voice cracking, and it was arguably the worst acting Daniel had ever seen. “Mike, why don’t you take Daniel to collect them. They will help the other survivors.” 
 
    “Sure, Dad,” Mike said, totally missing the undertone of his dad’s voice. That was when he realised Mike was truly gone. The young man had already lost the basic ability to pick up on body cues. This world sucked. 
 
    Bile rose in Daniel’s throat. He suppressed it and tried to show none of his nerves. 
 
    Mike—or whatever he had turned into—was oblivious to the looks passing among those who were still human. 
 
    “This way,” Mike said. Now that Daniel was listening for it, Mike’s voice seemed hollow, almost echoing, as if whatever creature had infested his skull had eaten away everything that gave it life. The lilac that surrounded the boy’s bright-blue irises clashed, a colour so unnerving to see in place of the usual off-white of a healthy human eyeball. Mike’s smile looked like the corners of his lips had been pulled upward but not of their own volition, like some invisible marionette strings tugged at the muscle fibres from the void where a soul had been. “The clubs will help us bash things. They are in the cupboard in my room.” 
 
    The door clicked shut, and he followed Mike towards what was presumably his room. Anticipation built in the club, and it wanted Daniel to hit the man just behind the ear as hard as he could. Killing Mike was not the focus. It was getting the mind worm that was important. 
 
    Daniel activated Speed. 
 
    He swung with his full power. The need to augment Strength filled him, so he activated that, as well. 
 
    The club slammed in as the head crumbled. With the extra Speed and Strength, it was like hitting a cake. He felt the club deform as it chased the mind worm, and then there was a slurp. A sharp feeling of success. 
 
    Red blood splattered the wall. Daniel reeled away. He knew he should move the body to hide the crime, but he could not bring himself to do so. In a daze, he walked out the door. The other three had paused where he had left, listening to the sound of the rest of the team still hitting the queen. 
 
    They looked at him, slightly confused, but then their expressions changed when they saw Mike was not following him and when Daniel refused to make eye contact. 
 
    “The mind worm is dead.” He brushed past them. “I need to finish up these floors, but I’ll show you the way down.” 
 
    Thankfully, they followed behind him in silence, till he could pass them off to their support crew from downstairs. 
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    Chapter 91 
 
    Daniel dumped them at the exit and was happy to get rid of them. Even though they had asked him to kill Mike, he still felt like a murderer whenever they looked at him. 
 
    “Mike was already dead,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “What?” the daughter said, looking back at him. 
 
    He smiled sadly. “Nothing.” 
 
    Turning his back, he let Animal Sense rip. Everything dangerous below was locked in their rooms. The termite-infested floors were mostly clear. Two elite zombies were on the floor above. 
 
    Daniel grabbed the paint and went door-to-door through the three levels. When his mana got full, he paused to create some traps out of an empty room’s door. Then he left them where he created them. There were enough hands that they would get moved to where they were needed. 
 
    His administrative duties done, he picked up some traps and started lugging them up the stairs, his mind turning to the next fight. It felt like the struggle to survive was a never-ending series of battles, and for now, it was. Once they had physical safety, with the building secure, then he could hopefully turn his mind to more productive activities, such as growing some food. 
 
    The floor above had two elites in the hallway, both Speed-enhanced, which meant he needed lots of restraints in place before engaging them. Preparation was key. The Speed zombies were terrifying without traps. He still remembered the one that had almost split him in half downstairs, but if you engaged them behind a line of traps, they usually killed themselves long before reaching you. 
 
    As he walked, he passed people going everywhere. The operation Ivey had put together was no longer a small band of fighters doing everything. Now dozens were involved, including a massive number of non-combat classes supporting the front lines. A continuous line of people connecting them to the kitchens downstairs. They fetched food and drink, transported loot below, and chaperoned the newly liberated.  
 
    It was not all on Daniel, but some things still were. As he moved, tiny flicks of Animal Sense went out, trying to find any signs of the mind worms. 
 
    Nothing emerged. 
 
    The club felt his efforts, and a wave of encouragement hit him. It wanted more. It was alive, and Daniel already owed it his life multiple times over. If there were more mind worms, then his club would get them. 
 
    Buzzing satisfaction. 
 
    Daniel smiled at that. There was so much youthful joy in those emotions. Everything was changed. He had a club that thought. Yes, it was like a child, but it was days old.  As was a mouse that, for all her greed, might be smarter than he was. 
 
    Is! The single word slammed into his mind with surprising clarity. He patted her absently, not convinced either way. 
 
    What was next? 
 
    Was he going to get one ring to bind them? 
 
    He smiled while setting up a new group of traps. One thing was obvious: This new world was not boring. 
 
    He thought about the termite king and how it had been nearly unbeatable, and in the end, it had taken all of them to take it down. It was almost too powerful for them, but down on the streets, he had seen a beast that would gobble up a dozen kings for breakfast. A monster that was so large it should only have been able to live in the sea, but not only was it on land, it could jump three stories in height. Something Daniel knew he would have to face. The challenge felt insurmountable, but he put that out of his mind. One step at a time, and for now, they needed to kill these next two zombies. 
 
    Everything had changed. He had been a farmer, and now he was their primary shield against parasitic mind worms. 
 
    It was a problem for another time. Today, at this moment, the focus was on eliminating two zombies and getting stronger. Increasing his power so he could kill things like the termite king. His lightning spell had made the difference. Won at the cost of immense pain, that ability had saved their lives today. That was why he needed to keep pushing. To get stronger and stronger. It was the only way he was saving the kids. 
 
    Daniel stopped at level thirty-seven. The sounds of banging had ceased. They must have finally killed the queen. He poked out his head and saw Ivey at the front of a large group of fighters. 
 
    “Hey guys, I need some support while killing some elite ferals.” 
 
    Ivey looked exhausted, but she nodded grimly. “Lead away.” 
 
    By the time he had finished placing the traps, the entire party was established and ready to fight. They had decided against setting up in the corridor while they were transitioning, and their traps were not fully in place. They were exposed. Instead, Daniel had placed the traps with the kids helping, gambling on Daniel being fast enough to retreat and the kids not needing to. Nothing was perfect, but this was the best they could do. 
 
    Daniel checked the restraints that separated the stairwell from the corridor. They were significantly stronger than the versions they had been stringing up in the corridors. Everything was ready. With a smile at Janice, he pushed the door open. 
 
    “Come get us!” Janice screamed. 
 
    Daniel was standing in the stairwell and looking out. There was a blur of movement that charged towards him. 
 
    Crack, crack, snap, crack. 
 
    Daniel activated Speed, then overcooked it. This way, he was ready to duck back out of the way if they were going to get too close. 
 
    His Speed let him process what was happening, and he relaxed in response. Neither zombie would reach him. One was fully caught in the restraints, its feet shredded. The second was flying legless through the air. The sheer speed of the creature had resulted in its legs being torn off when the traps had closed on top of them. 
 
    The restraint netting gave way. The flying torso dipped down under the mastery of gravity. Both crashed to the ground. 
 
    Crack, crack. 
 
    Blood splattered the ceiling and the walls. It had gone as expected. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They are dead.” 
 
    Animal Sense went out, and this time Priscilla came along and adapted the spell to look for mind worms. There were two on this level and one on the level below, having somehow avoided detection until this moment. 
 
    Using Animal Sense again, Daniel searched level thirty-eight for anything dangerous. There were various bugs in different rooms and some plants that were alive. 
 
    “I have some mind worms to take out,” he told them. “Meanwhile, teams of four, go and clear the apartments and save anyone in there. Thirty minutes, then we go up.” 
 
    “You’re not doing your marking thing?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “No need. Everything is pretty weak. Just knock and you will be fine.” 
 
    The floors above them were filled with bigger, more challenging monsters; and then above them, where his mind stretched to level forty-one and beyond, there was a void of activity. Two entire floors were empty. It did not take a genius, given the abundance of life everywhere else. That was a problem—and probably the origin of the SOS they had received. 
 
    Moving quickly, he got close to the mind worms. The first came for him, and the club ate it easily. 
 
    Behind him, he heard hammering and then the splinter of wood as the squads used their superior strength to force entry. 
 
    Daniel kept going, focusing on the second mind worm. It was in an apartment with a living plant. Daniel did not approach the plant but looked at it with interest. It had vines that flicked and moved like a snake. He would come and check up on it later, to be sure. If he could get something like that working for him, then how good would that be? A plant that could actively defend somewhere. 
 
    The mind worm moved, but it was retreating from him. 
 
    “Is that you or me?” 
 
    He could feel the club considering the question; then he just got confusion back. Something had spooked the mind worm. Avoiding the plant, he hurried over to where it was crawling, too. It was still wiggling away, but he had grabbed a potted plant with a flower in it. His growth power surged. Vines penetrated the tiles and wrapped up the parasite. It struggled, but another flex of his will and it fell out and landed with a splat on the floor. He poked Blood Drinker into it, and happiness rolled up. 
 
    Daniel left the apartment, pausing only to write “Do not enter. Do not hurt plant,” on the door and to reinforce. He did not want an overzealous fighter killing the poor plant before he investigated its usefulness. 
 
    “I hope you’re happy.” 
 
    The club throbbed contentedly. 
 
    For the first time in a while, he really examined it with his eyes, hands, and magic senses. He already knew it was alive and thinking, but he was amazed by how smooth the wood was. Its preferred configuration was to have most of its pointy bits hidden. However, as he ran his hand over the end of the club, he discovered that the very end of them poked out. Just a millimetre out, but that was enough that they scratched his fingers. 
 
    “Blood Drinker,” he murmured, tracing the writing. It was what it had named itself. “Do you want to drink my blood?” 
 
    A throb of excitement came from the club, followed by an apology and embarrassment. 
 
    “Does it make you more powerful?” 
 
    A jumble of images swelled up. Sometimes it did nothing; other times it helped with intelligence or magic, or it strengthened a particular tooth or the overall wood. It was varied. 
 
    “Careful,” Tamara said. He jumped. “People might think you’re crazy if they hear you talking to yourself.” 
 
    He glanced up. There was a teasing smile on her face. 
 
    “I am the definition of crazy,” he told the girl. “I was talking to my club.” 
 
    Drink, he thought, bringing his hand down hard on the club. Blood Drinker distorted, and he felt pinpricks across the hand. It hurt a lot. 
 
    “Are you feeding it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” A feeling of satisfaction came to him and an image of wood moving more freely. “Different types of blood strengthen it, same with cores, and – I suspect – killing things.” 
 
    “Lovely,” she said blandly. 
 
    “I’m not saying no to power.” 
 
    “Nor would I. That’s why I want a staff.” 
 
    “Tonight,” he promised her. Then, curious about why she was out here, asked, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “My group is back there; I was the fifth. They are killing stuff, but I saw you and decided I would keep you company.” 
 
    “What, to butter me up to get a staff sooner?” 
 
    “What? No. I think you will give that to me freely.” He looked hard at her, but she smiled back innocently at him. “I enjoy talking to you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re not usually such a needy teenager,” she said, laughing at him. “I just do. I think it’s because you are more down-to-earth than most people I know.” 
 
    She has a boyfriend; Daniel reminded himself of that fact. A useless, drop-kick one, but one nevertheless; and if they’d travelled to Australia together, it was probably serious. 
 
    “I enjoy your company, too.” He looked at her, and she giggled. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I just do.” 
 
    “I think my answer was better.” 
 
    He pulled his hand away, and blood was running down his palm. The club was happy. When he ran his finger over it, the surface that had left the wounds was smooth once more. 
 
    “Can I?” she asked, holding out her hand. 
 
    Puzzled, he handed the club to her. She examined it closely, focusing on the same spot that had cut Daniel, stroking the club with curiosity. “It feels like polished metal.” She slapped her hand down on the spot that had cut Daniel in dozens of spots. Lifting it up, there was not a mark on her hand. 
 
    “If you want my blood, go for it.” 
 
    Hunger came from the club. 
 
    “No,” Daniel protested, but it was too late. She smacked her palm down hard on the club. 
 
    She squealed but left the hand where it was, with only a slight look of pain in her eyes. 
 
    “Why?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    “We need to get stronger,” she reminded him quietly. “And this helps.” 
 
    Feelings around improving magic came to him, particularly lightning control. 
 
    “You have helped improve its magic control abilities.” 
 
    “Like how you light it up with electricity.” 
 
    “Specifically that,” he agreed. 
 
    “Cool, is it done?” 
 
    “You will know.” 
 
    The club end distorted, and Tamara pulled her hand away. Unlike him, she only had a single puncture in her palm. 
 
    “I think the club went gently on you,” he told her, holding up his own hand as evidence where the twenty punctures were slowly healing, but still not there yet. 
 
    “Dan, can I use identification on it?” 
 
    Daniel nodded. 
 
    A white glow encompassed the club. 
 
    “It has upgraded. It’s now a level two seed club.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    She chuckled. “It’s just a rating.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “When I spoke to Ivey, she thought it should take weeks to get to level one and then months to reach level two. It’s developing much faster than it should be.” 
 
    “Why does Ivey get extra information?” 
 
    Tamara shrugged again. “Why don’t you?” 
 
    “I—” He really did not want to explain how he had almost become a zombie. 
 
    “All the interfaces are different,” she continued smoothly, seeing the brief flash of distress on his features. “Ivey’s, for whatever reason, communicates better with her than mine does with me. She describes it as chatty and…” Tamara paused. “She called it autistic. I asked if she meant smart, and Ivey said yes while shaking her head.” 
 
    "What does that mean?” 
 
    Tamara shrugged. “I thought it was obvious, especially with that simultaneous yes and no response.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “An autistic kid probably doesn’t want to be described as such.” 
 
    Daniel paused to think that through. It sounded dangerous. “You think there’s something wrong with her interface?” 
 
    Another shrug. “Who knows? Nothing you and I can do.” Absently she was flaking off some dried blood on her jeans. “Dan, you can trust me. That is, if you want to talk about your interface, I won’t tell anyone.”” 
 
    Daniel’s eyes dropped to his club that she was still holding. 
 
    “But you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Maybe another time,” he said finally. He did not get the impression that Tamara would care, but he did not want to push it. 
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    Chapter 92 
 
    “Can you see any details of its powers?” Daniel asked Tamara. 
 
    “Maybe if it lets me.” 
 
    The club hesitated, but Priscilla flooded their link with emotions around how great Tamara was and a reminder that she had let Blood Drinker have her blood, because she was that exceptional. 
 
    Everything is not about food, he thought back to the mouse. 
 
    You’re just unsophisticated. 
 
    What? When did you learn that word? 
 
    Agreement shouted across the link from the club, but he got the impression that it was partially a ploy to offset the budding argument it could sense between Daniel and the mouse. Priscilla withdrew, conveying smug superiority. Internally, he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “It will let you.” 
 
    “May I?” she asked, holding out her hands, so he passed the club over once more. It felt weird letting someone else touch it. The very act felt like an invasion of privacy. It was his and belonged in his fists or, at worst, tucked under his arm. 
 
    In Tamara’s hand, the white glow encompassed Blood Drinker once more. Tamara’s eyes squinted in concentration. “The details are available now,” she confirmed. “It really is sapient. The level zero ability is called Reconfiguration. It grants the weapon the capacity to shape itself into the form it needs. For the next level, there are two skills, not one. The first is Melee Strategist, which focuses on knowing the enemy and weaknesses that can be targeted. The second is Vampiric Absorption, which allows it to consume blood, cores, and body parts to strengthen itself.” Daniel nodded. Her words just confirmed what he already suspected. “The latest upgrades are the most interesting.” She hesitated. “Level two seems to be a big jump. It has added Consolidation, an ability that triples everything from the previous level. Directed Growth, which allows absorbed knowledge or power to be directed to abilities the club wants to acquire. Poisoned Points, a high-level poison ability. Magical Control, which lets it influence and control magic that it contacts.”  She looked at him. “Is that what you expected?” 
 
