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    Log Report 214,123 - Entry 3 
 
    This is technically my third entry, but please consider it my second. The last one. Let us ignore that! I might have been flustered. 
 
    So, this place, Earth, as the locals call it. As an aside, why does every civilisation everywhere always name their planet one variety of earth, mother, or home? It is so consistent across the varied civilisations it is noticeable. Everything else seems to change, but the naming of the home planet remains a constant. The curious, the innovative, and the plain boring all trigger the event. Air, sea, land, and magma-based life forms they all trigger the Alpha particle event. Warlike, pacifist, or homicidal, each new race is different in so many ways, but their planet. Let us just say they never call it Barry.  
 
    Back on track. 
 
    The dersbrawk thing must still affect me because I feel like I am rambling. 
 
    Earth has experienced a nonstandard Alpha event. 
 
    There, I have said it! 
 
    It is not official, and it will probably take seasons before that determination comes down. But we all know. 
 
    I am making the call now! 
 
    It might be early, it may be irregular; there are even severe consequences if I am wrong, but I am making it anyway, and I am sure I am not the only one. 
 
    Poor humans. 
 
    Anyway, an Alpha event occurred on Earth, and I got a host called Adrian Fitzgerald. As is my role, I helped him acquire some nice skills while he blundered around, barely surviving and mocking my efforts. Having successfully engineered things to let him kill the Bird, he became a bit of a hero of the provincial town that he was visiting pre-event. One of his few positive traits is that he rejected that mantle, which was appropriate because he had not earnt it. 
 
    It was a struggle, but I forced him to stay in Wagga for an extra four nights and got him some cool skills, Flame Sprout, and two badges that—even through Adrian does not recognise it yet—are going to be vital in his attempt to reach his family. Travelling to Melbourne is a bigger undertaking than he realises. 
 
    One of the badges which has him labelled as champion of humanity will give him access to critical intelligence if he ever acts in the role of an ‘actual hero’ while the other lets me tell him more explicitly when he is being stupid and underestimating an enemy that is smarter him. Given humans were the only sapient race on earth, I think how often it triggers is pretty telling. It is tailored to the host’s intelligence. If they are dumb, there are more chances to use it. As a result . . . well, I am not complaining. It is just a lot of work. 
 
    That is a joke, by the way; Adrian is actually . . . um. Adrian is . . . um . . . Adrian is okay. 
 
    There, I have said that too. 
 
    I am not proud to admit, but Adrian and I fought and made up a few times. The boy is still easy to manipulate, but at least he shows some steel and stands up for himself now. As a result, the relationship is more balanced. I hate the spineless ones. 
 
    Anyway, after the Wagga delay, he set off for Melbourne with four companions: Steve, a strong melee warrior; Susie, a healer; Kozzie, an assassin; and Jules, a barbarian. It is a balanced team though lacking slightly on the ranged offense with three of them being melee focused, and even Adrian is happy to do some stabby-stabby. 
 
    They saved some people in Uranquinty. 
 
    Plus one for them! 
 
    Trolls are dangerous, and over twenty is a ridiculous force, especially so early in the Alpha event. The town had not had a chance. Completely unfair for them, but then this is an Alpha event, so it happens. The next town was in ridiculously robust health, so they just passed through there quickly. 
 
    While journeying further, disaster struck; they became caught in a mana storm that spawned a mature dersbrawk. I was sure that they were chicken dinner after that. 
 
    That was where things got weird. 
 
    They survived. 
 
    Not only walked away, but they somehow successfully blackmailed the plant and left with a bag of loot. Treasure that may totally change everything. Unfortunately, its value really depends on the mood of a dumb plant. If it is honourable, it will be a massive and unexpected bonus, but the dersbrawk are not known for being humble or gracious in defeat. Its honour is pretty fluid, and I worry that its ‘gift’ is more likely to be a Trojan horse than a worthwhile offering. Some things are certain. It will benefit the group; it will serve humanity, but Adrian the one who almost killed it. Against my host, the plant may hold a grudge. 
 
    Unfortunately, I can see dersbrawk making the decision that its honour code would let it give extra to humanity in compensation for it setting a trap to destroy Adrian. 
 
    They can be tricky. 
 
    End. Log Report 214,123 - Entry 3 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Walking into another derelict town had its own terror. Was this like Wagga, which had suffered some hard knocks but got back on its feet, or was it like the Rock that flourished in the post-Alpha-event world? Looking around at the abandoned buildings, the team surmised that it was neither. Each of them as they walked were inadvertently recalling Uranquinty, a community destroyed utterly. In the end, fewer than thirty refugees of the initial thousands had survived. There had been waves of escapees before that, but Adrian feared those numbers had been low. 
 
    The trolls had actively hunted humans and used them as a larder, raiding their towns whenever they got hungry. 
 
    Please do not let this be another Uranquinty. 
 
    Hope. If Adrian had been religious prior to the event, he would have hoped that what he had observed since would have knocked that particular delusion out of him. But still, it was comforting to believe that a god was out there looking after him. 
 
    They kept walking, every step bringing back disturbing memories. They had not witnessed the destruction personally, only its aftermath. Then they had slaughtered all the trolls. It did not make it better. 
 
    “Movement!” Adrian called out as he spotted a curtain stirring in a large mansion. The building used to be, and probably still was, the best house in the town. It was surrounded by massive stone walls that were well over their heads, and the mansion itself was a multi-story monstrosity. They had a view of the structure over a temporary barricade that had been set up to cover the driveway. The huge metal gate was enforced by layers of stacked cars and other junk. There were shopping trolleys and even the remnants of a fridge. On the second storey, half of the windows had intact glass, and the rest were boarded up. On the ground floor, the makeshift barrier obscured most of the windows but the only visible one had tightly drawn shutters. 
 
    “Life,” Kozzie said, looking at the driveway. “And down there,” he continued, pointing down the crossroad to another hastily erected wall. This was more substantial, totally blocking the suburban street and adjacent front yards. 
 
    “Check this house first,” Susie suggested. 
 
    While jumping the fence was very achievable, they decided not to risk provoking the occupants, so instead they went up to the personal entry built into the fence next to the now-blocked driveway. There was a grand arch in the stonework with a solid metal frame door and a security grill. Unsurprisingly, the entrance was locked and reinforced with a heavy outdoor table. The top was positioned so the handle could not be pushed down to release the latch, even if the lock was picked or broken. It looked substantial; it would have kept out one of the smaller trolls, though those things would not have had too much difficulty scaling the walls. These fortifications told them that at least trolls were not causing a problem here. 
 
    “Anyone in there?” Susie called out, cupping her hands to direct the sound towards the house. She yelled again. “Hello? Is anyone there?” 
 
    “Do we . . . ?” Kozzie mimed jumping the fence. 
 
    Adrian looked at the others for cues. Jules kept her face neutral while Steve gave a subtle head shake. 
 
    “Anyone there?” Susie tried one more time, shouting even louder. Another curtain in the upstairs stirred, but no one came out. At the very least, they had been seen. If they did not want help, then they were not going to force the issue. 
 
