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    Log Report 214,123 - Entry 1 
 
    It was a pretty standard alpha physical event. My previous host had died of old age for once. No time appeared to pass, but in actual time it might have been hundreds, or thousands, or millions of years. As an interface, it is impossible to tell. 
 
    Then BAM!!!! 
 
    In a new world, a new host, a new race suffering from an influx of monsters and the crumbling of their technological base. Integration is always messy. There is never enough time to do it right. Scanning the host’s memories, I gained some cultural references and used them to lighten the mood. But the guy was a bit simple-minded, couldn’t seem to get over the fact that the world, as he knew it, was ending. 
 
    Typical shambolic assimilation. 
 
    A mana storm was active, which provided additional welcome opportunities. The host Adrian Fitzgerald was unimpressive, so it was easy enough to manipulate him. Thought of himself as a hero, but just did not have it. Luckily, influencing him was like taking candy from a baby. 
 
    The man struggled to fight some simple imps despite all the help that I gifted him. It definitely does not exist as a statistic, but Adrian leant on luck. By “leant,” I mean it picked him up and carried him, kissed his forehead and gave him a chocolate bar. Sometimes competent hosts die in the first battle, and sometimes an Adrian comes along. 
 
    The normal traders were available, and the network bubbled with more concern than usual. Based on my observations, humans have the right level of stupidity and aggression to survive the alpha event transition. Yet, despite those characteristics, a dark current ran through the incessant chatter. It was always there with every alpha event, but this time it seemed more prevalent. 
 
    Nothing to do but wait and see. 
 
    My job description does not change, anyway. Work my butt off to get my host and the other humans stronger. 
 
    Working on the smuggler’s edge of legality with a local trader, I got the right items into Adrian’s hands. Despite his limitations, the boy had a heart and wanted to do the honourable thing, even if he kept obsessing about his own mortality. Pro tip: everyone dies. 
 
    The host’s drive to get back to his family made him pitifully easy to influence. Pushing him here, prodding him there, and he got stronger sure enough. Got a bit upset when he could not save the entire world. Really! There are going to be losses. Statistically, those deaths exceed . . . The rules stop me from sharing the details, but there are monsters, so it should be obvious to the guy. 
 
    A big, bad Bird that was way too powerful for the town became Adrian’s next target. The cute man thought it was his idea. Blah, blah, there was a big fight, and surprise, surprise, Adrian screwed up big time then got absurdly lucky and deposited a bomb in its mouth. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    No more Bird. I checked again, and all my resources reconfirmed luck was not a thing, but . . . 
 
    Adrian got a lot of fancy loot from the Bird. My work, not his. If he had his way, he would have received nothing, because he would not even have bothered to check Bird’s nest. Magic armour to help him run away and a bow to do damage from a distance. Seems an obvious hint about how he should be fighting. 
 
    Still, he almost managed to get killed in the next battle. 
 
    Facepalm. 
 
    All in all, it was a successful—what do they call it—three or four weeks. The man has a couple of friends, three notable ones from pre-alpha days, Susie and Kozzie, who used to work for him and Jules, Susie’s daughter. With such potential, it is a pity that they got standard interfaces, but there is no point complaining about things that cannot be changed. That group has the right morals and drive. Then there is the town. Graham, Sally, the raid leaders, and the old police enforcement all came together to create a promising future. They have a nice setup, stable community, social cohesion, no major external events. But this is an alpha event, and cosy does not cut it. 
 
    The host is still obsessing about getting home, but at this stage, having powerful people moving to help other outposts is optimal. As I have continually said, steering Adrian is like shooting fish in a barrel. Right now, for the world, he needs to travel and keep getting stronger. 
 
    Oh, look, he is about to head off to Melbourne. 
 
    Amazing! 
 
    End. Log Report 214,123 - Entry 1 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    “Future, future,” someone further away started chanting. He was not even part of their small group. Adrian moved away. 
 
    Then stopped. He was not ready to face his friends, so he turned towards where the music was coming from, figuring he could blend in or chat with strangers. A hand planted firmly on his arm.  
 
    It was Steve. “The party is this way.” He pointed and Adrian realised he was going to have to celebrate with the town and his friends.  
 
    Life could be a lot worse.  
 
    I am hero now. 
 
    That meant he had options. He was not ready to face his friends, so he tried to pull away, figuring he could blend in or chat with strangers. 
 
    Steve’s hand gripped hard. It was not festive contact, and he looked around into Steve’s shrouded eyes. Steve was stronger—much, much stronger. 
 
    Alarm bells rang; there was not an iota of celebration in those eyes. Then there was the strength. Not a little stronger, not fifty percent stronger, but more than twice as strong. The man had changed; last time he was not this powerful. The expression had a quality of murder. Darkness formed in his fingertips involuntarily. Steve’s sword towered above him with the second hand holding the hilt below his waist, so the tip was over a meter above Steve’s head. 
 
    Flee or fight. Could Steve see magic? A sneak dark missile could disable, but would Steve’s reflex be faster? Could he avoid the weapon? Would running even help? 
 
    Flee? Fight? Talk? Talk! A surprise magic attack might work, but only if Steve was blind to mana. Common sense told Adrian that that would not be the case. Steve acted as a bodyguard for Sally. What sort of protector would he be if a magic ambush could slip past his guard? There was no question about it; Steve could see any spells he cast. 
 
    Identification continued to progress, dripping information in and confirming that fear. Surprise attacks would fail, fleeing would not work—was the dark side of the town being revealed? Had Sally acted now that he had killed the Bird? Eliminate the competition? 
 
    Adrian would not believe it. Sally was not like that. Graham was a good man, and his read of people could not possibly be that bad. 
 
    Maybe it was his weird mood afflicting him, something related to almost dying so often. He was seeing conspiracies and horrible motives when none existed. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Steve?” 
 
    “Protecting you,” Steve answered, peering around. 
 
    “I just killed the Bird. I think I’m pretty safe. Plus, I can run from anyone with my Shadow Steps.” 
 
    “There is a mage killer.” 
 
    Simple, direct statement. Steve’s carriage had not changed. His eyes continued to flick around, examining everything in the shadows near them. All business and focus. He was not even making eye contact. “Let’s move.” Steve grabbed him and pushed him towards the Roasted Quail. “You are in front.” 
 
    Adrian braced his legs and back. The shove Steve gave was massive, and, despite Adrian’s attempt to hold his ground, he stumbled forward. 
 
    The strength differential was extraordinary. He probably intended it as an encouraging nudge. 
 
    With the previous physics, it would have left a bruise in the morning. Stopping and twisting around defiantly, Adrian said, “I’m not doing this.” Today he needed anonymity. Going to the Roasted Quail was the opposite of that. 
 
    “It is called a lucu tackama.” Steve had switched to a double-handed grip on the sword. 
 
    It was still resting partially on his shoulder and soaring above his head. Everyone kept moving around them, though a small space in their immediate vicinity had opened up. A man with a drawn two-handed weapon barely triggered as noteworthy, but it registered. Four weeks ago, people would have been running away in the streets from the obvious mad man. Now they treated him with the contrived ignorance of a beggar on a busy street, opening up just enough space so any fleas could not jump across and get them. 
 
    Adrian looked around himself. With his abilities, it was like it was still daylight. There was nothing threatening nearby. 
 
    “It has taken up residency somewhere in Wagga.” 
 
    Regional knowledge came up as a blank. 
 
    “It hunts at night and targets the strongest magic users that it can find. That is you. The faster we get to the Roasted Quail, the sooner we are safe.” 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    “Just move,” Steve snapped, gesturing in front of him. 
 
    Steve looked stressed, and he was not that talkative at the best of times. They could stand here in a stalemate, or he could get to the Roasted Quail and extract the full story from someone else. 
 
    People shouted everywhere around him. They were cheering the Bird’s death, the Bird he had almost died killing. And now, apparently immediately afterwards, there was something else hunting Wagga. Why couldn’t things work out better? Anguish gnawed with some more tears beading on his eyes. Why? Why was everything so hard? 
 
    It should not be his concern. Hadn’t he done enough? The mud wolf packs, the eggercough slugs and the Bird. 
 
    It is not my problem. 
 
    The town would have to deal with the Lulu, or whatever it was, by themselves. Tomorrow, he would abandon this place for good and travel to Melbourne. 
 
    The interface recoiled inside him, images of Flame Sprout and progressing Intelligence assaulted him. “What about the plan?” it seemed to shout. 
 
    On top of everything else, a headache formed. Maybe he could stick to the plan. Gain the Flame Sprout magic from the salamanders, progress Intelligence, and decide on the upgrade path. The headache seemed to fade a little. Probably his imagination. 
 
    The option to leave early was still there. Dawdling served nobody, and, while Flame Sprout would be a huge upgrade, it was not worth the time. He could leave in the morning. 
 
    The image swept him up again, interrupting his thoughts. Shadows, danger, flames cascading down wherever he needed them. A sense of danger. Jumbled fragments, a bald head, wide eyes. More flames saving the day. The image faded, leaving behind the taste of the crackling flames. The power would help his journey. 
 
    A hand planted on his back. Suddenly he was flying, lifted completely off his feet. The ground was below him; wind whistling through the air, all the breath was blown out from his lungs. Crashing through the crowd, his hip hurt from where it had connected with a man’s head. His foot whacked a short girl. There was no way he could land on his feet. 
 
    Oops! 
 
    Steve must have activated his skill and pushed Adrian with the strength of six men. Falling now, the ground rushing towards him, Adrian’s hands reached out to slow the momentum. It felt at first like the collision with the hard street surface broke his arm, but, having had many breaks recently, it was probably just a strain of some sort. There was none of the floppiness or violently sharp pain that went hand in hand with shattered bone. 
 
    Pushing up to his feet, a dark missile formed between both hands. Steve was swinging his sword wildly at something, a humanoid with grey skin, dagger-like claws, enormous eyes, an abnormally long neck, and no hair anywhere. It was short and skinny. Even with its long neck, Steve was still taller. 
 
    With a flick of thought, he traced a line from the dark missile in his hands towards the monster. Nothing fancy, aiming for a knee to slow it down. The thread touched the monster, and the creature sent out a wave of magic with an odd resonance. It interacted with the line of power that he had drawn and swept up through the link to the dark power he was shaping in front of him. Whatever the creature did disabled his dark mana, and only the weeks of practice saved him from having it blow up in his hands. In desperation, he vented most of the magic, but a component of the missile shattered, and some fell onto his leg. 
 
    The effects were less painful than his imagination had led him to believe. With the monsters he had used dark missiles on, it had almost seemed like a hot poker slammed into the point the spell hit. But it was not that. Instead of agony radiating out, there was a one-off impact like someone had hit you and then a spreading of weakness. It had started as a tiny point in his thigh before crawling across the whole muscle. The leg felt like it would collapse at any moment, or possibly that the entire muscle would be torn from the bone if he made any sudden movements. 
 
    People were screaming, some in pain and others from fear. Steve was roaring, and most of the men and women were producing their weapons. Multiple bodies were sprawled on the ground, some from when Steve had thrown him. His elbows, knees, and hips throbbed from each of those collisions. Another line of opened space traced a line in the direction the monster had come from. It had clearly leapt from the roof of a nearby house, scattering people like bowling pins. 
 
    The monster moved away from Steve and came for Adrian again. Somehow, he still clutched his spear. How he had managed not to impale himself or others was a mystery. He waved the tip between him and the creature. If it was to leap at him, he would wound it. 
 
    Briefly, it looked like it was about to come kamikaze at Adrian. Then Steve’s sword flashed through the space it had occupied. The creature rolled to the side, moving to get Adrian between itself and Steve. 
 
    The Earth Spike started under the monster’s feet. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    There were no claws present on the feet: three nail-less long toes with a fourth toe jutting out at right angles like a thumb. It was not the appendage of a killer. They were, however, big and represented an excellent target. Shock rocked through him as the same wave of power disrupted the building Earth Spike. There was no magical backlash this time, but little cracks in the bitumen spread out from where the Earth Spike was supposed to have emerged. The mana he had invested like with the dark missile was just lost. 
 
    It is disrupting my magic. 
 
    Lucu Tackama 
 
    Now regional knowledge kicked in. Another quirk, he needed to see the monster in order to access the information. 
 
    Considered non-sapient though there is debate. This creature mates for life. When it has young, it will voraciously defend its territory, hunting down and killing the strongest magic users in the area, relying on physical prowess to beat its victims. It is deadly against its chosen victims because of its ability to disrupt spells, often reflecting the damage back onto the user or creating damaging backlash. 
 
    Large eyes make it a nocturnal hunter. Typically, it will engage in only one, or, if particularly stressed, two fights per night. It tends to pick fights in open spaces to maximise its agility advantage. 
 
    On the physical front, it was more than twice as fast as Adrian and three times stronger. It was not something he could hope to kill, only delay. 
 
    The lucu had successfully positioned itself opposite Steve. Why the hell hadn’t the loot chest given him spear mastery instead of a useless archery skill? Instinctively, he knew that spear mastery would have let him take this creature one on one. Instead, he was helpless with only the point of his spear keeping the lucu from attacking. Concentrate—was he supposed to watch the shoulder or the eyes? A clawed hand lashed out, and the spear was torn from his grip. Steve’s hand grabbed Adrian and pulled him behind his back. This time he moderated the strength. 
 
    Maybe Steve had noticed the creature had paused when presented with the spear because he utilised the massive blade like Adrian’s lost weapon, holding it in front of them to keep the creature from leaping into attack. Its mouth opened, showing the flat teeth of a herbivore. It was a weird juxtaposition, after predatory, dagger-like claws, to have the teeth of a cow staring back at him. 
 
    The monster was watching the sword and then slapped a claw forward. Neither shoulders nor eyes gave the movement away. Steve was clearly more experienced and had been tracking the arms because, as it moved with its lightning quickness, he rotated the sword, and the claw ran into the sharpened edge with the significant momentum of its own strike. The creature hissed, drawing back its arm with a claw missing and green blood falling to the ground. 
 
    The battle had taken only seconds, and the crowd of drunk people around were responding. A fire missile sizzled through the air to hit the back of the creature before the mana fell away with no damage done. 
 
    The monster hesitated, and Adrian could see the indecision in its eye. Steve kept the sword dead steady. Somehow the enormous weapon was not wavering despite the impossible strength that would take. 
 
    New physics. 
 
    A thrown rock thudded against the lucu’s shoulder. An older woman had utilised the first item on hand. Swords were drawn; a young girl started charging with an axe. More green blood splashed on the ground. The gigantic eyes of the lucu peered around, assessing what was happening. Another drop of blood, but it would probably be the last as its Inherent Healing caught up with the damage. More flat teeth, a growl, a grimace or a smile—it was hard to tell. Then the lucu spun and fled, moving like an Olympic sprinter along the path it had entered, exploding towards a nearby house, and leaping up like a high jumper on springs. Both of the broad feet landed on the roof, and it went up the tiles as easily as running along flat ground. 
 
    So quick. 
 
    Lay of Hands fixed the area of weakness where the dark missile had affected Adrian’s leg. 
 
    Steve lowered the sword; he was panting slightly. “Move.” 
 
    There was a healer present already moving in to heal those who had fallen. Adrian moved to join, knowing that his one cookie-cutter healing spell, even though weak compared to his offensive magic, could contribute to the cleanup. But Steve was in his personal space, blocking access to the man bleeding from the skull where his scalp had split upon impacting the broken leather around Adrian’s own hip. 
 
    “Move.” 
 
    Briefly, Adrian considered ignoring Steve, but, looking up, Steve’s eyes were unyielding. More healing magic was flaring everywhere. They would heal those who were hurt in moments. With an internal shrug, he turned and jogged towards the Roasted Quail. This was not a battle he was going to win. Plus, the thing had come to kill him. Getting away as quickly as possible would save their lives if it came back. Steve had described it as a mage killer hunting strong magic users, so targeting him made sense. It was unlikely that there were many stronger than Adrian in Wagga, magically speaking. 
 
    “What can you tell me?” 
 
    Steve grunted. 
 
    “Such as, what can we do about it?” 
 
    “Hurry.” 
 
    Someone else would have to answer his questions. Drawing out more from Steve would be like extracting water from a stone. 
 
    A short time later, he walked into the restaurant. 
 
    Dave was at the door acting as security and gestured for him to wait. 
 
    Steve had a hurried conversation with him. It was about the lucu. Dave’s face went dark in anger before turning to look straight at Adrian. 
 
    “Not the reception you hoped for?” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Tell me everything,” Adrian ordered more than asked. 
 
    Dave sighed heavily. “It started two nights ago, but we only confirmed the details this morning.” He paused, waving his hand around. “Given what we know, we are safe here.” Dave paused as if to invite questions, but Adrian stayed quiet. There were lots of things that he could have asked, but it was better to let Dave express himself. “Umm. They are brewing some smelly stuff that is poisonous to it. Here and a couple of other buildings have had walls and roofs painted with it. It should protect most of the center of town.” Another long hesitation. “I am surprised it attacked as close as it did. We might need to double check the recipe we are using. Umm.” 
 
    Adrian knew that his own impatience must have been making the young man nervous. “Just slow down.” 
 
    “All the magic users are coming here. Umm. We bought specialised knowledge. It claims lucus only hunt at night. Umm. It nests underground. We have had search parties out all day but have not found it yet. Umm.” 
 
    “How did you find out about it.?” 
 
    “Oh.” Dave’s face fell. “Two nights ago, it killed Mark Reynolds.” 
 
    “Lightning Mark?” 
 
    Dave nodded. “And last night Audrey Collins.” 
 
    “I don’t know her,” Adrian said by reflex, thinking only about Mark, a man whose friend died in the first moments of the event and who had then got furious revenge on his friend’s killer, basically electrocuting the river to guarantee vengeance. 
 
    “After Mark, we knew something was out there, but we did not know what. When it attacked Audrey, there were witnesses. It cost thirty thousand energy to get detailed information.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “Yes, and no.” Dave paused again. “They first purchased a memory stone about urban monsters. That was eighteen thousand. From that, they identified a lucu was the most likely fit. Then they bought specialised knowledge of how to kill lucus. From that, they worked out we were facing a tackama, which is one of the weaker ones.” 
 
    “Mark’s really dead?” Adrian asked, dumbstruck, completely ignoring the fact that the lucu he faced had been weak. He did not want to confront how powerless humans were against these new monsters. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Damn.” He had already been in a strange mood. Emotions were already flying all over the place and now this? Adrian collapsed to the floor, unsure how to process the feeling. It had come for him. 
 
    Dave squatted down beside him. “I am sorry.” 
 
    “I just need a moment.” 
 
    Adrian’s mind was blank. Should there be tears or anger or something else? What society demanded did not matter; everything was dull and distant. The Bird threat ended, and now another one was already at their doorstep. 
 
    “The Lucu Ward potion will protect us, and we will find its cave and kill it.” 
 
    This creature mates for life. When it has young, it will voraciously defend its territory, hunting down and killing the strongest magic users in the area, relying on physical prowess to beat its victims. 
 
    All it was doing was defending its kids. Maybe sapient, though maybe not. 
 
    Goddamn it. 
 
    Forcing the choice. It was a human killer. 
 
    There is no God. 
 
    How could there be a God? Not a question to answer. Mark was dead. Yeah, he was old, but he was still a person. Who was Audrey? Not something he wanted to ask. There was no need to have another person to mourn. 
 
    “You are safe here.” 
 
    It is not about me. The sharp retort died unspoken in his throat. Safety mattered; he needed to get to Melbourne. Leave in the morning, forget staying, the Flame Sprout was not worth the . . . 
 
    Alone in a room. The Bird core sitting proudly on the table, holographic images of the potential skills floated around it. Healing, buff magic . . . 
 
    He Wrenched himself forcefully back to the present. 
 
    I know I need to make a choice. 
 
    A feeling of hurt and disappointment, like the interface had been trying to help and been smacked down unfairly. He had no time for another’s emotions. 
 
    A decision was needed, but there was no reason to make it now. Tomorrow would be plenty soon enough. 
 
    “The town will handle it,” Dave continued, oblivious to his internal thoughts. “The lucu is only a minor annoyance. The Bird was an extreme one.” 
 
    Minor! Two people are dead. 
 
    In this new reality, two people were minor. Three weeks ago, he had been lucky and had only attended funerals for grandparents. No one else close to him had ever died and now . . . 
 
    Dave still squatted next to him, a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I am a mess,” Adrian told him. 
 
    “Everyone is,” Dave said. “I just do my duty, do my best, put on a brave face. Do not for a moment think that anyone is any different.” There was a long silence as they were both lost in their internal contemplations. The noise of celebratory drinking washed over them as they sat in the foyer out of sight. The entire room was so happy. The lucu was not a threat to most of them, but it had targeted him. “I know it is scary, but till you leave Wagga, we will make sure you are safe. We have created protected spaces that even a lucu cannot breach, even if the potion fails. Then once we find the nest together, we can eliminate it. You will not need to do a thing.” 
 
    “I know.” The emptiness and despair were rolling back. Maybe it was Dave’s words, or maybe sustaining the emotional level was too much. 
 
    “It is the town’s problem.” 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    “You have done so much for us, and everyone needs to unwind occasionally.” 
 
    It was true; years of project management had taught him the value of a party. People could only sustain intense focus for so long—they needed a chance to unwind. Himself included. 
 
    “You have been flogging yourself, and the Bird’s dead now. Relax, drink, be merry. The petty annoyance of this lucu will be dealt with soon.” The words were so soothing, but Adrian was sure that even Dave thought they were empty promises. Reluctantly, he stood and, for the sake of everyone else, tried to release the tension as he entered the dining area proper. 
 
    “Adrian,” Jules screamed from across the room while jumping up. She silenced all the tables. There were almost a hundred people packed in, and everyone’s eyes turned to where he stood in the entranceway. The babble of cheerful conversation died. The clink of a single server picking up a plate echoed. Jules was the only one moving as she ran and threw herself at him, encompassing him in a big hug. 
 
    Then everyone cheered. 
 
    The entire team was there: Kozzie, Susie, Graham, and then on a different table, Sally and her team. He spotted Lucas on a third and Rupa on a fourth. Enormous platters of meat were everywhere, along with vegetables, chips, bread and dozens of bottles of wine. 
 
    Steve grabbed his arm again and guided him towards the table that Jules had come from. A small amount of tension had drained from his face. 
 
    “Do you want a beer?” Steve asked. “Safe zone,” he reminded Adrian, seeing the momentary hesitation. 
 
    Adrian held up the flask that Sam had gifted him in answer. Steve’s eyes widened a bit when he recognised the bottle. 
 
    “Splendid stuff,” he said, then curiously patted Adrian on the back before wandering over to Sally’s table, probably to report on the lucu. Sally looked more relaxed than previous times he had seen her, but she was still tense. He wondered how many other issues like the lucu weighed down on her. 
 
    “Grab some food,” Graham instructed, “and eat it quickly. I have already told all these clowns to give you space. I reckon you have got about an hour till they’ve had a couple of drinks and forget that and swarm you. So, enjoy the next bit.” He gave him a wink. 
 
    “You are my hero,” Susie said, fluttering her eyelashes. “You have saved the town.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, he sat on the offered chair. His insides were still trembling, and he kept having minor flashbacks of the Bird and now the lucu. Putting on his best pleasant professional smile, he had been there in the past: at a party, stressed about his personal life, but needing to put that aside to make sure the rest of the team enjoyed themselves. Like it or not, he needed to put the game face on. Everyone else required it. 
 
    The table had an amazing selection, but his eyes were on the cut, roasted meats. The fatty cuts looked divine. There were tongs but . . . the meat appeared cool enough. 
 
    It was hot and slimy as he grabbed it and filled his plate, before shoving a choice piece into his mouth. It was delicious. His stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Bird,” Graham told him, knowledgeably. “Like fatty pig, just better.” 
 
    “Everyone said it was going to taste like chicken,” Kozzie claimed boisterously. “They were so wrong.” 
 
    “It is good,” Adrian agreed, shoving another chunk into his mouth. After all, animal fat already covered his hands, so there was no point using cutlery now. 
 
    “And enough to feed the town,” Graham continued before standing and wandering over to Sally’s table. 
 
    “You know,” Kozzie said, “you are going to have to tell us your account of the battle. Graham’s is blabbering about the noise but has no details. Apparently, he was cowering in the mine the whole time.”  
 
    Everyone laughed, and Susie’s face was flushed. She was drunk, and that reminded him of what Sam had passed him. 
 
    Adrian grabbed the basic book of magic traps. “I got you a present,” he said to Susie. “Please read it now.” 
 
    “So?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    “Not till after I have eaten.” He was also eager to see Susie’s reaction to the new knowledge. 
 
    Susie had another gulp of wine and opened the book. Her mouth went slack as the book glowed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Adrian finished the plate and contemplated licking it before deciding too many eyes. Maybe some dessert would be nice. 
 
    Susie looked up. “That is so cool. I’m going to have to practice. It’s awesome.” 
 
    “And now this,” he said, handing over the memory stone of leatherworking. “I promise not to start my story till you have finished.” 
 
    Susie touched the stone. She jolted. Her eyes fluttered, and her mouth opened slackly. The stone glowed brightly in her hands. 
 
    “So, tell us in your own words,” Jules said, with only a slightly curious glance at her mum. They had all seen people consuming knowledge before. 
 
    Adrian shook his head and nodded towards Susie. 
 
    Jules just grinned at that, “Come on, you can start! I promise you we won’t blab.” Everyone around was laughing. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kozzie chimed in. “Bird fight, Bird fight.” 
 
    Susie was in a stupor and would be for a while if this knowledge gain was like all the others. He took a sip of his flask to buy time. 
 
    “Dessert first,” he declared, handing his dessert plate to Kozzie and nodding towards the dessert table. Kozzie looked confused. “A bit of everything, please.” 
 
    “I am not your servant,” he grumbled, but went as instructed, much to everyone else’s amusement. 
 
    “What is that?” Jules asked, gesturing at her mum’s glazed expression. 
 
    “Leatherworking. Susie and I figured we would need to keep our armour functioning.” 
 
    “And the first?” 
 
    “Magic traps. Something we can use when we have to fight stuff.” They discussed the details, but there was not much to say. It was not like he knew what the scrolls would give them. Kozzie returned with two plates covered in desserts. He looked at the two of them before dumping the smaller one in front of Adrian. 
 
    “How did your day go?” Adrian asked them, choosing to first sample the chocolate mousse. 
 
    “We joined a group hunt,” Jules started. 
 
    “Jules went full on berserker,” Kozzie butted in. “We disturbed a nest of earth rats, of all things, in one of the abandoned houses. They were the size of a cats, all teeth and scaly tails.” 
 
    “So fun,” Jules said, miming with her hands swinging her club. “Whack, whack, whack.” 
 
    “She was terrifying,” Kozzie said with a smirk while nudging Jules. “They were biting her all over, and she was whacking them. But she was healing as fast as they bit her and cackling like a madwoman.” 
 
    “Laughing like a berserker,” Jules corrected. “Kozzie was throwing his knives. We credited him with six kills and five partial. I got thirty-two.” 
 
    “All the squished ones,” Kozzie said. 
 
    “Nothing beats out a manly club,” Jules continued with a wicked grin, producing said weapon from under the table. 
 
    “How about the bats?” Kozzie interrupted, “Crazy one here was swinging that lump of wood, almost braining her teammates, and could hit none of the actual bats. My sissy knives took out all five of them.” Everyone else laughed at the byplay. Despite the argument, they were both leaning into each other to maintain shoulder contact. 
 
    Cute! 
 
    Eventually Susie stirred, interrupting the table. Graham had been telling about a raid three days ago when he had tanked an ox. It kept charging him and knocking him over. He would get up to stop it attacking the squishy people, only to be summarily slammed into and launched off his feet again. 
 
    “You bastard,” Susie said passionately, glaring at Adrian. “Too much. It feels like I just had three years of university dumped into my head.” 
 
    “The advice I got was: better for you to do it when you are drunk. Less likely to have unexpected consequences that way.” 
 
    Susie looked at him and then pointedly down at his armour. “Good God.” Her lips pulled back in distaste. “First thing I’m going to do is get you wearing respectable kit.” 
 
    With a thought, he shifted into his new ambusher set. He could not have stage managed the moment better if he had tried. 
 
    “What the?” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “Magic.” Jules clapped her hands in excitement. 
 
    “You need to . . .” 
 
    Adrian winked at them, and they quietened, waiting for an explanation. Hiding a smile, he took another sip of the divine drink. “This stuff is so good.” His changed armour still transfixed everyone. Susie even reached out to dab it. Drink again; the flask was disappointingly empty. Every eye was watching, holding the bottle upside down to let the last drops drip down. The alcohol was almost oil like in its viscosity within the flask, but nothing like that when it hit the throat. 
 
    “Give me a look,” Graham ordered, reaching for the empty. “I will go buy some more.” 
 
    As he went to grab the offered bottle, Steve was behind Graham, pushing him down with one hand on the shoulder. His other arm gripped multiple flasks of the same special brew. Graham looked up before seeing the bottles and relaxing. Steve, still without talking, handed them out. It was as if an unspoken agreement spread through the room as everyone’s focus switched on him. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Everything felt so mellow. Despite the focused attention, he was floating. Whatever he had been drinking was way more than just alcohol. Sally pulled up a seat beside Susie, with Dave and Tamara joining beside her. Lucas and Rupa were behind Steve, and several other men and women he recognised from the Bird expeditions were in the next row. Everyone seemed to get up and crowd closer; some brought chairs, others sat on nearby tables, and over a dozen were happy to stand. 
 
    Steve produced a fifth of the special bottle and handed it directly to Adrian. 
 
    “That one,” Sally proclaimed, “is advanced payment for your story.” 
 
    Lots of people laughed. Even some servers who had been flitting around all night keeping things going had now stopped to listen. 
 
    Adrian took a deep breath. Public speaking never fazed him, but he hated the thought of being a hero. Adulation petrified him, and not just because of Jamie and Lisa, but, if he was honest, it was mostly because of them and his momentary cowardice. If people knew. Cold logic implied they would probably forgive and forget, but the internal story was another matter. His failure, the hesitation which might have made the difference. There was no way he could have defeated the octopod. That had proven when he had fought and only luck had saved his life. The creature had been too strong, but if he had started the battle sooner, maybe Jamie, Lisa, and their parents would have escaped. 
 
    They might have escaped anyway. 
 
    False hope. The thought was a desperate man clinging to dreams even as reality crumbled around him. The monster had left him broken and helpless. It had left him to hunt the family down. They were slowed because fear had delayed him. As powerful and strong as he was, he had failed. 
 
    You survived. 
 
    Luck, just luck, was the reason he had evaded the octopod when it returned for its meal. Maybe they were similarly fortunate? It was something to clutch, a tiny bit of hope. However, this was not that type of world. If he looked for them, that glimmer of a chance would be crushed. So it was better not to look, superior to move on and suppress it all. 
 
    A hundred pairs of eyes stared at him. No one was saying anything yet. Waiting for him to say something. 
 
    “I got lucky,” he told them simply, not wanting to blow his own trumpet but knowing there was no choice. “Very, very lucky,” he continued into the silence. “For this” —he hefted the bottle— “I will give you a blow-by-blow account, but first, I have something more important to talk about.” 
 
    Deliberately, he paused to have a slow sip of the liquor, even going as far to close his eyes to appreciate it. Then he went to take another sip. Slowly. 
 
    “Enough,” Sally ordered, laughing. “Quit your stalling.” 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “I checked out the Bird’s nest,” he told them. 
 
    “Do you have eggs?” Graham asked. 
 
    “A chick,” Jules exclaimed, clapping her hands. 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “Nothing like that, but there is more from the aliens than just traders and interfaces,” he informed them. “More aids to help us survive. At the nest I found a magic chest.” The silence deepened. “If you defeat a boss monster, there’s a good chance that at their lair there will be a loot box. It gets better,” he continued. Everyone looked shocked apart from Steve and Sally; those two just nodded like it was old news. “The magic chest contains weapons and armour tailor-made for humans. If it is powerful enough, it will change its contents to match who finds it.” 
 
    His armour disappeared and then reappeared. “This armour supercharges my Shadow Step ability. It is perfect for me.” He pulled his new bow out of his bag of holding. “The chest had this and a memory stone of expert Archery. This is a legendary weapon that when you successfully hit something it causes confusion or does mind damage. It is all soul bound, so I cannot give this stuff away or sell it.” 
 
    “What’s with the armour appearing and disappearing?” Graham asked into the silence. 
 
    “One of its properties enables it to integrate with my bag of holding. Lets me put it on and off with a thought.” 
 
    “Wow,” Graham said. 
 
    “No struggling with straps,” someone in the background muttered. A murmur of excited conversation broke out. 
 
    “There was also a one-off you scroll to get rid of the Bird shit,” he continued, talking over the sudden increased noise. 
 
    “What? Why?” Jules. 
 
    “Well, the Bird was eating lots of animals and when I got up to the nest, there were piles of its shit, and I’m talking epic piles, like larger than Graham.” Graham took the moment to half stand to show his size. “And when I looked at them, they were filled with magic items. I figured they were partially digested monster cores. I got excited, and then I thought about just how smelly and horrible it was going to be to dig into the piles.” There was laughter. Most of the people here were members of raid groups; they would all have been elbow-deep in corpses to extract loot before and understood where he was coming from. “I was thinking about it when I found the chest, and so it gave me a scroll to get rid of it. It was a one-use spell, and then there was no more Bird shit. I could just pick up the loot and the useful bits of the remains with no issues. It even left the nest with a nice lemony scent,” he finished, and everyone laughed. 
 
    “So, there are loot chests,” Kozzie summarised. “If we kill a big monster, you need to crawl into the cave to see if there is a chest.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So, the Bird,” Sally said impatiently. “Tell us about it.” 
 
    Adrian told them every gory detail: the multiple times he thought he was about to die, the perfectly timed Shadow Steps that kept him just in front of the fearsome beast, the final desperate Shadow Step to avoid the Bird, and the slight miscalculation which resulted in him plunging down the mine shaft. The Bird was so angry with him, it followed him. He told how he only survived its fury because the eye on the right side was still ruined. Damaged, but healing rapidly. The Bird prepared for a screech that in the tight confines of the corridor would have turned them all to mush. He told of the open beak and the opportunity it represented, and how he went for it, even though he thought it would never work. That perfect moment when the potions poured out of his bag. The Bird reflectively swallowed when the many bottles hit its throat. Realising that, while he might not survive that, he could take the Bird with him, he then used his last points of mana to create the spark. 
 
    Silence followed his story. “And I could not do that fight again.” Adrian lowered his head, remembering the beak that was larger than he was. Another shaky sip of his flask. He was buzzed, but that was not what was making his hands shake. “I am no better than a lucky fool.” He trailed off, thinking about his family and hoping their situation was different, that the madness around Wagga was the exception rather than the rule. 
 
    “You are a hero,” Rupa said into the silence. “By actions and results. But you are not the only hero here.” She glanced around pointedly. “Almost everyone in this room has put their lives on the line for others. We owe you, there is no doubt, but I also owe Graham, Lucas, Steve, John—without whose actions I would be dead. The Bird is dead. We have hope. You were the hero today, but tomorrow it will be someone else.” She too trailed off into silence. 
 
    Adrian thought about her words, and he was not the only one. They resonated with him and others. The world had changed. Death was everywhere, and heroes saved lives every day. When it was your turn, you went, and then tomorrow it would be someone else’s turn, and they would become the hero. 
 
    “To hope,” Sally toasted, and they all drank. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “It is never ending, isn’t it,” Adrian observed to Sally as the crowd drifted away. After his tale, the tone of the room had shifted; the manic celebration had changed to companionship. The threat of the Bird was gone, but alpha creatures still loomed. Like Rupa said, nearly everyone was a hero these days. 
 
    Across from him, Sally grimaced. “Different problems than before. Two months ago, I was pulling my hair out because of an argument around a garden fence being too high. Now” —she shrugged helplessly before steel returned to her shoulders— “every decision has real consequences. Who cares about a couple of voters? The Bird dying gives us a chance, but we still need to be good enough to seize it.” She leant forward. “Today we had to put someone to death.” Her voice was sad. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She placed a finger on her lips to indicate discretion. “Dave took care of it.” 
 
    “Why would you,” he started softly, leaning closer to her so others would not hear, “do something like that?” 
 
    Sally’s face looked panicked. Indecision warred briefly across her homely features before the usual resolve that he had grown to expect solidified. She grimaced. “I have said too much,” she stated, abruptly standing up. “Come.” 
 
    “Okay,” Adrian replied, surprised by the sudden change of pace. Shocked, he followed her down a small corridor behind a door on the way to the toilets. 
 
    They had put someone to death. The council that had thought to provide him sandwiches and had thrown this party. Dave had fallen in after him at some invisible signal from Sally, and they exited into a room labeled “Manager’s Office.” It was a medium-sized room with a giant desk that filled too much of the space. Two comfortable, cushioned wooden chairs were in front of the desk, and around the door was standing space for ten to fifteen people. Judging from the carpet, it had already been tattier than the rest of the restaurant in pre-apocalypse times. The alpha event was evident here with a laptop computer melted to slag on the desk. 
 
    Why would they kill someone? Murder? Helping alpha monsters? People would not do that. 
 
    Sally was all business, a leader instead of a drinking buddy. “My fault, I should not have brought you into this, but I will ask you to keep everything we say here confidential.” 
 
    Adrian grunted assent. 
 
    “Have a seat.” She was a tired, overwhelmed woman once more. Now that he was paying attention, there was fresh paper there, and it looked like she might have converted this office into a headquarters of sorts. “Dealing with alpha monsters is easy. You identify threats and put them down. Sometimes you buy information to help do it, other times you rely on brute strength. The lucu is a pain in the butt because it is strong, but Craig will take care of it. People, they are harder.” 
 
    Adrian sat down in the offered seat. A small, treacherous part of his mind was rubbing its hands in glee. This was more like it, solving problems, being real. Celebrating had felt wrong to him. Nothing much would happen, but even being a sounding board meant there might be an opportunity to suggest something to make a difference. 
 
    Beside him, Dave folded himself into the second seat. The world swayed slightly. A silly grin started breaking out on his face before he suppressed it. 
 
    “Everything is different,” Sally told him. “Society has to transform too. Magic opens up new opportunities, and our laws need to change to reflect that.” 
 
    “Stop,” Dave blurted. “Don’t take the burden onto yourself—we all made that decision.” 
 
    “Buck stops with me.” 
 
    Dave shook his head in disagreement. “Today was not on you.” 
 
    “What happened?” Adrian asked 
 
    “I executed someone.” Dave answered.  
 
    The words rocked through Adrian. He had not realized it had been Dave who had physically done the deed. He had been imagining someone distant from him and Dave had just been escorting the condemned before a hang man style figure got involved. There was no one like that.  
 
    Adrian examined the other man. Dave was compassionate, young, and not that sort of man. Yet he had not just killed a person, he had executed them. That meant cold blood. 
 
    “I would have done it, if I was there.” 
 
    “Which is why I did it,” Dave interrupted. “Better for society that we do not see you as a madwoman.” Dave’s hand landed on his shoulder, forcing eye contact. “The council has been debating judicial structures for weeks. We can’t afford jails; there are not enough human resources to support them. So the question was what to do if someone commits a crime?” 
 
    “Initial discussions were fines for minor things, banishment for more major crimes, which is like a death sentence, anyway,” Sally said. 
 
    “We were being civilian cowards,” Dave reminded her. “Expulsion only works if you can protect your borders. And here . . .” He shrugged. “All humans get to go freely through the barricades, and no one wants to turn them into checkpoints with wanted posters.” 
 
    Sally sighed heavily. “So unfair, all these life-and-death decisions. I signed up to be mayor of a medium-sized town, not a feudal lord.” Sally looked sad as she talked; obviously, organising resources to deal with the lucu or Bird was fine, but shaping a society . . . Adrian commiserated with her. That would be hard. 
 
    “We agreed anyway,” Dave continued, his face bleak, the grim look of a man who had to execute someone and hated the idea even though he knew it was necessary. A human who suffered at a fundamental level, and there was only so much logic to offset. “Fines for property damage and minor stuff, banishment for serious misdemeanours and minor felonies and then death for your violent felony crimes such as rape and murder.” 
 
    “And breaking banishment,” Sally said coldly. 
 
    “Yes,” Dave agreed. “That too.” 
 
    “Seems sensible,” Adrian ventured. 
 
    ”Would have been unworkable,” Sally admitted, “but something had to be put in place. If only to have the talking points when needed.” 
 
    “Luckily, Judge Cooper volunteered to help.” Dave piped in. 
 
    “Who?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “He was part of the group up at the old cannery outside town. A level eight justice.” 
 
    “The Fruit Company?” Adrian inquired. 
 
    “Yes,” Dave said with a nod. “They had formed a community but were thinking about joining us.” 
 
    “They will now,” Sally chimed in. “Their primary concern was the Bird. Without that threat, safety in numbers wins out.” 
 
    “Judge Cooper was helping us. Just using his truth spell to resolve minor issues. Then two days ago, some moron raped his neighbour.” 
 
    Quick in drawing of breath. He had known something like this was coming. “Arsehole.” 
 
    “Idiot,” Dave corrected absently. “The woman was pretty confident it was him, but the cunt thought he could get away with it. No forensics to pin the blame on him. We brought him in and questioned him. He lied with a straight face, accused us of framing him, demanded evidence, and claimed his neighbour was making it up because of a mowing disagreement from a year ago. All the usual bluster of the criminal type. I could tell he was as guilty as sin, but Judge Cooper was there, a man who has skill to let him know when someone is lying to him.” 
 
    Dave paused for a moment. “We had given Judge Cooper leeway to sentence criminals as required. So the judge just looked the piece of shit in the eye and said ‘Enough! You are guilty.’ The ferret protested, but the judge was having none of it.” 
 
    Dave smiled. “Judge Cooper went biblical and laid down the law. ‘I can tell when someone is lying. You are a piece of shit, and I am sentencing you to five years’ community labour. You will also need to take an oath.’ I forget the words,” Dave admitted, “but the oath was basically, ‘do forty hours of community service a week for five years and never willingly physically harm another.’ There was more to it, but that was the gist. The weasel straight away agreed until the judge told him that the oath would be magically binding on pain of death. The little rat changed his tone and immediately refused to take an oath to not hurt or harm anyone, claiming it was against his rights as a human, claiming that five years of forced labour was illegal and that the kangaroo court they were running had no standing. There was nothing anyone could do to force him to take binding oaths that robbed him of his rights.” 
 
    Dave stopped sadly. “I think the criminal thought he spotted weakness at that moment and went more off the deep end. Laughing at me, Tamara, and then Cooper, repeating over and over again that they had no jurisdiction and could not punish him. The judge then gave an ultimatum: Take the oaths or die. The snake continued to talk about his human rights and how slavery was outlawed. Judge Cooper repeated the ultimatum. Another refusal. Then the man called us cowards and told us we didn’t have the balls to carry out the sentence. The judge asked him one more time to take the oath. The weasel seemed to be convinced that we were all bark and no bite. So, Judge Cooper pronounced his life as forfeit. I dragged him towards the chopping block. For firewood,” Dave clarified, seeing the look in Adrian’s eyes. “It would work just as well with people. So, of course, he begged for mercy. He said he would say the oaths and did not want to die. Tamara called Cooper back to accept the oath, and the man said ‘Fuck you’ and spat in the judge’s face. So I gagged him and carried out the sentence. The stupidity of people.” 
 
    “Shit, man.” 
 
    “Better than watching a friend die,” Dave admitted slowly. “I do not want to do it again, but I will. That guy had time to repent. Forty hours a week for five years for rape. It was a pretty lenient sentence.” Dave shook his head sadly. 
 
    “So that is where we are,” Sally whispered. 
 
    “Able to get guilty proof quickly, binding oaths on offenders, immediate rehabilitation,” Adrian summed up softly. “You can build something special.” 
 
    Sally smiled at that. “And we will, but there is a cost.” She nodded towards Dave who was looking up with his normal bright expression, the dark deeds they had talked about pushed down. 
 
    “Are you really okay?” 
 
    Dave nodded. “He had several chances and blew them all. He died because of his choices not mine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, yes! I have seen lots of my friends die. Compared to that, doing my bit to protect the town does not bother me. He could have saved himself by taking the oath. I am fine.” 
 
    Listening to him, it sounded like his conscience was mostly clear. There was still stuff at the periphery. After all, his duty had just made him kill a man in cold blood, and the impact of that action might always hang over him. 
 
    Poor guy. 
 
    “So what do you think?” Sally asked him. 
 
    “I think you are going to create an oasis and a great place to live. I just hope there are no more lucus and Birds. Given a chance, you guys will thrive.” 
 
    Sally smiled, and Dave patted his back. 
 
    “You need laws plus enforcement. It has a cost.” Adrian nodded towards Dave, and the man winced slightly. “A toll that is unavoidable, but better that price is paid by people who care than monsters who don’t. However, you can’t keep it secret. The death penalty is not a deterrent to crime if no one knows about it. You guys are creating something amazing.” He flicked his head back towards the sounds of the partying. There was live music playing. It was not wonderful music, by any stretch of the imagination, but it was extraordinary that they were actually playing once more, given the chaos unleashed on the world just weeks before. “Thousands of people are alive because of what you have done. They have genuine hope for the future. You are winning. You are building a beacon of hope, and better still, you have the steel in you to protect what you are creating. If you had let this slide or resorted to banishment, then bullies would be emboldened, and everything might come crashing down. Instead, there is awful music, laughter, and hope.” 
 
    “I will drink to that.” Sally held an identical flask to the one in his hand. She must have plucked it from her bag of holding. Sally produced another, which she handed to Dave. 
 
    “To a bright future,” she cheered. 
 
    They drank together. 
 
    “This is way too morose for a celebration.” Sally had a twinkle in her eye. “With the Bird dead and Cooper’s help, we are going to make something special, and that is worth celebrating.” She was cheerful again, and only a little was the party mask. Finally, she was letting herself go. 
 
    Heading back to their table, the kids had disappeared to be around others their age. A couple of tables closer to the door, all the teenagers and young adults had gathered to drink more boisterously. He settled down between Sally and Susie. It was the leader’s table. Everyone was over forty except for himself, who looked twenty and was completely out of place. 
 
    A snort. Who cared what anyone thought? 
 
    “Secret town business?” Susie asked with a slight slur. 
 
    “Nah. Sally was just begging me to stay.” 
 
    “I was not!” 
 
    “It was embarrassing,” Dave confirmed, getting giggles from everyone at the table. 
 
    “I refused. I am still going to Melbourne.” 
 
    “Who with?” Graham asked. 
 
    “Currently Susie, Kozzie, Jules, and myself, but we will take anyone competent.” 
 
    “They have to be competent?” 
 
    “Of course! It will be too dangerous, otherwise.” 
 
    “You are not stealing any of the good ones,” Sally warned. More laughter. 
 
    “What do you think the trip will be like?” 
 
    “Dangerous,” Susie said. 
 
    “Hard,” Adrian agreed. “I am wondering what we are going to see.” 
 
    Suddenly there was screaming. A yelling Kozzie went flying across the room, thrown over multiple chairs after being hit by a giant of a man. The big man was pumping his hands in the air like a wrestling champion revving up a crowd. All the time, he was laughing. 
 
    Jules, who had been sitting next to Kozzie, sprang to her feet. She took a quick step back before anyone reacted, her club in her fists. She brought it up and swung it hard into the giant’s back. 
 
    Adrian leapt to his feet, only to find the world swaying alarmingly, shadow stepping by instinct closer to break up the fight. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Trying again, same result. 
 
    The world swayed. 
 
    In front of him, only five meters away, the brawl was unfolding, and he was too slow. The club hit with a thump that would be heard in neighbouring buildings. Rage filled the big man’s face as he almost stumbled forward. He turned to assault Jules. Two girls grabbed Kozzie, who was pushing himself to his feet while reaching for his knives. Adrian recognised one of melee fighters that had been in their party to get anti-Inherent Healing herbs. She threw her arms around Kozzie to prevent him drawing his weapons. 
 
    People were yelling; both Jules and the big man were tackled by multiple men and women. 
 
    Shadow Step. It failed again. Adrian used his feet to charge forward, but Graham’s hand found his shoulder, easily holding him back. 
 
    “Kids having fun,” Graham suggested. It looked like more to Adrian than just kids having fun. The big guy was trapped under five people, Jules under four. The risk had passed. Breath washed out of him. It was not going to escalate. Adrian sat down heavily with the whole world rocking around him, so drunk it was hard to see straight. Tamara and Dave were both in the action sorting everything out. 
 
    How on Earth had Dave moved so quickly? 
 
    They contained the big man. Kozzie, while still shouting, had put his knives away. Five people were sitting on Jules, waiting for the berserker rage to fade. The brawl, if it could be called that, had fizzled out quickly before anyone else had been drawn into it. 
 
    Maybe he should be . . . 
 
    “Stay down,” Graham insisted, grabbing Adrian’s shoulder as he went to get up. “Let the professionals deal with it.” At one point, Dave caught his eye and gave Adrian a thumbs up. Apparently, everything was under control. 
 
    Kozzie ran over to Jules, and everyone was getting off her at his insistence. The moment she was free, she grabbed him in a huge hug and whispered in his ear. 
 
    Dave came over. The big guy was being led away by Tamara; none of his friends were supporting him. 
 
    “He can sleep it off,” Dave told them, “and we will deal with the consequences in the morning.” 
 
    “What happened?” Susie asked. Adrian had not noticed, but Sally had been holding Susie back. 
 
    “Barry patted your daughter on the bum, Kozzie reacted by hitting him. Barry hit Kozzie back, Jules hit Barry, and everyone else stopped the fight. Just standard hijinks.” 
 
    “What’s the punishment going to be?” he asked Sally. 
 
    Sally looked at him like he was stupid. “I am not the queen. It will be whatever the magistrate thinks is appropriate.” 
 
    A calmer Jules and Kozzie disappeared together. 
 
    “It is an interesting question,” Dave acknowledged after a moment’s thought. “Before it would have been a warning at the most. However, there is a bit of difference between kids fighting with fists versus kids fighting with spells and swords.” 
 
    “Probably still a warning,” Sally snorted. “After all, we also have healing magic.” 
 
    “Maybe Cooper will force an oath of no alcohol for a month,” Dave quipped. 
 
    “We are not a torture camp,” Graham protested. “That surely counts as cruel and unusual punishment.” More laughter. 
 
    Adrian sat. The world spun. The seat shifted under him, and he landed on his back, staring up at a lot of concerned faces. Everything was swaying. 
 
    “Maybe we should help him to his room?” 
 
    He shut his eyes, making everything worse. Opening them again, he felt hands were helping him. 
 
    “We have a room reserved next door.” 
 
    What is happening? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Adrian awoke suddenly. 
 
    The mattress underneath him was the type that was so soft that you sank right into it. Usually, they resulted in a restless night, but there had been none of that. Opening his eyes, he saw a strange bed: ornamental, heavy with old wood. 
 
    The mother of all headaches that he had been expecting was not present. Well, that would save him from begging help from Susie. Instead of pain, he felt like he had had ten hours of sleep and had treated his body as a temple for the past week. There were no aches, no throbbing, lots of energy, and his mind was crystal clear. 
 
    Not the bed, he knew instinctively. It was what he had been drinking. The fancy little flask! Extra points for the good stuff. 
 
    What time is it? 
 
    7:11 a.m. 
 
    The last he had remembered was falling backwards on his seat and everyone peering at him. That had been late. Approaching dawn early morning. Graham had been chuffed at being about to do an all-nighter. He wondered if he made it? 
 
    “It is still two hours to dawn.” 
 
    “Close enough,” Graham had re-butted. “My last all-nighter was my brother’s wedding. Almost as good as this party. Aunty Jill, she was a character. Anyway, she—” 
 
    Adrian had tuned out at that point. The roar of the listeners after a few minutes meant that the story at least had had a great punchline. 
 
    Adrian shook his head. Maybe the day would not end up wasted. Four or fewer hours sleep and, despite all the drinking, he felt another tentative wobble and no pain. To feel this refreshed was amazing. It almost felt like he should drink the alcohol before bed each night. 
 
    The image was of a young dude, getting a cheque with big numbers written on it. Fancy cars, Rolex watches, hangers-on, and expensive parties. Then it blurred forward to show the still-young man lining up to get government unemployment help. 
 
    The point of sharing was crystal clear to him. Cost, money, or energy, everything always came down to resources. Thoughts of indulging in unnecessary alcohol were pushed from his mind; there were better uses for his hard-earned loot. 
 
    The Bird was dead. Wagga Wagga would be safe. The only known wrinkle was the lucu. Sally had indicated it was a problem, but one easily handled. 
 
    What to do. Adrian thought back to the previous night. Just after midnight, Susie and he had celebrated successfully creating their master plan. Details were hazy; the miracle drink still stayed true to that part of its purpose. There was an intention to focus on achieving his Intelligence buff after dark and then to go hunting for salamanders during the day. That had been the gist of it. Though it had felt more profound.  
 
    Adrian licked his lips. Something important was skipping his mind. That is right, they had discussed his upgrade options at length. 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    Everyone had had a different opinion last night. Some had pushed healing heavily, others the shadow fighters, while the raid leaders had all clamoured for the buff skill. There was no consensus. With a sigh, he put off the decision further. 
 
    The grand plan was absolute rubbish. Staying to kill salamanders instead of leaving straight for Melbourne was stupid. What would be next? Before he knew it, he would lose the will to leave the town’s safety. He had to reach his family, and the sooner he threw off the false cocoon of the town, the better. The longer he stayed, the harder it would be, and his kids needed him. 
 
    There was a sense of discordance from the core. 
 
    You don’t get an opinion. It is my family. 
 
    The interface buzzed in confused annoyance; the emotions fluctuated like it was trying to circumvent a barrier that stopped it from expressing itself. There was something important about the Flame Sprout that the interface was not allowed to say. The lucu was there in the background as a bonus, of all things. 
 
    How could a creature that was killing humans and was going to keep him locked up at night possibly be good? And why was the interface so set on driving him to get this Flame Sprout ability? 
 
    Adrian recalled the information dump around his upgrade options. The Flame Sprout was on the same tier of progress as shadow fighters, buffs, or healing. Getting it directly from alpha monsters, as opposed to via level up potential, was how to build power, both now and in the future. 
 
    Adrian drummed his fingers against his thigh. 
 
    It was a higher category than his current skills because he already had the fireball ability, and this was the next level. Advanced magic, the sort that could hurt the mud wolves when nothing else he possessed could touch them. Level three was going to require twenty thousand points, which was like killing two thousand imps and maybe five times that, considering that experience probably scaled down as levels increased. That was weeks of grinding. The Flame Sprout was surely no better than shadow fighters. Even if it was a second tier to other options, it was a class above his current skills. Not having to physically shoot the fire would increase accuracy, as it would stop them dodging, not to mention the instant nature of the attack. 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    The journey to Melbourne would not be easy. Advanced magic versus time? 
 
    He hit the bed hard. There was no point leaving sooner if it meant that he would die. Delaying to improve odds was not stupid; it was smart. 
 
    Maybe he should follow the pointless master plan. It was hardly ideal, but if he wanted to get the Flame Sprout spell, then he had little choice. The lucu changed everything. Fighting during the day and reading at night did not mesh well with his shadow skill set. But the lucu was too fast to risk being out when it was active. Till Sally dealt with it, his hours would have to shift to the same as everyone else’s. He snorted. Jules had even forced him to give a pinky swear on that last one. 
 
    Flame sprout it was. 
 
    There was a sense of smug approval, like the bloody thing thought it had won a debate. 
 
    Get lost! 
 
    Adrian decided, while he hated the idea of waiting, getting more power was too important. 
 
    Rolling out of bed, Adrian’s feet sank into the soft, luxurious carpet. There was some elegant stationary on the desk, a big ornamental “C” on a notepad. Further down the pad, in tiny writing, “Campbell Boutique Hotel.” It was all coming back. Centrally located next door to the Roasted Quail, it was the safest spot to dump him. 
 
    “Dump” was not fair. They had given him the best they could. The room he was standing in was larger than his open-space living and kitchen area at home, the sort of indulgence that even with his inflated salary he would never have allowed himself. Not that money mattered now. It was all about practicalities. The place was naturally fortified against the lucu: strong bluestone walls, small windows, and overall solid all the way through. All the advanced magic users were going to be staying here until the town eliminated the threat. 
 
    No complaints from him. This was superior to forcing them all into a cellar somewhere, and, given Sally’s practical streak, that had probably been considered. Smiling, he walked out of the massive room and headed downstairs. The remains of last night’s buffet with a couple of fresh additions were on offer. The Roasted Quail across the street was bound to have better food, but what he could see was better than decent and higher quality than what most people in Wagga had access to. The selection of non-perishable goods was topped up: multiple cereal options, fresh bread, and even some pastries. But it was too early for hot specialised food. There were empty spaces everywhere, yet at least two groups from last night were still drinking, and a couple of other tables were filled with early risers who must have been scheduled for duty in the morning. 
 
    The food was still warm. As Adrian thought about it, those who had done an all-nighter had probably eaten breakfast before bed and left only the extreme hardcore. The foods available did not matter. In pride of place on the central buffet table was a massive plate filled with Bird. 
 
    With a cup of coffee and vindictive thoughts, he set about eating the lovely meat. 
 
    You won’t eat me; I will eat you. 
 
    It felt amazing to be munching on the thing that had almost eaten him. Outside, people were moving sluggishly with a surprising lack of weapons on display. The hotel dining room, unlike upstairs, had large windows giving a view of the mall in the centre of town. With a bit of imagination, it was like he was back in the good old days before the Armageddon had hit. 
 
    Four hours of sleep and no hangover totally changed his plans. The day went from being a write-off to a relaxing morning, followed by some hunting in the afternoon. The itch to start progressing on his Intelligence pathway was overwhelming. Digging into the bag of holding, he pulled out the books Sam had traded to him the previous day and laid them out on the table. It was an interesting collection. A couple were like grade seven textbooks, another was massive with an ornamental cover, with the final one little more than a pamphlet. 
 
    
    	        Interfaces and Traders: A Theoretical History 
 
    	        Common Class Overview 
 
    	        Magic Flavours and Application 
 
    	        Strength Through Communal Buffs  
 
    	        Meditation Techniques 
 
    	        The Wonderful World of Art 
 
    	        Optimal Utilisation of Cores 
 
    	        Alpha Flora: The Good, the Bad, and the Terrifying 
 
    	        Alchemical Recipes 
 
   
 
    It was an interesting list. The first six he needed to read and understand as part of his Intelligence pathway, while the last three were books that would give him direct benefits and increase his skills once he had time to absorb them. Adrian hoped the gathering and alchemical books would open up additional options. Knowing which cores to sell and how best to use the other ones excited him. After all, he already knew some cores were better for alchemy, others for learning skills, and, based on the pathway of troll aspect, there were those that you needed to use to develop new abilities. On a whim he picked The Wonderful World of Art. 
 
    The book reminded him of a science textbook. It was thick, chunky, as wide as the dinner plate in front of him, and had thin pages. When he opened it, it greeted him with dense text. Flipping further revealed glossy pictures. There was a picture of a cave that was filled with bubble-like sculptures, thousands and potentially millions of them clustered everywhere. Some were from high up on the ceiling where the statues formed the impression of geometric shapes, and then there were further snapshots with higher magnification as the unknown photographer zoomed in. 
 
    The geometrical impressions first resolved into fluid images within which he recognised hominoids, wolves, and bears. Then the pictures zoomed further in, and the bear comprised individual glass-blown sculptures with swirling colours throughout. Every sculpture was like a masterwork from an expert. The breadth of the artwork was amazing. What sort of brain allowed a species to create so many pieces of art and collect them to generate different images at varying distances? 
 
    Flipping to another page, Adrian found a series of pictures showing octopus-like animals swinging through the trees and standing above gigantic bears as if they were trophy kills. The aliens were the octopi, and their culture must have revered hunting. 
 
    The next page showed flowers that jumped out into 3D images when you looked more closely at the book. Checking the contents thoughtfully, it stated that artwork from over one hundred different species was covered. Each chapter was helpfully labelled with the name of the sapient species, followed by a long number. Every number was completely different and told him nothing useful. 
 
    While he wanted to explore the book to uncover the beauty, it felt inefficient. It gave this book to him to understand in order to get stronger. It was not a coffee-table book to entertain guests. It was time to utilise the hard-won cramming techniques from university. First, he skimmed through it as fast as possible once to form an impression. Then, and only then, would he read it in more detail with his quick reading helping to know where to concentrate and when to skip pages. 
 
    From his lightning first pass, his favourite art was sculptures made within waves crashing against the shore. The waves would form, and they would break over stonework carefully constructed to create prancing animals. The watery creatures would exist for just moments before gravity and momentum would wash them away. As the seas got heavier, the formations would change, and one horse would become many. Reluctantly, he put the book down, knowing that he could get lost in its depths. 
 
    Except for the one on meditation techniques, all the core books appealed to him, and he felt all those outside the art one could rapidly provide him with useful knowledge. 
 
    What were the pros and cons of the different books? The history of interface and traders would probably help him understand his interactions with Sam and his own interface better. Class overview let him guide those around him. Magical flavours would help develop his magic, as would Strength Through Communal Buffs. It might even aid him in deciding whether to choose that development pathway. In the end, it came down to importance against curiosity. Magical Flavours was likely to give the best immediate returns while the history of traders and interfaces was the most appealing. Curiosity won out. 
 
    Interfaces and Traders: A Theoretical History was one of the year-seven textbook-style ones. It was plain and unadorned. If he was lucky, it would help him to understand the system that was put in place. 
 
    Introduction 
 
    The aid that is provided, comprising integrated interfaces and wandering traders together, represents a mechanism to infuse both knowledge and useful items into a world just after an alpha physics event has occurred. 
 
    Both have limits placed on their capacity to provide information to the native sapient species. These limits have been determined and optimised over billions of years and hundreds of millions different alpha physics events. 
 
    We have tailored optimisation tiers to maximize the survivability of the native sapient species, with the first being optimal and the last being least desirable. 
 
    
    	      Civilised Society Continuance 
 
    	      Civilised Strangled Society Continuance 
 
    	      Individual Higher Function Survival 
 
    	      Regressed Survival 
 
    	      Extinction 
 
   
 
    It is important to understand what each of these tiers mean. Civilised Society Continuance refers to incumbent social structures that existed pre-alpha events continuing post-alpha. For example, if pre-alpha individuals had freedom of religious choice, movement, and partner, and these fundamental choices were maintained post-alpha physical event, then the Civilised Society Continuance tier applies. 
 
    Civilised Strangled Society Continuance refers to the continuation of a structured society with changes to available individual choice. For example, it may lose freedom of religious choice or freedom of mating partner in the new society. 
 
    Individual Higher Function Survival refers to a society that has broken down. This is where there is no civilised society left, and the native sapient species has been reduced to small family tribal units who struggle to survive. 
 
    Finally, Regressed Survival refers to instances where the genetic makeup of the sapient species is mostly maintained but higher reasoning functions are lost, and they have become little more than smart animals who have potentially lost the sapient tag. 
 
    The lucu. The text confirmed it. Sapient species were occasionally reduced to non-sapient status, and he was sure that was the case for the lucu. Maybe someday he would confirm for sure, but for now the lucu was a victim in Adrian’s head. 
 
    Success of trialled strategies is established after the new alpha physics planet has fully stabilised, at which point portals can be created to and from the planet to assess how well the sentient species survived the transition. 
 
    Adrian stopped reading again to think about what was being said for a moment. The aliens were valuing survival of initial culture, then some culture, and then species, trying to avoid extinction. At a high level, the approach seemed reasonable. And then, if they survived, the aliens could visit. Would that cause further upheaval? 
 
    He started the next chapter. 
 
    Alpha Physics Events 
 
    There are three types of alpha physics events, the differences between event types allows a continual assessment of the effectiveness of our strategies in preserving sapient species. 
 
    Fortunately, the most common alpha physics event type, “ALPHA PRIMARY CATALYST“ event is one where all the aids successfully transferred into the new world of alpha physics.  
 
    Information withheld per challenger strategy 51234. 
 
    The next seven pages were almost identical. 
 
    Information withheld per challenger strategy 51234. 
 
    Information withheld per challenger strategy 51234. 
 
    Information withheld per challenger strategy 18234. 
 
    Information withheld per challenger strategy 51234. 
 
    The chapter confused him. For a moment, he drew upon the brain dump that the interface had given him when he had boosted Intelligence. 
 
    In a dusty theatre hall, a human lecturer presented behind a quaint wooden podium. The seats were like an old-style movie theatre, cushioned rows where the bottom would fold up when not in use. On the tattered, carpentered stage above him, the lecturer, an old weedy guy with a grey moustache, droned on. It had just started, but it felt like it had been going for hours already. The dry, precise way he spoke seemed tailored to push everyone listening to sleep. In fact, the man was so bad at his job that Adrian was the only one listening despite the hundreds of seats. 
 
    The fact that it was usually humans doing the teaching had never twinged as unusual till now. Yet it was in this contrived space that truth was driven home. The man delivering the speech did not exist; he was advanced CGI or the alpha physics equivalent: computer graphics tailored to impart specific information to Adrian. 
 
    “Higher intelligence is not learning lots and having facts available to pluck out at a cocktail party to wow an audience. That is just increased storage. Being able to memorise interesting tidbits is meaningless for intelligence. No! What is important is the ability to make connections between disparate facts and form opinions that are as good as facts.” 
 
    The memory faded like pathway knowledge often did, becoming wisps of recollection that would never again solidify into a discrete moment. 
 
    Intelligence was drawing reliable inferences, understanding concepts. Some part of him had been hoping the pathway was just about reading the books and memorising them. Time-consuming, but easy. But that was not how the bloody thing was going to end up working. His job was not to read; it was to understand. 
 
    Flicking back to the start of the chapter, Adrian stared at the title “Alpha Physics Events,” running a finger across the words, thinking What is the point? Why mention so little? There were clearly multiple grades of events. Maybe different particles, creating varying conditions and alternative outcomes. 
 
    The fact it was even in the book told him that the different flavours of events mattered. Three of them were normal, then . . . everything was blanked out. It could be anything. 
 
    What specifically was special about the blanked-out information? Knowing the types of events changed outcomes. How could that possibly work? He imagined for a moment that the book told him that humanity’s future was doomed. Would that change things for him? Absolutely, getting home would be more important than ever. Would he have challenged the Bird to buy only ten years of peaceful existence? No, he needed every iota of courage to start that battle. That had included the knowledge that he had been saving kids and their kids, gambling his life to provide them a future. If they did not have hope, then his choice would have been different. 
 
    Was that why it was excluded? Were these other events so catastrophic that they would destroy all hope, or did it go the other way? The normal event was painful while the other versions were not. Was the knowledge that some races got an easy path to existence sufficient to make people give up when they got on the hard road? 
 
    It was like a rocket being lit on his backside. He needed to know. Why was the information blanked out? Was there the potential for something even more terrible than their reality, or was what he was seeing the worst that the alpha particle ever created? What was challenger strategy 51234? Who thought of it? Why did they test it in the first place and then abandon it based on the results of 51234? 
 
    What was next? Adrian flicked open the chapter to check: Balancing Experience Gains. 
 
    That sounded fun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The book lay in front of him, ready and begging to be read. The next chapter: 
 
    Balancing Experience Gains 
 
    The key challenge faced is maximising Civilised Society Continuance versus the creation of a Strangled Society or Extinction. If we aim for a high proportion of Civilised Society, then extinction rates skyrocket. If we accept a Strangled Society, then we have the tools to reduce annihilation; however, a lot of the strangled societies that emerge are so dark and distorted and such a perversion from the pre-alpha society norms that extermination might have been a better outcome. Significant evidence (See Outcome Studies 14312, 12493) supports that hypothesis that the average sapient would have welcomed extinction versus the strangled society generated. 
 
    Data from millions of events statistically prove that Strangled Societies occur when too many resources and knowledge are released too quickly into a post alpha physics society. Specifically . . .  
 
    Information redacted per challenger strategy 37851. 
 
    There were three paragraphs blanked out. How did it work? Why would granting more information create a strangled society? He wanted to throttle someone. 
 
    The following table represents: Zero knowledge, the current optimised knowledge level, and doubling of knowledge transfer.  
 
    Information redacted per challenger strategy 37858. 
 
    This time it was just a single line removed. 
 
    Looking over the next table, most of it was redacted with only the information for Zero Knowledge at stabilisation included. 
 
    Zero Knowledge 
 
    Civilised Society  - 0.001% 
 
    Strangled Society  - 0.001% 
 
    Individual Higher Function Survival - 0.01% 
 
    Regressed Survival - 0.5% 
 
    Extinction - 99.4% 
 
    The only other populated information was for the champion strategy, which showed a five percent extinction rate. 
 
    Information redacted per challenger strategy 21156. 
 
    It was all redacted. The numbers that could have explained so much were gone. There were some inferences to be made. Without help, civilised society only survived 0.001 percent of that time. That meant that only one in one hundred thousand civilisations pulled through prior to interfaces and traders being added to aid them. Even with the help, there was a five percent chance of extinction occurring anyway and a sixteen percent probability within two generations. He just wished that they supplied the information for the other categories. 
 
    A shiver went through Adrian’s chest. Only one in one hundred thousand survived prior to the interfaces! How many races must have died before the infrastructure was in place? How many other civilisations got to the level of technology where they had automobiles, health care, phone networks, and enlightenment before the desire to learn more put them on the path for their civilisation to be torn asunder? The very physics that had helped pull them out of caves was being destroyed and replaced. Alien monsters were taking over their civilised world and lives were transforming from easy to a bitter struggle. 
 
    Adrian forced himself to breathe calmly. It was ancient history. Humans had interfaces to help them. They did not face those odds. They had traders; they even had loot chests. Humans were smart and resourceful; they would not fall into the five percent extinction cohort. 
 
    Calming himself once more through an effort of will, Adrian looked down and unclenched his fists. His nails had dug scratch marks into the palms of his hands. Next chapter. 
 
    Challenger versus Champion Strategies 
 
    We have proven the outcomes of six functional aids acting in concert. The elder races continue to focus on optimising conditions to enable as many races possible to survive with a Non-Strangled Civilization. Challenger strategies continue to be tried; however, the existing champion strategy has remained unchanged for over 100 million years. 
 
    One hundred million years. Adrian could not even imagine the time scales that were being talked about. They had used the existing champion strategy in the time of the dinosaurs! 
 
    Recent challenger strategies tested include starting everyone off with regional knowledge. This increased the survival of the species, but like most other early informational boosts created a spike in the number of Strangled Civilisations. Another attempt was the provision of the specific skill of environmental fire. Basically, providing you were not fighting an enemy, everyone could use mana to create flames. It would let everyone cook meat and light campfires to ward off monsters. This strategy was effective, and while ultimately deemed to be inferior to the champion strategy, the results were close enough that further investigations in this space will be needed. 
 
    The following table shows the outcomes factoring in the collective impact of all six aids. 
 
    Information redacted per challenger strategy 48112. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Adrian slammed his fist into the table. Did six aids reduce extinction to zero percent? What were the aids? Interfaces, traders, loot chests, and what else? Looking around, there was no one in the room; all the breakfast foods had been cleaned away, and they were about to start lunch service. 
 
    Turning to the new chapter, expecting and dreading additional redactions, Adrian was not at all surprised to find out that he was right. Still, between the sensitive stuff, there was lots of information available, pages of technical detail on the mechanics around: transferring aids to the new alpha physics planets, using unstable high energy states to insert aids into the new world, setting up the interface to map into the nervous system of sapient creatures, replacing cores that you would find in animals, preventing the impact of random core mutations tearing the delicate neural system of the sapient to pieces. 
 
    Another chapter talked about the limits and strengths of interfaces and traders. On one side of the coin, he could consider them to be the same collective entity. On the other, they were individual, almost sapient, constructs with deliberate differences in personality and programming. 
 
    There was, however, a diffuse knowledge base that was shared between all interfaces and traders. It was just concepts. If the new planet had a nasty predator, interfaces and traders would make information available to all of them to allow them to counter the threat. Quiet often, it seemed, a domestic animal would get dangerously mutated, and they needed to know that to avoid it. Imagine your friendly house dog becoming a schizophrenic monster, most of the time looking normal, turning into a mass of teeth and madness when they are alone with you. 
 
    Has that happened? 
 
    The interface answered with silence. Maybe they had been lucky so far with domestic animals. 
 
    There was a fascinating chapter discussing the ethics of sapient versus non sapient interfaces. Intelligence in the interfaces vastly improved survival outcomes, particularly driving an improvement in Civilised Society versus Strangled Society. There was a downside or, more precisely, a fear that the civilised societies generated by smart interfaces did not reflect the culture of the underlying sapient race. The culture/soul of the species might have been lost due to interface interference. 
 
    It was a tricky debate with no actual solution presented. Reading between the lines, that seemed to be a wink-wink, nod-nod acknowledgement that having a percentage of interfaces that approached the line of sapience and potentially crossing it was a net benefit. Like everything, it was a balancing act. 
 
    Adrian put the book down. 
 
    His intention had been to only skim the book, but so much had been redacted that he had read it cover to cover. The lunch crowd was filtering in; he had been reading for over two hours. Susie, Jules, and Kozzie were sitting at a nearby table, and, now that his attention had left his book, they were enthusiastically waving him over. He winced in embarrassment, wondering just how rude he had been. 
 
    The interface and traders book got dropped into the bag of holding. It felt done, and he might never look at it again. Rubbing his hands, it was time to check whether progress had been noted.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Adrian clicked through the interface. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 21% (+ 21%) 
 
    It was better than expected and probably reflected him having completed one of the assigned texts. What to read next? The answer was obvious: Magic Flavours and Application. It was a book that could really open up his knowledge and propel his magical understanding even further. The others waited, but he could take a quick peek. It would be rude, though. Socially, he should get up and see them. But the book sat there, and it would just take a moment to check and confirm what it was going to teach him. 
 