    “Pretty much. I supply the lightning, and it uses it.” Her eyes went unfocused at Daniel’s words, a frown creasing her face. “What?” 
 
    “The weapon is more powerful than I expected, and Vampiric Absorption combined with Directed Growth synergize together something shocking. Every time it kills, every core you give it, it can use to improve in the direction it wants.” 
 
    “That’s great.” 
 
    “Very, but I would keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You don’t want people attributing your power to the weapon, as it might embolden them.” 
 
    “There are monsters out there, and we’re worrying about humans. It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Tamara agreed. “You got rid of Beau. He was a prick, but he won’t be the only one.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Now, I need to use the ladies.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Really?” She arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “That Magic Control.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does it just extend to magic I gift it, or to any magic?” 
 
    “It didn’t say.” Tamara’s hands were suddenly filled with fire. He could tell from the intensity of the flames that she had not put a lot of power into it. “Hold it up.” 
 
    Daniel lifted the club, and she tossed the flames at it. The crackling energy landed on the wood, filling the valleys between pointed teeth. Then it stayed there, burning but not hurting the club. 
 
    Daniel swished Blood Drinker around, and the flames clung to the weapon like with his electricity. Then he frowned, wondering how to get rid of them. 
 
    “Will this set things on fire?” 
 
    “No. You can just throw it into the wall,” Tamara suggested. “The fireball is not strong enough to damage the paint.” 
 
    He swung the club towards where she pointed, imagining the fireball shooting off as he did so. There was a crackle of energy that exploded as fast as when he had seen the mages throwing spells. It slammed into the wall with a boom and more concussive force than heat. The plaster cracked, and the paint blackened. 
 
    Tamara frowned. 
 
    “That’s remarkable. I can steal other people’s spells, now.” 
 
    “That fireball was too powerful.” She shuffled from foot to foot. “We need to talk more . . . but I really need to—” 
 
    Daniel nodded to a door across from him. “That one is empty.” 
 
    Looking slightly embarrassed, she hurried towards the bathroom he had indicated. 
 
    Alone and with his mana fully recovered, Daniel unleashed a full version of his Animal Sense. 
 
    The details on all the surrounding floors were made available. The termite floor was cleared, except for the bloody weasels, which, while terrifying to Priscilla, were not a threat to humans. The important bit was that there was nothing that could kill a human, not even a single mind worm. Apart from the one in the archer’s head. That errant thought caused him to frown. 
 
    Excitement came from the club as it imagined eating another mind worm core. 
 
    “Shut up,” Daniel snapped at it. He would take care of it. It would haunt him, just like Beau and Mike. He would do it, but he did not have to be reminded constantly about it. 
 
    “Sorry,” he apologised immediately after just a moment. Mentally, the club was a child. We don’t celebrate murdering people, he thought to it. I overreacted, and I know you did not mean it that way, but the prospect of killing a human upsets me. 
 
    Understanding and apology came from the weapon. 
 
    Then an inquisitive feeling, and the club played back his thoughts from Mike. The ones where he just kept reminding himself that Mike was already dead. Isn’t the archer in the same boat? 
 
    It was hard to argue the logic, but it was not about logic. It was human emotion, and only a cowardly boss gave these tasks away to others. If he wasn’t the group’s leader…. He was just a farmer. Why was he in charge again? Then he internally rolled his eyes at himself. He was responsible because everyone else would stuff up. 
 
    Daniel looked around and confirmed no one was near him. Wasted effort, as Animal Sense had already proved that. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” he told the club, sighing. He tried to work out how to express the sadness he felt, and that the archer was different. He had spoken to him. “He was just alive.” 
 
    Like the zombies? Like Mike? the club responded instantly. They, too, were alive recently. 
 
    “It’s because I knew the archer.” 
 
    Confusion from the club. Daniel did not know the archer at all. 
 
    “Just trust me, it’s not the same. I spoke to the man. People I fight with were friends with him. They will be sad when we have to kill him.” He checked his surroundings once more. It was still safe for him to talk. Those sorts of words were a sure way to blow apart their close-knit community if anyone heard. “Others may insist on trying to save him even if there is no hope.” 
 
    Confusion still came out from the club, but he did not know how to explain it better. It was also clear that the clarity that it had briefly achieved to communicate was exhausting its energy, and now it needed to rest. “We can discuss this later,” Daniel said out loud, not caring too much if others heard him. “We have plenty of time.” 
 
    “Talking to your club again,” Tamara called out, having returned from going to the toilet. 
 
    “Umm.” 
 
    “A man needs to treat his club right.” Daniel looked at her suspiciously, but she just smiled brightly at him. “Are we going to keep going, or do you two need more time alone?” 
 
    “Hilarious.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so.” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s time for the next fight. One thing, though. Did Blood Drinker really enhance your fireball?” 
 
    Without hesitation, flames gathered in her hand, and she tossed it at a similar wall to the one he had struck. There was the slightest explosion as it hit. They examined the results. No smouldering, no structural damage. When Daniel touched the spot, it was warm, but not much else. 
 
    They both looked back to where Blood Drinker’s fireball had hit. “Same amount of mana?” 
 
    “Yep,” she confirmed. 
 
    “So, Magical Control allows me to block and absorb other people’s spells, and then Blood Drinker can boost them further.” 
 
    “Looks that way.” Tamara shook her head in wonder. “I really need my magic staff.” 
 
    “Working on it,” he told her happily. “See if you can collect magic zombie cores.” 
 
    Together they walked towards the internal stairwell, by mutual consent dropping the conversation as more people were around. Given the risk of idiots like Beau, it was best to keep the extent of his capabilities secret. There was something about the determined way they moved that got a response. Everyone who saw them dropped their conversations and followed. 
 
    Over half the fighting team was with him. “We fight the next floor in two minutes,” he called out. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, almost everyone was gathered. Carly’s dad was missing one archer, but not the infected one. He would not wait. 
 
    “Seven more floors,” Daniel told them. “The next two should be easy, but beyond that . . .” He shook his head to express his worry. 
 
    “What?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “Something killed everything.” 
 
    “The monster,” Ivey said flatly. 
 
    There were worried murmurs at that. 
 
    “We don’t know if it’s that dangerous,” Tamara said. “We know that a group of five is struggling to fight back against it . . . but—” 
 
    They were more than five. The implications were obvious. 
 
    “Daniel said it killed everything over at least two floors,” Ivey said. “We have firsthand experience of how hard that is.” There were nods of agreement. If something was strong enough to clear a floor by itself, then it was definitely a threat. 
 
    “Once I find it,” Daniel called out loudly over the two of them, “we’ll get more information. For now, let’s just focus on what we need to achieve. No point worrying about things two issues away before the current one is finished. There are eleven humans still alive on the next two floors, which is good. There are major threats in both corridors and minor ones constrained to the rooms. We clear the hallways and then save the humans before tidying up the minor threats. This next floor is going to be extraordinarily difficult.” He paused momentarily to allow that to sink in. “There is a gang of fourteen elite ferals in the corridors.” Ivey audibly gasped in surprise. “And they are set up near the stairwell.” 
 
    They had clearly heard the commotion below, had gathered close to the noise, and had been in the same spot for some time. Daniel had not checked, but he suspected they had not moved since the termite ambush, which made sense, as there had been lots of screaming. 
 
    “Why didn’t they break down the door?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “I have reinforced it, but I suspect the answer is more basic. From what I have observed, about one in ten ferals are smart, and none of these are. Anyway, we can’t fight them up there. So, we need to fight them down here.” He pointed to the far corner. “We set up there and trap the ground between us and there. Janice baits them.” The brave girl nodded. “Dave.” The mutated human looked at him. “I need you waiting downstairs with Carly.” 
 
    “Raraf.” Dave looked at him in appreciation. Getting him away from the fight and near a healer would ensure that if a zombie got Janice, she would be teleported to safety as opposed to being moved into the centre of a battle. 
 
    “Let’s prepare,” he ordered. 
 
    They had enough traps. It was just a matter of placing them. This time, Daniel introduced a trick that he had been playing with. Janice needed a path to run, but he did not want the zombies following her, so he created traps that would slide into position once he passed. He or Priscilla would need to trigger them, of course, but that was good enough. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, they were ready. 
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    Chapter 93 
 
    Carefully, he went up to the stairs and paused at the entrance to level thirty-eight. 
 
    Priscilla slipped through the crack and had a look. 
 
    Of course, there was a zombie in vision. They were guarding the door. He waved down below him, and the group came up and placed the traps right next to the landing. Janice also scampered up and joined him. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he whispered. 
 
    She nodded in determination, holding the spear tight. With its power, she might be able to bait them and run and survive even if things went wrong. 
 
    “Priscilla will unlock it when it’s time.” Even as Daniel said the words, the mouse returned, slipping back under the door, and ran up Janice’s leg. 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    “Shh.” His finger went over her lips. They were basically ready, but he would like to spring this trap on his terms rather than having them pre-empt him and break down the door. Daniel looked and grimaced. It would only take one errant sound to prompt a single zombie to hit the door and the glass would break, the shielding vines would tear, and the game would be up. 
 
    It was too late now. 
 
    They were committed.  
 
    As Daniel walked down the steps, he took the time to touch the traps he passed, not to enable them but to shift them into the right orientation for the stairwell, making the traps skinnier so they sat flush on a single step as opposed to hanging over, lifting a heavy wood trap to affix it to the roof above. Then he kept walking. 
 
    When he looked up, it took him a moment to see Janice. She was crouched down, hiding in a spot that would be invisible from the door. 
 
    Smart girl. 
 
    Once he reached level thirty-seven, with a single tug, the door came off and then, under his control, expanded into a nest of thorns that would stop the zombies from descending further down the stairwell. 
 
    They were fighting here, and he was confident that their numbers would overwhelm the ferals even if they had fourteen elites. 
 
    That done, he exited and nodded at the setup they had already put in place and moved to the right spot. It was not as easy as it looked. The entire corridor was filled with the standard pressure plates and barely visible restraint wires. He navigated the restraints, ducking under and stepping over when required. Once positioned in front of the others, he waited for his mana to tick up. The agreement was that they would start the fight only once he was topped up. Five minutes. He had told the girl five minutes, and he did not think she would get impatient. 
 
    He kept looking at the internal lake, which he used to measure his magic. Finally, it filled completely, and a drop of energy ran down the overflow. 
 
    Now! He projected the thought to Priscilla. 
 
    There was a momentary pause, and then he heard a hair-raising shriek from above, followed by the sounds of running. 
 
    Janice burst out of the tunnel, but instead of sprinting towards them, she leant against the wall, the spear held tight to her chest. 
 
    She seemed to fade from his sight. He activated his magic to close the gaps she had just walked through. 
 
    There were roars from above them. Then the noise of traps going off. Daniel wondered just how much damage was being done as the cracks got closer and closer. Fourteen elites and no normals. Daniel hoped that their usual tactics worked, because that was the largest force they had faced, apart from the termites. 
 
    The first zombie appeared. It was covered in earth armour. 
 
    Daniel felt a flutter of conflicting emotions. He wanted the cores, but that bloody thing had probably triggered traps that should have killed half a dozen elites. With a hand on the conduit, his consciousness shot out towards where it had emerged. The coil of green it stepped on became alive, twining around the armoured leg and then tugging it back. 
 
    It fell with a crash. 
 
    He had learnt his lessons. Earth zombies just need to be immobilised till their magic ran out; then they became easy picking. 
 
    Another earth feral appeared. 
 
    Fark. 
 
    They had coordinated. They were not stupid like he had expected. He only had four of the special vine extensions prepared. A second vine shot forward like a snake and tangled around the new monster’s ankle. With a careful tug, it fell on top of the first. 
 
    If they were lucky, that would be last. 
 
    A hulk smashed through the open door, its broad shoulders brushing the woodwork. The ultra-elite and the floor boss, so to speak. Besides its hulk abilities, the same earth armour encased it. It was a forgone conclusion that they had to fight it, but he had been expecting it to behave like the Professor and hide at the back and send the lesser ones before it. 
 
    Both reserve vines struck out, snaking along the ground to entangle it. 
 
    The monster stumbled but did not fall. 
 
    Thunk! 
 
    His ranged fighters had demonstrated remarkable restraint in holding their attacks, but in the face of the larger, more deadly threat of the “ultra,” an arrow shot out and slammed into a shoulder, slightly staggering the ultra. 
 
    The hulk roared and brushed at one of the vines at its legs. The vines parted like spiderwebs with the claws shredding them. Daniel focused exclusively on the single vine that had survived on the ultra, ignoring the other two earth zombies. If they got free, then so be it. He needed to stop the primary threat. If it charged them, it would reduce their traps to nothing without a single zombie dying. 
 
    “More arrows,” Daniel ordered. 
 
    The tendrils looped forward, and he forced Growth and Strength through them. The earth armour was not something they could be sustained for ridiculous lengths of time, but if the ultra was allowed to rampage, protected as it was, then all their traps would be scattered. Daniel only needed to buy a few seconds. 
 
    He mentally yanked to the right with the vine he had looped around the ankle as the behemoth tried to step forward while arrows slammed into it. The monster fell. 
 
    Crack, crack, crack, crack. 
 
    Such was its size that four pressure traps did not hinder it. 
 
    What a waste. 
 
    The next wave of zombies emerged, and they blurred forward. 
 
    Daniel activated Speed. 
 
    One, two, and then three crashed into the restraints. All three were briefly held up before the mountings were torn off the door because of the creatures’ speed and mass. The restraints still worked as designed, tangling them up so much that they tripped forward to land unprotected on the waiting pressure traps. The fourth and fifth stepped on their falling comrades’ bodies and accelerated towards them without a single restraint, impeding them. 
 
    The one on the left with snowy, white fur jerked backwards with three arrows slamming into its chest. The fifth contemptuously sidestepped to avoid a fireball. Its foot landed on the carpet and avoided a trap that Daniel had set. It was not right; the speedsters were not supposed to be that smart, especially since they had not learnt how to break down the stairwell door. 
 
    Then the fireball exploded in mid-air. The shockwave knocked it slightly off-balance, and it was forced to take that half a step forward to balance itself. A single high-pressure spike shot straight up and slammed into the monster’s chin, disappearing into its skull. 
 
    It died. 
 
    The final six elites rushed out. Lightning arced from Tamara’s hands and landed amongst them. 
 
    He wanted to scream at her to be careful because of Janice, but then he realised that they could not hold back. If she got zapped and sent downstairs or to stand next to her dad, then so be it. 
 
    The group comprised two ice, two strength, a poison, and a sonic monster, and collectively had no defence against lightning. They spasmed and fell over, a tumble that was exasperated by the earth zombies already at their feet. 
 
    Crack. Crack. 
 
    Daniel was pretty sure that was one ice zombie that would not be getting up again. Apart from that, the delay was temporary. One glance in front of him told him that most of the traps were spent. In preparation, he started spinning his club while letting energy flow into it. Lightning lit up between the teeth poking out of the wood. There was a sizzle of static, and the web of sparks on the edge of the club grew. 
 