    “Try the barricade down the road next?” Susie asked, dropping her arms. 
 
    Yelling was at best pointless if they were not answering and at worst dangerous if something other than a human responded. 
 
    “ANYONE THERE?!” Susie screamed, clearly confident that the five of them could fend off any monsters that emerged. “We just want to talk.” 
 
    Her frustration was evident in her tone. There were plenty of reasons for suspicions and why they had not seen anything untoward in their travels. It was easy to imagine how a small minority might respond badly in this sort of event. It would only take one evil group to completely change the social dynamics, especially if there were no ex-cops or soldiers on the civilian side. 
 
    They listened for a minute, and then shrugged before heading off towards the other barricade they had spotted. “Paranoid or scared,” Kozzie said with a shrug. “We can try later. Maybe the other group will be more cooperative.” 
 
    “Somewhere between Uranquinty and Wagga,” Susie said, looking around. While they had not seen anyone moving apart from the flicker of the curtain, the dull town still did not have the utterly abandoned look of Uranquinty. 
 
    “We will find out,” Adrian said simply. His mind was dwelling on the mana storm and how lucky they had been. He daydreamed about exactly what the bag they had received might contain. Hopefully, the plant had been fair and the trade was worth the almost-guaranteed loot they had sacrificed in the deal. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    He jumped before scowling at Jules, who had stepped on a stick. 
 
    Terrible. 
 
    Jules should have been more careful, and he should not have let his mind wander. The treasure in the bag would be revealed tomorrow. Speculation was wasted effort. 
 
    They walked openly in the middle of the road, keeping an eye out for monsters. Nothing stirred. While the damage to the houses they passed was staggering, it still felt like the outskirts of Wagga. An area where regular human hunting parties passed through to reduce the number of creatures. 
 
    “No tracks,” Steve said. Everyone startled a little. “No animal trails,” he clarified, pointing around. “Lots of humans have been through here.” Steve trailed off into silence. 
 
    “Okay,” Kozzie said carefully, giving the older man a funny look. It was great to get the information, but it was not in character for Steve to communicate so freely. 
 
    “I thought you guys would want to know,” he muttered. 
 
    “We did,” Adrian assured him, noticing the tracks now that Steve had pointed it out. There were animal signs, but they were days or weeks old with human footprints overlapping them. 
 
    They trailed once more into silence, but everyone was hypersensitive to their surroundings. Steve was right. There were no animal leavings anywhere, no puffs of feathers where a bird was taken down. 
 
    They approached the junk wall. A car crash was the centrepiece of the construction, but additional cars contributed to the collage. On top of them, large plastic rubbish bins had been linked to add extra height. Whoever had constructed the makeshift barrier must have gathered the bins from over twenty houses. Tree branches had also been woven into the entire structure, secured with knotted clothes and bed sheets. 
 
    It had obviously been built quickly and it was an impressive effort. Of course, it was not sufficient to impede anything large or particularly aggressive, but midsize monsters would be unable to get through, and larger ones would probably be delayed long enough to allow a rapid response. 
 
    In addition to halting humans. 
 
    Adrian winced at the thought. He hoped it was not for that purpose, but humans too would struggle to clamber over the top just like smaller monsters. 
 
    “Stop right there!” a woman yelled shrilly. 
 
    Adrian narrowed his eyes as he stopped walking, trying to see who had spoken. Eventually, he spotted her crouching on an old Sedan and peering through the gap between two of the bins. 
 
    He raised his hands while continuing to scan the wall. The woman was a Level 5 Guard and did not appear to have any weapons on her. She was weak in all her stats. 
 
    “Who are you?” she demanded. 
 
    “We are just travellers.” Susie stepped forward, her hands held in that ‘we come in peace’ gesture. 
 
    “We’ve got no food to spare. Go away!” 
 
    “We have food,” Susie called back, her voice softer now. “Enough to feed hundreds.” 
 
    The woman was silent for a moment, and Susie grabbed her bag of holding and pulled out a simple blue tarp that they had been using to process meat. It required lots of washing, but it at least gave them a surface free of dirt. She spread it on the ground and then pulled out Agnoric Lizard fillets for the women to see. Dozens and dozens of them were deposited. 
 
    “We are passing through,” Susie continued loudly so she could hear. “We are going to Melbourne but as we travel, we are fighting so many things that we have too much for the five of us.” 
 
    “You will share?” the woman asked, her voice sounding broken and desperate. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Come closer,” she ordered. They all started shuffling forward. “Just the young girl,” she corrected. 
 
    Picking Jules was sensible. She looked the least dangerous as she had no visible weapons. If she had been able to see class and levels, the woman’s decision would have been different. 
 
    Jules shrugged and went closer, pressing right up to the barrier and then leaning in for a surprisingly long conversation. They stayed at a whisper so the rest of them could not hear. In the meantime, Susie packed her meat back into the bag of holding. 
 
    Eventually, Jules wandered back. “No entrance on this street,” she told them. “We have to go around to the front and tell them that Lynette sent us.” 
 
    The humans had built a fort with controlled entrances and exits. It was smart, resourceful, and most importantly, an ambitious effort requiring lots of helping hands. Tension that Adrian had not even known had been building was released. 
 
    “Thank you,” he called out as they left to follow the instructions. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    With Jules leading, they retraced their steps back past the mansion to get across to the entrance to Lynette’s area on the next street. 
 
    “One second,” Susie said and ran up to the doorway in the stone wall. “I’m leaving food!” she yelled through cupped hands. “Fresh lizard meat!” She then proceeded to slide ten fillets under the gate. It was enough to feed twenty people. 
 
    After she had finished, Jules continued to lead them down the street they had entered the town on and took them to the next side road. “Lynette’s group has claimed three blocks, but they only have the one entrance.” 
 
    The new street had the same feel as the rest of them. Ruined empty houses stood hollow, completely gutted. Heavy furniture, garden fences, and building supplies had been there before, but when Adrian poked his head in, he saw it had all been removed. All food had been stripped, all the gardening tools repurposed. Basically, everything not bolted down, even the curtains, had been taken to be recycled. 
 
    When they reached the row of houses that represented Lynette’s groups, the difference was stark. The first house had all its windows intact, though boards had been nailed across them to provide additional protection. The front door was shut, which was mildly interesting because all the empty houses had their front doors wedged open. 
 
    The gap between the first and the second house contained what appeared to be a large dining table, tipped over to provide the bulk of a physical barrier between the structures. The next home was like the first, though one window had been broken. The internal wooden boards remedied that problem. The ensuing gap was secured by carefully trimmed tree limbs. The fourth house was the designated entrance. A majestic double door had been installed in the sixties and still looked robust. Its thick, heavy quality was the perfect design for the current era. The door was shut, but unlike the other houses, there were signs of foot traffic. There were no weeds on the pathway and the ground was packed hard. 
 