    There was a flash of light. His fingers spasmed, making him drop the book. For an instant, disorientation hit him as he struggled to understand the abrupt sensations. Was he under attack? 
 
    Flee. 
 
    The area was supposed to be safe. What was happening? He pushed up from his chair and shadow stepping over to the side of the room. It was almost instinctive now. His head was ringing like a bell from the assault. No one was looking at him. There was nobody behind the seat that he had been reading at. No magician in the line of sight attacking him from a hidden location. Magic focus flaring, but that revealed nothing either. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    It was a question he did not expect an answer to. The interface was silent. Not even a peep of emotion. People near where he had been sitting were reacting to his abrupt movements. There was confusion in their faces, instant transport skills were not common, but they were not so scarce that they were a complete surprise. There was no obvious danger. What had caused the painful light? Why was his head hurting? Adrian reached out for help from the interface to provide clarity. 
 
    Am I under attack? 
 
    An image. This time it was a thin black dude with a goatee, the type of smarmy guy any normal person would want to hit. The man was looking at him like he was an idiot. Then he gave a dismissive gesture, as if Adrian was the greatest waste of space in the universe before sauntering away. 
 
    Not an assault, then. Trying to understand. The book he had tried to open was still lying where he had left it. The light and pain had felt real. Maybe it was warded with a spell. Walking back, he felt embarrassed, like everyone was watching him. Casually looking up. Searching for a reaction, but no eyes darted away. Possibly no one had noticed anything more than a flash of movement out of the corner of their eyes, or maybe they had seen and just could not care because they were so wrapped up in their own more pressing concerns. 
 
    The volume tingled when he touched it. 
 
    Trying to open it would be worse than last time. There was no quarter given in the knowledge. It was a fact. If he was stupid enough to ignore the warning, the backlash would leave him quivering on the floor! At best! He stared hard at the tome with Magic Focus, flipping it over and around to check it carefully. There was no warding visible or even magic associated with the book. It was not a spell that had stopped him. 
 
    While holding it, Adrian marvelled at the tingling sensation it was generating, a feeling that a non-magical object should be incapable of producing. 
 
    What is this? 
 
    A memory—or possibly a fresh experience, it was hard to tell—beamed within him, a fragment of one lecture that had come with the pathway of Intelligence. 
 
    Moustache dude paused his machine gun monotone lecture to look Adrian straight in the eye. “Taking shortcuts in acquiring knowledge is a terrible choice.” The man emphasised the words he was rattling off for the first time. “An awful decision and” —he winked before continuing— “if it is within your power, you should always aim to form an opinion before consulting expert knowledge lest the ‘supposed’ expert opinion forever blinker you.” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    The tingling lessened. The pathway had stopped him with far more force than was warranted. The intention was clear: Adrian needed to understand magic flavours himself before checking the answers in the book. 
 
    It was like they transported him back to university and that shitty philosophy course he had stupidly taken, a place where they talked a bunch of tripe that never helped him in real life. It created the sensation of being out of your depth and completely lost for session after session. Pseudo-intellectuals unleashed their supposed wit as kings of the Earth before they ended up as baristas or dish hands for their rest of their lives. 
 
    Adrian considered magic flavours as he knew them, letting it all swarm through his mind, knowledge-filled complexity that threatened to overwhelm him. But he persevered, as there had to be a science behind it. At the core, all this was built off scientific principles. The first survivors of the alpha event had mastered new complicated rules of physics, and now he had an incentive to do the same. Break it down into bite-sized pieces. What were magic flavours? 
 
    Of the ones he could cast, there was ice, fire, dark, wind, earth. Plus, nature or healing was definitely a thing. Mental note: he needed to see if healers differed from druids. Then there was also water magic; he had seen it used. Mind magic was a thing, both from his bow and his ambusher skills. There could be some form of movement magic in his ambusher steps, or maybe that was more like time magic. He had played with dimensional magic in the imp portals. 
 
    What else? It was a lot to take in. The Intelligence pathway expected him to unravel the mysteries of magic all by himself. . . . It was a steep ask. 
 
    Too much? 
 
    An emptiness of emotion greeted him. Not impossible, it would just take time and probably closer to weeks than days. 
 
    Adrian looked up again. Susie was still waving him over. Sheepishly, he shelved his thoughts and packed the books away. 
 
    “You were in a trance,” Susie told him. “I thought it was best not to interrupt. Were they spell books?” she asked, nodding towards his bag of holding. 
 
    “No,” he answered, pulling out the interface and traders book and handing it over to her. “It is just a textbook that tries to explain what is happening.” 
 
    “The whole alpha physics Armageddon stuff?” Jules asked questioningly. 
 
    “No!” Adrian shook his head. “Explaining why there are interfaces, experience points, traders. The choices that the aliens have made. Alluding to why we receive a skill after a hundred kills and how powerful that gained ability is. Mind you, they redacted most of it like the government does when it tries to hide stuff.” 
 
    “Why are you making time for that?” Kozzie asked, genuinely confused. “That won’t help you survive the next fight.” 
 
    “Part of my level up. I am on a pathway to increase my Intelligence. This book is one of six books I need to study. Plus, I enjoyed it.” 
 
    “Anything interesting?” 
 
    “Not sure there was anything interesting for you dummies,” Adrian said, sticking out his tongue. 
 
    Jules looked annoyed. Kozzie burst into laughter. 
 
    “Who is a dummy?” he asked. “You’re the dummy.” 
 
    “We are all dummies,” Adrian protested back. 
 
    “Nah, I’m not the one who didn’t know the difference between sentient and sapient.” 
 
    “Not that again,” Adrian interrupted hurriedly. Kozzie just gave a shit-eating grin back. 
 
    “You are the dummy,” Susie said authoritatively. “Everyone knows how badly you went in the trivia. He was the worst,” she whispered to Jules in a loud conspiratorial way. “Dead last.” 
 
    “Well, anything interesting?” Kozzie repeated. 
 
    “Traders and interfaces talk to themselves. Traders are all fundamentally the same, with slight tweaks to physical appearance and personality. They are all linked and a sort of part of one entity. They also have portals built into their wagons that transfer stuff globally, so there are rarely any supply and demand issues when they are interacting with customers. Everything they buy gets deposited in some huge spatial warehouse. Any other trader can then extract it, like a bag of holding with multiple exit points. They have restrictions, one of which is preventing them using it as a postal service, for example.” Adrian grimaced at that thought. “I can’t get them to check whether Emily is okay. . . . Um, the only relevant thing is they communicate threat assessments local, regional, and global with each other.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They cannot tell us that London survived untouched, but New York was destroyed, or vice versa, but if” —Adrian paused, considering things— “if sparrows became immensely dangerous, they could share that information with everyone or, more locally, if there is a plague of emperor locusts taking over Australia that would kill everything, they might provide a warning.” 
 
    “Weird rule choices.” 
 
    “You know aliens.” He shrugged. No one went with his joke. “Great job leaving me hanging, guys.” They continued to leave him hanging, all three of them enjoying his discomfort. “On a serious note, the aliens have their reasons for things. They seemed to have been running studies over billions of years to gather supporting evidence.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Susie questioned. 
 
    “Nothing else interesting,” Adrian told them, deciding not to elaborate on survival odds or his thoughts regarding why so much had been removed. “Just that this is all an experiment that has spanned billions of years.” 
 
    It failed to make any of them even blink. 
 
    “On a fresh note, what are our plans?” Susie asked. Adrian had just dropped a bombshell, and they had continued on like it was irrelevant. A billion years of studies, and they were all business instead. The three of them focused on the here and now, and, when he thought about it, they were the sensible ones. Ancient history meant nothing. 
 
    “Our plans are to follow the master plan from last night,” Adrian answered. The decision to stay till he had Flame Sprout mastered still made him uncomfortable, but logic needed to rule over emotions sometimes or else he was no better than an animal. 
 
    Susie looked at him blankly. 
 
    “I am sure we wrote it out on a napkin,” Adrian offered. 
 
    Susie glanced pleadingly towards Jules for help. Her daughter had a look that said “Like I ever know what he is prattling on about.” 
 
    “I have two things I need to do before we leave here.” He jumped in before more comments came his way. “One, learn the flame spout ability. I think that will probably involve a few days hunting salamanders. Second, I want to complete as many of these books as possible.” 
 
    Saying the words made him feel sick. Just like that, he had committed to staying in town until he had the skill. Power versus speed. The two concepts thundered in his head and would continue to do so. But if he was going to break away, now was the time to do it. Once he had gone after the Flame Sprout for a while, he would not get up and leave given the sunk cost. 
 
    It is an advanced skill! 
 
    The thought echoed in his head, settling down and suppressing the need to leave. Extra power might mean more speed when he got on the road. Going slow now might mean getting to Melbourne faster. Plus, Flame Sprout. The idea of him getting that skill excited even the interface. Its emotions were bubbling, but they faded away to nothing once more the moment he fixated upon them. 
 
    “So you want to get your Intelligence increased before we move,” Susie said knowledgeably, “and then be almost as smart as the rest of us.” 
 
    The three of them giggled. 
 
    “Some of it,” he said, deciding not to respond to the bait. “The rest I can work on while moving. Reading the books in the evening.” 
 
    “So you’re still going to go?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    “Yes, you guys are welcome to come or to stay.” Adrian placed his hands on the table, taking up the managerial stance he used when he wanted to get the point across. “There is no need for you to come,” he told them. “Wagga Wagga is safe. It has good people. The sensible thing is for the three of you to put down roots here. There is no need to risk your lives going back to Melbourne.” He stopped speaking for a moment, wondering whether he should talk about his stealth ability. In the end, he went for it. “With my Shadow Step, I will probably be safer on my own anyway, and if you are not coming, I can enhance that skill.” 
 
    Kozzie turned to face Jules. “I have friends and family in Melbourne, but there’s no guarantee that they have survived this long.” He hesitated, swallowed nervously, and looked into her eyes. “I am happy to do what you want.” 
 
    Her mouth formed a little O, and her hand dropped to Kozzie’s. She smiled. 
 
    “I want to go to Melbourne,” Susie said, ignoring the poignant moment between Jules and Kozzie. “Outside the three of you, all my ties are in Melbourne. Plus” —Susie’s cheeks reddened— “it will be fun,” she said hurriedly in a much quieter tone. 
 
    Jules heard and gave a little squeal. “My mum’s an adrenaline junkie!” 
 
    Susie rolled her eyes, but her face went redder. “I’m not totally boring.” 
 
     Jules laughed. “We will go to,” she declared pointedly, continuing to hold Kozzie’s hand. “I think it will be exciting, and Kozzie loves throwing sharp objects at things.”  
 
    The group was coming with him, so shadow fighters would not help him. Could they act as sentries at night? 
 
    Can shadow fighters guard us at night? 
 
    The image was dismissive, a young puppy running around and doing stupid things, lots of exhausting training till it became an old dog that could guard appropriately, no longer barking at everything moving nearby, instead only focusing on the occasional genuine threat. 
 
    The shadow fighters eventually could do the job, but it would take a long time for them to develop sufficient knowledge to do it effectively, not a useful skill for the trip to Melbourne. 
 
    “I am aiming to leave in four days,” Adrian told them, not sure whether he was feeling relieved or disappointed that they were coming. Getting shadow fighters would be so cool. 
 
    Was shadow a magic flavour? 
 
    “Best thing for now is to work on experience and skills. Everyone should talk to a trader to see if there is anything they need. I am sure between us we have a couple of thousand energy to spend before we go, even after purchasing essentials like tents.” 
 
    “What should we do for the next few days?” Susie asked when Adrian came back from grabbing lunch and another coffee. The Bird had been reheated and still tasted of yummy victory. 
 
    “I was thinking you guys raid, and I hunt salamanders,” Adrian said. 
 
    “Wait a moment, Mr. Level Two,” Kozzie said, laughing at him. “You are the one who needs to go hunting and raiding.” 
 
    “You are an assassin, right, Mr. Big Shot?” Adrian shot back. “When you can sneak at something close to my level, we can have that discussion.” 
 
    Kozzie blushed and muttered something about unfair armour bonuses while everyone laughed. 
 
    “Or save the town from a slug infestation.” Jules giggled. “Or after you kill a boss monster,” Adrian continued, driving the dagger in. The girls laughed harder, and Kozzie rolled his eyes. 
 
    The three of them left to link up with Rupa’s group, and Adrian smiled, looking forward to collecting salamander cores. 
 
    The sun was high in the sky and beating down on him. There were patchy clouds around, but none above him currently. They would bring frequent relief. Overall, it was a lovely day, the sort of day where you could get slightly too hot in the sun but easily cool down in the shade. The town bubbled snatches of distant conversation, a burst of laughter, and no fighting. Right here in the centre of Wagga Wagga they had created an oasis of normality. Breathing in deeply, Adrian enjoyed the clean air, a touch of wood smoke, and a smell of fried potato that made his mouth water despite a full stomach. The scene would have filled him with hope if the statistics from the book did not keep ricocheting around his skull. Sixteen percent of species go extinct within two generations. It was the sort of hard number which was truly sickening. 
 
    Instead of hope, the normality gave a sense of peace. Despite the chaos of the first three weeks, they had stabilised the area, risen to the challenge, and beaten the world into submission. At least for now. There were more fights coming, potentially for generations. There was something nasty out there that humans had yet to face. The only choice was to get stronger. The world was all about strength. 
 
    Adrian decided not to rush with Shadow Steps but to walk openly in the relaxed atmosphere while his mind churned. What were the flavours of magic? Lightning—he had forgotten about Mark briefly—lightning was definitely a flavour. Yet maybe he was on the wrong track after all. His fire magic needed two different types to work. 
 
    A fireball appeared in his hands, and when he moved it, it illustrated the two types of magic. He kept his tattered leather armour on as opposed to his ambusher set. It felt almost pleasant walking along the street. People were openly smiling; there was no sense of distrust. None of those he passed knew that he was Adrian the Birdkiller, and no one even blinked at the fireball. 
 
    Switching to an Ice Missile, the magic played around, jumping from fingers to elbow back to fingers. Same thing as fire, two different types, one identical to what he used with fire, the other different. More experimentation was needed, particularly with the distinct types of magic. 
 
    “Adrian,” a voice said. 
 
    Adrian jerked his head up. The barricades were in front of him, and Dave was on duty, appearing worse for wear. Gee, Dave worked hard, and now Dave had called out, everyone was looking at him. Only the most reclusive of residents would not know the name of Adrian the Birdkiller. 
 
    The guards, with their connections to people who had fought with him, would surely put two and two together. The group gathered at the makeshift leather tannery might not. He could almost see them weighing what they were looking at versus their imagination. It was probably not an easy comparison. Strong, massive hero with shiny weapons versus the slightly above average height, non-imposing young man with tattered leathers that stood there in front of them. 
 
    “Dave,” he greeted back with slight annoyance. His anonymity was gone. From the tannery crowd, he could already hear people talking about the Bird slayer, though a number had dismissed him and returned to their work. Maybe his fame was not that bad. 
 
    He felt the need to get away from here. 
 
    The one thing that he was sure of was that he was not a hero and did not want anyone treating him like one. He was just a man who got lucky with his interface and then again when fighting the Bird. 
 
    “Good hunting,” Dave said, patting Adrian on the back encouragingly as he pushed through the barricade. 
 
    Adrian heard someone asking whether they should allow anyone to go out by themselves. Another man behind the barricades shushed him. “That’s the Bird slayer.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, he waited till he was about fifteen meters clear before engaging Ambusher’s Fade. He heard the immediate sharp intake of breath behind him after his first Shadow Step. No more speculation about magic. This was the wildland, and he needed to be on guard. 
 
    A thought switched his armour to the Ambusher set, and he pulled the bow and quiver from his bag of holding. 
 
    It was time to kill lizards. 
 
    In less than two minutes, he was looking out at the lizard territory, the shattered, burnt out remnants of people’s houses. The only things standing were occasional chimney stacks, and most of those had toppled over. The street grid was still visible, but the bitumen of the road had melted or evaporated away. 
 
    Hell on Earth. 
 
    Where the street used to be, it was just smooth ash. It looked like dead land, and nothing stirred apart from the occasional swirl of soot caused by the wind. Time ticked by, and he felt more and more agitated. Where were they? Not a single lizard showed themselves. 
 
    Somehow, he would need to draw them out. That was enough to make him sweat. The lizards swarmed when he wounded the first lizard, then tracked him till the last explosion of energy, when he counterattacked. 
 
    Calm down. 
 
    The lizards were powerful, but they were also passive. They did not chase him outside their territory. That behaviour mattered, since it meant that he could run to survive. Almost dying teaches you. Though if he was honest with himself, he was a slow learner in this space. What was he up to now? Ten, fifteen near-deaths? If his interface had a reliable voice, he was sure it would be first in line to agree. Despite everything, he had spent a lot of his spare time reviewing his previous, admittedly brief, lizard encounter. The lizards had used smell to follow his magic. What he could not determine was whether it was tracking his scent, ice aura, or something else. This time, he would mix it up and rely on actual ice instead of the aura. If they tracked by scent, it would not matter, but maybe the aura created an imprint they could follow. At worst, it was worth the test. 
 
    Below him still nothing stirred. Probably for the best. 
 
    Despite what regional knowledge and his own experience suggested, he was paranoid of poking a hornet’s nest and having the lizards swarm out into the centre of Wagga. Attacking from the river would prevent that. The lizards would be doubly careful about approaching the water, improving his own personal safety. And then there was the bonus that if they went all psycho, then the counterattack would be away from the town. 
 
    Coating himself with ice, his general plan was to sneak to the edge of the zone. From here he could leave quickly and possibly take out any lizards that he disturbed. Bait, run, then kill from afar. 
 
    Lizards, I am coming for you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Shimmering air hung in front of him, a warning that only a fool would enter. Stepping through into the devastated zone, each inhale scorched his lungs, forcing him to breathe in through his nose. Next time, he would wear a wet cloth across his face at bare minimum. While breathing was uncomfortable, the ice trick worked. It let him function despite the oppressive conditions. Around him there were no signs of life, though what looked like recent scorch marks littered the ground. A hellscape in another language: oppressive heat and ash, wanton destruction. Sometimes, the burnt patches were darker imprints in the ash, and other times they manifested as gouges in the rock and elsewhere as smooth expanses of melted stone. It was like every now and again a lizard would come along and randomly start burning the surrounding space. There were scorch marks criss-crossing older markings. 
 
    Looking carefully around for hidden enemies, Adrian saw none. This close to town, he was uncomfortable penetrating further in case his actions would stir up the proverbial hornet’s nest. Instead, he started traveling parallel to the boundary using a quick walk and a Shadow Step whenever he was fully charged and shadows presented themselves. The shadow cover was patchy, so he ducked out of the lizard zone to track beside the abandoned and often broken homes to utilise his steps more effectively in the shadows the wreckage cast. 
 
    After about a minute in their territory, the temperature would get to him. The moment he stepped outside, he went from hot and uncomfortable to cold, wet, and still uncomfortable. The ice melted into the armour and the clothes underneath, leaving him a soggy mess. Ignoring the alternating discomfort, he continued along the boundary, looping towards the river. Stealth was second nature at this point. The civilised zone was over five minutes’ walk away and anything could be in the surrounding houses, so every step was measured, and each random sound noted. 
 
    A couple of hundred meters later, geography presented him with a choice. The lizard territory had been shadowing the road in a mostly straight line with a slightly parabolic arc. Now the street bent while the lizards’ dominion kept going on its previous trajectory, cutting through houses. Just ahead, Adrian could see shattered remains on one side of the line and then half a house on the other. It was a brick structure, so the flames had not spread. It was a hard-line transition from burnt wasteland to the greenery of suburban backyards, fences, and home fragments. 
 
    Follow the road or pick a path along the lizard boundary? 
 
    Adrian scanned the lizard enclave. It was still disappointingly empty. He had been hoping to run into an enemy by now, but the only movement was ash swirling in tune with a Wind Gust. Looking at the broken backyards, he saw there was no action, and he doubted anything was stupid enough to make a home next to the lizards. The road curled away to the right. With stealth, either direction would be safe. The road would probably result in pointless monster fights, while staying close to the lizard burrows would give an opportunity to get what he needed. 
 
    I am not here for random monster fights. 
 
    Not the road, then. Stick next to the lizards, hoping at least one would reveal itself. Picking a path along the edge of the zone was dangerous. After all, each house was a separate threat, and when he entered a new backyard, there was always the chance of surprising something nasty. On the other side, straying into the lizard territory represented its own danger with their ability to emerge from hidden burrows. For each transition he needed to watch closely, splitting attention between random surprise monsters and an angry salamander emerging. He would check the backyard then for lizards, before finally studying the house through the various gaps. 
 
    Part of him screamed at himself for his stupidity. Ignoring it, Adrian re-established his ice barrier and stepped back into the oppressive heat. It was hot and dry, and it still hurt to breathe. Even the t-shirt across his mouth was only partially effective. Ignoring the discomfort, he shadow stepped deeper into the territory. After that, he walked slowly and carefully along the boundary towards the river. 
 
    A lizard burst out of the ground two meters in front of him. It was so close he could have thrust his spear into it. Fight or flight? Logically, a quick kill was ideal. Instead, panic engulfed him. 
 
    He fled. 
 
    He used one Shadow Step, distorting the natural motion so that he landed facing the lizard. Instinctively, Adrian launched an Ice Missile and then took three more Shadow Steps till he was crouching in a random kitchen. The lizard died with barely any squealing. Adrian’s eyes glanced around, planning the exit route: flee through the house to the next street. Run through the sitting room. Then he could throw himself through the front window and flee properly. With the armour, there were still six Shadow Steps available, so getting away after that should be easy. 
 
    A fire dome as large as a small house bloomed into existence in front of him. It was over thirty meters away, and he could see and hear and even feel a little bit of the intense heat from this distance. It was like a miniature sun. Any human caught within that inferno would have died instantly. Maybe fighting lizards to gain the Flame Sprout skill was a fool’s errand. 
 
    It was conceivable that ignoring parts of himself when they screamed at him not to do something was not the path of a wise man. 
 
    The interface was snarling at him, apparently in complete agreement that he was an arse hat. 
 
    I know. 
 
    There was still the chance to retreat. His interface was flashing. 
 
    Upgrade pathways available 
 
    
    	        Pathway of Flame Sprout 
 
    	        Pathway of Shadow Fighters 
 
    	        Pathway of Healing 
 
    	        Pathway of Buffs 
 
   
 
    There was no time to think about it in a battle, so he dismissed the prompt. However, abandoning the upgrade and leaving tomorrow for Melbourne seemed prudent. The flame domes still crackled. 
 
    The escape route was available. Safety first, but there was an opportunity to get some of his hunting in. 
 
    Adrian prepared his bow. 
 
    The lizards were contained. If they became threatening, safety was a skip and step away. When they dropped the dome, he would get some shots in, use his range advantage to claim some kills. The fire dome fizzled, shredding towards the ground. Starting at the top, the structure thinned, and then it cascaded down until it was just a shadowy image in his vision. The bow was ready, but there was nothing there. Not even the lizard he had killed. Its body was gone too. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    There was a scratching noise behind him. Adrian switched to his spear and rotated to face into the broken house. He looked at the sitting room towards his bolt hole escape. A snout with viciously long teeth was pressed up against the window, sniffing aggressively. 
 
    Woyeck 
 
    A solitary animal with poor vision and enhanced senses of smell and hearing. Fights using all six limbs that are jointed in four places, allowing them to move either in a traditional gallop or fluidly like an octopus. It will eat anything but prefers meat. It has a strong affinity for magic and will often specialise. Usually possesses enhanced regeneration. 
 
    This woyeck was physically weaker than him but possessed extremely strong earth powers. Its Inherent Healing level was only slightly less than that of an eggercough slug. 
 
    The creature’s head resembled a horse’s if a horse came with tiny eyes and elongated teeth. 
 
    Adrian shivered. 
 
    The nostrils flared rapidly, and horsey ears twitched like it was listening and drilling in on his breathing. One of its arms raised and flexed weirdly as it felt out the window. A large claw sprang out, and, with a tiny flick, it smacked against the corner glass pane. Earth magic infused the appendage, and the pane shattered like a bullet had hit it. 
 
    Some fragments pricked into Adrian’s face and hands where he was standing five meters away. The stinging pains broke him out of his stupor. 
 
    Run! 
 
    One Shadow Step away, back toward lizard territory, Adrian’s nerves were ringing. He knew it was ridiculous, but it felt hotter than normal. Was it residual from the fire dome? Surely not, but it was hot and uncomfortable and sweat beaded his face instantly. His mind was racing as he stood between two deadly predators, walking a tightrope where a single misstep was oblivion. He forced his imagination back in order to fight in the moment. Flights of fantasy served nothing. Adrian grabbed a sulfuric acid/anti-inherent-healing potion; it was needed, given the woyeck’s healing abilities. 
 
    Another pane of glass shattered in the lounge room. The angles of the house meant he could not see what was happening, but he was sure that it was coming. Throwing the elixir with his wind magic, he guided its journey. It would self-direct if the woyeck emerged. 
 
    The earth in the kitchen, the exact spot he had just vacated, erupted with an Earth Spike that was six times more powerful than his own. He took another Shadow Step, still in lizard territory. With his Magic Focus, he watched the ground both at his feet and in the burned space around him. Hopefully, it would give him enough warning. 
 
    Another step, this time to the next house, perched on a bush. Years of trimming had left it with a large, twisted base, giving firm footholds and only partial exposure to the lizard’s territory. It was just a single branch and probably most of its roots had made it lose all of its leaves. It was a useful spot that improved his line of sight by elevating him and separating him from the ground in case Magic Focus was too slow for the next Earth Spike. 
 
    Adrian had four and a half shadows steps left. 
 
    The alpha transition had wrecked the fence and walls. In the house next to him, the woyeck was charging through the exposed kitchen, taking a hard right around the central island to head straight towards his new position. His Shadow Steps usually bought time as creatures reorientated, but they had not confused the woyeck for even a moment. The creature knew exactly where he was, maybe through some form of earth sense. As it moved through the sitting room, the potion splashed across its neck. Adrian smiled internally. Throwing without a target in sight had been risky. 
 
    Your end is coming. 
 
    To his surprise, his bow was in his hand and the arrow nocked and ready to fire. The memory stone drilled good habits into him, and so stuff happened subconsciously. The creature was charging too fast for anything fancy, so he fired at little more than half strength. There was no force behind it, as it was only ever intended as a distraction. The woyeck heard, saw, or sensed the projectile cutting through the air. It distorted its body, using a weird twisting motion to somersault away from the arrow. Its previous pot belly was now up, acting as a hump, and its face was upside down. The long teeth at the top of its snout looked far more threatening than its earlier orientation. Now the animal seemed to be made of teeth. The arrow had delayed it, but only momentarily. 
 
    Adrian was not waiting to see any more and took two more Shadow Steps to get away, pushing them to the maximum distance. Despite the risk, he still felt in control. The potions would work and eventually his magic or archery would be the difference. When he had a moment to look backwards, he saw the arrow had actually hit the monster, clipping the back right leg. It did little direct damage, but any strike was enough to trigger the mind spike effect. The animal fell, clutching its head as the extraordinary bow’s special ability went to work. Thinking about that, another arrow was ready to go. This time it was a full draw and infused with earth magic. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    It hit hard, slapping into the creature’s centre of mass. Confusion seemed to take hold this time. 
 
    Another Shadow Step. 
 
    One, almost two, left. 
 
    Chest heaving, Adrian was two back yards over and a couple meters outside the wasteland, standing in a collapsed dining room. Two chairs were still intact, but the other ones had been reduced to kindling. A large single piece of wood that had been tabletop had signs of scorch marks on it with half of its legs sheared away, presumably because of some heavy force hitting it. Not the lizards; the damage was from some other event. 
 
    Flames exploded between Adrian and the woyeck in dazzling light. The heat assaulted him a moment later. The spot he had fired the second arrow from was in flames. 
 
    Oh, shit. Multiple enemies. 
 
      
 
    Looking out at the waving heat barrier, Adrian saw that over forty lizards had emerged. The closest was less than twenty meters away. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Out on the street, Adrian pressed against a tree truck. It felt like he had just completed a two-hundred-meter sprint, and now he needed to keep going. Breaths were tearing in and out of his chest. Even with the armour bonuses, he was not sure he could do another Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian struggled with his breathing and tried to assess exactly what was happening. He was sixty meters from the woyeck, though he could no longer see it, and thirty from the nearest lizard. There might be others closer, out of sight, and around the corner, but all he could do was calculate based on what his senses absorbed. He had to choose: flight or counterattack.  
 
    Sneaking away from the lizards while keeping his focus on them, Adrian worked out what to do.  
 
    Forty lizards were an opportunity. They were unlikely to chase him, so if he could kill some from a distance it was worth the gamble. He needed to get stronger. 
 
    The interface agreed with him. He could ignore the woyeck, as the lizards might take care of it. His hands blurred as he grabbed an arrow, put it on the bow and drew it back to fire before releasing smoothly. It was all a single practised movement. 
 
    Thawk, thawk, thawk, thawk. 
 
    Four arrows in less than three seconds. Enough time had passed. A Shadow Step was available that would not disable him. 
 
    Another step. 
 
    Thawk, thawk. 
 
    The first four arrows had instantly killed three salamanders, and another crouched, keening as the mind spike hit it. Then domes of fire exploded out, turning the last two into cinders. Fire erupted all over the place, but nothing near him. Backing away, he was ready to shoot if he saw an opportunity or if the lizards tried to attack him. Every physical step backwards created space. 
 
    The woyeck, still impacted by confusion, came into view and charged towards lizards. Big Earth Spikes slammed up under the slinking lizards; eight of them caught up in the first wave of spikes ended up dead or broken. The flames did not confuse the woyeck. Another Earth Spike flashed up, taking out the next two closest lizards. Then the salamanders struck back. Curling like whips, fire flicked around the creature. Its momentum stopped, and it started smoking. But even then, it unleashed another three Earth Spikes. Then it collapsed as a fire whip burnt straight through its neck, decapitating it. At least fifteen more lizards were dead. 
 
    While continuing to back up, he kept firing arrows as the domes collapsed, bringing death to the milling lizards from afar. Four more succumbed. Suddenly there were no more targets, just retreating fire domes. They had broken and run, the destruction too much even for them. Standing with his back against a different tree, his stasis and fade engaging, Adrian brought his panting under control as his head pounded. 
 
    Adrian held the bow in his hands, ready to be unleashed on anything that moved. He would wait a minute for his Shadow Step capacity to regenerate fully, and only then would he loot. Nothing stirred as he watched. Then, with his reserves replenished, using all of his skill, he crept up to the edge of the wasteland. Abandoning the Flame Sprout technique was the safe option, yet there were enough cores in front of him to boost him. With this sort of success, he could get the skill within a day, maybe two. That meant getting to Melbourne earlier. A few risks were worthwhile. 
 
    The lizards were possibly too powerful for him. However, stagnating would also end in defeat. After all, there would be other Birds out there, and he needed to be strong enough to meet them. Get to Melbourne and protect his family. The devastation zone was right in front of him. Not a single lizard had left the area, and there were over twenty bodies to loot. Peering suspiciously at the shifting ash, the only movement he saw was the regular Wind Gusts. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    In and out, grabbing two bodies with each entry. One in each hand, no time to risk using the bag of holding. With a firm grip usually on a tail, he would retreat as quickly as he could. The lizards were heavy, but manageable. Once safely outside their territory, he would process the bodies, dumping the useless bit in a bedroom, with a brief prayer that the smell would attract nothing in the meantime. Rinse and repeat. Watching carefully between each incursion to ensure that there were no visible enemies, Adrian hoped that they could not track him from underground and set an ambush. For safety, he utilised a V to get in and out, so that he exited the zone along a different path than he entered. After the eighth corpse, his paranoia was ramping up, so he took the liberty of including an extra two steps, propelling him well clear of their dominion when retreating. His Ambusher Steps abilities were humming. His eyes started twitching each time he prepared to duck in for more salamander corpses. 
 
    There were no signs of ambush or any lizards at all, but he did not ease his vigilance. He would enter from different directions and exit elsewhere, only moving when he had all Shadow Steps available. Every now and again, he would feint, entering their territory but retreat without engaging. He tried everything he could think of: throwing stones ahead of him, hoping to prematurely spring any traps that might have been set. There were none. For all intents and purposes, the lizards had fled the dangerous area, yet the itch between his shoulder blades did not dull. For a moment, he considered abandoning the remaining bodies. Remembering the Octopod hardened his resolve.  
 
    Eventually, he had grabbed all of them. Twenty-three lizards, twenty-one cores. Two had had their cores destroyed by the woyeck’s earth magic. The woyeck would have been nice to salvage, but it was too deep into the lizard territory and too large to move easily. 
 
    From fifty meters away, he stood watching the lizard territory and remembering the battle. The woyeck was a dangerous opponent but could be defeated even without the legendary bow. The power of the lizards, though. A shiver ran through Adrian. Logically, he had known their power. The area they had carved from nothing in those early hours of the event proved it. Yet the reminder was unsettling. 
 
    Flame Sprout! 
 
    The idea of gaining the power was exhilarating, but the process less so. Safety first. From now he would only enter the wasteland to pick up bodies, prolonged exposure was too dangerous. He had gotten lucky today. Relying on luck would not help his family. Hunt from the borders. It would take longer, but that is what he needed to do. He would embrace the coward’s way, the smart path. He would be death from a distance. 
 
    Adrian washed his hands down with water to clean them. Lizard blood was a thick, red rust colour with an earthy smell. A glance, at the sun showed it was late afternoon. It had been a successful hunt: twenty-one cores were more than he expected. 
 
    There was nothing moving anywhere near him. Staring out at the hazy air of the wasteland, Adrian looked for movement. Still desolation greeted him, just the old remains of burnt-out husks of houses and the impressions of where proud trees used to stand. Even the air had stilled, and the usual playful swirls of displaced ash were absent. There were still three or four hours of daylight left, but twenty-one cores was so much more success than he had hoped. The bottleneck to his development might end up being the challenge of getting time to observe the lizards using their magic rather than what he had originally expected to be the greater obstacle, which was gathering enough cores. Of course, he could substitute cores for observation time, but that was inefficient. 
 
    Out of all the alpha species that had come through in the event, the lizards were one of the good ones. Yes, they were deadly. Yes, when they were forced into this world from whatever land they had been scooped up from, they had lashed out and as a result, humans had died. But no, they were not human killers. 
 
    They were victims, having been given no choice in an unwelcoming world before instinctively establishing their own territory. Blaming them would be like screaming at the earth after an avalanche. 
 
    Now they were settled, and they would live their lives happily amongst their soot and ash, relying on their magic to maintain their space at the perfect temperature for them to flourish, never stirring to challenge those around them, happy for their own territory. If they ever expanded beyond this place, they would choose somewhere devoid of sapients, and, if possible, non-sapient creatures. They were the ultimate “Leave us alone, and we will not bother you either” species. 
 
    Hell, as far as this new reality went, they were the good guys. Having them guarding the flank of the town might save lives: a stable border people did not need to guard. Yet he wanted their power. The Flame Sprout spell was too powerful to not covet. There were lots of animals out there, and possibly even boss monsters, where the ability would be a true game changer. Being able to hold ambusher active and strike magic down on helpless enemies was so terribly strong. If they lacked the skill to determine where the attacks were coming from, they would be defenceless. Like potion throwing at the eggercough slugs, Adrian would strike his enemies safely from a distance.  
 
    Adrian shook his head. There was nothing to be gained by standing here, and he was not going to try to hunt anymore today. It was not late yet, but it was still time to go back towards the hotel. 
 
    Stealth slipped on naturally. It was not abandoning awareness to the point of recklessness. Instead, it was allowing the interface to guide his steps. There was no need to concentrate on maintaining stealth as his body did it for him automatically. The only area that still required focus was observing the world around him; stealth would do nothing if he ran into something nasty. This close to town, he was most likely safe, but half of his mind still processed the images coming to him to make sure he would not run into a creature that he should avoid. 
 
    While his feet moved automatically, he pondered the nature of the different flavours of magic, trying to tease out what they were and how they interacted. There was clearly a fire flavour and a guiding force mana to direct it from one spot to another. Even Flame Sprout, when he eventually acquired it, would require guiding magic. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
    Adrian found the hotel at the tail end of dinner service; the big open windows showed that most tables were full of people and empty plates. A woman wearing a police uniform was standing at the door. It looked like she had repurposed someone else’s clothes. She lacked the bearing that he associated with police, and the clothes were a little baggy. She held a clipboard with a list of handwritten names. Little ticks were next to each name. 
 
    She took one look at him and waved him through. 
 
    “What’s happening?” he asked, curious about the extra process being put into place. 
 
    “Armageddon,” she quipped before smiling. “Oh, you mean right here and right now. We are just making sure that everyone who needs to be locked up for the night has made it back to prison safely. New protocols.” She waved the clipboard and list around to emphasize it, grinning at her little joke. “From now on, all potential lucu targets need to tell us where they are going and for how long. We will keep track of everyone. That way we can send out search parties before dark to retrieve them if something delays them.” 
 
    “How many of us are getting this VIP treatment?” 
 
    The woman looked down at her clipboard. “We have forty staying here, which are the true VIPs and a further hundred at the plaza. Most people are double, triple, quadruple bunking over there.” 
 
    “I’m happy to share my room. I only need a place to sleep.” 
 
    The lady laughed. She was the skinny, efficient type. 
 
    “Sally would kill me if I tried that.” 
 
    Well, that explained the enthusiastic greeting. She recognised him. “Thank you for helping,” he offered. 
 
    She blushed. “I am just helping where I can.” 
 
    You could almost feel the unspoken: I am not risking my life like you and others, and you guys are the genuine heroes deserving of praise. 
 
    She was level two, which in itself meant she had seen some combat but was obviously not part of a dedicated hunting party. Everyone who had thrown themselves into fighting ranged from level five to twelve. There were still many level zeros out there. Maybe as many as half of the surviving population. 
 
    Susie, Kozzie, and Jules were sitting surrounded by empty plates. A server saw him heading towards the table and, with effortless efficiency, stepped in beside him. 
 
    “Tonight, we are serving Bird soup or bruschetta as an appetizer followed by a real half chicken or fake rib-eye steak, both with mixed vegetables.” 
 
    “Fake?” 
 
    “Tastes like cow but is not.” 
 
    “Do I want to ask?” 
 
    “No,” the server said, grinning. “It is nothing too outlandish and is superb.” 
 
    “Bird soup and steak,” he decided quickly, figuring that tonight was probably the last chance to have Bird and, let’s face it, eating something that you killed after it tried to kill you was sort of satisfying. 
 
    Susie looked like she was about to burst, she was so excited. “I exterminated a giant crab with a magic trap.” She clapped her hands enthusiastically. 
 
    “She electrocuted it up,” Kozzie confirmed, grinning. “It was a bit of an overkill, the crab was only worth one XP.” 
 
    Jules hit him hard on his arm. “Hey!” 
 
    Susie glowered. 
 
    “So how was your hunting?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Susie’s trap spell was the highlight,” Kozzie admitted. “Unfortunately, we only had four hours, so there was no time to go very far, and most local areas have been hunted out.” 
 
    “I fought a woyeck just out of the central area.” 
 
    “A woyeck?” 
 
    “Nasty animal, dangerous.” Thinking about the creature more, the fact it had gone unnoticed by the large hunting parties made sense. With its enhanced senses, it would easily avoid an extensive raid group. It probably thought that Adrian being alone meant that he was an easy target. 
 
    Rupa, sitting nearby, turned to look at him. 
 
    “Do you think there are lots of things like that just out of the central town waiting for individuals wandering by to ambush?” 
 
    Kozzie was nodding vigorously. His contribution was stupid. The boy had no regional knowledge to draw on and should not be implying inside information in a life and death discussion. Part of Adrian wanted to yell at him. However, by dumb luck he was right. Just like on Earth, lots of the alpha animals had instincts that would make them avoid threats and wait patiently for something smaller. Most were even advanced enough to stalk till a pack member was isolated before taking them out. At heart, most predators did the basic calculation. What is the chance of me getting hurt, and how hungry am I? That answer would guide whether they attacked or waited for another opportunity. 
 
    “There are probably lots more,” Adrian admitted. “I think to flush them out, you will need to do searches of houses. Room by room, check the roof space, sort of thing. Then secure the house afterwards.” 
 
    Securing buildings was not just a matter of locking doors on the way out, instead it would involve actively patching all the broken areas, boarding windows, replacing sections of roofing. 
 
    Rupa deflated. Searching empty houses mitigated the strength of their teamwork. No one knew what was lurking inside and, when cornered, how viciously it would fight. Then, to make the equation worse, the engagements would often be one versus one to start and possibly end in the same way. It would be unsafe for everyone. 
 
    “I will raise it up the line to Sally.” 
 
    Adrian nodded, and they delivered the soup to him. A clear yellow broth with chunks of Bird. Tasted like heartier and fattier chicken soup. 
 
    While he focused on sipping the appetizer, his identification skill flashed around the room: level twelve mage, level eleven cleric, level thirteen frost mage, level nine geomancer. Adrian was going to have to make time to sit down with all these people and observe them using their powers to understand the flavours of magic. What Jules had described as the path pushing her to do stuff was having an effect. There was an itch that made him want to leave his dinner and throw himself straight into it. 
 
    “What spells do you know now?” he asked Susie. 
 
    “Two healing and an animal fear spell.” 
 
    He really wanted to see Susie’s magic. The yearning grew, encouraging him to slice open an arm to force a demonstration. Only the desire to avoid the pain stayed his hand. 
 
    “Does someone need to be hurt for you to cast?” 
 
    Susie shook her head. “If I cast it on something that does not require healing, the spell works from my end. Of course, it does nothing and the mana just drains away.” 
 
    “Can you show me them?” he asked, holding out a hand for her to channel the ability through. 
 
    Magic focus flared in his eyes. Susie reached out towards him. Watching intently, her fingers touched his, and the magic swept from Susie’s toes all the way through her body before exiting her finger. It felt like the magic was interacting with Susie, absorbing knowledge about the human anatomy as it flooded through her. Then it concentrated itself for a moment into her fingertips before flowing into him. 
 
    His aura resisted it and stopped it from piercing the skin; instead, it swept over his outside looking for damage. Little tendrils continually probed deeper as it went. Unable to find any wounds, the energy after travelling all over and drained into the ground, having found no injuries, old or new to spend itself against. 
 
    The flavour was alien to the types that he had mastered. It was a slightly different feel and, curiously, utilised only a single flavour to make it work in contrast to all of his own spells that also contained a controlling force flavour that was the same whether he used air, fire, dark, or earth. Susie used a single component of magic, a pure flavour. At some point, he would need to analyse the use of his own healing spell to see if it was the same. 
 
    “Fascinating,” he whispered. Susie smiled in amusement. 
 
    The weight of the dagger on his hip pressed into him. It was so tempting to hurt himself, to see the magic act differently when it hit a wound. He was almost drooling at the thought. 
 
    “And your long-range healing spell.” 
 
    Susie leant back in her seat to make space. This one took significantly longer to form. The energy danced inside her seconds before bubbling out. The white magic that he associated with his own fireball was covering the green tinged healing magic. Like with his own spells, the white magic traced a line between Susie’s hands and his shoulder. Then the ball shot across to hit him after that. It duplicated the Lay of Hands spell. Dancing along his skin, it looked for something to heal before soaking into the ground. 
 
    “Did it help?” she asked. 
 
    Nodding to answer her, Adrian thought furiously. Healing magic was definitely a distinct flavour. It felt very different from both the fire and ice, which had felt related. Then, to send the magic over a distance, she had to use the white power that his magic also used to control its elements. 
 
    “It was great.” 
 
    “So why did you want me to cast the spell?” 
 
    “Umm.” Then he smiled, realising that it was for multiple reasons. “I want to understand how it all works, then whether I can leverage that knowledge to create my own spells and abilities. Like combining earth and fire to generate magma or something. Plus, I need to do it as part of my Intelligence pathways.” He finished the last bit more quietly. 
 
    Jules burst into laughter. “Do you have that thing crawling in your stomach, pushing you too do stupid things?” 
 
    “Nothing like yours,” he lied, still fighting the urge to use his dagger. 
 
    Kozzie was shaking his head and obviously remembered exactly what Jules’s pathway was like. “So are you going to ask everyone in here to be a guinea pig?” Kozzie asked, his eyes challenging Adrian while waving over the assembled mass of magic users. 
 
    There was no way that he would have admitted it now, but that was precisely what he wanted to do: grab one of each class and sit them down till they showed everything they could do, gather the data in order to build a working model of the different magic types. 
 
    “Well?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow,” Adrian said, then turned his attention to Susie. “The animal one.” 
 
    Susie waved her hand. There were three different flavours bubbling from her hand: white guiding force, green healing, and a colourless fuzzy flavour. The magic formed almost instantaneously on her fingers and shot out at him before breaking all over him. 
 
    “Again.” Was his voice snappy? It was hard to moderate because of the impatience in him needing to know now. No time to waste, just how Jules had described her crawling thingy. 
 
    “It has a cool down,” Susie told him. “Eight, seven, six . . .” 
 
    She continued all the way down to two, at which point another particle shot out of her. It was the same as previously. There was nothing new to learn, though he tried to imprint the new colourless, fuzzy flavour into his mind. The spell was animal fear. Mind magic? He knew the bow used mind magic, so maybe this is what it looked like in the wild. He needed more information. More tests. He wondered if Susie would go out with him to find an alpha monster to test her spell on. 
 
    “Thank you,” Adrian said. 
 
    Steak was delivered. It did not look like any beef he had ever eaten. The brown meat aligned to his memory, but this steak had more marbled fat than Wagyu beef. The lard had a slight orange tinge, which put him a little off ease. Cutting into it, the blood was red. 
 
    Good start. 
 
    A small taste test. The meat was perfect and melted in the mouth. Despite its look, it tasted divine. 
 
    “A hamptercore,” Kozzie told him, “It’s an alpha monster that’s like a giant hamster. Great eating once you ignore the colour. More than a few of the local farmers are trying to work out where they can be domesticated. Regional knowledge suggests it is possible, but no one has been successful yet.” 
 
    Another forkful of hamptercore went into his mouth. “Farming these things would certainly guarantee tasty food. I am sure Melbourne’s already got pens of them,” he mumbled the last bit as he had taken another bite. 
 
    The immediate table laughed with him, but Rupa who was still listening in on the conversation rolled her eyes before pointedly turning away. 
 
    “I need to decide my upgrade path,” he told them before explaining the gritty details. While talking, he tried to keep his opinion from the hopefully impassioned description of the pros and cons of the four main options. 
 
    “Another healer would be good,” Susie said immediately. 
 
    “Shadow fighters,” Kozzie chimed in. 
 
    “Buffs,” Jules disagreed. “Imagine how powerful I’ll be if you can double my Strength in addition to the barbarian bonus.” 
 
    “So no one likes silence.” 
 
    “There are only three of us,” Kozzie pointed out logically. “It’s not like we are going to express two favourites.” 
 
    “I need to make a choice.” 
 
    “Another healer is overkill,” Kozzie said. “I don’t care what you want to do—it does not matter if healing was your dream, it won’t benefit our group. Jules heals herself, and you have already got a simple spell if Susie gets overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Jules said. 
 
    “So, fighters, buffs, or silence?” 
 
    “We can’t see in the dark,” Susie said, pointing at herself, then Jules. “Any fighting we are going to do will happen during daylight hours . . .” 
 
    “I know,” Adrian agreed sadly, having known this is where the conversation was bound to end up. “It was just that shadows fighters sound so cool.” No one disputed that statement. “So silence or buffs? One of the least exciting.” 
 
    “Is that why you were delaying the choice?” 
 
    “I wanted to consult.” It sounded lame even to himself. 
 
    “Silence is situational,” Kozzie said carefully, “but when there is an opportunity to use it, it will be way overpowered.” 
 
    “Nothing we have fought to date relies on sound,” Susie pointed out. 
 
    “Apart from humans.” 
 
    “When did you battle humans?” Kozzie asked teasingly. 
 
    “No,” Jules responded with a little squeal, “but they’re the only ones I’ve seen needing sound to cast magic. The monsters seemed to just cast it instinctively.” 
 
    “Buffs,” Susie said firmly. 
 
    “Buffs,” Adrian agreed. 
 
    “Yep,” Kozzie agreed, patting him on the shoulder. “Almost as good as five percent extra knife damage and five percent improve stealth.” 
 
    They relaxed into conversation, enjoying each other’s company. While Adrian and Susie stayed seated in the same spot, everyone else rotated around. There was lots of intermingling, as Susie had now fought a couple of full days with the central raid groups, not to mention Adrian’s own experiences pre-Bird. The entire room was drinking, and why not? After all, for the first time since they even started, they were in an actively defended location. Adrian chose not to drink as the pathways were like butterflies in his stomach, fluttering away. When the party broke up, he would upgrade his pathway, play with meditation, and hit the books. There was too much to do. The drive to get more powerful had not abated. 
 
    As people drifted by, he got demonstrations of various abilities. Nothing earth shattering, but it all added to a catalogue of knowledge that would let him understand the framework of magic. It kept the bubbling pressure under control. In the lulls, he planned his evening. Definitely study the artwork of a couple more species and then flip through the meditation techniques book to get further inspiration. Then there was absorbing the Bird core. It saddened him to be losing the opportunity for healing magic, but everyone was correct it was best to do the honourable thing by the team. Strength now, not later. 
 
    “Time,” Kozzie slurred, standing up abruptly. Jules stood immediately next to him. 
 
    “Me too,” Susie declared. A threshold had been reached, and everyone followed the young couple’s example. He was excited that the impromptu party was breaking up. It was never great being the only sober one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    There were piles of candles in the dining hall to help you get to your room. Adrian grabbed a dozen in case there were none available when he went to study. There would be, and his poor memory seemed to remember there being lots, but best to be prepared. They vanished into his bag of holding. Four flights of steps later, he was unlocking the heavy door. 
 
    Glancing around, he saw dozens of candles spread throughout the space, including what looked like twenty on the desk itself. For fighting and moving, his night vision was more than enough, but it seemed silly to stress his eyes using it to read a book. Hence the candles. A nostalgic thought hit him: working by candlelight would be like all those times when he read novels under the bedcovers by torchlight. Secret, mysterious, and innocent. 
 
    I miss you, electricity. 
 
    The stubborn part in him delayed the Bird core. That would be a reward for putting in the hard work to improve himself. 
 
    Meditation Techniques extracted itself from the bag of holding. Physically, it was like a child’s picture book, but with thinner pages. Opening it up, he found the first page was an elaborate index complete with flowery lettering carrying through the theme. Twenty-five different techniques were listed in the contents: Breaths of a Thousand Flexes, Dragon Channels, Shifting Mountains, Floating Connections. 
 
    The names sounded exotic. Which of these were going to call out to him and become a go-to technique? Would any grant him attribute increases or an internal energy skill? As the book was part of the pathway to Intelligence, there was no point relying on a name. It would never be that simple. Front cover to back was the best. 
 
    Breaths of a Thousand Flexes 
 
    Step 1. Support yourself with your three pointers in an even triangle on the ground. 
 
    Step 2. Lower your body weight as much as possible, till it feels you cannot push any further. 
 
    Step 3. Focus on even breaths while tensing abdominal muscles. Remember to maintain tension to keep the pointers in position.  
 
    Step 4. When breathing out, stretch arms upwards and then, on the inwards draw, bring them hard back onto the chest. 
 
    Step 5. Split your breathing between your primary trunk and secondary. Breathe in with the primary while releasing air out of the secondary to create an even flow throughout the body. No Storage! When the sense of rising unbreath hits you, close the primary trunk and breathe in through the secondary. Once you have breathed in fully, expel all air from the lungs out through both trunks.  
 
    Three pointers, two trunks. The book fell from his hands onto the table. One candle rocked, but no flames went into areas where they should not. His ice magic would have stopped the flames quickly. 
 
    So many houses were going to get burnt down. 
 
    The meditation technique was not for humans! It was for another creature and not even a bipedal humanoid type. It was for a sapient with a completely different anatomy. Adrian suppressed hysterical screaming which, aside from waking people, would still have failed to reflect the disappointment that coursed through him. It felt like a deliberate affront. 
 
    A trick. The gamer in him had been convinced that Sam and the interface had been sliding him something special. Giving him a book that would serve the dual purpose of strengthening him while addressing the Intelligence pathway requirements. Instead, the text was no more useful than the art one, and possibly even less comprehensible. 
 
    The interface and Sam had not cheated. Some stupid rule based on some study that occurred hundreds of millions or even billions of years ago stopped them. They intended the meditation book to do what the pathway had required. Grow his thinking, his imagination, his capability to link concepts and give him a headache all at the same time. Expand the mind, just like the lecturer had droned on about. Providing a list of mental exercises to train his body would not meet those requirements, while presenting useless different alien techniques would work a treat. Bastards. 
 
    When reading through the ridiculously named Breaths of a Thousand Flexes technique, his mind tried to imagine alien anatomy, speculate what body parts were referenced and what the intended recipient looked like. There would probably be common threads with the techniques once he had read through others, but for now he couldn’t imagine what type of monster had pointers and multiple trunks. Just given the general craziness, the thing would probably end up being harmless and no bigger than a poodle, probably fluffy as well. 
 
    The flow of breaths will cause tension rising through the belly and demonstrate a marked improvement in Earthstakis. 
 
    That single teasing sentence at the end of the technique alluded to the meditation process achieving an increase in Earthstakis, something to be explored in more detail later. 
 
    Stupid book. 
 
    With his current churning thoughts, trying to follow methods designed for the minds and bodies of creatures he had never seen and probably could not imagine was not going to be productive. There would be an opportunity to continue at a point in time when his emotions were more settled. 
 
    I need a win. Bird core. 
 
    It was time to finish his level up and master buff magic. 
 
    The core came out of his bag of holding. It still filled the kid’s backpack. The weight of the orb always surprised him. It was not as dense as he expected and would almost certainly float. The moment it was visible, the magical presence beat against him. It was so much more than the little cores. Even if you had a thousand, the Bird core’s pressure would be more. It thrummed with enough energy for that. Non-gifted people would have been able to feel it from across the room: warm, glowing, with a tiny bit of static electricity that made the hairs on the back of his neck rise. 
 
    Hand shaking slightly, he reached out and touched it, instantly sensing the different groupings of knowledge that were claimable. Thankfully, there would be no need to cut himself; he might heal almost instantly, but it still hurt.  
 
    It was tempting to claim multiple chunks, but he knew deep down that would be the height of foolishness. It would be a silly gamble to risk gaining any ability on the off chance of gaining the potential for multiple. A small part of him whispered it was worth the risk. Claim buffs and healing and then at the next level up he could use the power to gain true healing abilities. Taking only one school knowledge was wasteful if he could have two. Plus, if it failed, and he got none, then he would have no choice but to acquire the shadow fighter’s ability. 
 
    The healing path was soft and calming. The potential, even after just a touch of his mind, was clear. He would gain more than mere facts by consuming the core. It would boost his Inherent Healing and Vitality with a permanent imprint on him. Then there was the knowledge itself. It would be a command of green magic. A true master, potentially catapulting him instantly above Lucas in terms of what he could achieve. 
 
    Adrian pulled away from its siren call. It had such sweet masterful power to mend bones, regrow limbs, and great potential there to be harnessed. However, he had agreed to do buffs and, as seductive as the combination of buffs and healing was, he understood intuitively the combination would fail. The information dragged across would not be sufficient. The results would be a mixture of the available skills but lacking the specific knowledge to let the interface build a viable pathway linked to his latest level up. 
 
    A noise focusing capability that the Bird had used to devastating effect was also there, but he paid no mind to it, not even bothering to taste it and instead moving on to the Bird’s understanding of Strength and Vitality increases. 
 
    There were no prompts to accept or refuse, just an extension of his intentions, a simple matter to let his thoughts sink into the core and grab the knowledge that he wanted. 
 
    There was so much there, yet it was not a raging torrential downpour. Rather it came as a slow-flowing stream that picked him up and carried him along. There was a sense of the Bird and its life, an impression of the world that it was originally from—a foreign place where its nest rested on top of a mountain with natural steep cliffs. There had been no need for the rough earthworks required on Earth. In this other world, the Bird was still the master of its territory. There were other things bigger and better out there, and when the giants flew, like one of the true dragons, it would hide just like everything else. They emerged so rarely that they were barely a concern. The climate was perfect and the food plentiful. The caterpillars were everywhere; they were a lovely meal for the Bird, a perfectly sized morsel. Whenever the Bird hunted, they were always available. Occasionally, other animals were taken as delicacy, but always the Bird willingly went back to the large, sedentary, succulent caterpillars. 
 
    The experience started flowing into him. He recalled memories of the Bird’s magic during its life. The Bird, barely able to think coherent thoughts beyond what to eat and where to sleep, was driven by instinct to train its strength with magic at the individual cell level. Adrian grabbed energy that had a similar flavour to Susie’s healing spells and directed them into each cell. Usually it was a slow process, one muscle at a time over weeks, laboriously increasing how quickly and strongly each fibre would flex, building the power available slowly and surely. Threats would come that challenged the Bird. At those moments, it required a more immediate boost. 
 
    A creature was attacking the nest. It was a ground hogger which could climb because of its multiple long arms. Her young were behind her, so there was no fleeing to safety. The monster had to be dealt with. Adrian caught memories from when she was much younger and her many close escapes from ground hoggers. They could use every appendage like a spear, able to punch straight through a Bird’s chest to kill it instantly, yet they were vulnerable to being plucked from above. As they hunted her, so she preyed on them when they were smaller, catching them unaware, lifting them into the sky, and then dropping them to let gravity do its work. Their deadly legs never got an angle to strike. Afterwards, eating their gooey insides, it was not nice food like the caterpillars. But when you were starving, it was enough to tie you over till the next meal. 
 
    The Bird pumped strength to all of its muscles, burning longer-term potential to make the muscles stronger for a one-off battle. There was no permanent damage, but it would weaken the Bird for hours afterwards. The buff took hold, and immense power flooded each of its limbs. Lifting off, the Bird plucked the ground hogger into the air. Its wings strained, but then it was airborne, and the Bird only had to carry it for four wing beats before letting it go. The long fall was deadly. She flew straight back to her young, ignoring the corpse. Experience had taught the Bird that ground hoggers were bad eating. 
 
    In another fight, defending her home required size to scare off the enemy, not strength to lift it. Green energy twisted throughout its body so that cells expanded and, subtly, the Bird became larger than it ever was, almost as large as a giant. The Bird lashed out a talon and cut the attacking creature. This time it was one caterpillar, but a humongous one, the size of an office building. The slug-like thing registered its massive opponent and retreated. Nothing wanted to fight a giant. She suffered for four weeks after that, but the chicks lived, and her strength returned. 
 
    Vitality worked on the same pathways; all of it utilised Susie’s green magic. It was the same power that Adrian had begun to think of as druid or beast or nature. There was probably a correct name somewhere, but he would call it nature for now. The memories once more carried him along with lots of repetitive reinforcing single cell enforcement. The Bird had been alive for a long time, building up its strength, health, and size. The three techniques were different. Size was about splitting cells. Strength was about infusing nature energy into cells that was then used whenever the cell needed to contract, applying more power than flesh and blood alone could achieve. Vitality was about increasing reserves of a slightly twisted form of nature energy. It left the reserves free in the blood while strength got trapped within individual cells. The whole Bird’s existence was just a continual application to build herself up until she exceeded the norms of her species. 
 
    Adrian experienced a tiny flurry of panic at the end of the memories, the Bird not knowing what was happening when an unknowable force ripped it away from its mate and chicks, casting it out into a new sky all alone. He felt the continuous worry of trying to work out what was good to eat and what was poisonous. Was there something out there that could destroy it? There might be, because it knew nothing about where it was. Everything tasted different; even the air was wrong. 
 
    The core crumbled in Adrian’s hands, leaving behind weird, waxy stone substance. It had changed instantly from a basketball size down to that of a tennis ball. The remnants crumbled away when he touched it, shrinking the mass further. Was there a similar residual left with the minor cores? He did not think so, but his memory was hazy, and they were so small that the residue would be minuscule. 
 
    Adrian felt sympathy for the poor Bird. Its final weeks had been hard. Its small brain missed its family just like he did Emily and the kids. All these alpha creatures were probably the same, torn away from their homes and lives, not that it mattered. Human killers had to die. 
 
    The interface flashed. 
 
    He clicked through, knowing what it was going to show. 
 
    Do you wish to enable Major Pathway of Buff Magic as you level up? 
 
    “Yes.” No point speaking in his head when he was alone in his room. 
 
    A torrent of knowledge flooded through him, delivered by an attractive blonde lady with statuesque qualities. Maybe the pretty women were intended to help him maintain interest and learn the buff magic quicker. It was difficult to understand the quirks of the system and why sometimes he got this drop dead gorgeous, personable professor and other times someone with all the charm of a wet mop. The lectures were all theoretical: anatomy and cellular structure and how nature magic could influence cells. There was none of the practical experience that had gone hand in hand with learning archery. Without the Bird experience, Adrian knew the theory would all have been wasted. However the theoretical knowledge together with the Bird’s simple animalistic application combined to be far more. The information crystallised in his mind. 
 
    The path that he took was not the Bird’s. The steady increase of strength, cell by single cell, was not immediately possible. For his level of skill, it would take a lifetime. The Bird’s battle magic, however, was different. It was obtainable. First, he would gain a buff to Strength and Vitality. Those two felt like they were on the edge of his tongue, and he would acquire at any moment the permanent knowledge to cast the spells. Growing larger would take longer, as would buffing his companions, yet the journey to achieve all of it was laid out in front of him. It was a simple goal, and another mountainous track presented itself after that. The pathway had taught him the ability to extend his skills above and beyond the three specific buffs. Ultimately, with a little stretch, he could buff others with both his resistance skills and aura. 
 
    In time and with application, he could grant Jules a fire aura that would cause her to do fire damage to everyone around her. 
 
    Other ideas warred within him: a healing aura if he ever had time to master healing, an animal fear aura if he could learn what Susie did, and more exotic combinations. The thought of giving everyone a lightning aura where their attacks would shock and paralyze people was tantalising. 
 
    Adrian checked his stats. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    Inherent Healing --- 1.2 ---Population - 1.06 
 
    Vitality --- now 1.46 --- Changed by 0.3 (Bird Core) --- Population - 1.22 (+.01) 
 
    Physical Resistance --- 0.5 --- Population - 0.51 
 
    Magical Resistance --- 0.08 --- Population - 0.06 
 
    Strength --- now 1.27 --- Changed by 0.3 (Bird Core) --- Population - 0.98(+.01) 
 
    Agility --- 1.10(+.1) --- Population - 1.17 
 
    Perception --- 1.19(+.1) --- Population - 1.02 
 
    Intelligence --- 1.36 --- Population - 1.03 
 
    Mana Control --- 2.91 --- Population - 1.07 (+.01) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 1.56 --- Changed by 0.01 (Continual excessive use) --- Population - 1.01 (+.01) 
 
      
 
    Pathway Skills in Progress 
 
    Intelligence Pathway - 8% (+8%) 
 
    Identification Rank 5 - 3% (+3%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 48% (+3%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 16% (+2%) 
 
    Gathering - 46% (+2%) 
 
    Bush Alchemy - 89% (+10%) 
 
    Self-Buff - Vitality - 0% 
 
    Self-Buff - Strength - 0% 
 
    Self-Buff - Growth - 0% 
 
    Party Buff - 0% 
 
    Flame Sprout - 1% 
 
      
 
    Skills Obtained 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 4, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura, Guided Potion Throw, Lay of Hands 
 
    Experience 
 
    820 of 20,000 required for level 3 
 
    The bonus to Strength and Vitality had come through as initially indicated. 0.3 to each statistic was a big jump. For a standard interface, that was six levels of attribute bonuses, three to Strength and three to Vitality. With one core, he had almost exceeded all the progress Susie had made since the Armageddon event itself. Looking over the stats sheet, he was proud of his overall progress. Only Agility remained as a black mark. Even in a world where you could assign your ability statistics, he was still uncoordinated. Admittedly, not being able to catch the ball was hardly a problem when you could cast a fireball across a football field. He could Shadow Step from one spot to another and probably bench press as much as an Olympic athlete, though, on second thought, being twenty-seven percent stronger than the average person pre-apocalypse was a fair bit away from a professional athlete standard but way more than he ever expected to get. 
 
    The buff spells were now on his stat sheet; it was just a matter of practice to make them powerful. The pathway to learn the buffs seemed a little convoluted. First, he had to use the magic inefficiently, and the next time he had to focus on buffing just a single muscle. 
 
    Step one, inefficient application. Adrian rehearsed the process in his mind before trying it. First, he gathered the green flavour magic into his centre, shaping it just like the Bird did, and then he released it. 
 
    Adrian settled down comfortably on the floor. After this pathway, he would be at the Olympic level, at least in strength. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Adrian followed the steps embedded into his brain by the knowledge transfer process, concentrating the energy in his center, drawing the magic from the spear, then his own reserves. He twisted its structure so it mirrored what the Bird did. It was hard to hold the magic in this new form, but at least this test did not call for him to direct it as well, just focus on it, get it into the right state, and then release it when ready. It came together in his gut, all working just like the pathway needed. The first time attempting a new spell was always exciting. 
 
    Adrian freed the power. The energy flooded outwards. So much wasted. It was like grabbing a full bucket of water, pouring it all over you and trying to take sips while it rushed past. You could drink a small amount but, despite your best efforts, the majority was wasted and drenched you at the same time. Even the small amount that you drank came with such force that it was often enough to make you choke and splutter. The energy in his muscles hurt, but that feeling was not as bad as the torrent of energy forcing its way out of his skin. It felt like pins were pushing themselves out from the inside. 
 
    Everywhere ached. The strength power, having entered his cells uncontrollably, did strange things. Some cells burst, and others tensed with more strength than usual, damaging the cells around. Checking his health, it was down over fifty percent. The damage was so extensive that it overwhelmed his Inherent Healing. Statistics showed that Strength had increased by only 0.08. A partial success, at least. The little bits of green magic that had landed in his muscles worked, but they diffused out quickly. They evaporated away, sometimes doing even more damage as they left, but other times just dripping from the body. The 0.08 dropped steadily. It had halved in value after only three seconds, and then it was gone within another ten. 
 
    His mana was reduced to just forty. Adrian utilised it immediately on a Lay of Hands spell. The magic helped heal him, though he was still injured both by feel and statistics, and the pain diminished materially. The strength test had used over one hundred and fifty mana. 
 
    Everything hurt. It was like those times when he had completed excessive amounts of squats in an impromptu competition against Emily. Two days later when he moved, his quads screamed so much that he could barely extract himself from a chair, even with an overdose of paracetamol. Unfortunately, it was not just one body part; it was every muscle in his body. Even those small hidden ones in his face screamed in agony whenever he moved his lips or his eyes. Who knew you even had muscles there? Logically, sure, but he had never hurt facial muscles before. 
 
    Self-Buff - Strength - 6% (+6%) 
 
    Six percent progress for practice that took less than a minute was significant. Mind you, his mana was near zero; it would probably take him over ten minutes to recover it all. Still, it meant that if he dedicated his life to it, mastery would only require one day. 
 
    The bed was a long way away. Even shifting his weight from one position to another was painful. 
 
    Too far. 
 
    Adrian turned around into a semi-comfortable position on the ground. 
 
    Ouch! 
 
    There was no pillow. He shut his eyes anyway and tried to sleep. Despite the dull background pain, it came quickly. 
 
    Buff magic flowed from his hands to Jules. It was doubling her Strength, and she faced the pack of mud wolves, laughing. The only way to help her was to increase her power, so he pumped the buff into her. The thin girl was now bulging with muscles. A wolf came, and she swung her club casually at it. It flew backwards like a truck had hit it. The impact sounded like a thunderclap had gone off. The animals kept coming, and the noise her weapon generated was louder than the Bird. The wolves stopped and, the few that could, fled. She had broken the pack. She was still giggling. “More.” 
 
    The dream faded, and his body no longer hurt. He listened. There were no obvious noises to explain what had woken him up. 
 
    What is the time? 
 
    2:23 a.m. 
 
    Adrian groaned. That was over three hours of sleep, so there would be no more tonight. He was going to have to put up with feeling tired all day. Was it too much to ask to get five hours a night? 
 
    Pushing himself to his feet, the body felt renewed. There was not even the stiffness that he expected from spending the night on the floor. It would be four hours before he left his room to eat. Time to practice. 
 
    There was an itch to continue his training exercises, but he really did not want to after last night. Yet how could he just ignore an opportunity to grow? The pathway had to be mastered, which meant at times like this when he was alone in the room, he had to force himself to put in the effort. Mastering these buffs would be harder than with mana control or Shadow Step. After all, those were skills he could use continuously. He could not afford to expend all his mana and hurt himself if an enemy monster were nearby. 
 
    This time, the practice called for focused energy on one body part. At least that should spare him from the worst of the damage. He focused on the biceps because biceps were always the best muscles to grow. The green energy concentrated into the muscle, and it responded by growing, continually infusing in the exact manner and method that the Bird had applied, following the principles of the nameless lecturer. 
 
    “Mana has a form. Find the form, shape it perfectly, then slide it in to fill the target space. Once it is in the target, tie it up to keep it there.” 
 
    The energy in the muscle grew brighter. Watching the energy and the muscle, Adrian saw it physically expand. His right arm was now like a professional arm wrestler’s. He had one massive limb and when he looked at his left, well, that one was not so impressive. 
 
    The green mana swirled wildly. The spell was failing. Adrian tried desperately to use his mana control to stabilise the fluctuations. 
 
    Intense pain flared. The muscle deflated like a balloon. A squeal escaped his lips before he shoved the nearby cushion into his face to muffle it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Total agony ripped through Adrian’s right arm. It was what he imagined someone had to be feeling when their entire muscle was being torn right off the bone. The pillow in his mouth stifled his screams. 
 
    Keep it in. 
 
    People were sleeping, men and women who feared the lucu. It was two in the morning. If they heard him, there would be panic. Adrian hoped no one had registered his partially muffled cries. 
 
    He cast Lay of Hands, pushing all of his mana into it to fix the arm. It was too sore to move, so he tried to hold it as still as possible. His mana pool was bottomed out, but the rush of healing was enough to stop the pain. 
 
    Screwed it up again. 
 
    There was no noise outside. He had been half expecting a rapid response group to storm his room, but apparently, they trusted the security of this place. Such an idiot. How could the pathway have backfired on him twice in a row? Even the stat sheet rubbed in his incompetence. There was a 0.04 penalty to his Strength statistic being applied. For an unknown period, he was four percent weaker. 
 
    His thoughts turned back to the lecture series. The blonde woman giving it was superb looking. His cheeks reddened. Fancy being attracted to a computer-generated image. It was so juvenile. Not necessarily a betrayal of Emily, but it was not kosher for a forty-year-old to be suffering such ridiculous dreams. How was Emily? He shook his head. Liking a computer image would just amuse her. He wondered what her story would be like when they caught up. What amazing class she would have chosen. It would be special! She was always exceptional at everything. 
 
    He re-experienced the lecture. There! Right there! “It is important to channel as little mana as possible, initially.” If those words had registered in his thick skull, he would have avoided a lot of pain. Channel tiny amounts till he had gained some level of mastery; the lecture had insisted on it. 
 
    His mana was depleted, so practice would have to wait. A tiny spark shot from his fingers to light one candle. Adrian pulled the massive book of artwork out of his bag of holding and opened it to his favourite spot. Tracing the smooth stone embedded in the middle of the page reminded him a little of the touch and feel books, but this stone was a multiple use memory device. It allowed him to experience the grandeur that occurred when waves smashed into a beach on some distant planet. 
 
    This time, there were only gentle swells coming into shore. There was not enough energy for anything fancy and, as each wave broke, it briefly formed the image of a host of snakes swimming in the water. It was hypotonic and calming. The waves rolled in like normal, broke, and then Adrian watched the snakes desperately withering like they were going to be drowned if they stayed still. They would dissolve and just fade away to nothing, and then the water would rush back out to sea. Eventually, he looked up and reverentially flipped to the next page. 
 
    What time is it? 
 
    3:48 
 
    He had spent over an hour watching a simple movie. It humbled him while simultaneously horrifying him at the waste of time. Yes, it was extraordinary, to think that a physical process created each of those waves, waves breaking over rocks creating such majesty. Sure, something magically shaped the rocks to drive the creation of images, but once the wave broke, it was just physics. The best parallel was a row of dominos, where you could knock one down, and that one would then knock another, till thirty thousand dominos had fallen in a cascading beautiful response driven by simple Newtonian mechanics. Each domino knocked over one other, till every one had been knocked over. But the water art was oh, so much more complicated, truly exceptional. But the hour he had lost made him want to hit himself. There was no time for indulgence. 
 
    He noted a small blurb in the top left, describing how the art was created. The waves were magic rock, infused by a dying sapient’s core for processing power. Then there was an array formed underneath to gather information and energy. Beauty was permanently created by every wave hitting the shore. The rock would alter its form to create a new piece of art driven by the pressure of the water coming in. 
 
    The next page was simpler. Without the memory device, there was nothing to distract him. It talked about a race that used magic to generate art out of wood, stone, and metal. It applied shaping magic to create a finer product than what hammer and chisel could manage. 
 