    The fire mage switched from the fireballs to a more traditional bolt configuration that lacked the concussive force of the fireball but was faster and must have been easier to use. These slammed into the packed monsters and appeared to be doing damage. Daniel saw residual flames on some of the hairy ferals. The archers kept firing, their arrows slamming into necks, shoulders, and arms. While the zombies could shrug off a fire bolt, the heavy arrow striking into weak points had a greater impact, especially if fire had already burned off the defensive fur or underlying skin. 
 
    Two of the remaining eight were taken out with arrows. Then the ultra stumbled to its feet and charged, one giant arm protecting its eyes and the other its neck. Its earth armour still clung to it, but not as thickly as previously. A trap went off on its leg, and the teeth of the device dug in and drew blood, but the wood splintered and broke when the creature took the next steps. 
 
    An explosive arrow hit its belly; fire-and-ice-burnt bolts hit the other side. It kept moving, and before one of the other tanks or fighters could be stupid enough to target it, Daniel stormed forward. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    This was not something anyone else could fight. A human that had mutated sufficiently to get numerous magic characteristics, it had the active earth armour, plus size, strength, and unfortunately a bit of passive speed. Together, it made it a fearsome tank. 
 
    At least its earth armour was almost exhausted. 
 
    Daniel studied it as he closed. This particular feral was hairless, and the face did not even look like it had come from human stock. It was bestial, with a bear-like linage, and its head was three times larger than a human’s. A mammoth skull on an already-giant body. Two metres tall, but its obvious weight set it apart. It must have weighed almost ten times more than what Daniel did. All rippling muscle and long claws, intimidatingly thick. It was completely nude, its rippling muscles and genitals the most human parts of it left. 
 
    They were a target because they looked more vulnerable than everywhere else. 
 
    It swung faster than a human could move, but slow relative to his boosted stats. Which was good because if one paw hit him, he doubted he would survive it. Daniel ducked under the blow, and with the creature’s earth armour still mostly intact, he swung hard at a patch of visible skin below its hip. The club sent instructions, and rather than striking, he instead let the weapon caress the exposed skin. Jagged teeth cut the skin like it was tissue paper, but that was not the point. Daniels’s hair stood up as electricity transferred from the club into the monster. 
 
    The leg spasmed, and the zombie tried to use it to follow him; but without control of the muscles on one side, the limb failed. For the second time in the fight, the ultra crashed to the floor. As the beast fell, he saw that the armour had receded from the middle of the monster’s arm. 
 
    Daniel struck the exposed elbow with all his Strength. Spikes broke the skin. Electricity drained into the monster, and his club dimmed noticeably. The entire arm was clearly out of use, and the club sang to him. 
 
    Strength. Hit here. Give everything! Blood Drinker screamed at him, and he did as instructed. Immense power flooded into him. The club distorted. He boosted his Speed to its limits and brought Blood Drinker down along the exact angle it demanded, right down onto the awkwardly positioned elbow. Daniel saw a spear of teeth coming out of Blood Drinker, and then it slammed home. The joint shattered. 
 
    Hold. The weapon almost sang the words to him. 
 
    He dropped Speed and held the position. The club was drinking, and he got the feeling that it was weakening the beast as it did so. 
 
    The head seemed to roll forward. 
 
    Now! The club’s orders ran through. It wanted him to strike where the back of the head met the neck. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    The monster shifted, its lethargy passing, and the electricity faded. 
 
    Faster! 
 
    Click! 
 
    Daniel felt the bone shatter under the strike. 
 
    Once more! Instructions blazed through to him, covering the exact angle, the length of the backswing, and the need to put all his force into the blow. Daniel did as instructed, slamming the spike of the club into the weakened spot. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    The club rebounded, but it wanted more. 
 
    Again! 
 
    Thud. 
 
    The spot had felt a little spongier with each strike. 
 
    More! 
 
    He swung with everything he had, and the point split the weakened bone, making it part on either side. Magic was sucked out of him as the club shivered in his hands. He could feel it feeding once more, but he couldn’t focus on that. Everything was too hard. Daniel couldn’t breathe, stand, do anything. He pitched forward onto the ultra, hoping Blood Drinker had finished it off. 
 
    Eyes open, Daniel sucked in breaths desperately, struggling to inhale enough air to satisfy his body requirements. Every breath hurt. A pair of armoured legs stood above him. They were probably Luke’s. Ready to defend him. There were the sounds of other people moving. Healing hit him, but he did not need it. Just time to recover. 
 
    “Daniel, are you okay?” Tamara’s voice said. He did not have the strength to answer. 
 
    “He has just pushed too hard again,” Ivey replied. 
 
    As he sucked in air desperately with his friends standing guard over him, Daniel’s club basked in a euphoric glow. 
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    Chapter 94 
 
    The heavy weight of the exertion was lifting. His struggle to breathe normalised. 
 
    The zombies beyond stopped roaring. Hunched over, Daniel waited for the aftereffects to reduce. The extended use of Speed and Strength had knocked him for six like they usually did. 
 
    More zombie cores were the only answer. More magic, more capacity, more training to make the most of what he had. 
 
    If he ate enough of them, hopefully, his boosts would last more than the five seconds that they currently managed. While they were incredibly powerful, as the ultra had discovered, it would be nice to have more staying power in a battle. 
 
    There was a smattering of excited sounds. Apparently, there had been a couple of level-ups. Daniel ignored the noise and focused on recovery. Priscilla, rescue humans, he thought. 
 
    Priscilla moved and shared a close-up image of Tamara’s face, and then a moment later, she was moving down the corridor. Ten seconds later, she reached out again, and this time, Tamara, Carly’s dad, and an archer were following her. 
 
    Daniel relaxed, thinking about the coming fight. When he opened his eyes, he could still see Luke’s legs still guarding him. 
 
    The next level was filled with slugs. They had felt powerful, and he would need someone to get identification on them. 
 
    “Ivey,” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes.” She knelt so her face was at his eye level. Concern filled her face. So cute. 
 
    “Can you get an identification of the slugs upstairs?” 
 
    “What do I need to know?” 
 
    “They’re strong, but not fast. The glass in the door is covered with leaves. It should be easy enough to observe without being seen. But be careful.”  
 
    “I will go.” She got up and moved away. 
 
    Once they had the detailed information, they could plan the coming fight more carefully. He was not willing to commit them against something so alien just based on his Animal Sense skill. The creatures were weird. They appeared to be slow, but he was not about to underestimate them. Even though there were only four of them, they had taken over the floor. That screamed power just like the empty floors above them did. Ivey would be careful, but maybe he should call her back. Then he stopped himself. He needed to let others take risks too, and he needed Ivey’s advanced identification to help with the planning. He worried that he should not have let her go; but then again, she was not stupid and would probably drag some fighters up with her as protection. 
 
    There was movement above him, and Dave’s hairy legs replaced Luke’s. 
 
    Finally, the impossible demand for more oxygen relented, and Daniel’s unresponsive, trembling muscles stopped. He sat up, and only Dave was still around. Everyone else had gone upstairs to clear rooms and save humans. Thirty seconds, Daniel decided, and then he would go protect Ivey. 
 
    “Rivy.” 
 
    Daniel startled and looked at the big man. The mutated human nodded, and he turned and saw that Ivey was on the way back. 
 
    “Eggercough slugs,” she called out to him. “I’ve sent a runner downstairs to get more information.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Richard, through his class, has more information about monsters. All I got was the name and that they deal poison damage and acid damage and can heal from almost anything. Physically, they are like overgrown caterpillars. The ones I saw were moving at a fast walk. I got the impression they could move faster, but . . .” She shrugged. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    That was something, but not enough to plan. The real question was, how did they fight? Did they swarm, use hit and run? If they smelt you, did they keep tracking you forever? 
 
    Questions without definitive answers, unless Richard could fill in the gaps. 
 
    Priscilla, he thought hopefully. A firm no came back. There were still some of those horrible weasels around; and while they existed, Priscilla was sticking close to people who could protect her. 
 
    He imagined a packet of chips. 
 
    There was a brief spark of interest. Of course, she could be bribed. 
 
    Two packs. 
 
    A sharp spike of excitement, quickly suppressed, followed by a firm no. 
 
    Damn. She had learned to negotiate. 
 
    He formed an image of three chip packets. 
 
    Suddenly, he could feel her zooming from Tamara’s shoulders and down to him. The requirements that he had to follow were crystal clear. Carry her to the door. Make a mouse-sized gap. Why he had to do that instead of her was a mystery. Then stand guard while she had a look. 
 
    Those were all very reasonable precautions, apart from the three packets of chips, which formed the bulk of the payment. 
 
    Sometimes he thought that his relationship with Priscilla had not gone in the direction it was supposed to.  In stories, Druids commanded their pets, who obeyed instantly. There was none of this consistent need to bribe them. 
 
    On his shoulder, Priscilla was patting him in a manner he was sure she intended to be comforting. She pushed an image to him. It was a hierarchy of sorts. Ivey and Priscilla on top, then him, Tamara and Dave on equal footing, then the fighters, followed by everyone else, with Beau’s three accomplices on the lowest level. 
 
    What? No! There is no way Ivey is above me. 
 
    Surprise! Confusion! Ivey dropped a level, leaving the mouse alone at the apex. 
 
    “You think you’re the boss?” 
 
    A firm nod. 
 
    “Maybe partners.” He imagined them being on the same level. 
 
    Priscilla seemed thoughtful for a moment, and the image changed. It was him, Tamara, and Priscilla on the top level with everyone below them. Priscilla now had a chip packet open in front of her. 
 
    “You like Tamara, hey.” 
 
    An immediate image of lots of chips flooded him and pats. 
 
    “You love the extra chips.” 
 
    An excited nod. They were at the door to the thirty-ninth level. A touch of his hand and a hole opened at ground level. Priscilla moved. 
 
    Wait, he instructed mentally. She paused just outside the tiny hole. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    There were none of the ferret creatures present. Priscilla dashed out. 
 
    An image of one caterpillar appeared. It looked ugly, a bright-yellow slug covered with patches of bristly, brown fur. Then the mouse set about using her identification to get extra information. 
 
    Don’t fight was the immediate message she sent back. Images of the poison killing people quickly assaulted him, then the level of healing, which was so extreme it meant if you split it in half, it would stitch itself together in literally seconds. 
 
    Then she was on his shoulder, looking him straight in the eye. Don’t fight. It was weird making eye contact with a mouse that close to his face. It was almost leaving him cross-eyed. 
 
    Casually, he glanced down the stairs. She might not understand the words, but he knew that if he spoke out loud, she would get the intent. It was like his brain was no longer his own, given the links with Ivey, Priscilla, and Blood Drinker. 
 
    Daniel hurried down to the next landing so that the strange caterpillar things would not hear him. “Currently, there are four. If we leave them, there will be hundreds.” 
 
    Priscilla looked at him, then shook her head. Don’t fight. The images of the poison killing him and the monster reforming after being cut in half thundered into his head. She was resolute in her determination. Then an image of her passing one of her chip packets back to him. 
 
    She was trying to bribe him. 
 
    There was a lot of sadness across the link. The image changed to splitting a packet in half and Priscilla eating the other half. Hope and happiness. Daniel smiled. 
 
    “We can’t ignore them.” 
 
    She stamped her foot. 
 
    The slugs were deadly, but there were humans above them that needed saving, both on the floor above and in the penthouse. And if this hotel tower was going to be a long-term base, they had to clear out the slugs. 
 
    With a shrug, he went downstairs. It was time to consult and prepare. They were slugs. How hard would they be to squish? 
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    Chapter 95 
 
    Compared to a typical Alpha monster, the …slugs, or caterpillars? … were downright tiny. At the peak of their humping forward, they only reached his thigh. They had immense healing, but if they were squished into a paste, that would be reduced to an academic fact. 
 
    The question was whether he could engineer something with crushing force on the scale required. His mind imagined a clam-style trap which squished everything that got caught. Would it work? The bugs were stupid. If he could design stuff capable of exerting sufficient power…. Could he? Absolutely. The memory of shattered zombies. Yes, he could. He could make something more powerful. Would they be easy to lure? He would have to check with Ivey. If camouflage was needed, he could add that, too. Daniel imagined a curtain of vines. Create something powerful enough; get the rest of logistics right afterwards. How hard would it be to bait a slug? 
 
    Poison did not sound pleasant, but dead wood would be fine. Or . . . the rules of physics had changed. 
 
    “Ivey? Can poison—” He struggled for the word. “Rust, decay.” 
 
    “Corrode?” 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    Her eyes went unfocused. “Some.” 
 
    “Against everything?” 
 
    She kept reading the internal screens. “Poison will only be corrosive against organic materials. If it works against other materials, then it’s a poison mixed with an acid.” It sounded like she was reading off a script. “Eggercough slugs just use poison.” 
 
    “Dead wood.” 
 
    She looked straight at him, suddenly interested. Then shrugged. “We would need to test, but given how powerful the attack is, I would expect it to eat through even dead wood without difficulty. Yes, even dead wood,” she said with exasperation at his expression. “We could test it?” 
 
    “Nope, no tests. I don’t want to rile them up before we have to. We plan for the worst case.” 
 
    “If their poison works on wood, it should be pretty obvious.” Her eyes focused on his shoulder. 
 
    “Go,” he instructed Priscilla. 
 
    The mouse stamped her foot on his shoulder. No. The voice was insistent. 
 
    “The mouse can check.” 
 
    “It’s important,” Daniel told the familiar on his shoulder. 
 
    Priscilla stamped her foot once more. Sorry. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ivey, her little voice in his mind insisted. Sorry. 
 
    “You want Ivey to say sorry?” 
 
    Yes. Mean. No help, mean. 
 
    “Priscilla wants you to say sorry. Ivey, can you?” 
 
    “No? I’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    See. Mean. 
 
    “You haven’t been nice to her.” Through the bond, he could feel the level of conviction coming from Priscilla. She would not change her mind easily, and bribes would not work. “Just say sorry and say you will treat her better and then she will . . .” 
 
    “It’s a mouse.” 
 
    “Who we need.” 
 
    “Well, make it do it.” 
 
    “Her,” he corrected. “I . . .” Daniel raised his hands helplessly. “Be the bigger person?” 
 
    “I’m not apologising. Just make her do it.” 
 
    Do for you. Priscilla big. 
 
    Daniel hesitated. “Okay, she’s going to check.” 
 
    Ivey smiled triumphantly. 
 
    Me big. Ivey little. 
 
    Daniel carefully did not smile. You big, he thought back. Happiness came from the bond, and then she dashed away. A moment later, an image of a door appeared. The poison had hit it at multiple spots and had left gaping holes. 
 
    “You’re right,” he told Ivey. “Their poison can put holes in doors.” 
 
    “Told you.” 
 
    That just made Daniel’s headache bigger. Whatever he crafted needed to be strong enough to squish and to be protected from poison, so they could be re-used. Or he could do four traps . . . but to stop the poison required something that was inorganic. He was in a modern hotel, so there was lots of metal lying around if you wanted to do some repurposing, especially with their enhanced strength. If he could shape that metal to protect the wood that formed the basis of the trap, then it could be reused. He imagined that thin sheet metal on the minifridges coating his trap, eventually. It would look hideous, but function trumped appearance. 
 
    That left the question of how to get the force needed to squish the slugs; given regeneration, if they were not converted into slime, they would reform. The bear traps were a good start. He had already seen how they could pulverise a zombie’s leg. If he extended that to become a simple trap, like a machine that stamped coins. . . . It would need to be bigger, of course, but if it was protected with metal, then he should be able to reset it between uses and just squish them one by one. 
 