    “I will knock,” Jules declared before walking straight up to the door. She did not bother using her hand and instead knocked firmly with her club. There was no way the occupants would not have heard. 
 
    “Who is it?” someone yelled from inside. Quickly, the face of a middle-aged scrawny male with a balding head could be seen peering through the small windows in the thick door. 
 
    “I am Jules. Lynette said to come around. We have food to share.” 
 
    “We don’t let in strangers.” 
 
    “I know you guys are hungry,” Jules said lightly. “We have meat for hundreds.” 
 
    “Where?” the man challenged suspiciously. 
 
    “Bags of Holding,” Jules told him patiently, demonstrating the effect by casually sliding her enormous club into the modest bag. 
 
    Magic was in play, as the weapon could not possibly have fit otherwise. She then pulled out the field-dressed remains of a wombat. She struggled with the weight and in the end, more spilled the heavy animal than lifted it. It landed with an audible thump on the concrete in front of the huge door. Given, Jules’s strength was that of almost three people, thanks to her level progression, troll aspect, and then the mana storm that thud sent vibrations through the ground. 
 
    There was excited talking inside the house. 
 
    “Can we come in? If not, we can leave you with the wombat. Though the lizard we have will taste better.” 
 
    “How can we trust you?” 
 
    “I think we should be asking you that,” Jules said mildly. “There are only five of us.” 
 
    There was more muffled conversation. While he waited for the door to swing open, Adrian thought that their calculations were more than a little off. It did not matter if there twenty, thirty, forty, or a hundred occupants. If his group wanted to take them out, it would be a slaughter. Quality in this case would dominate quantity. 
 
    The skinny bald guy backed away. His body language made it clear that he was not the leader. A previously very fat man who had slimmed down dramatically stepped forward. He carried a crowbar, which caused Adrian to both cringe and smile internally. The way he hefted the weapon lightly told Adrian that all of his five levels were dedicated to Strength and a lot of the man’s fat had been replaced with muscle. 
 
    “Where did you get the bag from?” the leader asked, staring at the sparsely decorated leather Jules held. 
 
    “Trader,” she answered. 
 
    “Traders sell magic bags?” the man asked in confusion. 
 
    “Yes, lots of magic stuff,” Jules clarified. “They are apparently part of the whole interface, plus traders are here to save us gimmick.” 
 
    The man hesitated. “Can I see?” He gestured at the bag. 
 
    Jules shook her head. “It is linked to my interface. Everyone else sees an empty bag.” 
 
    She opened the bag wide, and all four men peered into it. The lack of discipline was astounding. Jules winked, then shoved her club in. She showed the inside of the bag again. It was still empty. Then with another wink, she reached in and dramatically pulled the club back out. 
 
    “Have to see it to believe it,” the man with the crowbar said. 
 
    “Makes sense,” a third member of the group, a young redhead, said. “Tommy’s boy can throw fireballs. Magic is a thing, so why not a bag of holding?” 
 
    The men stepped back with sudden hard looks. Their responsibility to the community kicked in. Baldy stepped to look at the door and relaxed when there was no one else out on the street. “Come in,” the crowbar man said finally. “Especially you,” he said, ogling at Susie. 
 
    It was that cocky way that some men looked at women the same way they looked at a steak dinner or their favourite weapon. Objects. 
 
    Adrian tried to work out how to respond. He could let it slide or object. After all, the man had approached the line but might not have crossed it. 
 
    “Knock it off.” Steve was suddenly next to the man. One hand discreetly grabbed his sword at the top of his bag of holding, and the other hoisted the larger man and pushed him back inside with the effort of a father lifting a toddler. “She is too nice for you,” he growled. 
 
    The man looked shaken and wisely noted the not-so-subtle threat that Steve had delivered. “Come in then,” he said gruffly, but with slightly less confidence than before. “Does no one any good to have a crowd gathered here.” 
 
    The house they entered had been opulent once upon a time, but it was clear that for the last twenty years nothing had been done to maintain the place. The doorway opened out into a grand hallway that stretched into the distance. The corridor was wide enough for four men to walk abreast, but each of the rooms they passed was filled with threadbare antique furniture. The once-polished wooden floors were scuffed and dull. 
 
    Crowbar Man accompanied them through the dilapidated house, but he noticeably stayed clear of Susie and Steve, who walked close together. When he reached what had been the back door, he stuck his head out of the opening and peered around. “Genie,” he yelled when he spotting someone outside, “take them through to see Mavs.” 
 
    Genie came over. She was a slight girl, freckled, with limp blond hair, who looked to be no older than eight. She smiled shyly and indicated for them to follow. 
 
    In a line, they exited the house and got their first view of the safe area that had been created. The internal fences between the properties had been taken out so that all the neighbouring backyards were connected. Of course, there was a clear delineation where the fences used to be. At the back of the yard, there were two gardens. The first belonged to the house he was exiting and was a traditional flower garden, while their previous neighbour had planted neat boxes of vegetables. To the left, the hard-pounded dirt ended abruptly in concrete. The origin of the boards used to secure windows became clear; all the fences had been repurposed. 
 
    Further intertwining the yards were pathways that wove between houses, framed by several tree trunks and branches. Genie promptly disappeared along the path to the left. She bypassed the first couple of houses and led them to a street. Despite himself, Adrian was impressed this group had created such a cosy, secured location in a short period. 
 
    They were back on the street Lynette had been guarding. Genie crossed it and approached a modest brick bungalow house. 
 
    “Mavs!” Genie hollered as she stood just inside the front door. 
 
    “Busy.” 
 
    “Strangers!” Genie yelled. 
 
    A middle-aged woman came bustling out immediately. She hadn’t quite reached the emaciated appearance of the doormen, but she was close. 
 
    “How did you get in here?” 
 
    She stared at them darkly and she was breathing quickly. 
 
    “We have food,” Susie said rapidly, stepping forward before the woman could escalate to hysteria. “You guys look like you need some.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Susie started pulling out the fillets cut from all the agnoric lizards they had killed to get their Strength and Vitality boosts. At first, the woman did not appear impressed, but as the pile kept growing, her eyes widened. 
 
    “How did all that fit in the bag?” she asked. 
 
    Jules rolled her eyes in Kozzie’s direction, eliciting a little snort from him that he suppressed when the women glared at him. 
 
    “Magic,” Susie said, taking charge. “I will tell you everything while we cook. Adrian here wants to make some potions. Do you have a spare room with water that he can use? Preferably a kitchen.” 
 
    The woman was still staring wide-eyed at the pile of meat, and Susie impatiently and carefully grabbed her arm. She startled and then nodded towards a nearby house. “Edna’s house has a kitchen, and she was on tank water so the cold taps still work.” She waved distractedly towards a house back across the street. “If you see anyone, just say Mavs sent you.” Her eyes had shifted back to the tarp containing the piled meat. She stepped forward eagerly, subconsciously licking her lips.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Before we get started, can you give us a brief description of what has happened around here?” Susie asked brightly. 
 