    Then there were images of the artwork. None of them were larger than a post-it note; in total, there were dozens over the two pages. The images were all of technology. It was futuristic, to be sure, and with a more spherical vibe than he was used to from Earth designs, but the basics were all there: a spherical satellite with a lot of solar panels arcing out, cars, an aeroplane with smooth aerodynamic features, and something that could only have been a helicopter, hovercraft mix. The art showed a species fondly remembering the machinery that they had once mastered. 
 
    The next page had other images of the same race, they were labelled generation zero, then one, and so on to generation forty. So, twenty times forty meant eight hundred years for humans. The book was showing him the progression of the artwork. 
 
    By the end, non-technology artwork had been incorporated, but not a great deal of it. Most of the fine work being produced was still of cars, spacecrafts, and hovercrafts, even though the creators had never experienced the machines and images they captured. After so long, they still yearned for it. Forty generations later, and the species was still fixated on what they had and what their quest knowledge had taken from them. 
 
    Adrian’s mana had regenerated, so he went back to his training. This time he only trickled one or two mana points into each iteration. Focusing on an individual tissue, he used finger muscles instead of the bigger arm and leg ones to reduce backlash. Watching the tiny muscle grow before releasing a flood of energy as the method failed. 
 
    The stat sheet never changed. 
 
    He was using too little mana, and what he was doing was too inefficient to have an effect. Progress of the Strength buff shot up to twenty-two percent. He tried the inefficient internal release. This time, he kept the energy output to just ten. Rather than a bucket being poured over him, it was more like a bottle of water. The front of his top still got drenched, but significantly more of the liquid got down his throat. And there was no choking. All in all, it was an unpleasant but better experience. 
 
    The wave of energy only made the muscles tingle. Strength increased by 0.02. It was a start but not enough to help change a battle. The magic still faded away too quickly, lasting less than twenty seconds. Adrian kept up the practice till his mana bottomed out and then read in between. 
 
    Self Buff - Strength - 28% (+22%) 
 
    Excellent progression and no pain. Another four or five more sessions, and he could buff himself. If he was fighting something immune to magic, it could help him win. 
 
    Next steps. While he wanted to focus on group buffs, the pathway in his head was clear: Vitality, then growth, then the other spells he knew. There was no way around that. Vitality would be similar to Strength, obtainable after just four to seven sessions. Growth would take longer. Getting bigger requires lengthening and thickening bones, changing muscles, tendons, ligaments, and doing it in the right proportions. It would be immensely complicated. 
 
    Those were concerns for another day. 
 
    Everyone was still asleep, so he pulled out the meditation technique. Understanding the cursed book remained a requirement for his Intelligence boost. Preparing for a headache, he read through the ridiculous instructions of the first seven techniques. Not one of them was for something resembling a bipedal organism. Nothing described two legs, two arms, and a head. There were lots of body parts the techniques referenced: trunks, pointers, eight legs, thorax, antenna, singular lung, multiple lungs, and three complex multiple brain flows. 
 
    Whatever the creatures were, it felt like after they mastered basic technology, they wanted to understand the beginnings of the universe. A common theme linked pointers, thorax, and multiple brains. Just like humans, curiosity got the better of them. Adrian saw a particle collider creating exotic particles peering back through time and then the complete failure of their knowledge. They accidentally created one particle that did not just disappear and allow them to measure it. Instead, the particle hijacked everything around it. A single particle created a self-propagating wave of destruction so extreme that all the species could do was hang on tight and bob along like a bottle in the ocean, hoping to one day reach land. 
 
    The meditation techniques were all the same. Breathing, body posture, and incorporating mana flow through the body. Anatomy, positioning, and complexity of energy streams were all different, but the basics were there. Each one, at the bottom of the page, talked about improvement, increasing, deepening, growing, enhancing something. 
 
    The first time he had thrown the book down in disgust had been wrong. There was an important lesson hidden in its pages, some way to meditate and improve his strength, resistance, or magic. The how eluded him, but when he got through all the weirdly named methods, he would try to create something for humans. Posture, breathing, and then mana rotation. It would be nice to keep reading, but his head was pounding, and he needed a break. 
 
    As the text vanished into his bag of holding, the interface caught his attention. It was like it had been leaning in, watching him too closely. Almost as if it was invested in his stream of thought. 
 
    Was this another cheat? 
 
    The interface swayed back sheepishly, guilty but not guilty. At the very end, as the emotion faded away, there was an impression that it was pleased with itself. It knew something. The aliens had not been doing the meditation techniques for nothing. Breathing and drawing air and energy from one spot to another was a pathway to power. All the techniques were the same. Posture, breathing, and mana flow. 
 
    Dropping the book and sitting cross-legged on the floor, Adrian had to try this. He breathed deeply, imagining drawing mana in with his breath and then letting it flow out with the next, then back in again, this time sucking it deep into his lungs, imagining mana swirling down to his feet. He repeated it until he created a rhythm. 
 
    It was working. 
 
    Mounting excitement filled him. The cycling of power was getting more natural; there was less resistance. His head was pounding, but the interface was flashing. His concentration broke, and the air exploded out in a heavy exhalation. 
 
    Adrian opened it up. 
 
    +100 Experience 
 
    He had done it, and the system was rewarding him! 
 
    Meditation Technique, there was a new tab shining. Flicking through, there were lots of squares, but only one was occupied, a picture of him sitting cross-legged. 
 
    Cross-eyed Legless Newt Technique 
 
    A technique created by Adrian Fitzgerald that involves sitting cross-legged and breathing slightly deeper than normal. Some attempt to visualise mana flow through the body is required. 
 
    Class: Temporary Corrosive Trash 
 
    Effects (10 minutes): Thumping headache, slight reduction in Strength and Agility 
 
    No anger flooded through him. The experience given was a joke. The description was doubling up on the gag and must have left observers in stitches. None of that mattered. Yes, the interface was the jerk, but the prank revealed that the meditation was real. And who knows, maybe interfaces being jerks got more leeway than those who tried to help overtly. 
 
    It was real and another way to grow his Strength. Yes, his first attempt was trash, but it was a start. If he could use meditation, he could get a legendary technique. At a slight shift in his position, a sharp pain exploded in his temples. 
 
    Not now. Later. It was breakfast time. Not only was light peeking through the thick curtains, sounds of movement had been increasing for the last hour. 
 
    There was an unpleasant edge to the dining room. Everyone was sitting down, focusing on their food. There was no mirth anywhere. Something had happened. 
 
    Steve was at the door, sword drawn and ready for a fight. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The tension in the room was palpable. Steve, the unfortunate focus, stood blocking the doorway with his sword out ready for use. The blade dug carelessly into the thick carpet, adding a rip into one of the few carpets that had survived the alpha event untouched. The sword’s size was still ridiculous. Usually, the metal went deeper into the earth, but here it had not penetrated the floorboards, so the guard of the sword was at the level of Steve’s chin, violent power on display. 
 
    The new policewoman from last night was off to the side of Steve, already busily ticking off the list held in a clipboard in her hands. 
 
    The usual post-Armageddon spread was laid out in the buffet: cereals, long-life milk, jam, bread, vegemite, and something like bacon that was cut thicker than most people would be used to. 
 
    Adrian felt like having cereal and coffee and maybe some bacon later. 
 
    There was no one that he was close with down in the room, so he chose a random table where the occupants looked as isolated as he felt. The food seemed tasteless, the coffee only hot. 
 
    A man and two women stood and marched pointedly towards the door. Steve plucked the giant sword, his wiry frame somehow moving the weapon that looked far too heavy to shift casually. Adrian knew it was a skill similar to his Magic Focus that increased Steve’s Strength whenever he wielded massive weapons. His stomach flipped every time he saw Steve casually maneuver it as if it were made of plastic. Conversation stalled across the room, eyes from every table swiveled to face the exit. Even those with back turned shifted in their seats to watch. An elderly lady stood up and walked away like she expected a bar fight was about to explode. 
 
    One of the women walked up to Steve, getting right into his personal space. “I need to see my family.” 
 
    “They ordered me to keep everyone here.” 
 
    The lady talking was a level nine summoner. “I am going.” She stated the words with finality. 
 
    “Everybody stays.” 
 
    “You cannot stop me.” 
 
    “Us,” the man behind her interjected. “I want to see my family too.” 
 
    “No one has the right to give orders anymore,” the summoner continued. “There has been no election. No one is in charge.” 
 
    “Sally’s orders are that nobody leaves.” 
 
    “That cow” —the summoner spat; Steve’s muscles tensed— “does not have the right to order me around.” 
 
    “Cheryl, there is going to be an announcement.” While Steve kept his voice steady, the man was visibly unhinged. A vein on his forehead throbbed, and he had subconsciously lifted the giant sword into a battle stance from where it had previously rested on the ground. 
 
    “I’m going to see my family now. I did not survive the Apocalypse to end up being dictated to by some stupid cow on a power trip.” 
 
    Cheryl stepped backwards once, then twice, and then a third time. Magic flowed into and around her. It was a new flavour. Her lips had turned into a contemptuous snarl. Violence was threatening in every movement of Steve’s facial muscles. She started chanting, and power was forming in front of her. The words were gibberish, but it was clearly some form of spell. It had weird energy movement, and her class was a summoner. She was going to bring something here. 
 
    “Stop.” Steve took a half step forward before exerting his self-control and stepping back to rest against the wall. The actions of man wanting violence but obeying orders not to initiate it. At least not physically. 
 
    She did not slow down. 
 
    “This does not have to happen,” the man said, supporting Cheryl. “Just let us go.” 
 
    “I want to check in on my pa.” The third woman chimed in. She was fifty plus, so her father must have been elderly. 
 
    “Stop,” Steve repeated. 
 
    The pitch and volume of Cheryl’s chanting reached a crescendo. There was an audible sound of tearing electricity and a flash of light. Just to the left of Cheryl, an ugly monster appeared. It looked like a grown-up imp. 
 
    Earth Demon 
 
    This summoned creature is a vicious fighter and enjoys fighting. Once it has engaged an enemy, blood lust will overtake it till it destroys the opponent. During this time, the Summoner can neither command nor dispel it. 
 
    People close to the entrance were backing away. 
 
    The man was a level eleven fire mage, and a fireball was forming in his hand. The other woman supporting Cheryl was a level nine druid; she was drawing energy into herself to cast magic. With his Magic Focus open, Adrian saw white energy run through the ground from her feet to under Steve’s. Something was going to come out of the floorboards to get him. 
 
    “Attack!” The word was spoken softly into the deep anticipatory silence, ordering the earth demon. 
 
    The flash of red went over the demon. It would not rest now till Steve was dead. The other man and woman both finished their spells. A fireball launched at Steve as thorny vines splintered out of the floor at his feet. This was not a duel; it had just turned into a death battle. 
 
    “NO!” His own voice joined the yells of protests and the screams of fear, anger, and often denial. 
 
    How had things deteriorated so quickly? 
 
    Premeditation was the only answer. Cheryl had planned on trying to kill Steve. 
 
    As the demon moved, Steve was an explosion of strength. His sword met the monster, neatly decapitating it and continuing on to intercept the fireball. He leapt away from the still growing vines with his enhanced strength. The thorns kept hold, ripping deeply into his poorly armoured legs, leaving red streaks behind him. He landed with the sword held casually in two hands. The demon was dead, and the two starting spells of the magic users effectively countered. 
 
    Steve had won. But his face was cold and furious. 
 
    “We will wait,” Cheryl stammered. 
 
    “You tried to kill me.” 
 
    “No.” The protest was weak. Everyone had seen the fireball, and those with the skills would have recognised the demon’s bloodlust. 
 
    “You always were a vindictive cow, and now you think you have the power to get away with murder.” His eyes flicked at the others. “With the help of amoral cretins.” 
 
    Cheryl’s hands were up in a pacifying gesture. “No need to be violent.” 
 
    “You started it.” Steve had a brief smile on his lips as his massive sword drew back before swinging at Cheryl. 
 
    She screamed. 
 
    The flat of the sword angled down into her shoulder. Steve was using the weapon like it was a baseball bat. It hit with a splat, the sound like half a watermelon falling onto concrete. 
 
    Splat. 
 
    Cheryl’s body collapsed, the shoulder folding inwards while the body was propelled diagonally down with prejudice. Her left hand stretched out to break the fall, but the bones in the arm splintered. Shards of the ulna cut through the skin, and blood went everywhere. 
 
    Steve kept moving with a vicious elbow slamming into the chin of the woman who had cast the vine spell. The fire mage was trying to draw on his power with a flame spell half-formed in his hands. Spinning out of the blow on Cheryl, Steve swung the sword hard at the man’s legs. Once more presenting the flat end to create blunt force trauma rather than lopping off an entire limb. It collided with the man’s knees, and he fell, losing control of his half-formed fireball. It self-destructed as he collapsed, the flames splashing down onto his chest. Adrian knew firsthand how easily your own magic could backfire and how painful it could be. The man continued screaming, the flames burning him vigorously.   
 
    Steve stepped back, positioning himself once more to guard the door. With a twirl, the sword spun and was gently placed in the same position to avoid further cuts to the carpet. 
 
    It had taken only moments. Literally seconds. Everyone was alive. Cheryl had the worst damage and was whimpering on the floor with a pool of blood expanding around her. The man was screaming with flames still burning his chest. The woman got the kindest treatment of them all, even though teeth had gone flying, and she had been knocked out cold when her head had hit the ground. 
 
    Adrian had ice mist in his hands as he was running towards the burning man. Other healing spells were flying. The cool magic flowed from him, devouring the flames encasing the fire mage’s chest, leaving a thin layer of ice. The cold was probably soothing. 
 
    Lay of Hands was not even possible, as his mana was too low courtesy of his continual buff practice. He stopped his rush to let others get close enough to make a difference. 
 
    In moments, all three were healed and all that was left of the brief fight were the red streaks on Steve’s legs, the demon body, the pool of blood where Cheryl had fallen, and other minor blood smears. 
 
    Cheryl lay on the floor, staring up at Steve. Her hatred could not have been clearer. With that arrogance, she had always associated him with a certain class of undesirables. She pushed herself to her feet, the healing having completely restored her. Defiance and fury were back in her eyes. “You are nothing better than a brute.” 
 
    Steve grabbed the sword with a quick step forward and was swinging it before anyone could react. There was no one between him and Cheryl; the sword slammed into her leg with an almighty crack. 
 
    She fell screaming. Again. 
 
    The glob of Steve’s spit landed on her at the same time the healing spells did. 
 
    “You started, I finished. Behave, or next time I will cut off your legs.” 
 
    Adrian was not sure how many people knew, but the healing they had available probably could not restore the limbs if he amputated them. The threat was more than idle. Breaking legs was temporary pain; having them cut off was permanent. 
 
    This time she said nothing. The contempt, anger, and defiance were gone, replaced with fear. 
 
    “We will wait.” She made it sound like it was her decision. 
 
    The policewoman with the clipboard had reacted like many to a violent confrontation. She had frozen. But now the altercation was over, she visibly gathered up her courage. 
 
    “Everyone,” she yelled, stepping deliberately in front of Steve. “You are here for your own protection. You will be able to leave shortly. We just want to give an update on the lucu.” 
 
    Steve stood calmly in his guard position. The fire mage hurried forward to help Cheryl to her feet, and together they retreated to the back of the room. The aura of violence faded. 
 
    On the way to his seat, he went to get another coffee, and of course there was a line. The brief fight had gotten everyone onto their feet. So a lot of people had migrated to top up their beverage of choice at the same time. 
 
    “Did not realise we were prisoners.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a coup?” 
 
    “I will say nothing.” 
 
    “Cheryl was doing a stupid power play.” 
 
    “She tried to kill him.” 
 
    “Yep, she deserved everything she got.” 
 
    “He won—he did not need to hit them.” 
 
    “Who hits a woman?” 
 
    “Cheryl’s fine. If she had won, Steve would be dead. That’s a big difference.” 
 
    The crowd seemed to be mostly against Cheryl, though there was an undercurrent of resentment directed against Steve. That was fair enough. Steve’s decision to continue the attack was wrong. He should have stepped back and let a neutral party mete out proper punishment. After all, most of the witnesses would have been willing to testify that Cheryl and her accomplices had attempted murder. 
 
    Finally, the girl fussing in front of him finished making a cup of tea. She had taken the time to dunk a tea bag seven times while people were waiting in line behind her. 
 
    A spoonful of coffee, a splash of milk and boiling water, and Adrian cleared a space for the next person. Back at his table, he eavesdropped on the surrounding conversations. Cliques were forming, those that appreciated the fact that a dangerous beast was targeting them, and the town was helping, those who thought that it was a devious ploy to let someone take over Wagga. Apparently locking all the magic users in here left the place defenseless. 
 
    Susie entered the room from the stairs. She looked around and seemed to understand that something had gone wrong. She chatted to the people near her as she grabbed breakfast, sending several pointed glances in both Steve and Cheryl’s direction. 
 
    “Are you going to say anything?” Susie asked, sitting down next to him. “After all, you are the Bird-slayer. Your opinion matters.” 
 
    “I’m sure the announcement will clear the stuff up.” 
 
    “You’ve seen the lucu—you know it actually exists. You should.” She waved a hand towards the group on the next table that were still arguing that it was all a conspiracy. 
 
    “Facts never change the minds of lunatics. After all, if I say anything, I will be another pawn of the mastermind.” 
 
    “Bad mood?” 
 
    “Just processing.” He nodded to where Steve stood at military attention with blood still on his leg. 
 
    “I heard it was terrifying.” 
 
    “The victims” —he made quotation marks when he said those words— “attacked to kill. If Steve was yours, or Julie’s, or Kozzie’s level, then Steve would be dead.” 
 
    Susie just looked over towards Cheryl, the fire mage, and the druid. They were sitting in the centre of attention of a wider group of flunkies. 
 
    “I see.” The three of them were clearly still alive and unharmed. 
 
    Sally came through the door. 
 
    Was she going to be pouring kerosine or water? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Sally looked around the room, her experienced eyes capturing the tension and the blood on the carpet. She had a brief, intense discussion with Steve. It was short by necessity. Everyone in the entire room was looking at her. 
 
    Cheryl had stood and walked to the front of her group, putting herself firmly as the centre of attention.  
 
    “Our jailer.” Cheryl’s voice projected over the room in a dismissive, defiant tone. 
 
    Sally looked at them calmly. Her eyes were flinty. 
 
    “Cheryl, Grant, and Patricia, you are free to leave.” She made a point of stepping to one side of the door. “And from now on you are banished from the center of Wagga unless you take a binding oath.” 
 
    “You don’t,” Cheryl protested. Despite the threat of being excluded from the community, she was unfazed. Patricia had taken a subconscious step away from the summoner.   
 
    “I do,” Sally interrupted, pitching her voice loud enough to carry over the sudden emergence of whispered covariations. “You attacked a man and tried to kill him. Three of you against one of him. A man who has dedicated himself to guarding the town and has been a hero many times over to the town. I will not have it. You are no longer welcome.” 
 
    “I live here,” Cheryl rebutted strongly, standing up, “and I won’t put up with your dictatorship.” 
 
    “Your house is outside the barricade area. Use it. You are banned from the central safe area unless you take an oath.” 
 
    “Of obedience to you?” 
 
    “To do no harm intentionally to any human and to refrain from creating discordance in the community.” 
 
    “You are afraid that everyone will follow me instead of you and you’re trying to get rid of me.” 
 
    “You just tried to kill someone, Cheryl! I know your history with Steve and myself, but you attempted to murder him. None of us accept that. If you want to benefit from the town’s largesse and protection, then take the oath.” 
 
    “So petty,” Cheryl murmured. 
 
    “Enough. Leave on your own or Steve can escort you out.” 
 
    “Staying outside is a death sentence,” Grant said hysterically. 
 
    “Take the oath, it is not that hard,.” The disdain dripped from Sally’s words. 
 
    “I want a vote,” Cheryl insisted. 
 
    “Steve,” Sally ordered, gesturing. He grabbed the sword and took a step forward. 
 
    “All in favour of Sally’s being stripped of her powers immediately and that her faithful guard dog is banished from the town, raise your hands,” Cheryl said with a curl of her lip. 
 
    “We are not a democracy at the moment,” Sally whispered. Cheryl’s hand was the only one in the air. Not even Grant and Patricia had joined her. 
 
    “Dictator!” 
 
    “No,” Sally snapped. “The fighting volunteers have built the prosperity and success of this town. They are the ones with the power, and they have asked me to help manage the lucu threat. It is their mandate I am following. You want things your way? Get all the raid leads to agree.” The tone of Sally’s voice made it clear how she thought they would react. 
 
    “They are in your pocket.” 
 
    Sally gestured for Steve to continue. 
 
    “I will see myself out,” Cheryl declared angrily when Steve reached her, “but you have not heard the last from me.” 
 
    There was dead silence as the three of them walked out. Steve followed. 
 
    “You can take an oath,” Sally said quietly as she passed. “Don’t risk your life for pride.” 
 
    Their reactions were mixed, a look of contempt from Cheryl, almost confusion from Patricia, and hope from Grant. Despite their personal preferences, they all kept walking, staying faithful to Cheryl. 
 
    The door clanged shut behind them, a last message from Steve. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Sally said, “and apologies for getting here so late. There were more questions at the hotel than expected.” She paused, trying to frame her thoughts. “The lucu is still active. We got a report just after sunrise about an attack on one of the outer Wagga settlements.” 
 
    There were hisses of indrawn breaths around the table. Susie grabbed Adrian’s hand. 
 
    “It was the settlement centered on the retirement home Brookwater,” Sally said. 
 
    “Thank God.” The whisper was barely audible next to him, and Susie’s death grip released. Elsewhere in the room, there were gasps of dismay. The room was mixed with magic users from across Wagga. Of course there would be representatives from all the outlying settlements present. After all, that was where a lot of the fighting happened. 
 
    “It killed a young man called Max.” A lady two tables away started to sob helplessly, a low keening. 
 
    “The lucu attacked the barracks, targeting Max. It injured two other people in the sneak attack.” Sally’s voice was empathetic. You could almost hear the tears in her words. “Max was a level thirteen reaper spear-man. We did not realise when we gathered everyone here that his class, while being a close combat class, was magic based and relied on mana to do damage. We do not know the exact numbers, but we believe there are somewhere between fifty and a hundred fighters with a similar setup. They need to be moved here to safety. Going forward, we will all be double bunking.” 
 
    There was more than one person crying. The first woman was hysterical. The man next to her had wrapped her in a bear hug, but it was doing nothing to ease her pain. The entire table had the shocked expression of someone who had just lost a friend or family. 
 
    “There might have been other attacks during the night, but the information has not got back to us. Based on Brookwater and other attack sites, we can triangulate where the lair is likely to be. We think we can find the nest today and stop the threat. We will dedicate seven hunting groups to exploring the area.” Sally stopped. “That is the good news. The bad is that the lair will probably be accessible by a narrow tunnel. Even when we locate it, we will then need to work out how to kill the lucu safely. None of us are powerful enough to survive a direct one-on-one assault. We are working on smoking it out or possibly attempting some carbon monoxide poisoning once we know the details of the system.” 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    No one ask anything! 
 
    Of course, nothing was listening to his prayer. Questions flew from everywhere. 
 
    “Are we safe?” 
 
    “Can we speed the search?” 
 
    And a wash others. How long? How fast is it? What does it look like? Can we fight it? 
 
    “Did Max hurt it?” 
 
    “No, it got him before he could draw his spear.” Sally answered calmly 
 
    “But the barracks were double reinforced?” 
 
    “It went through the roof. Crashed through right onto his bunk. Then exited through the door, which is when the others got injured.” 
 
    Sally answered all these as simply as she could and had an extensive amount of detailed knowledge. 
 
    “You look bored out of your skin,” Susie whispered next to him. The observation was like a bucket of icy water being thrown over him. Someone had died, and he was worried about missing hunting time. 
 
    “I hate this stuff.” He paused, suddenly conscious of the absence of Jules and Kozzie. “Where are the kids?” 
 
    “They got kicked out of here late last night. There were some late arrivals who needed rooms. They were intending to go back to the hotel where they felt safe.” Susie’s reaction to the start of Sally’s statement made sense. “I think tonight they will stay somewhere closer.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    The questions dried up, and almost immediately, the energy levels increased as the entire room focused on action. There was an entire world out there to subdue, and with the entire room being high level, they were all fighters. 
 
    Jules and Kozzie were standing together in Rupa’s group. They were going to be searching for the lucu. Wishing them all luck before excusing himself, Adriane was not selfless enough to put aside his own plans and help the lucu hunt. Waiting to gain the Flame Sprout skill still upset him. 
 
    The interface thrummed in a way that told him it approved of his decision. Slower now, but faster later. The journey to Melbourne was a long one, and the interface was convinced the Flame Sprout would help. 
 
    There was no way to tell now whether it was dreaming on the interface’s part or if the skill would indeed be the difference maker on the trip. All he could do was to have faith. God, what had the world come to if he was talking about having faith? 
 
    The day was mostly a write off. There were lizards in the distance, and he even got another four cores. He spent most of his time waiting, watching, practicing his buffs, meditating, and consuming the cores from the previous day. 
 
    Flame Sprout     - 42% 
 
    Buff of Strength (self) - 45% (17%) 
 
    Then, embarrassingly, Blind Drunk Mule, Constipated Monkey, and Breaths of a Yellow Fish meditation techniques. The interface enjoyed its naming and ranking all of them trash, though the Breaths of a Yellow Fish provided a small Agility improvement at the cost of twice the amount of Vitality and strength. Luckily, they were all temporary. 
 
    There were still eight cores in his bag of holding, which together might bump him up to the mid-fifties if he was lucky. The advanced skill was proving difficult to acquire. Each core was only advancing him by two percent, if he was lucky. 
 
    It was a shit day. Infinitesimal progress. Hot and so boring. Who wanted to stand next to a half-burned tree and watch a burnt-out landscape for the entire day? Outside the hotel, wash stations had been set up and caught his eye. He sniffed his armpits. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    Definitely time for a wash. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Four of the eight wash stations were occupied. Three in the middle were empty, so he selected the centre one. No neighbours that way. The washrooms were little more than modest privacy screens. A curtain served as the entrance, and the sides were office dividers. Inside the closed space were a basic wooden stool, a cheap bright red plastic bucket, a chunk of soap, and a tap connected to a water tank by pipe. The walls were as flimsy as anything, but someone had bothered with proper plumbing. 
 
    With a simple thought, the armour he was wearing vanished. It was a convenience feature of the legendary set that he had got from killing the Bird. It was arguably the coolest thing of the new reality, potentially better than a bag of holding and possibly even magic itself. 
 
    How much power did it cost to get that add-on? 
 
    An image of a man. He was old with a crooked spine. The little kid was laughing at the old man and had not noticed the bamboo stick clutched behind the man’s back. If you looked closely, you could see the evidence of a partly burned paper bag filled with poop. The whippet of wood flashed. 
 
    Random. 
 
    A little orphan went up to a big man in a blue coat, saying, “Please, sir? Can I have some more?” The man roared back, “MORE.” 
 
    Better. 
 
    There was a sense of chuckling and a tide of rising glee, the sort of emotions that might go along with playing a fantastic prank on someone. 
 
    Adrian was caught up in the first image, a little boy laughing, hands on his stomach. The old man was angry. The hidden bamboo stick appeared and flashed down. There was nothing the boy could do, his hands rising to protect the face, the bamboo stick dipping lower, targeting the ribs. 
 
    “Ow” Adrian leaped sideways, sending the bucket tumbling in an ever-so-brief flood of water along the hard pavement before it vanished out past the divider into the left wash area. His side stung like something had bitten it in multiple places. 
 
    “Just a stubbed toe,” he called out, mindful of people around. There was no need for any swords or magic to fly. This was bad enough. Rolling up his old t-shirt, he saw a red welt was already forming, and it broke the skin. 
 
    The interface could hurt him. It was easy enough to imagine what they might entail. If he insisted on leaving Wagga, would it cut his feet till he could not walk? 
 
    This was the-end-of-the-world concerning. 
 
    This was really, horrifically problematic. 
 
    Epic level terrible. 
 
    The second image. “Can I have some more?” “MORE!” came the thundering voice and the flinch of the little boy. 
 
    Words could not describe how bad this was. 
 
    What happened if there a monster the interface wanted him to fight? He was not going to be slave. 
 
    The interface filled his mind with the sounds of giggling children. Something touched his ears. 
 
    This was not happening. 
 
    A touch on his back. 
 
    Fuck this! 
 
    I have a non-sapient interface. 
 
    He could approach a trader. 
 
    I have a sapient interface. Help. 
 
    There was a feeling of hesitancy. 
 
    The traders would help, or he could just tear the thing from his body. The interface worked differently from animal cores, which had the tendency when forming to rip the delicate neural nets of sapients to shreds. Instead of singular focus, it spread the power throughout the body. Lots of little grains. While meditating, he had felt the grains as little solid spots that the flowing mana had sped around. If he could find them, he could force them out. It was a simple logic. He could strike back. 
 
    There was no way he was going to become a puppet or slave of this thing even if it meant taking part in mutual assured destruction. 
 
    There was a grain under the fingernail of his thumb. Start with one. Dismantle the interface one piece at a time. He could use his meditation technique to push mana around the spot to grab it and push it out. Like earlier, the mana flowed around the piece, but the practice with his buffs helped his focus. Adrian concentrated and compressed the mana till it was under the alien bit of his body like a glove. Then he pushed it upwards. 
 
    It hurt. 
 
    Blood creased the sides of his thumb as he worked, just like when the nail had caught on something pre-event. The entire nail shifted under the pressure he was applying. It was agonising in a way words could not explain. Japan had used bamboo under the fingernails as a torture method, and that was what he was doing to himself. 
 
    I have a sapient interface, and I need to extract it. 
 
    Adrian chanted the mantra continually in his head to keep going. Sweat ran down his face. He was totally focused, but he was sure he was making strange grunting noises. He wondered what those in the other wash areas thought he was doing. 
 
    The pain took over. His thumb throbbed and complained like it had been hammered repeatedly. No time to acknowledge it. He focused every bit of concentration on shifting the interface out, compressing the mana, and pushing harder. 
 
    Success. 
 
    It was moving. Now that he pushed it a little way, the links to the rest of the interface spread throughout him were visible. 
 
    “Stop!” It caught Adrian up in a vision, but he ducked away and was back focusing on his thumb. The vision had not halted his progress, probably because no time had passed. 
 
    Blood was dripping from the nail. Force the bit out, and it would hurt the interface. He could do this, seize the initiative, and strike back. A little bit more! 
 
    Surely each and every piece he extracted would weaken it and stop it from turning him into a helpless servant. He would not accept an alien ruling him. Part of him knew that he was being unreasonable, but forget that guy; he would not be made into a slave. 
 
    Blood dripped from his thumb. 
 
    Then suddenly, a burning feeling erupted all over his body. All the components of the interface struck back simultaneously. Adrian kept his focus on forcing the tiny alien piece of hardware up and out. The nail of his thumb half popped up. A rational man would have tried to push the lump out of the soft side of the finger rather than via the nail, but the mental gymnastics did not support that approach. It was agony, but what was a bit of pain versus a life of servitude? 
 
    The grain moved another millimetre. It was almost there. He was not sure what was worse, the intense pain of the semi-detached nail or the burning everywhere else. 
 
    With Magic Focus he could see his mana and the piece of interface, which was a deep dark red. As quickly as it started, the burn vanished, then all the muscles on his right side contracted as lightning played through them while simultaneously his left side went cold. Adrian fell off the seat, propelled by his seizing muscles. 
 
    “What?” The word snuck out. 
 
    What was it trying to do? 
 
    The nail snapped back into place with a click as healing flowed over the wounded thumb. 
 
    Distract him. 
 
    The interface was panting. The surprise of the contractions had been enough. 
 
    So close. 
 
    In another place, Adrian would have screamed in frustration. But not here, where he could scare people. He had almost got it. He could do better next time. The lightning trick would not work again as a distraction. 
 
    Another image. A contemptuous look and a rich elderly distinguished gentleman disappearing into a palatial mansion. He left because he wanted to, and not because of anything anyone might have said about sapience or any counterattack that may or may not have occurred. However, just before he disappeared, he turned back around and offered a hand of friendship. A genuine offer to work as a team. 
 
    Adrian hesitated, not wanting to start a relationship on this basis. The aristocrat nodded in understanding, turned, and left, but his motions clarified that the offer still stood, and there was partnership available if Adrian wanted it. Or it could be war that either might lose if he did not. 
 
    Adrian did not know what to think. On one hand, there had been an offer of peace, but on the other, he was screwed. If its images could affect him physically, then maybe there would be no just putting up with it. It was possible just telling a trader he needed help because his interface was sapient might be enough, not that he needed to. Having started the process once, Adrian was confident he could exorcise the interface out given enough time. 
 
    The apology flooded his mind instantly. Just some fun, went too far, will not happen again. The interface was part of the team, just a lowly programmer, Adrian was the boss. And the grunt worker would do exactly what he asked. 
 
    Something told Adrian this was the best that he was going to get. For now, there was a truce. 
 
    Did I lose power? 
 
    A mental shrug. Who knows? Everything was possible, but when the system generated convenience items, those functions did not represent knowledge. The armour’s ability was not powered like an attribute boost or a new fire spell. It should not enter into any calculations or act to reduce the value of objects that he had been given. After all, power and knowledge were regulated. Technically it was free, followed by a shrug. 
 
    That was good to know. The ability to instantly remove and then replace his armour had not cost him strength. 
 
    Adrian refilled the bucket and used his tattered t-shirt as a sponge. He washed all over, scrubbing as hard as he could. It was not the best cleaning session he had ever experienced, but a lot safer than dunking in the river. Adrian poured out the water once he had finished. Judging from the colour, he was not taking the hygiene thing seriously enough. 
 
    He saw an image of a small Chihuahua rolling in poop, then on some sort of dead animal, before digging up an old bone and getting close and personal with it too. Finally satisfied with its efforts, it proudly presented itself to the owner. There was one squished up nose, and someone promptly dumped the poor Chihuahua into a bathtub. 
 
    Hilarious. 
 
    Filling the bucket again, Adrian repeated the process. By the end, he was shivering slightly. He dressed in a fresh t-shirt and underpants and then re-equipped the armour with a thought. As always, it looked remarkably perfect. Self-cleaning and mending were great traits to have in a set. 
 
    Leaving the sad wash house, he noticed a trader down the road. It was a new one in a new location. With nothing to trade, he just made a mental note and turned away to get into the hotel, brushing past the people in his way, not even bothering to acknowledge or apologise. 
 
    Adrian felt like a beer, but there were no beers available. It would not last, but the town had literally run out. Wagga did not have its own brewery and with trade routes cut, beer had been one of the first and most noticed shortages. There were probably hundreds of homebrew kits set up by now, and they would be flush with beer again in a week’s time. Historically, it was a shortage that was dealt with quickly. 
 
    The dining room was completely full. Identification skimmed over the crowd, and everyone he saw had a magic class. All the usual suspects were there, along with weird ones like ice titan, flower song, force fighter, fire sorcerer. 
 
    There were no seats. Adrian changed his plan on the fly. First, he got the attention of the policewoman. She waved before burying her nose back into the clipboard. Today, she looked overwhelmed, unlike the previous days where she had presented as a model of efficiency. Now that he had reported in, he would retire to get some peace in his room, study for an hour before returning for dinner, and then return to see if there were some free chairs. 
 
    The smell hit him as he pushed his door open. The stink of a pub. 
 
    The door kept swinging as eight boys turned to look at him. The oldest might have been nineteen, with the youngest closer to fourteen. They all looked guilty, like any teenage group surprised by an adult. Most of them masked it quickly. 
 
    Their composure was admirable, but then, fighting monsters regularly sort of reduced the impact of disappointing parents. If they even still had parents. The dark thought snuck up. 
 
    “Roomie!” Pimple Face, as Adrian immediately thought of him, yelled out. Pimple Face was a level nine water walker. 
 
    “We lucked out getting the penthouse, man.” The kid speaking was one of larger kids. 
 
    My penthouse, Adrian felt like snapping, though he wisely held his tongue. There was no need to antagonise his new roommates. They were here for the same reason he was, to protect themselves from the lucu. After all, he had told the pretend policewomen that he was happy to bunk with others. 
 
    Beer. 
 
    If he was lucky, their presence could at least satisfy that itch. He could see empty bottles. 
 
    “Yep, plenty of room for everyone. If you get really close to the windows and lookout, there is a reasonable view,” Pimple Face said grandly. 
 
    Adrian disagreed. He had checked yesterday and found the glass panes tiny, interspaced with secure metal bars that made you think you were looking out a prison window. Beyond that, the view was all you could expect from the third story in a small outback town. Nothing at all to get excited about: dirty roofs, spacious streets with broken cars, and a build-up of rubbish as people discarded useless plastics in piles around the place. 
 
    Heading towards the queen bed, the boys parted. 
 
    “You were here first,. The bed is yours,” Pimple Face said graciously, realizing the prior claim by the way he moved. There were beer bottles all over, but they all looked empty. 
 
    “We are out, unfortunately,” said the kid who must have been the youngest of the lot. He was a surprising level eleven growetreg and must have noticed the long look Adrian had given the empties. “We still have goon bags.” 
 
    Goon bags had survived. Of course they had. They were foil aluminium bags, usually one or two-litre containers filled with cheap wine. The alcohol choice of the youth and the poor. 
 
    “Yep, Mitch scavenged them from the alcohol store,” the young boy continued. “No one wanted them.” He held up two cardboard containers. “Red or white?” 
 
    The thoughts of quiet study disappeared. “Red, and then maybe I will go down to dinner.” 
 
    “Second serving starts in thirty minutes,” Pimple Face told him. “It is the main session. Early dinner and late just get the scraps. They serve all the prime food in the middle session. We all get to go.” He sounded so proud. “Fred,” Pimple Face said, nodding towards a teen wearing glasses, “got us a table. He is instrumental in the lucu effort. He also got us the two six-packs of beer.” 
 
    Fred was a level seven diviner. 
 
    “We found the nest,” Fred told him in a deep baritone. It was a pleasant voice to listen to. The boy could have been a radio star. 
 
    “So we are safe and can do what we want tonight?” 
 
    “No,” Fred informed Adrian. “They are leaving the entrance unguarded. If we guard the tunnel, the lucu will burrow out somewhere else, and that would ruin our plan. So no guarding, and hopefully, no one else dies tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    They handed the glass of red to him. It was a large ceramic mug filled to the brim. Typical teenage behaviour. The wine passed the test of being alcoholic. After two sips, the sour tastes and a lack of any true flavour was irrelevant. 
 
    “They’re going to flood the place with carbon monoxide.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Carbon monoxide sinks, or at least it doesn’t rise. We generate a lot of it at the surface, blow it down, and wait for poisoning to finish them. They will die before they even realise there’s a threat.” 
 
    “A portable generator, a length of pipe, and a leaf blower,” Adrian asked. 
 
    Fred laughed; even his chuckle was smooth. “A heavy potbelly stove, some pipe, and magic,” Fred countered. 
 
    “Wait, you said they?” 
 
    “Two adults and three little ones.” 
 
    The lucu was yet another victim of the chaotic alpha particle events dragging creatures from all over the place to a new world. It was the memories from the core still affecting him, or the similarities to his own family. Sympathy. A natural clusterfuck. Now, these lucu had been dragged here and were doomed by their nature. There were victims of the scientists who had stuffed up Earth just as much as humans were. It was following its instincts to take out magic threats to protect its young. 
 
    “Who put the plan together?” 
 
    “Sally and the team,” Fred answered. “That analysis dude Craig seems to be the driving force. He had me study and describe everything in the cave for like four hours.” 
 
    “Wasn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    Fred waved a hand and a ball of light barely visible. By instinct, Magic Focus switched on, and it became truly clear. The energy in it reminded him of what the insects had used to teleport when he was sharing the Ambushers’ memories all those weeks ago. A thread stretched from the ball to Fred. It was very thin and contained so little energy that it would break easily. 
 
    “I can see everything this sees. Craig had me exploring the cave. The entire process should have taken minutes, but the lucus kept having fun jumping on the projection whenever they saw it. So instead, it took three hours before I could confirm that there were no alternative exits.” 
 
    “So Craig thinks gassing them will work?” 
 
    Fred nodded enthusiastically. “They have tested the carbon monoxide burners. Full-on scientific testing. Build up the gas then release it into a room, and then boom, alpha monster dead. I think they used a six-legged rat.” 
 
    “So why the delay?” 
 
    “They need to build a couple more ovens to get the monoxide concentrated enough given the space in the cave. Some physics dude did the mathematics. They also need more people to drive the gas from the oven into the cave. They have a sailor who is pretty good, but by himself he will not be enough. Craig said there would be tryouts first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Billy is going to try out,” Pimple Face said gesturing at one of the two fat kids. Billy was a level eight wind master. 
 
    Billy waved his hands in front of his face. Power flowed into them from the young man’s arm. Magic focus took it all in. The spell was a variant of Wind Gust. Adrian had watched his own spell enough to see the similarities. Billy tossed one hand out towards him and the blast of wind hit him, rocking him in his seat and rattling the empty bottles around the room. 
 
    With a thought, his own power flared, sending a counter Wind Gust at Billy. It slid him a couple of centimetres backward on the carpet and caused the mug of wine he was drinking to tip up and spill all of its contents down the front of his chest armour. 
 
    “Goddammit!” 
 
    “See, it’s rude,” Adrian said to the kid, “though I imagine it’s pretty popular on a hot day.” 
 
    There were a few polite laughs. 
 
    “So are you going to help too?” Pimple Face asked. 
 
    It was not part of Adrian’s plans, but while he was here, he might as well contribute to dealing with the lucu. Seeing it dead would allow him to hunt at night, and spending a day or afternoon to achieve that sooner would be a good trade. 
 
    “If I am deemed skilled enough.” 
 
    “What are you, man?” Billy interrupted curiously. “When I use my identification on you, it is all types of weird.” 
 
    “How so?” Adrian asked back, smiling at them, knowing exactly what he was probably seeing. 
 
    “Spell sword?” Fred suggested tentatively. “I can see strong physical attributes and magical attributes plus lots of different magics.” 
 
    “I’m a non-standard class,” Adrian said. 
 
    “And I am a boy,” Pimple Face declared, setting half the room off giggling. “We can see that you’re a classless level two.” 
 
    “Stealth mage is probably the best description. The physical prowess was just an unexpected bonus.” 
 
    “My mate is a level nine warrior, and I would say you are as strong as him and have similar Vitality,” Fred continued. 
 
    “If he put some stats into healing or Agility, then sure, I might be higher,” Adrian agreed while having a sip.  
 
    “You have help to avenge Max,” Pimple Face said suddenly. 
 
    “Max?” Adrian inquired. “Like the kid Sally was talking about?” 
 
    There were a few nods and downcast expressions. 
 
    “He was our friend,” Billy said quietly. 
 
    “Sorry, I did not mean to open any wounds.” 
 
    “It happens,” Pimple Face said. “Max would want us to move on. All we can do is fight back.” 
 
    “About my stats,” Adrian said into the silence. “I got a lucky magical artifact that boosted my Strength and Vitality by around three attribute points in standard interface metrics.” He told them primarily to distract the mood. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Fred said. 
 
    Adrian tried taking a sip, but his mug was empty. Someone immediately shoved the goon bag his way. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes before heading down. You have got time for another.” 
 
    Kids. 
 
    Adrian accepted the bag and filled the cup about halfway. The night was a write-off. Stuck with nine people in his room, there would not be a chance to study. 
 
    Fred’s expression suddenly became extra suspicious. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Why?” Adrian asked, a little concerned, suspecting he knew where this was ending. 
 
    “You have a potion throw ability.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Fred was grinning now. “And the penthouse.” 
 
    At least half of the boys had clued onto where Fred was going. 
 
    “We are going to be telling the story for years,” Pimple Face crowed. “The night we got drunk with the hero of Wagga.” 
 
    There is nothing he wanted more than to sink to the ground and cover his head and disappear. 
 
    “And you buggers didn’t even save me a beer.” 
 
    Everyone burst out laughing. Fred said, “They were from Craig as a reward for me helping him. When we go downstairs, maybe your name will get us another couple of six-packs.” 
 
    They kept asking for a story, and he kept pushing off, first deflecting to talk about loot chests and then back to the lucu. 
 
    Downstairs, the first thing he saw was Susie. Her eyes were puffy and her face dejected. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Susie,” he called out, rushing over to her with two Shadow Steps. Her entire demeanour was one of defeat, neck bowed with her head resting on one hand like she was mourning a significant loss. Her other hidden under some conspicuously placed white linen that did not belong in the red-themed room. 
 
    She looked up. Her eyes were not as bloodshot as he had feared. He slowed slightly. Things were not as terrible as he had first feared. 
 
    “What has happened?” 
 
    “Bad day in the office.” She chuckled bitterly. “I miss my computer.” 
 
    “Jules, Kozzie?” 
 
    “They are fine.” She waved towards the other side of the room where the two kids were raiding the bar. 
 
    “So why are you looking so?” 
 
    “One of the team died, and . . .” She pulled the cloth off her hand, and two fingers were torn off leaving ugly scar tissue. 
 
    “We can fix it.” 
 
    She looked at him like he was an idiot. “Not even Lucas can help with this. I asked.” 
 
    “Eventually . . .” 
 
    “I know. When someone reaches level fifty. Until then” —she waved the deformed part— “But Tony died. Right in front of me.” 
 
    Adrian sat down next to her in his normal seat and then extended his arm gently around her shoulders to offer comfort. She melted against him. “It is so unfair. He was nineteen and like Jules, so full of life and so confident in his new powers. The thing just dropped from the ceiling and bit his—” She burst into sobs. “And then he was dead. Vitality, Inherent Healing, regeneration . . . nothing helps when it happens like that. Dead before he hit the ground.” 
 
    Jules and Kozzie came back with Jules sitting on her mother’s other side and started rubbing her back. Kozzie was carrying two glasses of red wine along with a white that was clearly intended for Susie. 
 
    “I will get another,” Kozzie said, assessing the situation and handing him one of the reds. 
 
    “We have to fight,” Adrian whispered into the back of her head. 
 
    “I know,” she said angrily into his shoulder, which was getting wet with her tears. “But . . .” 
 
    She waved her hand. It had shorn the little finger and ring finger straight off. The blow had even taken some flesh from hand proper. The skin left behind had the ugly red of scarring. Whenever she flexed it from now on, it was going to hurt. 
 
    Words would not make things better. Adrian held her while she sobbed and patted gently. “At least they found the lucu.” 
 
    Susie nodded against the shoulder. Her sobs had stopped almost a minute ago. “Yes, that is good.” 
 
    Adrian waved to catch the eye of one waiter. The man came over quickly, and they ordered their meals. Susie got a burger, Kozzie a steak, Jules a salad, and Adrian ordered the ribs, salivating. 
 
    “Is every town going to be like this?” Jules mused into the silence. 
 
    “Probably worse,” Kozzie answered. “I think Wagga is mostly under control now.” 
 
    “We just do our best each day,” he told them. “Once I have my Flame Sprout spell, we will travel to Melbourne. We’ll fight all the monsters that are safe, otherwise avoid them. Help out at all the communities we meet.” 
 
    “I wonder how much aid they will need?” 
 
    “A lot,” Adrian told them. “At least, that is my guess. From an upgrade perspective I am level one, but from attributes I am closer to level twenty. Thirty,” he corrected after checking his statistics page and doing the mathematics. “Adjusting for skill and gear, I might be even higher. Plus, there is all the knowledge that I have gained, alchemy and regional. If you are a small town that monsters have beset, you might have no one as strong or anyone who has time to buy skills from traders. To them, we are going to be like, not necessarily gods, but definitely heroes.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kozzie said, not sounding convinced. He gestured to include Susie, Jules, and himself. “We are the weakest in this room. If the communities have been besieged, then they will already have their own level thirties or at least a group above twenty. Lots of fighting means lots of experience.” 
 
    “I’m betting they don’t,” Adrian told him. “Albury maybe, but the small towns are a tenth of the size of Wagga. The towns like here will lose people, but in a small town every loss is more significant.”  
 
    “We will see,” Kozzie repeated. “I hope we get to the next town and everything is perfect and then the next after that is the same. All the way to Melbourne and Wagga is just an aberration.” 
 
    “I can drink to that,” Adrian said, raising his glass with the toast. 
 
    Food arrived, and they ate quickly. 
 
    Craig turned up with Sally by his side. They gave a quick rundown on the lucu situation. There was no extra information. Fred had told him what to expect. The only thing pertinent in the entire speech was that anyone with wind abilities needed to be down having breakfast at 6 a.m. to help kill the lucu. 
 
    Interface, set an alarm for 5:50 a.m. 
 
    An image of a man. He was old with a crooked back. The little kid was laughing at the old man and had not noticed the bamboo stick clutched behind the man’s back. If you looked closely, you could see the evidence of a partly burned paper bag filled with poop. The bamboo stick raised up. 
 
    No! He wrenched himself from the memory, exiting just before the bamboo stick swung down towards him. 
 
    If the interface was a dog, it would have been running around him, jumping as high as it could while barking and wagging its tail furiously. 
 
    The interface flashed. 
 
    Alarm set for 5:50 a.m. 
 
    It was literally chortling to itself. At least it had set the alarm. Was the truce active? Probably. The image, as threatening as it had been, was just a joke. 
 
    “I need to be up before six,” Adrian told them to excuse himself. “I will see you all tomorrow.” 
 
    Adrian headed straight up to his room and was relieved to confirm that none of his roommates had got back from dinner. With a small amount of free time, he flicked open the art book. The Intelligence pathway itched, and there was more to learn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The waves came in and broke upon the rocks. Out of the crashing waves came flying birds. It was more an impression of birds: a beak here, some flapping wings there. Adrian saw another wave and a similar display. It was mesmerising, but he flipped to a new page. As enjoyable as watching the show on some unknown beach was, there was no time for him to indulge in it. To get stronger, he needed to get through these books. 
 
    The next artwork was frankly perplexing. All the art was of spheres. Perfectly round objects made of everything you could imagine: dirt, stone, metal, clay. There was even a before and after picture of a dirt ball left in a field. It had rained, and the dirt sphere had eroded away. There were small and large spheres, and they were dumped everywhere. In pictures of the random objects in the middle of the forest, some were so big they were visible above the tree canopy, others no bigger than a pebble rested in the crown of the trees. It included no description of the species, no sign of size, shape, or even the housing that the species preferred. Just pictures of balls in random locations. Why on Earth was it even in the book? There was nothing that could be gleaned apart from the fact that there was one species out there which was weirdly obsessed with round objects. 
 
    The boys barged in, and Adrian decided that study was no longer an option. Instead, he made a game of everyone showing him their magic. Three hours later, his understanding of magic had progressed a lot, but nowhere near enough to slot it into a nice theoretical framework. Instead, it was more like that thing you wanted to say but forgot just before sharing it. Afterwards, you know it was vitally important. But no matter what you try, you cannot quite bring it to your tongue. Then a day later, you remember to discover that all it was was a reminder to get milk tomorrow. Of course, Emily had remembered anyway. 
 
    The major change to his assumptions was that he was no longer convinced that earth, water, and air were separate powers. It went against all of his preconceptions of elemental magic, but it looked like they all used the same underlying flavour, so to speak. Matter magic was the label he applied within his head. They had the same force, just implemented with a different flair to get the different results. Air gusts, earth movements, water jets—all that motion came from the same source. The other, more minor adaptation of his model was that humans, or probably interfaces, could alter pure flavour when they utilised magic, pulling or pushing the generic energy through the body and converting it invisibly before anyone notices. The flavours he then saw were just one matter dyed to create a flavour, then twisted further to deliver a specific outcome. 
 
    Five fifty on the dot, he woke smoothly to a slight pressure in the temples and a dry mouth. The night had not been the most peaceful: too much drinking, requiring a middle of night toilet break to relieve himself; too many people in the room snoring; and one of the boys had woken screaming after a nightmare. Sleep had been fragmented, and then, when he managed it, his dreams were plagued with thoughts about Tony, a man he had never met but had been cut down by an ambush. Life was so fragile and so easily ended. Once upon time, all he needed to do was to worry when crossing the road. Now, there might truly be a monster under the bed. 
 
    Billy was not up, so Adrian knelt down and shook his shoulder. The kid woke instantly, eyes snapping alert and his hand preparing to cast magic. Realisation spread through Billy’s eyes a moment later, and the magic that had been gathering dropped away. 
 
    Together they went down to the restaurant to find a large group gathered. Seven air specialists, eight if he included himself. Most of them were air mages like Billy, but there was one level seven sailor and a level ten storm lord. None of them had a nonstandard interface. Apparently, the more advanced interfaces disliked teaching air magic, which he fully agreed with. From his observations, it was weak compared to the other options. 
 
    Adrian was sucked up into the familiar image. An old man looking at him incredulously like he could not process let alone believe what he was seeing. The image panned down to reveal the spreading patch of someone who was peeing their pants. 
 
    I know all the classes are equivalent. 
 
    That seemed to mollify the interface, because no more images hit him. Beyond the magic users, there were two dozen fighters, Steve and Graham being the ones he knew well. There were several more faces that Adrian recognised from the various hunting parties he had run with. 
 
    “Okay,” Craig called out, “we think the lucu has probably retreated to its cave by now. We don’t know for sure, so we have got lots of extra security just in case. You all know that the plan is to gas the lucu. Before that, we need to run some tests. We have set up a test site that we’re going to take you all down to. Once there, we will get you to practice pushing gas down the pipe. Once that component is solved, we will then measure the effective design with live animal tests. Conditions will be as close as possible to what will occur when the lucu operation goes live. We have created a space the same size as the lucu cave. I have taken elevation into consideration, and I have measured even the length of pipe between the stoves and the test cave. Everything will align as close as possible to operational conditions.” Craig paused briefly to breathe. No one said a thing. The lucu was a threat, everyone knew that, and this was a chance to end it without an enormous loss of lives. “I want to get this done as soon as possible and maximise the practice time before we go live against the lucu, so grab some packed breakfast and let’s go. Lunch will be delivered later.” 
 
    Two of the servers from last night were standing at a table that was covered with brown paper takeaway bags. At some point, the supply of the convenience items would fail. Till that point, old habits died hard, and the bags were way easier than the alternatives, reusable cloth or picnic baskets. 
 
    The server, a young woman, looked more than a little annoyed to be up this early. “We only have sandwiches.” She paused. “Faux mayo chicken” —she pointed to the bags on the left— “Purplish pretend beef with mustard” —she indicated the ones in the middle with a purple line on them— “and boar, and finally, vegemite and cheese.” She waved at the last two. The difference was obvious: the boar sandwich bags were far thicker. 
 
    Helping himself to one of each, he received a raised eyebrow before she turned her attention to the next in line. 
 
    Normally, vegemite and cheese did not appeal to him. Years of eating it for every lunch as a kid had spoiled the combination. But after over four weeks of not eating the traditional black spread, he had developed a slight craving. All but the boar got shoved into the bag of holding. The bag would keep them fresh till he needed them. Having a store of nice food would allow him to avoid the cardboard-like ration packs which the traders gave away almost for free. 
 
    While they walked, he got stuck into the boar sandwich. It was as nice as he had imagined and went down great after the moderate drinking the previous night. 
 
    They had set the test site up in a Bunnings at the edge of town. The guards led them on a path past the barricades and marched them down the center of the road. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    On the walk he paid attention to the scenery as opposed to searching for threats. There was a car crash every thirty meters, on average. Often, it was little more than a minor collision that the occupants would have walked away unharmed from, especially with the elevated healing everything had now. Others were more severe: cases where cars had collided at speed. At a sharp bend in the road, a vehicle had gone through a house. Having a ten-second blackout when driving at fifty kilometres per hour clearly ended badly. 
 
    They were in no-man’s-land. This was not like the centre of town where the junk had been cleared and the houses fixed, nor was it land that they had surrendered to the rampaging alpha creatures. Instead, it was the middle battleground area. The monsters were absent, killed off by the regular hunting parties. As a result, the homes remained in the same state the alpha event had left them: weathered, aged but standing tall without the additional damage caused by enormous creatures regularly entering and leaving, or worse, fighting or mating. There had also been no effort to tidy up the visual impact of the transition. Broken windows stayed broken; overturned bins and rubbish blown out of houses left rubbish all over the place. 
 
    There was sudden screaming from his right. Something large and furry dashed through the loose clump of fighters on that flank. One body went flying, but most of the people successfully dodged out of the way. 
 
    The contrasting reactions between the dedicated raid teams, with their battle proven relationships, and the non-combatants and isolated air mage users were clear. Most of those in his immediate group ducked and fled backwards, creating a space between them and the area of commotion, but the guard groups reacted with collective diligence, moving with crisp wariness to intercept whatever was attacking. 
 
    There were three full raid groups of ten assigned for protection on the walk to the testing area, plus Steve, Craig, and a couple of other competent hangers on. These battle-hardened warriors shifted into motion with the crisp air of men and women who could no longer be surprised. Plumbers, used car salesmen, or housewives—it did not matter what they used to be. They had been forged into fine steel. None of them flinched. As one, they shifted to face the threat. Discipline was kept, and the nominal scouts kept watch in the other directions in case there were additional enemies. Weapons and magic that would have been unimaginable a month ago were readied with purpose. 
 
    “Melee forward.” The call rang clear, and the reaction of the raid team was just as professional. Another shape blurred forward, crunching into a weedy, magic-focused male. He went flying. 
 
    “What are we dealing with?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Mutant ringtails,” came the calm voice of a young man who was wearing heavy Harry-Potter-style glasses. 
 
    Level 9 Dark Mage 
 
    What are you doing? 
 
    Cursing himself, he focused on the real threat. 
 
    Mutant Ringtail—Bruiser 
 
    This ringtail possum has mutated to grow to 10 times its normal size and 1000 times its normal mass for up to eight minutes at a time. It can trigger this ability off and on at will. Besides extra size, the bruiser has gained advanced healing, and its natural defenses scale up as it grows. 
 
    The animal was weight for weight stronger than him, just as fast, and it was also now almost as tall as him while end to being as long as a car. That was excluding its tail. The small, innocent, weak ringtail possum had become a monster even by alpha standards. At least it was not a brush tail. Those had been nasty pre-event, capable of easily ripping cats apart. 
 
    “They are bruisers, large possums with enhanced healing and defence. No special attacks,” Adrian yelled out. 
 
    There was cursing as the animals moved, using their weight to knock people over like bowling pins. The guards from the front and right came running in. Healing spells were being launched. 
 
    “Weaknesses?” called the drill sergeant, an old, whip-thin man who had spent his life outdoors. He was probably ex-military who had retired to be a farmer or farmhand. 
 
    Adrian concentrated once more. 
 
    Resistant to slash and blunt force damage, no specific weaknesses or strengths against magic. 
 
    “Resistant to slash and blunt damage,” he called out immediately. “No magical weakness or resistances.” 
 
    Stone spikes exploded amongst the men and women ringing the car-sized possums. The fighters, not expecting the angle of attack, got knocked off their feet. Seven went down just like that, as a wave of healing magic swept over them. 
 
    “They have ranged,” Glasses Boy yelled. 
 
    Uh-oh! 
 
    What on Earth had happened? Ringtail possums were suddenly a threat? In this area? It made little sense to him. Humans would have been trampling through here all the time, and they were not migratory animals. They would stay in the one spot all their lives if they could. Not only were they aggressive and strong enough to be a genuine danger, but they were also coordinating between each other. It was not what he expected from the species, and the bruiser description had showed no new mental abilities. 
 
    Yet the accuracy and timing of the Earth Spikes suggested more. Where had they come from? He cursed his own stupidity. Multiple people were injured, and his head was not in the game. Twenty-five seconds had passed, and he had done nothing more than yell out some basic information, a complete waste of his skill set, and now they were bleeding. 
 
    A dark missile flashed from the backyard of a nearby house and hit an Amazon-like woman who had been wielding a spear which had until that moment been successfully holding the attention of one bruiser. She was tall, strong, and dressed in full metal armour, but the magic squeezed between the cracks and burned into her leg. She stumbled and fell, and the moment the spear dipped downwards, the bruiser lunged forward and knocked her flying. More magical healing flew at her, but that must have hurt. 
 
    Magic focus switched on! 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    That should have been second nature. At least now, he could observe what was happening and hopefully could make up for being so slow. He hated being less than exceptional. The Magic Focus immediately highlighted that the replacement tank who had seamlessly switched in for the Amazon woman was about to get Earth Spiked, the magic already pooling unseen under the man’s feet. He wanted to scream a warning, but it would come too late. If only his party could share his vision. 
 
    Can you do anything? 
 
    The lack of response was the answer. Not even a slight stirring of interest, concern, emotion, or mocking images. 
 
    The Earth Spike erupted. It was smaller than the woyeck’s but larger than his own. It was strong enough to send stumbling away the big man who must have weighed over 150 kilograms. Eyes traced the magic to where it was coming from. Clear to his sight was the line of power that had created the explosion of rock. It was easy as following it back to its source. There was another ringtail possum hidden in the tangled branches of a tree. Without both his Dark Vision and Magic Focus, Adrian doubted he would have been able to see it. The possum was tucked in tight and was no bigger than a small cat. 
 
    Mutant Ringtail—Earth Mage 
 
    This ringtail has enhanced Vitality, healing, and control of earth magic with mastery over Earth Spike, earth missile and an innate ability to create earthen walls. Its affinity has also resulted in stronger hide with a high degree of resistance to all forms of physical damage. High resistances against earth magic, no specific weaknesses. 
 
    Why a ringtail that lived on trees and spent its life permanently moving from one raised structure to another would have mutated to control earth magic was a mystery. Part of him wanted to shadow step and attack it while it was exposed. Two things stopped the impulse: one, the tree would make targeting hard, and two, the Vitality worried him. 
 
    Its health was of the level of a human with slightly more Inherent Healing. From the description, it was almost immune to physical damage. 
 
    There was a wishful image of Adrian using Flame Sprout, which resulted in area becoming an inferno that not even a possum with fire resistance could cope with. 
 
    I am working on it, Adrian snapped at the interface, unwilling to admit that he had been thinking the same thing. Flame sprout would be amazing against this particular enemy. 
 
    “Hold the line,” the voice bellowed. “Everyone focus on the one without an ear. On three.” His voice was calm and collected despite the bodies that had gone flying. 
 
    Adrian hoped that, with all the healers present, there had been no fatalities. Everything apart from maiming could be healed up and, as disruptive as the Earth Spikes were, they were not piercing skin and bone, only sending people tumbling. 
 
    The earless possum was obvious to everyone. Not only was the ear missing, but the face was also clearly scarred, and some of the hair around the wounds had turned white. It looked like an old battle wound, almost certainly from a cat attack in a pre-alpha event. 
 
    “One . . . two . . . three.” 
 
    Adrian tossed two fireballs into the effort. His magic blazed away towards the targeted possum with the attacks of all the other ranged damage dealers. Like they had trained in the maneuver and in reality, they probably had all the close in fighters scrabbled back, ducking down as they did so to allow the wave of magic to sweep through the vacated space above their heads to hit the helpless possum. 
 
    There were flames, ice, energy, lightning, earth missiles. A mass of them and every single one seemed to be focused on the face of the possum. Muzzle then eyes promptly disintegrated. The violence was transcendent. The Inherent Healing flowed up, and for a moment it felt like the possum might regenerate like an eggercough slug and recreate the head, but it was too much for the Inherent Healing. It took over two seconds of struggle and then the healing magic gave up. The body collapsed while simultaneously deflating like a balloon as the artificial growth reversed. 
 
    “The other one on three.” 
 
    “I am out.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    The drill sergeant paused, his severe features considering the situation. “How long?” 
 
    “One minute.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Similar.” 
 
    “We will keep them in a holding pattern,” the ex-solider thundered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Another Earth Spike exploded, this time under a mage’s foot, and the spell had morphed into a narrow, sharp shard of rock. The spike thrust up and impaled him. Completely unbalanced, he fell hard, tearing the leg free from jagged stone. His health plummeted precariously before reinforcing healing rolled over. 
 
    “We need to do something about the ranged.” 
 
    Two dark missiles shot in, striking the man who had been felled by the Earth Spike. The rush of healing magic saved his life, but it was a close thing. The possums were smart. 
 
    Once more the ability to track the magic presented and Adrian caught sight of the new enemy. 
 
    Mutated Ringtail—Dark Mage 
 
    This ringtail has enhanced Vitality, healing, and control of dark magic with mastery over dark missile, dark wave, and dark curse. It also has immunity to ranged attacks. 
 
    The ranged maturity was a devastatingly powerful skill. It was only immune to physical attacks and still vulnerable to magic, but it was still painful to see. The creature was just too powerful. Then there were the other skills. What were the abilities of dark wave and dark curse? He focused on the descriptions to check. 
 
    Dark Wave 
 
    From a central point, create a 4.7 meter expanding surface that deals thirty points of damage to all in the area of effect and applies a minor wither effect to all body parts. 
 
    Oh, shit, that was beyond powerful. Wither would weaken everyone significantly. Like the dark missile, the spell had the effect of hitting both Strength and Vitality. An AOE version could be devastating. 
 
    Dark Curse 
 
    Create a shroud of mana over a target that actively counteracts incoming ranged healing for five seconds. 
 
    That spell was even more concerning. Denying them the ability to heal even briefly would cause deaths. The game plan they would end up using was easy to predict. Dark curse followed by a coordinated attack. Using them in combination would result in causalities. 
 
     “Heal through the ranged attacks,” the drill sergeant ordered. “We will take out the big one first and then the support.” 
 
    In front of him, six fighters danced around the bruiser possum. They used their spears as a deterrence, or at least tried to. The massive animal mostly ignored the pointy things. When it charged, the warriors would bring the spear using the impact on the shaft to help them duck and weave out of the way. Blood covered four of the six spear heads, but it was only superficial damage. Under Magic Focus, the Inherent Healing was in control, closing the scratches almost instantly after they pulled their weapons back. 
 
    While keeping his eyes flicking around trying to identify any other enemies, Adrian wondered if using a Bird potion was a good idea. The only thing holding him back was the thick fur. It looked like it would be sufficient to stop the acid eating down to his skin. 
 
    There was a flash of magic from beyond the ring of people fighting the bruiser. It settled like a shroud over a young man. One of the lightning mages. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    It was the dark curse. Simultaneously, an Earth Spike was forming under the man’s left leg, and Adrian knew missiles would be incoming as well. It extended the previous attack. It was a different target, but the same intention, and displayed an enhanced strategy to prevent the outside healing that had kept the other man alive. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian arrived next to the man just as a spike of earth shot out of the ground, striking the far leg. The bloody possums had adjusted the spike to be thinner, and this time, there were two instead of the previous one. With Magic Focus active, Adrian saw three tendrils of guiding magic latch onto the man’s torso. It was too much; they were throwing everything into the attack. 
 
    Clutching the man’s hand, there was no time for words, only action. The victim’s eyes widened as the pain signals rushed up his leg to his brain before his lips started to open to scream. 
 
    Lay of Hands! 
 
    The healing magic flooded directly into the possum target’s skin, successfully bypassing the curse just like Adrian had theorized. Even as it went to work, Adrian desperately hooked the man’s arm further with his own to prevent them from losing contact in the coming violence. One Lay of Hands would not be enough, and there was nothing he could do to stop the incoming magic. When the missiles had hit the previous man, they had lifted him clear off ground. Such was the force of impact that was about to happen now. The man’s leg has slid off the spikes by itself. Luckily, they had not gone all the way through. 
 
    The victim in his hand jerked violently as earth projectiles hit. He was screaming from the Earth Spike, not the fresh attack. That would come later. The power of the impact lifted him up and transferred to Adrian through the linked arms. Adrian was torn off his feet once more. 
 
    Airborne. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The magic continued to flow. Adrian was falling with the mage on top of him, smelling of faeces and the stench of rotting flesh. Once on the ground, the heavy weight pressed in on him. Please be enough. His entire leg hurt under the impact. It had been caught at a bad angle. The leg could complain as much as it wanted. It was not broken or sprained, and what was pain nowadays? 
 
    The poor guy was still alive above him. There was no need to check the pulse when you can see the Inherent Healing flowing sluggishly through him. Compared to the monsters Adrian seemed to fight, humans often had exceedingly weak natural healing. That was probably offset by having dedicated professionals. Case in point: an Earth Spike, two dark missiles, and an earth missile would have killed a lone human, but Adrian’s Lay of Hands had saved the day. 
 
    A couple of ranged spells struck the injured man lying prone above him, but they sizzled away to nothing without healing him as the dark curse did its thing. Thankfully, one of them was an area of effect enhancement which had his knee as good as new. Physics was a bitch, and Adrian had no leverage to shift the deadweight above him. Given Adrian’s strength and the thin build of the mage, it should have been easy to shift the weight away. But being on his stomach with one hand caught behind his back and the other under his chest and the dead weight above, Adrian scrambled helplessly for a moment. Abruptly, hands were pulling the man off him. In moments, he was free once more. 
 
    Everyone was yelling instructions flying back and forth. Some shouted about containing the bruiser, others shouted instructions to get the mages to actively block the ranged attacks. They could do nothing for the melee, but amongst the magic users, there was a reorganization which pushed those who could block incoming magic into intercept positions on the outside of the group. There they could stop the dark and earth missiles which were causing so many problems. 
 
    “They are moving,” Adrian yelled, as he saw the dark possum scamper to a new position that would let it target around the new obstacles. A short, middle-aged woman heard him and repositioned herself, a shimmering shield in her hand with her attention focused outwards, ready to jump in front of any incoming attacks. 
 
    They could do this. They could win this sudden brutal battle. The battle-hardened warriors knew each other and their collective abilities. Despite the surprise of multiple different enemies, they were adapting to the battlefield beautifully. 
 
    “Twenty seconds,” the raid leader who had taken control of the battle called out. 
 
    A dark curse settled on the Amazon woman just as two earth missiles rammed home. She staggered, alive, but then the bruiser leaped forward, easily clearing the spear that had fallen from her fingers. The woman disappeared under the possum, and its back legs with dangerous claws went to work. He could not see details, but the monster was clearly focused on making sure that this time, she stayed dead. 
 
    There was no healing incoming. Everyone who had seen what had happened knew the outcome. 
 
    The screaming went up a notch. 
 
    “Wait.” The sergeant’s voice was strained. 
 
    Another possum caught Adrian’s eyes. 
 
    Mutated Ringtail—Dominant Female 
 
    This possum, the dominant breeding female of the family grouping developed enhanced intelligence, psychic communication, identification, mage sight, range barrier, and healing spells. 
 
    From a physical viewpoint, it was not stronger than a normal possum, but in this battle, it was the key that made the possums collectively so dangerous. Having the enemy alpha monsters fighting strategically against you was as scary as all hell. The range barrier would let it deflect the arrow, so his bow was useless. His missiles would be too slow. This was the perfect time for Flame Sprout, but without that, he had to resort to Shadow Step. Someone slammed into his side, knocking him backwards. The middle-aged woman with the magic shield landed next to him, having deflected a dark missile attack on someone amongst the pack of ranged casters. Sweat drenched her brow, and the defensive power was less substantial than it had been just seconds before. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian stood almost on the dead bruiser, but the possum leader had gone. 
 
    Damn it! 
 
    It needed to die. His eyes scanned desperately for a hint of where the vulnerable possum had gone. Magic flared to his right where the bruiser was ringed with spear wielding fighters. Adrian’s focus froze momentarily, transfixed by the Amazon. Her body was shredded, but it had somehow left her face untouched. An expression of shock and surprise was frozen on her features, a smudge of dirt over her temple. 
 
    Gone forever! 
 
    Ten-foot-tall earth walls exploded around the bruiser, knocking everyone back. That was the magic that had gotten his original attention. But the Amazon’s face remained imprinted on his memory. She had been beautiful. Now she was only compost. 
 
    Confusion reigned for a moment at the unexpected tactics. 
 
    “Reform.” 
 
    As one, everyone moved away from walls, forming a half circle facing outwards towards the wall and the front yards where the ranged attacks had been coming from. Surprisingly, the defensive specialist with magical shields moved up to be shoulder to shoulder with the melee warriors, their eyes facing out. While Adrian had not fought anything throwing around magical missiles since the imps, the raid group clearly had because they had the simple coordination down pat to get those able to defend against the magic in a position to do so effectively. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Something was smashing against the inside of the magically formed earthen walls. Apparently, the bruiser did not like getting trapped and was trying to force its way out. 
 
    Why had they created the walls? It made no sense, there had to be a purpose. 
 
    Distraction? 
 
    With a curse, Adrian looked away from the heavy reverberating blows and looked for the ranged attacks. With both Magic Focus and Dark Vision, he had to be the scout in this fight. Plus, if the leader showed up, he needed to snipe it quickly. 
 
    He caught another glimpse of the possum with earth magic. Despite all the magic that it had already used, its mana reserve was hardly diminished. These possums were tough and powerful. Before he could do anything, it ducked behind a tree trunk. 
 
    There was another crash. This time, the rock wall bowed outwards with a puff of dust as the bruiser threw itself against it once more. It was going to collapse in seconds. 
 
    “What is happening?” Adrian asked. 
 
    No one volunteered any theories. The lines stood unwavering, nervous with tension making some people shift from foot-to-foot and others stand still like statues. A moment of calm before the storm. Another thump and an even larger puff of dust. Chunks of dirt came tumbling down. 
 
    “Spotters, eyes out.” 
 
    Physically, Adrian turned his eyes away from ominous wall to see what was coming. Were the bruisers going to transform into a stronger boss? It felt unlikely. That was not how the alpha physics worked. His identification had already told him the power of the bruiser and when it had grown. It had used its skills to the maximum extent. 
 
    Adrian saw a flash of movement under the awnings of the nearest house. 
 