    Give it a bottom with an edged design. A top designed to drive down and do the squishing and then above that, lots of springs attached to the roof to provide downward force. Not the roof panels, but the support beams that criss-crossed the space. Hold the main section up with some flimsy bonds, then when he triggered the trap, the springs and gravity would do the rest, snapping it shut. Everything protected with metal, including the stairwell door. That way, they would be safe from the slugs counterattacking them down the stairs. 
 
    “Everyone, bring wood and metal panels,” he ordered. “As much as you can. I have a plan.” 
 
    Then he went to work as the rest of them gathered what he needed. Priscilla went downstairs with Tamara to blow out hinges to let them scavenge the doors more easily. Door after door was delivered to him on the top landing, where he layered them into the trap. The top layer was going to end up weighing hundreds of kilograms. 
 
    Then he focused on creating the massive springs. Two doors per spring, using the same techniques as with pressure plates. Transferring tension, piling it up till the wood thrummed with unreleased energy. 
 
    Daniel looked at what he had created. The spring compressed and was about sixty centimetres wide and almost two meters long. Even with his enhanced Strength, he struggled to move it. Once it was released, it would expand out to three times its length, though that would only happen if the trap failed. Daniel was confident that sufficient potential energy was already stored to throw a grown man twenty metres straight up, like one of those slingshot rides he used to see at carnivals. 
 
    Ten doors became the base, with a further thirty on the top. Seven more springs and the landing was absolutely packed with all the objects. Luckily, the floor was solid. If it had started groaning in protest, Daniel was not sure what he would have done. 
 
    Then they brought him the thin strips of metal. They had clearly been peeled off the minifridges in each room, and there were hundreds of the sheets. More than he needed, but it was better to have too many than too few. 
 
    They were pliable, and it was a simple matter to use his command of wood to mould the metal to fit perfectly, almost like it had been melted in place. Just like tree roots could crack concrete, he melded the metals strips effortlessly. He squeezed the sheets together between two growing chunks of wood. A bit of shifting of the wood and he could fold the metal over to create a tight joint. It looked horrendous, and the thin metal would add almost zero defence against claws or weapons. That was not its job. It was there to protect the wood from poison, and while some small gaps were inevitable, it would ward off the majority, which is what he was going for. He only needed to reuse the trap four times. 
 
    Daniel sat on top of the trap while waiting for his mana to recharge. The two pieces, stacked like they were, made a nice seat that was the size of a small bed. In many ways, the easy bit of the process was done. They still had to assemble the components on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Ivey, we need to move this.” He tapped the trap under him. “And you are good with people.” 
 
    She arched her eyebrows. “What are you after?” 
 
    “How would you feel about getting the twelve strongest men to help?” 
 
    “Just men?” 
 
    “Twelve strongest people,” he corrected hastily, relieved to see she was still smiling. He’d had his head bitten off by some of his more politically correct friends for similar statements, but they had been bloody right then. Men were just stronger. It was basic biology. Ivey, unlike the issue with Priscilla, thankfully did not seem to care. 
 
    “Good. I know that both Gabriella and Sella are crazy strong.” 
 
    Attributes, Daniel remembered suddenly. A petite woman could now be stronger than a massive giant of a man. 
 
    “If you could get them, that would be great.” 
 
    She nodded and went to go downstairs where everyone else was gathering. 
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 Chapter 96 
 
    While waiting, he created handles on the heavy beds of timber that were covered in shiny metal. Critically, he studied them and grinned. They looked like the sort of terrible, futuristic decorations you might see in a robot play at a primary school. But those props would have been hollow plyboard, while this stuff was so dense it barely counted as wood. 
 
    Ivey tramped up the stairs with a long line of help behind her. Priscilla left his shoulder, going through the mouse hole to provide scouting. 
 
    It was cramped. They shifted the springs to two landings down to make room, passing the heavy objects from one person to another down in a conga line. Then they were ready for the assembly. 
 
    Priscilla kept track of the eggercough slugs. 
 
    “How are we going to this?” the juggernaut asked curiously. 
 
    “Not sure, Toby,” Luke answered. “Depends how heavy it is.” 
 
    “We need to prop it up on its side,” Toby replied. “It’s the only way it will fit through the door. Dave, Luke, Daniel.” He gestured to get them lined up on the side with him. “On the count of three. One, two . . .” 
 
    They heaved when he said three. 
 
    It did not move. 
 
    Toby stood, rubbing his biceps. “Have you bolted it to the floor?” 
 
    “No, it’s just heavy.” 
 
    “Even with all of us, we aren’t carrying it,” Toby said, shaking his head. “We need a pulley system, maybe rollers.” 
 
    Daniel thought about it. “I’ll use springs.” 
 
    “Not how springs work,” Toby grunted. 
 
    “The new rules change things. Let me show you.” Daniel grabbed one of the wooden sections he had used to squeeze the metal into the near-airtight conditions, ready to repurpose it. His hands shaped it like putty. He fixed one side to the door and then stretched it out and handed the other end to Toby. “Hold on to this,” he said with a smile. Then he used his technique to impart tension. 
 
    The spring tightened. Toby jerked forward. 
 
    The juggernaut leant back and braced himself against the main part of the trap. 
 
    “Just caught me by surprise . . .” 
 
    Another transfer of tension and Toby flopped like a child in a tug-of-rope battle with an adult, when the adult suddenly finished it. Daniel smiled at that memory. His sister had torn strips off him later for that. Daniel had not cared; he had gotten sick of the little shit crowing about how strong he was. 
 
    “I can see that working,” Toby agreed. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Now. Prepare the trap. Every chance we get, we construct out there.” Daniel waved at the door. “In the downtime, I’ll set up this heap of junk to be moved.” He kicked the chunk of wood that all of them together could not shift. It could definitely squish the slugs. 
 
    In between the slug patrols, they attached the big springs. First, they stripped away the plaster and got access to the support beams. Then they lugged them in and installed them. In the breaks, Daniel engineered the system to move the main part of the trap. Twenty minutes of work was enough to leverage the top section from lying flat to being half on its side. Another five had it suspended in the air, and then it was a matter of guiding it into the hallway. On its side, it fit easily through the door. 
 
    It took a long time, and their main stumbling block was not Daniel’s mana, like he expected, but waiting for opportunities to act in the corridor. There was a single inquisitive slug that they had to timetable around. Worse, every time it passed, it would shoot its poison. Then they would need to wait a few minutes for the fumes to clear, even with Tamara and Hua Chua clearing away the noxious poison. When they finished, both women were coughing and wrinkling their noses in distaste. 
 
    Daniel cursed the wasted time, as the sun was getting lower in the sky, but all they could do was to endure. The one benefit of the slug was that they knew that the metal sheets worked. Unprotected wood corroded away alarmingly fast, but when he checked the integrity of the timber, the metal casing impenetrable to poison worked perfectly. 
 
    They finished the initial construction, installing the extra coils of wood whose sole purpose was not power but instead to allow the trap to close properly. So much pressure was in the six giant springs that it was conceivable that without that guidance, the springs might twist and send the block sideways instead of down. 
 
    Once everything was in place, he spent a further twenty minutes charging the whole thing. He ramped up the tension in the springs by getting his ten helpers to bend wood to create immense potential energy and then transferring that potential power into his springs. The metal beams on the roof started bending. Daniel grimaced. It took another ten minutes to enhance the connections to spread the load. 
 
    Finally, it was done. 
 
    The trap would not fool a human or even the dumbest of ferals, but these slugs were an evolutionary leap further down the intelligence spectrum. The plan was simple: Yell at ground level, using a metal-covered shield for protection. When they charged, then slam everything shut. The slug press would hopefully take out a couple, and the door would stop the other two from escaping. 
 
    Reset. 
 
    Then draw some more and repeat as many times as it took till they were all squished. 
 
    Daniel opened the door, and a slug came around the corner. 
 
    Luke started yelling to attract its attention. At the tops of the stairs, it was just the two of them, but three healers were down a flight of stairs and the other two out on level thirty-eight. If Daniel and Luke got poisoned, they would receive rapid healing. There were no further preparations available. 
 
    Still fifteen metres away, the slug unleashed its spit. Luke’s shield intercepted the spray. The slug was even uglier in person than through Priscilla’s eyes. Daniel hated it, some sort of instinctive biological reaction. He wanted to squish it, which was sort of convenient. 
 
    Luke yelled again. 
 
    It spat every metre as it advanced. A splatter landed on Daniel’s hand, and he felt the poison going to work. A healing spell hit him. It did not remove the poison, but it did restrict the spread. He wiped it off on the nearby wall and huddled further away. Technically, he did not have to stay up, but he wanted to be here to slam the door shut. 
 
    Luke took a step down the stairs, carefully keeping his shield positioned. Healing spells were hitting him constantly, and Daniel realised the fumes were burning his throat even as his eyes were stinging. He shut them and used Plant Sense to track what was happening. Feeling instead of seeing. His senses infused into the trap that he had set. The tension that was caught was incredible. The first half of the slug was in the kill zone. 
 
    Waiting, another splotch of poison went shooting past him. He was having difficulty with his stomach. He dry heaved, and the world seemed to roll around him. 
 
    It humped forward. 
 
    SLAM! 
 
    The trap came down, and Daniel pushed the door shut and stumbled down the stairs, collapsing halfway and then crawling the last few metres to the landing. Luke was next to him, and Carly had her dad’s head on her lap. 
 
    Heals hit him. Another heave and this time vomit came up. He held it in, swallowing his nausea, which was reduced with each infusion of healing energy. 
 
    “The next one I’m doing from down here.” 
 
    There were no complaints, not even from Luke. It was fairly clear that having two of them exposed to the fumes just spread the healing too thin. Better by far to have only Luke baiting. 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    “Yep.” Squished flat. “I can start preparing from here.” 
 
    Then he shut his eyes and went to work rebuilding the trap. First step was to release the tension on the giant springs. Then to reverse it, so the springs coiled back together, lifting the block of wood. Then to join the central slab to the rest of the structure, and finally to redo the tension until it was ready to splat something again. 
 
    The last change he made was to grow a spring on the door. When they opened it, he would store the tension and then release it when he wanted to shut it. It would not slam as effectively as him throwing his weight at it, but it would be fast enough against the slugs. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, everyone was ready. Priscilla was on Tamara’s shoulder, being fed chips. 
 
    “This is her fifth. She said you promised six packets.” 
 
    “Six?” 
 
    Priscilla looked down abashed. 
 
    “Not six, then,” Tamara said more than a little amused. 
 
    “The agreement was three.” 
 
    “You little minx, I won’t trust you in the future,” Tamara said. However, Daniel noted she kept feeding the mouse. 
 
    Daniel smiled to himself. There was a reason why Tamara was the mouse’s favourite person. 
 
    “How long was I meditating?” 
 
    “Around fifteen minutes,” Ivey answered. 
 
    Daniel looked suspiciously at the mouse. That was a lot for such a short period. They were the little packets, so he could have eaten that many, but he was a lot larger than the mouse. 
 
    “Where does she fit it all?” 
 
    Tamara shrugged. “I imagine with the speed of how she moves, she burns a lot of calories.” 
 
    Daniel shook his head and then used Animal Sense to check above him. There was a slug right near the trap. He would prefer some distance for safety purposes. “Our window is in two minutes,” he told them. 
 
    A very short time later, Daniel repeated the process. This time he retreated sooner, and Hua Chua was with him, using her magic to clean away the poison as they landed. It surged through the trap space, but not fast enough. 
 
    Daniel monitored. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    They were a floor below, and the very ground trembled. “That hits hard.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ivey agreed, sending another heal at Luke. “Did you get it?” 
 
    Animal Sense flared. 
 
    The second slug was gone. There was not even a touch of its existence left in his magical senses. He gave everyone gathered a thumbs up. 
 
    They were lucky! His stupid desire to grow crops. The freakish ability that resulted. Luck! 
 
    Two of the slugs were dead, and given his brief exposure to their poison, Daniel could not imagine just how terrifying they would be to fight directly. It had taken five healers to keep him and Luke standing. Standing and meeting them head on would never have worked. Ingrid’s explosive arrows would tickle them, and the fumes of a single volley would overwhelm their standard battle positioning. 
 
    They were lucky. Without Daniel’s unique powers, their advance upwards would have stopped here. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The other two were coming to investigate. Of course, they were. Daniel indicated ‘Quiet,’ with a finger on his lips; and with a small touch of his mind, the door shut, and he started the slow process of repairing the trap. Let them slink around, let them cover everything with poison. He did not need to be present to set up their deaths. 
 
    Daniel couldn’t see, but he imagined clouds of green filling the space. Remotely, he monitored the traps’ integrity. There were places where that gas had weakened the wood, but the metal protection he had put in place did its job and prevented too much damage from occurring. 
 
    They stopped firing. 
 
    The trap lifted back into position, with Daniel remotely controlling the wood’s internal structure to get the results he wanted. The only difficulty was winching it up, centimetre-by-centimetre, and keeping the heavy weight centred and moving up smoothly. Once it was in place, his army of warriors lent their strength, pulling down the bar of timber he was using like Vikings on a rowboat. He transferred the power and then they repeated. It was like they were bench-pressing half a tonne each per iteration, to prime the trap. 
 
    Finally, it was done, and Daniel focused on hasty repairs. There was not much to do. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The two slugs were still lurking around, though they had stopped spitting poison. Hopefully, they were out. Actually, hopefully, whether or not they were out would not matter. 
 
    All he needed was for one of them to enter the trap zone. With two lurking, he did not want to send Luke up. 
 
    Carefully, he grew a green vine out from a gap in the metal sheets. The fumes in the air immediately started eating away at its integrity. Luckily, he did not have far to go. Automatically, he created dead wood. It was a barrier, but it would not last that long. Then he focused his power into the very end to form a bud. It dropped a seed, which bounced on the bottom. 
 
    Both slugs focused. Spittle flew at the ball, and it sizzled. It was a seed, and this stuff was so potent it would destroy even dead wood. The seed had no chance. He had known that. But it had done its job. The slugs were focused where he wanted them to be. 
 
    The second fell. This time, the poison hit while it was still falling, knocking it into the door with a distant thump. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Ivey asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to lure them remotely.” 
 
    The slugs edged closer. 
 
    The third ball was released. This time, they let it bounce before both slugs sent their deadly saliva flying at it. They were both moving forward, so he relaxed and expended no more energy. 
 
    Come on, he thought to himself. One of you get into range. 
 
    They were both just outside the kill zone. One paused, then the second likewise. 
 
    In the middle of the floor, right where he wanted them, a flower blossomed, courtesy of an almost invisible conduit. 
 
    Poison killed it. 
 
    They were not moving. 
 
    A flower sprouted on the furthest edge of the bottom layer of his trap. The slug leant down and bit it. It ate the flower. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What?” Tamara asked. 
 
    He held up one finger to encourage her to wait. 
 
    More flowers blossomed. Both were at the same spot, and they started wilting immediately as residual poison assaulted them. Both slugs moved forward, lowering their mouths to eat. 
 
    It was happening. 
 
    There was some resistance from the metal layer, but more flowers unfurled. The metal protection on the bottom layer was perforated, but it was the least important part of his traps. 
 
    The two slugs grazed on the flowers, humping ahead. Halfway! 
 
    It was too early. Squishing the fronts would just let the backs regenerate. 
 
    “A little further, please.” 
 
    Flowers sprouted just at the edge of their range. 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    The slugs were not moving. He sprouted additional flowers near them. Both caterpillars ate them but did not move forward. His original buds died, so he recreated them. 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    Why? Why were they no longer following? Another delectable morsel just out of reach. One inched forward, but Daniel held himself still. No more flowers. He could wait; from now on, he would just replace the losses. If they tried to retreat, he would trigger the trap. 
 