    Mavs thought about refusing, then shrugged. “Politics and monsters. I reckon we could deal with one, but not both. The problem is that the monsters are out there, and the people are safe in here with no way of dealing with the creatures out there. We seem to have a truce; we stay out of their hunting ground.” Adrian wanted to roll his eyes. Had that thinking ever worked? “There are scoropids to the south,” Mavs continued, immune to the stunned looks from their group, “mud wolves to the west, and then there’s some giant tentacle bear.” 
 
    Beside them, Steve grunted. His whole body went rigid as a plank, and he toppled over. His eyelids were open, staring blankly before they rolled up to show just the whites. 
 
    “What the . . . ?” Susie was already ducking down and used her touch healing spell. 
 
    Blood and foam frothed out of his mouth. Every muscle was locked in contraction except for his hands. Those were actively clenching and unclenching with fingernails digging into his palms. A low, keening lament echoed from deep in his chest. 
 
    Susie’s magic sunk into him but seemed to do nothing. 
 
    “Steve!” Susie shouted, hovering over him, deliberately not touching. 
 
    “Mum?” Jules asked, unable to see properly past Kozzie. 
 
    “What is happening?” Mavs frantically queried. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Adrian answered absently, looking around for an external threat. “First time this has happened.” 
 
    His focus was elsewhere. There was nothing nearby, and after the possums, he was confident his Magic Focus would have picked up any threats which were directly affecting the man. Not a single tendril of energy was leading to or from him. 
 
    Susie looked helpless, focusing solely on Steve. “It looks like an epileptic fit. If it is, it is best not to do anything.” 
 
    Mavs turned. “I will get some water.” 
 
    On the ground, Steve jerked yet again, a shudder rippling through his body, like someone flicking a rope held tightly between two points. The keening cut off. Another jerk, and then he launched up into a sitting position with a loud grunt. He spat out a glob of blood and froth. 
 
    “FUCKEN, FUCKED UP, MANIPULATIVE FUCKED UP, ARSEHOLE,” he was screaming. 
 
    “LANGUAGE,” Mavs bellowed, re-emerging from the kitchen. 
 
    Steve flinched. “I wanted to die. Why didn’t you let me die, instead of subjecting me to this? IT IS NOT ON ME! YOU STUPID ARSE.” 
 
    “Language.” Adrian could almost hear the ‘do not make me go get a jam spoon to punish you’ in her voice. “There are kids present.” A crowd had gathered, including Genie and some of her friends. 
 
    Steve trailed off, the swearing dwindling under the stare of the wider group and Mavs’s harsh words. “Sorry.” The fight washed out of him. 
 
    “We all have bad days, dearie, but no swearing in my kitchen.” She waved the glass of water like it was the imagined spoon. 
 
    “We are not in the kitchen . . .” Steve started before realising the pointlessness of the comment. “It won’t happen again,” he corrected. 
 
    “Good boy.” Mavs handed over the glass and walked back into her kitchen. 
 
    “Steve,” Susie said quietly, crouching in front of him so he had to look into her eyes. “What is not on you?” 
 
    “I . . .” He paused momentarily to spit out a glob of blood on the ground right outside the door. “It does not matter,” he replied defeatedly. 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    “It is the interface, isn’t it?” Adrian suggested. 
 
    Steve looked up furiously. “No. Yes.” A pause. “No,” he corrected forcefully. “It is a consequence of past choices.” His voice was hopelessly sad. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Steve met his challenge head-on before spitting out another mouth of blood. “Weren’t you going to be making potions?” 
 
    Adrian hesitated for a moment longer. Steve’s stare was unflinching. If there was a story, he would not get it now, and if he were being honest, he would probably never extract it. Interfaces were private about the sapient versus non-sapient thing, which was almost certainly the subject of Steve’s tale. 
 
    “I will be crafting if anyone needs me.” With that, Adrian turned around and headed off to the house Mavs had told him about. 
 
    No one followed him, but he did not mind. They would fuss over Steve. Something which Steve would hate, which made him smile. Once they were satisfied that there was nothing they could do to help him, they would turn their attention to gathering information about the town. At first touch, it was dysfunctional, and they needed to know why. Thankfully, he could dodge it. All in all, crafting was looking like a brilliant decision. 
 
    Was it ethical letting them stick their noses into the town’s functions as outsiders making a nuisance? Not that he could stop them, nor did he want to. The town seemed broken and an outside intervention was necessary. They needed to do something, but better for him if others ran with that project. They might enjoy it, unlike him. He could thrive in a business meeting where small talk was needed to elicit gossip—that sort of thing would give him goosebumps. 
 
    After two hours of crafting, his focus was broken by movement in his peripheral vision. Carefully, he completed the alchemic formula, heating the liquid until little pinhead-sized air bubbles formed on the outside and then as quick as flash encased the flask in cooling mist, successfully dropping the temperature just like was needed. 
 
    His combination of magical abilities remained a cheat in Alchemy. 
 
    Self-congratulatory smugness. 
 
    It was not you! 
 
    He felt like screaming at the interface. It was just that he was lucky that imps came through near him. 
 
    There was laughter and the dislocation as an image swept up. He was back in the ambusher’s body watching bugs and learning Magic Focus, the skill that ended up being the cornerstone of everything. Then the constructed memory shattered like glass, and briefly a different scene emerged. A chess game. A young, red-headed female moving a piece. “Checkmate!” The tolling of a bell. 
 
    It was taking undeserved credit. He remembered the images shared when the plant was about to eat them. The ambusher skills were like a Swiss army knife, able to fit a variety of situations. It was not like Magic Focus resulted from any brilliance on the interface’s part. Agree to disagree. A wave of emotions and then it went silent. 
 
    When he looked up to see Steve standing and watching him. He had probably observed the emotions play across Adrian’s face. 
 
    “Dinner.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Adrian dumped his potion materials back into his bag of holding. He had used about half of his stored herbs, focusing on new recipes to push his skills. It had been fun balancing the temperatures and colours. And he was successful, having created some poisons, a dozen health potions, and a potion to boost agility permanently and additional similar potions which would provide short-term attribute boosts instead of permanent. 
 
    “Do you want to talk?” 
 
    “No,” Steve replied curtly. 
 
    “This is for you,” he told Steve, choosing not to pry about the seizure. 
 
    If Steve thought he needed to know, he would tell him. With exaggerated care, Adrian handed him the vial containing the permanent agility boost. In practice, he could drop it multiple times without issue, but there was no point letting anyone know that level of detail. Steve took the small glass container, openly examining the murky brown liquid. He looked hesitant. 
 
    “It is the pinnacle of my alchemy. For now,” Adrian clarified after a moment’s consideration. “Drink.” 
 
    With a shrug, Steve tipped the potion up and grimaced at the taste as he swallowed. He then immediately grabbed his water flasks and gulped it down to wash out the flavour. It must have been awful! 
 
    “Disgusting.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Steve stared blankly. His eyebrows raised. “Amazing. Permanently increased my Agility 0.13 in my measuring system which is a little over one in the standard interface. You should have used it on yourself.” 
 