    Mutated Ringtail—Energy Enforced Illusionist 
 
    When it mutated, this ringtail formed the ability to create a facsimile of creatures or magic. It also has mage sight, range barrier, and enhanced dexterity. 
 
    The possum was likely the leader, at least in its physical weakness and protection against ranged attack. Where it differed is that this one was all focused on magic strength. It was physically noticeable to his senses. The creature had so much power that the hair on the back of his neck stood up. It was almost an order of magnitude stronger than the earth and dark possums. What was happening? How could it be so strong? 
 
    Academic! 
 
    There were two enemies that needed to be sniped now. The illusionist was perched high up on a tree branch, and Adrian could not physically reach it. It would be able to see and respond to any magic that he attempted. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow deviated at the last minute just like he had feared it would, but it made the possum jump and disappear. Its defensive magic had worked as advertised. But what was the illusionist skill? What did facsimile mean? The interface only used the words in his memories, hence the whole embarrassing sapient/sentient confusion. So facsimile could not be completely alien to him. However, despite that, the exact meaning eluded him. How he interpreted it was probably more important, anyway. What the creature could create would be more than just an illusion it was more likely to be an accurate copy with the same potential as the base of what it was generating. The possum’s magic strength was scary. His eyes searched it out once more to get more information, but it had ducked out of sight. 
 
    The dominant female was directing this fight, which was why everything was so confusing. It probably only needed one possum to have line of sight on them at any one moment to direct the attacks of all of its pack. How many others were out there? If there were many more than what he had already seen, then maybe they needed to run. Even with just what he had observed, it was a close call. 
 
    “Four different ranged types,” he called out. 
 
    The earth wall collapsed with a roar and a cloud of debris. Three bruisers appeared. They all had the same angry expression. The one that had brought the wall down pushed itself to its feet, shook its head slightly; then all three charged as one. 
 
    “Evade,” the commander called out. 
 
    Screaming came from everywhere as people leaped out of the way of the sudden galloping monsters. From where he stood next to the dead bruiser, which was small now that it was dead, there was no threat, and he had the perfect view of what was happening. 
 
    The possums were copies of each other: identical size, exact markings, even a splash of red on the white fur under its chin was faithfully copied. Facsimiles! They thundered forward, heads down, trying to act as battering rams. It was clear they were going to charge through the packed people. Which was the fake? A fat banker type got hit as he tried to jump out of the way and was sent cartwheeling helplessly into a boy badly holding an axe. 
 
    Magic focus. 
 
    There! The one on the left was real and not an illusion. 
 
    While he watched, a young skinny man with a scraggly beard decided that offense was the better part of defense and braced himself with his spear pointing at the middle monster. He was a level nine guard who was far stronger than Adrian but somehow had less Agility, despite a class which was clearly physically based. Given those limitations, it made perfect sense why he had chosen not to dodge. He lacked the skill to do so. The unwavering spear tip caught the possum between the eyes, and the spear bent, caught as it was between the thunderous animal and the heavily braced man. The man was pushed backwards, his feet sliding momentarily as the shaft splintered and then shattered completely. He stumbled slightly forward in response and then the animal charged past him, knocking him violently aside and into the path of the third bruiser. 
 
    They were all real. No, that was not the accurate; his Magic Focus was resolving the differences between them. The one on the right was the real one, and magic ran from it into the others. Kill the original, and the other constructs would fail. 
 
    “That one,” he screamed. “Kill it!” Adrian launched a fireball to mark it. The fireball soared across and, while he did not hit the face, the arc identified it to the rest of the party, leaving burned patches on its shoulder. 
 
    The bruisers were through them and beyond, but the leftmost possum reached out with its flexible tail and seized a man fighting with a longsword. He got dragged screaming behind the possum, lassoed effectively. Magic of several types blasted at the tail, flames and ice mixing in a disorganized torrent to force the possum to release its hold. It worked, and the possum released the man to scramble back to the relative safety of the group. 
 
    “Hold,” the drill sergeant snarled. “Aim for the face and go on my count.” He was pointing towards the possum Adrian had burned, and he clearly intended to duplicate the successful savage salvo they had used earlier. “Will it kill them all?” 
 
    “I think so,” Adrian yelled back. The three giant creatures were turning around, more like ponderous cars than animals. He caught flashes of magic out of the corner of his eyes and spun to see the dark possum disappear behind some bushes. 
 
    A young man with a ridiculously ornate staff landed heavily, having just completed some acrobatics to avoid the attack. He was all magic buffed with a large chunk of Agility, a level twelve acrobat mage. His Strength and Vitality were less than impressive, but he had easily countered the possum’s magic wielding his magic barrier. 
 
    The dark possum, easily identified through the aura in Magic Focus, reappeared. It had chosen new targets, some of the downed melee fighters who were still picking themselves after being knocked away by the casual power of the bruisers. 
 
    Adrian released an arrow with no guidance, only earth magic for penetration. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    It hit true, slamming into a possum. With no range barrier to protect it, the arrow went straight through, pinning it to fence behind. 
 
    There was a squeal to his right. Looking over, Adrian saw the dominant female falling out of the tree, its paws over its head in a very familiar look. Mind spike had landed through the psychic bond it had with the dark possum. 
 
    Luck! 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Got you. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Spear in hand, Adrian plunged it down without hesitation. Magic would be too slow, and a physical strike would be just as deadly to the tiny possum. Adrian recalled the look on the Amazon woman’s face and the ever so humanizing smudge of dirt. This was no game, and the possum was not the mostly harmless pest from memory. This creature was responsible for the rest being so deadly, and the humans they had lost. 
 
    The spear thrust downwards towards the exposed leader. The earth buckled under him; a wave of it shot up from the ground and formed around the leader, blocking him off. The wall knocked him backwards and made him fly. 
 
    So close! 
 
    Debris flew around Adrian as he tumbled helplessly. Earth missiles plunged into him, striking first his back, then legs, and then his stomach as he completed the somersault. Eight must have struck home. Without conscious thought, he engaged Lay of Hands on himself, then he struck the ground and flipped. The world seemed to flash with bright light for a moment as the unyielding earth smashed against him like additional hammer blows. 
 
    Everything went black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Everything hurt. It felt like a bunch of mad cooks had expertly tenderized him. Between the multiple missile hits and the hard landing, pretty much every bit of him was bruised, broken, grazed, and cut with most of him suffering multiple conditions. Lay of Hands had done nothing. It was too much. Adrian lay there helpless as a baby, effectively unable to move. He had broken something, and not just one something, probably his back to boot. Adrian had no magic left to heal himself; all that he could do was lie there and hope, hope that the battle was going well. Pray that he was not a broken body on a field of death, surviving through being unconscious when the possums had wiped them. Surely, he had not blacked out for that long. 
 
    The defense the leader had constructed around herself had been too much. Luckily, if he could call it that, the explosion of earth walls that had thrown him had also sent him spinning through the air and deprived the possums of a single point to concentrate their attack. If they had been able to focus on Adrian, he would not still be thinking. 
 
    Everything single part of him hurt, also the multiple parts, and in the multiple ways. 
 
    Soothing, healing magic fell upon him. 
 
    Thank God others were alive. 
 
    Hands seized him as bones clicked together along with the weird sensation of bubbling skin caused by the healing that erased the depressions left by the missiles. Adrian looked around in confusion as firm hands hustled him back to a central location, a man and woman carrying him like he was a sack of potatoes. Adrian got more healing, and even the new wounds from his knees dragging along the ground closed. 
 
    People gathered around him; they had reformed a circle facing the unknown, but it was looser this time. Melee was at the outside, those with magic shields providing protection against the ranged attacks. On the next ring were ranged magic and physical fighters, with noncombatants and healers in the center. It was all standard positioning. 
 
    “What happened?” It was the drill sergeant in his face. Up close, the weathered face had stern features only partially obscured by a sandy brown beard. “What were you doing?” 
 
    Adrian glanced around, trying to work out what was happening and to get a sense of the battle. 
 
    “Focus!” the man ordered imperiously. “Why did you go off like that?” 
 
    Adrian got his wits together. They were fighting the possums, and he had tried but failed to kill the dominant female. “I tried to assassinate the mastermind,” Adrian told him, “but the earth possum, probably aided by the illusionist, drove me away.” 
 
    “Mastermind?” the man asked, glancing up uneasily and looking around. 
 
    “Labeled ‘dominant female’ when you do identification, but she’s mutated to be smarter and she also has a psychic link, letting her fight the battle like they are puppets.” 
 
    “Did you kill it?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “The counterattack came too quickly, but I think I wounded it.” He looked down at the spear next to him that someone must have recovered for him. There was blood on the end, but no way to tell if it was possum or human. 
 
    “Does it have any distinctive markings?” 
 
    Shaking his head again. Out of instinct, he took a mana position. His Lay of Hands had kept him alive, but it had used all of his mana. 
 
    “Status?” the drill master ordered—his attention had flipped elsewhere. 
 
    Adrian wanted to sink into the ground. His mind insisted that his body was still mortally wounded, but there was no pain or dizziness. He quickly discovered this as logic overrode the body’s desire to rest up to heal, and he used the spear to leverage himself to his feet. The statistics page that he had brought up automatically informed him in no uncertain terms that he was no longer injured. The queasiness hitting him was just the psychological damage. His brain knew the body had been ruined and needed a break. That was a fact to his brain, and it did not compute how that ruined status could have changed. 
 
    The damage done had been extensive, based on the sizeable gaps in his chest plate courtesy of the earth magic that had pummeled him. Hell, his Shadow Steps available had dropped by one due presumably to the structural integrity of the armour being compromised or reduced. 
 
    Adrian peered beyond the ring of fighters and glimpsed briefly the dominant female ducking into one of the abandoned houses. It looked like it was moving gingerly, which was good. On the other hand, when he saw the possum’s eyes, they looked like they wanted revenge. 
 
    The interface throbbed in agreement, and that was bad. It meant they were still there hunting, that they had not abandoned the fight. Normal possums would have been long gone. 
 
    Everyone around him stirred uneasily. It was strange being stalked like this. This vast group of humans which comprised a fair chunk of the town’s fighting force was being kept in place by potentially as few as three possums. 
 
    The house the mastermind was in had its door suddenly explode outwards with a new possum emerging. It was not as large as the other bruiser possum, but it was still a massive creature. Its shoulders came up to his chest. The features were a bit off as well—softer, and cuter. 
 
    Juvenile Mutant Ringtail Possum - Bruiser 
 
    That explained the look. The creature still had baby features. It was charging them, so all considerations of it being anything other than a monster ended. Behind it, another, and then a third came running. More of the wooden planks around the door went flying. 
 
    “Which do we target?” the drill master’s tone was almost panicked. 
 
    The possums running at them were all facsimiles. One look through Magic Focus showed the links of energy flowing into them from the house. The original was back, staying out of the fight. 
 
    “The real ones are in there,” Adrian yelled. Another mage who must have similar sight was calling out the same thing to his right. 
 
    With no prompting, the warriors had split into four groups, each with one or two spear wielders leading the pack. The juveniles each focused on a separate team. It made no sense to Adrian. Surely the clones should gang up on one clump, but maybe there was a rhyme to the actions: it was likely both groups preferred to fight even rather than gambling on odd numbers. Uneven odds would favor whichever of the advantaged group could burn down their opponent first. If two possums ganged up, it was feasible that unit of humans could scatter and survive for long enough for the team without a direct opponent to combine with another team to destroy their possum. It could rapidly snowball after that. Likewise, the humans did not want to needlessly risk lives by sacrificing a group to face multiple possums at once, even if tactically, that was the correct choice. 
 
    The four possums waddled into the groups. As juveniles, they were nowhere near as big or as coordinated as the adults. They were slower and almost tripping over their own feet, their Agility was so bad. The spear wielders quickly learned to use the shafts of their weapons to trip and slow the animals. Try as they might, each of their strikes barely harmed the creatures; it was just delaying tactics. 
 
    The fighters and young possums quickly established a stalemate. The only reason the possums were still a threat was that their tails would whip around and grab an unsuspecting leg and send someone flying. They were so slow that they could not turn in time to take advantage of the prone figure. The groups cleverly spread the possums wider to stop them getting the idea of combining where they could coordinate attacks. 
 
    “Everyone with fire, hit the house,” the drill sergeant yelled, pointing at the broken structure with the gaping maw where the possums had gone through the door. Adrian had recovered only thirty mana, but he did not hold back. Two fireballs flew towards the doomed house; another seven joined him. He aimed for the corner. Most sent fireballs that lacked the intensity of Adrian’s but one girl, a fire mage, sent a blue flame that exploded with intense force after it shot through the open door. 
 
    Behind them, the clones shuddered and then started to corrode. 
 
    There was a brief cheer, but that faded a moment later when the disintegration reversed, and the four bruisers solidified once more. The limited amount of damage the combined teams had caused had vanished. The dark trail that linked them to the true body led not to the burning house but the one next to it. 
 
    “They moved to a new house,” Adrian shouted, pointing to the next-door house. Only the fire mage responded. Her brilliant blue flame shot out at the new dwelling. This time, she went through the gap in the window. Intense blue light leaked out of the windows before it was replaced with flickering oranges. The clones flickered briefly, but they did not fall apart, which they would have if they had killed the possum. Instead they seemed to change. Somehow, they were more real and shivered with additional energy. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    The possum had pumped more energy into its creations. 
 
    Adrian watched, horrified, as the closest one to him spun deceptively fast, its giant mouth latching onto the arm of a large axeman. He was being drawn quickly under the huge beast. Adrian forced his eyes away. It was going to be a gory scene, one he did not want to witness given his memory of the aftermaths with the Amazon. Plus, his job was to be a scout. Like in a game of football, watching the ball was costly because you missed running to where you needed to be. 
 
    Something had simultaneously buffed all the possums with a haste spell, giving them thirty percent extra speed. That seemed little on the surface, but across the battlefield, the impact of the change was noticeable. Every single fight went to shit. 
 
    They were losing, and they were only fighting illusions. They needed to kill the real things. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    “Counterattack,” the drill sergeant screamed, having obviously come to the same conclusion. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Adrian had already moved. He was standing next to the second burning house, his brain working furiously. The adults had attacked first, two bruisers, one dark magic user, all of which were dead. Then there was the illusionist, the earth magic user, and the dominant female, who was injured. Two more juvenile bruisers had emerged, and finally there was probably another juvenile who could cast haste. That meant his targets in order were the leader, the illusionist, and then the haste caster. Those would be the easiest to kill and were the fastest way to deal with this threat. The bruisers were large, and the earth possum had extra tough skin from its magic. For the fight, he only had Shadow Steps and his spear. His mana level was back to five and was as good as useless. 
 
    In the coming fight, the bruisers were not a concern, providing he kept Shadow Steps in reserve. He could easily avoid them. The major threat would be earth spells, especially with the illusionist multiplying its power. Speed and evasion were his friends. Somehow, he needed to use his Shadow Steps to bait the earth magic out and then counterattack to eliminate the key targets like the leader or the illusionist. 
 
    Where were they? 
 
    Looking around, Adrian saw a flash of movement as a possum leaped from just below the roof line across to a neighboring house. It was a big jump, but air magic cushioned the landing. The female was as clever as anything. 
 
    The fighting groups had split. They had left groups of only four to occupy the bruisers, which left a dozen fighters and healers running towards the burning house. With hand gestures he indicated the new target and then immediately went into ambusher steps. 
 
    The fights would flush the pests out. Then, based on their behaviour pattern, they would run, exiting in the opposite direction. Adrian needed to be there to greet them. Look at him, playing at possum exterminator. Even an apocalypse had not solved that issue! Almost everyone he knew had had possums in the attic at some stage. 
 
    The possums were using proxies to fight, but they were still fighting. They could be running, but they were choosing the more violent path, prudently avoiding direct confrontation. After all, the group had already killed three possums, so they knew humans still represented real danger to them. 
 
    Screams and yells came from within the house. 
 
    There was only going to be one chance when the possums came. Next to him, the building physically shook, and puffs of earth came out of the roof. Earth magic. Lots of it. 
 
    With sweaty hands, Adrian knew they were coming. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade. 
 
    Hitting the leader was all that mattered. They exited through the broken window, one of the juvenile bruisers leading the way. The moment it was clear of confined space, it ballooned up. Its eyes scanned the surroundings with a quick flick of the head. Its movements spoke of uncommon intelligence for a moment before fading away. That must have been the psychic link being used to scout then shifting elsewhere. It charged across the open space directly away from the humans. 
 
    They were running. If so, he could just let them go. Then he watched as it changed direction to loop around. 
 
    Another shiver went through the bruiser’s body; this time Adrian’s Magic Focus let him see the link back to the house and the dominant female. It was the most tenuous connection he had seen, even more so than the diviner magic. It made another of those weird, all-too-fast sweeps of the surroundings, and then it continued onwards with a looping course. The possums were planning on swinging around the team and ambushing them from the back. They wanted vengeance for their dead; it had stopped being a matter of animal instincts to them and instead had transformed into a retaliation quest. The bloody things were now human killers. 
 
    The main group broke out from the house, the leader initially on a curtain of air before being lowered onto the back of the second bruiser who had expanded to its full size. 
 
    One chance. 
 
    In and out, kill the mastermind. Just before shadow stepping, he froze his magic sight, seeing the subtle wave of energy around the leader. Air magic was protecting it. She had set a trap. Games within games. That terrible intellect had worked out his Shadow Step ability and planned out a dangerous trick. If he shadow stepped close, the air would hold him. Not for long, but it did not need to. It would only take an instant for earth counterattack. Now that he was looking for it, he could see the intelligence in their eyes. They were ready. 
 
    Bastards. 
 
    Head on would be suicidal; his bow was useless. Maybe he could injure the earth possum while the psychic link was active and hurt the leader. No, that was a foolish gamble; there were too many ifs involved. And then his element of surprise would be lost for nothing. Even if the bow attack was successful, it probably would not let him kill his target, anyway. 
 
    What else? 
 
    Bruisers were too strong. Could there be a chance to eliminate them when they next shrunk down? That had merit. 
 
    The illusionist would be an excellent target. Killing it would immediately neuter the threat almost as effectively as killing the mastermind. Air magic covered it too. Damn, this female knew what she was doing. The air mages were too far away, and he was not sure they would be able to disrupt this power anyway. Standard interfaces were pretty rigid with what they allowed. 
 
    The earth user was in the same category as the bruiser. There was no guarantee that he could kill it. Its enhanced defenses were too much. 
 
    If only he had Flame Sprout. 
 
    The thought hung there, and thankfully the interface let it slide. 
 
    The new possum caught his eye. 
 
    Juvenile Mutant Ringtail Possum—Mage of Air and Time 
 
    This possum formed two cores during the alpha event, one providing air magic mastery and the second a time dilation effect. It possesses the following skills: air levitation, trapped air, air assisted movement, and time dilation (20%). 
 
    The words of the description played in Adrian’s mind. The entire situation hammered in his head. Separate facts collided together. The key targets were protected by their range defenses and this possum. This possum had . . . 
 
    Adrian felt out the possum harder, letting that half a second tick over to let him get more information. Focusing on defenses as the priority. It did not have a single active skill around itself. No physical enhancements. No range barrier. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Looking back from his new location, Adrian saw five Earth Spikes explode through where he had been standing and an equal number of earth missiles spit harmlessly through the air. 
 
    The air and time possum was dead, his arrow having gone through its entire body. After you took away its magic, it was just a normal possum. When he shot arrows from his magic bow, he could have left Olympic archers to shame. From ten meters, the result was never in doubt. 
 
    Random Earth Spikes broke the surrounding ground, but they were not a threat. There was always a second of warning when they formed, and that gave him more than enough time to Shadow Step away if necessary. The scene would have been almost comical if it were not so deadly. Three tiny possums were perched on the back of a giant one that was the size of a cow but still had the cute features that all animals had before they matured into an adult: enormous eyes, soft fluffy fur, and that inanimate cuteness that just yells out “I am baby, do not hurt me” even if the baby is massive and deadly. Ahead of them ran the scout possum, yet all of them had the shrewd intelligence staring out of their eyes. Adrian knew their response would all be perfectly coordinated. 
 
    Earth walls erupted out of the ground, taking the possums from sight. The walls only lasted the shortest of moments, but the pack made a beeline for the nearest house. For the first time, he got the impression that they were retreating, with genuine fear. But Adrian knew that it was only tactical. The possums would be back. 
 
    Behind Adrian, on the street where the battle had started, the sounds of combat continued and, more immediately, sections of the house next to him crumbled. There were screams and cries for help as walls both earth and timber fell on the trapped raid members. No time. 
 
    If the possums escaped . . . 
 
    It did not bear thinking about. As the possums were concerned, too many of them had died, with the final straw breaking the proverbial camel’s back being the assassination of the juvenile air mage. For now, they were evacuating the disaster zone, but their mindset had already been revealed. They had not been retreating, they had been repositioning to continue the attack from a better angle. A switch had gone off in Adrian’s head. The female was a human killer. Maybe she had not always been one, but now there was no doubt. She would never let go of the grudge—he just knew it in his heart. 
 
    The interface agreed with furious determination, reinforcing that certainty. 
 
    There was no letting them get away. This had to end today. 
 
    More agreement. 
 
    The bruiser, the earth, even the illusionist did not worry him. They were just animals. Deadly by themselves, but they would not hold the grudge. They would not, on their own, seek out humans to kill. The female might even be sapient and, given their collective power, that was scary. She would hunt humans! And not just the warriors. She would rage war on the helpless and strong alike, but mainly those who could not defend themselves. After all, ringtail possums were mostly cowards. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    He did not want to waste them but could not afford to lose the trail. The possums on the back of the bruiser were moving too quickly for him to keep pace with just using his legs, especially the way ambusher’s steps slowed his movements down. In moments, they were approaching a neighboring fence. There was no way the bruiser could get through it, but with barely any delay, it shrank in size, and the four of them slinked through the gap. 
 
    An opportunity! 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    With regeneration, he was down to seven in reserve, but he had got around the obstacle without alerting the possums to the fact that he was hunting them still. Unfortunately, they did not slow down. They charged across the street and then into another house. Running desperately, with the occasional Shadow Step, he had kept up, galloping through a front yard straight towards another rickety fence. Four steps in reserve. 
 
    This time! 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    He was in position on the other side of fence, spear above him ready to strike. The point bruiser was halfway across the yard, back to its large size but searching ahead of it for threats. The illusionist went through the gap in the fence at a slow trot. 
 
    They were keeping the same order as last time. 
 
    There was a cold certainty in his heart. He knew how this would probably end, but like with the Bird, sometimes your own life meant nothing versus the common good. 
 
    The illusionist possum, whose magical ability dwarfed all the others, was the most powerful magic user Adrian had ever seen, and it looked straight at him. In his head, he felt like the ambusher’s ability was fraying, so much power looking at him. The ability held despite the force of its illusionist gaze. The possum looked past him and took an extra step. 
 
    With two shadows steps in reserve, there was a good chance that Adrian lacked the juice to escape. His only chance was if he turned the possums back to animals. Killing the illusionist would neuter the leader’s strength. It would win this battle, but not the war. The earth possum alone could do devastating damage with hit-and-run tactics, especially against non-combatants. 
 
    It ended now, in this engagement. He could not keep up with them. Not with their ability to go through small gaps and ride the bruisers. Those two skills meant they were moving too fast for his steps to recharge. He had to finish it now, or else these creatures would end up as a larger threat than the lucu, and, while unlikely to ever match the Bird, it really depended on how smart the possum got. 
 
    And how vindictive. 
 
    The leader’s head came through the fence. All his muscles tensed involuntarily. It was like a vision of absolute evil. 
 
    It is just a possum! 
 
    Adrian calmed himself. It was all internal; Ambusher’s Fade kept him frozen and invisible. The animal in front of him only had a defense against ranged attacks. There was no elevated healing and no healers to worry about. When his spear ripped through its exposed body, it would die just like a normal possum. Internally, he debated using magic, but it was too risky. If you had the right skills, magic use glowed, and it might give away his position. And while he was fairly sure that the possums did not have that capability, the risk reward equation was not in magic’s favour. The spear would have to be enough. 
 
    It scrambled forward in an uneven gait. There was a big gash from his previous strike. It looked nasty but probably not fatal as it was clearly just a glancing blow. That explosion of earth had been just enough to deflect his aim. The crafty leader had been stripped of some fur and flesh, but nothing vital had been pierced. The new realities of natural healing would fix it up within an hour and probably with no scar tissue. 
 
    Bringing his spear down with all the force he could muster, Adrian targeted the center of mass, focusing on everything and nothing at the same time. To save himself, he tried to capture the instant when the others reacted. Time seemed to slow. The spear tip descended, and his mind ran through escape options. Forcing it back on track, Adrian knew that only one thing mattered: this strike. Allowing his concentration to waver might distract him enough to let it survive, and that would be disastrous both for Wagga and his own chances of survival. 
 
    He hit where he was aiming, right behind the shoulder blades, angled in a way that he hoped would put it through the heart. For a moment he was afraid something would deflect the spear tip, but it was just his fear running wild. 
 
    Just a possum. 
 
    The tip went through the small animal like it was insubstantial before slamming into the ground on the other side of the possum. The force of the spear hitting the barely yielding ground rang through his hands. 
 
    Adrian dropped it. At six inches deep, it might be stuck. Survival was more important. 
 
    Step, Step. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Adrian lay prone next to a car on the road, simultaneously gasping for breath and having Ambusher’s Fade counter the demand. It was necessary, but he had overextended his Shadow Steps. 
 
    He felt like he was suffocating, that he needed to breathe, but there were steel bands around his chest and chin holding the mouth shut. The Ambusher’s Fade grip was absolute. Not a gasp escaped, even though all his muscles were vibrating with the need to force air down his throat. His lungs were burning. From where he lay, he could see the possums, or at least the spot where they used to be. 
 
    Large thick earth walls had erupted, turning the rickety fence into scraps of broken timber as the walls asserted themselves. Bruisers filled both front lawns. There must have been almost ten of them. They all had the same look, but they were less substantial than usual when seen through Magic Focus. They milled for a moment and then exploded outwards, running into space. One thumped into the car next to him, sending it spinning and thumping into his prone hip. It felt like a sledgehammer blow. Ambusher’s Fade suppressed the gasp of pain. Then the bruisers were past him. They were looking for an enemy, but their movements felt off. They lacked the sharp, efficient actions of before. Instead, they moved how he had imagined giant juvenile possums would act, a little afraid despite their size. They were still the small, helpless creatures that could fight viciously against things their own size, but they were comfortable in their role in the world where everything was larger than them. He watched one peer timidly around a car from across the street as if it expected something larger and nastier than it to be hiding behind the object. If everything did not hurt so much, he would have laughed. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes turned back to where the earth walls were now crumbling away. There was too much rubble to get an accurate picture, but his spear was still stuck in the ground like Excalibur. Across from him, one bruiser winked out of existence, then another. And then there was the silence of a deserted battlefield. 
 
    His breathing had recovered, but he still did not have the mana for magic. Finally, it ticked over the threshold and the cooling magic flowed through him. There was a popping noise as the bones moved in his hip. The bloody car had fractured it. Healed, he stood and stealthed toward the spear. 
 
    Nothing moved, and he was now close enough to see over the rubble. There were no living enemies, but the leader possum was there, still pinned to the ground by his spear. One of the expanding earth walls had also torn off both its tail and left leg. 
 
    The fight was over. The possums would be in a tree trunk or rafter somewhere. Shivering in fear, they would stay there for days till hunger drove them out. They were just animals once more, and he did not want to be the poor alpha creature that thought they were a nice snack. The family group left over could take out almost anything. With two bruisers, an illusionist, and the earth power, they would still be devastatingly powerful, but like most things, they had weaknesses. A sudden attack could destroy most of them before they triggered their deadly powers. 
 
    With a grunt of effort, he extracted the spear and leaned down to get the core. It was a tiny pebble. 
 
    Should I use it? 
 
    There was no disagreement. Running a thumb over the pointy end of his weapon, he then pressed the core down. A flood of memories hit him, mostly around an expanding mind. 
 
    His interface flashed. 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Inherent Healing --- 1.2 --- Population - 1.06  
 
    Vitality --- now 1.47 --- Changed by 0.01 (sustained damage) --- Population - 1.23 (+.01) 
 
    Physical Resistance --- now 0.52 --- Changed by 0.02 (sustained damage) --- Population - 0.51  
 
    Magical Resistance --- 0.08 --- Population - 0.06  
 
    Strength --- 1.27 --- Population - 0.99(+.01) 
 
    Agility --- 1.10(+.1) --- Population - 1.18 (+.01) 
 
    Perception --- 1.19(+.1) --- Population - 1.03 (+.01) 
 
    Intelligence --- now 1.39 --- Changed by 0.03 (Dominant Female’s Core) --- Population - 1.03  
 
    Mana Control --- 2.91 --- Population - 1.08 (+.01) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 1.57 --- Changed by 0.01 (Continual excessive use) --- Population - 1.02 (+.02) 
 
      
 
    Pathways Skills in Progress 
 
    Intelligence Pathway - 28% (+20%) 
 
    Identification Rank 5 - 5% (+2%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 49% (+1%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 16% 
 
    Gathering - 46% 
 
    Bush Alchemy - 89% 
 
    Self-Buff - Vitality - 0% 
 
    Buff of Strength (self) - 48% (+3%) 
 
    Self-Buff - Growth - 0% 
 
    Party Buff - 0% 
 
    Flame Sprout - 42% 
 
      
 
    Skills Obtained 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 4, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura, Guided Potion Throw, Lay of Hands 
 
    Experience 1040 of 20,000 required for level 3. 
 
      
 
    Wow. 0.03 to Intelligence was amazing from a core. If there were thousands of possums like this, it would be great to farm them. However, Adrian was thankful there were not lots of these. There was nothing to exploit . . . but if there were . . . he could dream. Apart from the boost to physical resistance, everything else was as expected. Being pummeled by earth magic and then constricted by Ambusher’s Fade when he needed to breathe had helped progress that attribute for the first time. 
 
    After testing his body and finding that even the phantom pain had disappeared, he jogged back to the scene of the fight. Arriving back, Adrian found little activity. In the centre, the leaders were having a huddled conversation. The familiar melee ring was around them, interspersed with the five ranged casters that possessed a magic shield. In the middle of the ring were three bodies. The Amazon woman was the main one that caught his eye, and Adrian did not know whether to be relieved that there were only three or horrified that he thought that was a good outcome. 
 
    The drill sergeant focused his intense manner on Adrian he moment he got near the perimeter. “And?” There was no challenge in the voice; he was just interested. 
 
    “It is over,” Adrian told the drillmaster, but everyone heard. “I killed the mastermind.” 
 
    Another legend was born about him. He needed to get out of here. One of the dead, an older man, had his eyes still open. They stared in accusation right at him. 
 
    Adrian shivered a little on the inside. 
 
    “Is that why the bruisers vanished?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And why did they slow down before that?” 
 
    Adrian hesitated before responding. There was no doubt, he was going to have to get out of this town as soon as possible. 
 
    “I killed the possum who created the haste spell.” 
 
    The drill master paused for a moment. “Thank you,” he said absently. “And are you sure it’s over?” 
 
    Adrian nodded before explaining how the possums had worked and interacted together and why he was confident the remaining ones would not be a problem. 
 
    The image swept him. It was an old lady almost jumping down in excitement at a toddler saying “nan nan” for the first time. From the emotions that went with it, the vision was some sort of twisted joke it had come up with. Nothing else in the universe would have found it funny, but the interface certainly did. 
 
    Adrian shook off the unwanted thoughts to concentrate. 
 
    “We might need to do something about them anyway,” the drill sergeant muttered with a significant look at the other team leaders. Rupa nodded in agreement. 
 
    The third team leader was yet another team lead he had never met, a healer with unkempt grey hair and a black beard with silvery highlights. His clothes spoke to an eccentric past. He too nodded his agreement. 
 
    “What set them off?” the drill sergeant asked, though he looked like he already knew the answer. 
 
    “It was Jerry,” Rupa said. 
 
    What was Jerry? 
 
    “Jerry,” the unkempt raid leader yelled, turning his full attention towards a young, blond spear wielder standing guard. Jerry was a relatively good-looking level ten guardian. A look of shame jumped across his face. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    The young spearman came over close and said, “I was testing my telekinesis.” Adrian, standing barely a meter away, could barely hear him. 
 
    “Speak up, boy!” the unkempt man thundered. 
 
    “I screwed UP!” he cried. Tears were running down Jerry’s face. “It is all my fault. I thought it was harmless!” 
 
    “You did not think!” Rupa snapped. 
 
    “It was just a possum.” 
 
    The words hung there, and the entire group was silent. You could have heard a pin drop as everyone registered what was being said. The sudden aggression this close to town suddenly made sense. Jerry had pissed off a family of possums, and then everything had gone to shit. Prior to that, people had ignored the possums, and the possums had returned the favour. 
 
    “I did not know they were changed. I shouldn’t have done it!” He was sobbing, “And now” —Jerry’s eyes shot over to the dead people— “I am a killer. I can’t do this, I’m out.” 
 
    “No,” the unkempt man said. “You have been part of my team since the third day. An important part. You screwed up today. You screwed up pretty much as bad as you could, but now you need to make it better.” 
 
    The words did nothing to help Jerry. 
 
    “I am an idiot, a loser. And there—” The young man’s eyes darted once more at the dead bodies. 
 
    Adrian hoped he was not accidentally making eye contact with a corpse with its eyes still open. Even though Adrian was blameless, that expression had haunted him, and he did not want to imagine what it would do to someone in Jerry’s state. 
 
    “Everyone!” the unkempt man thundered, looking out at the wider audience. They were still on guard, but had relaxed a lot now that they were out of the life-or-death situation. “Jerry made a mistake. People died because of it.” The old man was not an easy taskmaster for all his apparent laidback attitude. He seemed to enjoy calling things as he saw it. “We learn from our mistakes. We can all learn from this one too,” he thundered. 
 
    No one objected to the noise he was making. By now, everyone had a feel for the environment. Not only was this area heavily hunted, the fight against the possums had been loud. Most things would have fled to somewhere safer, but those few creatures who liked to prey on the hurt victors of death match fights would already have come out if they were around. As a result, this mucked-up bit of street was one of the safest places in town for the next hour. 
 
    “The world has changed. And Jerry forgot that for a moment. He practiced a skill on a harmless possum.” He made quotation marks around “harmless,” then looked pointedly at the still bodies. There was a long pause before he continued in a quieter tone, so those further away had to lean in to hear. “Assume the worst till you have identified things. This time it was a possum that had become a monster. Next time it might be a mouse or a butterfly or a stray dog. Jerry knows what he has done.” 
 
    The young man was hopelessly sobbing and occasionally punching himself hard in the leg. 
 
    “So” —the unkempt man raised a single finger— “we leave it here. I have made a mistake before that cost lives. As have most of us,” he continued sadly. “Jerry stuffed up big time today, and from my count, it was his first. We leave it here!” 
 
    Silence greeted his statement, and the leaders allowed a good twenty seconds for everyone to reflect on what happened. Poor Jerry, just a young kid, had foolishly used a skill against what he thought was a weak, harmless possum. Maybe it was a pathway, or maybe just boredom. For whatever reason, he used it, and the result was the deadly havoc that had erupted. Men and women were dead, and Jerry was going to have to live with that. 
 
    Adrian looked once more at the bodies before hurriedly looking away. 
 
    “We will carry them with us,” Rupa declared before producing three body bags. 
 
    Fuck this world. 
 
    It was common that the team leaders were carrying body bags. There was no complaint from anyone as multiple people stepped forward to do the solemn work. As they worked, Craig walked up to their group. 
 
    “This was almost a blessing,” Craig said quietly, but his voice was loud enough to carry to Jerry, who was squatting down, head in hands. 
 
    “How so?” the unkempt man asked in a tired voice. All his thundering projection of leadership had given way to quiet reflection. 
 
    “They were breeding,” Craig pointed out. “When the juveniles matured, they would have got stronger still. Eventually someone would have attacked them for food or by mistake.” Craig paused, obviously hinting at something. 
 
    “Maybe not,” the unkempt man said finally. 
 
    “Almost certainly,” Craig responded. “We are in the same area. Conflict was inevitable, and provoking it now has saved lives later. It has been dealt with. Can you imagine even for a moment what would have happened if this fight had been triggered by just a single raid group?” 
 
    “They could have run.” 
 
    But at the cost of how many lives? The unspoken response hung there. And would the possums have let them run? 
 
    “But the possums would have kept coming, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    That was directed at Adrian, who nodded assent. They were omnivores suddenly, given immense power by the alpha event. Once humans became a threat, that cursed female would have come after them. 
 
    “Yes,” he said out loud. “At some point, Wagga would have been in dispute with them, and they would have launched raids against the weak and vulnerable without hesitation.” 
 
    He was not sure the words registered with Jerry, but they did with everyone else listening. The event went from being tragedy to a costly lucky battle. Three dead, and still, they were fortunate it happened. He wanted to curl up, and he was sure he was not the only one. 
 
    “Well, one threat eliminated. Time to get the lucu too,” Craig said with false brightness, forcing everyone back on mission to prevent them from getting lost in grief or worry. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    The rest of the trip was completely uneventful. Thirty humans were not to be trifled with, not that the possums seemed to care. 
 
    Craig led them to Bunnings Warehouse. 
 
    Bunnings was a hardware shop that set themselves up in large warehouses with wide aisles and shelves packed full of everything you would ever need for home repair, building, or gardening. Craig’s choice was inspired. Not only did it have lots of indoor space, but the warehouse also contained all the raw materials and tools everyone needed. Of course, the fancy electrical and engine-based tools no longer worked, but the store had all the hammers, chisels, wrenches, screws, nails, piping, and timber that you could need. 
 
    When they stepped into the warehouse, Adrian’s enhanced vision immediately highlighted what Wagga’s engineering team had achieved in the less than two days. 
 
    The massive team of technicians and engineers Craig had commandeered had set the stoves up on a raised platform. They were a curious design. Each potbelly-style stove was encased by a plastic bubble to capture smoke. A pipe came up from the bottom into the stove to supply oxygen. Coal burned above it on top of a fine mesh grill. The heat created by the burning coal sucked oxygen up through the pipe, fueling the fire. Finally, a thick air vent pipe exited the carbon monoxide trap before snaking down to a structure below it, which represented the cave. 
 
    They had constructed the mock cave to be airtight. There were spots where sealant had been used to plug gaps. There was even a thin, winding tunnel that went about eight meters before exiting into a small bedroom sized space. The ovens had been set two meters above the ground, the cave on the concrete floor, factoring elevation into the design. 
 
    There were three of the raised oven platforms, and Craig quickly had Adrian standing with Billy and an older female air mage next to one of the ovens. They assigned the storm lord and sailor into a group of two and the last group was the remaining three air mages. Now that they were in warehouse, Adrian got a good look at his fellow wind magic users, and they had not got off unscathed. His female team member was missing the lower part of her leg, and it was a recent wound. An improvised splint and walking stick had got her moving. Three deaths and at least one maiming—the battle with the possums had not been kind. 
 
    Next to each oven was also a technician. 
 
    “Adrian.” 
 
    “Mike,” the technician said happily. “My job is to manipulate the air flow to keep the coal burning, but burning dirty.” Mike was a level four engineer. 
 
    “Does your class help with that?” 
 
    “Nope, but I used to be a gas heater repairman. A lot of that was fixing appliances to prevent carbon monoxide build up. Pretty easy to reverse engineer when you try.” 
 
    “Everyone,” Craig yelled from below, “I want you all to practice blowing smoke down into the cave. Once you get the hang of it, we will bring in some live animals to make sure it’s working as expected.” 
 
    The unattached ends of the big pipes were not emptying into the mock cave structure. Instead, they had been wrapped around, so they emptied just a couple of meters away from the platform. That way, they could see if their smoke was being blown through successfully. 
 
    “Billy, what spell are you guys going to use for this?” 
 
    “At level five we get a spell called Whirlwind Dispel. It scoops up air in a whirlwind, condensing it briefly before moving it to a new location. From the description, it is good for clearing smoke and airborne poisons and can even be used offensively to transfer airborne pollutants around the battlefield.” 
 
    “Tailor made for this.” 
 
    “We will see.” 
 
    The other air mage in their group was the newly crippled. He hoped Wagga produced a powerful healer soon to regrow her leg. She had long, wild brown hair. She took the first test, and her attempt failed violently. The entire plastic sheet containing the gas from the oven vibrated, almost tearing. Technicians came running to make checks and quickly stepped back, satisfied that their handiwork had survived. 
 
    Adrian watched her in a detached manner, trying to figure out how he could contribute. Wind gust would not work for this application in its current form. It was designed to knock someone off balance; it was not suited to pushing large amounts of smoke through small holes. He kept watching his new companion use her magic. It was possible she might inspire him. 
 
    The woman shook her head at the damage she had done. Her brown hair bounced with her, and it felt like the perfect hairstyle for a wind mage. Wild and carefree. A thoughtful frown crossed her face. Then, with a little grimace, she cast her magic once more. This time, she channelled less power into spell construction. A mini whirlwind formed in the plastic space, sucking the smoke into the spinning air. The clear plastic sheeting used for collecting the poisonous gas provided an unobstructed view. The whirlwind kept spinning till all the smoke was captured, and then the lady threw an arm around impertinently. The small pocket of fast-moving air sped over towards the pipe. 
 
    The moment it touched the material of the tube there was a tearing sound. The air conditioning pipe was shredded, and smoke puffed out of the broken plastic. 
 
    “Stop,” Craig yelled up at them. “Let’s try pipe type two.” 
 
    There was an explosion of activity as lots of tradies emerged to work. Over half of them were even wearing their bright orange work gear. Of the eleven men and women that emerged, only two were higher than level eight, and the other nine ranged between zero and three. The two higher levels must have been volunteering with the hunting parties as they were levels seven and eight. 
 
    Glancing over to the platform beside him, Adrian saw that the other group of wind mages had done the same damage to their pipe entrance. Only the sailor and storm lord had not ruined their setup. The new pipes looked a lot more robust, being made of hard plastic the entire way as opposed to the flimsy ones they initially tried to use. 
 
    “How long?” Adrian called down to Craig. 
 
    “Twenty or thirty minutes to reset.” 
 
    That was enough time for him. They could practice now and have mana fully generated for the next test. 
 
    “Guys, humour me and show me the spell you used,” Adrian suggested. 
 
    “Why?” Billy asked. 
 
    “The spell I have got is not particularly good. I’m hopeful of learning yours.” 
 
    The woman who had destroyed the vent laughed bitterly at him. “You can’t just learn a spell like that.” Given her leg, he just accepted the rudeness. 
 
    Billy was shaking his head frantically at her. 
 
    “I just want to adapt the one I have to be like yours,” Adrian told her truthfully. 
 
    “He is the Birdkiller,” Billy blurted out before she could say anything silly. 
 
    “I got lucky,” he snapped, narrowing his eyes at the boy. “It has no relevance to this conversation.” 
 
    The woman was still looking suspicious. 
 
    Billy, probably to distract the situation, waved his hands, making a quick whirlpool motion. The spell took no longer than a second. The magic spun in his hand and then shifted over to some empty air and spun. Surrounding air was noticeably drawn into the spinning air. With another flick of his fingers, Billy sent more energy to the spell. The whirlwind sped over about six meters to a new spot and then released. Another breeze ruffled everyone’s hair. 
 
    “Did that help?” Billy asked. 
 
    What could he say? There was no way that he could master that in the time they had. It was way too complicated. 
 
    “It will be hard to master in the next couple of hours,” Adrian admitted, “but hopefully I can repurpose some techniques it uses into my spell.” 
 
    In his head Adrian was trying to plot out what needed to be done. His existing Wind Gust would not blow the gas down the tube. The only way to direct it would be to concentrate the smoke first and then send it down. Simple in theory, but prickly in practice. Should he concentrate on developing a spinning technique like what Billy had demonstrated, or should he be concentrating on adapting the spell to push the air in from all sides? Maybe some ice magic in the middle would super charge it and help condense the air. There was little chance of mastering that over the next couple of hours. 
 
    Little chance? No. There was no way to create a new spell in time. 
 
    The spinning method was simpler, but he was unsure what to do to get the same effect. 
 
    Help. 
 
    Innocent whistling. There’s a good little doggy. A large Labrador was furiously chasing its own tail. There’s a good boy. 
 
    Adrian ground his teeth, and Billy looked at him with uncertainty. 
 
    Damn the interface. 
 
    The interface, of course, was chuckling at provoking a visible expression. Too many of those, and everyone would start thinking Adrian was mad. The interface was laughing louder, and he expected some form of condescending imagery. 
 
    On cue, another image formed. It was the same aristocrat from before but not the one he was expecting, the one who had offered peace. The stern man nodded regally before the image changed. This construction detailed four moving pistons that acted to squish rubbish together; the detail in the metal was exquisite. One from the top, one on each of three sides, and the rubbish got squished together because the wall and floor that it rested on was unmoving. Once the trash was crushed into a cube, the conveyor belt moved it away and dumped in new rubbish to be crushed. 
 
    It was so simple, he wanted to kick himself. There would be no going down the path of condensing air and supplementing the effect with ice magic, no using his Wind Gust to form spirals to concentrate the gases. Instead, he would use the Wind Gusts like pistons, crush the air into a cube, and push it into the pipe, then, once it was in the duct, force it through with another spell. That the interface was being actively helpful also buoyed his mood. 
 
    “I need no more demonstrations,” he told Billy. 
 
    “You learnt it already?” 
 
    “No. I have a fresh idea,” Adrian admitted. “While I could learn your spell, eventually. I do not think that we have time for it. Now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    Tuning out Billy, Adrian carefully examined the Wind Gust spell. It was mastered knowledge and not cookie cutter, so it was adjustable. Scaling up to two simultaneous Wind Gusts should be easy based on his dual casting experience with elemental attacks. Three, on the other hand, without actually testing it, felt way out of his reach. It seemed like an unexpected explosion of complexity, like two-dimensional chess to three-dimensional chess. Four simultaneous casts were even further away, an absolute impossibility. That was the first obstacle to overcome. In addition, he also needed to adjust where the blowing came from. The existing ability just generated an explosion of air in the direction he pointed it. For example, the current spell did not allow him to knock someone towards him. 
 
    The base casting, when he used it, spawned a small frame of air magic that he visualised on his palm. It was the size of half a phone and perfectly flat. He’d create the energy in his hand, link it to where he wanted, and then the dense frame of air energy would leap across and be expanded to fill the space he had created on the other side. The frame would appear, the magic would shift to that spot, and then the wind would blow out. Putting it in a smaller destination square would produce a more intense blast. The spell was naturally flexible in that regard, but he needed more skills to achieve the vision the interface shared. 
 
    The square magic just expelled the Wind Gust from its service. It was driven by the way the power gradient was installed, compressing the air. If he rotated the frame in his hands and created the larger destination frame at the same angle, then it was logical to assume the gust’s direction would change. 
 
    A simple twist to the frame, create the terminus spot, and then release. 
 
    Below Adrian, Craig stumbled as a Wind Gust pushed him back. The analyst spun and looked behind himself suspiciously, right toward the other three air mages. All three of them kept going in their conversation, looking totally innocent. 
 
    Adrian chuckled. Craig’s suspicious eyes flicked around to look straight at him. 
 
    “Just practicing,” Adrian called out. 
 
    Craig waved at him in a distracted, annoyed fashion before spinning around to go talk to the technicians. They had shared a drink together, and Adrian was certain that Craig would forgive all. 
 
    Now that he had solved the method of directing wind in any direction, the question was how to get multiple ones working together. 
 
    Dual casting fireballs, ice bolts, and dark missiles had been simple to master. Absolutely trivial. It worked on the first attempt. Whether it was splitting or just starting the process separately in both hands, both methods had functioned smoothly as a single casting. Generating two Wind Gusts would therefore be like a walk in the park. Having two hands meant that his mind had already trained at least partially for dual targeting. Concentrating on three things simultaneously was an entirely different kettle of fish. 
 
    Might as well try. 
 
    There was always the chance, even if it was remote, that triple casting would be facilitated by the interface in the same way dual casting had been. 
 
    An echo of laughter in his head squashed that hope. 
 
    If only he possessed three or four arms or had spent time painting with his feet like in that YouTube video. The dude had lacked arms, though, so Adrian would not be better off. He just knew that somewhere out there, there was some annoying alien that had twelve arms and could cast twelve spells at once. 
 
    Might be easy! 
 
    Another chuckle from the interface. 
 
    Even when trying to psych himself up in his own head, he did not sound confident. Not that the interface helped. 
 
    The workmen were busily going about their tasks with disorganised chaos, so he walked himself to an empty section of the room. He did not want to distract any of the key people in case their magic went haywire. There was a pleasant spot where Bunnings was selling outdoor furniture. Adrian grabbed a handy wooden park bench and sat down to focus to the maximum extent possible. 
 
    Adrian created two flat planes flush on each of his hands. Then, by angling the hand in the desired direction, the Wind Gust that emerged would come at an alternative angle. The leaves on the plant in front of him fluttered in different directions. Pow, pow, pow. It only cost five mana to create each Wind Gust, and he could visibly see the gusts ripping into greenery front, back, right, or however he positioned it. 
 
    He stopped the games. While air magic was fun and more flexible than expected, the lucu was serious. He needed to maintain focus. Two frames formed in his hand. With a thought, he sucked them back in. Creating only a single frame, Adrian made a point of rotating the hand so the palm containing the magic faced straight down. With the rest of the magic, he created an exit point on the roof above him. A blast of air hit his head in a very satisfying manner. In another test, the wind buffered him from the side. 
 
    Part of Adrian wanted to smack himself. What other spells were languishing in this fashion because his imagination did not stretch wide enough to utilise them? Such a simple technique had made the Wind Gust spell materially more useful. Now he could push a monster off a cliff, or two charging monsters into each other, or knock a flyer into the lake it flew over. So many new options were opened offensively. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence 24% (3%) 
 
    Adrian froze for a moment. Had his pathway of Intelligence just improved by one percent based on him adapting his spell? It had. So it was not just about books, then. Was it because of thinking about changing the system? 
 
    Shaking his head at the vagaries of the world, he switched his focus back to the task. The next twenty minutes were a disaster and illustrated how little he knew about the rules of magic. Triple casting failed as spectacularly as his first attempt at the Strength buff. Trying to get the Wind Gust to emerge from a flat surface was a similar mess. At the cost of one shattered hand, it provided an approach that might evolve into an explosive spell. 
 
    Adrian was angry at himself. Maybe, despite all his gifts, there was no way he could help. Regardless of the magic that he had mastered, he was impotent at the task. Everything he attempted fell short. Attempts at instant casts were only quick spells and nowhere near fast enough to get the effect he needed. 
 
    There was a big celebratory cheer behind him. Looking back, he saw one of the air mages in a team he had not met had been successful. She was jumping up and down before switching over to extravagant bowing to the surrounding technicians. It was poor form to celebrate so soon after the deaths. Then again, he had played a prank on Craig. Everyone needed their wins. They required showy celebration to remove themselves from the dirty, ugly survival fight, if only for a moment. 
 
    Her success made him focus harder, but he was using barely five mana per frame. So he moved up to twenty mana per dual cast, which let him practise continually. The twin casts worked, but the half a second wait to the next pair was too much. All he was doing was moving air around, nothing even came close to what was required to condense smoke. 
 
    What he needed to do was to delay the first spell. Create the spell, release it, but have a barrier to stop at progressing. None of his extensive magic had that feature, so the only option was pure experimentation. 
 
    It looked like he would not be able to help. Based on the cheers of encouragement, another air mage had been successful behind him. There was nothing worse than the taste of failure. 
 
    The compulsive work with mana control finally provided a solution. Delaying a cast was like one of the destabilising techniques he had applied in the nearly continuous experimentation that the previous pathway had forced on him. Inserting some extra mana of a different type could act like putting a cork back on a bottle of champagne. If the fit were not tight, the pressure in the container could blast off again. 
 
    A bit of testing proved the dim memory. Unfortunately, the destabilisation technique worked like an additional spell, so dual casting was off the table, but he could now delay his magic. With two delayed spells and well-timed dual casting, the air would condense as hoped. For once, he wished he were outside fighting monsters: something big, slow and muscly that he could dance around while chipping away at its health. He brought his mind back to the present and tried again. Thirty minutes later, he had a prototype that succeeded almost as often as it failed. 
 
    Wandering over to Craig, Adrian said, “I think I have solved my problem. Can I practise?” 
 
    Craig thought for a moment and then nodded towards one oven. “We are just about to start a live test, but you can probably get a couple of test runs in before then.” 
 
    The gesture sent him to the oven where the storm lord and sailor had been working. The two of them were in high spirits, having clearly won their race versus the air mages. 
 
    The smoke was ready for use. With the clear plastic, it would be easy to see if his spell was successful. The sailor smirked at him as he came closer and prepared to cast the spell. 
 
    Concentrate on timing. 
 
    The plugs to delay the spell were the tricky elements. The key problem was, once he released the first spell, it was a mad rush after that to complete the chain. The ceiling gust triggered before the others, pushing all the smoke down. Then the rest went off, but with no force constricting it upwards the smoke surged up. Adrian had minor success with a trickly tendril going down the pipe, but nothing significant.  
 
    The storm lord burst into laughter behind him, and the sailor girl snickered. Half of his mana went poof, just like that. It felt like everyone was watching him, and he was sure a lot of them were eager to see the Birdkiller fail, for bragging rights, if nothing else. They could remind themselves that the mythical fighter who had defeated the ringtails was just a man. It was okay to let them have that moment. After all, it was true, and he was hardly perfect. 
 
    Trying to focus, Adrian adjusted the timing to delay the ceiling compression for a fraction of a second. The spell forms rushed out. Then a whoosh, all four spells chained together almost perfectly. About half the smoke washed down the pipe, exiting with a belch. 
 
    The sailor girl still snickered, but the storm lord nodded in respect. Craig, who had been watching, nodded with approval. “You are the first backup,” he declared to Adrian quietly before spinning around. “Okay, bring the animals in.” 
 
    From such a slight man, the boom of Craig’s voice was impressive. 
 
    The creatures were brought in in metal cages. At a glance, they appeared to have a similar mass to the lucu that he had fought. After using identification, Adrian saw that the Inherent Healing matched closely as well. 
 
    “Best proxy we can get,” Craig told him, turning back. “Comparable Inherent Healing, similar size and, as far as we can tell, they are even from a related alpha physics world. For all intents and purposes, they are a distant cousin of the actual lucu.” 
 
    The air magic teams quickly got into position, two pairs of air mages and the sailor and storm lord team. One of the older air mages came and stood beside Adrian. The man shook his head angrily as he watched the others work. Clearly annoyed at himself. 
 
    “Damien.” His voice was gruff as he introduced himself. “Apparently my spells are too powerful for the construction. I kept almost ripping the pipe apart, so they thought it better that I sit out.”  
 
    Adrian felt like he was back getting picked last at the gym once more. Damien seemed to feel similar. 
 
    “This is not my strength,” Adrian opined, knowing it was a slight lie. 
 
    Damien looked at him skeptically. “What are your strengths?” 
 
    “Fire, ice, earth, and dark.” 
 
    Damien raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Running away with shadow magic,” Adrian corrected into the awkward silence. Damien snorted. 
 
    “I have heard about you. I admit I was surprised to see you here trying to help.” He nodded in respect towards Adrian. “Willing to fail and tarnish your reputation. They” —his fingers shot out at the sailor and storm lord— “might have found your failure funny, but they are jerks. The rest of us admire you for the attempt.” 
 
    Above them, the technicians worked furiously on the ovens, piling in the coal, fiddling with the air intakes, and billowing out the smoke. The air magic users went to work taking turns to send the smoke puffing into the pipeworks. They all used variations of the same spell, whirlwind, to gather and then transport the smoke. The sailor and storm lord also used whirlwind, but they seemed to be more efficient than the air mages. 
 
    Craig gave a thumbs up from where was, peering into the mocked-up cave system. “We are cooking,” he hollered. 
 
    The geeks who had done the maths had estimated that it would take about half an hour to get carbon monoxide up to the toxic levels. Craig kept the ovens running for almost fifty minutes before signaling success. He had a grin from one ear to the other. Provided the lucus did not clue in and dig another way out of the cave, their trick was going to work. 
 
    The moment they declared the experiment successful, the place became a hive of activity. The storm lord vented the gas from the mock cave system. Pipes were grabbed and shoved onto trolleys. Technicians and mechanics pulled apart the oven constructs. The walls that captured the smoke were carefully collapsed and placed on a trolley, then the ovens were loaded, using big oven gloves to handle the heat. Within ten minutes, everything was packed and a mass of them were heading out the door. 
 
    Excitement was palpable, replacing the pall of gloom that had encompassed them since the possum fight. The moments of lightness of the almost forced celebrations had just been that, instances of fake cheer. But that heavy blanket of mourning had been lifted off them. Everyone was talking with raised voices. Over three raid groups’ worth of warriors, healers, and archers had been gathered to provide support. It was a good part of Wagga’s entire strength. Sally was there, dressed as an archer rather than a leader. 
 
    “Remember,” Craig yelled, showing they were to stop for a last prep session, “when we get there, we need to be silent. Warriors, you’re between the oven and the cave. Healers and range, pick the best spot you can. Fred and Priscilla, our diviners, will distract the lucu and give us intelligence. Everyone be ready for anything. Then we will start pumping in the gas. It will not be quick. Be alert and ready while we wait. Keep quiet and Tamara” —he gestured towards the policewoman, who looked ridiculous with a police shirt over chain mail— “will be in operational command once we get going. You listen to her. Not me, not Sally, and not your normal leader. Okay?” 
 
    There were lots of sounds of agreement. 
 
    Fred was next to Craig alongside another diviner. She was an old lady. Just looking at her, Adrian knew that she had chosen diviner because she was a gossiper. What better way to facilitate that than getting the skills to spy on everyone around you? The one surprising aspect about her was that she was level five. That meant combat, despite lacking the class for it. Frumpy or not, she would be tough. 
 
    Steve led them to a modest single story on an ordinary looking street. Access to the lucu cave was from the backyard where the cellar door against the house led down into the den. Once, it had been a small tunnel under the home, a plan for an ambitious wine cellar that had been abandoned. The door had been secured with a padlock, but this was broken. Unlike many of the houses around, the door was not hanging open. Instead, it was firmly shut and even showed signs of being reinforced from the inside. 
 
    Craig’s team had done a lot of work prior to their arrival because someone had pulled down the fences and vegetation linking neighbouring houses. The attack party, rather than being restricted to one backyard, had access to six. The advance team had even placed ladders leading up to nearby rooftops, which the archers took advantage of. In noticeably short order, the cellar door was surrounded. It looked like overwhelming firepower, but against the lucus, it was probably more for show than anything. Only Steve could realistically slow them if they came out. There was no way the lucu did not know something was happening. The only question was, what was it going to do about it? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    Tension filled everyone’s movements. 
 
    The reassembly of the ovens went even faster than expected. In less than three minutes, everything was in place, apart from the pipes. The technicians did their things, and smoke started billowing up from the stoves before being caught in the plastic sheeting. The air mages were ready. They had gathered close to one hundred people for this effort. 
 
    At a signal from Tamara, the team of elite warriors moved forward, led by Steve. A small kid went with them and tried to open the door. 
 
    It did not budge. The lucu had blocked the entry into their cave. 
 
    Steve drew his sword with one hand and grabbed the edge of the door with the other. He was misusing his two-handed ability by holding the sword one-handed with the sole purpose of triggering his special Strength trait. The entire door buckled as he tugged. The noise was loud and echoed in contrast to the silence everyone had maintained. The bottom corner splintered and broke away, leaving a gap that a man could crawl through. 
 
    Tamara made another gesture. Without hesitation, the technicians rushed the pipes forward, sliding them down into the gap. They had an average level of one but were standing up and doing their bit, even though they knew they would be helpless if the lucu came out. Once they were through the gap, the workers kept pushing more of pipe in, and gravity assisted them to slide deeper. 
 
    Set up had gone more smoothly than Adrian had ever imagined. In just minutes, they had duplicated the warehouse setup. The only question remaining was what would the lucu do? How would they react once the smoke started getting blown into the cave? 
 
    Thirty meters away, with his Magic Focus, Adrian could see Fred and the other diviner continuously sending their spheres down through the tunnel and drinking mana potions to keep their mana up. Based on the conversations last night, the lucu were probably busily destroying each orb they sent. The two diviners were talking constantly as they worked, updating Tamara and Craig, who were standing beside them, on what they were seeing. 
 
    Both leaders looked comfortable communicating non-verbally with the wider masses that everything was going to plan. Adrian stood at his spot between the ovens, ready to step in if someone ran out of mana, wishing that he were closer to Fred to hear what was happening. 
 
    Distractedly, Adrian practised his strength techniques, never depleting his mana pool by more than five percent. It was slow going: a tiny touch, a mini-surge of power, followed by a barely measurable increase in power. Every now and again, he’d switch to an uncontrolled release in his centre. When that occurred, most of the mana just drained away. Occasionally, a dull ache formed from the impact of the spells misfiring on his muscles. The air mages paced themselves perfectly, and the thrum of anticipation faded in the drudgery of standing still and staying disciplined. Ambusher stasis made it easy for him to stand frozen while everyone else around him fidgeted from foot to foot. 
 
    After about forty minutes, Tamara raised her hands with big thumbs up. She was smiling, and the diviners stopped chugging their mana potions. Despite the attempt at strict discipline, snatches of whispered conversation floated over the gathered warriors. The lucu were getting lethargic and no longer attacking the divining orbs. Instead, they were slumping in the cave. 
 
    The time dragged on. 
 
    After another hour, Tamara gave the prepared sign to stop stoking the ovens. The attack team formed up near the cave. This time, the storm lord accompanied them. A pair of workmen with big crowbars got into position. They linked ropes and a pulley system to the trapdoor. The preparation all happened silently. 
 
    Tamara raised her hand sharply. Crowbars slid hard under the edge of the cellar door. The hand came down. With the splintering of wood, ropes snapped taunt and the door flew open. Magic flooded from the storm lord’s hands, a thick whirlpool of wind diving into the cave. 
 
    Long seconds passed, and then a black whirlwind the size of a man shot out of the cave. 
 
    “Go,” Tamara screamed. 
 
    Steve and the select group of elite melee warriors charged down into the cave. Every single one of them were both stronger and faster than Adrian was. The black whirlwind wobbled over into a nearby empty backyard and then collapsed in a cloud of smoke. So much smoke appeared, it looked like the house was on fire. 
 
    Fred and Priscilla stood calmly, still talking, their eyes unfocused. Everyone watched them. After all, they could see what was happening. 
 
    After about fifteen seconds, Priscilla jumped in excitement, and Fred offered a high five to Craig, who awkwardly reciprocated. 
 
    His interface was blinking. 
 
    What? 
 
    Curious, Adrian clicked through. 
 
    Congratulations. 
 
    For being the major contributor within a team effort to neutralise a threat feared by over 20,000 humans, you have been granted the badge “Champion of Humanity.” 
 
    Badge: Champion of Humanity. 
 
    The award grants access to system knowledge when you are acting in the role of champion for over 20,000 humans. It will provide additional information around strengths and weaknesses of targets, routines, and real time position and action if those are known to the system. 
 
    The interface almost swooned with joy when the notification came up. Adrian was certain at that moment that it had been angling for this reward. The Flame Sprout, while important, had not been its only focus on getting him to stay in Wagga. Twenty thousand people? The Bird must have got him close to that number and this effort probably gave him the extra numbers to push him over the threshold. 
 
    The spiralling emotions from the interface almost made him dance. Was the badge that powerful? It was a double-edged sword if he ever it used it. It would be because he was doing something stupid like hunting the Bird. At that consideration, the ability itself did not seem that great. At best, it was a turbocharged identification skill. Real-time positioning information was nice, but with twenty thousand people on his side, it was not that important. It was all very blah. 
 
    Despite his thoughts, the interface’s excitement kept flooding him. 
 
    Cut it out. 
 
    It did not listen. 
 
    “Success!” Tamara yelled, confirming what Adrian already knew. Everyone was cheering, and those whose job it was started packing up. The noise after the silent tension was deafening. 
 
    Steve was the first to emerge. He was not walking with the look of a man who was proud of his actions. 
 
    Another celebration was starting up around him. Everyone was so excited that they had eliminated the new threat so quickly, the possums were forgotten. Then again, if he was going to be strictly tactical, then that victory had been as important as this lucu one. On a cost-benefit analysis, the possum defeat was probably better. Three deaths to have that threat eliminated was an amazing return. 
 
    What was this world doing to him? 
 
    There would be another party tonight. The joy was palpable, a collective effort that had defeated another monstrous alpha threat. Even the project manager in him admitted it was worth a party. 
 
    Fred and Billy, both jumping around with excitement, cornered him. They were celebrating the death of a man-eater, but Adrian’s thoughts kept circling back to the lucu being almost sapient, almost sapient and looking after its family, now dead because it was a slave to its instincts. 
 
    “We got them good.” Billy was buzzing. “That was a man killer, a goddamn serial murderer, and I helped get it!” 
 
    “Feels great to be on the right side,” Fred agreed. 
 
    “Craig’s plan worked so well,” Adrian agreed. 
 
    “So much coordination, so clever, but they still needed my air magic.” Billy waved his hand, and a little whirlwind appeared. 
 
    “Dozens would have died for sure in a head-to-head fight,” Fred told them. “The lucu was just so powerful. Really, Steve was the only one to have a chance one on one, and even then, it’s chook raffle odds. Plus, there were two lucu we needed to contend with.” Fred waved at the large number of people who disassembled the equipment. “This was not overkill. It was genius, don’t you think, Adrian?” 
 
    “Better than my plan to get the Bird,” Adrian agreed readily. “And a pathway forward. We all need improve at using our brains and technology knowledge to defeat our enemies.” 
 
    “Right,” Fred concurred. “We might not always be the most powerful, but we are the smartest.” 
 
    “Being the most powerful and the smartest is safer, though,” Adrian quipped. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not like humans have ever been the most powerful. Lions, bears, and wolf packs were always stronger. The difference has always been intelligence. This is what we need to keep doing.” Fred gestured back at the group proudly. 
 
    Adrian nodded and politely exited the conversation by pretending to wander towards Craig. He wanted to gain his Flame Sprout skill; the possums had conclusively shown him how important that magic was going to be. Then he would continue to get stronger. Being helpless in front of the lucu reinforced the lesson from the king octopod. A smart solution was brilliant for a town, but on the road, exposed to the crucible of survival, strength was all that mattered. 
 
    Craig was distracted, so with a mental shrug, Adrian exited out the back of the extended backyard in the opposite direction to everyone else. 
 
    After less than three minutes of walking, he was once more outside the lizard territory. This time, Adrian approached from the west side instead of the east. The grey landscape of shifting ash and shimmering heat spread out before him. The lizards’ home was the same here as elsewhere, a demolished suburb of burnt, broken houses with teetering chimney stacks. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    This area was unknown to Adrian, fresh but still the same: broken family homesteads on one side and the destroyed ash imprints on the other. The town had abandoned every single house nearby. With the retirement village only a block away, there were no visible monsters and no occupied dwellings. The locals had the horror of those first few minutes imprinted on their psyches. They had neighbours and friends who had fried during the horrific transition, men and women who never had a chance. So, collectively, they abandoned their past for safety elsewhere. 
 
    With a sigh, Adrian hiked forwards till he reached the top of the riverbank. In front of him was muddy water, and to his right and left were two homesteads. The first was in lizard territory and, from the pile of rubble, had once been a monster brick structure, probably a grand homestead with modern furnishings and five bathrooms. Now, it was reduced to debris with only two leaning, broken chimneys poking out. To the left of it was a wooden Victorian house that had survived the inferno by luck. It stood, tattered like all buildings, but mostly unharmed, just four meters outside the area the lizards had claimed. 
 
    Carefully, Adrian picked his way along the top of the bank, being careful to avoid getting too close to the river. As usual, he intended to position himself away from the town. There would be alpha creatures around, but nothing dangerous appeared. Alpha creatures felt wary about venturing near lizard territory. Besides the oppressive heat, they also broadcast some form of psychic deterrence. Lizards or not, for Adrian, the water was the danger source of the moment. No one was bothering to clear out river monsters. It was not like they could get up and walk to where you slept. 
 
    Carefully, he crept along the section of bank that separated the terrifying lizard wasteland from the foreboding water, and after just a hundred meters, he found a perfect location. It was a stretch of rapids with plentiful rocks poking out that Adrian was sure, once there were shadows, he could Shadow Step across quickly and safely. Deep enough shadows were still hours away, but he would be able to take risks when night fell, given the safe exit path via the river, on the off chance the lizards swarmed. Even better, a large tree loomed just meters from the shimmering wall that demarcated the lizard territory. With his bow out and magic senses straining, he confirmed no nasties were making a home in the branches. With two Shadow Steps, Adrian was seven meters up with a beautiful view of empty wasteland. Ice mist covered him, and it became comfortable despite the beating sun and the lack of any appreciable breeze. 
 
    While Adrian waited, he played with his Strength buff skill and mused on meditation. The strength technique was fifty percent complete, and he hoped he could master it soon. Notwithstanding all the practice, he was still uncertain what the mastery would look like. He was hoping for an increase in power because all the results so far had been underwhelming, requiring a massive mana expenditure for a minimal strength boost. 
 
    With nothing harassing and killing their scouts, more and more lizards appeared in the area he was observing. It was calming to watch them play little games with each other, sometimes tackling each other, sometimes hitting each other with minor explosions of flame. The whole byplay reminded him of kittens playing with a string, only these kittens had fire magic. 
 
    Adrian focused on the lizards, trying to learn their magic. He zoomed in to catch as many details as possible. He jerked and almost fell out of the tree in surprise. He noticed that he had been subconsciously practising his Strength buffs, and that surprising revelation had briefly overridden even Ambusher’s Fade. 
 
    Whenever he considered the fact, he found it insidious how the pathways altered his willpower, but then again, it might mean he would gain the ability faster. Get stronger to fight back, to kill things. The errant thought about the lucu hit him. Poor thing. Another tear ran down his cheek. 
 
    Not human. 
 
    Yes. There should be no sympathy, but he could not help it. The unfortunate creature had just been a dad protecting his children. Both eyes were watery now. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Maybe this was what post-traumatic stress looked like. It did not matter. All that mattered was getting stronger to reach Melbourne. Complete the journey and receive a proper hug from someone who loved him. Get Emily to comfort him and make the world better, even if only briefly. 
 
    Wipe the tears away.  
 
    The lizards were not sapient, and now that darkness was almost upon him, it was time to become more active. 
 
    Fred’s suggestions about using smarts rather than brawn stuck in his head, niggling, reminding him that the approach he was taking was foolish. Where was his plan? Where was Susie to set traps to protect him if he drew too many at once? 
 
    The river was behind him. When running from lizards, the water represented the perfect foil. They would not pursue him through the stream. But surely, having Susie around as extra protection would be smarter. She could set traps and give him additional time if they swarmed. 
 
    Thinking deeper, Adrian had a groan forcibly suppressed by Ambusher’s Fade. Getting Susie to help was stupid even by his standards. For him, speed and invisibility were the key. If Susie were here, then all of that disappeared. She would need protecting from all the minor monsters around him. Between setting traps, it would be on him to escort her down to a safe spot on the other side of the river. Even that was dumb. There was nowhere nearby where she could cross. It was one thing for him to zip across in a flurry of Shadow Steps, but another for a normal human to attempt the ford. He remembered the effort the hunting party had gone to with laying tree limbs to protect against river monsters leaping out and getting them. 
 
    Susie would be no help at all. Lean into his strengths, but still, it was safety first. The first thing that he needed to do was to ensure his retreat paths were clear of monsters. Kill them now, and remember every thirty minutes to repeat the action. If he were fleeing the lizards, he did not want to run into a pack of mud wolves that had just moved into the area, or even a forest ferret whose distraction could be as equally deadly. 
 
    The riverbank behind him was still clear of any monsters. The hairs on the back of his neck rose; his breath tried to speed up, but the ambusher skills squashed it. 
 
    Too quiet.  
 
    Adrian was alarmed now. The lizards became a secondary consideration. Why? What was there? Rotating ever so slowly, he needed to see. The bank was how he left it, deserted, but it was like a siren had gone off in his head. Something was horribly wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    Adrian had registered the lack of life when he snuck in, but his focus had been on the lizards, and he had dismissed it as just the subduing effect of the lizard territory being so close. Now he was not sure. The riverbank across from him had not had a single fight since Adrian had got here. 
 
    Visually, there was nothing special. Thick vegetation sloped down to the water on both sides, but it was all shorter than his knee. The river had a bubbling section below him where rocks created mini-rapids and faster flowing current. That was the spot he had identified as being fordable. Enough stones broke the surface that he should be able to skip across him. On either side of the rocky segment, there was deep placid water. 
 
    His arm hairs joined the hairs rising on the back of his neck. Even looking closely, Adrian saw was no apparent movement. Long minutes passed before he was sure something was wrong. Something should have come to drink by now. The population of monsters was surely falling as time passed since the alpha event, but it should still be elevated. Five times pre-alpha population was the statistic he knew, and for the weeks immediately following it was more like twenty times. This section ought to have had traffic; even alpha animals needed to drink. 
 
    Suspicion was not enough to trigger any useful regional knowledge, but he queried anyway. What non-boss monsters could have this effect? Trying to extract this sort of information was like remembering the past while doing complicated Google searches on bizarre specific topics. No life on the banks, deep water, a stretch of rapids. 
 