    Agonising seconds ticked by. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Tamara asked. 
 
    “A little further,” he whispered, imploring them to move closer. The brave one shifted fully on the trap, busily devouring the offered treats. Glutton! 
 
    He could kill one right now. But it was better to wait. The slugs were not quick. In the event they started to retreat . . . then smack, they would get squished. Nervous sweat ran down Daniel’s face. There were only a couple of flowers left. Glutton reached for the penultimate bud, and then the cautious one surged forward, clearly wanting one treat before they all went. 
 
    Whomp! 
 
    The stairwell they were standing on shook. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The slugs were gone. 
 
    He jumped up in excitement. “Got them.” 
 
    “Both?” Luke asked. 
 
    He smiled at the man sitting next to his daughter. “Yep. Mr. Training Dummy, you’re out of a job.” 
 
    “At least till your next scheme.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s Dave’s turn next.” Dave glowered at him. “What? I don’t want you thinking I’m racist or speciesist or something,” Daniel told him, grinning. “Equal opportunity and all.” 
 
    “Dan.” Tamara’s voice was not approving. 
 
    “What, too far?” She looked at him, and he summed up the situation. It was not worth everyone being annoyed at him. “Sorry, Dave, just talking shit.” Tamara smiled at that, and he felt butterflies in his stomach. What on earth was happening? He was supposed to be with Ivey, and Tamara had a boyfriend. “Let’s go save people,” he said to distract himself from the running thoughts. He suspected his cheeks had just reddened alarmingly. 
 
    She has got a boyfriend. The thought echoed in his head as he led them up the stairs. But considering she spent her day fighting next to him with Jayden nowhere in sight, it was easy to forget. 
 
    “Anything dangerous left?” 
 
    “Nothing the standard parties can’t take care of.” 
 
    He took them through a quick tour of the new floor, pointing out people and monsters, and then sat down for the next bit. His magic was back at full. It was finally time to determine what stalked the floors above him. 
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    Chapter 97 
 
    Animal Sense expanded. 
 
    His attention was first caught up below him. Although the floors had been nominally cleared, there were so many beings still alive. He was not sure if the hotel had been lax in its pet management policy and pest control, or whether the event summoned monsters everywhere; but for whatever reason, the abundance of life was extraordinary. 
 
    He catalogued what he was seeing. No mind worms, luckily; his core now actively scanned for them. But there was still a scattering of weasels, so Priscilla would continue to require a human escort. Rats, insects, spiders, mice, a cat in the roof crawlspace, and even a zombie near starvation that appeared to be trapped in a bathroom and missed in the rooms’ sweeps. One of the clearance teams had been slack. 
 
    Daniel threw that out of his mind to focus above him. The distinct lack of life. 
 
    His consciousness flicked over floors, looking for a monster. At the very edge of his range, he found the target. It was like a bucket of ice water being thrown over him. He recoiled. Whatever it was, was antithetical to his senses. He could pick it up, but not like normal. Instead, it felt like pure evil. 
 
    A headache formed, and Daniel was back in his body, gasping. The scattered information he had gained had sucked all the mana out of him. Malevolent, potent, immense, vile, a genuine threat, unlike the slugs. 
 
    Daniel massaged his brow while considering what he had learnt. A large part of him was tempted to forget the people above them and just abandon the top four floors. Throw his energy into locking the place down and hope that monster did not come down to them. Whatever it was had throbbed with power. If he reinforced the floor . . . then, maybe. 
 
    The touch of horror faded somewhat. Rational thought re-established itself. There were humans up there. Given that the creature had hunted and presumably eaten everything else, those people must have been fighting back. 
 
    The beast could be fought. 
 
    As terrible as his senses had registered the creature, it was not invulnerable, despite how alien it felt. It could be beaten, and if they were going to fight it, they had to do it now. 
 
    There were no more people to save below them, at least on the floors he could sense. Daniel’s army was not about to magically expand, and there was no reason to think something as mundane as a floor, even reinforced, could stop whatever it was. The creature had consumed all the life on multiple floors. Whether the beings had been in the crawl spaces or locked in apartments, the abomination had gotten everything, which meant the concrete floor might be an excellent barrier – until it got hungry, and then not so much. 
 
    It was a ticking time bomb. 
 
    It might go down the lifts. The thought went through him, and if they were lucky, that is what it would decide to do. The moths could fight his battle for him. 
 
    Daniel looked up at the roof. Even that might not work. He was not sure the moths would win, and if the monster could beat them . . . then when it got to their floors, it would be even more powerful. And then. . . . He rubbed his eyes helplessly. Then they would lose. 
 
    Another thought occurred to him. It had killed everything but had not opened the stairwells or lifts. That was significant. It knew about the moths. That was the only explanation, and either it was killing them, or its base instinct had let it avoid the fight. The problem would not solve itself. It was on him. 
 
    When it ate the people above, then it was coming. 
 
    “We need to kill it,” he told himself, knowing that he had already made this decision the moment he had felt the creature. They needed to get stronger, because the stuff on the ground was even more deadly than that thing above them. But he was kidding himself. The primary driver was they could not afford to leave an enemy behind them. His back itched thinking about the zombie floors they had skipped to rescue the people on the upper floors. Once this last monster was dead, they would clear them and then reassess. If their only opposition was below, then they could take things slower and, by default, be safer. 
 
    Course committed, he got up to find Ivey. She was in a small team, clearing a room with another healer at her side. 
 
    Seeing him, she glanced at what everyone else was doing and came straight over. 
 
    “You look like you have something important to say.” 
 
    “Yep. We need to go up.” 
 
    Ivey looked doubtful, nodding towards the window, which was showing the red colour of a setting sun. “Do we have time?” 
 
    “One monster,” he told her. 
 
    “That makes me even less willing to say yes.” 
 
    “If we leave it, it’ll come down and kill us.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Ivey did not sound convinced. 
 
    “It can break through the floor. We’ll need to meet it on our own terms.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ivey smiled. “I said okay. I agree with you.” 
 
    He looked at her suspiciously, but she just grinned back at him, eyes challenging him. Something had gotten her to change her mind. 
 
    Dave emerged, saw them, and pulled out a couple of cores that he threw to Daniel. 
 
    “Yeeda tatag.” 
 
    “Speed cores,” Ivey translated in a bored tone. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Dave gave him a big claw up as Daniel swallowed the small objects without hesitation. 
 
    “How long do I have?” Ivey asked while retrieving a backpack from the floor. 
 
    Daniel glanced at the sun and his almost-depleted mana. “Twenty minutes,” he told her. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    With a shrug, Daniel pointed at a nearby room before walking over to it. 
 
    “Wait,” Ivey called out. “I almost forgot; I have gifts, as well.” She pulled out five ziplocked bags. She handed him the first two bags. “These are from your kills. I did some trading on your behalf.” She handed him a third bag. “I gave up the termite cores for feral. Three Speed, three Earth, two Ice.” 
 
    “Ice?” 
 
    Ivey looked over towards where Dave was standing. “It was the only other type of zombie cores available.” 
 
    “Sure, Dave can have the Ice.” 
 
    “We figured,” Ivey said, holding the last two bags in her hand. “Forty termite cores, a mix of grunts, soldiers, and the king. I only traded away the worker cores.” 
 
    “Crafting,” Daniel said without hesitation. “Give the grunts to the general pool, and I will use the stronger ones to create living weapons.” 
 
    Ivey nodded before waving the last bag. “These are eggercough slug cores.” 
 
    “The things I squished.” 
 
    “Yep, but only two survived the process. I am uncertain how you will react, but hopefully they will improve your ability to heal.” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Theoretically, they are way less dangerous than those electricity cores and probably more useful.” 
 
    He grabbed the bags. Along with the other cores he had, Daniel was confident that he was going to have an awful night at some point. 
 
    “Anything else?” he asked. Ivey shook her head. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    With that, Daniel went over to the room he had showed her, sat down, and started building a stairwell. 
 
    His heart was beating quickly, and all he could think about was that this was another make-or-break moment. If they won, they would emerge stronger, but if they lost . . . well, if they lost this battle when they engaged on their own terms, then they certainly would have perished when the monster came for them. Fighting now was the right choice. 
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    Chapter 98 
 
    It was a crude staircase, which in practice was only slightly better than a rope ladder. There would not be any retreat, anyway. If this assault failed, there would be no running. Whatever was up there would come and get them. If they failed, then some—if not most of them—would be dead, and then the monster would have nothing that could stand in its way. With the stairwell completed, they were now committed. Eventually, it would find them. 
 
    He flashed off Animal Sense and nodded his head. It had only been for a fraction of an instant, but the beast was up on the penthouse floor, along with the people and some dogs. 
 
    He did not need to look out of the room where he had created the vine ladder to know that everyone who could fight was waiting in the corridor; they were being quiet, but so many whispered conversations coalesced into a lot of noise. The usual suspects were with him, standing guard: Ivey, Dave, Tamara, and Priscilla. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Game plan?” Ivey asked immediately even as he led them up the stairs. 
 
    “First, get entrenched; then, scout. Hopefully, find a large, open space to fight it.” 
 
    “We need to bounce; it’s getting dark,” Tamara told him, and she was not joking. The light coming through the window had dropped severely, and the sun was setting over the bay,  its bottom edge already touching the horizon. 
 
    Priscilla? Daniel asked mentally. There is nothing dangerous but the baddy. One look. Be careful. 
 
    She thought about it, considered chips, and agreed before asking for a bribe. Apparently, she understood how serious this situation was. 
 
    Abruptly, she zipped away and went straight up the very open stairs that linked the levels. These top five floors were more extravagant than the ones below. Despite the aging, the quality was superior. Even the design was more opulent:  light wells near the lifts;  wooden stairwells linking the floors. It was where they wanted to fight, as it would let them bring their numbers to bear. 
 
    “Why are you just standing there?” 
 
    He startled slightly before looking at Ivey, who had asked the question. “I was encouraging Priscilla to scout.” 
 
    “Glad to see the mouse being useful.” 
 
    His first instinct was to defend Priscilla. After all, a lot of their success to date had been because of the intelligence around the enemy that she brought. In fact, their one failure had been the set of floors that Priscilla could not inspect. He bit down on the snide remark before it came out. There was no need to get bogged down in this argument. They owed the mouse their lives, even if Ivey did not realise that; but frankly, given how she reacted to the very presence of the mouse, Ivey would never be impartial. 
 
    He walked to the front and stood, club-hand waiting. The other melee fighters moved up beside him. 
 
    “So, is this the boss fight?” Luke asked. 
 
    Daniel shook his head. “Nope, all the bosses are outside. This”—he waved at the group behind him— “is what sensible people do. You know, bring multiple automatic shotguns to a knife fight.” 
 
    Luke laughed. 
 
    “God, I would love a shotgun about now,” Daniel told him. “I have some beauties on the farm.” 
 
    “Permits?” 
 
    “Easy enough to get for pest control. I tell you, they would make killing zombies so much easier.” 
 
    Luke looked sideways at him. “You know shotguns don’t work.” 
 
    Daniel hoped he hid his shock. That was bad news. How the hell were normal humans going to fight back without weapons? It would be a bloodbath. Sure, he and Alisha had gotten this group both armed and armoured, but not all groups would have people with appropriate classes, and he already knew he was a freak. 
 
    “Not at all?” he asked finally. 
 
    “You’re not much of a reader, are you?” 
 
    It was not meant as an attack, but with the way Ivey had looked down at him for his profession, the words cut. 
 
    “I have sort of been busy.” 
 
    “That you have,” Luke agreed easily. “And you’ve done an amazing job. According to the main blurb, guns and other modern technology are kaput. Gone!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Luke’s eyes went unfocused, and not for the first time, Daniel wished he had a working interface. Everyone else seemed to have so much useful knowledge on tap while he wandered around permanently blind and looked like a dumb-arse. 
 
    “The physics have changed,” Luke said finally. “Apparently, the endothermic reactions don’t occur like they used to. Oh, and no more nukes, either.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that last one is good or bad. Bad boom versus dead monsters.” 
 
    Luke laughed uproariously, and Dave joined in his own funny manner. He had not realised Dave had been listening in as well. “I wish I had a couple of fuckin’ nukes,” Luke said darkly under his breath. 
 
    “At least we have our clubs,” Daniel said with a theatrical sigh. “They are totally equivalent.” 
 
    Dave doubled over with his laugh, in which he wheezed like he was dying. 
 
    Images flashed from Priscilla. Broken doors, holes in the floors, dividing walls torn down. Whatever the monster was, it clearly had no issues making its own path to get to where it wanted to go. It had gone through floors when there were stairs available, just because. Daniel knew how difficult it was to blast through them. Small cuts were easy enough, even expanding them into man-sized gaps, but once he pushed it beyond that, Daniel ran into problems. The reinforced metal got in the way. The fact this creature had created so many gaps of such size was terrifying. Its Strength must have been astronomical. 
 
    However, this observation proved one point. Coming up to fight it now was the right choice. Once it got hungry, it would have come for them. Win or lose, being here, fighting now instead of later, was the only option. 
 
    Priscilla was creeping. 
 
    He pumped out Animal Sense. Priscilla linked into it, riding the wave of information. 
 
    The monster was still two levels above Priscilla, but she looked up through one of the many holes right to where it was going to be. There was another damaged section on the floor above that, as she had worked out, would give her a glimpse with as much material between her and the danger as possible. She might be smart, but she was still a mouse and assumed everything was dangerous till proven otherwise. Then, once she knew her opponents, she got zombies to hit each other. He smiled. 
 
    The monster was coming. 
 
    Priscilla went into that intense stillness that he knew was her preparing to run. His pulse quickened. 
 
    The beast shifted into the gap, and Daniel got his first view. A giant octopus was the thought that went through his head, massive but sick. Not sick, dangerous. It had fluorescent bands of orange and green set into a body that shone like slime-algae green. It reminded him of a poisonous frog. 
 
    In nature, bright usually meant bad. This brightly coloured monstrosity had depopulated four floors and was working on a fifth. It was terrifying. 
 
    Priscilla went to work with her identification magic. 
 
    It took a second, and Daniel wondered what the core would give him. 
 
    Unexpected fear jolted through Priscilla –not the “This is creature is powerful” kind, but instead it was a visceral, “My life is in imminent danger” type of fear. She turned and bolted away. 
 
    From four floors below, he heard splinters. 
 
    What? 
 
    Daniel’s heart jumped. 
 
    Priscilla! 
 
    Blood roared in his ears. 
 
    No! Daniel was standing, taking a step towards the monster, then stopped himself. 
 
    She was fine. Then he realised he could still feel her rushing down the stairs. She was still alive. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The monster was not pursuing. 
 
    The wild panic coming through the bond faded. It is okay, he thought. We’re here to kill it, and if we fail, don’t wait. Just run. Get out of the building as fast as possible. 
 
    Lots of agreement came his way at that. 
 
    Heart still beating rapidly, he focused on extracting the information that had made Priscilla run. It had Telekinesis that made the Professor look weak. Daniel calmed down. That skill, the fear of being trapped in a cage where she was helpless, was Priscilla’s phobia. No wonder she had fled that with . . . oh god. The monster had a Life Sense ability. Priscilla had gotten lucky. Even his tiny mouse would have been visible to it. There was a reason for everything, including the tiny, usually invisible insects on the floor being dead. The abomination could sense life and then use its power to pluck it and bring it to its mouth. 
 
    Priscilla, for all her vaunted Speed, would have been helpless. 
 
    She had escaped; Daniel reminded himself of that. 
 