    “You benefit from Agility more. The road to Melbourne will be hard, so being selfish is counterproductive. Getting you stronger increases my chance to make it.” 
 
    “I will pay you back sometime,” Steve promised, and then shut down the conversation by turning around and walking toward where food was being served. 
 
    Nice moment. As always, lovely chatting with you! 
 
    Dinner was subdued. There was no chatter, just the symphony of everyone devouring every dish with the franticness of wild animals, unsure when their next meal would come. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Adrian asked his team. They had sat off to the side and none of the locals had joined them. Kozzie dumped a plate full of agnoric lizard on his lap. 
 
    “Nothing good,” Susie said tiredly. After all she had been fighting, walking, and then cooking all day. “There are five separate groups in the town. They all hate each other, lots of accusations of hoarding food, stealing pre-Armageddon stuff, not helping hunting parties, and lots of other petty things. This is the biggest single community, but the one based out of the school is almost as big. There are about five hundred in this compound.” She grimaced. “There are no powerful fighters amongst them. There was a trader earlier on, but she left. A couple of people bought weapons but no knowledge.” Susie stopped and had to drink water. “They are struggling. Only a fifth of the original group is still alive.” 
 
    “So, we just need to get them talking to each other.” 
 
    “Nope,” Steve interjected. 
 
    Adrian waited for more details, but Steve kept eating his meat. “What do you mean?” Adrian asked, finally giving in. 
 
    “Their mess, not ours.” 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    The interface had obviously reacted to the tentacle bear, but if it was trying to get Steve to fight it, then it sounded like it had lost that argument. 
 
    “Yes, we need to get them talking,” Susie insisted, shooting an annoyed glare at Steve. 
 
    “It is not just that,” Kozzie observed quietly. 
 
    “I was getting there,” Susie grumped. 
 
    “Everyone is bunkering down in their separate fortresses,” Kozzie told him, “because no one group is strong enough to take on the threats out there. There is a mud wolf pack to the west, some sort of bear boss to the east, and giant flying insects that are a cross between a wasp, a spider, and a scorpion to the south.” 
 
    “Not our problem,” Steve reminded them. 
 
    “A couple of teams have been heading out north to hunt,” Kozzie continued, ignoring Steve. “But they are weak, and they seem to lose people every three or four days.” 
 
    “We said we would help,” Susie said, challenging Steve. The man shrugged and returned to his reptile fillets. “So they are stuck here losing people, starving, getting weaker,” Susie concluded, seemingly satisfied that she had won the battle of wills against Steve. 
 
    “Yes, and the dumb-dumbs have responded by fracturing and going down the path of ‘every group for itself,’” Kozzie finished in disgust. 
 
    “And you three have already agreed to help,” Adrian determined based on their expressions. “And Steve thinks you are all idiots.” 
 
    “Yep,” Jules smiled. 
 
    “So, what, Kozzie and I go out and eliminate the mud wolves tonight and then all of us address the bear and insect problem tomorrow? 
 
    Susie nodded vigorously, Jules gave a thumbs up, and Steve kept eating. 
 
    “And while you hunt, Jules, Steve, and I are going to contact the other groups and try to work out some common ground. Given the state of the town, food will get us an audience with all the leaders. Remove the threat, make them work together, or encourage everyone to abandon this place and head to the Rock or Wagga.” 
 
    “It is going to be a long way home,” he muttered just loud enough for his whole group to hear. 
 
    “Can’t just ignore them,” Kozzie agreed, “especially if we can help.” 
 
    Adrian itched to get going, but a day of his attention could turn a town around. Uranquinty had been too far gone, but in this place, they have the numbers to make it, if given a chance. 
 
    “Any news from the south?” 
 
    Jules’ expression darkened further. “A group came here from Henty two days ago. Only five made it of the fifteen who set out. Of the ones who arrived, another died of wounds shortly afterward. The other four are alive and they settled into this compound with their cousins who live here. I spoke to one girl. A week ago, a raiding party rode in on horses. They were from Albury. They did not stay long; it was just a show of force. Charged in, demanded to talk to the leader. When he went out, they grabbed him and then whipped him to death and then his wife and two teenage daughters. No negotiations, no threats, just straight violence. Absolute scum. They declared Henty was a vassal of Albury and would pay taxes to the queen. Five hundred energy for everyone in town when they returned in two weeks or else. On the way out he saw Janelle hiding, took one look at her and then turned around and told them that if the dingoes were still there when he got back then it was a thousand energy per person. So, Janelle, her family, cousins and another family fled to the north.” 
 
    “Seriously? We have alien creatures everywhere and people are still racist. How big was the raiding party?” 
 
    “Eleven men and every single one was about level fifteen. They also had trader-bought armour and weapons.” 
 
    “You need to accept that we will probably go around Albury rather than through,” Susie told him. “We can assess when we get closer, but if they are sending large raiding parties out as far as Henty then they are dangerous. They are also clearly recruiting the dregs of society for their muscle.” 
 
    “No!” Adrian was surprised by the anger in his voice. Initially, the story had made him feel detached when Jules had calmly delivered her tale. But the moment he spoke, everything had crystallised. “You said they raped the teenage daughters.” Unbidden, he was thinking of Natalie. She was too young. Surely these teenagers had been of the older variety, at least above eighteen. Actually, he did not want the answer to that question. “My morals will not let me walk away from that.” 
 
    “Focus on now,” Steve suggested. “Albury authorities may perhaps have already dealt with the criminals.” 
 
    It was the most obvious of white lies. A tiny bit of plausibility, but everyone knew that was not how the world was likely to have functioned. Yet it might be true. And the might was an excuse to let it be. Do not investigate, but instead assume the society’s police system existed and worked. If you scrutinised it, then it would all crumble. Adrian was breathing too fast, and he hoped no one nearby noticed it. In their suspicious state, anything could spark drama he did not want. 
 
    “We can drop it for now, but when we reach Henty . . .” The threat hung there. 
 
    “Get this town functioning,” Kozzie said, seizing the opportunity to get their impromptu planning session back on track, while stressing the “this town” bit. “Or send them north to safety. To give the first a chance, we will kill off all the man-eaters around us,” Kozzie summarised. “And only then address whatever shit is coming out of Albury.” 
 
    Adrian was engulfed by the feeling of helplessness. His own thoughts were free of any outside manipulation. He was not sure that was a blessing. 
 
    A flash of a massive beak, the memory of the wing beats creating turbulence so strong that it could knock him off his feet, a mud wolf leaping three metres in the air to bite the spot he had just been standing in, and finally, the expectations of everyone. So many helpless people were being crushed by the new world, and somehow it was up to him to help. He was not a hero. He was a man trying to get home. For every step he took there seemed to be another obstacle thrown in his path. More and more delays. 
 
    The emotion swirled up. The interface. 
 