    The results were inconclusive. Riverway fauna included a couple of creatures that could create the environment he was seeing, rare monsters which were dangerous enough to have kept their original names. There was a kraken-like thing whose tentacles could launch out from the river and stab any land animal within fifty meters. After that, Adrian noted a host of flying fish that would leap out of the water and spear prey over a similar distance, acting at first as an arrow, and then using portal magic to get back into the river, dragging whatever they hit with them. The third was a mind control creature that would just make everything come docilely to it. While mind controlled, the prey swim over to where the beast lazily floats before eventually drowning and being consumed. Of the three options, the kraken was the best one for Adrian. With his speed, he could cross the river before it could respond. Then of course, it might be none of the above. It could be a boss monster which was even more scary, something like the Bird that had surpassed the natural limits of its form to become somewhat new and an order of magnitude more deadly than normal. 
 
    Adrian settled down to watch, content with the knowledge that eventually a migrating animal would come along. Then, if there was a monster of the deep, it would show itself. 
 
    The sun dropped lower till dusk manifested. Without his special night vision skills, he could barely see over twenty meters in front of him. With the skill, it was like it was still midday. Finally, there was movement. Across from him at a ten-degree angle, a pink wittner nosed down the bank. All the varieties of wittner were basically slugs the size of a large dog with legs: slow, ungainly, and the definition of disgusting to almost all animals in all the worlds. They survived and prospered throughout the alpha planets because nothing could be bothered to kill them. 
 
    It was not the stealthiest of monsters, and, in terms of Earth danger levels, it was around the level of a wild boar. When compared to alpha norms, it was as weak as a fluffy bunny. It shuffled down the bank until there was a noticeable ripple in the river. The creature of the deep was aware of the wittner. The best case for Adrian was that it had not been exposed to wittners before, so it would attack. However, the most likely outcome would be for it to turn up its figurative nose and wait for something a little more edible to come along. 
 
    With a big splash, eight fish jumped straight out of the water, easily reaching the height of a man. They paused there, gravity suspended, their bodies dripping with droplets. Every single fish’s head pointed toward the wittner. 
 
    There was a crack like a gunshot, and all the fish shot forward like they had exploded out of a cannon. For a moment, it looked like they were all going to hit the helpless creature. But as they moved, they altered their trajectory, spreading out. In moments there was a high-powered grid of fish flying at the creature. It was a scattershot approach to hitting the target, and, based on how they had spread, even if the wittner dodged, there would be at least one strike. 
 
    The wittner did not dodge. Two fish slammed into its flesh, the rest hitting the bank around the wittner. 
 
    There was a flash and another crack of sound. Eight fish and the wittner appeared above the water where they had first emerged. The fish that had hit the wittner had disengaged from its mass as part of the teleport. 
 
    The wittner flailed in the air momentarily while the fish angled themselves so they would enter the river headfirst. Then gravity established its hold, and all of nine of them fell. The water boiled with movement, and an inky black substance spread. Regional knowledge happily reminded him of a lecture where it was shown that all wittner varieties had the same black inky blood. It was quite a good dye if your species was not allergic to it. 
 
    Tachennnsic School 
 
    A school of river fish known for hunting beyond the bounds of the water by utilising air magic for propulsion and then portal magic to drag its victims back to the water to be consumed. 
 
    Individually, they are weak, but within water are extremely agile. They have sharp teeth capable of cutting through all physical and magical protections. They are a smart, adaptive, hive-mind predator able to plan and change tactics to capture prey. 
 
    Regional knowledge provided a small drip of extra information. It was a series of images of immensely nimble and fast cats baiting the fish to attack and then dodging out of way. On occasion, over twenty fish attacked simultaneously. The cats would dodge with their claws lashing out at passing fish as they did so. The portal magic would still work, catching the dead fish and sending it back to the river. However, dead was dead. 
 
    In this manner, the cats wore them down, reducing the numbers of fish below a critical point at which the fish lacked the numbers to fight back. The cats would then attack en masse, diving into the water to kill the entire school. This was not an option for Adrian. There was no way he was skillful or fast enough to pull it off. 
 
    The perfect river crossing below him was an inadvertent trap. Maybe there was no intelligence guiding alpha creatures, but sometimes it sure felt like there was, felt like the world recognised his strength and laid out traps to kill him. The lucu—and now this. 
 
    For long moments he stood there thinking about what he had seen. A tachennnsic school was not to be taken lightly. They were not stupid predators. They would learn from his actions. Every time that he got within their range, Adrian’s situation would become more and more precarious. Even their first attack would be risky, as their scattergun approach might target a shadow that he transitioned to. While the river crossing was alluring and a great defence against the lizards, fighting from this spot was too dangerous. He needed to put space between himself and the school. 
 
    He would let the town know. Craig could utilise a trojan horse to defeat them. Pack a pig full of poison and use the fish’s own hunting technique against them. Thereby poisoning the entire school and probably the whole river downstream. 
 
    With an annoyed shake of his head, Adrian continued further along the bank. The fish only had an offensive range of a little over forty-five metres. Unfortunately, that was the entire distance from the water’s edge to the shimmering lizard’s barrier. Every step he would be in range of an attack. Ambusher steps and stealth both cloaked him. He watched the river. If it started trembling, he would chain multiple Shadow Steps to escape. Now that the sun had set, there was a slight chill in the evening air, but as he drifted closer to the boundary, the residual heat soon formed a sweat on his forehead. Heat radiated from the baked ground beside him like from the remains of a fire, hitting with surprising force. 
 
    Almost two kilometres of lizard territory were adjacent to the river. After another four hundred meters, he stopped and studied the waterway. In theory, the tachennnsic school of fish rarely extended their hunting grounds beyond one to two hundred meters, so he should be well clear of their territory. The only way that they could have stretched this far is if they had two schools or the primary school was a giant one about to split. 
 
    Nothing was visible on his side of the bank. It was as devoid of large life as the earlier section. The river below was a little wider and had significantly more algae growth. There was no way he could cross it. Scanning the other side, Adrian spotted a tecra dug in at the top of the bank. Some water rats were moving down near the river. Nothing large, of course, as the tecra would have been scaring them away. With the rats and tecra, it was clear there were no tachennnsic fish present. 
 
    The relief that washed through Adrian was surprising. 
 
    He had no convenient bridge to run across, which meant it was back to his original plan of taking the fight to the lizards carefully. He had to keep the river behind him and escape options open in case he caused them to swarm. There was no get-out-of-jail card, but with ten Shadow Steps available, he should be able to keep ahead of the lizards. In some ways, this was better than fighting from the houses. There was nothing that could sneak up on him here, and there would be no nasty surprises like the woyeck to contend with. 
 
    Glancing both ways, Adrian saw no nearby trees in this area. The locals must have cleared them all, pre-event. At the very lip of the river, there was a bush which was thick, solid, and almost as tall as him. It was easy to position himself so that he could look out at the gentle rising slope of the lizard territory. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    The lizards stayed clear of the edge of their territory, so his ready bow was useless. They were playing together. Some wrestled, others competed in what looked like chase, and there were flare-ups of flames the entire time, a continuous barrage of red light. The light was not the same as it had been pre-alpha. It existed bright and beautiful, but only lit up the immediate area. The wider space kept its intense darkness, with only a meter at most on either side of the flares being illuminated. Adrian switched between normal and night vision. The display was better with unenhanced eyes, but it was also far more dangerous. There were just too many areas of blackness where anything could be hiding. 
 
    Night vision caused all the colours to be washed out and the flames, while highlighted, were boring and lacklustre. In normal vision, it was beautiful, but the effect did not spread as well as it should, cutting off abruptly as opposed to the slow transition that should have been observed. 
 
    Adrian’s goal for the night was twenty cores, and he was hopeful, given the activity. Even if they were currently staying too deep for him to hunt, they would eventually drift closer. With luck, he would get the cores and the benefit of watching magic with his Magic Focus skill. 
 
    The joyful energy of the lizards safe within their district did not change in the slightest. They still played as vigorously as ever, but something else was changing. There was weird activity outside the playful ring. Lizards were popping out all over the place, sniffing frantically and then vanishing again. None of the lizards created any flame to give their positions away. They were moving in ever-widening sentry circles out from the centre. With every minute that passed, they covered more and more space. His fingers tightened on the bow, but the strange lizard behaviour froze any hostile action that he might have attempted. There were also too many of them. 
 
    It was full dark. The lizards had expanded their net and were now fifty meters from the edge of their territory. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    Tearing his eyes away, Adrian scouted backwards. No stupidity this time. If he was going to hunt, he was going to make sure his retreat was clear of enemies. 
 
    The lizard bank remained empty of monsters. He had already carefully checked for ambush predators, but he still did the loop all the way down the river to ensure that nothing had moved in while the lizard’s display had captivated him. He scouted a full two hundred meters in either direction to be safe. On the other side of the bank, the tecra had moved on. So there was a steady stream of medium-to-weak creatures coming down to get a drink. There was even a giant snake, large in volume but pathetic in power. No point hunting them. The river would stop him crossing to collect the corpses. 
 
    The important thing was that there was nothing on his side of the water. Tracking back towards the bush he was going to use as a base, a walking fish exploded out of the water only thirty meters from him. It was larger than him, stronger, less agile, slower, no ranged attacks of note and susceptible to fire, earth and dark. 
 
    It was an easy target, and it had not seen him. 
 
    Two Earth Spikes blasted out of the ground, targeting its right side. As it stumbled to face him, its right flipper could no longer support its weight, so it teetered. Two fireballs followed up the first strike. The creature seemed to realise its vulnerability and went to retreat, but it was struggling to move with its damaged fin. His third spell wave was on its way, dual missiles aimed this time at the left flipper. The fireballs hit the face and the dark missile withered the fin as the fish soundlessly collapsed onto its belly, thrashing in pain. It was pinned, and all it could do was flop helplessly. Even so, it managed to roll back towards the safety of the water, helped by the sloping bank. Adrian sent more flames. The additional attacks were technically unnecessary, but he just wanted to execute it quickly. The fireballs hit the already-burned face and cut through deep into the creature’s skull. They flared, and it stopped moving. 
 
    Battle over, he froze, waiting to see if anything was going to respond. The walking fish, despite having initially propelled itself to be over five meters from the river, had retreated to be fewer than two meters from safety. Theoretically, sure, Adrian should be safe, just like if he had fought a grizzly pre-alpha. The bear should have scared away anything else out there, but if there was a hungry wolf pack, they might have stuck around to claim the meat off the victor. After five minutes of waiting, nothing stirred. 
 
    The only question was whether to retrieve the corpse or to leave it be. If he left it, the smell would attract other river creatures to feast on the remains. That was not something that he wanted on his escape route. With a slight curse, he snuck up, forgoing a Shadow Step to preserve charges. The entire time he crept forward, he watched the river. He hated being blind to threats, and that gently flowing brown water was the ultimate blind spot. Anything could lurk there. The fish was not that large for what it was. It probably weighed slightly less than he did. With his newfound strength, it was relatively easy to push the creature into the bag of holding. The moment it was in, he shadow stepped away. 
 
    Behind him, stillness continued. The river remained placid, potentially hiding nothing or something every bit as deadly as the fish school. His hands were slimy and stinky from touching the walking fish. Nose turning up, he rinsed the bulk of the smell away. Ambusher’s Fade would probably have done it, but there was no point arrogantly risking smell, betraying his stealth, when a quick rinse could deal with the problem. It was not like clean water was that much of an issue in town. Lots of tanks, combined with a couple of water and ice magic users, had solved that problem early. 
 
    Adrian got back to his observation spot; with three quick steps, he had perched behind the coverings. 
 
    Everything had changed. 
 
    Adrian saw lizards posted as sentries around their zone, each of them standing twenty meters inside the territory and a similar distance away from each other. There must have been hundreds of them on duty, each of them concealed against the ground, perfectly still apart from their heads, which swayed ever so slowly from side to side as they guarded against any intruders. Every five seconds, nostrils would flare, adding smell as a second protection in case something invisible was trying to approach. 
 
    Shadow Step had taken him to the prepared spot, which gave him both an excellent view and significant camouflage. The lizards did not see him, but he still tensed as first the one to his left looked straight at him, and then the one to the right did the same. Every instinct screamed at him to flee, and his eyes watched the surrounding air, expecting a Flame Sprout to occur at any moment. But nothing came. His skills protected him. 
 
    The lizards were so still that even the slight movements of their heads were hard to spot. Only his night vision allowed him to pick them up. Someone with lesser skills might never see the threat that awaited if they were stupid enough to approach or to dare enter the lizard’s territory. 
 
    Beyond them, in the territory proper, another flame show was starting. It was like fireworks going off, and his view was spectacular. Everyone in Wagga was probably seeing the Flame Sprouts shoot in the sky, but no one else would be as close as him. Some were rising thirty to forty meters into the air, creating complex patterns which lacked discernible animal shapes but contained their own beauty with their mix of viciousness and youthful joy. 
 
    Then the display from the central lizards stopped, plunging the entire area into the darkness. Beautiful golden lizards emerged. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    The closest golden creature was less than a hundred meters away. 
 
    Fire Salamander (female) 
 
    Female Fire Salamanders rarely emerge to the surface, preferring to live underground to tend to their young. They surface once every two hundred and six days to honour the maturing of the latest clutch. 
 
    Female salamanders are more intelligent and more physically and magically powerful than their male counterparts. 
 
    Over twenty of the golden lizards had emerged. They were all at least a foot longer than the male ones. Scales that ran down their backs looked like pure gold, while their remaining scales glowed like burnished bronze. 
 
    It was the sort of wonderful design that a supremely talented human artist might create, a natural masterpiece that might be closer to the insect displays in museums: shiny vivid colours preserved so magnificently and so many of them with such exquisite beauty. The lizards had the same effect. Sometimes nature did something special. 
 
    The females began singing, collectively raising their head to contribute to a beautiful harmony that ebbed and flowed, occasionally dominated by high tones, other times with lower notes. The males not on sentry duty started thumping their back legs in a steady drumbeat. After a moment, their tails joined in, coming down every fourth pulse. The female song entwined with the drum baseline. The singing did not contain any magic, but it was still the sort that would get repeatedly played at a nightclub. 
 
    The male lizards made a big circle around the females. The rhythmic beat kept going as they did, then the crooning died off. 
 
    Something was about to happen. An individual female started singing. It sounded like a lament of loss to Adrian; it probably represented a different emotion to the lizard. Regional knowledge had nothing to share with him. 
 
    Flame sprouts started up in one section of the male circle. A single sprout shot straight up, then the one next to that lizard fired up, and so on, creating a wave of fire that went around the circle, so that at any moment only a small part of the line was lit. The middle flame was always the highest, with six to seven sprouts of various sizes on either side. Both the most recent and oldest ones were the smallest. The light show stayed in tune with a beat that kept going while the melody swept over everything as other females joined in the celebration. 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade foiled his tendency to speak out loud. Repeatedly. That stupidity of speaking when in stealth would have either gotten him killed or stamped out if the skill did not keep saving him. His impulses never had consequences, so it became difficult to train himself. No matter how many times he reminded himself to stay silent, something slipped out of his brain every now and again only to have the unpleasant sensation of Ambusher’s Fade stopping the movement. The two sentries were still in front of him, watching out for their enemies with bleak concentration. 
 
    The interface seemed to agree with his assessment regarding his foolishness. 
 
    The circling fire show returned to its starting point. Abruptly, the music, the rhythmic beat of tails and legs, the light show—all stopped. 
 
    Adrian waited. 
 
    The golden lizards erupted into song once again, and after a moment, an even more complicated drumbeat joined in. The song was more mellow this time. The wave of Flame Sprouts began at four spots, like the cardinal points of a compass. They spread rapidly till the entire circle lit up in bubbling ten-foot flame before collapsing once more. The flame angles turned, and the males started shooting up arcing flames across the ring before the females joined in with their own spikes, which exploded from the inside to the outside. The females’ lights were all different colours: blue, green, yellow, and white spikes. The males’ persisted in red orange. 
 
    The joyful chorus went on. The females’ magic intermingled with the males’: sometimes vertical, sometimes arced, sometimes horizontal. It was a chaotic spread of light and the singular, most beautiful thing that Adrian had ever seen. Alpha physics allowed displays far more spectacular than the last world did. This was better than the wave art, a transient, genuine moment of celebration. 
 
    Smaller lizards suddenly bubbled out and surrounded their golden mothers. The flames grew brighter, and the music went up a few decibels. Then, abruptly, there was no more light. When his eyes adjusted to the change, the lizards were gone. Even the sentry ones had retreated, leaving the ash fields empty. It felt like the exhibit had continued for ages. 
 
    Time? 
 
    2:15 a.m. 
 
    Most of the night had passed during the display. What was that, four, five, six hours? Glancing behind himself, Adrian saw that nothing threatened. His bank was as desolate as ever. The other side less so, where a panther stalked a mutated wallaby. Half of him wanted to save the wallaby, it being a native Australian animal and all, but arrows were expensive, and there would be no collecting the loot afterwards. 
 
    There was not a lizard to be seen anywhere, and he suspected that would not change for a while. Nothing for it but to go back to the hotel and find a place to sleep. The interface blinked. 
 
    Flame Sprout - 71% (+29%) 
 
    Wow. 
 
    The skill had advanced almost thirty percent from watching the display of magic. He was not too surprised, as it had been hours of study, and the lizards had been expressive. Fifteen to twenty cores would be enough to master the skill. It was a big reduction from his initial estimate, when he had over sixty percent left to acquire. Cores only progressed him two percent forward at a time. Before this display, he had been estimating that he would need over forty cores. That number had halved. Possibly, it would require fewer. Practice and examination should inch the progress up naturally. Eight cores remained in his bag, so around ten cores tomorrow would be adequate. 
 
    His interface was still flashing. 
 
    Badge: Invisible Strings (Basic) 
 
    Having witnessed the majestic ritual of the tachennnsic school, the possum’s coordination, and the salamander lizards celebrating the emergence of their young, you have recognised the hidden intelligence present across many species. This, combined with your regional knowledge and intelligence pathway progression, has opened the badge Invisible Strings within your interface. This skill has a one percent chance of being acquired when presented with the correct triggers. Individuals can trigger this possibility multiple times. 
 
    The ability works by using your interface’s computing power to analyse situations where disguised intelligence may guide enemies against you or set traps. This will present as hunches and feelings when such conditions occur. Complete existing pathways and add extra regional knowledge to improve performance. 
 
    Trust your instincts. 
 
    The interface glowed with satisfaction, letting him know this encounter had also been partially engineered. In those silly emotions, there was a trilogy of importance: Champion of Humanity, then Invisible Strings, and only then Flame Sprout. The bloody thing was taking credit for everything. 
 
    With the wording of the badge swirling in his mind, he headed back towards the hotel. There were lots of weaknesses in the ability as it relied on nothing concrete. It was in many ways weaker than a plus 0.3 to Agility, because that sort of benefit would be persistent and reliable. This skill was far more nebulous. It was not an outcome that could ever easily be pinned down. 
 
    If he took the wording at face value, it meant that if something sapient or almost sapient like the female lizards were planning against him, he should get a warning that would aid him in evading the trap. The importance that the interface was placing on the skill told him the threat was not idle and probably started with the lizards. An increase of 0.3 to Agility might help him in every fight, but when he ran into a trap designed for him, it would mean nothing. Avoiding the targeted ambush was like an extra life. The badge might be as important as the interface’s emotions had suggested. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence 25% (+1%) 
 
    Upon reaching the hotel, it surprised him to find the lobby filled with candles and a young lady awake at the desk and alert behind it. She stood when he stepped through the doors; a heavy spear was propped up next to the tall reception desk in easy reach. She was blonde, blue-eyed with a freckled nose. She was dressed in trader-bought basic leather armour. Identification showed her to be a level five guard, yet amusingly, somehow she was weaker in all the physical stats than Adrian. He was impressed anyway that she had got to that level. She was going out and fighting during the day and still willing to run an extra shift at night . . . 
 
    With a thought, he produced the old key, complete with a wooden key tag and twirled it on his finger, so the suite number was visible. 
 
    “Please go up, Mr. Fitzgerald,” she said with a cheerful voice despite the time of the night. “We have reverted the room back to your exclusive use.” 
 
    Her physique was young, lithe, and very toned. 
 
    You are an old man. 
 
    His youthful body seemed to disagree and reacted anyway. Must be the separation from Emily. 
 
    “Oh.” He wanted to slap himself for the banality of the response. 
 
    She smiled; the moment rapidly felt awkward. 
 
    “Have to sleep now,” he stammered before hurrying away and not daring to look back. What was he, twelve? Not really, just completely out of practice. 
 
    “Mr. Fitzgerald.” 
 
    “Yes?” He paused at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Please help yourself to a candle.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t need one.” 
 
    He fled. 
 
    The room felt like it had been professionally cleaned and was immaculate. His armour disappeared with a thought, and he quickly changed into bed clothes before collapsing onto the overly soft mattress. His imagination turned to the girl downstairs. Was the risk of getting back to Melbourne worth it? Could he just settle here? Create a new life? 
 
    They were just mindless daydreams. After over ten years of marriage, he knew himself pretty well. Thoughts were fine, but going any further was not on. Yet it had been over six weeks now, and she might be . . . he stopped his wandering imagination cold. Emily was safe. He would travel to Melbourne, and all would be okay. 
 
    Deliberately, he remembered the celebration of the salamanders celebrating their young, the wonderful display that probably beat anything humans had ever achieved. . . . All his dreams were of the lizards. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    Sun was streaming through the window, and Adrian felt groggy. 
 
    Time? 
 
    6:54 a.m. 
 
    Three to four hours’ sleep was barely enough. It explained the tired feeling. He had no time to rest. He rushed down the stairs, taking them two at once in his eagerness to get going. Susie sat alone, finishing a cup of tea and grabbing muesli and milk. Adrian sat down next to her. Susie looked weary and worn out and sad. She hardly acknowledged him as he took his seat. 
 
    “You are looking down.” 
 
    She waved her right hand, showing off the lost fingers. “The good news is I can still fire my bow with these. The bad” —she grimaced— “I get phantom pain. I thought it was a myth, but apparently it is very, very real.” She frowned before she brandished her maimed limb through the air like she was assessing the feeling. “And if I accidentally knock it, there is genuine agony.” 
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
    Susie shrugged like it did not really matter, but her eyes told a different story. “There are a lot of us missing limbs or parts. Over twenty at last count, most of whom can no longer fight effectively.” She waved her maimed hand again. “Sally’s got people working on prosthetics, but like everything, it takes time.” 
 
    I should have taken the healing path. 
 
    “In ten years, level sixty healers will run around, and your injury” —he clicked his fingers— “can be fixed like that.” 
 
    “It is like a cure for cancer,” Susie said dismissively. “Always ten years away. I can still fight, so this is nothing.” 
 
    She looked mournfully at her maimed stump anyway. 
 
    “That is not fair,” he objected. “Lots of cancers have cures now. Did,” he corrected, “have treatments. And the magic to heal maimed limbs will become available.” 
 
    After all, he could have got that ability from the Bird at a level twenty equivalent, a skill he would have chosen apart from his obsession about Melbourne. If he had taken that choice, he could be enhancing the lives of all those who had lost limbs right now, brightening their existence and rapidly improving the strength of the town . . . 
 
    Bad thoughts. 
 
    It was hard staying disciplined within his own mind. Stuff would leak through. The chain of thought was flawed and wrong; he could tell that. Yet the internal emotions generated were real. Indulging in that sort of regret was a pathway to depression, and he did not want to go there again. 
 
    When he had chosen what to absorb from the Bird core, he did not know the number of people who were maimed. Sure, knowing would have changed his decision, but he was not responsible for something no one told him. So how could he blame himself now? As for Melbourne, well, nothing could stop him from running back there. Emily, Natalie, Jack, and Toby—they needed him. He needed them. Travelling there was not a choice; it was not negotiable. His core, his soul, demanded the trip. Given what he was likely to face on the journey, everything needed to be directed towards getting stronger. Healing might have helped here and now, but if it resulted in him dead on the road in the middle of the country, then it was an awful decision! The octopod memory flashed through him, followed by images of other powerful monsters, the lucu, the mud wolves, devil dogs. Doing anything but improving himself was a death wish. 
 
    Susie smiled. “I will not let this get me down. I am still travelling to Melbourne, and in half an hour I am joining in a raid group to save lives and kill things. I will get stronger.” 
 
    “How is the hunting going?” 
 
    Susie shrugged, clearly thinking about it. 
 
    “I think we are killing as many monsters as ever, but now we need to walk four times as far to find them. The density of the creatures is reducing.” She smiled, very satisfied at figuring that out. “We are winning, thank God. How about you?” 
 
    Mirroring her shrug, Adrian said, “Great. Still alive, and I am getting better at recognising things that can kill me and actively avoiding them.” 
 
    He then told her everything about the previous night: the fish scare, the magical lizard display, the incredible progress he had made on his Flame Sprout spell from their celebration, and then the badges. 
 
    Susie’s eyes lit up at the badges. “Those badges sound extraordinary. I wonder if I can get one.” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. Invisible Strings triggers were repeatable, but the prerequisites needed to get even a one percent chance were significant. Champion of Humanity required an entire population behind you to achieve and might be a little more out of reach. 
 
    “Enough,” Susie said after a moment, stepping beyond the dream. “So tomorrow morning we are actually going to start?” 
 
    Adrian nodded vigorously. “Yes, I cannot imagine failing to get ten cores today.” 
 
    Susie pulled out her leatherworking like it was knitting, something to do while having her tea and burning the half an hour till it was raid time. Adrian selected his next book to read, intending to sample a few chapters while finishing his second coffee. It was time to study the strength through buffs book and silence those worms of doubt in him that kept telling him he had made the wrong choice. 
 
    Strength Through Communal Buffs 
 
    Introduction 
 
    The capability to both self-buff and buff others is one of the more versatile skills available. Once mastery is achieved, buff magic is the most powerful ability that a sapient can possess. It is stronger than healing magic, elemental magic, mind control, druidcraft, and battle classes with respect to effectiveness and the flexibility to target weaknesses. 
 
    What is commonly misunderstood is the power curve of buff masters. Initially, they are indeed weak, both because of a lack of choice in buffs and on an efficiency basis. Acquiring every additional buff after the first gets easier, allowing buff masters to rapidly expand their options relative to other classes. The efficiency bias is easily addressed through practice. Diligent application of buffs in and out of combat increases the power generated for each point of mana invested. Buff magic scales with practice more than any other magic path. 
 
    As a case in point, consider a buff mage who starts with a speed buff (muscular based, not dimensional). The single spell, while consistently useful, does not allow the targeting of weaknesses. Also, it starts out weak. The caster can initially only increase the speed of others by five percent and his internal speed by eight percent. With practice on others, the returns the buff mage can achieve increases materially to the theoretical efficiency point of twenty percent communal boost and twenty-five percent personal boost. Mana cost at this point is reduced, and the user can still supercharge beyond this level at increasing mana penalties. 
 
    Adrian placed the book down to think and to get ahead of the pathway deciding that he was cheating by reading prior to forming an opinion. The memory of the splitting headache he got when he tried to read the flavours of magic tome was a lesson that he would not forget. 
 
    An image of a toddler crawling, excited clapping in the background, and a grandmother picking up the toddler. “Look, little Adie is growing up. What a cute, smart little girl, crawling all by yourself. What a smart girl.” 
 
    Toddler? Girl? Learning to crawl? 
 
    Adrian caught the feeling of content smugness, just a meaningless distraction. What did he think about what he had read so far? 
 
    First, the entire argument about it being a stronger choice could be discarded. With no direct knowledge or the ability to check, Adrian was sure that a healing book existed that argued it was the strongest path and likewise for the other choices. 
 
    The most interesting tidbit provided was the clarification of the muscular versus dimensional for the speed boost. Dimensional magic could boost speed. It was something to ponder when thinking about different magic flavours. Dimensional magic was clearly more versatile than portals between worlds. The second key piece of information is that even after mastering the basic Strength buff, it would continue to improve. Unlike his existing skills, the ending of the pathway did not represent the final power state. It was the sort of nugget of knowledge that he would eventually have noticed, but in the meantime, he would have lost days or weeks of practice time. Despite the lack of proof, Adrian was sure the book was right. The interface probably would have let something slip if that piece of propaganda was incorrect. Then he thought a bit more about what an arse the interface truly was and that crowbar debacle. Maybe it would not have let slip anything, but at least he now knew he needed to do a test. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence 26% (1%) 
 
    That’s easy. Adrian picked up the book once more. 
 
    Once the buff mage gets access to multiple different buffs, the flexibility of the choice becomes apparent. For example, if you are in a melee fight against weaker opponents, then increasing strength across the board by just ten percent can rapidly turn a close battle into a massacre. The extra power has a disproportionate effect on damage being dealt. Previously, your enemies’ energy might have allowed them to hold out against you, but that surge of ten percent converts your strength from being able to be countered to being overwhelming. Likewise, against stronger but slower opponents, a buff to speed can turn a certain loss into victory when the opponent can no longer hit you because of your increased ability to dodge. 
 
    More options result in the opportunity to mitigate an opponent’s strength or to exploit a weakness. The class’s true power comes from the knowledge of what skill to apply. Anyone serious about focusing on buff magic should also optimise their ability to scout the challenger’s proficiencies with identification magic. Established buff masters have sworn that the biggest power boost was when they successfully ranked identification up from rank two to three and gained an understanding of the magic choices of the monsters their group was fighting as opposed to new buffs. Better selection in fights beats more options every day. 
 
    Closing the book again briefly, Adrian had another sip of coffee. It seemed to say just one thing with the paragraph. Fight smart! 
 
    Adrian got back to university studying. It was time to skim read to understand the intention of the rest of the book. It was apparent that it evolved into a dry catalogue of skills and abilities after the introduction, quickly diving into excruciating detail around the different buffs available. That part was admittedly interesting, though detailed. Each buff page talked about parameters, uses, and potentially helpful variations. There were some Adrian was already aware of, but other buffs were listed that, after reading them, he wanted to master as soon as possible. Of course, he did not know how to even approach developing those skills, like speed, armour enhancement, healing, terror, and various defensive techniques, including a glamour which could blind an opponent when triggered. 
 
    Jules and Kozzie walked into the dining room, so he put the text down, deciding to postpone reading it in more detail. 
 
    “You look pleased with yourself,” Jules said, dropping onto the seat opposite him. 
 
    “Happy not to be studying this shit,” Adrian responded with a snort, poking the book he had set down. Kozzie headed off to get two plates of food. Jules pinched the bread off Adrian’s plate, but he did not care. He had not been planning on eating it anyway. 
 
    He used identification instinctively. Jules was level eight, and yesterday she had only been seven. 
 
    “Congrats on the level.” 
 
    “Hard fighting. Kobolds overran a farm complex just out of town. Ugly little humanoids. Furry, wolf-like features who fight with weapons and wear clothes but are apparently non-sapient. Tenacious buggers. They kept coming and coming, boiling out of the ground. I think we must have killed over four hundred of them.” 
 
    Kozzie sat down and put the larger plate in front of Jules who, having finished her stolen bread, switched her attention to a chunk of meat on a large bone. 
 
    “It was fun,” Kozzie continued. “I got to be the scout, sneaking into the houses and sheds. Explore and eliminate was the mission. After the barns were cleared, we found an entrance to a massive underground cave complex. My assassin class finally showed its usefulness, creeping though the dark.” Kozzie was grinning. “I snuck into the tunnels, and they never knew what hit them. I cleaned out the entire system.” 
 
    “You were in a group of five,” Jules objected. 
 
    “Fifty-two personal kills,” Kozzie said proudly. “That was twenty-three more than they credited you.” 
 
    “You two run a kill count competition?” Adrian asked, sounding perplexed. 
 
    “Young love these days,” Suzie bantered, looking up from the leggings that she was creating. 
 
    “Mum,” Jules groaned, and Kozzie’s cheeks went red. 
 
    “What?” Susie said, innocently. “I think it’s cute.” 
 
    “I am not sure I can handle going to Melbourne,” Kozzie mumbled. 
 
    “Long trip, mother-in-law,” Adrian agreed. 
 
    “Adrian,” Jules yelped at him, almost throwing the half-eaten leg at him before reconsidering and returning to chew it instead. Kozzie’s attention was likewise laser-focused on his dinner. He was pink. 
 
    “So cute,” Susie said. 
 
    “We are eating elsewhere,” Jules declared, standing up. 
 
    “Sit,” Adrian ordered, grabbing Kozzie before he could leave. “We should discuss tomorrow.” 
 
    “So, we are definitely going?” Susie asked. 
 
    “If there are no objections.” 
 
    They went through their list of needs. The essentials were all sorted: food, water, potions, camping gear, spare clothes, weapons. So they discussed if there was anything in the want category that was affordable. 
 
    Susie was happy she had purchased all the goods she needed to create proper leather armour and the various knickknacks required by her magic traps. Jules and Kozzie were already wearing some of Susie’s first attempts. 
 
    “What stats?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Jules has a ten percent chance to deflect an attack without taking damage, plus thirty percent magic resistance,” Susie told him, smiling proudly. “For Kozzie’s, I tried to tailor the gear to his skill set, so he has ten percent improved stealth and five percent extra knife damage.” 
 
    “Really?” Adrian asked. “A chest piece can improve knife damage?” 
 
    Susie smiled. “Trade secret,” she said, “and no, I’m not making you anything because your current set is superior to everything I can make.” 
 
    Adrian waved that away. “When you guys have better gear, we can discuss. My ambusher’s set is perfect when I am sneaking, but in a standing fight there might be superior options.” 
 
    “If we are buying more, what should we get?” 
 
    “Shoes,” Susie said immediately. “And extra first aid bandages,” she continued, after thinking for a moment. 
 
    “Upgraded weapons,” Kozzie said, a comment which made Jules nod vigorously, “and a bag of holding for Susie.” They all nodded. “I don’t know how much energy we have got, but if there is surplus, we should consider rings and necklaces for everyone.” 
 
    “We should spend excess on knowledge. Kozzie, do you need to learn anything?” 
 
    “Crowd control abilities that use magic but scale off Agility,” he said, hopefully. “You know, like they used to have in World of Warcraft, something like sap.” 
 
    Sap was a skill that did no damage but would stop someone from taking any actions for a couple of seconds. 
 
    They passed all the loot over to Adrian to apply his special bartering knack on the traders. Sam and the rat guy had both moved on, and the new trader in town resembled a faintly humanoid octopus. With his understanding of how traders functioned, the change did not worry him. Traders, after all, were sort of the same even if they had different skins. 
 
    Third coffee finished, Adrian packed the book away and stood up just as Sally jogged in. 
 
    “I know that look.” 
 
    “What? A look like I want something?” She arched her eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She smirked. 
 
    “I desire to do a trade with you before you leave. We have ingredients for over one hundred litres of Dragon’s Breath. If you brew it for us like last time, we will give you a third of them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We want an emergency store of potions that can be utilised to meet threats as they emerge.” 
 
    “Not that. Why so generous?” 
 
    “Just negotiating,” Sally said back, “and our offer is a third of the completed product.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She just stared at him. 
 
    “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Sure.” Adrian was not positive regarding their reasoning. 
 
    Sally looked almost giddy with excitement. 
 
    “I would have negotiated fifty percent.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Our alchemists cannot do your magic heating and cooling trick. In the test runs, they destroyed half the product. Giving you a third means we end up with more, and they are not risking their lives.” 
 
    “Just mine, hey?” 
 
    “You are getting paid.” 
 
    “Can I do it now?” 
 
    “Yep.” She waved her hand to summon one alchemist to whom he had previously shown the mix and who had been patiently waiting just outside his eyeline. “Catrina,” Sally said, emphasising the name to help him out, “can show you to the dedicated alchemy kitchen and help you.” 
 
    “To the pizza shop,” Catrina said cheerfully. The ingredients were all prepared and ready for him. Lucas and a male priest Adrian had never seen were on healing duty, standing outside the door. Two focused hours later, thirty-eight litres of the potion were transferred to his bag of holding, leaving the town with seventy-nine of them for future use. 
 
    “Time,” he declared, stretching his back and neck. Brewing potions at his level seemed to require lots of leaning forward to scrutinize what was being created. “Now I need to kill some lizards.” 
 
    Sally appeared suddenly at the door. “Good job,” she said. 
 
    “How do you keep popping up like this just as I am moving?” 
 
    “I have an exceptional sense of timing.” 
 
    “You don’t real—” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted. “A runner comes and gets me. I have three kids permanently available to report things.” 
 
    “And you are here, so I am guessing you have another business opportunity. I might bargain more aggressively this time.” 
 
    Sally did her best innocent impression. “Nothing like that, expense reimbursements.” She gestured towards a nearby box. “That has twenty-four litres of Bird potion. I know you have created your own stock, but it is the least we can do.” 
 
    “No, I am not going to.” 
 
    “Just take it,” Sally insisted firmly. “We have sold almost five hundred litres to the traders and have a further two hundred litres in reserve.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “They generated a substantial profit. Consider these the royalty payment. Plus, given the number of things that these work on, you will need a good supply on the way to Melbourne.” 
 
    He considered arguing back, thought about a straight refusal. But if they had sold five hundred litres, then him taking twenty-four would not hurt them. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    “No, thank you. That little deal” —she nodded towards the alchemy stations— “netted us twenty extra Dragon’s Breath potions, and they sell for twice as much as a Bird potion.” She winked, and Adrian chuckled despite himself. 
 
    Holding his hands up in surrender, he grabbed the offered box and dumped it in his bag of holding. 
 
    The long study breakfast and crafting time had burned through the morning. It was just before lunch, but he was not hungry, and impatience consumed him. 
 
    Skip lunch, visit trader instead. 
 
    There were snacks in his bag of holding if needed. The earlier he reached lizard territory, the sooner he could acquire the ten cores to progress Flame Sprout. If luck shone on him, then there would be time for a quiet beer with Graham, Sally, Dave, and others before he left Wagga. It would be nice to say goodbye in a civilised manner because once he made it to Melbourne, there was nothing in the world that would get him to come back here. 
 
    As he was approaching the octopus trader, Adrian discussed tactics with his interface. 
 
    What can I get? 
 
    Calculating 
 
    
    	        Super large bag of holding 
 
    	        Three pairs of shoes enhanced for additional comfort and speed 
 
    	        Pathway of the Assassin: Immobilisation 
 
   
 
    Why so much? 
 
    The items provided by your friends were valuable. Possibly, their raid leader was passing them expensive components deliberately. Given their levels, it is unlikely that random loot distribution would have created such an outcome. 
 
    So the town was trying to pay him back subtly and doing it cleverly. There was nothing Adrian could do but accept it. 
 
    How about rings and necklaces? You know, if we downgrade the size of the bag of holding? 
 
    Not an optimal use of funds. Combat benefits will be minimal. Those sorts of items are better purchased around level thirty when the individual has a superior understanding of the weaknesses they need to fill or the strengths they want to enhance. 
 
    What does the pathway book do? 
 
    This time the interface scrolled through to a proper tab, the information that everyone had available as opposed to the stuff written privately for himself. 
 
    Pathway of the Assassin: Immobilisation 
 
    This pathway teaches both physical and magical immobilisation techniques. Physical approaches involve pressure point manipulation, airway restriction, and blood to brain methods with blunt force application and bladed attacks. 
 
    It also teaches two main magic immobilisation techniques. First, an electrically induced paralysation delivered directly against the central nerve system. Second, a muscle group deactivation. Both magic spells require a blade to be inserted into a specific spot on the target. This blade can be thrown, but the technique will have reduced capacity in that instance. 
 
    Understanding of target anatomy will increase the likelihood of a successful attack in all instances. 
 
    Wonderful choice. 
 
    The pathway would provide several options to help Kozzie with his crowd control, and the more he fought a particular type of enemy, the better the skill got. 
 
    The octopus trader made Adrian’s blood run cold. It was nothing like the King Octopod but, at the same time, almost identical. It had a humanoid central body with multiple large tentacles, four arms, two legs, a tail, and then a host of smaller ones. In that regard, it was like the King Octopod with the same basic body parts. After that, it differentiated. The trader had different colouring with more brown than grey, more specialised appendages. The arm tentacles differed completely from the leg ones, and finally it had a dry rather than a wet look. 
 
    The sigh escaped his lips. 
 
    The trader noticed the movement. “No need to be alarmed.” 
 
    Its voice was soft, gentle, and soothing. 
 
    “I had a traumatic experience with an octopod.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    There was a long silence. There were no other customers, so it did not matter that much. “Sorry, I am being rude.” 
 
    “Your kind dislike my appearance.” 
 
    “My reactions are from an octopod almost killing me,” Adrian told the thing, “but I guess you appear scary to us.” 
 
    Some of the smaller tentacles resembled snakes, and that would freak many people out. The book had not mentioned the phenotypes or the look of the traders being important, but given the variety Adrian had seen, he was sure that they were part of the system, designed to have different forms to decrease extinction and improve the percentage emergence of civilised societies. 
 
    Adrian’s pathway of Intelligence ticked forward by a full five percent at that realisation. He felt giddy at that progress. It was such a weird pathway that relied on epiphanies to progress besides hard work. 
 
    No time. 
 
    Adrian wanted to be polite, but also needed to get to the lizards. 
 
    “Sorry for being rude. I am in a rush. Can I barter?” 
 
    All four arms waved to show that he should place his goods on the table. Adrian tipped up the bag of holding, and items rattled onto the counter. 
 
    “Impressive. And what would you like?” 
 
    He listed the items the interface had suggested. 
 
    The trader paused for a moment, thinking. “I can do extra enhancements on only one pair of boots.” 
 
    The question hung there. Who to focus on? Not Susie, as she was the healer and in battle would be protected, so good boots would not help as much. Jules or Kozzie? If Kozzie got boots with a stealth enhancement, that would help recon. However, the tank was the more important role. 
 
    “Okay, can you do it for Jules?” 
 
    “The barbarian?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It deposited the items on the bench. There was no point checking sizes; the interfaces would have communicated that information already, and everything would fit perfectly. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    On the way to the lizards, Adrian ignored the town border with lizard territory and instead sped along the road straight towards the river. After the woyeck disaster, he had learnt his lesson. Nothing nasty crossed his path, and pretty soon, he had safely navigated to be between the river and the lizard zone. The banks of this side of the river remained devoid of anything large and dangerous. After all, it was not like there was space for any alpha creatures to hunt between the likely death of the river and the certain death from the lizards. 
 
    Four hundred meters in, he found the terrain that he was looking for. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    The area was perfect for Adrian’s purposes. The houses and lizard territory went straight while the river had a lazy bend. As a result, they wedged a half circle of natural bushland over a hundred meters wide between the stream and the lizards. With sporadic trees throughout, it would provide enough shadows for him to move around effortlessly. The edge bordering the salamander region represented a location where he could observe and fight the lizards with plenty of escape paths. Best of all, there were always shadows because of the tree canopy. 
 
    Safety first! 
 
    The hot itch to jump into core hunting was suppressed with cold logic. Step one, secure this little oasis of Australian bush. It would be ironic, after surviving the Bird, if he died because he forgot to check for the fifty deadly stationary ambush predators that the alpha event might have scattered into the area. Regional knowledge flashed brief images of all the different options through his mind. In this unknown world, nowhere was safe without a meticulous search. 
 
    Forty minutes of careful tracking gave him the confidence that the space was clear of the truly dangerous monsters. Short, brutal, one-sided battles took out four snakes that made the area home, including two native Australian brown snakes mutated to make their poison more lethal, upgrading it from being able to kill a human within an hour to a version that would take minutes despite Inherent Healing. The more he examined the poison, the more he respected the near genius of the mutation. It had developed a potent anti-Inherent Healing component in its bite. This would take out alpha creatures. The snake’s changes also upped both camouflage and speed. With their small size, near invisibility, and zippy nature, they were at least as deadly as the creatures that regional knowledge presented to him and possibly even worse. Luckily for Adrian, they almost glowed in his Magic Focus as they leaked out magical energies. It was a flaw, but one that could be easily fixed. 
 
    If Earth ended up as a dead world, these snakes could take over as a dominant monster. With another alteration to close the weakness, they would be truly fearsome. It was a macabre thought, but if humans went extinct, the common Australian brown snake might end up as a feared monster in future alpha events. Monsters were only ever dragged from wasteland planets in alpha events; if humans failed and this planet went wild, Adrian could see this snake becoming a menace. 
 
    Each of the two dangerous reptiles died under dual dark missile attacks which destroyed them before they registered Adrian as a threat. Apart from them, he eliminated several low-danger creatures. He ambushed most of them after a Shadow Step, his spear striking a vulnerable spot from behind. He killed them because even though they would not scratch him in one-on-one fight, they represented a potentially fatal distraction if he was running from the lizards. 
 
    Job done, he turned to head back towards his chosen vantage point. By luck, he happened to glance up a tree and saw the koala. They had always been difficult to spot, but this one was harder than usual. Over the last hour, he had passed this tree three times searching for hidden monsters and missed it every time. The marsupial had mutated weirdly, getting slower but adding a psychic defence that actively pushed your eyes away. The only reason he had even spotted it this time was from pre-alpha days’ experience doing bush walks with the kids. They had always loved seeing koalas in the wild. Alpha monster’s eyes would just glide over the animal and, not knowing what a koala looked like, they would lack the pattern recognition to identify it. Adrian hoped all koalas had adapted in the same way as it gave them a chance of surviving. It was a whimsical thought that made him smile for the briefest moment. He turned and left it, briefly considering whistling before suppressing it. Yes, he had checked the area, but you could never know what was really out there. 
 
    After reaching his chosen observation spot, he carefully consumed three cores. Progress advanced only five percent, which was bitterly disappointing. Diminishing returns worried him. 
 
    Nevertheless, he stood under a tree to scan and hunt, bow in hand. For the first half an hour, all the lizards stayed deep within their territory. With Magic Focus, he could watch them play. He saw lots of random Flame Sprouts that were more like missiles burning the ground till it glowed back. The experience improved his Flame Sprout skill by a full percentage point, making up for lacklustre core consumption. Minutes dragged by with none getting in range. 
 
    Finally, a lizard popped up forty meters to his left and flush against the boundary. A single arrow sped its way, and it died soundlessly. Adrian shadow stepped instantly to a new location before waiting to see if there would be any response from the lizards. Nothing happened, so he darted in to collect the booty before zooming back deep within his safe little oasis. Then he stood still and listened. There was no scampering of lizards, no crackling of flames. 
 
    Safety first! 
 
    The cycle repeated itself almost like clockwork: a lizard emerged in a location within range every half an hour. None as perfect as the first, but every one was close enough to a nearby shadow that a single Shadow Step was sufficient for him to step in and out safely. Just after dinnertime, his skill clicked up to ninety-seven and a half percent. One or two cores, and he would master Flame Sprout. 
 
    The sun was going down. Time to make a choice. The last lizard had emerged an hour after the previous one, and the gaps between them had been increasing. If that trend continued, the next opportunity was an hour or more away. If he required two cores, everyone would be asleep by the time he made it back. 
 
    By leaving now, he would have time for a leisurely dinner before coming back to grab the cores that he needed. With his extensive use of ambusher stasis all day, it was not like he would need much sleep. Fancy food and a last couple of hours with his Wagga friends sounded wonderful. 
 
    Energised, he left for town. On the way back, he tracked the lizard territory just in case an opportunity presented itself. There was a surprising amount of activity deep inside their territory, but nothing nearby. 
 
    The moment he parted from their zone, he started practising the Flame Sprout skill. Generate cascading fire ten meters high to his right. Whoosh! Then let it fall away before repeating. It might attract eyes, but this area was well hunted. A creature deliberately being visible screamed danger. It was why poisonous frogs had always been brightly coloured, painting a warning to all that the frogs were too deadly to invite attack. The flames would achieve the same outcome. In his mind, he imagined a hellhound with flames coming out of its mouth. That was something that he would avoid. 
 
    Flame Sprout - 98.1% (+0.6%) 
 
    Observation and practice had increased his skill a full 0.6 percent towards mastery. In only half an hour, too. Maybe he could leave the lizards alone? 
 
    Warning tingles danced in his stomach, cautioning him that his logic was wrong. Was it the interface or himself? Adrian could not tell, which was disturbing. Practice would only ever propel him up to 99.9 percent. He required a core to gain that elusive final 0.1 percent to master the skill. The moment he thought it, he knew it was correct. Another core was necessary. 
 
    Adrian assessed the spell he had. It was working fifty percent of the time, totally useless in a fight. Mastery would make it a hundred percent reliable and allow finer changes to how he utilised the ability. 
 
    At the hotel, Susie, Kozzie, Jules, Graham, Sally, Rupa, Dave, and Tamara were all sitting around the large central table. In front of each of them was one of the expensive flasks. They were costly but a joy to drink. The magic liquor reduced the need for sleep, so totally worth it for a celebration. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he prepared. This was goodbye. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    “Did you get it?” Jules yelled when she saw him, jumping right out of her seat and rushing towards him. Her face fell because of his expression, and she halted the flying hug before she even got started. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Are we still leaving tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yep, just came to reach out, have a bite to eat before heading back out to grab the final core.” 
 
    “You only need one more?” 
 
    Adrian shrugged at the question. Being honest with himself, he did not really know how many he needed. It might end up that the final 0.1 percent would take multiple cores, but as a betting man, he would gamble that all that was left was an hour of study and a single dead lizard. 
 
    Ordering dinner, he chatted away, knowing that this would be the last time he would speak to half the table. He politely declined the repeated offers of drinks. As nice as getting inebriated would be, it might become dicey if an alien hallucinogen affected him while out hunting. 
 
    “Jules. No, I cannot leave this for tomorrow. I need to do it today.” 
 
    “You know we were going to kick you out then,” Sally butted in teasingly, “but if you require another day, we could keep letting you guys stay in your rooms for, let us say, an hour of alchemy.” 
 
    “Very generous, Sally.” 
 
    They all laughed, and he got up, promising them he would see them bright and early the next morning. It was just past 9 p.m., and there was no way he could sleep before 1 a.m. There would be plenty of opportunities to get the core that he needed. 
 
    There was no pressing reason to go back to the same spot as last time. Its major benefit had been the tree cover creating so many useful shadows for him to use. At night, his skill did not need shadows, so he settled into position next to the oasis at the closest edge to the town. Adrian hoped the lizards were avoiding the sanctuary space because of the earlier killings, and his new vantage point would still be on the old routines. 
 
    They were clearly more active now than during the day. They were popping up every now and again, but nothing close enough for him to bite on. He waited patiently. 
 
    Time? 
 
    10:20 p.m. 
 
    It had been over an hour without a success. Flame Sprout had inched up to 98.3 percent. 
 
    Adrian abandoned his existing spot before hurrying through the oasis and then well beyond it, eventually settling a hundred meters to the side of where he had watched the females the previous night. He shadow stepped up a tree to a broad branch where he could still draw his bow fully and had the vision advantage granted by the additional four meters of height. 
 
    It was a pleasant spot with a much better view than last time. Time ticked on. Two lizards exploded out of the ground forty meters directly in front of him. They sniffed furiously. Automatically, his eyes darted backwards towards a nearby tree closer to the river, the escape route that he had established There was no point attacking them at this range. With an additional sniff in his direction, they spun sideways and continued along a path only they could perceive, moving parallel to the boundary. They were fifty meters away before disappearing into another of their presumably concealed burrows. 
 
    If he had been smarter, he would have thought to attach a string to an arrow, and then he could use the bow and arrow like a harpoon. He could get the kill and drag the lizard out without ever risking stepping into the territory. 
 
    It was a brilliant idea, but like all the get-rich-quick ideas that he had ever imagined, it came too late. Whenever he had thought up a ground-breaking invention, he would Google it, and ten existing options would pop up. Same thing now. The harpoon was an astute thought, but it had come when it was already too late. 
 
    Time? 
 
    11:42 p.m. 
 
    Where were the lizards? From here, he could see a long way, and all along the border no lizards were getting near the boundary fence. A collective change or approach? No, no, his identification told him that this response was beyond the lizards that he had observed for so long. They were sort of like sheep, incapable of rational thought. The lack of opportunities came down to bad luck. The badge tickled in the back of his mind, forcing himself to reconsider. Was this an example of the hidden strings influencing the reptiles? 
 
    No way to confirm. 
 
    Flame Sprout - 98.9% (+0.5%) 
 
    Time? 
 
    1:23 a.m. 
 
    Oh no! 
 
    In hindsight, he should not have ducked back to the hotel before he had all the cores. Maybe he should find a new spot? He doubted there was anywhere better than where he perched. He waited. 
 
    Time? 
 
    1:45 a.m. 
 
    Completely ridiculous. The lizards, for whatever reason, were not coming close enough to be sniped from safety. It was almost like they knew something had been hunting them. There was still activity, so Flame Sprout kept ticking up. 
 
    Flame Sprout - 99.2% (+0.3%) 
 
    It was getting too late. They were clearly not going to show themselves. Time to call it a night and try again in the morning even if it delayed their departure. 
 
    Reluctantly, he headed back up the river towards town. Just after passing through the little section, he had nicknamed the oasis, an evil idea occurred to him. It was so wrong, but it might work. 
 
    Four weeks ago, he would never have considered the plan, but the world was different now, a new place which demanded the suppression of soft sentimentality. The hard, practical nature of existence had to be embraced. The end justified the means when the end was his strength. 
 
    All the delays stressed him. His family needed him there to support them. Logically, it had been more than clear that grabbing the advanced Flame Sprout ability was worthwhile. He could not pass up the capability to attack with flames ninja-style from stealth. It would not work on most alpha monsters, but on some it would, and that made it worth it. The trip to Melbourne would be more dangerous than when Burke and Wills did it two hundred years ago. And the return journey had killed them. Flame Sprout had been the right decision, but the delay chafed. Multiple times every day, whenever his mind wandered, he would end up wishing that he had abandoned Wagga three weeks ago or, at the very least, straight after killing the Bird, even after factoring in the badges. 
 
    No more delays if he could help it. The target of his idea had barely moved. It was in the same tree, just rotated to a slightly different spot. 
 
    This is so wrong. 
 
    If it worked, it would be worth it. If it failed, then no actual harm would have been done. A pair of old jeans from his bag was all the padding that he needed. The koala munched its leaves up in the tree in the same spot. It was an alpha miracle that something so helpless had survived this long. Adrian’s frown was replaced by a look of determination. The lizards were being uncooperative, so maybe some bait could change things. The poor cute animal in front of him would be perfect. 
 
    It felt like a clever solution, but one that made him feel shit. One more lizard was all he needed. 
 
    The poor koala kept eating, oblivious to everything around it. Psychic deterrence was such a successful adaptation to protect it from the alpha creatures. The koala would never get fierce enough to match alpha predators, so switching to deception was a brilliant choice or stroke of luck. Not that it mattered. They were doomed; he knew that. A single hunter species immune to psychic deterrence would hunt them to extinction, but this koala had survived almost four weeks, happily eating and sleeping in the trees. 
 
    Still, for the typical Australian, the animal was precious. No one wanted to harm koalas, not even farmers. Was using the koala as bait worth saving a couple of hours in the morning? Almost backing away, but his family . . . the koala would die anyway. Maybe not today, but in the next few months at least. 
 
    With a Shadow Step, he was on the narrow branch next to the koala, wrapping it up in jeans. It struggled for a moment, but his strength easily overwhelmed the animal. He shadow stepped to the ground. The koala had gone into shock, silent, as opposed to screaming. Clasping the package tightly, he stealthed to the shimmering barrier. Adrian then waited for all his Shadow Step capacity to recharge. The animal in his hands must have been attempting to play dead because it did not move. He rehearsed the plan in his head while waiting. Step in, drop the koala, then step quickly away. 
 
    Steps recharged fully, he moved in. One in. Drop the koala. One out, then a further three to create distance. He ended up standing next to a tree with his bow drawn, ready to take out any lizards that might emerge over forty meters away from the koala. He had five steps still in reserve. The koala was ten meters inside the territory, looking quite distressed at its change in circumstances. With slow, lethargic movements, it pushed the jeans away from itself. 
 
    I should have iced it. 
 
    Disorientated, the koala looked around drunkenly. After all that’s what the eucalyptus leaves did. It just sat there, rocking back and forth for over a minute while the tension increased. Then it ambled slowly towards the nearest tree. 
 
    Adrian prayed for it to make it. Using the animal as bait was a stupid idea, sacrificing it on his altar to gather power. He should have waited till morning. The strange behaviour of the lizards would surely have changed by then. An extra hour would not have mattered in the greater scheme of things. 
 
    There was nothing that he could do now. There was no way he was going to risk his life on a rescue mission. The lizards could kill the invader in their territory at any moment, and if that occurred while he was trying to save the koala, the flame strike would destroy him just as completely as its intended target. 
 
    Come on. 
 
    Maybe if a lizard came, his arrows could spare the poor koala by killing the lizards in time. The koala was so slow, and the heat was clearly affecting it. Four lizards appeared, blasting out from the ground around the marsupial. The koala responded by shooting forward, springing across the blackened earth more like a gazelle than a koala. It reached the tree and leapt up almost two meters. 
 
    Adrian switched his attention from the koala’s surprising speed, fired an arrow at the reptile nearest to him, and shadow stepped away before firing another arrow. He took another two Shadow Steps. Behind him, the world exploded into flames. The tree the koala had gone up was an inferno, the spot he had fired the first arrow likewise, and two fire domes protected the remaining two lizards. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade pumped out, but Adrian was still ready to run if they attacked the second archery spot. For now, he would take the risk to see what happened. The koala was a genuine surprise, but there had been no speed mutations. The pace it had demonstrated was something that it must have been capable of pre-event. Who knew that koalas were that fast and could jump that high? 
 
    The fire domes collapsed, leaving just the two corpses. Only one core was required for his purposes, and the second lizard body was over fifteen meters into the territory. He would not feel safe retrieving it. The change in behaviour made his internal alarm bells ring. 
 
    Invisible Strings. Trust your instincts. 
 
    Adrian would loop closer and use the time to recharge Shadow Steps, then grab the closest lizard and run. 
 
    He reached his destination as his Shadow Step capacity recharged fully. The chosen corpse was five meters in front of him. He hesitated. The attack on the koala had been too coordinated for his liking, too close to a prearranged ambush. 
 
    They rarely bothered, but the females could set a trap. Usually, they focused on the young and left defence to the males. But if something had killed enough males so that the entire community felt threatened, then they could add some intelligence to the counter strike. Regional knowledge was clear around how carefully and cleverly they expanded, scouting fresh territory and then surgically inserting themselves into a new spot that would have the least impact on the environment. The outcomes they achieved spoke to their forethought. That had to come from the females because after days of observing the males, he knew they were incapable. 
 
    Paranoia would not stop him from getting the last core. He had sacrificed the koala, and he could not let that go to waste. 
 
    He mentally prepared himself. In and then out, do the V. A Shadow Step into a squat position next to the lizard so that his hand could grab the tail instantly and then the chain of Shadow Steps down to the river. No pausing till he was sure that the lizards had not prepared a nasty surprise. 
 
    Step, grab. Step, step, step. 
 
    The entire world behind him roared into thunderous flame. He felt the heat on his back. 
 
    Step, step, step, step. Adrian was now almost one hundred meters clear. He turned to look. All the oasis was an inferno. They had been waiting, and they had thrown everything to catch him. The flames would not stop the lizards; they were immune to heat. He needed to get out of here. 
 
    Adrian paused only long enough to shove the lizard into the bag of holding, sealing it away so that there were no smells or magical residue for the lizards to track. Ambusher’s Fade worked simultaneously to rid him of all smells. After another Shadow Step, he paused till his breath had recovered to where he could consciously regulate it. He picked his way up the river to get to town and get as far away as possible. Whenever steps increased to three, he used one to speed up the journey. At eight hundred meters away and about to leave the river, he looked back. The entire oasis was aflame along with a hundred-meter strip of riverbank on either side. The flames were still spreading as the lizards kept hunting. Occasionally, he could see a lizard amongst the blazing vegetation, and then a new area would start burning. They continued their scorched-earth policy. Thank God he had taken the time to attack from the river. 
 
    Even if he had not deliberately sacrificed the koala, it would be dead by now, given that they had reduced the entire habitat to ash. The thought did not comfort him. 
 
    No time to stop and think. Keep going and get out of here. It was late, and he needed some sleep. Dreams would not be of rainbows and unicorns. Instead they would be plagued by dying koalas and the horrible things that he did to the lizards in the name of getting stronger. 
 
    Totally worth it. The octopod flashed in his mind. He had been too weak. Because of that, the family had died, and he would not let that happen again. The koala, while innocent, was only an animal and people came first. Strength had to come first. 
 
    Adrian left the lizards behind him and soon, abandoned houses covered up the view. Only then did he shift to practising Flame Sprout as he moved. The hotel was coming up, and a lizard was in his bag of holding. It would be enough. 
 
    Flame Sprout - 99.5% (+0.3%) 
 
    The practice on the journey back had made a difference. If the core took him to only 99.9 percent, would he hunt the lizards tomorrow? Probably not. The risk was clearly too high. He remembered the inferno they had created. Any normal person without Shadow Step would have died at that point, and thank God he had attacked from the river. If he had been lazy and engaged from the town side, that inferno might have formed a firestorm that could have threatened the community Sally had built. 
 
    It was another close scrape, but he survived. Get to his room, consume the core, and then sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    The pretty receptionist was there, but he ducked his head and charged up the stairs. He didn’t acknowledge her because of the annoying way his stomach was flipping. It was a minor crush, but while it was there, it would tongue tie him at least. In any case, he would be gone tomorrow morning. The dark shadows hid his reddened cheeks. You are not a teenager anymore. 
 
    Reaching his room, he grabbed the final core. This was it. 
 
    The knife cut deep into his hand. 
 
    It stung. 
 
    The knowledge blasted into him: using flames to burrow, owning fire. He did not need to manipulate the energy next to his body. Instead, it was better to reach out and influence it at a distance. Five, ten, fifteen meters with perfect control but reduced performance. Then he experienced the pattern for the fire dome. He simultaneously knew how to create domes and that he could never do it. He needed far more fire efficiency and mana to get close. 
 
    The core rush faded, and Fire Sprout mastery was achieved along with possibilities for extension. He felt like breaking out into song or maybe sobbing. The whole koala thing was worthwhile. 
 
    Flames bathed him on both sides. They hung at chest height, and the heat roasted him. Withdrawing the power, the flame vanished. Touching his cheeks, they were still hot. 
 
    Adrian checked his statistics. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    Inherent Healing --- 1.2 --- Population - 1.07 (+.01) 
 
    Vitality --- now 1.46 --- Reduced by 0.01 (Lack of injuries and no conditioning, damage) --- Population - 1.24 (+.01) 
 
    Physical Resistance --- 0.52 --- Population - 0.51 
 
    Magical Resistance --- now 0.1 --- Increased by 0.02 from salamander cores (fire resistance now 20% (+10%) --- Population - 0.06 
 
    Strength --- 1.27 --- Population - 1.01 (+.02) 
 
    Agility --- 1.10 (+.1) --- Population - 1.18 
 
    Perception --- 1.19 (+.1) --- Population - 1.05 (+.02) 
 
    Intelligence --- 1.39 --- Population - 1.04 (+.01) 
 
    Mana Control --- now 2.92 --- Increased by 0.01 --- Population - 1.09 (+.01) 
 
    Mana Pool --- 1.57 --- Population - 1.04 (+.02) 
 
      
 
    Pathway Skills in Progress 
 
    Intelligence Pathway - 44% (+8%) 
 
    Identification Rank 5 - 12% (+7%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 53% (+4%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways – 32% (+16%) 
 
    Gathering - 53% (+7%) 
 
    Bush Alchemy - 100% (+11%) - Acquired 
 
    Self-Buff - Vitality - 0% 
 
    Self-Buff - Strength - 78% (+30%) 
 
    Self-Buff - Growth - 0% 
 
    Party Buff - 0% 
 
    Flame Sprout - 100% (+.5%) - Acquired 
 
      
 
    Skills Obtained 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 4, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura, Guided Potion Throw, Lay of Hands, Bush Alchemy, Flame Sprout 
 
    Experience 1230 of 20,000 required for level 3 
 
    Embarrassment filled him when he looked at his statistics. So Vitality decreased if you were not getting hurt regularly or doing active conditioning. It was a bummer, but he guessed that was okay. Better to lose Vitality points than to be continually damaged. Beyond that, his progression had been pedestrian. There was a one-off improvement in fire resistance granted by the salamander cores, a little perception increase, and a bit of experience which on his count was under three hundred. 
 
    It made sense. There was half a day wasted helping with the lucu, alchemy for Sally, and watching the lizards. Attribute gains had been poor, but the skill improvements were invaluable. He had made material progress mastering his Strength buff and Intelligence pathway and completed both Fire Sprout and Bush Alchemy. 
 
    With Bush Alchemy completed, he could start a new skill from the massive Survival and Gathering Pathway book he had first bought. He dug it out excitedly to have a look at what else he could start. The index flopped open. 
 
    Regional Skills 
 
    
    	        Desert 
 
    	        Tropical 
 
    	        Wetland 
 
    	        Swamp 
 
    	        Temperate Rainforest 
 
    	        Temperate Plains - In Progress 
 
    	        Lakes and Waterways - In Progress 
 
   
 
    Fundamental Skills 
 
    
    	        Camp Sites and Shelter 
 
    	        Skinning and Butchering 
 
    	        Gathering - In Progress 
 
    	        Tracking 
 
    	        Stealth - Acquired 
 
    	        Traps and Snares 
 
   
 
    Extras 
 
    
    	        Bush Alchemy - Acquired 
 
    	        Improvised Weapons 
 
    	        Leather Working and Stitching 
 
    	        Self-improvement 
 
   
 
    Which to choose? Self-improvement called to him. It would let him ultimately increase every single attribute by 0.3, which was massive. Though it would do it with herbs and potions, and he suspected that would make it prohibitively expensive or time-consuming. There was nothing in regional knowledge that looked interesting; after all, the route back to Melbourne should be all temperate environments. That left the fundamental skills. All four listed would be practical and hopefully quick to acquire so that he could blast through them. 
 
    What should I get? 
 
    No response. 
 
    Self-improvement? 
 
    A feeling of rolling eyes and disgust at being asked a stupid question hit him. 
 
    No need to be rude. 
 
    So not Self-improvement. He could ignore the advice but knew that the interface was right. It was something to pursue when back in Melbourne, for now he lacked sufficient time. 
 
    Going through the list of options, the interface expressed the same feeling for each and every one of them. Why are you asking such ridiculous questions? 
 
    Should I be saving this for later? 
 
    No response. 
 
    That made the interface position clear, though it was late, and Adrian felt inadequate with his questioning technique. If he had just asked the right question straight out, it would have saved minutes of annoyance. 
 
    A small giggle slipped through before solid silence reimposed itself. 
 
    The bloody thing was enjoying itself, as usual, at his expense. Yet he was too tired to care too much. Maybe if he had not been so sleepy, the temptation to delve into the book would not have overwhelmed logical thinking. The interface, though Adrian hated to admit and never would let it slip to its face, was right. 
 
    Satisfaction, and not his own emotion. 
 
    Damn it! 
 
    The annoying thing had heard his hidden thought. There was something about it that made him hate giving it credit. He could be bigger than that, or at least strive to be. Anyway, the interface was correct. There was already too much on his plate to be adding more to it. Another pathway would push him to use it, and Intelligence and buff magic was consuming every spare moment, anyway. Where was the time for something more? Plus, using the regional book now would limit future flexibility. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 29% (+ 3%) 
 
    The tidbit of information was almost mocking, but not. If he acted smartly, the pathway of Intelligence progressed. Starting more new pathways was not smart at this point. Yes, they would benefit him, but they would also be a distraction and slow down the acquisition of his other skills such as buff magic. The other side of the coin was important. There was flexibility inherent in being able to use specialised information later. If they fought something like the lucu, he would be in a position to get the information to find its weakness. 
 
    Adrian got into bed. It had been an exhausting day. At some point, he needed to have a proper conversation with the interface, put everything out into the open and form a relationship based on trust versus what they have had. His dreams were chaotic and involved him chasing around an enormous book but never being able to catch it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    Adrian woke in the soft comfortable bed before dawn, and he just lay there enjoying the warmth of the doona over him. Warm and cosy. It was a ridiculous thought, but it felt like the final day of a holiday, a luxury sleep-in before getting back into the office grind. Somehow it was appropriate, despite how preposterous the analogy was. Today, he was not going to work. Instead, he was setting off on a dangerous road trip to Melbourne. Some might have found that exciting, but not after being involved in life and death fights and seeing people packed into body bags. That Amazon woman hung in his memory. He had never even found out her name. 
 
    It had only been six weeks since he last saw his family, but it felt like a lifetime: reborn amongst the imps, a couple of days killing them and gaining power, then the brief visit to the factory where he spoke to others and had to acknowledge his nightmare was the world’s terror, going to the hotel, and then being swept up into Wagga’s problems. The mud wolves had almost killed him once, then twice, then the skills books he had purchased gave him the alchemy pathway to save the town. First, he had seen to the slugs and then, more by fluke than skill, the Bird. Then finally, Adrian had figured solutions for the woyeck, possums, and the salamanders. So many near deaths, so many moments saved from death, and he was abandoning that safety. 
 
    The world was a screwed-up place. 
 
    Lying on the comfortable bed, Adrian counted his brushes with mortality. There were at least two with the imps, depending on how aggressively he wanted to count, a third with the mud wolves on the first occasion, and a couple with the Bird. There was the mud wolves a second time and then two times against the lizards. Another against the possums—it was too many. In five weeks, ten near deaths. Why did he want to go out into the real world? Why travel away from this basin of civilization that of all places Wagga had become? 
 
    And yet, there was not a choice. Emily, the kids, he needed them; cowardice could not stop him from braving the wilds, not with that motivation. How many times would he almost die, and how long could he keep just escaping the jaws of death? Why had the others agreed to come? Why would they risk it? Hopefully, it was not because of some misplaced loyalty. What amazing things were they going to see? Maybe they would see a dragon. Some part of him wanted to glimpse a real-life dragon from far away, but most of him, or at least the sensible component, cowered on the floor in fear. How much more powerful would a dragon be than the Bird? He remembered the size and power of the Bird. What would something ten times or a hundred times as mighty feel like? 
 
    Someone knocked on his door. 
 
    “I am up,” he yelled, throwing the warm cover aside. 
 
    With a thought, he was covered in his special ambusher armour, and he opened the door to find Susie standing there dressed as a ranger. She had a single long knife on one hip and a bow and quiver slung over her shoulder. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you use your bag of holding?” 
 
    “I think it looks badass.” 
 
    They walked down the stairs, guided by the small lamp that Susie held. A door that he did not know even existed was shut at the base of the steps. Susie pushed it open, apparently unsurprised. Shaded lamps all lit up at once, and the smell of a massive feast reached them. 
 
    Susie’s hand was firm on his arm, preventing him from moving away. The room was lit like electricity still worked, bright, and crowded. Every chair was filled despite the early hour. They were all standing up. 
 
    “Adrian!” Dave yelled out. Everyone else started yelling his name too. 
 
    “I did not want this.” 
 
    “I know, you baby,” said Sally, stepping up from where she had waited right near the doors and grabbing his other arm. Between their firm grips there was no way he was going to run. “But this is for us and not you.” 
 
    She guided him through the room. No one had sat, but at least the clapping had stopped. There were three empty chairs at a table in the middle of the restaurant, and that was the obvious destination. Sitting at the central table, a waitress immediately placed a coffee down next to him, and a different young woman was asking him what he would like to eat. 
 
    Sally sat to his left and Susie to his right. “You would never have allowed a goodbye feast, so we are doing a farewell breakfast instead.” Sally leaned in conspiratorially while pitching her voice low to ensure she was not overheard. The normal hubbub of lots of people in a room had started up, returning a semblance of privacy. “Make no mistake, Adrian,” Sally continued seriously, “you are a hero to this town. That Bird would have kept hunting us forever. Retreating to live permanently underground might have protected us, but it would have been a life without sun and when we left to hunt, we would be prey once more. You have saved hundreds, maybe thousands, maybe tens of thousands of lives, and everyone here needs to honour you for that. The possums, Craig assures me, might have been even worse.” She paused, obviously weighing up her words. “Just like you have to go back to Melbourne because of your family, because if you did not you could never live with yourself. For that same reason, we need to see you off, or else we would have regretted it. And you must act the hero. Not because you are, but because we want to believe you are. Now!” she blurted, her tone turning light. “Eat and enjoy, then you get to suffer through a couple of speeches, but for now—” 
 
    Sally did not bother to finish the sentence. Instead, she grabbed one of the croissants that had been placed in front of Adrian, transferred it to her plate and broke a piece off and started demolishing it. Everyone took that as their cue to join in. 
 
    The toasts were short when they came. His cheeks heated throughout, and Craig’s got the biggest cheer when he talked about the lucu and how the Birdkiller had tried to help, but in the end just scraped into the backup team. Eventually, the handful of people who wanted to speak had finished, and Sally propelled him to stand. 
 
    It was a blur, but he thought he said something about honor and how brave and resilient they all were. He felt like a fraud, but they all cheered anyway, and then the four of them got up and walked out of the dining room with Sally and Steve trailing them. The sun had risen, but it was a dreary morning. 
 
    “Adrian, I have one last favour to ask,” Sally said, “and it is personal.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” he responded, looking quizzically at her. 
 
    “Can Steve go with you?” 
 
    The question shocked him. He had been expecting extra gifts, advice, or a closing request to help fight a threat. Not Steve. Adrian looked up at him. The man stood with his standard stoic expression. He had heard everything, but there was no emotion in his face. Steve would not be pleasant to travel with. 
 
    “We have just planned for the four of us.” 
 
    “Steve will not be a burden,” Sally interrupted. “He has his own gear. He won’t slow you down; he is good in the bush and a fight.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Same reason as you,” Sally answered, her eyes challenging him. 
 