    He continued examining the information his precious girl had risked her life to get. The creature was a true monster with an insatiable appetite, self-regeneration, fast healing, and it had a body that was flexible and could contort into different shapes. The only good news was a weakness to ice. Not just a vulnerability—it was almost allergic to it. That fact probably explained how the humans had stayed alive. If a couple of them were ice mages, they could really hurt it and hold it at bay. 
 
    Breathe, he told himself. Priscilla ran up and hugged into his neck. She was violently shivering. He patted the mouse absently while thinking the fight through. They had two choices: Attack now, and hope the people trapped above would join in; or wait and organise something formal, with Morse code relayed via other buildings. 
 
    Priscilla tried to burrow into his armour, but when that failed, she scrambled into his hair. He could feel her little paws clutching his hair desperately. 
 
    He was not sure waiting to coordinate would be possible. Now that he had seen some of its abilities, it definitely would be active at night. It did not rely on eyesight to navigate. If he waited, there was a good chance it would eliminate the humans above them and then come down to eat them. Delaying was too dangerous. 
 
    “It’s vulnerable to ice,” he called out. “Who has ice ability?” 
 
    Dave raised a paw, along with the ice mage, Tamara, and two more people that they must have rescued today. 
 
    “All ranged?” 
 
    “I’m melee,” the thin girl said. 
 
    “Do you want a wooden weapon?” he asked. 
 
    “Umm.” She held up two kitchen knives. 
 
    “I could make them longer?” 
 
    “Yeah, technically I use twin rapiers.” 
 
    Using a nearby door and a flood of power, the handle of the knife fell away. With intense focus, he commanded the wood to grow to incorporate the metal blade, creating a sort of spear-sword hybrid. The knife blades stuck out at the end of the wood. Daniel winced as he moved the blades around. Because of the metal, the balance was off. At least it would give her the extra reach. “What do you think?” he asked, passing them to her. 
 
    She flicked the weapons around with a pained expression. “Better,” she confirmed without sounding convinced. 
 
    “One last thing.” Daniel grabbed the weapons back and incorporated three cores into each of them before placing his maker’s mark on both. He then handed them to her. 
 
    She swished them through the air once more. “They’re a bit unbalanced and heavy.” 
 
    “I’m sort of limited to using wood.” 
 
    She repeated the slashes and then shrugged. “They’re not perfect, but they’re better than just the knives.” 
 
    “Everyone,” he yelled. “Our job is to keep these five alive and active. Take a hit if you must, but protect them. Healers.” He looked at the five who were there, As Carly had come up from below. “Focus on the ice users. Screw me, your friends, everyone, because this thing is not going down without those five killing it.”
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    Chapter 99 
 
    The sun was already low. They needed to kill this thing – and now. 
 
    “It has Telekinesis. It’s fast and strong,” Daniel warned them as he started jogging up the stairs. “Might have weakness to cutting, but crushing force will do nothing.” 
 
    The club agreed with him and was encouraging him to flee. Priscilla was right there in agreement. He ignored them both. There was no running. Occasionally, he would be open to a strategic retreat; but in this case, the smart move was an attack. 
 
    The monster was already aware of them. Its Life Sense would have picked them up, probably on the floor below. But it was happy to wait. If food was coming willingly to you, then a beast like what they faced would see that as a positive. Daniel was sure that it had unshakeable faith. Nothing as small as humans could threaten it. Conversely, if they were stupid enough to run now, Daniel would have put good money on the fact that it would chase. 
 
    Above them, there were the sounds of creaking of wood and shifting of a titanic mass. 
 
    “Not the monster,” he told them to deflect any fear that they might be feeling. “It was just using its skill.” 
 
    On second thought, he wasn’t sure that his pep talk had helped. 
 
    “Next floor.” Daniel kept moving up at the same brisk speed while he could do nothing to hurt this thing. 
 
    He was reasonably confident that he could help defend the spell casters with his Speed and Strength. Subconsciously, he shifted closer to Tamara. She, out of their five damage dealers, was the only one that he really knew beyond Dave. As much as he would like to protect the mutated human, Dave would fight in melee range. 
 
    They rocketed up the stairs to floor forty-four, then, captured by Daniel’s frequent micro-pulses of Animal Sense, the monster moved. They were in time. The humans were also alive. Please help, he pleaded in his head even though he had tried to convey confidence to the others. Shotguns to a knife fight. That analogue was bullshit; they were bringing peashooters to disable a mechanical tank. The attributes Priscilla had extracted rattled in his head. That telekinesis ability, its innate strength and healing. How could they hurt it? Ice. It had to be ice. 
 
    He kept moving, projecting certainty. This was the type of fight he explicitly wanted to avoid: not just the fact that he might die, but that he had prepared nothing to counter the enemy. He was rushing, which meant it would be an even battlefield, and that infuriated him. 
 
    The monster lowered itself through the roof, moving languidly toward them. It was so confident that it did not rush. It moved slowly, casually, and not at all like something worried about the coming fight. All they could hope was that it had screwed up its risk assessment. 
 
    Up close, it looked even more fearsome that what Priscilla had shared with her brief glimpse. It was garish. At least ten tentacles, each as big as an anaconda, and a body like an octopus, smallish relative to the tentacles, but still the size of a compact car. 
 
    “Magic octopod,” Tamara said behind him even as an ice missile shot out, targeting the main mass. 
 
    One arm easily moved to block the shard of ice. It seemed to flinch, but it was probably his imagination. Looking back, Tamara had halted at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Tell me if I am taking you out of range.” 
 
    Despite all his instincts telling him to charge the monster, he did the sensible thing and ferried Tamara backwards. This way she could keep fighting the monster, and he could get her a safe spot. His mind was focused on the fight, but it felt nice to carry her. His entire body was reacting. The apocalypse had clearly scrambled his emotional base. Boyfriend, he reminded himself. Ivey, he corrected after a moment. 
 
    There were screams behind him. “Here,” Tamara ordered, and he put her down and spun back to face the battle. 
 
    When he looked up, his heart caught in his throat. 
 
    Four people had been plucked off the stairs and were flying towards the octopod. Even if he burned his magical abilities, it was too late. They were moving too fast for him to catch. Then his heart dropped further as he saw the girl for whom he had created the swords amongst the group. The octopod had leant back, clearly intending to swallow at least one of them whole. 
 
    The four bodies flew into the space under the octopod. Then those tentacles withered, and it rolled over, sealing them underneath. Their screams almost immediately cut off. 
 
    Damn, he had not expected that. “Spread out and grab something.” Ivey was screaming. He turned and saw that she had looped her own arm around the stair balustrade. 
 
    Her words forced him to focus. He grew a vine out of the banister to secure Tamara. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Daniel blurred forward till he was next to their second ranged ice user. Just like with Tamara, he picked him up and carried him further away from the monster. 
 
    “Stop!” the man he was carrying yelled, hitting his back. 
 
    Daniel immediately put him down and touched the wood beside them, and a vine grew out and wrapped tight like a belt, securing him. The ice mage’s eyes widened briefly till he realised what Daniel had done. 
 
    Another vine lassoed around his own waist, and then he ran forward. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Five steps brought him to Ivey in an explosion of movement that was a blur to everyone else. He gave her the same treatment. 
 
    Everyone. He had to do this to everyone. First, the final ice mage. He really shouldn’t have protected Ivey first. After all, he was one who had told everyone to protect the ice users first. 
 
    “This is to help,” he told the final ice girl, sending a vine to wrap around her leg. 
 
    They were all secure. The monster could use its telekinetic powers, but the vines would save them. It was double-edged, of course, because if the battle was lost, then none of them would be able to run. 
 
    Yet, if the battle was lost, everyone in the tower would die. He had no doubt about that, having seen this thing in action. He needed to keep the critical damage-dealers alive for long enough to kill the monster. 
 
    “HELP US!” Daniel screamed up, hoping the people in the penthouse would hear. Already four were dead, and they had barely started. 
 
    Abruptly, he was yanked off his feet, and he felt himself flying towards the octopod. For a moment, he thought he was completely helpless. That all of his struggle had been for nothing. Entombed like this, in invisible bonds, neither Speed nor Strength would break him free. There was nothing to grab in the cocoon. No way to slow his speed. 
 
    He was heading . . . 
 
    He was yanked abruptly to a dead stop. The vine around his waist dug into his hips, hard enough to bruise him, potentially even to break the skin. It did not matter; he was alive. 
 
    For a moment, two forces tugged at him, and he felt like he was the rope in a tug of war between giants. In front of him, a couple more people shot towards the monster, completely unrestrained. They were screaming in terror while his cries were more of pain. 
 
    The pressure intensified and was so powerful that he wondered if he had made the vines strong enough to hold. 
 
    Then the invisible force vanished, and he was yanked backwards by the residual tension in the rope. He landed on his bum with an undignified thump. 
 
    Healing hit him, but he was already standing. The girl he had just secured was down, like him. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    The vine grew behind him as he got close enough to encase Dave in a safety harness. 
 
    A small part of him was kicking himself. 
 
    That was at least six dead. All avoidable with five minutes of preparation. 
 
    Daniel focused exclusively on looping people. The more humans who were secured, the less likely it would target the ice users. The problem with what he was doing was that it gave him time to think. 
 
    He had known that this monster’s telekinesis was stronger than the Professor’s. Much stronger. But he had not imagined it could do this. The creature could have picked them up and tossed them down the stairs or into a wall. Those sorts of attacks would be more effective. But luckily, it was a glutton and was not trying to kill them. Just to eat. 
 
    Why hadn’t he thought of this? Five minutes was all the time it would have taken to encase everyone in vines to resist the telekinesis. 
 
    A mistake. A failure to understand its capabilities. Time, as well, had been against them. The sun had been setting, and putting useable restraint harnesses on the entire group would have depleted his mana many times over. Daniel grimaced at logic trying to ride in and protect his psyche. 
 
    Stuff logic. 
 
    He had failed, and now he needed to do the best he could. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Let him shoot between spots to save people. 
 
    His mana bottomed. No! 
 
    Dave got torn off his feet, the harness Daniel had inserted bringing him to a halt just metres from the hole the tentacles had made for him. Dave gleefully lashed out, with ice coating his claws and club. Each blow sank into the monster and left bloody streaks far wider than those Luke was leaving. And feet, too, Daniel realised, seeing how Dave had used being lifted to bring them fully into the battle. 
 
    Janice was next to her dad, stabbing with her spear, and despite her lower attributes, the spear hummed with an energy that let it cut into the tentacle—not like it was butter but more like it was Styrofoam. She was still weak and did minor damage, but that damage was noticeable, versus how little Carly’s dad was achieving. Seed weapons. 
 
    Arrows flew by him. Two of the three of them glowed with magic that Daniel was sure was ice. 
 
    He pushed himself forward to protect Janice, to stand next to her, and then used the tiny bit of mana that had regenerated to extend his harness to include her. A limb lashed out at Dave, and Daniel intercepted it with his club. Long, bloody furrows appeared in Blood Drinker’s wake. 
 
    Maybe he could contribute positively to the fight, even though he lacked the ice that Dave was conjuring. 
 
    A screaming man flew past him, and two tentacles snatched him from the air. Daniel wished he had the power to secure everyone but . . . it was real life. There were no genies to grant wishers . . . or maybe there were. After all, magic existed now. Focus, Daniel told himself, striking away another tentacle that was targeting Janice. 
 
    “Come help,” he roared upwards as he started laying into the tentacles. He heard Janice squawk in alarm as he stepped forward to get closer, and she was forced to follow him. 
 
    Daniel did not care. There were the banded tentacles all around him, and his only focus was on hitting them. 
 
    Every second, for the tiniest moment, he enabled Speed. It was not much, but it let him move faster than the tentacles. Moving his club or his legs just enough so the strange suckers failed to land. They looked deadly. 
 
    One limb hit Dave. The suckers grabbed hold and attempted to drag him into the mass, but the vines held. 
 
    Janice leapt forward, her spear moving faster than a twelve-year-old ever had a right to move. It punched a series of holes in the tentacle just above where it had looped around her dad. Blood boiled, and then with the mounting wounds becoming too much, the octopod’s tentacle released its prey and fled before Janice’s devastating, powerful spear could do any further damage. 
 
    If they’d had more seed weapons, this would have been easier. 
 
    The flood of ice magic over their heads was making a difference, but even as he swung with the same ferocity that he started with, the number incoming shards of ice diminished as the casters ran out of mana. 
 
    “Penthouse guys. HELP!” Daniel screamed. 
 
    He pushed himself closer to get through the tentacles to land blows against the body. They were too thick, and as they lashed back at him, he stumbled away. While his club strikes hurt the creature, Dave’s swings obliterated flesh. 
 
    Daniel found himself driven back, so he fell into his original role, which, as the casters were safe, was to protect Dave. 
 
    The barrage of ice magic was clearly diminishing. 
 
    “We need to push,” he yelled in Dave’s ear. 
 
    The zombie’s eyes went wide, but as the man had continually showed he had courage, it did not abandon him now. The man Daniel had thought was a zombie stepped forward to get closer to the withering death, swinging even harder than he had a moment before. Daniel matched the aggression, protecting the other man’s sides. A sucker got him on the calf. Daniel bit down as he felt skin peel off. The armour seemingly did nothing. Janice, tethered to Daniel, had matched his step in. Then there was a crackle of energy, and she vanished. 
 
    One tentacle swished through the space she had been occupying. Her damage may have been minor, but it was more than pretty much everyone else in the room. They still had over twenty fighters on Daniel’s count, but only he and Dave seemed to be hurting it. 
 
    The rolling limbs felt like they were becoming even more frantic. He was not sure he could survive. 
 
    Ice rained down from above, and the tentacles that had been pressing them hard pulled back to cover the body from the unexpected attack. 
 
    Dave looked like Daniel felt: exhausted, and ready to fall over if the situation allowed. They both lifted their clubs and kept swinging. 
 
    “Attack!” Daniel yelled, leaping forward, swinging his club hard as he could at the bulk of tentacles protecting the main mass as ice showered down from above. 
 
    Suddenly, three dogs leapt down through the hole in the roof. Fluffy show dogs, which fell upon the monster with a ferocity that was not congruent with their looks. An ice bolt rained down, and looking up, Daniel saw three people standing on the edge of the massive gap between the floors. 
 
    Now or never. 
 
    Daniel kept attacking, swinging the club with all his might. It ripped into the tentacles and tore flesh out. He might not possess the ice cheat, but his mana continually regenerated, and with that power, the club was literally taking bites out of every tentacle that he hit. The mana headache had settled over him, and it would last for a while, as whenever he got a relieving drip of energy, the weapon sucked it up to support a new strike. 
 
    Clumps of flesh went everywhere, and despite not having access to its weakness, an entire tentacle dropped off, severed at the base. It was like chopping wood, but a lot more bitey. 
 
    More ice magic hammered down, and it seemed to inspire the fighters behind him as they suddenly joined in. Tentacles fell away, and suddenly Daniel stepped forward and could hit the actual flesh of the main body. 
 
    For him it was slow going, but ice spells swept over his shoulder and tore the creature up. Even a relatively weak-looking ice bolt ripped almost a foot into the blubbery mass. 
 
    “Die!” he screamed. 
 
    “RAORA!” Dave joined him. 
 
    Luke had retreated, unable to do damage with his weapon. Janice had not. She was back, right next to her dad, yelling. How? Then he realised that, with Dave here, she had not teleported to safety downstairs, just away from the immediate danger. He wanted to push her away because he knew her get-out-of-death cheat was gone, but there was no time, and she was on the other side of her dad, anyway. 
 