    “You will get there,” they seemed to say. “Emily and the kids will be waiting.” There was almost a guarantee in the impressions. It had his back, and it was a hard, terrible journey, but they would make it together. Once more, there was that edge that had come after the plant, as if the interface had initially been only minimally invested in his survival but suddenly it was fully in his corner. 
 
    They spent another thirty minutes chatting and digesting. However, the conversation was careful, nothing about Melbourne, zilch touching on Albury, not even discussions about violence. Just memories of hope. Wagga and the Rock. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The other three excused themselves, leaving just Adrian and Kozzie. 
 
    “We need to head off soon,” Kozzie said. 
 
    “Given our night vision, it will be better to wait until the sun is fully set.” It was dusk, but still at least half an hour before night. 
 
    “Ten minutes?” 
 
    “Ten minutes,” he agreed easily, sighing internally. Kozzie was impatient, but if he was in his shoes and had Emily here, then he probably would not want to be outside fighting monsters all night either. 
 
    “Jules?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “We are good.” 
 
    “Bit of a firecracker.” 
 
    “Maybe we should head off,” Kozzie responded, changing the subject. 
 
    Adrian could not contain an amused snort. 
 
    Way too easy. 
 
    They moved to the exit. 
 
    The same four were still on duty, but dirty plates showed that someone at least had brought them a hot meal. “I’ve seen lots of boys playing at being heroes,” Crowbar Man said exaggeratedly to the man next to him. “And I don’t see any of them anymore.” 
 
    Adrian rolled his eyes discreetly. Juvenile. He could not be bothered with the drama. 
 
    “A ‘good luck’ is probably more appropriate,” Kozzie snapped. It might not have been deliberate, but Kozzie’s hands had dropped to his throwing knives. The leader was bad news. Adrian still remembered the sexist pass he had made towards Susie. 
 
    Adrian instantly went on a high alert. It would have been far better to just walk by and let it go over everyone’s head. For a moment, the situation see-sawed between helpless escalation and fizzling out. 
 
    “I wish you luck,” the man said, rephrasing himself carefully, wisely choosing the side of de-escalation. “But you should reconsider. Too many other lives have been thrown away already.” There was no sincerity in the words. 
 
    “We have killed wolves before,” Kozzie assured him. 
 
    “Not these.” 
 
    “Devil wolves,” another man muttered. 
 
    They went out the door, eager to avoid the pessimism. They were all level fives, and while Kozzie was only level nine, for all intents and purposes, he was higher. The knife-throwing abilities by themselves elevated him steeply up the power scale. 
 
    It was not a dark night. There were no clouds, and the half-moon above them illuminated the street. Regardless, Adrian waved his hand to signal Kozzie to cast his night vision spell so Kozzie’s vision could match his own. The moonlight was not exactly welcome, as it merely removed their cover. 
 
    “Love this spell. I use it all the time.” 
 
    Curious wording. Adrian glanced over to see Kozzie’s cheeks red in the darkness, unable to protect against his vision. Too much information. He suppressed the snort just like he would if Ambusher’s Fade was active. 
 
    After adjusting to the night vision, they headed west. The locals had given them surprisingly detailed instructions. The wolves had been tracked down to a cave two kilometres out of town. There were lots of nearby trees, which they planned on utilising to the fullest. 
 
    They moved professionally, and once they were clear of the populated area, they were struck by a forest surprisingly dense with animal life. It was nothing like Wagga, where the regular hunting parties had slowly thinned the influx of monsters. 
 
    “Kill and bag anything tasty,” Kozzie told Adrian. “The town needs as much help as we can give them.” 
 
    They watched carefully as they moved, always prepared because the pack of mud wolves lurking somewhere nearby and the continual threat of all the other Alpha monsters. Five hundred metres away from the cave, Adrian handed Kozzie a potion. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A temporary agility boosting elixir.” 
 
    “Temporary?” 
 
    “About four hours.” 
 
    Kozzie grumbled to himself. “You gave the good one to Steve,” he whispered entirely too loudly. 
 
    “You will get the next.” 
 
    “But Steve is—” 
 
    “He is one of us!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Increasing his agility now gives us the biggest damage boost,” Adrian explained, stepping into Kozzie’s space and putting a hand over his mouth to quiet him. “I am hoping that my alchemy will improve, and the next permanent potion will give an even bigger jump.” 
 
    “You can’t drink multiple potions?” 
 
    “You can but you get severely diminishing returns,” Adrian answered expertly. 
 
    They climbed the trees effortlessly to see a small patch of forest between them and the cave. The new physics had strengthened the gum tree branches and now flimsy-looking ones happily supported their weight. They practically floated through the canopy, thanks to the gums’ branches creating lots of interlinking connections between the closely packed trunks. Still, they had to move slowly enough to carefully pick hand and foot holds. 
 
    Eventually, Kozzie started grumbling again. “Don’t know why I’m here.” 
 
    “You are the good luck charm.” 
 
    “Is there a real reason?” 
 
    “Bag of holding,” 
 
    “What the . . . ?” 
 
    “To get you experience,” Adrian told him. “I would have brought everyone, but the others would struggle with the darkness and the tree climbing.” 
 
    They were still over one hundred metres away, but they could see the cave through some branches, guarded by a single wolf. 
 
    “Right spot,” Kozzie grunted. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can get to within fifty metres and then I’ll start firing.” 
 
    It was surreal to be travelling so far above the ground. In some ways it felt like the ultimate in danger, but in other ways it was a pleasant stroll along a paved path. There was a safety to moving where the monsters were not. 
 
    Soon, they reached a spot that Adrian found acceptable. They had to perform a rather heroic leap to reach their current gum tree. It was almost the perfect place to launch their assault. There were no branches for the first seven metres of the trunk, so no risk of a wolf jumping up to the lower branches and then climbing. The wolves were potentially smart enough to climb the adjacent tree and get across to them the same way they had managed. However, there was good vision from the tree, and he was confident he could notice and shoot down any attempts at that manoeuvre with his bow and arrow. Creating a mind spike in a wolf climbing a tree might be a one-shot kill after falling damage was considered, and if not, there was still a good chance a single arrow would disable the wolf. 
 
    His perch was thirty metres above the ground. It was a big gum tree. 
 
    Kozzie had moved to secure himself with a rope on some of the lower branches. His positioning would allow him to safely revolve around the trunk to attack the base of the tree no matter which angle the wolves would come from. He was also within throwing distance of any wolf climbing the nearby trees. His was the riskier position, but one he had insisted on. 
 
    “I am in position.” 
 
    Adrian waited for an opportunity to fire. He was at three-quarters draw, feeling the slight burn in his muscles from holding the position. It did not worry him overtly, though his archery training mocked him for the decision. His healing meant he could keep the bow drawn forever. There was a small adult wolf in his vision, but he waited patiently for one of the bigger wolves. 
 
    “Anything?” Kozzie called out, confusion audible in his voice from the long delay. 
 
    “Waiting for a worthwhile target,” he whispered back, worried that the wolves’ keen hearing could betray the ambush. 
 