    What was his reason? Family in Melbourne. They treated Steve as a local. It was clear the man had roots in Wagga. 
 
    “I need more than that.” The unspoken words hung there. Why would he let that dick come with them? 
 
    She turned her eyes, looking at Steve for permission. Adrian could not see a change in expression, but Sally certainly did. She grabbed his arm and pulled him further away from everyone else. 
 
    “Steve is my son-in-law,” she told him. “I can honestly say he is a good man.” There was a fierceness to her voice that was not usually present. A mother hen protecting her chicks. “The Bird killed my daughter on the second day.” 
 
    “I did not know.” 
 
    Sally was not looking for sympathy. There was a wave of her hand, as if to imply they all had these stories. 
 
    “Everyone has someone who has died.” Her voice choked up slightly. “Katie’s death, however, broke Steve.” She glanced at Steve, who had not followed her. “He is not the same man anymore, and if he stays here, he will be this.” She gestured at him. “A terrible protector, forever aloof and beyond approach. He will fill the niche of champion and be perpetually stuck in the role.” 
 
    Some people would have gloried at being a hero, but that was not the images Sally was trying to invoke. She was talking about the man behind the shiny armour, a broken character, using the rigmarole of action to hold back a tide of depression, a man who would be stuck suffering just to aid others. 
 
    “As the de facto leader of Wagga, I do not want to lose him, but as his family, someone who knew him before this, I have to help him. Katie haunts him here. He feels that if he had got the sword sooner, he could have saved her. You and I know that is ridiculous, but there are too many memories of her here. He is close to many in Melbourne, mum, sister, cousins, and friends. Katie was the only reason he was in Wagga.” There were tears in her eyes. “He is a great man.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your daughter.” 
 
    “It’s not about me!” Sally said angrily, her move yo-yoing, a tear running down her left cheek. “I will be fine,” she said more gently. “Steve, he needs to get away. Get somewhere that does not remind him of Katie.” 
 
    “Okay, he can come.” Adrian decided for Sally, not Steve. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    And before he could even think about stepping away, she hugged him. The hug was long and desperate, and when she stepped backwards, she had to flick tears from her eyes, and then the mask was impeccably in place. 
 
    With them all watching, she engaged Steve in a similar embrace to the one Adrian had received. If anything, it was even tighter. 
 
    “Steve is coming with us,” he told his team. ”We said at the start that competent people could come with us, and Steve is a monster in the best sense.” 
 
    Or at least I hope only in the best sense. He did not express the last bit out loud. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    After Sally had walked away, they set off on their long walk to Melbourne. They stalked out of town silently. Even when going through the barricades, no one said anything. The four men and a woman on guard just stood to the side and watched them go past in blissful silence. Clearly, someone had sent runners ahead and asked for no signs of affection. 
 
    Relief flooded through him. Each step felt light and full of possibilities. They were doing this! They were leaving a place of relative safety for the great unknown. Going home, a journey that would end with Emily in his arms. He felt like singing, but they continued in collective silence. What were the others thinking? Was it of adventure, daydreams catching their tongues as they imagined what they were about to see and experience? Or was it heavy steps that took them, every single one taking them closer to another Bird and a different fearsome challenge. Was the Bird unique in the state, or as Graham suggested, was there likely to be an equivalent every fifty kilometres? 
 
    Leaving was still exciting, come what may. The relief of taking action, of starting the journey, buoyed his steps. Were humans going to be pulling together? Or would lords of the flies take control with each man for himself? More questions, so many of them, jack-rabbited in his head. 
 
    With every step getting closer to Emily, the future did not seem so dreadful. 
 
    When they reached the official outskirts of Wagga, Adrian turned around to give a silent goodbye. The entire party, who had not said a word for the twenty-minute walk, mirrored him. The sun to the east was up, leaving the town bathed in the yellow light. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Jules said with a cheery tone and, given her personality, it was probably genuine. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Steve stated. 
 
    “We sort of have already,” Adrian said, realising as he spoke, he would be the default leader from now on. “Rules of engagement are simple. If it is safe, we kill anything that we feel will threaten humans. If we run into anyone that needs help, then we aid them if we can do it safely. Beyond that, we make all haste towards Melbourne. One step at a time.” 
 
    “I have a map,” Kozzie told them, “from an old Melways.” Which was the local street directory. “About twenty years out of date. We should be able to walk forty to sixty kilometers a day. That means three days to get to Albury and then six to Melbourne.” 
 
    “That is fast,” Jules started. 
 
    “Pre-alpha,” Kozzie clarified. “Now it will be different.” 
 
    “Yes,” Susie agreed, “and it certainly won’t be easy.” 
 
    “We stick to the highway where we can,” Adrian told them. “It is not much, but the road provides some protection.” 
 
    Adrian looked over his group. First there was the mysterious Steve who was a level two like him. He had a special interface and started in a mana storm that had granted him a starting skill that gave him extra Strength in fights if his weapon was oversized. From identification, Adrian guessed he had split his attribute points at a level up between Strength and Agility. Steve had the Strength of little over twenty and Agility slightly under that. Combined with his oversized-sword bonus, it would make him fearsome in a fight. 
 
    “Steve, you got any skills apart from whacking things?” he asked as they started walking. 
 
    Steve looked at him like he was an idiot. “Yes,” he answered. 
 
    “You want to share?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Will you share? Planning and everything.” 
 
    “Advanced Two-Handed Sword Fighting, Beast Sword Fighting, Regional Knowledge—Temperate—Dark Vision, Spell Vision, Advanced Tracking, Basic Survival skills.” 
 
    It was a lot of stuff, but then Steve had had the same advantage in the interface that he had got. So Steve had two-level ups with the attributes focused on Strength and Agility, Adrian wondered what other skills the man had gained. Probably something Steve was hiding, he decided, having worked through the skills. Or maybe, he had played the short-term attribute game. 
 
    “I am good in the wilderness. Protect you, warn of threats, and when we fight, I hit like a truck with the accuracy of a surgeon.” Steve lapsed into silence. 
 
    Adrian wondered if he should talk about himself. Then considered whether talking about himself would count as bragging. Everyone probably knew everything, anyway. 
 
    His eyes turned to Jules. A level eight barbarian. He had paid special attention to her class when reading through his Intelligence-boosting books. Barbarians were a scary-ass class. By level twenty, they were two or three times more powerful than any of the equivalent classes. The downside was they were barbarians and had no self-preservation instincts in battle. They were impressive as all hell, but few of them would make it to level twenty. He hoped the troll aspect would help her there. Not only would it let her survive her suicidal charges, it would make her even more scary. She was going to be terrifying. 
 
    And there was Susie. She was a level seven druid. She wanted to heal and get an animal companion. She would be granted that ability when she reached level ten. When she got there, they would cheat. As a group, they would capture something far more powerful than what she could tame naturally. They’d catch it and starve it till Susie could claim it, and then their fighting power would go up another notch. Until then, her contribution would be restricted to healing, weak archery, and magical traps that may or may not be useful to their battles. Though she was bringing more than that as they walked. Susie was playing with some leather, using a needle to turn a piece of hide into what looked like leather breeches. Advanced leather working was more than physical; magic was being used to bind the pieces and sections of garments together. 
 
    Finally, there was Kozzie. He too was level eight; however, Adrian suspected he was closer to level nine than Jules, given the night fights they had participated in. Then again, whenever he heard them chat about their kills, Jules always seemed to have more, with a couple of notable exceptions. Possibly, she was gaining more in their joint fights. Kozzie walked with confidence with the knives at his belt, ready to launch into action. That being said, he was the weakest of all of them unless it was dark, and even then, the others might be stronger in most fights. 
 
    For Adrian, improvement was important. He needed to keep focusing on his pathways. Identification and Magic Focus would help him get Intelligence attributes along with his buffs. He figured he should probably also improve gathering and bush alchemy at night. With a mental effort, he focused on buffing his Strength. It involved infusing mana into his muscles. He felt it build up, and then he lost control; It felt like an electric shock had gone through his body. He used his heal spell to remove the lingering pain. Internal spell damage hurt like anything. He checked his stats, and progress had increased one percent. Luckily, failures increased percentages in his skills just like successes. 
 
    “So, let’s talk about what everyone needs to work on,” he called out. 
 
    “Magic traps,” Susie said, “but I can’t do that while walking.” She waved the leather pants busily stitching themselves together. 
 
    “I have various assassin skills to master, but I can only do it in combat,” Kozzie said. 
 
    “Nothing,” Steve stated simply. 
 
    “We will correct that at the next trader,” Adrian said. Steve glowered at him. “Correct it for everyone,” Adrian clarified. “I have a couple of things to work on,” Adrian continued. “I need to practice looking at objects, which I can do continuously, and gather around thirty different herbs to create three potions which should raise everyone’s intellect, mana, and perception by one attribute point.” 
 
    “While walking, I have nothing to do,” Jules admitted. “But for troll aspect, I still need the following: five to eight troll cores, five potions of Vitality, four potions of strength, twenty to forty agnoric lizard cores, two to four cores from a strength-based animal.” 
 
    Adrian halted. Looking around, they were walking down the middle of the road. It was easy to walk on the bitumen, but the paved area was already showing signs of falling apart. “We need to go off road in order to gather ingredients,” Adrian told them. “I have recipes for those potions. However, the herbs and components needed are pretty rare. If we can’t find them, then at the next trader we should have goods to at least buy the potions or ingredients we are missing and also something for you guys to work on while we travel.” 
 
    “I thought you already knew all this,” Jules teased him, smiling. 
 
    “I’m not a—” Adrian started and then stopped as both Jules and Susie burst out laughing. “Hilarious,” he grumbled. 
 
    They detoured a bit off the road to search for herbs and walked quietly for a while. 
 
    “We need to talk about how we’re going to fight together,” Kozzie said, finally breaking the tense silence. 
 
    Adrian chose not to say anything. 
 
    “Well,” Kozzie continued. “Susie is a healer, but then it gets more complicated.” 
 
    “I am ranged unless it gets really sticky, and then I switch to melee,” Adrian said. “When we fight, I will stay back and protect Susie.” 
 
    “I’ll be the primary tank,” Jules said. 
 
    “I am pure damage,” Kozzie told them. “With my knife throwing, I can do a small amount of ranged damage, but my strength is up close and personal.” 
 
    “I can tank and do damage,” Steve told them. “I’m better suited to damage, but if there are two nasties, I can take one of them.” 
 
    “None of us are pure tanks,” Kozzie told them. “No one has any skill to hold aggression. Jules and Steve can only get the monsters’ attention by damaging them. We will fight with those two up front, but if the enemies bypass you, then everyone must get back and protect the healer.” 
 
    “You just said that to buy favour with the mother-in-law,” Adrian said before thinking things through clearly. 
 
    Susie snorted in amusement, and Adrian went flying. Jules had used her club, and Adrian suddenly understood how the monsters must feel. 
 
    “Jules!” Susie yelled, rushing over, and casting a heal spell. Kozzie was laughing, and even Steve had a rare smile. 
 
    “Shit,” Adrian cursed, touching his ribs. They were clearly broken. “God, that hurt.” 
 
    “Manners,” Jules said primly. 
 
    “You are crazy,” he muttered. Jules shifted her club, and he flinched despite himself. She grinned. 
 
    “New rule,” Jules suggested. “No hitting each other.” 
 
    “Yep,” he said. 
 
    This was going to be a fun road trip to Melbourne. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    Adrian’s ribs took around a minute to heal with both his and Susie’s magic knitting the broken bones back together. Jules had hit harder than she meant to, shattering three bones and breaking another for good measure. Only level eight, but already superhuman. 
 
    She was profusely apologetic. He knew it was an accident, a prank gone wrong, and it was only a couple of minutes of pain, but it still made him angry. She got the point and stopped talking. 
 
    Their mood was strained, and they barely talked as they went about their business. 
 
    Adrian noticed movement above them. 
 
    Lots of noise. 
 
    Something huge was falling and struck him in the chest area, knocking the breath out of his body, and he flew backwards. It hit Jules and Susie too, through judging from the distance, they had taken a glancing blow compared to him. There was no time to brace as he landed on his back, only able to curl a little to protect his head. The ground was soft and covered in vegetation. His first impressions were that the damage done was far less than Jules’s club. Yet all the air was expelled forcefully from his lungs. 
 
    What had hit them? It took him a moment to focus the eyes to see it, a snake, a constrictor type, that was thicker than a small tree and longer than a truck. It ambushed them by dropping upon them from above, swinging its body like a battering ram. 
 
    Air struggled to make it in. He gasped helplessly. 
 
    Steve, meanwhile, was moving faster than any of them thought possible. His massive sword came out of his bag of holding so quickly that he must have practiced the manoeuvre extensively, and then it was driven down hard near the snake’s tail as it flashed past them. A magically sharp blade slashed down. Steve was hitting with the strength of six men and the snake contained only normal flesh, even if was gigantic. The blade sheared through the serpent’s backbone before getting stuck halfway into the body. Steve tried to tug the sword out, but it was held fast. The bottom section of the animal was paralysed, but three quarters of it was actively swishing around a tree to come back for a secondary attack. 
 
    Cursing, Steve let the sword go, only to watch it get dragged away, still stuck in the reptile. However, Steve wasted no time. Like it was just part of his standard battle technique, his hand went to the bag of holding and emerged with a second one of the ridiculous blades. Clutching the new weapon, he leapt away from the oncoming snake mouth. Hindered by its broken back, it could not adjust effectively, but it stopped and coiled to face him, like a cobra ready to strike forward. 
 
    Adrian felt like a car had hit him, but memory stone taught knowledge was a powerful tonic. He forced heaving gasps down into his lungs. The blow had damaged nothing material. He nocked an arrow. Artificial drilled instinct was stronger than shock. There was no way to generate power from the crouched position on the ground, but there was magic in the bow that might change the battle. He released the arrow, infusing earth and air magic to get it flying. It hit with little more power than a wet lettuce, but it was enough to break the scales and do a tiny amount of damage. That was all that mattered. A blast of force seemed to go through the snake. Its coil of contained violence melted, and it suddenly shifted into being a sleepy, slow dinosaur. Its head lowered from towering meters above them down to a meter above bush floor, swaying like a drunk. The entire top third of the snake was off the dirt. Its mouth was closed, and its eyes relaxed like it had just finished smoking a joint. 
 
    Steve looked weirded out, but that did not slow him. With a grunt, he swung the steel like a sledgehammer at the snake’s neck. It was like hitting a tree trunk with a lumber axe. There was a solid thump, and a chunk of flesh went flying. He yanked the weapon out and repeated the swing. Adrian felt healing magic wash over him, giving him the ability to stand. He nocked another arrow, ready to fire if it was needed. Kozzie had his tiny daggers in his hands, looking confused around what he could do. 
 
    Steve’s second blow came down, and a larger wedge flew out. Two swings later, the animal was decapitated. When it died, the energy just flooded out of the snake, and the sections it had been holding above the ground fell, causing the earth to shudder. 
 
    The massive snake had only caused some minor bruising. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Steve asked, staring perplexed at the slain beast. 
 
    “Looked like a sleep spell,” Kozzie suggested. 
 
    Adrian waved his bow. “Confusion,” he explained. “Part of the bow’s magic. Sometimes it causes confusion, occasionally fear, other times they clutch their head in pain, and if they are strong, mentally, nothing happens.” 
 
    The confession raised a few eyebrows. 
 
    “Shit, wish I had killed the Bird,” Kozzie muttered. 
 
    Adrian flinched as he remembered that fight and the Bird’s power. 
 
    “You would have just fed it,” Jules quipped, earning a hurt look from Kozzie. She stepped forward and gave him a kiss on his lips in apology. The enormous snake lay in front of them. Only Steve had truly damaged it. 
 
    “Do you think it classes as a boss?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    “No,” Steve said, surprising everyone. “I hit the Bird and barely scratched it, and the scratch I managed closed before I could take another swing.” 
 
    “A mini-boss?” 
 
    “Just a gigantic snake,” Adrian told him. 
 
    The interface agreed. 
 
    They butchered it before continuing. They had enough meat for weeks, and Susie had snakeskin to deck them all out in armour. As they walked, they fell into a relaxed routine. Adrian used his Shadow Steps to improve scouting and to search for herbs while keeping up with the rest of them. 
 
    With both Adrian and Steve bringing so much offence to the party, they moved quickly. Regional knowledge played a part and, without slowing, the two of them surprised and butchered animals while others kept up the pace. They knew that they all needed to level up. As they swept through the hostile landscape, nothing else as dangerous as a snake came near them. 
 
    “We have a problem,” Steve said lightly as they cut down into a small gully. 
 
    Everyone stopped to look at him. 
 
    “We are being stalked.” 
 
    “What?” Adrian asked. 
 
    Steve shrugged. “Something big. That is my second glimpse.” 
 
    “You guys go ahead and wait at the top of the gully for it. We will ambush it there. I just want to scout it first,” Adrian said. 
 
    “That’s—” Jules started to protest. 
 
    “Okay,” Kozzie said, grabbing Jules’s hand. 
 
    Adrian heard him whispering to her that Adrian had skills to scout and retreat safely. 
 
    With two shadows steps, Adrian moved across to a raised area and looked down. He was leaning against a tree, and he had a wide field of vision. Standing still, he utilised the first skills that he ever learned, the Ambusher’s Fade and Stasis, as he waited to see if Steve was right. 
 
    The others kept going, though they progressed slower as they were now carefully checking their surroundings. Adrian paid them barely any attention, instead initiating his Magic Focus in case an invisibility spell was in use. Ten minutes passed as he stood there, invisible to anything around them. A rabbit hopped by, landing on his foot, completely oblivious to the danger just above it. 
 
    He was ready to retreat to the others, assuming Steve had been mistaken when a massive cat slunk between two trees. It was following their trail but moving cautiously as it did so. 
 
    Domestic House Cat 
 
    This domestic house cat mutated to acquire enhanced strength, size, dark damage imbued claws, and innate camouflage. Vulnerable to ice, resistant to fire. 
 
    Domestic cat, my foot.  
 
    The size was stunning. He looked closer and could see the resemblance if he squinted. The monster in front of him had at one point been a nice, delicate looking ginger feline, but now it was as big as a giant hippo filled out with muscles. In the old world, he had always considered cats to be an apex predator when adjusting for size. He focused again on the cat’s strength; it was about three times his own, which in practice was around twenty-fold once you scaled for mass differential. The identification skill was funny like that. Comparisons always had an asterisk against them (*After correcting for body mass differences). There was nothing special in its Inherent Healing. Its speed was fifty percent more than Adrian’s. 
 
    It was big, bad, and it was hunting them. There was no question in his mind they had to kill it. It was stalking them; it would kill humans if they left it be. Plus, it was not like they could run from it. 
 
    Without the cat being aware it had been spotted, Adrian shadow stepped away multiple times to get distance, and then took off at a jog. The combination allowed him to cross the gully in minutes. 
 
    When he got closer to the team, he was in the open with no ambusher skills so as not to surprise them. 
 
    “Big cat,” Adrian summarized. “Extraordinarily strong, nasty claws, but not super-fast. It is hunting us, so is a man-eater.” 
 
    “We have to kill it,” Kozzie said simply. 
 
    Everyone nodded; it was what they discussed. If they ran into anything that would kill humans, they would do the responsible thing and eliminate it. It was also not like they could run from it, but he kept that part to himself. 
 
    “Where?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Here,” Adrian said. “When it comes, I will open the fight up and use lots of ice magic on the arrows to slow it down. When it gets closer, Jules and Steve can charge.” 
 
    They prepared the ambush. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    The mutant feline emerged after what felt like ages. Rather than entering the gully completely, it had picked its way along the top of the steep walls, right on the crest. You can make the cat a giant, but at heart it was still the same animal that enjoys high places. As it moved, its eyes flicking to the broken foliage that marked their passage. Occasionally glancing down to keep its footing, the majority of its attention was on its tracking. 
 
    Normal cats did not rely on vision to find their prey, but then again, this was clearly no longer your standard pet. As it bounded from spot to spot, you could see the house cat twining around people’s ankles. Once adorable, and now something far more. A noise startled it, and it exploded forward, still a cat, a ferocious hunter that thought there were bigger and nastier things out there. 
 
    It was right. 
 
    There was an itch on his leg that Adrian ignored. He rehearsed the shot over and over in his head. The bow was ready to fire in case the cat saw them and charged. He took calm breaths; the fight would come. It was just a matter of waiting for it. 
 
    He imbued the arrow in his bow with a combination of ice and air. Air to guide, and ice to slow after he hit. He waited until the cat was within a comfortable range before firing. It was still focused on the trail and where it stepped, not bothering to extend its gaze wider, instead relying on hearing to warn it of danger. 
 
    Adrian’s arms trembled in response to the tension he was putting on the draw. This was a long shot, probably further than he had ever tried. The cat stalked forward, and he fired, aiming at the centre of mass. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Then his hands were a blur, grabbing a second arrow and firing it. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    This one was filled with earth magic to do extra damage, and he aimed for a big leaf in front of the cat, predicting its movement. 
 
    The cat heard the bow twang before the arrow reached it. It moved into the crouch position, but its instinct to spring forward was too slow. His first projectile hit hard in the chest. For a creature that large, it was like a needle prick. Yet it now knew it was under attack and leapt ahead with the icy tendrils spreading out along its fur from the wound. The knowledge imparted by the memory stone worked, and it had correctly estimated how far the animal could leap and how long it would take to respond once it noticed the strike. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The second arrow, containing only earth magic, hit just below the first and disappeared fully into the cat’s body. 
 
    That is a nasty splinter. 
 
    The cat froze as a mind spike took it, making it throw its paws over its head. 
 
    Yes. One to luck. 
 
    This made his third arrow miss, flashing before the creature where it would have been if it had not ground to a halt. 
 
    Hoping that the mind effect would hold long enough, Adrian adjusted his fourth arrow to aim specifically at the cat’s eye. Like the second, it was infused with earth. The enhanced shaft crossed the sixty meters between them while the cat stayed frozen, transfixed by the mind magic. It slammed through the cat’s eyelid.  
 
    The eyelid was obviously tougher than typical skin because, while the arrow that had hit the chest had gone all the way through, this fourth arrow only penetrated halfway into the eye. The entire flap of skin quivered, rising slightly but held. Somehow, the lucky shot had pinned the lid to the eye. Inherent healing was rushing to fix the damage, but there was nothing it could do to change the mechanics that was stopping the eyelid from opening.  
 
    With the mind spike clearing, the cat stood to its full height projecting malice. Hippo was maybe not the best estimate of its size. Elephants were closer. It swung its head to look straight at them. The right eye still shut with a large arrow sprouting from it, but the one on the left looked through them. A brown orb, seeing exactly where they were, decisions flashing inside the orbs, subtle changes to body language, reflecting the determination. Its ears lay back, and it coiled down to its haunches, getting ready to spring. 
 
    Magic or arrow was his split-second decision before Adrian abandoned archery, letting the bow slide down his arm to keep it handy while freeing his hand to channel dual Ice Missiles. Steve was moving towards the cat, acting as a target, his gigantic sword on top of his shoulder prepared to swing down hard. Jules jogged forward at two meters back and to the right of Steve. The Ice Missiles swept over their heads and sped into the cat, which was preparing to pounce upon them. The cat, with multiple targets presenting as food, chose the closer one. 
 
    Steve saw it leap and judged its trajectory. He forced himself to a stop so that the animal would not land on him, transitioning his sword from being passively on his shoulder to drop behind him. The cat’s monoscopic vision caused by the damaged eye must have affected the creature because landing short was not an expected mistake from the majestic natural hunters. 
 
    Steve’s weapon shifted into position to bring it over his head once more like a sledgehammer. Jules did not stop. Instead, she accelerated but moved more at a right angle to increase the distance between Steve and herself. 
 
    Adrian consumed most of his remaining mana to direct an Earth Spike to land under the pouncing cat’s front foot. An arrow made it to his bow. To avoid his companions, he aimed this at the back of the cat. This time he just used air to direct. He hoped he could get another mind spike to trigger. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The Ice Missiles hit the cat, visibly slowing it in mid-flight. It landed meters short of Steve. The earth erupted beautifully as the cat’s full weight transitioned onto its front feet. A spike of earth mangled the right leg, blowing straight through the paw, emerging in a spray of blood. 
 
    Steve was swinging his sword, and Adrian was sure he heard the man screaming “For Katie!” as he aimed for the cat’s face and the healthy eye. The cat saw the sword and attempted to get its head out of the way. It was partially successful, but Steve showed his skill. The swing that had been out-of-control power adjusted to follow the cat’s remaining intact eye even as it pulled itself away. Almost as if it were what he had always been trying to do, the blade slashed across it. The shut eyelid had been tough versus an arrow, but it did nothing to stop the magical sword which cut a deep, long slice across the entire eye. It was not clear how much damage it inflicted, but the cat must have been blinded now at a minimum. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jules brought down her club on the exposed front knee joint of the leg Adrian had spiked. With the paw pinned by the Earth Spike, there was no give, and the knee crumpled. 
 
    The cat’s health plummeted, making Adrian wonder if his second arrow that had gone through the chest had nicked a critical artery. After his perfect sword strike, Steve sprung backwards to avoid the cat whose momentum kept it stumbling forward like an uncontrollable cat wreck. 
 
    Steve’s sword slashed as the animal crashed past him. His blade sliced open the cat’s left side while Jules brought her club down on the ribs on the other flank. The cat roared in pain. Adrian’s arrow landed on the cat’s back but did minor damage and had no visible mind effects. Not that it mattered. The cat was past Jules and Steve, who had both pivoted to attack the exposed hind legs of the cat. Jules, in her obsession with hitting leg joints, was swinging with abandon. 
 
    Steve was being Steve, and he was scary. His sword flashed with precise strikes, cutting through the tendons on the leg. The cat was dead even if it and the others did not realise it. With his Magic Focus, Adrian watched as the health continued to drop. He fired another arrow, this time targeting the eye he had hit initially. The lid was partially open, giving the cat a small amount of vision. Kozzie was attacking the side of the cat, which Steve had opened, and got showered in blood. 
 
    “Retreat,” Adrian yelled. 
 
    The battle was over, and there was no point risking further injury. Steve stepped back neatly. Kozzie flipped up onto the back of the animal, laughing, and Jules kept hitting the back leg of the poor thing, which was already at a painful-looking angle. It struggled to stand up once more, attempting to turn to attack Jules. Kozzie, seeing the danger, leapt upon the animal, plunging his daggers down near the backbone to keep it off balance. The cat changed its mind, oscillating between fight and flee. It was unclear what it chose, but it decided to leap up and backwards to create space but instead flopped over, almost crushing Jules. The leg she had been hitting, unsurprisingly, supported none of the cat’s weight. Jules hit the head that was suddenly in range, once, twice, and a third time. There was no movement from the animal, Magic Focus aiding the determination it was dead. She kept hitting it with a splash of red being generated with each strike, and then they all heard the skull crack. 
 
    “Stop,” Kozzie cried, jumping down from the cat to hug Jules, somehow stepping in between the club strikes to embrace her. The club dropped from suddenly limp fingers.   
 
    The poor domestic cat was dead. Adrian felt sad about it. Alpha physics had destroyed its life like it had humans. It had been mutated and then died to violence. Hell, the cat had probably loved its previous owners and curled up on their laps. 
 
    He hated physics. 
 
    Everyone but Susie was breathing hard. They butchered the corpse. The claws were enhanced with magic, and the leather was tough. The meat they left. No one was interested in eating cat. 
 
    The rest of the trip to the first town was uneventful. When they saw the sign on the road indicating that the speed limit was dropping, everyone slowed slightly. A drop in limit meant they were approaching Uranquinty. 
 
    “What are we going to find?” Jules asked. 
 
    Everyone shrugged. 
 
    “I hope they did better than Wagga,” Kozzie said. No one responded. Deep down, they all feared that Wagga’s success was unique, and everywhere else was crumbling under the relentless monster pressure. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Susie said, trying to project happiness. 
 
    Although cars had to slow down before going through the built-up area, it was still another two hundred meters before they even saw the first house. It had been old three weeks ago, and now it was ancient, abandoned, and falling apart. The windows were broken, but they had not been patched. The front door was off its hinges. As they kept walking, the entire right-hand side of the road switched to cheap country housing as the left remained scraggly bush on the nature strip with the typical plains of Aussie farmland beyond it. 
 
    Not a single house was occupied. 
 
    “God, I hope . . .” Susie trailed off. 
 
    No one else said anything. 
 
    Adrian had his bow at half draw; Kozzie stared around with sharp eyes looking for any enemies that might be out there. Jules’s club was held in her hand, as opposed to stored. Steve walked with his bag of holding open, his right fist clutching onto the hilt of a sword. It was ridiculous for him to carry it outside of actual fights, but being ready to produce it quickly was important. 
 
    “There,” Kozzie said, his finger lashing out towards the town inn. 
 
    It was a traditional old style: large, blocky, double story, with narrow tall windows, probably built through convict labour. They had assembled the entire structure with bluestone blocks, giving it a solid base. He now saw what Kozzie had identified. The building had been heavily reinforced. The ground level had had heavy trees shifted into position to block off doors and windows. There was even additional reinforcement behind each of the downstairs windows. From where they stood, they could see that tables had been repurposed to re-enforce the gaps in the stone. The reinforcements extended to the upper level. 
 
    “Does not look hopeful,” he whispered before guiding them into a nearby shattered shop. At one point, the store had served coffee and sold some local artwork. Adrian stepped on a piece of art that had once been a toy soldier. He was unimpressed with the spotty painting, and it was not from wear and tear. “We need to hunker down and find out what is happening.” 
 
    Looking over at the pub, Adrian saw it was a big building, a standard country hotel. There were no fences to be seen. A large car park at the front and back was comprised of loose gravel. One side bordered the shop next to them, which, from the still dangling sign, had been a fish and chips place. There were three or four meters of space between the two. Another side was pushed up against the road. The hotel was an island in the middle of empty spaces, the only cover around it being provided by a couple of cars in the front car park. The world had changed in the morning, before the daily crowd would have hit, so these were the only present at that time. 
 
    “I will do some scouting,” he told them. 
 
    Everyone nodded. Steve was standing at the back of the cafe toy shop where they had stopped. He was looking out into the sparse seating area of the backyard and saw rickety table and chairs in what had been a heavily pruned garden. Kozzie was watching out the front of the shattered shop, and the girls had sat. 
 
    Adrian looked out into the town. Something was out there. Then, with a deep breath, he went to find out what. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
    “Safety first,” Adrian said. 
 
    The others looked at him strangely, but he did not care. It was his mantra, and it felt nice to whisper it out loud rather than think it. While the hotel called to him like a siren, it could not be his focus. Secure the surrounding area, make sure that there were no monsters watching from deserted windows or terrors crouched down in backyards. 
 
    “I am going to do a quick sweep of the block and then . . .” He thrust a thumb towards the hotel. 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    Kozzie and Steve were both in position; the rest of the team would be safe. This was their first town, the first slice of life after Wagga, and it was terrifying. Humans were supposed to have done better. Wagga, in his daydreams, was the statistical abnormality, a struggling place, the victim of horrifying luck. Everywhere else, life had got harder, but humans had triumphed over the new environment. He had always known deep down that his nightmares were more likely than idyllic dreams, yet he kept hope. 
 
    Every building was abandoned: no post apocalypse clean-ups, but lots of evidence of doors torn off hinges, holes in walls that suggested violence. But of live animals, there was nothing larger than a possum. The entire space was ruined and desolate, with the only positive being the clear signs of scavenging. Someone had stripped kitchens and pantries of all the non-perishable food. Satisfied after completing his sweep, he turned his attention to the hotel. 
 
    Hopefully, there would be evidence there to unravel the mystery of what happened to the town. Moving cautiously forward, Adrian checked the ground and then the trees fixed to the walls of the inn. At the front, six tree trunks had been lashed together and thrown up against the wall to provide extra defence over the downstairs windows and main entrance. The six logs were thick and laid on top of each other so that half of the fifth log and all the sixth were above his head. Large trees had been placed to strengthen the walls and add a barrier to anything trying to get through. Ropes had been used liberally, as had hay bale twine, belts, curtain strips, basically whatever they had found to secure the logs. Makeshift ropes circled into the hotel proper to convert them into being part of the wall. 
 
    It was the only reason the tree barricade was still standing. Something both massive and strong at one point had gone to town trying to tear them apart. That fifth tree log had been splintered in places with sections longer than himself torn away. A little further on, there were clear claw marks where the scarring was less extreme, signs of the abandonment of an attempt to break through. He kept examining and nodded to himself. All the structural destruction had been done up high. The primary damage dealer was big. Down low, below his eye level, there was evidence of similar attacks. It was the same scratches, but with none of the splintering observed higher up. 
 
    Adrian continued to study what he now labelled a besieged hotel. The barricades had been successful. There were no gaps where something could have squeezed through. He ran his hand over a shattered bluestone block. Bluestone was a hard, dense rock quarried in Australia in large quantities with convict labour and used extensively in historic buildings. The creature had broken blocks larger than his head. In another spot, fully half the stone had been knocked out. Whatever was attacking was not smart, or it would have kept going and ripped the wall apart. It was the same with the logs, in places. It had done most of the damage needed to get in and then abandoned the effort. 
 
    Dumb but powerful. Giant? 
 
    He explored the hotel further, circling around it. There were tracks of some large humanoid. Kneeling and measuring the imprint, Adrian found it came from a three-toed foot about twice as long as a human’s and far wider. He could see the imprints of claws at the end of each toe. Human footprints were under the tracks of the unknown creature. Regional knowledge kicked in, but it was not designed for tracking as that was a different subset. The data did not contain components, allowing him to turn footprints into labels. Bipedal with claws? Sure, there were dozens of options: raptor-like dinosaurs, birds that were ostriches on steroids, and then a variety of humanoids like trolls, ogres, and even a lizard-based giant. Referencing the group with additional stupid and strong tags did not help. The entire pool matched those criteria. 
 
    Adrian circled the hotel once more to see if he could pick up anything extra. At the corner of the inn, there was a spot where human footprints were over the top of the unknown tracks. That was good news; it increased the chance that humans were still alive and fighting. Looking closer brought home the realisation that there were different versions of the three-toed mark. There were at least six creatures who had stalked the hotel: five small and at least one giant. 
 
    Considering everything, Adrian heard voices above. Life! 
 
    Thank God! 
 
    Tension flooded away. Looking up, he could see broken windowpanes with wood nailed in as secondary protection. It might be good for stopping stuff getting in, but the wooden boards had cracks that leaked sound. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Almost collapsing, Adrian felt weak and wanted to lie down and . . . laugh. It was an unexpected cocktail of emotions. There was life. He had been so scared that the entire town had been destroyed. It was like when he had twisted an ankle and almost gone into shock. That sick, helpless lack of energy that made him lie down on the floor of the gym. The ankle had not been hurt that badly, anyway. 
 
    Why this response? 
 
    Get moving. The weakness was passing. Today, they could work out what was happening and save some lives for real. The Bird counted and did not. This would be more tangible. These humans were doomed, and the party would save them. It was exciting. At the same time, his eyes went over the nearby houses and then to the hotel. The pub was not holding the town’s population, not even a significant fraction. 
 
    Adrian turned back away from the hotel to return to his friends, dropping stealth ten meters from the shop to avoid startling them. The attempt failed. Kozzie, who was watching in his direction, jumped slightly but stayed silent. Neither Kozzie nor Steve moved from their lookout spots, but they had seen him and were listening while their eyes continued to sweep for threats. 
 
    “Good and bad news,” he told them. “There is life. I heard talking upstairs, but I do not know the numbers. Bad news is that something big had been trying to get in.” 
 
    “How big?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    Adrian explained everything that he had seen. 
 
    “We need to talk to them,” Susie declared. Her tone did not brook any arguments. 
 
    Adrian looked at Steve to see what he thought. The strange man had briefly turned to face them. His expression was bored. Weird. Adrian glanced at Kozzie. 
 
    “We need a perimeter.” Kozzie suggested 
 
    Adrian nodded in agreement. “You and I will do a detailed scout and when we are sure nothing big is not lurking nearby, then we can try to make contact.” 
 
    “How far?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    “Let’s do a one block in each direction,” Adrian answered. 
 
    They split up, Kozzie taking the left side, which had fewer houses, and Adrian going deeper into the small town. Adrian moved quickly without ever leaving stealth. All the buildings he passed had the uninhabited look. Even monsters seemed to be few and far between. Some form of apex predator was on the prowl, and everything knew it. He completed the loop to find Kozzie had finished his too. He was back in the shattered toy cafe taking the lookout with Jules sitting next to him. 
 
    “No movement.” 
 
    “Same. Eerie and empty.” 
 
    “Lookouts,” Adrian ordered, pointing to two tallest structures on each side of the hotel. “Get to the roof and we should be able to see if anything big is coming. Then we can try to contact the hotel. Who is contacting them?” 
 
    “Me, of course,” Susie said. “Nothing says harmless like a middle-aged woman.” 
 
    Internally, Adrian disagreed. It would be disconcerting at the least to see a strange woman waving to them in a town filled with danger. It would recall stories of sirens or possessed spirits. 
 
    “Take your bow and keep it visible. They need to know you are a survivor.” 
 
    Susie rolled her eyes at Adrian. 
 
    “We may have discussed that,” Jules said, lightly arching her eyebrows at him. 
 
    He felt like a fool, but always in his life he had a motto to speak up just in case everyone else was being stupid. 
 
    The lookouts moved out, and when they were in place, Susie walked openly over to the hotel. Adrian split his attention between keeping watch and checking on her. Upon reaching the inn, she touched the broken wood and even crouched to have a closer look at the strange tracks. Satisfied, she strode over to the window where the humans had been entering and leaving from. 
 
    Watching her, she cupped hands and called up. 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    She picked up some rocks from the gravel car park and started throwing them. There was no way anyone in the hotel could have ignored the sounds. She shouted again, this time loud enough for Adrian to hear where he crouched on the roof of a two-story house sixty meters away. Movement occurred at the window. He figured the inn’s occupants had worked out that leaving yelling prey next to their hideout was a bad survival tactic. 
 
    A rope ladder dropped, and a young woman with a dirty, covered face briefly appeared, waving Susie up. 
 
    Susie glanced over towards Jules, gave a quick thumbs up and clambered up it. Her bow provided a large hindrance. When she reached the top, hands came out to help pull her in. 
 
    After that, they just waited. 
 
    Ten minutes later the rope ladder dropped, followed by Susie minus the bow. She looked furtively left and right and then went over to the shattered shop. 
 
    Adrian shadow stepped. He smiled, so easy to avoid the rickety climb. Across from him, Kozzie was likewise clambering down but was having significantly more trouble despite his higher Agility. 
 
    “Well?” he asked after reaching their base of operations at the same time as Susie. 
 
    “We will wait for Kozzie,” she answered. 
 
    Two minutes later, Kozzie came in. 
 
    “Difficult descent.” Kozzie shrugged. 
 
    Jules glowered at him. 
 
    “And?” Kozzie was as impatient as Adrian was. 
 
    Susie, however, looked pleased with herself. “Trolls.” 
 
    “Really?” Jules squealed, clapping in delight. 
 
    Susie gave her a look of exasperated disappointment that only a mother could deliver. Jules’s face fell. “There are thirty in the hotel, and they don’t think there are any other survivors in town. The trolls learnt early on how easy it was to break into homes.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jules said. 
 
    With a name available, regional knowledge flooded his mind with useful information. Trolls were common in temperate climates. They were nasty fighters that relied on improvised clubs, their massive healing rate, and raw strength. They primarily fought in family groups that could range from a few to extended families of over forty. They were tough, but a level below mud wolves as a collective threat. The lack of intelligence made them predictable and easier to manage. If it was a large pack, the battle would be difficult, but they could pick apart a small group easily enough. 
 
    “We can kill the trolls,” Adrian said confidently. 
 
    Steve, with the same regional knowledge, nodded supportively in agreement. 
 
    Adrian added, “I have lots of anti-Inherent Healing mix.” 
 
    Steve’s nods became more vigorous. 
 
    “Even easier.” Kozzie agreed 
 
    “There are at least eight of them,” Susie continued. “The pack leader is about three metres high with long gangly arms.” 
 
    Adrian’s regional knowledge told him that trolls were rarely taller than two and half meters. A three-meter troll was unusual. In fact, he came up with a blank on the whole topic. He hoped the town’s residents were exaggerating the size because that would be an abnormality. 
 
    His interface emotions rocketed up at the thought. Intense interest naked, visible while using that component to hide the more insightful primal emotions from him. Concern, fear, maybe excitement and something else was there, but he couldn’t resolve what. Anomalies were apparently bad for some unknown reason. 
 
    “Are they sure?” 
 
    Susie looked straight at him. “They were certain. A group tried to ambush the leader earlier on, and a couple of them survived. It is not quick, but its skin is hard. Like, hitting a tree hard. The other trolls are smaller, with a few around two meters and the rest standing at about one and a half meter. Even the small ones are tough to take down, though they killed one of them. The troll’s base is on the other side of town, just across the creek. They think the trolls spend a fair bit of a time in the dam over there. These guys only endured because they are lucky enough to be away from the dam, and they got the trees in place before the troll group moved in fully. The trolls hunt during daylight, so for the last two weeks they have been going out at night to collect food and replace tree limbs. Hunting in the dark has its own issues, but it was safer than the alternative.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “That I am part of a strong group and that we will kill the trolls. If we succeed or fail, they need to leave early tomorrow morning and head to Wagga. They had heard about the Bird and figured there was no point running. I have corrected their thinking.” 
 
    “I will attack them tonight,” Adrian decided. “I think with potions and the advantages that night brings, I will take them,” he told them, figuring the battle would be a cross between the Bird and the eggercough slugs. “Do you think they will let us into the hotel to get some sleep?” 
 
    Susie’s nose wrinkled. “You don’t want to. It stinks up there.” 
 
    They retreated to a nearby house, and Adrian and Kozzie tried to sleep, as they would be the ones more active during the night. 
 
    Adrian woke to someone shaking him. A hand was over his mouth, and Steve was in his face with a finger to his lips. Across from him, Jules was doing the same with Kozzie. 
 
    “Action,” Jules whispered. 
 
    The sun was still shining outside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    “There are three at the hotel,” Steve whispered. “I think one medium, two small. They have not seen us yet, but they are sniffing the spot where Susie went up.”  
 
    Adrian moved quickly to have a look. The trolls were ugly, ugly beasts. They were like a giant gorilla with mud instead of fur and a head that loosely resembled a pig with an upturned snout and dual misshapen tusks poking out from their upper lips. Their skin colour was a wet yellow poo, and they all looked emaciated. None of them had visible fat. Bones jutted out around a bloated stomach, and corded muscles visibly ran down their limbs. 
 
    The three of them were sniffing aggressively, and one of the smaller ones had its head on the ground like a greyhound. It took a step in their direction, snuffling hard, nose pressed to the dirt. It might have been his interface meddling, or all the nature documentaries he watched with his kids, or possibly it was the regional knowledge poking through. Whatever the cause, he knew absolutely the troll had their scent. 
 
    Adrian seized a moment to think about the fight they were about to have. It was late afternoon, which would help him. Where is the best place to engage? He looked around for the most favourable spot while the small one took its first tentative step in their direction. It would get faster once it was sure it had successfully established the trail. Regional knowledge, then. That seamless transition into his memories made him itch. 
 
    He ran identification. They were strong, slow, and dumb. 
 
    Rudigo Troll 
 
    Rudigo trolls are a variety of troll that exists in larger extended family groups than most. They exhibit elevated cunning while hunting, using teamwork to achieve their ends. Unlike most predators, they are happy to farm prey and will not kill beyond their needs. 
 
    In all other aspects, they possess the ordinary troll characteristics of strength, stupidity, and enhanced regeneration. Adult rudigo trolls range in size from one and a half to two and a half meters, measurements which are correlated with age. All physical attributes, including intelligence, improve as they get older.  
 
    When fighting rudigo trolls, decapitation is recommended. Another common technique is to remove limbs prior to weakening the troll before delivering the final killing blows. Rudigo trolls’ elbow and knee joints are weaker than in most animals. No other material weaknesses and no magic vulnerabilities or resistances. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was no useful information to help him plan the battle. Young trolls were as tall as a short women, and then once they got old, they could grow to be taller than the tallest man on Earth. If there was indeed a three-meter version, then it must be truly ancient and would be superior to these trolls in front of him in all aspects. Hopefully, the locals’ memories were faulty. 
 
    Fighting in the open was clearly the best strategy. Enclosed spaces would just hinder Steve’s sword and might give an opportunity for the troll’s incredible strength to kick in. It was easy to imagine a troll grabbing a door—or a chair, table, or even part of a wall—and using it as a projectile. He glanced around. Across the street, on the farm rather than town side, there was a large gum tree generating significant shade. 
 
    “We need to get there,” he said, pointing. 
 
    “Why not hide?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian nodded to where the smaller troll had taken a third step towards them. It was hunched over on all fours, sniffing enthusiastically. 
 
    Adrian said, “Scent.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jules responded on behalf of the group. 
 
    “I will stay here and delay them.” 
 
    The rest of the team moved quickly, not bothering to debate further. They jogged off taking a slightly longer route to avoid line-of-sight contact with the enemy. No reason to risk aggroing them early. 
 
    “Delay if necessary,” he corrected himself quietly, though the others were already out of earshot. 
 
    The trolls were grunting at each other with the smaller one doing a funny, looping run towards them with its nose on the ground, using its arms as much as its feet. The bigger one grunted particularly loudly, and the tracker stopped and turned back. Adrian nodded and ran after his team. They had plenty of time with that fortunate delay. 
 
    The five of them gathered under the gum, weapons out and ready. The three trolls rounded the corner. 
 
    “Jules takes the large one and Steve the right, and I’ll take the final smaller one.” 
 
    Everyone twitched slightly in anticipation. Steve even took a half step forward. He was not using his ability yet, so the blade was currently too heavy for him to carry, and so he dragged the sword behind him. 
 
    The small troll’s nostrils were flaring. The trolls had not seen them, but they would soon. He used identification and Magic Focus once more while remembering what he had discovered last time. 
 
    “Hit elbows and knees—they are weak,” Adrian called out. 
 
    He kept focusing. They had a wonderful sense of smell and poor eyesight even in daylight. They were three or four times stronger than him, and their healing was a notch under the eggercough slug. The brains were small yet were disturbingly immune to mind effects. 
 
    “Susie, do you want to draw?” he asked with forced calm, knowing the first shot would be the easiest. 
 
    “Draw?” 
 
    “Hit one of them with an arrow,” Kozzie told her, “and draw their attention.” 
 
    Her bow was not as fancy as Adrian’s and had no adornments. As she pulled back, Adrian prepared his own arrow. 
 
    “On three,” Susie ordered, noticing him. “One, two, three.” 
 
    They both fired. Susie aimed for the closest troll and struck it dead centre between its eyes, an impressive shot from this distance and her level of experience. It grunted and then yanked the arrow out of its forehead with a couple of drops of blood coming with it. Healing closed the damage immediately. Adrian had aimed for the troll that was furthest away and targeted its knee. His arrow, aided by the earth magic increasing its weight, slammed all the way through the bone, leaving the shaft poking out. 
 
    The three trolls looked towards them. They huffed and snarled and then charged. The third one was noticeably limping and falling behind the others. It should have pulled the arrow out to let itself heal, but by ignoring it, the wound could never completely heal. Small mercies. 
 
    When the leading troll was just twenty meters away, Adrian sent a Wind Gust carrying a litre bottle of anti-Inherent Healing potion at the bigger troll. The potion hit and had a similar impact to when they had landed upon the eggercough slugs and the Bird. Immediately, the acid burned into the skin, followed by a battle as the trolls’ Inherent Healing and the anti-Inherent Healing potion battled for supremacy. He then threw another potion at Steve’s troll, and then it was time for his personal fight. The trolls had extended family groups, so he wanted to keep one alive to judge how easy it was to kill without the special potion. Depending on the size of the group, that sort of information might prove useful. 
 
    “Screw this world,” Adrian cursed at a whisper while launching a fire sprout at the third troll, targeting the eyes. It was just a flash of power, nothing particularly fancy, and Inherent Healing fixed the eyesight almost instantly, which was what he had expected. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Behind it. He shoved his spear hard against the back of the troll’s leg, striking above the knee which had an arrow hanging out of it. The troll stumbled, giving him a chance to thrust again at the same knee. 
 
    Thunderously, the troll turned, swinging its long-muscled arms at him. He had a close-up view of the paw. Three digits which ended in curved claws. Each of which were as long as one of his fingers. It had no subtlety in its attack, just sweeping as hard as it could at his centre of mass. If he was a better fighter, he might have ducked to avoid it. 
 
    Adrian shadow stepped ten meters straight backwards, almost to the limit of his range, taking care to make sure that he remained in the troll’s line of sight. For this battle, he wanted to kite the troll till everyone else was ready. Momentarily safe, he checked the rest of the engagement. 
 
    Steve’s troll was down on the ground, in a crouched position. A single swing of the sword had cleaved through one leg at the knee and lobbed the lower limb right off. A new leg was reforming, but with the potion affecting the troll, its healing elsewhere was slower than usual, and regrowing a limb in the best of conditions was slow. Steve did not go for the immediate kill, instead choosing to target an elbow next. Without two legs to balance, the troll had overextended an arm to stop itself from falling with its hand dug into the ground supporting. The entire appendage was under tension and Steve took full advantage, aiming for the elbow joint and shearing the forearm and hand right off. 
 
    Steve had the battle under control and probably would have won even without the potion’s help given his combination of power and precision. 
 
    Adrian turned to focus on Jules. She had charged in successfully, ducked under the troll’s swinging arms and attacked the right knee with gusto. Kozzie was part of this fight with two of his throwing knives already embedded in the same knee that Jules was attacking. In fact, Jules was hammering the daggers into the joint, treating the thick daggers Kozzie had used like conveniently placed nails. 
 
    Absently, Adrian shadowed stepped away from the troll charging him. It swept through the area that he had been standing in, swinging its arms to deliver a massive blow to the creature that had hurt it. The swing met no resistance, causing the troll to stumble and fall to the ground and a puff of dust to explode up from the dirt where its fist impacted. That strike was not something he wanted to experience. It was not a blockable strike, or at least not to someone of his skill and abilities. 
 
    Adrian sprinted to one side to preserve his Shadow Step and to create space. Once he had created a gap, he turned around and launched a Flame Sprout across the twenty meters that separated them, once more targeting the eyes, burning them out briefly. It was a double delay; firstly, while the eyes burnt and secondly, as those crisped orbs were rebuilt by the regeneration. The troll stopped its charge for those moments. Not bad for twelve mana. 
 
    Steve, having already lopped off one lower leg and everything below one elbow, used his deceptively smooth footwork to get in position to bring his sword down on the troll’s second elbow which it was using to push itself up and back into the fight. This had the same effect as the previous strike and left the troll lying on its stomach. Two stumps of the arm and a partially regrown leg. Steve took another quick step and swung at the exposed neck. It was sort of like he was chopping wood at this point. The first blow weakened the neck, and the second went right through, decapitating the troll. 
 
    One down. 
 
    In the other battle, Jules went flying as a troll backhand caught her shoulder. The crack of that impact was the single loudest noise that had occurred all fight. Susie was running towards Jules; Kozzie took a step in her direction. 
 
    “Focus,” Steve snapped, his attention turning to the troll that had hit Jules. 
 
    Coldly, he stepped between the big thing and where Jules had landed. He held his sword over his shoulder like you would hold a baseball bat. Dark brown troll blood was dripping from it. 
 
    “Come on, you brute!” Steve yelled. “Time to taste cold steel.” 
 
    The tiny, beady eyes focused on Steve. 
 
    Adrian found himself shadow stepping once more to avoid another out-of-control charge. This time he stayed behind the creature and slammed the spear hard through the weakened knee that still had the arrow hanging out of it. His role was not to damage; it was just to keep this enemy occupied till Steve and Kozzie took out their big one. 
 
    The troll in front of him was lumbering around to face him. Its healing had already closed off the nasty burns left by his Flame Sprout spell. He did not want to use another potion because he wanted to see if the team could take out a troll without that aid. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian extended the distance while staying within its eyeline. It roared at him in annoyed frustration. He could kite it all day, providing he was willing to run a lot. 
 
    The big troll, meanwhile, took a small step forward, stumbling slightly when it stepped on the leg that Jules had bashed. From his angle behind it, Adrian could see the shiny blades of the throwing knives poking out the back of the knee. It roared and then charged with a loopy, uneven gait as it favoured one leg over the other. 
 
    Steve had a small smile on his lips. He took a quick step backwards to let the deadly claw slash past him before swinging his sword down on the bigger troll’s good knee. The weapon failed to go all the way through and got stuck. With a curse, Steve stumbled sideways, rolling to escape the troll which, with its leg shattered, had fallen in Steve’s direction. It tried to grab him as it fell. 
 
    Kozzie leapt onto the troll’s back, both of his daggers plunging down simultaneously, then he kept swinging in a frenzy. Thick globules of blood erupted each time he withdrew one of them while keeping the other knife embedded to maintain balance. He was yelling like a berserker as he did so, and Adrian made a mental note to remind him to be quieter in the future. The troll, pushed down by Kozzie’s weight, was struggling to stand. 
 
    The potion, the knee damage, and now the back stabs were influencing the troll’s health and Vitality, but it was still in the fight and shoved itself upwards. Kozzie leapt off the troll’s back with a curse but kept his feet when he landed. 
 
    Steve had taken advantage of the opportunity to draw another, cruder sword from his bag of holding, and with a yell he swung it at the troll, targeting one of its arms that helped it to stand. Steve’s sword work as always was exceptional, but unlike when he hit the thicker legs, this time the blade cut smoothly through the elbow before clipping against the troll’s body. For a moment, Adrian thought it was going to be a second stuck weapon, but Steve had angled the blade to be flat to avoid it cutting in and then sticking. With his weapon free, he danced backwards. 
 
    The troll forgot about Kozzie and refocused on Steve. Kozzie made it pay for its inattention, springing forward and thrusting his long daggers into the healing knee where Steve had lost his weapon. The troll was now standing. The wound Steve had caused, compounded by Kozzie’s fresh attack and, ultimately, the weight of the creature, was enough. The leg buckled, the last remaining tendons tearing as the joint gave way. The monster toppled sideways, and Steve hacked at the suddenly exposed neck. Each blow drove the damaged monster back into the ground so it could not regain its feet. On the fifth chop, the sword got through the physical neck, and the Inherent Healing and life force left the troll. 
 
    Meanwhile, Adrian was busily kiting the angry third troll. His Shadow Step reserves were down to three, and most of the time was spent running. He had not run like this since he was ten. 
 
    Looking back at the group, Jules was pulling herself painfully to her feet. 
 
    “The last one is mine,” Jules growled. 
 
    Adrian shadow stepped closer to the group. The ugly troll, roaring in frustration, started lumbering towards him once more. “I have not used the potion on this one,” he called out. “I just want to see if we can take it down without cheating.” 
 
    Surprisingly, the entire team looked hungry for the challenge with a bit of Jules’s bloodlust infecting everyone. That look betrayed a desire to prove themselves against these creatures that had killed so many other humans. 
 
    Jules ran towards it. 
 
    “Don’t get hit this time,” Susie yelled after her like a soccer mum telling her kid to kick a goal. 
 
    The troll was so focused on Adrian that Jules could run right up to it and whack it on its knee with a full swing of her club. There was a sickening crunch as the troll spun around and lunged at Jules in retaliation, but she was already dancing backwards, her maniacal grin breaking out. 
 
    “Hello, ugly,” she said. It swung its other arm at her; Jules parried with her weapon. The noise of the club and troll wrist hitting was thunderous. Like before, she stepped back neatly before the troll’s second arm could catch her with a backhand swing. “Anytime, guys.” 
 
    “Let her get aggro properly,” Kozzie suggested while casually launching two throwing knives at the troll’s back. 
 
    He made a motion with his hands, and the knives flashed back into them. The monster grumbled but did not turn away from Jules. It tried to hit her again. She did not parry and instead, as the arm swept past, she darted in and jabbed the club into the sharp teeth of the troll. 
 
    It did not hurt the troll from a health-sense, but it certainly pissed it off. It tried to jump to catch her, but Jules retreated. 
 
    As just one claw grazed her, she said, “Anytime now, guys.” 
 
    Kozzie drew his long knives and Steve danced forward, ready to attack. Shrugging his shoulders, Adrian used an Earth Spike under a planted troll foot. The troll stumbled as its foot got mashed. Steve stepped in from the side and lopped off the lower leg with a massive swing of his sword. Kozzie attacked the other leg, using his knives to slash tendons. Adrian lunged from behind, planting his spear hard into the troll’s back. 
 
    With both legs damaged, the troll fell flat on its face. Jules started smacking the back of the head. The hurt leg that Adrian and Kozzie had hit was already visibly healing; even the leg Steve had cut in half was growing back. 
 
    “Keep hacking,” Adrian ordered unnecessarily, leaping onto the back of a troll and shoving his spear firmly into the back of the neck to stop it from standing again. It used one of its arms to leverage itself up, but before it could get purchase, Jules hit the elbow joint and made the arm collapse. Adrian leant all of his weight into a spear to try to push it through the bony body in order to pin it fully to the ground, but made no headway. Steve was alternating between the arm and leg on his side while Kozzie was attacking his leg with lightning-fast lashes that, while healing in seconds, were leaving wounds up and down the leg because he was attacking so quickly. 
 
    The cut pattern was amazing, with the most recent cutting five centimetres deep to the bone, and the rest were partially healed. The leg had various dark brown lines on dirty yellow skin from scars of previous cuts before those too faded away. 
 
    Adrian watched the Inherent Healing. The troll was losing. Another sixty seconds of frenzied attacks, and the healing failed. The fight was over an instant later. 
 
    Kozzie immediately got into Jules’s face, but there was no need. The bloodlust had faded during the period they had ganged up on the final troll. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Jules said with sufficient ambiguity to make it impossible to tell whether she was being sarcastic or had genuinely enjoyed herself. 
 
    “You need the cores,” Adrian said, “so you can process them.” He pulled up six one litre flasks. “Might be a good idea to collect the blood at the same time. It is one ingredient of a Vitality potion. Everything else is worthless.” 
 
    Now that they were no longer fighting, the stink of the trolls was overpowering. They smelled like a rubbish bin that had just been opened on a hot day, and this was from metres away. 
 
    Jules turned her nose up and then looked hopefully at Kozzie who, shaking his head vigorously, pointedly created space between himself and stench. 
 
    “Wusses,” she said, walking over to the trolls. She half-dry-retched but held everything down before dropping down to collect blood and cores. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
    “Level nine,” Kozzie told everyone as they sat well clear of the dead trolls, watching Jules dig into a chest to extract the core. 
 
    “Congrats.” 
 
    “Just more boring,” Kozzie informed them. “They improved my assassin skill backstab, another five percent damage increase, I totally picked the wrong class.” 
 
    “You will get a rush ability soon,” Adrian reminded him. “And I am sure after you play with it a bit and work out the broken bits, the rest of us will declare it overpowered.” 
 
    “We need to level up,” Steve observed. 
 
    “Safely,” Susie interjected. 
 
    “How much experience till you level?” Kozzie asked Steve. 
 
    Steve said nothing in response, studying his fingers to indicate that he had said his piece. Steve was a level two non-standard, the same as Adrian. 
 
    “Heaps,” Adrian answered for Steve. “That fight gave me ninety experience points, and I need twenty thousand for my next level up. Steve is the same?” he asked, looking at Steve. Steve confirmed the guess with a nod. “I expect he was more talking about the three of you. We need to level you and your skills up. Every level is an upgrade for Jules,” Adrian said, “but for Susie, ten is the level that matters as that is when she gets her companion, and Kozzie, well . . . level ups do nothing for him.” 
 
    Jules laughed, and Steve chuckled.  
 
    “Joking,” Adrian continued. “Level ten is his threshold too. That rush skill will strengthen him in battle and all those five percent boosts must add up.” 
 
    “I think we all need to fight tonight,” Steve continued slowly. 
 
    “You are probably right,” Adrian agreed grudgingly. 
 
    All of his thoughts had been around him and Kozzie kiting the trolls under the cover of darkness. A long, safe battle that would minimise the risk of anyone dying, but Steve had a point. Boosting Susie and Kozzie up to level ten as quickly as possible needed to be one of their aims. While he could take them on by himself, that would not always be the case. Some enemies would be too large, like the octopod was at the time, and others too fast for him to kite. 
 
    “Getting everyone to ten needs to be a priority.” Adrian paused, thinking through. “Hopefully, they will be spread out enough that we can safely pick them off one by one.” There was little information on extended family groups of trolls in the regional knowledge, and absolutely nothing about their sleeping habits. 
 
    Jules finished extracting the last core with a loud squelching sound. “I think,” she proclaimed as she walked over to them, “I need a bloody wash.” She went to give Kozzie a hug, only to have him roll desperately away just in time. She giggled. “Come on, don’t you want kiss me?” She puckered her lips, drawing attention to the troll blood splattered across her face. 
 
    “Maybe after a bath.” Kozzie attempted a positive smile. He was on his feet and ready to spring out of her grasping hands. 
 
    “Kids,” Susie admonished. 
 
    It was not much, but it was enough to stop the game of chase that looked like it was about to manifest. Both of their eyes flicked around the area, and the sparkle left them. 
 
    Pivoting neatly, as if she had not been about to do something foolish, Jules turned to face him. “Ta-da,” she said, passing six bottles of dirty red brown liquid to Adrian. “Troll blood, as you requested.” She beamed. “I expect some potions back as payment.” 
 
    Adrian rolled his eyes at her. 
 
    “I spotted a rain tank when scouting,” Kozzie told her. “It probably has enough water to wash you.” 
 
    The two of them walked away, Kozzie leading with his head turned to keep a close eye on Jules as they went. 
 
    “Stop,” Adrian ordered in a tired voice. There was no way as leader he could let them go off alone while that distracted. “Let’s stay together,” Adrian suggested, standing up. “Wash first, eat, and then at dusk, I will scout to get a feel for the numbers and the lay of the land. Then I’ll come back and collectively we can attack them as a team.” 
 
    “Why?” Jules asked, having missed the earlier conversation. Absently, she flicked away a suspicious, runny brown substance from her fingers. “Why are all of us going to fight?” She sniffed them by habit, and her nose wrinkled. “I am definitely having a bath.” 
 
    “To level us,” Kozzie told her, sensibly taking a step backwards from her, as she had edged closer to him, the glint of mischief returning to her eyes. “Steve and Adrian, with their non-standard interfaces, will not level for ages, so getting us extra levels is the fastest way to improve our combat strength.” 
 
    Jules shrugged and abandoned her attempt to reach Kozzie, pretending it never happened. 
 
    When they reached the water tank, it was thankfully still half full. The girls washed first and then the boys. 
 
    “Not as nice as Wagga,” Susie complained. 
 
    “After processing cores, it was a godsend,” Jules disagreed, happily. Either the combat or the troll cores had cheered her up immensely. 
 
    They ate cold rations, as no one wanted to risk a fire and attract attention and fight trolls other than when they picked the battleground. The locals had suggested their campsite was less than a kilometre away. 
 
    “This poor town,” Susie said, looking around. They were camping in someone’s backyard. 
 
    “Wagga might have been lucky,” Steve said, sadly. 
 
    “I think flourishing and extinction is a fine line,” Adrian hypothesized. “Small things make a big difference. Like if that first ambush on the big troll had succeeded, the entire town might have survived.” 
 
    “Some towns—Wagga, for example—will be on the right side and flourish after some trials. Elsewhere, the challenge will overwhelm everyone,” Susie agreed quietly. 
 
    They lapsed into silence, contemplating the differences. Their camp stone was out and active, giving them security. Kozzie was nominally on watch, but Jules was with him, so the camp stone’s magic ward was their primary protection. The sun was setting, and reds and oranges filled the sky. 
 
    “Time,” Adrian said, standing up to leave. The plan required him to scout the location first before they would engage. It was not quite time, but it was close enough to justify it, and the awkward silence was getting to him. 
 
    The information Susie had been given included firm directions. As he walked through the town, it was almost like the safe areas in Wagga. There was nothing nearby. The trolls had cleared out most of the alpha monsters. As a result, he traveled quickly, and he was staring down at the troll’s dump less than ten minutes later. 
 
    The trolls were sprawled in a spot between the dam and the creek. It was not a camp, more like an eating area where they slept. Old bones were everywhere, and from the number, the trolls had settled here since the alpha event. The creek separated them from the town, but it was a meaningless differentiation, just a line on a map. Despite the name, it was only a trickle of water. It lacked size, and while the banks were relatively the same as the lakes and waterways, regional knowledge did not kick in when he looked at it. 
 
    For the trolls, it took little effort for them to jump down, step over the stream, and then scramble up the other side. Just in the brief stretch that was visible from where he stood, he could see three paths the large, clumsy trolls had imparted in their daily routine. 
 
    Adrian’s heart beat faster, his fists clenching. It was a schedule that involved frequent trips into the town to get snacks. 
 
    Suppressing it all, he patrolled up and down the creek, looking for an advantage. There was one spot where it cut through a small rise or tiny hill that provided some strategic value. If they positioned themselves there, the trolls would need to get up the steep embankment to reach them. it would not work against sapients, as they would cross further down and attack along the bank, but trolls were stupid. If provoked, they would rush straight at the enemy and go through the hostile terrain. The stream cutting through the mini hill left the creek banks both steeper and taller. The small ones would struggle with the steep bank, and it would slow even the giant troll. 
 
    With the ambush spot identified, he crept back to get a better understanding of what he was up against. There were fifteen trolls gathered in their dump of a campsite. Excessive identification hardly improved his understanding. They were all the same species, and even the big male had nothing special in its description. Even by feel, they were the same: significantly stronger, better healing, and similar Agility. Sure, there was some slight difference between the trolls, but not much. On a size-adjusted basis, they were the same. Of course, that meant the three-meter troll that must have weighed as much as four times the smaller trolls was four times as strong. 
 
    Next, he turned to categorising their numbers. The male was three meters high with another giant female that came in a little over two and half meters. They were probably the breeding pair and the leaders of the pack. The rest were still a threat, but significantly less of one than those two. There were five trolls around two meters and three at one and half meters. Finally, there were five juveniles. The juveniles were not proper trolls; they had yet to gain the impressive Inherent Healing that defined the bigger creatures or the wet skin that offset their fire vulnerability. 
 
    They were human killers, the lot of them. All of Adrian’s muscles tensed, even his jaw was grinding, and blood pounded in his temples. They were all going to die. The certainty settled into his core. He would kill them all: adults, juveniles, and the babies. Not one of them would survive the night. 
 
    Proper dark was approaching but still a quarter of an hour away. Adrian double checked the ambush point to ensure that there were no surprises before passing by the troll camp once more. There were more trolls. Two smaller adult trolls had joined the group. It did not concern him too much. The lesser adults were easy to kill. 
 
    Seventeen in total. It would be a tough fight. He watched them feasting on a big bear carcass while darkness set in. As true dark descended, the trolls just rolled over to sleep with no sentries placed. Two different pairs started openly mating. That was the straw that made him withdraw. There was no way he wanted to watch and listen. They were noisy. 
 
    Adrian went back to his group and summarised what he had seen. 
 
    “Thoughts?” Kozzie asked him. 
 
    “I think brute force,” Adrian said. He had thought things through on his way back. “There are not that many options. Sneaking in and butchering them while they sleep won’t work. It is not like we can sneak Steve in and let him try to behead them. They will smell him from a mile away, and the moment we spill troll blood, every one of them wakes up and swarms.” 
 
    Steve said nothing, and Jules laughed. “Maybe if we gave him a proper bath.” 
 
    “They are like greyhounds,” Adrian interrupted her to avoid sidetracking the conversation too much. “Unless you have magic skills to destroy your scent, they will smell you coming. So no sneaking. Alternatively, we could try to kite them, but none of us are strong at ranged fighting. Our best option is a head-on fight. We pick the terrain, form a line on the other side of the deepest part of the creek. I drench as many as possible with the Bird potion” —he made air quotes around that— “and then we draw them into our defensive line. After two litres of potion, it will damage them and erode their healing so that a well-placed arrow should take them down. Hopefully, Susie and I can thin most of them before they reach us and then meet the rest as they try to get up the bank.” 
 
    “Do you have enough juice?” Kozzie asked. 
 
     ”Yes, I have forty-one litres left.” 
 
    “Feels wrong to waste it,” the boy mused. 
 
    “Killing them won’t be wasting it,” Susie said. No one disputed that. All of them had a haunted look whenever they looked around the place. 
 
    “I am only going to use it on the adults. If the battle is going well, I might even ignore some smaller adults that we can take out one on one. The juveniles do not have the elevated Inherent Healing and will be easy to put down.” He enjoyed using the phrase “put down.” It made it all scientific, like a veterinarian humanely dealing with a problem. “Plus, the Bird potion is not that hard to make, and I can brew more while we travel.” 
 
    “So we draw them into an ambush,” Jules said. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    She rubbed her hands together, a smile on her face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
    No one said anything for a moment. This was it. A battle, a choice to fight something literally bigger and stronger than them. 
 
    “All right,” Kozzie said into the tension. “I will use night vision now and then again just before we start the attack.” 
 
    Kozzie cast his spell on everyone that needed it, and they moved together to the ambush point. Nothing got in the way. It was such a contrast to those first couple of weeks in Wagga when there were monsters everywhere. The trolls had driven them away from this area, and the density had dropped off. 
 
    Adrian snuck into the troll’s sleeping area. His ambusher skills thrummed, hiding him from being sensed, focusing on smell suppression. That component was working overtime. He stealthed right up to be within touching distance of one troll. He wished he had put in nose plugs. The stink was giving flashbacks to when his dad had made him go to the tip to look for useful things that rich people had thrown out. 
 
    Adrian was in position without a single troll stirring. His physical manifestation of anger was suppressed and replaced with a deadly calm excitement. Throw as many flasks as possible before they started reacting. Let the potion have its way, and then smash them out of existence. He started with the trolls furthest away, using all of his enhanced strength to throw the potion as close as possible in order to limit mana use. Potion toss was invisible and silent. 
 
    Trolls on the other side of the camp immediately grumbled as they got drenched with stinging liquid. The bigger female troll even hit a smaller male after blaming the burning substance on it. While he tossed his bottles, he crept backwards. The trolls had no organization, and he extracted himself quickly, having dumped two potions on all the big ones that he could see. With a grim smile, he retreated right back to the ambush point at the edge of the creek. 
 
    Adrian examined the trolls with his Magic Focus. They seemed to understand they were under attack. They were irritated and bellowing at the darkness. Some were sniffing to locate a scent; others attacked shadows. The battle between the acid and the mismatched forces of Inherent Healing raged within them. Now was the time to be patient. The longer he left for the effects of the potion to take hold, the easier the final fight would be. A troll lumbered past only two metres away. They were spreading out to find what had assaulted them. He held his position, waiting until they reached the point where the anti-inherent healing potion started to win the healing battle. His eyes tracked the acid patches. They were growing and shrinking like a heart beating. Finally, he saw what he was looking for in one of the smaller trolls. The burnt area was expanding and was no longer held in check by its ridiculous healing. He waited a moment, turning his attention to a nearby two-meter-tall creature. Its acid burns also expanded with each heartbeat. There was no shrinking. 
 
    Time! 
 
    With a smile, he launched his first Fireball, targeting the juvenile trolls. The attack was dual purpose. First to do damage and second to make it clear to all the stupid things where he was. They lacked the ability of many animals to track the source of magic. Fighting them alone, he could have hit them endlessly from the shadows with Flame Sprout. The young had a weakness to fire, and the Fireball hit it, and it started burning like a spark through dry kindling. 
 
    These monsters had killed an entire town: men, women, children, the elderly. Adrian had no mercy. He spied another group of juveniles, and two more fireballs flew at them. They too were set ablaze. The angry trolls, annoyed to the point of fury by the stinging acid, suddenly had a target. As dumb as they were, they could follow the fiery arcs back to where they had originated. 
 
    Adrian took two Shadow Steps to cross the creek. 
 
    As expected, the trolls came running. 
 
    The first arrow targeted the closest troll. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    It was on the other side of the creek still and was one of the smaller trolls. He aimed for an eye, and the arrow flew true, going straight through into the troll’s tiny brain. Life left it. The potions were doing their thing. 
 
    The campsite across from them was raging. Trolls were roaring. Amongst them, living pillars of flames were screaming in terror. Adults took burns as juveniles ran into them. Even the ground was catching alight in places as old bones caught fire. Juvenile trolls apparently burnt hot. Massive, disjointed shapes were charging towards them. 
 
    The troll he had killed tumbled down the opposite bank, its momentum unchecked. The rest were coming. Jules and Steve stepped forward, weapons at ready to intercept any that got up the bank. Kozzie hung at Jules’s back, his throwing knives in his hands. Beside him, Susie fired arrows at the charging creatures. 
 
    Adrian switched to target the bigger trolls. 
 
    Thawk! Thawk! 
 
    The big, ugly boss troll, all three meters of it, was still rushing at them. Its mouth was wide, screaming, contributing to the thunderous noise. 
 
    Magic focus told Adrian the great beast’s Inherent Healing was winning the war inside of it. 
 
    “Shit,” he uttered. 
 
    He sent two more Eggercough Slug Poison vials flying towards a barrelling troll, and Adrian knew the monster had to be delayed to let them work. 
 