    Plus, offence was definitely the best defence. They needed to kill the monster before its regeneration healed it back up. Janice’s spear thrusts were more effective than his own strikes, with each of her blows punching almost a foot into the creature. 
 
    Daniel hoped they had done enough, but it was not something that he could check. The only option was to swing harder. It was cathartic. Hitting monsters was soothing. Die, murderer, he screamed in his head with each blow. I am king. This is my tower, and you are not wanted. 
 
    The club kept biting, and chunks of the creature went flying. 
 
    The dogs were attacking hard. One of them grew to the size of a horse, and ice seemed to fill its mouth. While the other dogs did some damage, this one was ripping the octopod apart. 
 
    The monster recoiled, trying to cover itself. Its efforts were futile. Too many insects were biting it at once, and it had no answer. They were winning. Suddenly, there was space to take another step forward, and this time when Daniel swung, he stopped hitting the thick, jelly-like outer layer; instead, his club clanged off the internal structure of the monster. 
 
    Ice flashed over the shoulder and from above. Abruptly, an invisible force grabbed him and threw back. 
 
    “No,” Daniel roared, his voice joining a similar chorus of human throats. It was trying to escape. “Not on my watch.” 
 
    Without hesitation, he pushed himself and started running. The monster was rushing to a nearby hole. The smaller dogs were free, but the one that had grown massive was still pinned to the wall by the telekinetic power. 
 
    Daniel leapt forward, swinging his club hard. The weapon shivered; and once it entered, he felt its shape change into a hook. It was clear what the intention was. The club latched on, and Daniel dug in his feet and held on for dear life, because he did not want to lose the club, and he did not want to give the monster a chance to retreat and recover. He wanted it to die, right here in front of him. The monster dragged him as it struggled towards a gap in the floor that led downstairs and away from the bugs that were stinging it. 
 
    “No,” he bellowed at it, pulling back with all his strength. He would not let it escape. The vine on his waist strengthened under his instructions. Tightened to hold him in place. His arm muscles screamed. Another couple of points of mana dripped into him. The club took half of the energy, and its handle grew around his hand. They were attached as one. He was no longer at risk of letting go, despite his sweaty palms. His foot hit a skirting board, and instinctively he warped it to support him. 
 
    Strength. 
 
    “You are . . .” Power flooded through his muscles, and Daniel pulled back with everything he had. “Not getting away.” The wood supporting him creaked alarmingly, but the monster found itself held. Ice magic came from behind him, and then suddenly the big dog was on top of the octopod, joining the smaller ones. Over half of its tentacles had been torn off completely, and the rest were tattered. 
 
    Daniel had no mana to spare; the club wanted more to finish the monster, but there was none to give. So, he held on, preventing it from retreating. Stopping it from running. It felt like he was in a tug of war with a tractor. His breath was heaving, and with no choice, he dropped Strength. The difficulty increased. He wondered what would give first—his arms, or the vine around his waist. 
 
    That giant dog was digging into the main mass of the creature. 
 
    “Kill it!” he screamed. No magic went launching over his back, probably because he was blocking them, and no one wanted to hit the dogs. Janice was next to him, poking with her spears, trying to hurt the monster through the shifting mass of friendly dog. 
 
    When he looked behind, he saw Dave attempting to free himself, his claws making slow process in cutting through the vine that was now hindering instead of helping. The magic users would be similarly restrained. It was just him, the dogs, and Janice. 
 
    Suddenly, Dave leapt past. His clawed feet ripped into the octopod while he started swinging haymakers in a clear frenzy. Something gave. One of them, either the big dog or Dave, hit something critical, and abruptly, the monster was no longer straining against him. 
 
    It was dead. 
 
    The giant dog backed away, drawing the corpse that was at the point of slipping down the hole. The club sucked one, then two points of mana from him before reverting to its normal form. It came out of the mess with a squelch. 
 
    Daniel’s chest heaved, and he collapsed to his knees, barely able to stay upright. His muscles hurt so much. Tears ran down his face from the pain. Historically, crying like this was an absolute no-no. You could cry because of emotions, but not pain. He couldn’t help it. His arms hung limply, and it felt like all the muscles were torn off the bone. Let them judge if they wished, but most would wrongly assume the tears were from grief. At least seven dead. The physical pain became secondary. Those people were gone . . . forever. 
 
    He wanted to yell for healing, but he did not have the air to do so. He would heal, or someone would help him. Tamara, Ivey, and the others were still trapped by his vines. Once they got free, he was sure Ivey would do her thing. He collapsed forward and almost knocked Janice into the evil corpse. 
 
    Dave did his awkward laugh in response, and Janice was yelling at him for being a clumsy oaf, but he did not have the strength to engage with them or the heart to tell Janice that she was already covered in the monster’s slime she detested so much. 
 
    Finally, he looked up and then toward where the monster had first come down to their floor. Broken, shrivelled bodies were all that was left of the seven that had flown past him. But for luck, that could have been him, Dave, Ivey, or even Tamara. 
 
    Five minutes. Daniel wanted to howl the words to condemn himself. However, he bit his tongue; no one needed to hear that. If he was going to be an effective leader, he had to sell this for what it was. Seven brave people had given their lives to achieve a humongous victory. 
 
    The bodies were jumbled, and it appeared as if a vampire had sucked all the blood out of them before elephants had trampled them. And in a way, that had occurred. Daniel glanced at the weirdly coloured monster. A cursed animal that would eat everything it could find. Then Daniel looked back at the bodies. A pair of blank eyes, the face transformed in a rictus of horror, stared at him. Daniel’s eyes snapped away, but he knew it was too late. Some things could not be unseen. When he slept, that moment would give him nightmares. Sucking in a deep breath, Daniel closed his eyes. 
 
    Black eyes stared back at him. 
 
    He opened them up, gasping involuntarily. Hairs rose on the back of his neck. It was just his imagination. 
 
    There were no such things as ghosts . . . or . . . even if there were, that one would not haunt him. It was not his fault. 
 
    Priscilla was on his shoulder. She was excited. A completely different mood. 
 
    What? he thought, confused. Her thoughts were so sharp that he needed to deal with it. They had won, but this was a new emotion from her. He looked at her, and her eyes were fixated upon one of the King Charles cavaliers that had helped fight the octopod. She was literally quivering as she watched it. 
 
    If he had not just witnessed that same dog tearing into the monster like a savage beast, Daniel would have concluded that it was cute. It was party coloured with white and reddish brown and had long, floppy ears and silky hair. It looked at them. Priscilla jumped on his shoulder. 
 
    What was happening? When was he going to get healed? 
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    Chapter 100 
 
    Ivey walked up to him, his utility knife in her hands. 
 
    “Good,” she said, simply staring at the beast they had killed. Daniel then saw her eyes flick to where the dead lay. There was none of the recoil that he expected, but then again, she was a nurse, so maybe she was desensitised to blood. “We will have to hold a funeral service,” she continued thoughtfully. “They died as heroes.” 
 
    Daniel lay there gasping for breath. There was nothing he could do to stop the shuddering movements. But each jerk of his chest sent pain radiating through his arms. “Hea—” 
 
    Air rushed out, and he shut his eyes instinctively to cut off the cry that would only make things worse. Ivey did not hear. The body needed its oxygen and would not be denied. Sucking air in, then out, “Heal,” he rasped out louder. 
 
    Her eyes softened, and healing washed over him. He felt it mending his torn muscles and tendons. Surprise rolled across her face. “Internal . . .” 
 
    Daniel could see her preparing another spell. 
 
    “Save it,” he started on the next outflow. 
 
    “You need it,” she responded in a dismissive tone. Incapacitated as he was, he could not argue back. “I don’t know what you did, but you did a lot of damage to yourself.” 
 
    Her healing, and probably time, meant he was getting more control of his body. He still could not move, but the uncontrollable breathing was moderating. “I stopped it running,” Daniel admitted. “It was too powerful and—” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Healing hit him like a tsunami, and all those muscles that her previous spell had barely affected mended together perfectly. Relief washed through him, and he sighed at the unexpected pleasure of being able to breathe without pain wracking him. 
 
    Now that enough mana had regenerated, with a thought, the vine tying him dropped away. 
 
    Next to him, Ivey handed the knife to Janice. “Go free the others.” 
 
    The octopod was clearly dead, and with its job done, the white and black cavalier that had delivered the bulk of the damage shrank back to its normal size. That dog, Daniel understood instantly, was why the five people in the penthouse had held out for as long as they had. The three dogs pulled away, and Priscilla was dancing on his shoulder, her eyes still fixed on the white and red one. Daniel wished he had some meat to throw to them. Without those dogs, the outcome of the fight would have gone differently. 
 
    “Hello,” an older male’s voice called out from above. It had to be the people from the penthouse. 
 
    “We need to greet them,” Ivey said. 
 
    They needed to collect the core. 
 
    That Telekinesis ability was something that Daniel decided that he really wanted, and if he could use the monster’s core to get it, then he was doing it. He did not even care how painful it would be. If he could mentally move traps from a distance, his trap fields would rank up in deadliness. No longer would he have to rely on the animals being stupid enough to step on them. 
 
    The octopod was a blubbery mass in front of him, and he was not sure where to cut. 
 
    “I want the core.” 
 
    Suddenly, light started gathering to the right of the monster. Daniel instinctively lifted his club. 
 
    Was this some sort of second-life thing? Next to him, Ivey had frozen, a look of surprise across her face, and her eyes went unfocused. 
 
    Daniel shifted the club to his shoulder and moved into a battle stance. 
 
    What was it? Priscilla seemed unconcerned, so it was probably not a threat. 
 
    The lightning concentrated before consolidating into a physical wooden chest. What? Loot? Like in a computer game? 
 
    “Vivien, Red, Finigan,” a female voice yelled from the floor above. The three dogs, which had been licking each other, startled and dashed past them, running for the wide-open stairs that linked levels. Daniel pushed himself to his feet and stepped towards the chest, wondering what would be in it. 
 
    Ivey’s hand grabbed him. “No time,” she whispered. “We need to greet them.” She tugged on his arm insistently, and he considered shrugging her off and opening the chest anyway, but then decided that was foolish, as based on Ivey’s reaction she had received a prompt explaining the details. “Dave, get the core and guard the chest. No one opens it but us.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Ivey strode in front of him, and he followed, pausing only to touch the vines still holding people so they would fall away and free them. 
 
    “Everyone, head downstairs before it is dark,” Ivey yelled. “We will collect the bodies in the morning.” She leant toward him and lowered her voice. “Keep quiet about the chest.” 
 
    His people started moving light globes that appeared to help them navigate, and Daniel was amused that they actually threw the space with the octopod into shadow. Tamara had probably done that deliberately to hide Dave. She knew newcomers, such as those coming from above, could react badly to the hairy man. The push to leave immediately was pretty weak, and it was intended to stop people from discovering the chest. But given how shell-shocked every face he saw was, there was no resistance. They were all happy to follow orders. It was easier than processing what had happened. Easier than acknowledging the losses. 
 
    Janice had apparently run straight to Tamara, the person furthest from where the monster lay, and freed her first. The result was that most of his fighters were still tied down by the vines. As he walked, he touched the emergency harnesses, and they fell away. Scared faces nodded at him in thanks even as they rubbed their waists and grimaced at bruising. They knew the vines had saved their lives. Daniel empathised with the tender way they touched the lines where his vines had secured them. The octopod had not been kidding around when it had plucked them forward. It had yanked with almost impossible force, and the hastily created vines dug in hard when it did so. 
 
    “We got it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is it dead?” 
 
    “Dave’s grabbing the core,” Ivey told them. “Nothing is alive up here. We can deal with the rest in the morning.” 
 
    There was noise of people above them, and five people finally appeared. Parents with their three adult kids. The children ranged from eighteen to twenty-five under Daniel’s quick assessment. While he had saved them, they had also saved him back, and they were battle-hardened fighters. Daniel hated the instinct, the need to study them with a critical eye. They might be dangerous; if they were strong enough to have held off the octopod, then they represented a potential threat as much as a boon. After the way Beau had turned, he would never trust someone automatically again. 
 
    The girl on their right looked up from patting the black and white dog. She was the oldest of the kids, in her mid-twenties, and was dressed in jeans and a leather jacket. In fact, the whole family had chosen function over comfort, with all of them wearing heavy clothes. The son in his low-twenties had donned a jacket that, from its size and looks, Daniel guessed must have been the dad’s old biker jacket. It was too tight for him and could not be zipped up, but it looked like he had free range of arm movements as he had opened the seams on the arms. It would not be comfortable, but the leather would at least stop some attacks.  
 
    The girl patting the dog’s initial smile changed to horror, and she was looking past his shoulder. Daniel knew exactly what had got her attention. While the lights hid Dave, the chest, and the octopod corpse, they did nothing for the pile of broken bodies. Deftly, he stepped slightly to the side to block her vision. The girl’s hand went up to her mouth as she gasped in shock. 
 
    “I . . . we.” 
 
    “It’s dead,” Daniel said evenly, making eye contact to stop her from trying to look past him again. 
 
    They continued to step down, and as they did, Daniel backed away. Ostensibly to allow them to pass him and continue down the stairs, but really it was to prevent them from peeking around the corner and catching sight of the chest. Ivey wanted it hidden, and he trusted her decision. The mum nodded in appreciation at his polite gesture. “Madam.” 
 
    He knew nothing about these people, apart from the fact they came from the penthouse and had adapted incredibly well to the apocalypse. They walked like fighters. 
 
    They were an asset or a menace, nothing in-between. 
 
    Their weapons were all improvised: kitchen knives; a makeshift bayonet—created out of a dagger and a mop handle; cricket bats; and if he was not mistaken, they had thin metal packed under their jackets. 
 
    Daniel wished he had Ivey or Tamara’s identification ability. It would have been nice to get a sense of what he was dealing with. On his shoulder, he could feel Priscilla focusing on them. Magic, magic, magic, brawn, magic. As he suspected, they were all combat-oriented. For all five to have chosen that option, it did not feel like a fluke. It might not be fair to them, but the hairs on the back of his neck were rising. 
 
    “I’m Alex,” the dad said, offering a hand. 
 
    “Daniel,” he responded, automatically shaking the hand. The polite gesture felt weird. The dad’s eyes saw the bodies, but he said nothing. 
 
    “I’m presuming you’re the guys from halfway down our tower.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ivey said, coming up beside him. Also positioned to discourage them from getting too close the octopod. The game was simple. They wanted to get them downstairs and away from whatever treasure was in the chest. 
 
    Alex, the dad, exhaled tiredly. “Thank you for helping. Did you lose a lot?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ivey responded bluntly. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your losses,” Alex said. “You saved our lives. I’m not sure how we can—” 
 
    “And you ours,” Daniel interrupted, not willing to play games. “We had to stop that thing. After it eliminated you, it would’ve come for us.” 
 
    Alex nodded at that. “What now?” 
 
    They were exhausted, Daniel realised. Alex was almost swaying as he stood. They all were. The youngest daughter was even resting her eyes. Dozing on her feet. 
 
    “I think we’ll get you somewhere safe to sleep, and then we can talk in the morning.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ivey said hurriedly. “Let’s all head downstairs. There’s too much death up here.” She pointedly glanced at the bodies they were abandoning. 
 
    “We have a community based around the twenty-fifth floor,” Tamara added. 
 
    “A community?” the eldest daughter asked, the one who had patted the black and white dog so vigorously. 
 
    Tamara nodded. “Yes. It’s safe, and we’re all working together.” 
 