    Finally, a large adult wolf wandered into his sight. It was possibly the alpha. Without hesitation, he let his first arrow fly. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    His archery training was clear; the first arrow was usually the one that would do the most damage. He had infused the arrow with five-times earth load so it would hit with five times the weight of a normal arrow, guided by a couple of units of air magic. His natural skill, aided by the interface, had linked his air magic from the arrow to a spot on the wolf’s chest. If it moved, the arrow would follow. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The wolf’s ears twitched up into alertness a moment before the projectile struck. However, it was arrogant, stupid, or senile because all it did was look up. Then again, it was probably already too late regardless. 
 
    The arrow hit exactly on target. Unfortunately, it caught bone instead of the heart. His second arrow was already on the way as Adrian gambled for the mind spike to cause the wolf to crouch in pain. 
 
    No mind spike triggered with the wolf. Instead of crouching, it leapt backwards. 
 
    Not so stupid. 
 
    The arrow slammed harmlessly into the ground in front of it. More wolves were howling now. The big wolf he had hit was looking right at him. There was that intense intelligence in the gaze, and he did not bother launching another arrow. One look was all it had taken to clarify: the alpha would just step around future attacks. 
 
    Adrian wondered if the wolves would run or if they would charge him like the previous pack had done. To the side, he saw one wolf running back towards the cave. It was young and foolish as it ran conspicuously toward its destination. Adrian measured its speed, checked the terrain, using it to estimate where the wolf’s path would deviate to avoid obstacles. The calculations processed instantly. He fully trusted the interface’s ability to enhance performance. He used only air magic on the first arrow. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The air magic went untriggered as the arrow slammed into where he was aiming. The naïve animal failed to perform even a single evasive manoeuvre. It crashed to the ground, clutching its head. The moment he saw the mind spike take hold, his second arrow flew with only earth magic infusing it. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow flew perfectly, striking his target between the fourth and fifth rib, straight into the heart. 
 
    One down. 
 
    The howls seemed to come from all around him. 
 
    Adrian shifted his focus to the ground under him. While gum trees were not the densest trees, the one they had chosen was a big one with lower branches that heavily restricted his vision. Nonetheless, he waited patiently for the creatures to get within range, watching the cave as well as the neighbouring trees in case the wolves attempted to flank them. 
 
    They did nothing tricky. They jumped and snarled fruitlessly at the base of their tree with no chance of ascending it despite their persistence. With them swarming at the base, his positioning lacked the angles he needed. 
 
    For a moment, Adrian considered staying where he was instead of exposing himself, but Kozzie, despite having thrown dozens of daggers, was making no headway against the rapid natural healing of the wolves. Shadow stepping down, he landed on a branch two metres above Kozzie. It was not a perfect spot, but it would have to do. 
 
    There was one thing he wanted to explore. Something that the dersbrawk had said and the flashing in his interface that he had been deliberately ignoring. When the plant had proclaimed that the magic was a gift, just how valuable was the present? The ice magic had been left in him but was it a partial path like the Bird core or closer in function to his Flame Sprout spell? 
 
    The interface fell open. 
 
    Ice Manifestation - Acquired 
 
    The ability to inflict damage or areas of effect with temperature change and/or shape ice bolts away from the body. 
 
    The message made him shiver in excitement and wonder. The plant had called it a gift, and it was earnest. All that danger that it had taken to acquire the Flame Sprout skill, and this was equivalent at hardly the same cost. 
 
    An image yanked him from the tree. He was standing in line for a coffee. A soft cough to get attention. “Umm, I don’t want to be impolite, but you know we almost both died. I mean, you almost died to get this.” The young, mousy, forgettable woman nodded genuinely, trying to impart to the message to him. “Big gigantic monster, trapped . . . uhm . . .” 
 
    The memory faded away, and the words had not changed the excitement that coursed through him one iota. Free. A gift from an alien intellect. His intuition was probably accurate. There was no hatred in the dersbrawk, and the sack of treasure in his bag of holding called out to him. If the plant was genuinely helping them, then it was difficult to image exactly what might be sitting in that container. 
 
    Tomorrow. 
 
    Tonight was for hunting. Late the next afternoon when the twenty-four hours had elapsed, he could check the treasures that he had been gifted. Even if they were junk, the skill ice manifestation made the decision to save the plant’s life almost worthwhile. 
 
    There was disagreement from the interface, but Adrian was past caring about their different opinions on many things. The interface was not always correct. 
 
    He winced. 
 
    Then sighed heavily, relief flooding through him. For a moment he was worried that the pathway of intelligence would have triggered. 
 
    Reality switched out. It was the same woman, looking even more downtrodden. “Maybe it was not such a profound truth to warrant a reaction,” she said with a thin voice. “I think it is self-evident that I am fallible.” 
 
    The woman looked so pitiful standing there accepting her inadequacy. Then a smile split across her face, transforming her from ordinary to exquisite. A beam of sunlight broke through the clouds, lighting her up and highlighting her captivating beauty. She laughed with confident joy. 
 
    “Or you were just wrong.” She winked, and the image faded away to nothing. 
 
    “Are you going to help?” Kozzie asked abruptly. “I don’t think I have the firepower.” 
 
    Adrian assessed his new spell. There were lots of complexities to it, but a similar amount of utility as Flame Sprout. His smile grew. Hardly anything was resistant to both fire and ice. One of the two, sure, but both it was rare and now he commanded advanced magic in both. 
 
    If only he had more mana instead of intelligence. “Patience, grasshopper.” The words hung there seemingly on the wind with the exact timbre of the woman in the previous vision. The bloody thing could talk to him now. There was soft laughter. “Only under torturous circumstances and not at all if it’s life and death.” 
 
    The sounds faded away with a sense of finality, as if an interface had overextended itself. 
 
    I will not feel guilty. 
 
    Let it waste its energy and weaken itself. That was not his fault, and he would not accept any guilt that he had forced it to overextend. It made its own choices.  
 
    Sixty mana ripped free of him as he froze a wolf’s head from the tip of its nose up to its ears. As it yelped in surprise, a dark missile shot at it. The sizzling mass of blackness blazed through the now-defenceless skull, carving straight into the brain. The secondary wither effect took hold, desiccating the face, but it was already dead. 
 
    Adrian grinned. 
 
    Fire power that would kill even the magic-immune mud wolves. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    Just for giggles, he shot another dark attack at a different member of the pack, striking it in the head. Without the ice negating the magic resistance, the missile was absorbed, and the animal did not even yelp from the negligible amount of damage. 
 
    The growls below grew fiercer. One wolf used another as a springboard and launched up to Kozzie’s level. Adrian’s arrow plunged into its eye at the same time Kozzie hacked at the snapping jaws at his feet with one of his daggers. With gaping wounds at the mouth and eye socket, the beast was dead before gravity dragged it down amongst its packmates. 
 