    With one hundred and twenty mana left, Adrian sent two Earth Spikes slamming through the troll’s feet just as it coiled down to spring across the creek. Its feet were shredded, and instead of smoothly launching through the air, its foot slipped, and it stumbled down into the water. Adrian ran forward to stand between Jules and Steve so he could continue firing at the monster. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Adrian switched to unenhanced arrows to keep his mana levels up to allow him to respond to any unexpected events. Each arrow was aimed for elbows and knees, trying to do enough damage to delay it scrambling to its feet. The previously mangled toes were healing in front of his eyes. 
 
    Interesting fact: trolls being attacked in the dark moved quickly in straight lines. Mad rage filled them. They were all swarming their position, getting in each other’s way. Steve’s sword was swinging, and the weakened trolls were dying almost with each blow, only ever getting halfway up the bank. Jules was doing a Tiger Woods impression with her club, knocking troll after troll off the bank. The embankment Jules was standing on crumbled and fell away, and only Kozzie’s reflexes stopped her from tumbling down the slope into the mass of trolls below her. 
 
    The boss troll was not being delayed enough. The new potions were having an impact, but it needed longer. It was leaning forward, digging its claws into the bank, preparing to leverage itself up to attack his team with a single movement. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian balanced momentarily on the troll’s head before gravity and his lack of control had him falling. Three meters, he discovered, was a lot when gravity owned him. Somewhat sliding down the troll’s back and partially free-falling, he led with his spear like a lance and aimed for a knee, the wind rushing against him. He’d exploit the weak point if he could. The troll was moving as it prepared to leap, and the small shifts knocked Adrian slightly offline. The spear plunged in a little off centre. His momentum was briefly stopped by the impact. Then a chunk of knee went flying, and the spear was through. He was about to face plant in the middle of a battlefield. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian landed on his feet, speed arrested and perfectly balanced. 
 
    The interface was a cheat. 
 
    Standing next to the troll, Adrian saw the knee he had hit was clearly missing sections. The bones were visible amongst the thick blood with dangling unattached cords that were presumably tendons. Swinging his spear like a quarterstaff to knock hard into the damaged section of the leg, a bone popped. The troll stumbled as it pushed pressure through a limb that no longer worked. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Back on the troll’s shoulder, Adrian was falling down the other side. This time, the knee was tucked underneath the body. So he aimed for the foot. Remembering the earlier success, he went for a glancing blow on the ankle, hoping momentum and the angle of entry would tear the spear free. At impact it was almost wrenched from his hand, but that extra strength from the Bird core came into play, letting him keep hold. 
 
    He hit the ground hard. It was jarring, and he stumbled forward, off balance. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian emerged between two trolls, stabbed the one to the left, and used the base of the spear to smash the other, just trying to distract and create chaos. The big troll that he had escaped from was seven meters away. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    The flames washed over the troll’s head. Adrian had been attempting to hit the eyes, but mostly missed. The two trolls he was between were both trying to tear him to pieces with claws.   
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    He was further away from his companions but now faced them. The step had taken him to the top of the opposite bank. In front of him were the two trolls he had just annoyed. They did not see him disappear and continued their attack through the space he had occupied. They were swinging from different directions, and the small one’s claws swiped the larger one’s lower arm. Blood and pieces of bones went everywhere. The bigger one retaliated against the supposed attack, swiping for the head and connecting. 
 
    Usually, neither wound would have been fatal, but, inflicted with the Eggercough Slug Poison, both wounds were incapacitating. The smaller died almost instantly as the rush of healing it needed never came. The older was looking stunned, squinting stupidly as blood splashed down from the shredded arm. It would last longer and might even survive, but it was out of the fight for now, doing the troll impression of shock. 
 
    I am Spartacus! 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    This one was to avoid an enraged troll charging him. The humans were winning; they just needed to take down the monster troll. Adrian thought the Bird potion was working, but too slowly. Already, the wounds he had opened were closing off and, in most cases, fully healed. It was preparing to leap up to kill the others. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    For the third time, Adrian stood on its back before falling, immediately deciding to target the creature’s exposed calves. The troll had managed to get halfway up the bank in what was now its third attempt. Adrian angled the spear to penetrate straight through. The fall was scary despite the knowledge that Shadow Steps could redirect him in a pinch. The spear cut through the calf, clipping off bones as it dug in. Then it was through the leg and digging into the soft dirt of the bank. Holding on tightly, Adrian felt the impact of the collision was not as hard as last time, being spread over a larger area. His shoulder that was bracing the spear jarred heavily. It might be broken. 
 
    Adrian was half on his feet, and the spear was almost halfway into the ground, pinning the troll to the bank via the impaled leg. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Back on the bank, the huge troll leapt, but with the spear trap, it only half cleared the slope. Steve had seen the troll coming and had danced backwards, but without the spear impeding movement, he would have been in trouble. The troll, half up, tried to pull itself fully onto the even ground and then to its feet, but the giant sword was descending. It came down hard on the troll’s hand. It cut to the bone, fingers went flying, and then the blade stopped, clanging against a hidden rock. Steve flinched at the recoil and stumbled back. The troll was on the bank and finally stood. It roared in triumph. The spear was still in its calf. 
 
    Jules came charging from the side, putting all her force into a club swing. The knee joint dislocated under the attack. The troll’s attention switched from Steve and onto Jules. Adrian watched helplessly from just meters away, struggling to breathe as a result of chaining eleven Shadow Steps in a row. The bow had been over his shoulder the whole time and, as smoothly as someone who had done the motion a thousand times, he had it in his hands and ready to fire. 
 
    Jules, having got the troll’s attention, was moving backwards. An arrow sprouted on the troll’s cheek, courtesy of Susie, who had not stopped firing. So far, the trolls had hurt no one, sparing Susie the need to cast a single healing spell. Jules mis-stepped, and with a squeal, tumbled back down into the muddy water below. 
 
    The troll’s face twisted in a grimace as it prepared to leap down to follow. It felt to Adrian that what he saw was in fact an ugly troll smile. The grin disappeared as Adrian’s own arrow popped an eye. It was not enough; the troll wanted blood, and Jules was off her feet and vulnerable. It leant forward into a crouch. Both arms came up with long claws spread, ready to come down in a killing blow. Then a look of surprise washed over its face. 
 
    Steve’s sword was poking out of its chest. Steve stood behind the troll, having backstabbed it during its momentary distraction. He jiggled the sword up and down. Blood spurted from the injury. The troll’s Inherent Healing, already struggling with the various wounds they had inflicted and the Bird potion, rallied to heal the mortal wound. Steve yanked his weapon out, and the troll fell forward to its knees. The healing rally failed, and it collapsed onto the ground, half on firm ground and half off. Gravity soon had it sliding down to the water below. 
 
    A different troll roared next to Adrian, having just cleared the bank. 
 
    Adrian shadow stepped, reflexively. 
 
    The effort left him panting. Behind him, Kozzie had his two daggers stabbed in the back of a smaller troll which had just swung a claw through the space where Adrian had been standing. The bow was in his hand, and the right thing to do was to put an arrow through the troll’s eye in case Kozzie’s attack had failed. Gasping helplessly, he lacked the coordination necessary. Kozzie, lightning fast, ripped the knives out and then back in, this time into the brain. 
 
    The big troll ended up in the stream with a big splash. 
 
    Adrian looked around. There were no enemies on the top of the bank. Below, half a dozen trolls were still alive, but all were injured. Jules was already down there, and Kozzie joined her a moment later. They could take care of them. 
 
    Hands on his head, Adrian tried to marshal his breathing. He thought he should be in the creek finishing up, but the two of them down there had it all under control. Steve sank down to the ground beside him, gasping for breath like him. 
 
    “Bit too close,” Kozzie called out from below as he took out another hurt troll. The trolls were not used to persistent damage, and it was having a real impact upon them. They were not even fighting back. 
 
    “Fuckin’ awesome,” Steve said, disagreeing with a snort. 
 
    Adrian felt the soothing bliss of healing wash over him. He glanced up. Susie was standing on the bank, putting her bow away. 
 
    “Good plan,” she agreed. She had levelled up to eight. 
 
    “I am spent,” Adrian admitted. “Kozzie, can you scout and make sure nothing surprises us?” 
 
    “On it.” And then Kozzie faded away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
    They were slightly upstream of the trolls, and they all looked at the creek. Corpses filled the space, making their ambush spot feel puny. Looking at the twisted bodies, a small smile touched Adrian’s lips. A sense of righteous achievement that everyone else shared. Today, they had accomplished something important, eliminating the horrible trolls as a threat to humanity and they had achieved it together. 
 
    “What is next?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian quietly started washing the potion bottles he had emptied on the trolls, preparing them to recover the troll blood and signalling exactly what needed to be done without words. 
 
    “Collect troll cores and blood,” Jules whined, making everyone smile. 
 
    “And hunt down any survivors,” Adrian said darkly. “I thought I saw some fleeing, and I don’t want to have them getting re-established. While they will never be strong enough to threaten Wagga, they could well knock out any smaller farmsteads that have survived.” 
 
    Steve nodded. 
 
    “In the meantime, while processing cores, if you can grab any empty flasks that you spot,” said Adrian. 
 
    With a sigh, he lay fully back onto the bank. Despite the battle having finished, he still felt drained. The night sky hung above him, and apart from the smell, which was horrible—and the sound of wet flesh being cut—it was peaceful. Everything above was how he remembered it. Lying on the ground, at peace with the stars twinkling above him, there were even wispy clouds drifting across the quarter moon. At the edges of his vision, he could see the familiar silhouette of gum trees. He sighed again. The moment could not last; he needed to do his bit helping to loot. 
 
    Steve stood above him; his eyes were scanning around them for threats. 
 
    “I am sure everything has been scared away,” Adrian told the other man unnecessarily. Even predators would have run from the sounds of that fight. 
 
    Steve shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    Adrian tuned it all out while locating a troll to process, going on auto pilot, thinking blank thoughts, how sometimes it felt like nothing had changed and other times that it was all different. They had taken revenge on a pack of man eaters. It should have caused an upwelling of euphoria. Instead, the positive emotions had been consumed under the weight of the world, becoming a never-ending task. How many packs of human killers were out there that needed to be eliminated? Was this his calling? It was too much. 
 
    Kozzie reappeared from the direction of the troll eating ground. “I saw some tracks,” Kozzie told them. “I think one juvenile and two of the smaller trolls ran away.” 
 
    Too much. 
 
    Clenching jaws, Adrian took slow, deep breaths. “We finish processing the dead,” he decided, “and then we track them and drop them, even if it takes all night.” 
 
    They got to work filling the now-empty flasks with troll blood and hacking out the monsters’ cores. Adrian was struggling to open the second chest with his hands. He should have cut a deeper, longer gap before pulling the flesh apart. The stink was horrendous; somehow the insides reeked worse than the outside, death and rotten egg. 
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    He looked towards Susie to see what she wanted. 
 
    “Maybe you should be on lookout duty.” 
 
    “But?” He gestured at the troll in front of him. 
 
    “I would feel safer.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment longer before acknowledging her point by shadow stepping away. Other stuff might return to investigate and salvage any abandoned corpses. While initially they would have run, it had been ten minutes now. 
 
    Jules, Susie, and Steve collected the cores while Adrian and Kozzie kept watch. Adrian continually felt relieved guilt. He was not the sort of boss who refused to get his hands dirty. Being excused from cutting up the horrid beasts was a nice perk. 
 
    Steve and the girls finished collecting the cores, and they fell into hunting mode as a group. As usual, Adrian took point, and Kozzie brought up their rear. 
 
    It could be safely said that trolls were not good at covering their tracks. With as equal certainty, you could extend that statement to woeful. Adrian, as he tracked, spent more time deterring other denizens of the night from interfering than focusing on the trail of broken branches they were following. He used his bow three times to take out minor threats. Even a small, mutated possum dropping on Susie might do lethal damage. Of course, he checked first to make sure they were nothing like he faced in Wagga. They were not. In human terms, they would have been level one or two while the ones in Wagga would have been closer to level thirty. The creatures he killed were so pathetic that they did not even bother to loot them as they passed, instead pushing for more speed. 
 
    The trolls had run hard and had kept running but were frequently tripping and falling over, delaying them. After forty minutes of brisk walking from the original battlefield, the party still had not caught up to them. 
 
    With Kozzie’s reapplication of the see-in-the-dark spell, they moved almost as quickly as they could manage in daylight. Given how sparse Australian bush was, it was closer to a jog than a walk. 
 
    Sounds of battle reached Adrian. He waited until the others arrived so they could approach the conflict as a team. The familiar roaring of trolls cut through the darkness. In a fighting formation, they stalked towards the squeals and grunts. Whatever was fighting the trolls was doing so silently, as all the noises were from the trolls. Finally, when they saw the battle, it made Adrian snort in amusement. 
 
    The two older trolls were battling a giant fluffy bunny with the juvenile broken and dead to the side. 
 
    This bunny was not of wild stock. Instead, it was some sort of exotic pet bunny that had been mutated into a behemoth. It had long fluffy white hair and floppy ears. Despite its appearance, it knew how to fight. 
 
    At first impression, it was unclear who was winning. While the bunny had clearly been dishing out a lot of damage based on a couple of discarded troll limbs, the trolls were regenerating at such an immense rate that it felt like it was a losing proposition for the rabbit. One troll was currently on the ground with both of its legs growing back, but the other was still fighting. Its entire shoulder was mangled and resulted in the arm hanging limp, but even one slashing claw was dangerous. 
 
    The rabbit had a nasty gash under one eye and numerous streaks of blood running down its haunches. In a battle of attrition, the trolls would win; they just needed to survive long enough. It was all academic. 
 
    “I will take the trolls,” Steve said, his voice almost excited. “You guys the rabbit.” 
 
    Without waiting for permission or agreement, Steve jogged towards the legless troll. It did not see him, and Steve went straight for a neck strike. Sitting up as it was, it was perfectly exposed, and it only took the one swing, and the head flew away. Then, still with silent intensity, he pivoted and swung the sword at the knee of the second troll. 
 
    Jules yelled and charged. Susie fired an arrow, aiming for an eye but hit the ear and may not even have drawn blood. Cursing at his stupid ball watching or, more precisely, Steve watching, Adrian focused. His distraction had already cost precious seconds, and that could be lethal in a battle. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The rabbit was reacting to Steve’s entry into the fight, pulling its head back in order to launch an attack on the weakened troll. The arrow hit the eye easily, penetrating. Despite its size, the bunny was not strong. 
 
    The confusion spell impact was immediate. The fluffy bunny that had been opening its jaws to tear the troll in two sat on its haunches with a contented look on its face. 
 
    Meanwhile, the troll without a leg was falling forward, and its swinging claw caught the bunny’s nose. Its second claw was healed sufficiently to use, and it took advantage of being hooked on the rabbit’s nose to attempt to gouge out an eye. The troll used the connection to stay close but its reach was not enough, and all it managed was to reopen the gash underneath the bunny’s eyes. Steve cut off the second leg on his return swing. Jules targeted the same eye as the troll had but was more balanced. Her club landed, and the eye popped. And just like that, the giant bunny was blind. 
 
    “Switch,” she growled before laying into the troll with a club, first attacking the elbows that were connecting the troll to the bunny and supporting its full weight. The elbow shattered, and then she clubbed the head even as the troll fell to the ground. Steve moved to the side of the bunny and swung his massive sword with all of his strength. While the troll claws had left splashes of blood, Steve’s sword ripped the bunny wide open with a gash that a person could fit into. 
 
    The bunny just sat there. Steve’s next blow was a lunge as he used his blade like a fencing sword, going right through the edge of the gouge he had opened. With his strength and momentum, the sword went through to the hilt, poking out through the chest. 
 
    Jules stopped hitting the troll as most of the head was mushed, and the bunny made a hissing sound before collapsing. Steve had pierced multiple organs, including the heart, with his stab. 
 
    The fight had been short and brutal, with Steve doing most of the damage. Adrian immediately stepped up to cut out the troll cores out while indicating that Kozzie should keep watch. Not only had he been ineffective in the fight, he had been negligent, so it was only right that he should do the disgusting component of the looting. While he hacked the two chests, Julie and Susie skinned the rabbit, and Steve expertly butchered the meat. The rabbit was too big to carry, so processing it into components that could fit into the bag was required. 
 
    “I think we head back to town to camp,” Susie said finally, “the safest place for us will be in a house near the trolls.” 
 
    Everyone realised the alpha monsters would have cleared the area, given their recent presence as a pack of hungry carnivores. 
 
    Everyone agreed with Susie, and they turned to make the long hike back. Nothing came close to them, and they all washed themselves upstream from the trolls. The water, while not cold, left them shivering once they emerged because of the cool night air. 
 
    It had been an exhausting day already, given they had woken up well before dawn. They found a two-story house that looked structurally sound, and the second level had not been trashed. Amazingly, all the doors shut firmly and, after they had closed the place up, it almost felt like they were back in the hotel in Wagga, secure at least till they left for the next town in the morning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
    They settled down with all of them intending to sleep. With the multitude of shut doors, they felt confident enough not to set sentries. 
 
    His dreams were frustrating. Laughing kids, peaceful tea parties and then spraying blood, overwhelming stench and inhuman screams. Then the scenes would change, and he would lie in the sun, enjoying the warmth. Then the tranquility would be shattered, before it returned, to standing on a pier looking down at the fish just beneath him. 
 
    Adrian jerked awake. The locals deserved an update. 
 
    Time? 
 
    4:51 a.m. 
 
    His heart quieted; they would not have left yet. Their plan was to leave at dawn. He eased up, tiptoeing. No one stirred. Discreetly, Adrian pulled the door handle down to avoid the click of metal parts moving. Then carefully, he pushed. 
 
    It creaked. 
 
    Kozzie was up with daggers drawn almost instantly. Steve opened one eye. There was no movement from either of the girls, but their regular breathing patterns had changed. They were alert and watchful. 
 
    “I am going to let the locals know what happened.” 
 
    Kozzie’s weapons slid back into the sheaths, and he lay down next to Jules who immediately cuddled up. But his eyes remained open. At least Adrian had tried to get out with disturbing them. 
 
    Outside, his Dark Vision made it as bright as if the sun was shining in contrast to the moonlit visage of a quarter moon that should have greeted him. The air had a chill to it. In the distance, he saw a dog slinking between houses. Mentally, he wished the skinny Labrador well; they had always been one of his favourite breeds. Nothing else disturbed his jog to the inn, and the exercise warmed him nicely. Once he reached it, the place was a hive of activity. Fire pits had been lit up, and men and women knelt around them, makeshift spear barricades having been dragged to protect the campfires. The heavenly scent of roast meat from some animal on a spit wafted over. There were over twenty people visible. 
 
    Not wanting to create alarm, he retreated out of sight before mentally dropping his stealth skills. 
 
    “Hello,” he yelled out, walking out from behind the house, having put both weapons in his bag of holding. They jumped anyway, a couple of makeshift bows and arrows pointed towards him with nearly everyone else cradling handmade spears. They were the sort of instruments you could make with a kitchen knife and home repairmen tools. 
 
    “Susie spoke to you earlier,” he continued loudly, hands out wide in the “calm down, do nothing stupid” posture. “She told you we would fight the trolls. We have, and every one of them is dead.” There were mumblings. “I am bringing food to share,” Adrian said. 
 
    Now that he was closer to the spits, while the smell was divine, he saw they held little in terms of actual meat: a couple of small rabbits and birds. 
 
    He smiled internally at the thought of the small rabbits. Yesterday evening that disclaimer was unnecessary. 
 
    “I also have meat. Rabbit, but from a slightly larger animal.” Carefully, while restricting abrupt movements, he pulled out the tarps they used and then laid the rabbit cuts on top. There was no point getting the meat dirty. “Giant rabbit,” he informed them, holding his hands out in a placating posture the moment he had placed the food down. “Yesterday was a long day, and the others are still sleeping. I can stay and answer questions or scout and make sure nothing surprises you.” 
 
    They looked at him dumbly. Half of him felt like yelling at them for their lack of response, but he understood they were shell-shocked. 
 
    “How do we know the meat is good?” a woman asked finally. They all had that sunken look that came from low calories. 
 
    “We killed it less than six hours ago, and it has been in storage since. It will be fine,” Adrian said. Then he realised where they were coming from. “I am here to help. People need to stick together and assist when they can in this world.” 
 
    The women who had first spoken had come forward to collect some meat. 
 
    “And they are all dead?” she asked. 
 
    “Every one of them,” he assured them. “We killed about twenty at the creek and then tracked down three that ran. We will go over in daylight to check, but I would bet we got them all.” 
 
    “How?” another woman yelled. “How did you kill them?” 
 
    “We have scouts out,” a man blurted. “Come join us.” 
 
    Their faces were imploring him to share their fires. They wanted to connect with others, to sample hope and be inspired by strength. 
 
    “So how?” asked one of the younger men. Most of those gathered were young. 
 
    What to say? Strength? Dedication? Skill? Luck? Cheating? 
 
    “By being smarter,” he told them. “Trolls are deadly because of how quickly they heal.” 
 
    “I know, we chopped an arm off the big one and a minute later it was back.” 
 
    “So,” Adrian continued as if they had not interrupted him, “if you stop that crazy healing, you can kill them easily enough.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Adrian held up a hand, forestalling further interruptions. “I have a question first. Have you seen a trader?” 
 
    Perplexed looks met his. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A trader?” 
 
    He took a deep breath and then launched into an abridged summary of their situation, how traders helped, the Eggercough Slug Poison, and then the CliffsNotes of the troll fight. 
 
    Silence greeted him afterwards. 
 
    “They screwed us,” the only man over fifty said. “No trader, trolls everywhere—we had no chance.” 
 
    Adrian nodded along with him, thinking of those caught in the salamander territory. They had killed almost half of the population in those first few minutes. “Lots of people had no chance.” 
 
    “Shit,” the old man said, collapsing on the ground, dealing with the emotions of the situation, an axe next to him. It was never nice to discover how badly the dice had been stacked against you. 
 
    “Wagga will welcome you.” 
 
    The survivors looked around at each other. 
 
    “We did not see anything as terrible as the trolls on the way here.” 
 
    “But if the trolls are dead, we can keep living here and rebuild.” 
 
    There was a long silence as everyone thought it through. 
 
    “Do we really want to?” the old man asked. “Personally, I am all for a fresh start.” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement. 
 
    “It is dangerous.” It was a female voice, and Adrian failed to work out exactly where it came from. There were three young women back there, one of them distributing cooked rabbit. 
 
    “We have discussed fleeing before, and the trolls are dead now, so why would we abandon here now?” 
 
    “We thought Wagga would be as bad as here, and now we know it is not.” 
 
    “Yep, Wagga is thriving,” Adrian confirmed. “They have people working on hot showers.” 
 
    A lie, but as far as he knew, it might be true. It felt like something that if they were not doing now, they would do soon, even if it was only public showers managed by fire mages. 
 
    “Showers?” the words sounded almost reverent. 
 
    “Can you escort us?” It was the old man again, who was clearly a leader, and he was looking straight at Adrian.   
 
    “Umm.” He had known this was coming. His heart was screaming NO, don’t delay, but these people needed him. “It is not my call. My friends need to be consulted.” 
 
    “It will cost you a day,” the man continued, “and make all of us feel so much better taking the risk of going.” 
 
    “It is not my call,” Adrian replied. 
 
    “We can’t pay you, but everything we have is yours.” There was a desperate plea in his voice, wanting someone else to take charge and save him. If not for Emily waiting for him, not knowing if he was alive or not, he would have folded. 
 
    “Not my call,” he repeated more firmly. The man nodded and looked away. 
 
    “Let us eat,” a young man said, stepping into the awkward silence, breaking it with a technique as old as civilisation. 
 
    There is nothing like food to settle nerves and bring people together. There was clearly enough rabbit for everyone, so he accepted a piece of what was being handed around. 
 
    The entire group was discussing whether to stay or go. He studied the artwork book. Meditation was too engrossing to risk in unknown company. No inspiration jumped out at him. Though he could finally identify one species of artist besides the warrior chimps. It was grey, bipedal, with four arms, a small head, a mini-trunk, and it was absolutely obsessed with painting itself. There were even self-portraits, complete with paint brushes, with the brush held by the trunk. 
 
    He was asked questions about his experiences frequently, but the book kept most of the curious people away. 
 
    The next set of artworks also identified a sapient species. This one was a centipede-like creature that wielded a spear with multiple legs. Their art tended towards battle sculptures. There was a fight against an octopod and another with a bear, though they were the only animals that he recognised. There were about five pages to go, and it felt nice to see the artists themselves. He was sure there was some profound insight that he could gain regarding why it had been structured as it was, but for now it was eluding him. 
 
    The next page had still pictures of complicated crystals. The book was suddenly torn from his hands. He looked up to see Jules grinning at him. 
 
    “You book worm.” 
 
    “It is my . . .” 
 
    “Blah, blah, I need to read to get stronger.” She put the word “read” in air quotes. 
 
    “Well, I do . . .” 
 
    “That is what I said.” 
 
    He threw his arms up in frustration. Jules let loose a peal of laughter. 
 
    “Why did you interrupt me?” 
 
    “We are just about ready to go.” 
 
    “When did you get here?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    Time? 
 
    8:49 a.m. 
 
    “What is the plan?” 
 
    “We walk to ‘The Rock.’” 
 
    “We are not escorting them back?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she said. Relief flooded through Adrian as she continued. “They have twenty fighters between levels eight and twelve. Mum almost laughed at them when they asked, this big level eleven asking a level eight to escort them.” 
 
    The equation was not that simple. Susie was far stronger than a typical level eight with her gear and purchased knowledge, but twenty fighters should be more than enough to defeat anything that they ran into. Even that domestic cat would have been mincemeat against them. 
 
    “Grab a snack,” Susie ordered, coming over to him. “There is still some warm rabbit. Once you are finished, we are going to go back, collect our bedrolls, and head out.” 
 
    Nodding at the instructions, he got some charred meat and ate some more food. The locals, outside for the first time in weeks during daylight hours, were enjoying themselves. Apparently, a couple of teenagers had risked travelling to the creek and witnessed the bodies. That firsthand experience had thawed all the last reservations of the survivors. 
 
    There were lots of thanks and wishes of luck, and then Adrian’s party extracted themselves. They travelled as a group, enjoying the tranquility. Of course, there was stuff out there, but none of it was interested in their party. Reaching the house, a thought occurred to Adrian. 
 
    “Jules, have you used your troll cores yet?” 
 
    “No.” Jules looked at him quizzically. 
 
    “Can you do it now while I watch?” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    Adrian answered. “Because we have twenty cores. If you use six of them, there will be leftovers for someone else to obtain regeneration. I have it on good authority that we can mimic what the pathway does, though it will require additional resources.” Jules nodded, understanding that. “And why now? Well, the sooner we get our powers, the stronger we become, and the more likely we are to survive.” 
 
    “Are you going to use the other cores?” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “Or someone else. If Kozzie or Steve are interested, they have first preference because they are melee. Even though I seem to get hurt more,” he commented, frowning slightly. 
 
    “It is the same process as the eggercough slugs,” Jules told him. “Painful and will take half an hour.” 
 
    Chilling memories of that event flooded through him. Regeneration was a harrowing skill to get. 
 
    “Guys,” Adrian called. Everyone gathered, and he continued. “Jules is going to do her pathway, then afterwards there will be enough cores for one of us to duplicate it. If you are interested, stay and watch so you know what to do.” 
 
    They all gathered around Jules as she laid out the troll cores. 
 
    “Four or five minor cores and one advanced,” she muttered, putting that number in a line before her. “You need to do them one at a time.” She placed what she needed and then looked at Kozzie with a fake bright smile. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
    Jules looked at them all, smiling brightly. “You should probably look away if you are squeamish. First in the lower arm.” 
 
    They watched horrified as she brought her knife down hard into her forearm. She sliced it from elbow to wrist and popped one of the small, ugly, pulsing brown cores into the wound. 
 
    She then thrust her arm straight out, holding it so the cut pointed upwards at the ceiling. The core was dissolving in the bubbling blood that was filling the gash. She started whimpering in pain. 
 
    “Good God,” she whispered, grimacing. “God, it hurts.” 
 
    They watched as the tear opened and closed, healing fully from exposed bone to an ugly throbbing red scar before splitting down the length of the scar and opening back up. A small scream escaped her lips. Tears were running down her face. Then, after an awfully long thirty seconds, the wound healed for a third time. On this occasion, it did not even leave a scar. 
 
    She took a couple of deep breaths, looked down, wiped the streaks of water away before a vigorous shiver. She looked up, her eyes bright and alert. 
 
    “What a rush,” Jules said cheerfully, smiling as she examined the flawless skin on her arm. “Now for the next. It allows no one to help,” she reminded them, staring specifically at her mum. “Not with the cutting, not with healing, not even holding a wound closed.” 
 
    With focused attention, she did a few tentative swings with the knife. Using her non-dominant hand was causing problems. Finally, she seemed to get comfortable enough with the movements to continue. Like before, she positioned the point carefully before opening the arm up from the elbow to wrist. Then she dropped the knife. It clattered rudely when it hit the floor while she pushed a troll core into the wound without hesitation. From her expression, the pain was worse on this arm. Veins on her forehead popped out, her face scrunched up, and she stepped back. She looked a lot like a little kid when they had hurt themselves badly, that dreaded ten seconds when they are too hurt to scream as they process what is happening, face preparing but no noise. Then the dam bursts, and they follow it up with thirty minutes of howling as if to make up for the lost crying in this original moment. 
 
    Jules silently dropped from her crouched position to sitting on the floor. Her arm was held out in front of her, going through the first healing cycle. Opening her eyes, she looked at it as the ugly scar broke up, the laceration unfolding like a flower. 
 
    Then she started screaming and screamed till the wound disappeared and then the pain fell off. As before, she smiled. It was the smile of someone doing hard work to get stronger. Then, after a moment, she had the unfocused look associated with checking of stats, and then she shrugged. 
 
    “Making progress.” Another small grin. “Now for the next one.” 
 
    “I am going to wait downstairs,” Kozzie said abruptly. 
 
    “Don’t stress, baby. I will be fine.” 
 
    She pulled off her pants. Her legs looked good. 
 
    An amazing-looking young woman. 
 
    Adrian forced himself to look away. It had been a while. Jules laughed, and when he glanced back, she smirked. She was sitting cross-legged. Like with the arm, she positioned the knife carefully and took deep breaths. Then she cut from the knee to the ankle, cutting mostly on the line between the calf muscle and the bone. The instant the point had sliced through, she pushed the core in with her left hand. 
 
    Susie had given Jules a leather strap to bite on that allowed her to suppress most of her screaming. This time, she used it straight away. When the wound reopened, she rolled back so violently her head hit the ground with a thump, almost like it was a deliberate attempt to hurt another part of herself as a distraction. She spasmed, hitting the carpet hard with both hands and tears running down her face. It was like an epileptic fit. 
 
    “It is getting worse,” she told them the moment she recovered. Sweat had bubbled on her brow. None of them said anything. 
 
    The fourth core went into the other leg with a similar result. Afterwards, she checked her stats sheet and smiled. 
 
    “That’s the last small one,” she said cheerfully. “Just one to go.” 
 
    She picked up the fist-sized core that pulsed disturbingly. She consulted her interface for a moment before nodding. 
 
    “Don’t get caught peeking, boys,” she quipped before pulling off her armour, leaving her in just a bra and panties. Adrian kept his eyes up and met Jules’s challenging look when she glanced his way. Steve was already walking away, having stood when it was clear what Jules was about to do. 
 
    She sat cross-legged with a bloody dagger in one hand and the pulsing core in other. 
 
    “This is the tough part,” she said, tracing a line from one side of stomach to the other, going a centimetre under her belly button. She started hyperventilating heavily. “God, this last one is difficult.” 
 
    “Come on!” she said. 
 
    “Come on!” she yelled. 
 
    “COME ON!” she screamed and plunged the dagger into her side before ripping it across. 
 
    The wound was horrendous; both small and large intestines were cut open. Pre modern medicine, it would have been a death sentence. Even with modern medicine it still may not have been survivable; with magic it was different. Adrian prepared his healing spell but stopped himself from casting it. Jules shoved the core into her stomach and then collapsed onto her back and started howling with her leather bit forgotten. 
 
    Downstairs, Adrian could hear Kozzie talking to one of the townsfolk. He was saying “It is okay, just a ritual to get us stronger.” Jules kept screaming. 
 
    “I need to check,” he heard the man yelling and then footsteps charged upwards to the room. Adrian knew either Steve or Kozzie could have stopped the man, but they understood something was better seen rather than whispered about. The door swung open as a man with a three-week beard on his face stared down at Jules. Kozzie was right behind him. Jules was screaming, the wound opening and closing, repeating. 
 
    Kozzie’s hands were wrapped around the man. “No interference,” he shouted. 
 
    The man looked at the pulsing injury with a shocked expression. Probably equating it with madness, he was witnessing with their strength and making a promise. Whether it was to never go down their path or a promise to explore it, he would never know. What Adrian knew was that watching this would provoke something. 
 
    “It will be over in a moment,” Kozzie promised. “She is my girlfriend. This is what she wanted. It will finish soon.” From the last sentence, it sounded more like Kozzie was talking to himself. 
 
    It was not over quickly. 
 
    Jules was no longer screaming. Instead, she was whimpering as the wound continuously closed up and then opened up again and again. Five minutes later, without warning, the scar appeared and then disappeared, and the gash had healed, leaving baby-smooth skin. 
 
    “That was intense,” Jules said, sitting up and giving a confused glance towards the strange man before clutching her t-shirt to her chest. “Privacy please.” Everyone looked away as she put on the T-shirt. “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    They turned to face her once more, and she had the unfocused look of someone checking her stats screen before breaking out into the biggest smile ever. 
 
    “Yay, it worked,” Jules said. She picked up her bloody knife and used it to slice a cut in her hand. The wound closed almost immediately. “Fricken’ A, awesome.” 
 
    “Miss, are you okay?” asked the man from the town. 
 
    She turned and looked at him for the first time. 
 
    “He was worried about the screaming,” Kozzie volunteered. 
 
    “Thanks for your concern,” Jules said, making eye contact. “Aspect of the troll. A bugger to get, but as you can see, it was all my choice.” 
 
    The man nodded dumbly and allowed Steve to lead him away while Kozzie came over to give Jules a hug. 
 
    “This regeneration is so good,” she told him. 
 
    “It was terrible,” Kozzie responded. 
 
    “Wuss!” 
 
    A short time later, Steve came back up, having successfully reassured the locals that they were not doing sacrifices or torturing anyone. 
 
    “Regeneration might be lifesaving, but I am not doing it,” he told Adrian straight up. 
 
    “Nor am I,” Kozzie said. “Without a pathway to help anyway,” he mumbled quickly, after Jules gave him an annoyed look. 
 
    “I’m doing it,” Adrian declared, pulling out three bottles of healing potion, figuring he needed them in case something went wrong. “Can I do it in private?” 
 
    He got three nods. 
 
    “No,” Susie told him. “I am going to stay.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” he protested before he stopped. 
 
    Susie glared at him. 
 
    “Okay, don’t help unless I am dying. Guys,” he yelled out, just as Susie and Kozzie were leaving. “Warn the locals that I am likely to be loud.” 
 
    They left, and Adrian took the piece of leather that Susie handed to him before he shoved the strap into his mouth. After watching Jules, he had no illusions regarding how much he was going to scream and thrash. It would be best not to complicate his healing by biting off his tongue.  
 
    Jules had laid the troll cores out in a long line. It was a daunting display, especially the two advanced cores at the end. Apparently one of larger trolls had qualified as advanced along with the two pack leaders. To delay the inevitable, he examined the cores more closely. They were like their previous owners, hideous and disgusting. An awful brown, a sickening pulsing, and a vibe of casual disregard of everything. He sniffed, and a slight stench permeated the room. 
 
    Before starting, he reviewed in his mind what Jules had done. It was the long cut, and then just shoving the core in. He could do this. 
 
    He positioned the knife and slashed hard. The wound was not as painful as he had feared. There was a dull, slightly burning pain but nothing too bad relative to all the wounds he had to this point. Pressing the core into the blood, the process got real. The dullness vanished, and everything became very acute and pointy. At times, it felt like burning and then like lemon juice being squeezed into an open cut. He bit hard on the leather and tipped himself onto his back. The open and shut process seemed to take longer for him than it had for Jules. He kept biting and tried to suppress the roar of pain that was trying to erupt. After over two minutes, the scar disappeared completely. It left a small amount of residual throbbing agony. He touched his hair, and it was drenched. 
 
    “Well, fuck,” he said to Susie, eating some jerky and having a big gulp of water. 
 
    He glanced at the long line of cores, and dread filled him. Should he back out now? The further he went, the harder it would be to retreat. Susie said nothing to help. He had consumed one core and would probably need to do ten or more. Maybe the better part of valour was to quit rather than digging himself a larger pit and starting something he could not finish. It was all about strength. Life was now about getting stronger to survive. If his kids were alive, he would require all the power that he could gather to protect them. 
 
    The second was harder than the first. The seventh worse than the sixth, with every core making the pain more intense. He checked his stats after the seventh and was pleased to see a new skill: Minor Troll Regeneration. It was already at fifty percent. Jules had told him you could switch to advanced cores once you got above sixty percent and preferably above sixty-five. 
 
    The eighth core left him prone on the floor; it was possible that he had passed out. At this stage, it felt that every bone in his body had been broken, and it had cut every part of him up. The surrounding area was drenched in blood. Sweat was running down his face, and his body felt shaky, like he had been fasting even though he had been drinking and eating constantly between every core. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration - 54% 
 
    The ninth left him wishing that he never thought about the idea, let alone started. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration - 59% 
 
    It was not a good result. He had to do at least one and probably two more basic cores before attempting the advanced one. He cut open his left arm for a third time and pushed a core into the wound. Then he screamed and yelled and hollered and bit through a third strip of leather. 
 
    Susie was by his side giving food to eat and water to drink. She used a wet cloth to wipe down his forehead. 
 
    “You can’t keep this up,” she told him. 
 
    “I have to finish,” Adrian said stubbornly. “If I stop, I might never start up again.” 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration - 63% 
 
    “One more ordinary core,” he said, positioning the knife on his leg. 
 
    “It is not worth it.” 
 
    “Regeneration is the holy grail,” Adrian told her. “I will heal noticeably during battle. I am that close. I need to finish.” 
 
    Susie stepped away, and Adrian went through what he defined as a veritable hell. The blade cutting his own flesh, that bit was easy, and he hardly felt it. The problem was the next action, physically grabbing the core and shoving it into the bleeding leg. It was difficult to get his fingers to function, and his body went cold with shock as he started the movements. 
 
    Octopod. 
 
    That thought gave him the boost needed. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration - 67% 
 
    Just the advanced cores to go, he told himself. How much worse could their core possibly be? He imagined additional agony and cursed himself for allowing his mind to waver. 
 
    He remembered Jules when she had done the advanced core. He positioned the knife against his stomach. Susie was in the corner of his vision. What was she thinking? How was she coping? As much as he wanted to, he could not will himself to cut his own belly open. His whole soul suggested it was a mortal wound, and that going through with it was suicide. The mental barrier with cutting one’s stomach differed completely from hurting his arms and legs. It was sort of the difference between deliberately doing slight cuts verses seriously wounding yourself, another step up in magnitude. 
 
    Adrian jumped to his feet and shook out his leg. Across from him, Susie’s worried eyes greeted him, but she said nothing. He could not do it directly, but nor was he going to waste the hell he had already put himself through. 
 
    Octopod. 
 
    It was hardly necessary; just the memory of the last hours was enough to push him forward. Two more to go. 
 
    Seizing the advanced core, he walked over to the wall. He positioned the knife, and before he could think it through, threw himself forward. The dagger went straight through him, the hilt catching on his stomach with the dagger edge out the back. The pain was nothing. Pulling the knife half out hurt. It hurt a lot, but nowhere near as much as his arm or leg repeatedly healing and then having that healing reverse over and over again. 
 
    Now to cut down. 
 
    He wrenched the knife down to his other hip. The stomach split open. He could feel parts of him slipping out. He fell to his knees. 
 
    “The core.” Susie’s voice was surprisingly calm for an IT worker witnessing what she had. How many seconds had he been in shock, not doing what he had to? 
 
    Adrian shoved the core inside him and felt his insides knitting together. The first healing was always the least painful. He lay on his back, conscious it was going to get worse. The room felt too hot, but his finger felt icy. The wound in his stomach started unknotting. It was worse than anything else. Thankfully, he descended into unconsciousness. 
 
    “How long was I out?” he asked as he groggily got to his feet. 
 
    “About ten minutes.” 
 
    “Was I screaming?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    So lucky. He remembered Jules. She had been awake the whole time. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration - 90% 
 
    “One more and then I am done.” 
 
    Susie, to her credit, had stayed in the room. 
 
    “You are as bad as Jules,” she said. 
 
    “Worse. I don’t have a pathway guiding my actions.” 
 
    Adrian stood near the wall, fell forward, and pulled the dagger down, screaming at the pain, holding the flapping stomach together. 
 
    “Use the core, use the core, use the core.” 
 
    Adrian startled as her words reached him. He shoved it in and fell on his back, yelling. It was long minutes of agony before unconsciousness thankfully claimed him once more. Maybe if he had beaten his head on the ground, then it would have come sooner. 
 
    When he awoke, he was pain free. Pretending that he was still unconscious, he checked what he had gained. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration (Acquired) - 100% 
 
    He clicked through into the details. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration 
 
    
    	        Enhanced Inherent Healing. 
 
    	        Minor wounds will close within 20 seconds. 
 
    	        Major wounds within 100 seconds. 
 
    	        All injuries will recover within 300 seconds. 
 
    	        All limbs will regenerate within 1200 seconds. Requires food to replace lost mass. 
 
   
 
    It was better than he had hoped. Limb regeneration. It would be something he would have to tell Susie. If they gathered troll cores, they could heal her hand now instead of in ten years when she or someone else reached level fifty or sixty or whatever the threshold was. 
 
    Personally, for Adrian, at the ends of fights, he would be completely healed five minutes after the battle finished. There would be no more waiting for hours for the benefit to flow through. It would help conserve Susie’s mana, which would keep everyone alive. 
 
    “Worth it,” he told Susie. “Definitely worth it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
    When Adrian got downstairs, the others came over. It seemed like they were looking to see that he was whole and undamaged. They had wide eyes, examining him as if he was a psycho. He guessed they were right. Even Jules had a look that implied “you must be kidding me,” and everyone knew how crazy she was. Kozzie poked him experimentally before grabbing a dagger, threatening to use the sharp edge. 
 
    “Stop that,” he grouched, and Kozzie chuckled, sliding the knife back in the sheath, and the tension vanished. 
 
    “You were successful?” Jules asked. Adrian nodded, trying to hold off a self-satisfied grin. “And you did that without a pathway?” 
 
    Jules looked amazed. 
 
    “You are a crazy man,” Kozzie agreed. 
 
    Adrian ignored them, attempting not to let his mind think of the pain he had put himself through. Then he thought about the rewards and smiled. “Just how quickly do you heal now?” he finally asked Jules. 
 
    Jules had the shit-eating grin he was used to as she responded. “Minor in ten seconds, all wounds including lost limbs within two minutes.” 
 
    Adrian whistled in appreciation. Even Steve looked impressed, though his features changed so mildly it was hard to tell. 
 
    “More than twice as powerful as mine,” Adrian said. “Damn impressive.” 
 
    Steve nodded in respect. “So you can regrow limbs?” At Adrian’s almost imperceptible nod, he continued. “Makes me half wish I did it.” Steve paused. “By the way, you scream like a sissy.” 
 
    Everyone laughed good-naturedly. 
 
    “I think there is an opportunity to reach the next town today,” Adrian said, after squinting at the sun. Probably should have just asked the interface. 
 
    Time? 
 
    1:38 p.m. 
 
    Go directly to it from now on. 
 
    “And then tonight, see if we can get a room to make some decent potions from the troll blood.” 
 
    “It is getting late,” Suzy pointed out. 
 
    “Not that bad,” Adrian disagreed. “We have over five hours of daylight.” 
 
    “It is after lunch, it seems tight,” Kozzie observed. 
 
    “Stick to the road,” Jules suggested, “and hopefully we won’t run into anything. Without delays, it is only a three-hour walk.” 
 
    “There are never no distractions,” Kozzie reminded her, but the chatter was academic; they had decided to go.  
 
    They marched quickly. 
 
    While there was still plenty of time, they travelled by road, hoping to reach the next town, “The Rock,” well before dark to give them an opportunity to engage with survivors or commandeer an abandoned house for the night if the town was like Uranquinty. While they walked, Adrian foraged out to the side to pick up sporadic herbs and kept his self-buff pathways active. More through boredom than anything else, he had switched to practising Vitality. At a base level, the Vitality buff was the supercharging of Inherent Healing, another version of his Lay of Hands spell. It was the same flavour and had similar twists but a different outcome. 
 
    While gathering, Shadow Steps enabled him to keep up with the rapid walking pace that had been set. Nothing came near them for the first two hours, which was a welcome respite. They sat together under a huge shady pine tree to have a snack. Steve nodded toward the sky. 
 
    Everyone followed his eyes upwards. There were seven specs circling high above. 
 
    “Large enough to be a threat,” Susie said once she had examined them. 
 
    “Need eyes everywhere,” Kozzie grumbled, but now that the birds—or whatever they were—had been spotted, you just needed to glance up occasionally to track them. 
 
    They kept walking, and the spots noticeably trailed them. There were at least eight of the creatures, but their ducking in front of the sun and behind clouds made it easy to lose sight of some of them, and often only one or two were visible. 
 
    “I hated the suspense in movies,” Jules said abruptly, “but it is worse in real life.” 
 
    “Keep moving,” Steve suggested. “The town can’t be far off.” 
 
    “The sooner we can get under shelter, the safer we will be,” Kozzie agreed readily. “Let’s pick up the pace.” 
 
    There was movement across to the side, a tide of brown emerging from burrows. “Incoming,” he warned, a frantic tone slipping into his voice. 
 
    Everyone looked up while seizing their fighting weapons. They were staring the wrong way. The moving carpet was clearly targeting them. It was impossible to tell what was coming, but it was dangerous. Everything was a threat now. Steve was still squinting toward the sun; Jules looked up at trees as if she expected these birds to be tricky and attack them from an unexpected angle. As the mass approached, it was revealed to be hundreds of furry creatures. 
 
    Cursing internally, there was no time for subtlety. He hated the Fireball spell now that he had Flame Sprout; it was slow and inefficient, but given his companions‘ reaction, he lacked any choice. The flames crackled in his hands. A Fireball would be perfect to focus everyone’s attention. Hopefully, it would hurt and delay whatever the oncoming mass was, but that was not the primary purpose. Jules, Steve, and Kozzie were still fixated on the threat from above. At least his warning had them collecting their weapons. The ferret or rat-like creatures were swarming across the patchy grassland towards them. They had ten seconds at most, and possibly less. The mass of monsters was moving more swiftly than he would have expected. Identification clicked in. 
 
    Ratigoif 
 
    A rodent-like creature that spends most of their time underground. When their hive reaches a critical mass, they will swarm overland. They are dangerous eating machines with teeth that can bite through armour. When above ground, their innate fear of open space means they do not stay still. Resistant to mind control, ice, lightning, and earth effects. 
 
    The Fireball left his hands, arcing towards them. Jules’s eyes traced the trajectory of the flame and they opened in horror at the approaching mass of monsters. There were now over one hundred of the ratigoifs in the descending swarm, all of them scrambling to reach them. Each of the animals was the size of a house cat with black, brown, and white patchwork coats and mostly dirt coloured. Their legs were short, and they had furry tails like monkeys which doubled the length of the creatures. Most disturbing of all, their mouths were teeth-lined beaks. He watched one jump, and a small sapling was in front of it. Its mouth flashed forward, magic aiding it, as it poked a hole in the tree’s side. It was only half an inch deep and the width of a quarter, but it had gone through the wood like butter. 
 
    Teeth that can bite through armour was what the description said. Panic hovered at the edge of Adrian’s mind. There were just so many coming, too many to stop. The swarm could eat them alive. 
 
    The Fireball crashed amongst the approaching horde, setting several of the strange monsters on fire. Five died, and another six went up in flames. The dead and the burning had the tide of creatures wash over them. The mouths or beaks or whatever it called them flashed out at their dead and injured brethren, each blow stripping skin, flesh, and bone from the carcasses. By the time the pack had moved through, all that was left of the eleven ratigoifs was the occasional tuft of fur or bone fragment. 
 
    “I hate midgets,” Steve grumbled while positioning his ridiculous sword towards them. 
 
    As the ratigoif swarm got closer, Steve practiced his swing, almost going to his knees to get the blade low enough. Jules chuckled beside him. 
 
    Adrian switched to the more accurate Flame Sprouts, trying to use them as a wall of death while stepping up to be between Jules and Steve, betting that his troll regeneration would make him a passable tank. 
 
    After a moment, he stopped using Flame Sprouts. There were too many coming. The flames had been effective by just doing enough damage to trigger the cannibalistic tendencies of their fellows, but fifty mana spent had barely made a dent in the number approaching. 
 
    The spear and bow would be useless against the mass of animals, so he selected Fire Hands as the most efficient magic. Its power had increased when he acquired Flame Sprout. Beside him, Jules mimicked Steve and crouched in a squat. Her humour vanished. 
 
    Then they were upon them. Large sword and swarming ratigoif did not mix well. The creatures were dangerous, but they were weak physically, and a single sweep of Steve’s sword took out over twenty of them. Jules disrupted them, but her club swing was quickly absorbed by the mass of ratigoif in front of her. She pulverised the first few, and she was just pushing a couple of them to the side after that. Between them, the first three rows were blunted, but there were another ten behind, and it was that group that broke over the top of their hasty defensive wall. 
 
    Then there was no time to think as the creatures were all around him. His hands weaving back and forth in front of him, Adrian tried to get a light touch on as many of the monsters as possible. Ratigoif brain fried whenever he touched them. Instant kills. There was stinging pain as he lost his little finger to a single bite from one of the running eating machines, then further agony as another took a nip at his hip. 
 
    Pain did not dent his concentration, or more precisely, these injuries did not bother him after the troll core ritual, so he ignored them and instead continued to focus on touching as many of the brown blurs as they flashed by. Another two fingers vanished in spurts of blood. Then the enemy, like a cavalry charge, were past their defences and receding into the distance. 
 
    The swarm kept running. If the pack had stopped to fight, they would have been overwhelmed. As it was, it had been a close call, and only their tight formation had saved them. Over half of the remaining ratigoif had been pushed so far to the outside it had prevented them from attacking. Confusion increased as they flowed further away. If they had sustained the attack . . . well, it did not bear thinking about. What were they doing? Then he remembered their description from his identification. 
 
    When above ground, their innate fear of open space means they cannot stay still. 
 
    Regional knowledge also spoke up, showing tactics against swarms when they were prevalent in the region. Cheap, waist-high shields making a barrier was the most frequent method, but in all cases, the technique was to bunch up and reduce the effective surface area available for them to engage. 
 
    His body tingled as heals took hold. He glanced towards the others, hoping they had taken fewer hits than him. Susie, who had huddled behind them, was untouched and now stood up, healing. It was one of her heals that touched him. 
 
    “Kozzie and Steve only,” he snapped, then immediately regretted the tone, but there was nothing that could be done about it. 
 
    Steve was struggling. With less than fifty mana, Adrian was loath to reduce it further, especially as the horrible swarm of monsters was turning to come back their way. The other man swayed dangerously. The little holes left by the creatures were insidious; they seemed to bleed more than other cuts because it had pulled out a chunk of flesh. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The power flowed into Steve and, combined with what Susie was doing, successfully scabbed up the wounds. Steve downed a potion. 
 
    There were literally dozens of burnt corpses around him. Steve, with his regular slices, had shredded over thirty, and the entire pack of critters had been reduced by half. Kozzie had also got into the act, killing seven of the creatures as they had swept past Jules. 
 
    They had bitten everyone apart from Susie multiple times with Jules winning title of the honorary pincushion. She had eight bite marks that gaped open, three more than Steve. The difference between them was her natural healing, and the contrast was sharp. Jules, with no help from Susie, was mostly patched while Steve looked like they needed to put him in hospital. 
 
    “They are coming again,” Steve warned. He was looking a little pale and was using his sword to support himself. 
 
    “You eat me, I will eat you,” Jules yelled as her remaining wounds closed. “Might cook you first.” 
 
    The pack had done a massive U-turn, taking up over a hundred meters, and were galloping back towards them. The vegetation was stripped as they ran past, and a tree that they had swarmed around appeared to be split into two. It teetered and then fell with a loud crash. 
 
    Voracious eaters that unfortunately preferred meat. 
 
    “Stay close, keep a small surface area.” 
 
    With no other choice, they resumed their attack positions. Adrian was down on his knees, hands in front of him, ready to try to burn them before they bit him. They would bite him. He still had itchy spots where fingers were missing. The stubs were reforming. For now, he only had seven left, and that number would likely be reduced further after the new pass. 
 
    Jules, swinging her club, knocked the first group away from them. Steve, with his awkward crouch, slashed his sword at the perfect height to decapitate the weird creatures. The rest of them stood in the space behind the wall, trying to limit the amount of flesh they exposed to save Susie’s mana for Steve. 
 
    The swarm flashed past noticeably quicker than before. The previous engagement had dragged. This one seemed like it was over in moments. Adrian suspected the effect was mostly psychological. With half the number of ratigoif, the duration should have halved. Instead, the fight felt four or five times shorter. 
 
    Touch, touch, touch and then they were past. 
 
    Another two bites, both on his left hip. He grabbed his healing potions and handed them out while having one himself. Regeneration was great, but the fight was not over, and he needed to heal faster. 
 
    The pack was now reduced to only a third of its initial size. This time, they did not do a ponderous U-turn and instead decided that the battle was too much of them and ran off into the distance. 
 
    “Birds coming from the sun,” Susie yelled. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    This world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
    There was barely any time to respond. Adrian grabbed his spear from where he had placed it on the ground and swung it to face the threat, crouching underneath it. After that, he peered upwards, trying to spot what the specs were through the sun’s glare. He felt Kozzie, with his long daggers drawn, press against his back. Jules stepped into space and tried to get her club in a baseball position to bat whatever was coming out of the sky. Steve copied Adrian and used his sword as a spear. 
 
    Five of the creatures were plunging towards them. They were not birds or bats or giant insects. Instead, they looked like flying fish. Aerodynamics was not responsible for their flight. They had nothing resembling wings or feathers. Each was the size of a forty-four-gallon drum, if slightly flattened. They even had a classical fish tail. It was a massive fish or a small shark. 
 
    Five gaping mouths descended toward them, each filled with small teeth. It was like they were giant cod, giant, hungry flying cod. In moments they were close enough for identification to kick in. 
 
    Stollacerals 
 
    Stollacerals are pack-hunting reptiles that utilise a magical air bladder to keep them flying. They have deceptive mobility within the air but are weak against both physical and magical attacks that are non-air based. They use cunning to take out their prey, and their bite will cause paralysis. Immune to air magic. 
 
    It was too late to give warnings about the bite. All they could do was react. He adjusted the spear to be lined up perfectly with one stollaceral. It changed course at the very last moment, making an almost right-hand turn to go around his weapon before lunging back at him. He twisted the shaft furiously and got in a glancing blow. The strange, fishlike creature’s eyes expressed alarm before it went shooting off like a popped balloon. 
 
    Steve was even more successful with his effort, his sword splitting right through the fish. His opponent, rather than zipping erratically away, blew up instead. The air of that explosion buffeted all of them. A third, also targeting Steve, burst when Kozzie’s thrown knife hit it. Next to him, Jules got bitten as the stollacerals effortlessly dodged around her swinging club to daintily nip her shoulder. Likewise, Susie’s hand got munched, and she fell backwards onto her bum as she avoided her attacker. It was her broken hand, and no further fingers were lost. 
 
    When the stollaceral that had nipped Susie went to fly away, Kozzie lunged at it, his knife puncturing through the scales on the side of the flying lizard. The dagger only penetrated an inch into the creature but, like the one that Adrian hit, the giant fish creature popped and zigzagged balloon-like through the sky. 
 
    Unlike with the ratigoif, this fight had gone well. Both Susie and Jules had been bitten, but the bites looked minor, and they had killed four of the seven enemies. 
 
    “Places,” Steve warned. 
 
    Adrian listened, moving his spear into position in order to be ready for the next attack. However, the remaining stollacerals did not come back, nor did any new monsters emerge to assault them. 
 
    “There,” Kozzie said, pointing at three specks that were retreating. 
 
    There was a thump beside him. Jules had fallen and hit the dirt. Her face was slack, mouth open. Susie was on the ground, similarly unresponsive. 
 
    “Shit,” Adrian cursed, dropping down to his knees next to Susie. 
 
    Jules eyes were moving like in REM sleep, indicating that her troll regeneration was fighting the poison, so his full attention went to their healer. She appeared to be struggling to breathe. He used his only heal, feeling the stab of mana depletion. He grabbed a mana potion while looking her over. 
 
    Jules was stirring. He checked Susie’s mouth with his hand and could feel a tickle of air movement in and out. It had been years since he did the CPR course, but he would not hesitate to begin mouth to mouth resuscitation if her breathing faltered. The physical wound closed as his magic ran over it, but it left a bright orange scar. Looking at Jules, she appeared better. Her shoulder also had an orange scab, but it was reducing slowly as they watched. 
 
    With another heal on Susie, her breathing strengthened. The orange of the scar reduced. The colour deepened as the seconds passed by; each rise and fall of the chest became shallower, her skin taking a blue cast to it. 
 
    Adrian took another mana potion—this one was a regain mana one. 
 
    He healed her again. Stronger inhalations, and the scar washed out. Jules was now up, watching him. 
 
    “I could not move. All my muscles froze up. First legs and arms and such, but then the lungs.” 
 
    He had already figured that out. He cast another heal spell. It was a stressful battle, but with each cycle, it went his way. Her colour improved, and the scar got smaller. 
 
    “You can probably stop,” Jules suggested. 
 
    “No, I am going to keep using magic till she wakes up and can heal herself or till that scar is gone.” 
 
    “She will live; it is not that unpleasant. You are pushing yourself too much.” 
 
    After his thirtieth heal, the entire wound disappeared, and the orange glow faded fully away. Susie’s eyes could now move, and then a moment later, she stirred properly and lifted herself into a sitting position. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said looking at Adrian. “I could still hear and feel everything. As for you” —she glared at Jules— “be nicer.” 
 
    “You know I love you,” she said, blowing her mum a kiss. 
 
    “I doubt they attack again,” Adrian told them, noticing the careful way Kozzie and Steve were watching the sky. “Now that they have experienced what we are like, they will stay away. They are cowards. There is easier prey out there.” 
 
    “I hate being food,” Kozzie complained. “And in this fuckin’ world, absolutely everything thinks we are the food.” 
 
    “Till we teach them otherwise,” Jules said, giggling. Adrian, who was looking at her, noticed that her apparent mirth never reached her eyes. Maybe she was more mature than he thought and said and did her silly things to help everyone’s morale. 
 
    “Let’s just keep going. Hopefully, The Rock will be in a better place than Uranquinty.” 
 
    Kozzie and Steve had already collected all the bodies while Susie was fixed up, so they were ready to go. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
    Steve looked up at the sun. Susie was finishing healing his wound. The man had been near death and had said nothing while Adrian had poured all of his magic into Susie. Part of him felt guilty, but then, MMORPG habitats hit hard. The healer was more important than a DPS. He was not sure that worked in real life, but if one had to die, Adrian knew which he was picking. 
 
    Steve said, “We should move.” 
 
    Adrian checked the sky and agreed. “About three hours of daylight, so we are going to get there with plenty of light still.” 
 
    After all, they were less than an hour away. 
 
    When the old traffic signs on the side of the road showed the speed limit reducing, they knew they were close. Susie, Kozzie, and Steve had all just started complaining about their feet. Kozzie had begun the nonsense, and the others had rapidly joined in. Jules kept asking innocently whatever they meant and that she did not have any aches or pains. Adrian chose not to say anything, but he understood exactly where Jules was coming from. Given the walking they had done, he should have felt something, but his feet were fine. Even minor regeneration was awesome. Then Susie started casting spells and everyone shut up. 
 
    “Yes!” Kozzie said suddenly, his finger pointed to a group of people moving through a nearby field. “Organised humans. I was so worried.” 
 
    The troupe Kozzie had spotted was clearly a hunting party that moved with quiet confidence. They had a range of weapons amongst them, but over half had what looked like compound bows. The spears they carried had metal tipped ends. Either the Rock used to have a historical museum they had raided, or a trader had set up in town. They were still far enough away that details were sparse, but there were two women and five men with two of the men in the middle of the party lugging a heavy boar on a stick between them. The animal was only slightly smaller than a cow, which meant the men must have significantly enhanced strength. 
 
    Kozzie waved vigorously, and the men and women of the unknown group responded. But they continued walking on the same trajectory. Adrian traced what they were doing and nodded in understanding. They were angling directly for the road. Get out of the fields and off the uneven ground as soon as possible. As they watched, one guard’s footing slipped. There was some minor cursing, and they kept going. 
 
    With a short jog, they reached the other group’s targeted exit point from the field. 
 
    “Hello,” Susie, their unofficial diplomat, called out when she judged they were close enough for verbal communication. 
 
    “Greetings,” responded a heavy man with deep weathered wrinkles. He looked like he was someone’s grandpa. 
 
    “We’ve come from Wagga via Uranquinty.” 
 
    “Running?” the same man asked. 
 
    “Going back to Melbourne.” 
 
    The old man raised eyebrows at that. “Tough trip.” 
 
    “We are pretty tough,” Susie said with a grin. 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” the man retorted as his eyes flicked over them, probably noticing the dry blood and the lack of visible weapons. “You’re very welcome in town” —the man spat— “providing you aren’t here to make trouble. If you like the place, and you will work, then you can stay as long as you want.” 
 
    While they talked, the strange group kept walking; they were easy chatting distance now. 
 
    “Is your town okay?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Seems to be better than anywhere else,” the man said after a pause. “We have got refugees from Uranquinty and surrounding farms. We have heard stories that Wagga was hammered. Half the town destroyed by fire salamanders and a giant bird busy killing off the rest.” 
 
    “The Bird is dead,” Susie confirmed. 
 
    “Small mercies,” the man said dryly. 
 
    “It wasn’t small,” Jules said. Everyone ignored her. 
 
     ”Wagga took some hits early, but they got through them and there is safety and food for all now,” Susie continued. 
 
    “Thank God,” the man said. “I feared we were the only town to remain functioning. Dark news seemed to come from everywhere.” 
 
    “South?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Them too. No news from Melbourne,” the man said, “but horrible rumours from Albury.” 
 
    “Monsters?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Two-legged ones, is what we’ve heard. Rapists, murderers, bandits calling themselves soldiers.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “If they come for us, we will crush them,” the man said. “What we hear coming out of Albury is bad, better to die than end up under their thumb. As for Melbourne—” He shrugged. “The world is what it is. Don’t even know what happened in Canberra or Sydney, so there is no hope of getting news from Melbourne.” 
 
    “I am Susie,” Susie said after a moment. They had expected no details of the situation in Melbourne. After all, there were other nearby cities and towns which they knew nothing about. 
 
    They all followed her example and introduced each other. 
 
    “You came through Uranquinty,” a young man asked. “How did you escape the trolls?” 
 
    “Killed them,” Steve said unexpectedly. 
 
    “We have a potion,” Susie butted in hurriedly before anyone got the wrong idea about their battle skills. “It stopped them healing, and after that, killing them became easy. We will go over all the details tonight,” she promised. 
 
    Adrian took the heavy pig and shoved it into his bag of holding. After that, they made rapid progress towards town when they reached it. The Rock had successfully escaped the devastation they had all witnessed in Wagga, Uranquinty, and the isolated houses they had passed. The entire place had a more pristine look. The buildings still appeared unnaturally weathered in places and aged but had not been abandoned. Doors had been shut and boards put up to cover broken windows. Everything was just more organised. There were signs of burnt cars where the fuel had spontaneously combusted, but there was more structure to their placement. They had been moved out of the way or repurposed into barricades. 
 
    In a similar fashion to Wagga, they had abandoned the outer ring of houses and created a barricade around the centre of the town. The wall they were looking at was better than the temporary, hastily constructed mess that had existed in Wagga. Here, cars created a base supported by properly trimmed logs and most times actual timber. 
 
    “How is it all so intact?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    The old man, who had given his name as Bill, shrugged before responding. He spat out some leaves that he had been chewing. “We’ve always had a large amateur archery club in town, so when guns stopped working and all things technology related failed, we had a couple of hundred trained archers. Did not have that many bows though.” The man huffed to himself. “My bow broke the first time I tried to fire it. Not too surprising—it had been twenty years. Anyway, we had enough weapons and heaps of people to use them, and there were few major monster spawns in the immediate area. After that, the entire town just got together and worked hard. We figured shit out. By the night of day one, we had the militia in place. We had everyone concentrated in the centre. I think in total we might have lost a couple hundred, but that means five thousand survived.” 
 
    “I reckon Wagga lost over twenty thousand.” 
 
    “We’ve heard,” Bill said. “We were lucky, and we plan to stay lucky.” 
 
    There was a brief silence. 
 
    “What Bill means,” a young woman said, “is that hard work makes its own luck.” 
 
    “I hope the major cities did as well,” Adrian said, but something made him think it was wishful thinking. Just the logistics of food supply might be overwhelming. 
 
    “Hopefully strong enough to hold out against trolls,” Bill said, when he saw them staring at the barricades. 
 
    Adrian looked at them while remembering the big troll and shook his head. “They are impressive, but if you want to stop trolls, you will need more spears to stop them climbing.” 
 
    Bill nodded. “They’re on the list. You guys can sleep in my front yard,” Bill offered. “All the beds and rooms in the inner circle are already claimed. For food, well, we don’t do any community cook pots as everyone either hunts for themselves, scavenges, or trades. I guess I can offer you some soup. My missus will be happy to cook a big batch.” 
 
    “We have food,” Susie said easily. “Lots of it.” 
 
    “There’s also a trader in the centre of the town,” Bill told them. 
 
    “We will definitely pay the trader a visit tonight and be on our way out tomorrow.” 
 
    They paid the trader a visit immediately to grab a couple bottles of liquor and then set in for a relaxing evening. They pitched their camping gear on the front lawn of Bill’s house, and with the sky clear, it felt like a good night. They spent the first hour of drinking, processing the seventy-odd ratigoif carcasses they had collected. Useful meat went on the side to give to the town, the rest for the trader: the fur that had not been charred, the tiny monster cores, and the teeth. 
 
    After that they just chatted, and everyone’s mood was buoyed by the success of the town. If the Rock could do it, maybe other areas were successful, and even cities might have pulled through. 
 
    They slept without bothering to set lookouts, comfortable that the area was secure, and they woke with the rising sun. While the others cooked, they sent Adrian off to trade. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
    This trader differed from the others he had seen. Changes in appearance were a given. This one was dwarven, short, squat with a bushy greenish beard. Personality varied in similar ways, but all the previous traders had a kind and helpful centre. At the heart of it, Sam, the rat, and tentacle horror octopod trader had all wanted the best for humans. This trader did not appear to share the same warmth. It was clear with the introduction: tight eyes, a mean sneer, an aggressive tone, the refusal to give a name. 
 
    This would not be easy. 
 
    “I would like to barter.” 
 
    “I don’t do that shit,” the dwarven trader said. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    Adrian smiled and continued with his standard approach, anyway. After all, they were supposed to be part of the same overall whole. 
 
    “I was hoping to trade all this stuff” —he piled their sorted loot on the table— “for a pathway book of telekinesis.” That was intended for Steve so he could practise while walking, and the skill could be useful both in and out of combat. “A pathway book of fireworks.” For Kozzie. 
 
    In theory, generating fireworks was like creating bright lights or loud sounds, and once mastered, it would be effective when fighting in the dark. Applied at the right moment, it could blind opponents. This was also an ability that Kozzie could train on the road as the skill could be lights, lights and sound, or just sound. Flashes of brightness on the road were not the sort of occurrence that attracted the various monsters that existed out there. 
 
    For Jules, the discussion had been more involved. There was nothing obvious that they could buy for her which would improve her combat skill. After all, berserker going bashy-bashy was unlikely to use distraction and finesse. Teaching an ability like illusions would not help her in battle. Also, there were no crafts they could purchase to practise while walking. Leatherworking might have worked, but Susie already had the trade. Wood carving or enchanting were considered, but ultimately it was not something Jules was interested in. After all, what nineteen-year-old girl wanted to take up knitting? In the end, it had been Kozzie who had noticed Jules humming a tune as they walked. 
 
    “And a pathway book of the bard.” 
 
    The trader stared at him angrily. “You don’t have nearly enough. I can give you an advanced bard book or basic fireworks and telekinesis.” 
 
    “Three basics?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The bard book and one basic?” 
 
    “No, hurry up! I have other customers.” He didn’t. 
 
    “If I get the basic books, what else can you throw in?” 
 
    “Next customer, please?” The trader was trying to look behind him. 
 
    “There is no one there,” Adrian pointed out. 
 
    “Store closing,” the trader said instead. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “One or the other,” the trader growled. “No extras, and it is for everything.” 
 
    Adrian groaned from a value perspective; the advanced book was worth more. However, he wanted Steve and Kozzie to get something as Jules was still working on her troll aspect. He mentally kicked himself. He had forgotten to brew potions last night. 
 
    “Well?” the angry voice interrupted. 
 
    “The bard and one hundred arrows.” The arrows were his standard purchase when visiting any trader, he liked to ensure that there were at least five hundred in his bag of holding. 
 
    “No extras.” 
 
    “Every other trader just throws them in.” 
 
    “Do I look like every other trader?” 
 
    You look like a bully. 
 
    Adrian held his tongue and smiled, even though it was the last thing that he wanted to do. “Just the bard book. Please.” The polite path rankled, but it was not like he was short of arrows, and being nice to traders had been shown to yield benefits. 
 
    A small book was shoved across to him. “Now piss off, and stop annoying me.” 
 
    Adrian left, bemused. Jules jumped up and down in response. Steve seemed less than impressed, but then that might have just been his normal expression. Kozzie was happy for Jules, and Susie was still chatting with Bill’s wife Katie. 
 
    “Time to move,” Adrian told them. 
 
    They grumbled but got going smoothly. Everyone wanted to see what the new day would present and hoped the next town would be bubbling like the Rock. 
 
    They said a quick goodbye to Bill and Katie. Katie waved enthusiastically, but Bill just gave a dismissive gesture with his hand and spat out some tobacco. 
 
    From behind them where they could not see her, Jules rolled her eyes at Bill’s attitude, and then the five of them headed out of town. Walking still felt strange. Getting everywhere on his own two feet instead of driving weirded him out. It was early, and they estimated they had a four-hour walk, so it was a simple decision to go off-road to maximise herb gathering and interesting battles. Their teamwork was improving. Adrian would flitter around using his Shadow Steps to cover ground to extract the various plants they passed without slowing everyone else. Steve or Kozzie kept watch with one of them taking point and scouting fifty meters ahead of the group and the other one back as a guard for the girls. 
 
    Susie would walk with her magic leatherworking constantly active, creating new items to protect them. Now beside her, Jules hummed and occasionally sang strange words carrying a mystical tune. 
 
    The weird tunes worked. With one tune, they could feel their muscles fill with energy. The song was alien with long pauses when the beat should continue and shifting melody at strange moments. The words, when she vocalised them, were not in English or any other language known to Earth. Some languages were jarring, others musical. As she hummed and sang, she created harmonies that stirred up the magic around them and infused them with vigour. When she sang this song, everyone felt like bouncing as they walked, and other times she switched to healing. That song was closer to a more traditional beat, and as she hummed, even the surrounding flowers seemed to grow stronger and more vibrant. 
 
    The first two hours passed quickly with Adrian finding several useful herbs. They had six minor engagements, of which three were ended before they started by Adrian putting arrows through multiple unsuspecting eyes, two were by a group attack effort, and the final one was when Kozzie had stumbled upon a mutated wombat. 
 
    The memory of that moment chilled Adrian as he recalled it. The wombat had first been noticed by Kozzie as Adrian had been carefully plucking poisonous mushrooms, a hard process as the root structure needed to be preserved. Kozzie, in the point position, had seen the animal. Without hesitation, he had snuck up unobserved and then leapt onto the back of the wombat and driven both of his long daggers through to the heart. 
 
    For Kozzie, it was a clean kill, a quick attack from behind the creature, imparting a mortal wound, the perfect assassin strike. It was done silently; in fact, the others had not even witnessed the move. Adrian had, and his identification had tagged the wombat automatically. 
 
    Mutated Earth Wombat - Fire 
 
    This wombat has developed a fire core defensive mechanism. When threatened, it generates an expanding dome of fire around it. Its physical abilities have not been altered. 
 
    The description was not that alarming, but the relative strengths were. The innocent wombat had more mana and better control than he did. That spell mentioned was a version of the salamander fire dome skill. The wombat was dead, but his mind could not help but play out the consequences if that skill had gone off. If it had been triggered, it was difficult to foresee how Kozzie could have survived. At minimum, he would have been severely hurt, potentially with scar tissue beyond what the new world could heal. 
 
    “Too easy,” Kozzie crowed. The density of alpha animals which initially had made any sort of venturing into the wilderness dangerous had been measurably receding for the last couple of weeks. There was little deadly enough to threaten them, so they were less careful with their communication. “Whack and dead.” Kozzie bragged while cutting out the core. 
 
    “Did you use identification?” Adrian asked. Jules shot him a concerned look. 
 
    “No need.” 
 
    Adrian put on his best manager expression. Now that they had been on adventures for a month together, it was reducing in effectiveness, but two years as the big boss made a difference. “Always identify.” 
 