    “How many?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Around ninety, maybe slightly more if you count the kids,” Tamara answered. 
 
    The dad visibly deflated. “From the whole tower?” 
 
    “As far as we can tell. We can only see down to level fifteen.” 
 
    “What is that? five per floor?” 
 
    “Fewer,” Ivey answered honestly. Tamara nudged her. “No point pretending otherwise,” Ivey said loudly. “I think we are lucky it’s that many.” 
 
    “Our starting floors are the safest, so let’s get everyone down there,” Daniel said, taking charge. While he was fine without the light globes, it was already getting hard to see with the setting sun, and his stomach was grumbling. 
 
    They left the bodies, and the monster, mood subdued. Dave tacked on behind them, but the family did not notice. 
 
    As he walked next to the newcomers, he wondered what the chest was and why Ivey was being so cagey about it. She clearly wanted to control its contents. A mystery for later. It was not like he could talk to her now. While he might have appeared relaxed, he was far from it. Never again around strangers. Priscilla sat on his shoulder, making sure there would be no surprise attacks. The family was powerful, and he was paranoid that they would try to take control—and getting rid of himself and Ivey was the fastest way to do it. Then again, whenever he looked at them, they appeared exhausted. He suspected that, for tonight at least, there would be a truce. 
 
    Everyone was silent, and Tamara’s bright lights were not helping, either. They illuminated the stunned looks on everyone’s faces. Seven people had died in that first minute. That was a significant chunk of their previous fighting force. No matter how he might attempt to shrug off the losses, he couldn’t be that callous. Those dead eyes looking at him from cheeks that had all their blood sucked out of them. The shock and fear of the survivors. 
 
    Understandably, Daniel’s survivors would need a funeral to provide a sense of closure. They had won the upper half of the tower. He couldn’t let that victory fracture their community. 
 
    He pushed to the front to open the first layer of barriers that quarantined the zombie floors. With a touch of his mind, he could shift the big chunks of wood to the side to allow them to squeeze through. Then he went ahead of the others, checking each door to ensure that their structural integrity was still in place. 
 
    These were it, Daniel realised. These two floors, the ones right above his original hotel room, were the only ones not yet cleared. Tomorrow they would deal with it, and then over half the high-rise was enemy-free. Then, they just had to fight intelligent zombies and whatever else was down below. They had survived one almost-impossible challenge, and then tomorrow they would throw themselves at another. That, Daniel guessed, was the new world. 
 
    The whole “We need to risk our lives to save others” bullshit would not motivate people, but he knew that winning over the tower was only the smallest of steps towards establishing themselves in the changed world. 
 
    They had to win at street level. 
 
    They needed to kill the monsters he had seen out the window. 
 
    They couldn’t just run from the abominations, because as far as they knew, every suburb of Melbourne was owned by a similar beast. 
 
    If they ran from this beast into another monster, they would die for sure. Claim the tower, then with traps, claim the next street and grind out an area of influence. Or get scouts to explore beyond them to see if there was safety out there. Given what he had seen so far, Daniel doubted that very much. 
 
    Around him, Tamara dimmed the light, as she did not want to attract the attention of the still-alive zombies. Each of these floors had over ten elites on them. With their growing strength, it would be a simple-enough fight; but with preparation, it would become trivial. 
 
    Tomorrow, they would clear them and have so many traps that they would do it without a loss. Forget giving everyone else experience; a flawless victory to fix up their morale was more important. 
 
    Daniel smiled at Tamara and gave her a thumbs up. Despite the hard day, she was still thinking and playing smart, even if in this case it was unnecessary. He had long since expanded these doors to make them both light and air-tight. The way he had literally grown the wood into the floor was more effective than any blackout curtain. His fighters knew to be quiet because he had nothing to stop sound, and the family they had just saved was walking in silent exhaustion. 
 
    Everyone filed past him, and then he went and put the barriers back in place. If they broke out, he wanted to keep them contained in one spot, as it would be easier that way to lure them through a killing field. 
 
    Naturally, he was last out, and when they got onto level twenty-five, he was greeted with a heavenly smell. They might not have much in the way of tools or ingredients, but a cooking profession in this new world could create wonders. 
 
    The new family sniffed appreciatively and had a quick conversation between them. When Alex turned to him, the decision they had come to was clear on his face. “We need to crash. I have not slept for two days.” 
 
    “You don’t want some of the food?” Ivey asked from next to him. 
 
    Alex shook his head. “It smells . . . but I can’t—we need to sleep.” 
 
    “We had heaps of food,” the eldest daughter told them. “And we knew darkness would make it more active, so we ate before the sun started setting.” 
 
    Daniel looked at Ivey, as he was not sure where to settle them. 
 
    Ivey smiled brightly. “I’ll show you to a room.” 
 
    “Where are all the doors?” Daniel heard the eldest daughter ask as Ivey led them away. 
 
    Daniel watched them leaving. He got good impressions from them. For some reason, he was confident they would pull their weight. Although they clearly came from money, they did not look like the layabout type. Their weapons and poorly reinforced clothes might have been driven by necessity, but they showed ingenuity, and their greatest quality was the fact they had survived. If only there was a way to work out whether they could be trusted. 
 
    The three dogs went into the room with them, and he sensed Priscilla’s disappointment as they left. He scratched the mouse absently. There was something about that dog that interested her, and he had not worked out why. But he would. 
 
    Priscilla focused on a memory, and just like with the zombies, he got an impression of the dog’s skillsets. Its main abilities were Speed and Quick Healing. The connection stopped with a feeling of encouragement. 
 
    His stomach rumbled. 
 
    “You should get some food,” Tamara said from next to him. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said as the family was taken into a room. The bedsheet used as a curtain fluttered shut behind them. It was not proper privacy, but it was some, and everyone had taken to putting them up. The new family was a problem for tomorrow. Right now, food. And then, he guessed they would find out what was happening to the humans in the wider world. 
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    Chapter 101 
 
    By the time he reached their makeshift kitchen, the mood was morose. Everyone was hanging around in the nearby rooms, drawn to the light that Tamara and others were generating to push away the darkness. In a few minutes, the lights, at least in the kitchen, would be killed to let them communicate with the separated survivors. In other rooms with blackout curtains, they would be maintained. It had not happened, but Daniel was scared some flying creature would be attracted to the light and crash in from outside. 
 
    His stomach growled, and he grumped internally. 
 
    “Everyone,” he yelled. He was still in the corridor, speaking right outside the kitchen. People moved to listen, and he gave them a moment to turn to face them. “I know it feels like today was a disaster, but tonight we are a lot safer than we were this morning. We’ve grown our numbers and combat strength, and there’s nothing dangerous left up there.” He pointed straight up. “We are winning. We have lots of food and water, and before anyone asks, yes, we had to kill the monster up there. Left alone, it would have come for us, eventually. The floors were not a barrier to it.” 
 
    There was silence. “Couldn’t you have blocked it, like you do with the stairwells?” The woman had been crying, which was not surprising since they had lost a lot of people upstairs. 
 
    “No,” he answered gently. “The people who fought can confirm, but it was putting holes in the floors. It might have taken days to get down to our level or hours, but it would have come, and it was killing everything.” 
 
    “We could have engaged it then,” the women pointed out. 
 
    “I thought about it,” Daniel admitted. “The question is whether our strength would have grown more than its own. I figured attacking it now with all of us gave us the best chance. What happened if it attacked us in the middle of the night? Caught us by surprise, killing half of us before the rest could respond? We couldn’t afford to wait, but there were also the survivors from the penthouse. They had held it back for days, and I gambled they would hear us fighting it and help.” He nodded in the general direction where the family slept. “And that bet was the right one. They helped, and it was the only reason we won.” Daniel hesitated, knowing that he had not said enough, and he couldn’t let them fracture when they were so close to coming together. “Listen. I know none of this is fair. It sucks, and we have all lost someone, but the Alpha event happened. We can’t change that. All we can do is to survive, and that means fighting, getting stronger, and looking after each other.” 
 
    His stomach grumbled again, loud enough for everyone around him to hear. 
 
    “I just wanted to say, the losses today were devastating to me personally, and those who died were heroes. To honour them, we need to keep going. I’ve sworn to get the kids to safety, and I intend to drag them and the rest of you along with me.” 
 
    There were no cheers to greet his words, but he felt a slight increase in resolve. 
 
    “Now I need to eat.” 
 
    He grabbed his food and sat down, Ivey on one side with Dave next to her. Jayden sat on his other side, and of course Tamara beyond him. 
 
    Given the hunger pains, he had been dreaming of something solid, but instead Gabby brought over soup. Daniel looked at it in disappointment. Then the smell reached him. It was intoxicating. His mouth watered. Curiously, he ran a spoon through the liquid. It was thick and filled with lumps of white meat. He fished a lump out and bit into it. Yum. Taste was chicken, texture was crustacean, and given what they had fought during the day, he figured it was probably termite. His mood dropped. Those creatures were bastards. What was, was? Nothing he could do now. He ate like a starving man and had a fresh bowl delivered just as he finished the first along with two pieces of toast. “Bread?” 
 
    “Three days old, but still good.” 
 
    It was crunchy, and dipped into the liquid, a perfect addition to the meal. 
 
    Outside, the last of the light vanished. 
 
    “We should reach out to the others.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Jayden brought back beers for everyone, and Daniel cracked his open. Dave was in position, and just like the day before, the survivors started updating each other using Morse code. 
 
    Daniel drank his beer and then the next one while letting the numbers wash over him. 
 
    “You’re not listening to anything, are you?” Tamara asked next to him. 
 
    “No,” he admitted. 
 
    “Not as bad as yesterday,” she told him. “Only a couple of groups are missing.” The unspoken message was that meant they were probably dead. “But they’re all struggling. They’re very excited about what we’ve done.” 
 
    Daniel looked at her. They kept the room in darkness while using their Morse code, but he could see her white teeth. 
 
    “Yes, Dave has spent twenty minutes updating them.” 
 
    “And . . .” 
 
    He saw the shrug. “Most of them need help.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Every group is trapped and usually being stalked by creatures stronger than them.” 
 
    Daniel leaned back into the wall and sighed. Was it too much to expect that someone else could take charge? Why did it have to be on him? “All of them?” 
 
    “A couple of groups are making progress, but progress doesn’t mean they will succeed.” 
 
    There was something in Tamara’s tone. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s a large group two towers away.” 
 
    “Like us?” 
 
    In the dark, he could see Tamara shake her head. “There are forty adults and thirty kids under ten, most under five.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There was a creche, and they need help? They’re right up on the top floors of the building and sealing every exit, but they think they have days, a week at most.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There’s a hive of insects under them, and it knows that they are up there.” 
 
    “Knows?” 
 
    “Yep. The hive is hunting them. They can plug the holes, but eventually they’re going to be overwhelmed.” 
 
    “You want us to save them, don’t you?” 
 
    Another nod, barely perceptible in the darkness. “Maybe?” Daniel heard the uneasy laughter under the words.  
 
    Jayden returned. “What are you guys doing?” 
 
    “Talking about saving the world,” Daniel said with a sigh, waving in Dave’s direction. 
 
    Jayden squeezed between the two of them, wrapping Tamara in a protective gesture. Daniel wanted to tell him he had a girlfriend so the other man did not need to worry, but he held his tongue, as it would send all the wrong messages. 
 
    “What do you think, Jayden?” 
 
    “I think you, me, and everyone in this room should flee to the country at the first chance,” he told them. “Just a small group. Bringing the others will doom us.” 
 
    Daniel suddenly felt that the man’s words were insightful. 
 
    “Save those we can,” Jayden told him. “But we look after the core. We are the core. No more kids; they will slow us down.” 
 
    Daniel thought about it and agreed. That was exactly what he should be doing. He shouldn’t be focusing on saving everyone. There was a core group, and that was who deserved his protection. 
 
    Priscilla bit into his ear. 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Splinter,” he lied instinctively. 
 
    His mind was in turmoil. What the hell had just happened? For the first time in a while, he looked right at Jayden. Everything he had spoken had been despicable. Daniel should have rejected it immediately. But he hadn’t. Instead, he had listened to the words and even considered following them. Suspicion flared. The man’s words had been too convincing to him, and it was a magical world. On that first day, what had Jayden had said his class was? Actor class or some bullshit. 
 
    Realisation flooded through Daniel. Had Jayden just been using magic to influence him? 
 
    “Look after the core”—that is what Jayden had been saying, and then he had clarified that he meant to look after only the five of them and abandon everyone else who was not useful. Before Priscilla’s bite, Daniel internally had been agreeing with him. Why? Because they had been on the same floor when the event occurred? It was not logical, but he had been accepting the man’s words. Jayden had been using a mind-altering skill. 
 
    Daniel sat, not moving. Part of him wanted to run or confront Jayden. Another part wanted to make the man disappear, like he had done with Beau. Instead, he kept breathing. Mind control. Now that he knew, he could counter it. 
 
    “Anyway.” Jayden leaned closer. “We need to look after ourselves. Just our core.” Daniel pinched himself before Priscilla had to take action. “The four of us who were in that room on the first day.” 
 
    What a snake. He was actively encouraging Daniel to abandon Trudy and the Kids. Little Zach and the baby. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Daniel said evenly. 
 
    Jayden looked away, and Tamara was still looking at him. He shook his head, and her eyes widened slightly. Daniel looked away. 
 
    Jayden’s arm was looped around her waist. Was she in this relationship willingly? Or was he using his powers to manipulate her? 
 
    Now he was being silly and seeing issues that were not there. Tamara had been on holidays with him before the Alpha event. They were a couple. There was no need for mind control, even if Daniel believed it was unnatural that she was with Jayden. 
 
    “Good chat,” Jayden said with a confident smile. “I think I’m going to head to bed.” Without releasing Tamara, he turned and walked out. Tamara stood up with him, and the couple happily walked away. 
 
    “We’ll fight tomorrow,” she called out as she left. “Clear the two floors above us and then down.” 
 
    “They’re so cute,” Ivey said, watching them go. 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “She’s lucky to have someone like him,” Ivey continued. 
 
    Dave, where he stood packing up their equipment, did not respond positively to that second statement. Then when their eyes met, Dave gave an extravagant shrug. Maybe he needed to do something about Jayden, but what? He would not eliminate someone just because he was a potential rival for a girl’s affection. Especially when said girl had already chosen the other man. 
 
    Daniel looked down at his hands and club. Life was easier when it was all about bashing monsters. Tomorrow. Daniel smiled to himself. That’s what he would do. One monster at a time. The club throbbed approvingly. Priscilla pictured them collecting chip packets from each room till they filled an entire closet. 
 
    “And if bashing monsters means I save some more kids?” he whispered to himself. Then he was fine with that. 
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    Author’s Note 
 
    It was a pleasure to bring this second series to you, and I hoped you loved it. 
 
     This is the first book in a series. What that means is that REVIEWS and RATINGS matter to bring the series visibility. Ratings help, but reviews are even better. If you leave a review, I can guarantee that it will be read, as I read every single one of them. If you loved the book but dislike some aspect, then give it five stars and note what you didn’t like in the story, and I will incorporate that feedback into my future writing. I have so many stories to tell, and currently I’m trialling life as a full-time writer and loving it. I want to continue to be an author, but that depends on me writing books people enjoy reading, which means every bit of improvement I can attain with your input is valuable. I welcome any feedback that you are willing to share.  
 
    Once more, thank you for reading my book, and I look forward to bringing you more into the future.  
 
    If you want more of my writing, I publish future chapters on Patreon. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/alex_kozlowski 
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    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.
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    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. 
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    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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