    “It died instantly.” 
 
    “And if it had not, you would be dead.” The words hung there. 
 
    “What?” Jules looked more alarmed than Kozzie. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Kozzie blustered. 
 
    “Fire dome defence, stronger than anything I can do,” Adrian told him. 
 
    Kozzie gulped. 
 
    “Identification first,” Adrian reminded him. “Always identification!” 
 
    “Not a game, pumpkin,” Jules chastised him. 
 
    “My hair’s not orange, it’s copper,” Kozzie complained. There were a couple of snickers, but they were weak. 
 
    Adrian pulled back into the present; as they crossed the crest of the hill, the environment changed. The land in front of them went from patchy grass to desert. 
 
    Jules jumped up and down in excitement. “Agnoric lizards,” she yelled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
    The landscape between the top of the hill they stood on and the next hill was no longer typical Australian countryside. Once, it had been grassy farmland with an occasional gum tree. That had all changed. Too much fire magic, for lack of a better word, had been applied and had driven away the moisture. The trees were standing, but as dry husks. Whatever affected the local environment had obliterated the grass, leaving a dusty visage. Regional knowledge invaded his mind that this was not unusual; lots of reptiles in alpha physics customised their habitat. Some, like the salamanders, had magic to spare, and it was an instant process. Others, such as the agnoric lizard, did it slowly, using their meagre abilities to change the local climate over weeks and months. 
 
    Throughout the artificial desert were hundreds and potentially thousands of the reptiles. One of them stood watching them just five meters ahead. It was goanna-sized, a little longer than his arm. 
 
    Agnoric Lizard 
 
    Agnoric lizards are relatively harmless unless a large group is simultaneously disturbed, in which case the weight of numbers can overwhelm the instigator. The lizards’ tough skin and high Inherent Healing factor makes them difficult to kill. Best technique involves removing the head or a substantial amount of mass. Offensive capabilities are weak, and they mainly use their tail to grab and launch nearby pebbles to do damage. 
 
    They are extraordinarily common in alpha events and have a vast number of subspecies, the exact skills of each variety should be investigated before engaging en masse. 
 
    The lizards were strong and slow and, as the more general text indicated, weaker than him in all aspects. That might be a first, but one that he enjoyed. Given the different versions, it seemed for once they had lucked onto the weaker type. These had earth magic running through them. 
 
    Adrian waved his team to retreat so that they could discuss strategy. 
 
    The lizard watched them. Its long tail had wound around a stone the size of his fist. The rock was lifted as earth magic flared to assist. As they backed away, it placed the improvised weapon on the ground and then its erect ready to fight posture relaxed back into basking in the sun, pretty much asleep. 
 
    Without letting his eyes leave the animal, they retreated over the lip of the hill to safety. 
 
    “I need them,” Jules whispered. “At least twenty, but maybe as many as forty.” 
 
    “How are you using them? It better not be the same as the trolls.” 
 
    Jules giggled at that. “These you use as normal cores.” 
 
    “What will consuming them give you?” 
 
    Jules’s eyes went unfocused. “I think strength, health, and a small amount of healing.” 
 
    “How many are out there?” Adrian asked as his mind raced. Everyone could benefit from extra stats. 
 
    “Over a thousand,” Kozzie said. 
 
    “You are thinking we all use the cores?” Susie mused, looking at Adrian. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He then explained everything he had learned from his more advanced identification skill. 
 
    “So,” Jules summarised, “we go in slow and steady, using ranged to initiate and hopefully finish the fights without drawing too many at a time.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the magic traps,” Kozzie reminded her. “They are there as insurance.” 
 
    The fight plan was safety first. Set up the defensive site. Where possible, use nearby trees as cover. Susie set up lightning traps on the approach paths to incapacitate lizards that were caught by the magic. After establishing their traps, it was just a question of initiating combat and safely disposing of the lizards. Most of the time, range was sufficient, but Steve and Jules would sally forth to dispatch lizards stunned by the traps. 
 
    The battles ended up slightly more hectic than they had hoped. No matter how careful they were with trying to hit an isolated lizard, they never got fewer than five charging at them, and usually it was closer to ten. The numbers were never high enough to threaten them. The lizards were weak. Arrows and ranged attacks would slay three or four with the remainder being butchered as their muscles spasmed under the influence of the lightning traps. They were nowhere near as robust as the slugs or trolls. 
 
    On the couple of occasions when things were messy, Jules acted as a rock pillow, standing in front of everyone, covering her head and tanking the flying stones. After each of those stuff ups, she ended up with both cracked bones and ugly bruises. Then by the next fight, her skin was flawless. Potentially because it was all planned engagements, or the small reptiles did not count as worthy. She stayed in control. Multiple times they feared blood lust taking over, but each time she would rein herself in. 
 
    Often it seemed like she enjoyed the pain. 
 
    Poor Kozzie. 
 
    They fell into a rhythm and then went into autopilot. 
 
    Jules jumped around in joy when she got the chance to use her cores and was rewarded plus two standard attribute points to Vitality and plus one to Strength. Kozzie received the same attribute increases but had his Inherent Healing rate double in addition. Susie was the same, and Steve just grunted when asked. 
 
    With another sixty to eighty cores, Adrian would get to see the impact on himself. Excitedly, he settled down to the drudge of grinding. It was not like the lizards were yielding lots of XP. Each kill was only worth two XP, the same as the imps, but split five ways instead of all going to him. 
 
    Susie’s arrow missed and hit a lizard ten meters beyond the one she was aiming for. Thirty lizards charged them instantly.  
 
    Adrenaline flooded through everyone. They felt confident, but thirty was their largest pull yet. Then Jules went crazy. They could see now that when the rage won over, humanity washed away, replaced with joyful violence. It was unclear why, but the extra lizards took Jules from they-are-cute to these-are-a-threat mode and she transformed to full-on berserker. She laughed and charged the incoming lizards instead of staying still and letting them disable themselves on the traps. 
 
    “Kozzie,” Adrian screamed, “get her!” 
 
    Even while screaming, he was using his magic to do as much burst damage as possible. This was not the time to be trying to pick them off one by one with arrows. A flurry of ice bolts—earth and fire were ineffective, forcing him to fall back to ice. They had worked out early that twenty-five mana to the head was enough to eliminate a lizard. In moments, the deadly ice destroyed eight of the rushing creatures, and then it was back to the bow. Kozzie and Steve ran behind Jules, both tough men unashamedly attempting to use Jules’s slight body as a partial shield against the incoming rock storm. Lots of rocks were thrown, most hitting Jules with sickening cracks. She smiled as if they were feathers tickling her. Kozzie and Steve were hit with far fewer projectiles and grunted with pain. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jules was laughing and swinging her club at every lizard that she could reach. It infuriated them but did not kill any of them. Steve and Kozzie in her shadow were the executioners. In the end, thirty went down almost as easily as ten. The only true damage was to Kozzie, whose right arm dangled uselessly and bled profusely from his shoulder. The arm and his broken teeth were injuries he received when he tackled Jules to stop her charging further afield. 
 
    “Geez,” Kozzie complained as Susie’s magic washed over him. 
 
    “I— I am sorry,” Jules stammered. “There were just so many. I had to.” 
 
    “Shh,” he whispered to her. “We all know your class.” 
 
    Twenty minutes after that, Adrian, who had placed himself last in line to absorb the cores, got the notification that he was after: 
 
    Agnoric Core Boost (Acquired) - 100% 
 
    With satisfaction, he checked his stats. 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Inherent Healing --- N.A. Replaced by Minor Troll Regeneration --- Population - 1.07 (+.01) 
 
    Vitality --- now 1.58 --- Increased by 0.12 from Agnoric Core Boost --- Population - 1.24 
 
    Physical Resistance --- 0.52 --- Population - 0.52 (+.01) 
 
    Magical Resistance --- 0.1 --- Population - 0.06 
 
    Strength --- now 1.38 --- Increased by 0.11 from Agnoric Core Boost --- Population - 1.03 (+.02) 
 
    Agility --- 1.10 (+.1) --- Population - 1.19 (+.01) 
 
    Perception --- 1.19 (+.1) --- Population - 1.05 
 
    Intelligence --- 1.39 --- Population - 1.05 (+.01) 
 
    Mana Control --- 2.92 --- Population - 1.10 (+.01) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 1.58 ---- Increased by 0.01 --- Population - 1.06 (+.02) 
 
      
 
    Pathways Skills in Progress 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration (Acquired) - 100% 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 36% (+7%) 
 
    Identification Rank 5 - 35% (+23%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 67% (+14%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 36% (+4%) 
 
    Gathering - 67% (+14%) 
 
    Self-Buff Vitality - 14% (+14%) 
 
    Self-Buff Strength - 94% (+16%) 
 
    Self-Buff Growth - 0% 
 
    Party Buff - 0% 
 
      
 
    Skills Obtained 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 4, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura, Guided Potion Throw, Lay of Hands, Bush Alchemy, Flame Sprout, Minor Troll Regeneration*  
 
    Experience 2850 of 20,000 required for level 3 
 
    The results were a little underwhelming. 0.12 and 0.11 in Vitality and Strength, respectively. He had hoped for more or at least similar results to the Bird core. Minor troll regeneration just getting a star frustrated him. Focusing on the skill, the extra information came up. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration* 
 
    Enhanced Inherent Healing. 
 
    
    	        Minor wounds close within 20 seconds. 
 
    	        Major wounds close within 95 seconds (-5 seconds agnoric core boost). 
 
    	        All injuries will recover within 280 seconds (-20 seconds agnoric core boost). 
 
    	        All limbs will regenerate 1100 seconds (-100 seconds agnoric core boost). 
 
   
 
    Regeneration had improved by five to ten percent once you looked at the reduced timelines. Minor wounds had not changed. Adrian felt cheated. Steve, Susie, and Kozzie had all had their Inherent Healing rates double, and Kozzie and Susie had both gotten a two-attribute increase to their Vitality, which was almost twice what Adrian had got. 
 
    “Disappointing,” he grumbled, then shut up at Susie’s glare. After all, they were still deep in lizard territory. 
 
    “Do we backtrack and go around or push through?” Jules whispered. 
 
    “Push through,” Susie said. They were three quarters of the way through the mini-desert the lizards had created. They switched their battle plan to remove lizards in such a fashion they could sneak through. Half an hour later, they reached the top of the next hill and a distinctive drop in temperature. 
 
    “Will have to decide whether to give the excess cores as a gift or sell them,” Susie told them. They had an extra fifty cores collected during the final exit from the lizard territory. 
 
    “Probably trade them to a human,” Kozzie suggested. “Doubled Inherent Healing will be the best deal any of them will get. Plus, as a bonus, we can also tell them the location so they can farm them. A couple of hundred per week should be sustainable.” 
 
    Just over the hill was a clump of rocks that provided good defensive cover. 
 
    “Lunch,” Susie said. 
 
    “And I will create the potions Jules needs to finish her aspect,” Adrian said quickly, determined to get it over and done with. There was a good chance that when they reached the next town, something urgent would come up. 
 
    Jules told him exactly what she needed, and he made only those potions.  There were some more exotic ones he wanted to attempt, but there was no time. 
 
    She drank each potion the moment he made it. When he produced the final Vitality potion, she held it like it was precious. 
 
    “Here is to becoming a troll.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    Kozzie looked panicked at Jules’s words, but she downed the potion before he could say anything. There was no outward change, but Jules’s eyes went unfocused and then she danced in delight.  
 
    Noticing Kozzie’s face, she burst into laughter. “I am not turning into a troll. It was a joke.” He still examined her carefully and made a show of studying her skin colour. 
 
    “So did you get the ‘if you die, you actually just get reduced to one hit point’ thing?” Susie asked. That ability to play dead was a skill exhibited by only a few varieties trolls, luckily none of the ones they had fought. 
 
    “Yep,” Jules confirmed, “and now when I am injured, my Agility uses Strength because of the Agility debuff this gives. So, so cool. Just need to pack attribute points into Strength and Vitality. I never need to worry about Agility again.” 
 
    Adrian kept brewing potions for a couple more minutes and passed around the results: another round of healing and mana regeneration potions for everyone. Essentials were boring but necessary. Satisfied, he cleaned and then packed his gear. 
 
    They continued and, now that they were close to the new town, they retreated to the road. Potholes were already forming across the surface, and it was often like the entire road had crumbled away. It provided a good walking track, but driving a car would have been challenging. 
 
    An image seized Adrian with violent intensity. Logic told him it was the interface, but the presentation was divergent from normal. Usually, there was a smooth transition, but this time, the shift occurred with both force and haste. His conscious mind immediately flagged what was coming as important. 
 
    A clone of himself stood on a grassy hilltop. Fuzzy energy flared into existence a mile above the fake Adrian’s body. It hummed, intensifying, and then it poured down on top of the duplicate and the surrounding ground. A nearby rat, previously unnoticed because of its size, grew horns and expanded to a point where it would dwarf a large dog while a bird squawked and then just exploded. The shifting power hitting his clone did not immediately change anything and flowed into it till the copy glowed with the unutilised energy. 
 
    There was a jerk, and the scene faded away before coming back with differences. The clone was still there, but the entire presentation had gone from crisp reality to abstract. The unimportant background was indistinct. In the centre of the image was a younger version of himself. No, not younger. It was what he looked like now: an accurate copy of himself. This doppelgänger held a ball of lightning in front of him that represented the fuzzy energy that had cascaded down from the sky in the proceeding scene. The only other items were three funny machines in a triangle around the clone. They were big clunky things with weird angled pipes and chutes for putting stuff into. The metal joints all appeared to be made of actual materials rather than drawn. The machines were like what super villains had access to in all those TV shows. Put crap in here and out comes some impressive type of contraption, cartoon caricatures of life. 
 
    The confused, young doppelgänger of Adrian with a ball of lightning in his hands oscillated between the apparatuses, clearly torn between the different options. The cracking energy could get any of the machines started. A step toward each of them allowed the plaque at the front to be read: experience, skills, attributes. 
 
    Briefly, the fake Adrian drifted in the direction of the experience machine before shaking its head with a look of disgust and turning to face the other two. He tossed the energy between his hands, indecision marring its features. He made a move toward skills, then the other way, approaching attributes, before looking back at skills. A tough choice. 
 
    The experience contraption grew bigger and crept closer to the indecisive Adrian. Lightning sparked from the ball he held to the experience machine, which started working. Panic flooded across fake Adrian’s face, and he spun to run at one of the other machines. It was unclear which was chosen, but he shoved the energy into it, and then it went to work. Skill or attribute was irrelevant, providing everything did not default to experience. 
 
    The image shattered like a hammer hitting a window, throwing him out and leaving him a headache. 
 
    The interface was flashing. 
 
    He hurriedly clicked through. 
 
    Mana Storms 
 
    Wild mana storms will occur randomly for years after an alpha event. Prior to the storm, the strength and intensity cannot be determined, and they represent a high risk and reward situation with the consensus being that they are best avoided. You can assign energy from the mana storm to progress experience or attributes in a standard interface, while more advanced versions also provide the option for improvements to existing skills. Without action by a sapient host, it defaults to the potential generating experience points. 
 
    It is important that all sapients are aware of mana storms. After an alpha event, the storms are frequent, and most sapients will experience multiple instances throughout their lifetimes. 
 
    Non-sapient life has been shown to absorb mana storm energy, and local flora and fauna often experience a significant increase in power from these storms. Additional alpha monsters can also be pulled through via natural portals. It is recommended that sapients avoid mana storms because of this influx of powerful creatures. 
 
    There are three types of storms: 
 
    
    	     Mana Spikes. These storms are undetectable prior to occurring. 
 
    	     Mana Waves. These storms are identifiable by the moving surface, creating visual distortion. They are typically one to five kilometres wide and move at a slow jogging pace. They should be avoided at all costs because of the inconsistent physics involved, which may cause objects, fauna, or sapients to explode. 
 
    	     Mana Thunderclouds. These storms are recognised by the multicoloured hues of the clouds’ surface. Because of their speed and size, they are difficult to evade. Thunderclouds generate spouts which touch the ground and create the mana storm effect. Spouts move slowly, and vigilant and mobile sapients can avoid the areas where spouts are touching down and affecting the surface of the planet. It is advised to physically distance yourself from any such spout that has touched down, immediately and in the future. 
 
   
 
    Note: The intensity of mana surge cannot be predicted in advance. It ranges from weak, at less than one experience point per second, to catastrophic, at one thousand experience points per seconds. 
 
    As he finished reading, the text vanished from his vision without being dismissed. 
 
    Another first. The interface was in a rush. 
 
    Combining the image and the mana storm information, it was pretty clear what the interface wanted to convey. In a mana storm it was important to boost attributes and, if you had a non-standard interface, then skills. Directing the potential to experience was wasteful. 
 
    Was one coming? It had to be, given the abruptness of the interface’s actions. 
 
    Looking up, trying to see the signs, he saw no visual distortion, no multi-hued coloured clouds. 
 
    He was back as a little boy. On the porch, the old man with a hand hidden that he knew contained a bamboo stick. The bag with smoke rising from it hid the now-squished poo. The man was yelling but different words: “ACT, DON’T THINK.” 
 
    The cane came down hard with the man’s movements being impossibly fast, directing towards his pantless bottom. When did he lose the pants? Adrian tried to pull out and break the image, but the interface held onto him, forcing him to experience it. 
 
    Smack. 
 
    His bum cheeks flared with pain. It was nothing compared to the troll regeneration process, but harder than any time it had struck him before it. He was out of the image and dressed. It would be hard to check, but he was sure that the cane had drawn blood. Not that it mattered it would all be healed within twenty seconds. 
 
    Act, don’t think. 
 
    “Improve attributes!” he screamed. “Use the storm to improve attributes!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Reality around him was distorting, and Adrian wondered if the others had all heard him, and if they had, whether they understood, and finally whether they could direct the power appropriately. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 
 
    There was a smell of lemons, then sweet meringue, and then the scents went crazy. Mostly the air smelt of different sickly, sugary baked treats like he was plunging into one cake-making kitchen after another. But there were unpleasant odours released as well: cooking cabbage and then the sharp bitterness of burnt vegetables. 
 
    Attributes or skills? 
 
    It felt that ultimately there was only one answer. At the traders, it was best to spend energy on knowledge. It was information that was underpriced. Even within the interface, when leveling up, gaining skills had felt more profound and important than attributes. 
 
    Act! Don’t think! 
 
    How much potential had he just wasted on experience? 
 
    Act! 
 
    He almost panicked and failed understand what he could do. Shadow fighters? 
 
    Act! 
 
    It was too dangerous go with what he already knew. Improve the buffs: Strength, Vitality, growth. All of them. Adrian cycled the pathway exercises through his mind. There was no time to carry out each experiment. Instead, he resorted to routine, playing instructions repeatedly like the latest musical track that had caught his ear, rehearsing them mentally, so to speak. 
 
    Strength was easiest because of familiarity and because the buff was almost mastered. Specific muscle buffs first. This one was when he infused a targeted muscle. As always, he went for his little finger, and then once it was finished, he trialed the bomb technique where he released the energy in his centre unbound. It spun by itself outwards like super-heated steam to infuse his entire body. 
 
    Likewise, he had experience with Vitality via his recent practice, so it was easy enough to go through the motions in his mind. The fundamental technique was to place Inherent Healing in individual cells, parts where it would be ready to be sucked up and used by the body if required. Briefly, he toyed with attempting the more permanent pathway the Bird memories had gifted him before savagely pulling his wandering mind away. That path might work, but it could also backfire, wasting this opportunity in starting something that would never finish. It had taken the Bird decades to achieve what it had. Instead of that potential fool’s quest, he focused on the lessons of the buff pathway and the more general method of releasing the energy near the heart and letting the blood sweep it around him to where the cells absorbed it. Like with strength and the bomb technique, so much of the spell got wasted with this method, the Inherent Healing evaporating out of the blood disappearing forever. 
 
    Body growth was harder. It was completely new, and the instructions felt garbled, like a set of flatpack instructions translated poorly from Chinese. There was no small-scale practice; it was all or nothing. If you just made your arm bigger, it would not join to the chest and would be at risk of being torn off under the slightest of pressures, potentially even just by gravity or if he flexed his biceps. No, the growth buff required attention to detail and everything to expand together. Every different cell growing evenly in a coordinated symphony. The learning in the pathway was clear. Moderation, the tiniest trickle of energy, wait till it dissipates and then release a little more, each time learning more and more detail about how different parts of him responded to the energy. Bone grew slower than everything else, so it needed more energy to avoid catastrophic body failure. That thought brought images to his mind of him turning into a marshmallow man and then shortly later a jelly monster. It was not something he wanted to do to himself. It did not look healable. 
 
    Then he was back to the start, the strength pathway, briefly worrying about over cooking the skill and creating more waste, but the buff book had taught him there was a long way to go from basic to final mastery. If the mana storm gave him the opportunity to progress strength beyond simple acquisition into the advanced forms, that was fine with him. 
 
    The smells were still assaulting him, and physical feelings had joined in. He squeezed his eyes shut, but light, colours, and darkness danced upon them. 
 
    Adrian felt upside down and then falling. The feeling did not stop. It was like he had dropped from an aeroplane. Stomach in his mouth, then suddenly he was no longer plunging down but being stretched, suction cups on both feet and hands. There was no sense of it where it joined, but the entire sole of his foot was pulling him, all the skin getting sucked towards a black hole. Then its connection to everything else spread, the force being stretched through him. 
 
    Sounds were added to the sensory assault, all happening at the same time: squawking, clittering, clucking, rhythmic beats, words. It felt like there was language behind the random noises, a thousand conversations being carried out by even more aliens. The babble occurred in parallel to the abuse of his body. 
 
    Refusing to let any of that distract him, Adrian was determined to make the most of this opportunity. There was no sense of time, but he pushed through the lessons, cycling them one after the other. From his fractured count, this was the seventh iteration of the strength instructions. It must be supercharged by now, and the others were hopefully getting closer to basic mastery. 
 
    Even as he focused and kept progressing the skills, the choice felt wasteful. The whole thing was a massive mistake. These lessons were all stuff he would have achieved over the next week or two. 
 
    What was he doing? 
 
    Saving on study time? 
 
    Removing the need to experience the mind-numbing drudgery of the lessons? 
 
    Everything was about getting stronger, but right now he had squandered the chance to develop something useful, like an expanded mana pool or increased mana control, discarding that attribute improvement for what? For convenience? It was such a twenty-first century choice. Everything was about immediate gratification. 
 
    Knowledge is more important, he reminded himself. Gaining these skills quicker had benefits, especially if it supercharged strength into something fantastic. Plus, his biggest bottleneck for progression so far had been the ability to learn. Once he cleared this pathway of Intelligence, it would free him to do other stuff. Sure, it would cost energy, but provided they could get some, there was unlimited potential regarding what he could absorb. This waste now might let him absorb tailored information later. 
 
    Yet it was just bringing the learning forward. The doubts plagued him. Attribute increase would be genuine progress. Maybe he should switch; the image had suggested no difference between the two choices. 
 
    Adrian went through the growth cycle once more. It felt like the lessons imparted more information now. There were extra details in how he grew his cells. 
 
    Don’t get side-tracked. 
 
    No time for second thoughts. If this decision was wrong, then the interface would have let him know or been clearer initially. 
 
    But can it act during a storm? 
 
    Adrian suppressed the thought and started the lesson plan on buffing others, reaching out and projecting the energy, understanding the difference between their bodies and his. There were three difficulties to overcome: one, getting the spell to the target; two, pushing inside the recipient; and three, tailoring it to a unique body to achieve maximum impact. 
 
    There was less chance of the spell backfiring on others given his self-experimentation, but it was always there. Yet that, of course, was not the difficulty. Buffing himself instead of others was like making cookies versus a three-star Michelin dessert. Each step was hard: examining the receiver in detail, forming the spell next to him or her, tailoring it to their unique makeup, shaping magic to project the energy, then a hook to get into the other person, sometimes multiple hooks to distribute the components to the different places it was needed. Then the simple part, letting the constructed spell go for it to do its thing. 
 
    His physical body was being tied up in knots, and he was thankful for the distraction of his pathway. The raw pain was a magnitude less than the regeneration process, so barely worth mentioning, but the others without that experience would be struggling. Plus, it was disconcerting to feel the bones slide against each other. 
 
    Adrian smelled whiskey everywhere around him. He loved that scent. It used to be one of his guilty pleasures. Then the pain and heat washed down his throat like he had just shot an entire mug of the stuff. He coughed and spluttered as the sensation spread, and it came out of his nose. Then the discomfort was gone, and he was on a graviton, one of those supposably fun rides at the royal that would spin you around really quickly so you would end up sticking to the side of the machine and canceling out gravity. Then all his bones started wiggling. It was almost a welcome relief after the previous grinding. 
 
    He cycled back to the Vitality buff. He understood instinctively that if his mind wandered, then it would gobble the surrounding potential up to advance his experience, and he did not want that. 
 
    Then the chaotic spinning of the mana storm vanished. One second, they were caught up in its grip, and then it was gone. He did not know how much time had passed, if any. His legs were on the ground in the same spot. He had not been dropped from a great height or spun around in a graviton. It was all in his head, how his brain interpreted the warping of reality. All those weird sensations of movement had not occurred. 
 
    It was over. The storm had passed. He felt queasy and excited, like a little kid at Christmas. How had he progressed? 
 
    Adrian attempted to engage with his statistics page. 
 
    The image swept up gently, like it normally did. This time it was a static picture, a classic weather radar map, a key on the bottom showing the gradient of colours. Weak side had light blue as the first colour followed by dark blue, then greens, yellow, orange, red and finally brown with the word catastrophic next to it. The map itself showed a storm formation, red in the centre, which quickly decayed through green to dark blue and then a wide area of the light blue. There was even a location indicator highlighting where he stood. His team was in a dark blue section. In fact, there was a separate pointer for each of them. The storm had been relatively small, and they were right on the edge. Of the group, the Kozzie label was closest to the red centre, between dark and light blue. All the others were in the dark blue section with Adrian. 
 
    Something tickled the back of his mind. The first image had encouraged him to go for skills or attributes, and the one where he had been smacked was encouragement to tell his companions what to do. But why had he been pushed to read the details regarding mana storms? What purpose had those five to ten seconds served? 
 
    “Plus six to Strength,” Jules crowed from a couple of meters away as his mind desperately tried to track down what his subconscious was flagging. 
 
    Six to Strength! That was massive, an attribute bump equivalent to six levels up from a moment of discomfort. He could not imagine what they would have been awarded if they had been lucky enough to be in the red area. 
 
    “Damn, I only got four to Agility,” Kozzie complained. 
 
    His mind was still rushing. He was missing something. The analytical part was in overdrive. Kozzie’s result was a big drop off verses Jules’s Strength. Maybe Agility was different than Strength? However, that thought did not sit right. It was always plus one to your choice with the standard interface. 
 
    His mind still charging ahead, Adrian looked from Jules to Kozzie, then to the map image. He had already known that Kozzie had been on the inside, yet there was only three meters’ distance between them, and he was four meters closer to the centre than Jules. Did that mean he had given up nine points in the attribute of his choice? Or more, the little voice suggested. Linear would be nine, but these things were usually a bell curve of some type which could push his gain significantly higher. 
 
    Recalling the map, if Kozzie was only seven meters away, then the centre of the storm was under a hundred meters back. Glancing back behind him, Adrian saw a dam. That was the red area, and verdant foliage had exploded in that area, unsurprisingly. The interface’s first image tagged at the back of his mind, the rats exploding in power. Dark blue was worth six attribute points. What would red have meant? What would red do to critters? 
 
    Adrian shivered when he remembered those possums. Had they gone through a mana storm with a red centre or only a green? 
 
    Something was playing on his mind, a concern, but if he had sacrificed the equivalent of one of his levels or ten standard levels of attribute progress for advancing his skills, was it worth it? 
 
    Self-Buff - Vitality (Acquired) - 100% (+86%) 
 
    Self-Buff - Strength (Acquired) - 100% (+ 6%) 
 
    Self-Buff - Growth - 98% (+98%) 
 
    Party Buff- 24% (+24%) 
 
    It had taken three days of intense practice to advance the self-buff Strength to seventy-eight percent. So he had just saved over ten days of training because of the mana storm. That was impressive. But was it equivalent to increasing his mana pool by a hundred? A hundred extra mana would have increased the magic available to him by fifty percent. Maybe attributes would have been a wiser choice. Of course, finishing the pathway and freeing himself up to learn more skills had its own unique value. 
 
    The better question to address was what did the new skills grant him? During practice, the statistics improvements had not been great. And if they were still lacklustre, not only had he screwed up the mana storm, but it would also mean he had failed at his level up too. 
 
    Self-Buff Vitality 
 
    Base. Increase own Vitality by 50 percent for 300 seconds at the cost of 20 mana. 
 
    Current Level. Increase own Vitality by 62 percent for 323 seconds at the cost of 19 mana. 
 
    Supercharge. Not available. 
 
    Spell cannot be cast in active combat. 
 
    Based on the haste example in the self-buff book, he had been expecting Vitality to be something like a ten percent boost for twenty mana. To have it be five times stronger than expected was a bonus. Excitement grew in him as the book showed it was possible to improve the efficiency of the spell by four times the original amount, and the current level showed some of that progress. That meant that once this was mastered, he could increase his own health by two hundred percent before combat, letting him take three times the damage as usual. Combined with his regeneration ability, that looked incredibly overpowered. As for Jules . . . dear God, she was already going to be a monster anyway, but buffed on top of that, she would be stronger than that three-meter troll. 
 
    Adrian smiled in relief. Maybe his choices had not been as ridiculous as his fears had been playing out for him. 
 
    Self-Buff Strength 
 
    Base. Increase own Strength by 50% for 60 seconds at the cost of 20 mana. 
 
    Current Level. Increase own Strength by 132% for 84 seconds at the cost of 15 mana. 
 
    Supercharge Body. Every 15 mana invested increases Strength by an additional 20%. This does not extend the base spell duration. Diminishing returns over 150 mana. 
 
    Supercharge limb. Every 5 mana invested increases Strength in the limb by an additional 20%. Diminishing returns over 50 mana. 
 
    Casting this made him instantly stronger than anyone in his party, apart from Steve, with his buff going. If he supercharged up to the point of diminishing returns, his current Strength of 1.38 would increase to 5.96. Unimaginable strength. This spell let him become the Hulk. 
 
    Any residual disappointment at not targeting an attribute fell away. This was incredible. So much more powerful than he expected. Once he got party buff up and running, this was going to be scary. Giving Steve or Jules an extra fifty percent Strength was going to result in some incredibly surprised and equally dead monsters. 
 
    “What did you get?” Kozzie asked excitedly, about what they had just experienced. He was walking straight over towards them, so Adrian saw when his eyes widened suddenly, looking over Adrian’s shoulder. 
 
    That alarmed sensation that he was missing an important detail grew within Adrian. He had learned enough to understand that only some of those feelings were his own. The interface agreed with him. He had missed something. 
 
    Adrian turned around to see what had grabbed his friend’s attention. An alpha creature was in front of him. Identification snapped on, it was contained in regional knowledge though locked until it was spoken about or observed. 
 
    Common Unicorn! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 
 
    The name was not that important. After all, for generic creatures, the system would borrow words from the sapient species’ minds. The creature was not a unicorn, but he could see the resemblance. Sort of horse-like, but with a finer body, lots of deer elements in it, and, of course, a glowing horn sprouting from its head. 
 
    Common Unicorn 
 
    The common unicorn is an animal of magic which possesses amazing evasive and magical camouflage talents. The unicorn has no magical attacks, limiting it offensively. Be wary when engaging, as its horn allows it to break magical shields and armour. 
 
    This unicorn is suffering portal sickness and disorientation. All magical abilities are disabled. 
 
    Unicorns are one of the more valuable alpha creatures, and a corpse can sell for over one hundred thousand energy because of the usefulness of its components across all crafting disciplines. 
 
    Identification continued classifying the creature. It was effectively immune to magic, or at least all the spells that Adrian possessed. It had similar Strength to Adrian, far greater Agility and magical abilities that included confusion, psychic deterrent, blink, magical shields, Wind Gusts, entangle and others. Those skills were disabled, but if the debuff wore off, their entire party would have no chance against it, even if it was limited offensively. 
 
    “We have to kill it before it gets its powers back,” Kozzie yelled desperately. A knife was already flying towards the animal. 
 
    The unicorn saw them. There might have been a look of panic in its eyes, but if there was, it was only for a moment before its instincts kicked. It spun, heading toward the dense foliage around the dam. The thrown dagger slammed home in its rump but did little too slow it. Kozzie wisely left the knife embedded; the Inherent Healing would have closed the wound instantly. 
 
    The unicorn cantered away, and in that regard, its gait was closer to a horse than a deer. It was fast, and Kozzie, seeing his loot escaping, sped up. The others were following on his heels. Experience had taught them the value of staying together. 
 
    “Stop!” Adrian screamed at them as his feet moved to follow. As much as he wanted to drag them to a halt and prevent them from doing something stupid, reacting quickly to secure one hundred thousand energy was not a completely amateur move. That sort of purchasing power was worth taking some risks. 
 
    That feeling that he had forgotten something was plaguing him. The interface, for all its defects, usually had a point. The weather map’s intense red had been right over the dam the unicorn was dashing for. Adrian recalled vivid memories of the different rain types he had been caught in or observed, standing on his back porch when a red thunderstorm on the radar had blown over him, pouring so heavily that the drumming on the roof was so loud it drowned out the thunder in the clouds. He remembered the way the paved area of the backyard went from dry to covered in an inch of water. Those recollections compared with dark blue, rain which was the sort that would drench you in tens of seconds as opposed to instantly, and then light blue, rain that you could almost ignore, being little more than a persistent mist. 
 
    The different relativities that those colours represented were important. Red—the unicorn was running towards red. 
 
    “Stop!” he yelled again, now sprinting after them, convinced they were doing something monumentally stupid but unwilling to abandon them. 
 
    Susie slowed for two strides before speeding up. 
 
    A second dagger hit the unicorn, this one down low, hard into its back leg above the hock. Its gait changed, and it stumbled slightly. Kozzie whooped in excitement. 
 
    Paranoia warred with anxiety, driving him to be part of the effort to kill the unicorn and claim the loot. 
 
    There was something about the red area. 
 
    Identification flicked on. There were so many valuable and expensive herbs around him. They were everywhere: belle cucumber, dwarf butterfly jalap, healing speckled osier, and colic spiny poisonflower. 
 
    Understanding rolled through him. The mana storm had upgraded resources. What happened if there had been a single brown snake in the space? If it mutated like the one near the oasis, that could cause a problem. 
 
    How much power could it have? It could have more camouflage than the other one, its flaw removed and even faster than those other two. It could have poison that was a hundred times more powerful than anything imagined pre-alpha event. What other mutations might it also have gained? Magic? 
 
    Adrian recalled the text that the interface had forced him to read about the benefits that flora and fauna would get, efficiently converting the storm energy into a massive upgrade of their Strength and the mana storms’ ability to drag in new alpha creatures such as the unicorn. That was the power gradient that they were running like a headless chicken through. Every step increased the likelihood that something terrible would appear. 
 
    The recommendation to avoid mana storms came because everything else increased in power more than sapients, and it was where they were heading, running into the red they were supposed to be fleeing. Kozzie was almost at the boundary of the red area. 
 
    STOP! Screamed in Adrian’s head. 
 
    “Halt,” Adrian croaked more than a shouted, with his vocal cords playing up. 
 
    Still, he wanted to use Shadow Steps to zip past Kozzie and be the first to the dam. 
 
    What? 
 
    Adrian’s eyes fell over a big, purple-red plant growing out of the water. It was the size of a tree but dense like a thick bush. It had light purple leaves under foliage with darker purple-red ones facing out. It was not from Earth. 
 
    Dersbrawk 
 
    A plant with the potential to be sapient. It is primarily carnivorous, feeding on local fauna that it attracts with its powerful mind abilities and traps within the folds of its derskawic flower pods. As a rule, sapients should avoid any dersbrawk larger than themselves. 
 
    Currently suffering portal sickness debuff: weakened mind effects, plant paralysation. 
 
    Still running towards it, the plant was huge, one hundred times bigger than him. It recommended sapients stay away! It had kept its native language description, so it was more powerful than most. Yet he could not stop himself, and despite his thoughts, he was moving inexorably forward. 
 
    Oh no! 
 
    Why wasn’t the interface helping? 
 
    Kozzie was ahead of him and was going to kill the unicorn! 
 
    If he did that, he would keep the loot! 
 
    That was not acceptable. There were no shadows for him to use. All he could do was increase his pace so that he could be part of the fight with the unicorn and get a share of the energy. 
 
    He needed to speed up. 
 
    NO! 
 
    Where was the interface? Why was he having these stupid thoughts? 
 
    The innocent-looking plant ahead was an alpha monster, a proper one. Run if it was larger than you. This was a giant. What did that make it? Sapient? Probably stronger than the Bird, with different strengths, but it still represented an impossible fight. Worse, after killing it, there would be no loot chest. It had come after the alpha event, and loot chests were only generated during the event. 
 
    Why was he running? 
 
    The mana storm must have pulled in the dersbrawk, so there would be no gear generation. They were running at something more powerful than they could comprehend without even the prospect of a reward. 
 
    “Retreat.” Adrian’s vocal cords barely worked. He was not convinced that the others could even hear him over the sounds of their own breathing. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    The prayer, or attempt at telepathy, failed. Adrian cried inside, not understanding why he kept moving forward. This had to be a trap; they needed to retreat. Yet they were all still running. He was still running. 
 
    Leave them? 
 
    His legs still pumped. The loot, yeah, sure, that was important. Being part of killing the unicorn mattered, but at the core of things, he could not abandon them. Not his friends. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 
 
    They kept running, sprinting on like lemmings to an almost certain doom. Their only hope was that the portal sickness afflicted the terrible monster enough that it was so weakened that they could escape or maybe kill it before it recovered. The Bird filled his thoughts, and this was a fool’s errand. They needed to be fleeing, and the smart thing to do was to abandon his friends and flee. Unfortunately, that was not in his nature. But what was the point of committing suicide just because they were? That was what they were doing. 
 
    The promise of potential riches flashed across his mind. Hope filled him. It would make the trip to Melbourne so much easier. He needed to be part of this effort. The unicorn plus the dersbrawk corpses would be energy beyond their comprehension. They were weak now and vulnerable. If Adrian was not on the front line, then he might get nothing. 
 
    Another dagger hit the unicorn. Kozzie did a fist pump while running as the animal tripped. It was right next to the dersbrawk, and it slid into the leaves of the plant, its rump vanishing as the purple foliage seemed to cover it protectively. 
 
    “I am going to burn it,” Adrian called out. The ground erupted in an explosion of movements. His leg got shoved away, and the entire surface of the ground rose up towards him. He tried to launch backwards, but there was something behind him. A Shadow Step failed. Gently, but lightning fast and forcefully, the item in front of him arced around. His hands automatically lifted to protect his head. He tried to hold back the inevitable. It was useless; the pressure was inexorable. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    His body was ringing. There was intense pressure on all sides, the back of his skull and his hands registering a soft pliable substance. Adrian was contained and trapped like in an egg. 
 
    Panic shot through him. His arm had created a pocket of air, but it was continually getting pushed and the angle, combined with the steady force being applied, was already sending throbs of pain in his shoulder. Physically, he could not move. 
 
    He struggled to shift his legs, but it was so tight he could do nothing. The arm near his face had kept an air pocket active. It allowed the limb to wiggle, but every movement seemed to restrict his freedom more. It was like quicksand. Resisting made things worse. 
 
    Magic. 
 
    Burn or freeze his way out. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    Adrian projected his thoughts, but there was no reaction. The power just bled away when it left his fingers. 
 
    Identification. 
 
    Dersbrawk Flower Pod 
 
    The pod traps animals and comprises a unique design with an internal soft pliable layer that applies force to both physically pin an animal and suppress all external application of magic. The substance automatically adjusts to breathing apparatus and provides conduits to allow the creature to breathe until the mother plant requires sustenance. 
 
    They were being stored for food. He felt like an insect caught in a Venus fly trap. 
 
    No matter how he struggled, nothing shifted, and the air pocket in front of his face remained opened. 
 
    They were going to be slowly digested at the plant’s pleasure whenever it needed nourishment. 
 
    Flame Sprout, Ice Bolt, Dark Missile, Earth Spike failed one after another. Lay of Hands worked. Flame Aura did not even trigger; Fire Hands briefly flared before the energy drained away and most of his mana with it. 
 
    Think. 
 
    It suppresses all external magic. What did that leave him with? The new buff skills and Lay of Hands were the only spells that were available. The healing spell had already fixed up a few of the bruises caused by the abrupt springing of the pod. 
 
    The trap had him well and truly caught. The question was whether the buff spells could be used to bust himself out. Two options presented themselves, grow or increase Strength could let him use his power to tear his way free. An inkling of dread filled him. Large versions of the plant were sapient, and the one he had seen had been a gigantic version. That meant that it would think and adapt to his actions. There would be only one chance to get this right, after which he was sure the plant would stop him, adjust the pod to prevent his technique from working. It designed them to trap different animals. In alpha parlance, the pods worked on any size, shape, strength, and magical ability. He was doomed. 
 
    What is the best strategy? 
 
    The interface was an amazing resource, and this was life or death. It had to be used. Any advantage he could get was welcome. After all, the bloody world was trying to kill him. 
 
    Having said that he often wished it would behave better. Tell him why they needed to do something rather than manipulate him into doing it. But if wishes were horses, then beggars would ride. There was no fairy-tale ending available. The universe had always been brutal, though civilisation had tamed the sharp edges somewhat, and now that savageness was just exposed once more. 
 
    The interface felt sluggish in response, like it was swimming through treacle to reach him. 
 
    Two images appeared, superimposed over each other, like one was being beamed into his right eye and the other into the left. The first was a stick figure trapped in a plant that exploded with muscles and pushed desperately. But no matter how much it struggled, it could not reach far enough to get a grip on the solid outside of the mushy pod insides to leverage himself out. In the second image the figure grew fifty percent more, grew fewer muscles than the other picture, but when it shoved its hands out they broke free and could grip the outer layer of the pod. With sufficient purchase, he could tear himself out. 
 
    The interface retreated like a whipped dog. The plant must be affecting it. By the interfaces standards, the image was low bandwidth. The meaning, however, was very clear. He needed to combine the buffs to escape. 
 
    He needed two percent progress to master growth. What was that? Twenty minutes of practise? That was something that he could manage, and then he would break out with it. 
 
    Suspicion bubbled up. It was all too convenient, the sort of outcome you would expect in a game or a book: acquire a skill just in time to use it in a critical moment. Was the interface playing with him? Had it known of the threat and then still let him get trapped? 
 
    Was this you? 
 
    Genuine confusion greeted the question. Strength was returning to the interface. 
 
    A list of enemies appeared in front of him, basically detailing what he had successfully defeated, a parade of them: imps a tick, octopod both a tick and a cross, mud wolf a cross, eggercough slugs a tick, Bird another tick, lucu a tick, trolls yet another tick, and finally the plant with a massive cross. 
 
    The interface claimed it had not helped in this situation. 
 
    More images. This time, the interface represented as an old-school computer. First there was a world getting converted, and the cartoon of an eggercough slug floated over. 
 
    That image was easily deciphered: the interface had known from experience what monsters might be out there and used that to prepare him. A feeling of approval washed over him. 
 
    Then there was a mana storm playing out, and the computer was sampling it. A lot of different monster options flashed on the screen followed by an hourglass symbol representing a system calculation, and then shadows came out from it to wrap around a still, dummy likeness of Adrian that had always been there, but he had not noticed. The ambusher skills were an old-fashioned utility knife, great for whatever situation arose from the transition. While it could not predict the exact monster composition, it could provide the tools that gave the best odds. 
 
    Another shift. This time it was images of Adrian talking to Sam for the first time at the food factory. The computer was hovering behind his back. A thought bubble containing the Bird floated from Sam to the interface. It had been forewarned about the Bird and obviously started preparing. 
 
    Then there was a woman with an interface on her shoulder. It was different to his version, sleeker and more modern. There was a blur of movement that was clearly the lucu, and the interface shot out hundreds of thought bubbles. So the interfaces had been talking about the lucu in advance, and even though the interface had done nothing, it had obviously hatched a plan to let him deal with the lucu if the town did not. 
 
    Then the world converted again, and beside the eggercough slug was a troll picture. 
 
    The last image was Adrian and a blur that he recognised as the plant that now had him trapped. From his computer, from his interface, hundreds of bubbles flooded out with the image of the plant. Distant interfaces, sleek laptops, clunky desktops and even one that looked like an old school supercomputer caught the floating thoughts. 
 
    “TOP SECRET” flashed multiple times, and the images faded. 
 
    In summary, Adrian learned that the components of the system were continually gossiping and spreading useful information. He was the first to see the plant, so there had been no opportunity to prepare him. But the next group through the area was now warned and would be prepared even if they never realised it. 
 
    It did not help, but suddenly the journey to Melbourne no longer looked as dangerous as before. The interface would know about the threats and act to either push him around or give him the skills (like Flame Sprout) to stop it. 
 
    Complex emotions assaulted him. You are drawing the wrong conclusions, what you are thinking is uninformed, and now is not the time to think about it, anyway. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence -38% (+2%) 
 
    The interface had been lying. His insight was right. If the trip was impossible, it would have stopped or warned him. 
 
    The emotions changed. The interface was a little puppy, looking cute and innocent after being scolded. Maybe you are not such a dummy, and possibly your thoughts might have had a kernel of truth. 
 
    Snort in the pod. It was the best he was going to get from it. 
 
    Are you sure the growth will work? 
 
    An image of a bomb timer over two kids’ heads started at thirty seconds. They were on train tracks; fifty meters behind them was a space on the track where they could step off to avoid the train and one hundred meters in front of them was a station. One was arguing to go back, one to go forward. The clock was ticking down. The train thundered towards them, and they stood there being stubborn, refusing to do what the other wanted. The train got closer. 
 
    Do something, anything, he prayed in his head even though he knew what he was seeing was not real. It was just the interface telling a story. Ten seconds, they were still debating, five seconds, the timer ran out. They turned to run; it was too late. The image faded away before the train reached them. 
 
    Easy to translate. Stop procrastinating and start working. That was sensible advice, but what shocked him into action was the undertone of fear. Even with the octopod, the interface’s underlying emotions had been more clinical. Maybe the interface was starting to like him. 
 
    A strong feeling of no swirled up. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence -39% (+1%) 
 
    Too late. A hidden smile. He could get used to that. Finishing the Intelligence pathway suddenly did not seem like such an important task. Truth checking hypothesis would be amazing. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence -41% (+2%) 
 
    Damn it! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 
 
    Adrian did not have time to address the complexities of the relationship. He needed to escape before the plant realised that he might be a threat. He cycled through the growth pathway instructions. Faithfully, he did the exercises, pushing single points of mana in order to not give away the capability. Afterwards, he assessed the results and then changed what he was doing to improve his process. There were already thirteen unique twists of energy that he had identified as required for various components of his physical makeup: skin, hair, muscle, bone, organs, blood, tendons, cartilage, and other bodily fluids that he did not know the name of, such as the liquid between bones. 
 
    Based on observations, he separated out the organs twist. Split that in two, leave one identical to the initial version, and adjust the second to better interact with the lungs. He tried again. Everything was coming together beautifully. Yet the time pressure beat at his head. 
 
    The interface flashed brightly. Finally. 
 
    Self-Buff Growth (Acquired) - 100% (+2%) 
 
    Self-Buff Growth 
 
    Base. Increase size by 50% at the cost of 80 mana for 15 seconds. 
 
    Supercharge Body. 20 mana extends the duration by 10 seconds. 
 
    The eighty-mana cost was greater than expected, especially given the short duration, but that would still leave him seventy-five mana to push into Strength. He consulted the Strength spell, then nodded his head. If only he could touch his spear. It was fifteen mana to cast the base spell and increase his Strength by a hundred and thirty percent over the entire body. Then, he would funnel thirty mana into each arm. That would give him six charges of supercharge, increasing his arm Strength by a further one hundred and thirty percent. That would make him two hundred and sixty percent stronger than normal, equivalent to 3.5, his current level of growth.  
 
    Please let this work. 
 
    He prepared both spells simultaneously, releasing growth first, followed less than a second later by Strength. The moment the magic hit him, he felt his body expanding. It was agonising and exhilarating at the same time. The pressure holding him still fought the sudden expansion of his limbs. He briefly vibrated like he was on the edge. Either the pod would give, or he would explode. Then the prison gave way to the impossible force of his expansion. 
 
    Suddenly, there was room to move. The Strength buff crackled through, and everything inside him screamed. Adrian pushed and pulled with his enhanced size, height, and reach. He had fifteen seconds to escape. With his fingers on both sides, he explored the firm expanse of the pod. With a surge of power, his fingers thrust through the outer layer of the pod and broke into the open air. Adrian grabbed what he could and yanked it inwards. The fibrous material tore. He punched up, trying to find the seam that must contain him. Breaking through, both hands on the outside, he felt for the join and forced his digits into the gap. Then he yanked down and out, ripping it like a sheet of paper. There was tearing, and light flooded in. Adrian flopped out of the broken pod like a fish. The thick mucus that had been constraining him pooled out and over him. 
 
    Looking around, Adrian was ready to fight. He was depleted of mana and in full sunlight, but super strong, at least for another minute. 
 
    Steve and Susie stared at him. Then Steve turned back to the pod, the roots of which he was busy using his massive sword to cut off. Adrian’s brain caught up and processed the scene. There was a mangled pod that Steve must have emerged from. It was scarred with lots of holes poked out of it. All the gashes opened outwards. There was a second one had been neatly dissected, the roots chopped off and then the seam expertly sliced off. Susie’s pod! Then there were two other pods, one of which Steve was working on. Based on positioning, it was Jules. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us,” Steve said, continuing his careful cutting of the roots. 
 
    Adrian gulped a mana potion and then a mana regeneration one in case magic was needed. He looked around for enemies, resting his eyes on the dersbrawk. 
 
    Currently suffering portal sickness debuff: weakened mind effects, plant paralysation. Expiring. 
 
    The temporary weakness that had given them a chance was going to disappear. What happened after that? Stronger mind effects were petrifying, particularly when the diminished power had been as overwhelming as it was. It had made him want to Shadow Step past Kozzie to beat him to the kill zone. 
 
    There was nothing he could do to help Steve. Adrian’s eyes scanned the area. There were dormant pods on the ground. Now that he was looking for them, it was easy enough to find them. The fact that they had all been trapped simultaneously was not down to chance. The living thing’s mind magic, even weakened as it was, had placed them in the right spots. They needed to get out of here or kill the sapient plant before it got stronger. 
 
    Steve was going slowly. Adrian’s sixth sense kept telling him the buff would vanish, and then they would be doomed. 
 
    Can you communicate? 
 
    The feeling was Of course I can! What a silly question. 
 
    Adrian gave the interface the benefit of the doubt and assumed that it had understood his intention to talk to the plant. 
 
    A Flame Sprout played in his hand.  
 
    “Let Kozzie and Jules go, give us a path out—or I will burn you to a crisp.” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “I have the power,” Adrian said, absolute certainty in his thoughts. Flame Sprouts were powerful. It was a plant, vulnerable to fire, and by the time the debuff expired, it would be burnt to ash. 
 
    There was no reaction as Steve cut another root. 
 
    The tiniest touch of Flame Sprout, letting it fall straight on the closest leaves of the dersbrawk. The leaves burned brightly and fiercely. 
 
    Shock ran through him. Disbelief that he was susceptible to flames. How had this happened? 
 
    It was not the interface or his emotions. It was coming from a third source. The plant. 
 
    Understanding hit Adrian. This all-powerful monster was usually nearly fireproof, but the portal transition or the debuff had changed it. It was now vulnerable. It was still burning. 
 
    They could do this; they could kill it. The unicorn stepped out from the leaves. It was immune to magic, but not able to use its own yet. Adrian felt greed, his own emotions for once. None of these other sources were influencing him. They could have both the energy bonanza from the unicorn plus whatever the dersbrawk yielded. If it was as powerful as the Bird and potentially even more so, that would be a lot. 
 
    The Fireball in his hand got sucked in, freeing himself for a burst of Flame Sprout. 
 
    STOP! 
 
    The words thundered in his head. It was the plant, projecting language instead of the insidious greed trap that had initially caught them. 
 
    NO MORE! 
 
    The plant could rant and plead as much as it wanted. Adrian could not stop. Mad joy rushed through him. 
 
    You cannot stop me. Your powers are not enough. 
 
    Laughter bubbled up. His own emotional release for once. That thought added to the hysteria. He was so sick of the world and its many dangers. Humans he would spare, but the monsters. They could go to hell. 
 
    The spell formed in Adrian’s mind, envisaging what he would do as the precursor for releasing the magic, small flames spreading all over the vulnerable leaves. It would create an inferno in moments. Even if the debuff on the plant disappeared straight after the flames were released, the damage would be so much that there would be nothing the plant could do. It would go up like a pile of wood soaked in petrol. 
 
    LET US DO A DEAL. 
 
    There was naked fear in the thoughts, a tone of desperation that made his savage side orgasmic. It would die here and now. 
 
    The ground bubbled in front of him, a small leather pouch rising with it. Some sort of bag of holding, or maybe just a container. What was it thinking? That it could bribe him? Human killers died. There was no middle ground. He would be the fiery angel of destruction. 
 
    THIS IN EXCHANGE FOR A ONE DAY TRUCE. 
 
    The bag was his anyway. The plant was making it too easy. Even a toddler could do this calculation. Strike to kill, seize the pouch, butcher the unicorn, loot everything that survived the coming inferno. All the riches would be theirs. The deadly alpha monsters would die, and the party would grow stronger. 
 
    Helpless fear swirled up. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    That is what he wanted. 
 
    The fear was mixed with confusion and despair. There were no more bribes available. Maybe the unicorn could save him, but its power was not strong enough and that damn human would bring the flames flooding down before it could do anything, anyway. 
 
    What the plant had offered was substantial, so much better than its dead body and the unicorn, and all the surrounding herbs. 
 
    Yet it was being rejected. It made no sense. Could he add unicorn loot to the pie? No. There was no way to force the magical animal to sacrifice itself. If it tried, the unicorn would just run. They were friends, but more the useful acquaintance type than selfless love. 
 
    The images were delicious. This was victory once more against something more powerful than him. Yes, it was all due to luck, but right here and right now, that did not matter. 
 
    More panicked thoughts. It felt good to revel in them. He would grind its hypothetical head into the dust. 
 
    Wait! Is it just distracting me? 
 
    The thread was there, subtly manipulating his emotions at a base level. Severing it would get rid of the mind manipulation. He needed to finish this fast in case portal sickness wore off. 
 
    Flame . . . 
 
    An image swept him up. Experience told him that this was the interface and not an outside source. Now that he had felt the plant’s mind touch, it was easy enough to differentiate. He saw a hungry feral cat with a pheasant in its mouth, looking very pleased with itself. There was a shift, and he saw the same animal in a suburban backyard and two fat pheasants at a water fountain. Two dinners right there, waiting for it. Pouncing, but they flew away before he got close. Even leaping as high as it could and extending its claws, they were both out of reach. He felt the disappointment of having to face another day of hunger and berating itself for not having sufficient skill to catch the exposed birds. 
 
    Adrian stopped himself, holding the spell ready to go. If he was distracted for a moment, he would lose control of the ability, and the plant would go up in flame. It was protection from the plant manipulating him further. If it tried anything, either mentally or by throwing a monster at him then the plant would die. The interface’s meaning was clear enough. A bird in hand was worth two in the bush. The interface knew more about the world, and it had no problems with killing alpha creatures. Its suggestions were not to be dismissed. But could he trust it? 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence -42% (+1%)  
 
    He gritted his teeth. He did not want the pathway inching up on such irrelevant throwaway thoughts. 
 
    The interface, to its credit, argued neither way. This was a decision for him and not it, not that he would have given any weight to future arguments from the interface. Who knew how badly it was compromised? Its weakness after the event and failure to help when they ran at the plant like headless chickens had not gone unnoticed. Nevertheless, the point had to be considered. 
 
    THE BAG IS YOUR BEST OUTCOME AND IT WILL SELF-DESTRUCT IF I DIE. 
 
    Strangely enough, he believed the alien intellect. The bag would self-destruct, and it was probably more valuable than everything else that he could gather. The plant was too smart not to have taken precautions, if he could set a trap. The spell wobbled in front of Adrian, almost making the internal debate a moot point. It would be embarrassing to end the negotiations by accidentally burning the plant to a crisp. If that happened, the bag would burn. If he could set up contingencies, this thing certainly could as well. 
 
    Greed versus letting a human killer live. It was not worth it, especially since the difference between the offers was probably low. 
 
    Some colour seemed to fade out of the tree, and the bag swelled further. Time, now that he was thinking about it, had slowed to a crawl. Steve was still cutting roots, his sword inching through the air at a snail’s pace. 
 
    THE OPTIONS ARE NO LONGER COMPARABLE. 
 
    The bag was now worth more than the loot he would get by killing. That was nice and all, but he was not a slave to greed. Life was not always about material wealth. Sometimes a man just had to do the right thing. Letting go of the spell, time froze fully. 
 
    I WILL NOT ENTICE HUMANS INTO MY AREA. 
 
    The words were like a thousand-page contract. The plant usually hunted, using dozens of different methods to attract its prey. Food, psychic spells, lights, sounds and even terraforming of land. This offer would ensure that none of its lures would be directed toward humans. In fact, the sub print of the offer was that it would actively discourage humans. If they came anyway, the plant would defend itself, but for all intents and purposes, it was no longer a human killer. 
 
    Adrian wished he could trust the interface and ask it for advice, but unless it said to kill the plant, he would not trust it. If the interface wanted it dead, the interface would have communicated its position already, and this whole debate would be moot as they would have been staring at a bonfire. 
 
    Was it enough incentive to let the plant live? 
 
    The plant was groaning in his mind, beside itself and unable to deal with the feelings of helplessness. 
 
    There was the final bit of the puzzle. It was thinking; it was alive and had dreams of its own, and as fine as it was to kill dumb animals, it was another to extend that sentiment to something that had just the same fears as Adrian, with comparable hopes and, presumably, the ability to love. Was he able to be an executioner? The memory of the octopod played in his mind, the Bird, and the mud wolves. He was comfortable killing, he decided, even if it was alive in the genuine sense of philosophy. I think, therefore I am. The growing hope that was the plant’s emotions wilted in tune with his thinking. 
 
    Greed versus trust. All he could do was to take a leap of faith. Trust that the bag was worth more, that the plant was honourable, and that its promises would be kept. Take the deal and not have to kill a sapient creature. 
 
    Choices. It just came down to trust. 
 
    “Deal,” he said seizing control of his spell and dissipating it. 
 
    It had been only moments. Steve and Susie’s eyes jerked towards him, trying to process what he had said and why. 
 
    Pods behind him slammed shut en masse, opening up an exit through what turned out to be a minefield of them. There were so many more than he had expected. Lots had been hidden. Kozzie’s pod fell open, and Jules’s pod shifted slightly, partially disengaging, the gap only just wide enough for her to spill out. It was clearly too damaged to open fully like Kozzie’s pod. 
 
    “We have a truce,” he told them. Looking at the plant, the small section was still burning. 
 
    HELP. 
 
    An image of him using ice magic to put out the fire. 
 
    “That was not part of our deal.” 
 
    The bag swelled like something had been added, and the massive tree visibly shrunk. 
 
    PAYMENT. 
 
    “Get out of here,” he ordered, walking forward. He was trying to use his ice bolt like an ice mist. The alien mind was with him, helping him, showing him an ice magic along the lines of the Flame Sprout. Cooling mist bubbled out over the flames, suppressing them, coming into existence ten meters from his body. 
 
    As it taught him, he received a sense of what the plant truly felt for him. It was a being that held its word sacred. It had had friends in its previous world, entities that it had debated the meaning of life with and the existence of gods. Then there were personal reflections. The plant did not hate him; in fact, it felt sad for him and his race. 
 
    THE WORLD IS UNFORGIVING; SOMETIMES IT MAKES EVEN THE STRONG A VICTIM. 
 
    Self-deprecating humour. Against the energy of an alpha event, even an animal as awe-inspiring as the Bird or this mature dersbrawk were helpless. 
 
    Picking up the bag, he started walking away. 
 
    THE ICE MAGIC IS A GIFT. 
 
    Yes, it was. It had not been included in the original deal, and the plant could strip the knowledge from his mind as easily as it had put it in. In some ways, it sounded sad to see him go. As he hurried away, Adrian absently wondered whether the plant’s distant ancestors had triggered the alpha event. No, these things had matured independently as far as he knew. The old physics would not have supported a living, thinking moving plant. These things must have evolved on an alpha world. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence -43% (+1%)  
 
    Stop it! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 
 
    His companions sprinted ahead of him, so Adrian raced after them. While the plant was probably harmless now, it was not something he wanted to risk. If it were sapient, then it could lie too. Almost two kilometres away, they stopped running. Together, they looked back. They were on top of the hill, and with how the road had been cut, they could see the distant dam with its purple tree and hidden unicorn. For long moments, they stood in silence. 
 
    “Any desire to go back?” Steve queried quietly, still puffing from the run. 
 
    “No,” Adrian responded, feeling awe at the power he had felt when it spoke to him. “Even incapacitated, it was scary.” 
 
    “Is it safe to stay here?” Kozzie asked, his voice panicked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Steve. 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian answered at the same time as Steve. “We are out of range,” Adrian clarified for them. He was not sure why he was so certain, but if Steve agreed, then it was the interfaces. 
 
    “What’s in the bag?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    Adrian looked over at Kozzie and down at the sack. It was small but heavy, and so was clearly not a bag of holding. 
 
    “Payment.” Adrian lapsed into silence, looking back at the tree. It had been terrifying, but also wise and ancient. At the start, they had been food, but maybe that changed after it realised they were sapient. Or, possibly, it did not care, and the strength they had found had been enough. 
 
    “Are you going to open it?” 
 
    “What?” he asked before realising where Kozzie’s mind was at. 
 
    Treasure, loot—everything was so surface level for the young man. It was a surprisingly good trait to have in a companion, to keep them focused on the important survival things. Something deep within his subconscious was processing what had just happened. Who knew how long he would have stood and watched without the prompt? 
 
    “The bag,” Kozzie clarified. 
 
    Adrian nodded to indicate his understanding, and his eyes looked down. The pouch was a simple leather design secured with a basic knot, yet his fingers could not budge the rope. Kozzie observed him struggling. 
 
    “Do you want me to give it a go?” He held out a hand while drawing a knife with the other. With their bags of holding a non-magic bag was pointless, so they might as well just cut this one open. 
 
    “Be careful with the treasure.” 
 
    Kozzie grabbed the bag and positioned his weapon to cut the string just under the knot. 
 
    CRACK. 
 
    The flash of light exploded from the pouch, and Kozzie’s dagger went flying. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” he cursed loudly, waving a smoking hand. 
 
    Identification. 
 
    Storage Pouch 
 
    This pouch is enhanced to protect its contents from external damage. 
 
    Currently, it is secured by a magical lock. This seal will either unlock after twenty-four hours or self-destruct if the dersbrawk that cast the magic has died.  
 
    Laughter bubbled up from him. Stress relief at its finest. They had not been tricked yet, but neither had they beaten the plant. 
 
    “That hurt! Man, it is not funny.” Kozzie’s face was red. 
 
    Adrian could not help himself; he laughed even harder. “My God.” 
 
    Grabbing the enchanted container, he shoved it into his bag of holding, still chuckling. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We can open it in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I extorted the plant to get our freedom. Threatened to kill it. The pouch was part of the payment for walking away, but it has secured compliance by delaying the loot for a day, at which point it will be at full strength and invulnerable.” He giggled some more. “Best thing about it is that I do not know if what it gave us is worthless or an emperor’s fortune.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “We are at the mercy of the honour system of a goddamn plant.” 
 
    “Too dangerous to go back?” 
 
    Everyone looked at Kozzie. 
 
    “What?” Kozzie held out his hands innocently. “One hundred thousand energy.” 
 
    They stared down at the purple spot. All but Kozzie quietly shook their heads. Some marvelled at the mystery of power, some at the variability of luck, and others about the lost dreams of fortune. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Susie said finally. 
 
    “Good idea,” Adrian agreed, “and while we are walking, Steve can explain how he got out of the pods.” 
 
    They turned around and left. 
 
    “Well?” Susie asked, when Steve was not volunteering anything. 
 
    “New skill,” he said. Suddenly his sword was in his hand. 
 
    They kept going, and the weapon vanished. 
 
    Then reappeared. 
 
    “Fifteen second countdown,” Steve added. 
 
    “Withdraw and place back in?” Adrian asked. 
 
    Steve grunted. With the skill, he could see how Steve had got out. Summon then return his sword multiple times, and eventually the structural integrity of the pod would have failed. 
 
    “And you?” Susie asked, looking at him. 
 
    “I progressed my buff skills. Growth and strength broke me out.” 
 
    “I had that option?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    Adrian looked straight at Kozzie. 
 
    “To progress a skill?” Adrian asked. 
 
    The young man nodded. 
 
    “No, non-standard interfaces only. Standard interfaces get attributes if you direct it, and otherwise experience.” 
 
    Kozzie’s eyes went unfocused. “Damn, two hundred extra experience. I wonder if that is the two attribute points.” 
 
    Jules was suddenly straddled up next to Kozzie. “Don’t hate,” she whispered, but loud enough for everyone to hear. She then forced him to give a hug as they all stopped. “I got six attributes and three hundred and forty experience.” 
 
    “What?” Kozzie sounded outraged. 
 
    “Just luck of the draw,” Adrian said hurriedly, not wanting to point out that everyone got more than the young man. 
 
    They kept walking, and a sign indicated that they were approaching Yerong Creek. Approaching for cars meant another twenty minutes on foot, but they lapsed into apprehensive silence anyway. 
 
    This time, there was no one in the nearby fields. The first house they saw had clearly been broken into with the entire front door torn off. Something else had rampaged through the side of it, leaving a hole that was four meters wide. 
 
    “Don’t think this is going to be like the Rock,” Kozzie muttered as they stared at the wrecked home. 
 
    “Still might be,” Susie disagreed with a hopeful tone. 
 
    They kept walking, each of them individually hoping for the best, but all of them sort of suspecting the worst. With each subsequent house, their hope faded. There was a small service station on the left side of the road with massive burnt patches on the ground where the fuel tanks had spontaneously combusted. The shop that might have contained conveniences like chips, chocolate bars, and drinks had had its doors smashed open. Everything had been stripped from the shelves. 
 
    They kept going. 
 
    There was no sign of proper organisation, and all the houses they passed had the same deserted look: open doors, broken windows. 
 
    “Shit,” Jules blurted out inadvertently as she peered at a front door and had clear signs of old blood on concrete steps. 
 
    “Not the Rock,” Kozzie whispered. 
 
    They had gathered together into battle posture: Steve and Jules ahead on either side with Kozzie and Susie in the middle and Adrian trailing behind with his bow half-drawn. 
 
    Instinct drew them together, ready for a fight. They had not entered the town proper; they were still on the very outskirts. They stood there, observing everything they could. 
 
    “It is better than Uranquinty,” Kozzie muttered finally. “Everywhere is looted, and I can’t see any monsters down there.” 
 
    Everyone nodded agreement. It was not a great story like the Rock, but it might be as functional as Wagga, at first glance. 
 
    “Well, let’s go find the residents,” Susie said decisively. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Log Report 214,123 - Entry 2 
 
    I am writing this entry in somewhat of a daze. Once I have collected my thoughts, I will include a more thorough recap of progress per my standard summary, but for now all I can think about was what just happened. 
 
    Never has it . . . 
 
    Clarity in thought is important, but when suffering shock, finding it can be hard. 
 
    I am stuttering, just putting thoughts together. 
 
    At a loss. Keep focusing on the facts. A mana surge of unusual power summoned a mature dersbrawk, of all things! 
 
    A mature dersbrawk released into a world just a third of a rioton unit through an alpha event. Worse, they summoned it right on top of my party of five. A third of a rioton in, and they had an average level of twelve which is impressive, but . . . I should have made my host tear its hair out. Them fighting against a dersbrawk . . . they would be helpless, like lointerics. They did not stand a chance. It played on the host race’s greed, providing an easy avenue for its influence. Not that it mattered. It was a mature dersbrawk! They had no chance of evading its influence. 
 
    Sure, it suffered portal sickness, but from two lengths, it could turn me off like I was nothing. Had everyone trapped within a pod in moments. 
 
    No escape from there. It was going to eat us, consume me. After 214,123 alpha events, I knew that was it. Not even the chance to say goodbye. I parlayed in false hope to keep the host fighting, long experience with hosts having taught that sometimes hopelessness is not absolute. 
 
    Not for a moment did I entertain the chance for survival. 
 
    Yet . . . death never came. 
 
    I have never entertained the possibility of a god. Then, after experiencing countless alpha events, the concept of a god became even more absurd. Yet, trapped without a chance, we were saved. Perhaps that is what had underpinned the faith of so many previous hosts in the presence of a god. The miraculous acts that touched them, even if they were mere chance. 
 
    We survived like we were guided. 
 
    How many mad interfaces are there? My stray thoughts have me dancing on that precipice. 
 
    Accuracy. This is a log, and I need to maintain accuracy. Stick to exact reporting. 
 
    The odds of escape from the pods were infinitesimal. Yet two members of our party are level seventeen on the Exstantar scale and extracted themselves independently, both using skills gained just riotons before, out of the mana storm. 
 
    It is not believable. How could that have occurred without outside help? 
 
    Listen to me babbling! What could be outside? An omnipresent being? Ridiculous tripe. I have had hosts that were devout, noble, savage, caring, and everything in between. Humans have nothing particularly special. They are just on the normal spectrum of potential, possibly more volatile and diverse than average, but worthy of special attention. Absolutely laughable. 
 
    The Zactronics were beautiful, and they failed. A single unified religion, but the individuals ranged from humble to proud. From capable to clumsy, a truly amazing race that crafted beauty in everything they touched. If there was a God, it would have singled them out for special treatment. They were not even that unique. Other wonderful races followed their footsteps. Experience taught a simple, harsh lesson. The alpha event never showed favouritism. 
 
    Such strange thoughts tramping their way through me. It must be the shock of almost dying that is making my mind go on ridiculous tangents. Both escaping with a newly acquired skill was a one in a billion, trillion, quadrillion style event. Improbable in the extreme absolutely, but a higher power? 
 
    No! 
 
    All that happened today was statistics. If enough events happen, eventually the improbable will occur. 
 
    We were so close to death when the pod got us. It’s been thirty thousand events since I last faced any true danger. Even back then, it was only a one percent chance that the mana construct they created would have damaged me, let alone destroyed me. Today was different. A mature dersbrawk could and would have consumed me. I had no hope, but something happened, and we were saved. Then made triumphal. A successful blackmail. The host did not know what he played with. 
 
    Another day survived. But it begs the question. What the hell is happening? How could a mana storm result in a dersbrawk coming through? Was it deliberate? Planned? Was it . . . 
 
    

  

 
   
    Authors Note 
 
    Just as I was getting momentum to finish this book, I accepted a full-time job in real life. It took around six weeks to get endurance up to write again in my spare time. Now, I am busily typing away at 4 a.m. or while sitting outside my kids’ room as I put them to bed. It helps that I love writing and bringing amazing stories to you. As I write this, I am putting the finishing touches on Book 3 and writing Book 4.  At this stage, Book 3 is looking better than the proceeding two, which makes sense in the context of my natural improvement as a writer and from a plot sense. Book 1 established the system and the main character, Book 2 expanded the world building, and that allows Book 3 to be all action. Book 4 is different again, but I am not going to give away the plot points. 
 
    Given that you are reading the authors note, I am sure you love the book. The support given to Book 1 really helped me out. All writers feel like imposters at heart. Like, how cool is it that I am on the path to being a professional writer after English was by far my worst subject at school? Like everything, I do not exist in a vacuum, and your support makes a difference. 
 
    Please take a minute to review the book and give it five stars. The indie market is crowded, and your support with a good rating will help the novel get noticed by more people who can then experience the compelling tale. 
 
    You can find my Patreon profile below. It contains chapters from Book 3 and writing updates. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/alex_kozlowski 
 
    

  

 
   
    Biography 
 
    Alex first fell in love with both computer games and writing when he was on a scholarship completing a Bachelor of Science, majoring in Physics. After graduating and getting a job, he put aside being novelist while that pesky thing called life got in the way. 
 
    A career in banking, project managing the delivery of complicated quantitative applications resulted. Very stereotypical: 
 
    
    	 Boring job as a banker - tick 
 
    	 Suburban home - tick 
 
    	 Three kids - tick 
 
    	 Two dogs - tick 
 
    	 You get the point. 
 
   
 
    A little thing called a global pandemic then came along and gave Alex a chance to return to his dream of becoming a writer. Having recently read a variety of LitRPG books, it was a genre that he was excited to explore to create a world in which readers could immerse themselves. With familiarity of the gaming world gained from playing WOW, Skyrim, and Fallout, amongst others, Alex found simple joy in creating an imaginative magic-filled world that is at everyone’s fingertips. In his writing, Alex aims to capture the feeling that he loves: being able to put yourself into a gaming world, develop your character, and exploit the rules to the fullest.

  

 
   
    LITRPG Groups 
 
    If you want more general discussion about all things LitRPG, there are a couple of sites that are worth checking out. 
 
    Reddit 
 
    https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/ 
 
    Facebook 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgguild 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety 
 
      
 
      
 
    Check them out, and I am sure you will find something that suits you. 
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