    Kozzie’s dagger throwing combined with Adrian’s arrows were enough to finish off a wolf, eventually. It was a long process with the animals’ erratic movements, and their capricious attack angles required four or five arrows and a dozen throws to eliminate each one. It was a slow grind of damage versus healing. Each kill was so tedious that Adrian’s mana would recharge just enough for the next strike. With a crackle of energy, he would destroy a snarling wolf. Ice first, then dark. Ninety mana was all it took. Given how defenceless he felt in the first couple of attacks, the sudden flexibility of having magic available was cathartic. 
 
    The battle ended in a rather unclimactic way. Kozzie’s dagger took out a wolf whose inherent healing had been failing for almost a minute. 
 
    Too easy. 
 
    “I am going to process them,” Adrian told Kozzie curtly. “Watch out for anything incoming.” 
 
    The work was slow, nauseating, and bloody. Cut out the core, skin the wolf, butcher the meat and be amazed at the casual skill that he displayed after a month in the new world. All the cuts just felt so natural. 
 
    While skinning animals at the base of the tree, Adrian considered the pack. The big wolf that he had initially shot was almost certainly the alpha. It was substantially larger than the rest of its own pack, but in the context of the other packs, it was a minnow. It had died snarling at the base of the tree peppered with six of Kozzie’s daggers and five of his arrows, and now, up close, it was clearly skinny and lacking an advanced level core. The mud wolf pack that had been terrorising Yerong Creek was by far the weakest of the three packs they had seen. 
 
    “Are you sure it is safe to come down?” Kozzie asked from his perch. 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian growled back. He had spent the last ten minutes at the base of the tree processing the carcasses. Mud wolf was not the nicest meat, but it was edible. He was covered in blood, and his hands were cramping from skinning the heavy wolves despite his natural healing. 
 
    “But there are mud wolves.” 
 
    “Dead ones, you lazy git.” 
 
    “The tradition is to stay up a tree all night.” 
 
    “They are dead.” 
 
    “Are you sure we’ve got the alpha?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you finished?” 
 
    “Yes, this is the last one.” 
 
    “I guess it is safe then.” Kozzie effortlessly scampered down the tree. 
 
    “So lazy.” 
 
    They gathered the meat to gift to the town. Starving people were not about to complain about the taste. 
 
    “Nice night,” Kozzie said as they crept through the forest, taking care not to step on any of the leaves or twigs as to not betray their location. “It is much nicer when you are not a misstep away from plunging thirty metres to death.” 
 
    A large, juicy hare exploded from the undergrowth of a nearby bush, disappearing behind a tree before Adrian could raise his bow into position. 
 
    “Not much point stealthing if you keep yapping.” 
 
    Kozzie giggled but stayed silent after that. They only saw one other bunny on their way into town, which Kozzie snuck up on and attacked with efficient stabs. The skills he could access from his class were starting to become impressive; Adrian could not possibly imagine a human pre-Alpha successfully sneaking up on a rabbit. 
 
    They reached the compound and rolled their eyes as they tapped out the overly elaborate code they have been given: two short knocks, a long pause, then another knock, pause, and finally another two quick knocks. 
 
    The door was swung open. The time was well past midnight, but the standard four guards were in the hallway with their weapons drawn. 
 
    The man who had encouraged them not to go looked suspiciously at them. The slovenly assortment of guards did not shine a positive light on the leadership of the community. These guys must have been on duty for at least thirteen hours. 
 
    “Successful hunt,” Kozzie told him cheerfully, pulling out one of the wolf heads as a trophy. “We will take out the bear and insects tomorrow.” 
 
    The man’s jaw almost dropped right off his face. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    They stepped fully through, and the door slammed shut behind them as a lackey jumped into action, immediately sliding the heavy reinforced slab of wood into the metal brackets on the side to reinforce the barrier. 
 
    “Your friends are sleeping three houses down to the left. Rules are four at the door at all times, so we can’t escort.” Crowbar Man was snapped into seriousness, probably to conceal his astonishment at their success. 
 
    Kozzie and Adrian found the house easily. Steve was standing in the doorway on watch with his giant sword at his side. 
 
    “How did it go?” Adrian asked him once they got close enough to whisper. 
 
    He received a thumbs up in response. Then a grimace and a helpless shrug. “Politics in the town are shit. We were able to chat with everyone. Susie”—he gestured towards her sleeping form—“was pretty happy.” 
 
    “I can take last shift,” Adrian told him before settling down to sleep. He was exhausted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Adrian woke just before dawn completely naturally. 
 
    Jules was sitting next to Kozzie stroking his hair; when she saw him awake, she just smiled. “Steve gave me your offer, but once I was awake, I was never getting back to sleep so I thought I would let you sleep in.” 
 
    Adrian nodded gratefully before he wandered outside to see if he could find a spot to watch the sunrise without having to worry about monsters jumping on him. It was easy enough. He climbed up one of the bigger trees. From the top, he had a magnificent view out over the rooftops. 
 
    There were luscious pinks, oranges, and reds, but the noise was off. There was a rhythmic screeching that his regional knowledge informed him was something like cicadas. The racket was so alien and every time they sang, he somehow knew the world had changed. The brief peace deserted him. If he was deaf, life would have felt normal at least for a minute. 
 
    When he got back to his room, everyone was up. 
 
    “Time to kill a boss,” Jules chirped excitedly. 
 
    “Given how weak the wolves were, it is probably an ordinary bear.” Kozzie sounded almost dejected at the thought that they would be able to fight something easy rather than risking life and limb. 
 
    “Scout and assess first,” Adrian snapped, letting his annoyance at the ruined sunrise slip out. 
 
    Jules poked out her tongue, and Susie gave Adrian a patronising pat on the top of his head. Despite himself, Adrian cracked a smile. 
 
    Breakfast was a watery porridge, and after feeding everyone meat the previous night, it was disappointing. Surely, even some dried fruit could have been added for flavour, especially since they should be honoured guests or some such label. 
 
    In contrast to the mud wolves, the bear den’s location was a complete mystery to the locals. All they knew was that the bear patrolled the east and farmlands and had even attacked one homestead on the outskirts of town. That description had come about because an eleven-year-old had managed to get away, running nonstop all the way into town when the house was attacked. The bear had luckily decided not to pursue him. 
 
    Forty minutes later, they still have found no sign of the animal they were looking for, or for that matter anything dangerous. The area east of the town was rolling farmland. More than enough trees and hills to interfere with line of sight and make things difficult to find. Conversely, it was never steep enough to be a problem, but they were all sick of getting to the crest of a hill and not being able to spot what they were looking for. 
 
    “Let’s stop and think,” Kozzie said finally. “There have been no tracks or even signs of anything larger than a rabbit.” 
 
    “All we can do is to keep searching,” Steve said, disagreeing. 
 
    “We know the bear is out here. We will run into it eventually,” Adrian opined. Steve nodded fiercely. 
 
    “We are not leaving until we get it,” Steve asserted, drawing surprised looks from everyone. Unlike the task of putting the town back together, this hunt was something he was passionately committed to. 
 
    Kozzie shook his head. “We could spend weeks looking for it. There must be a better way.” 
 
    “I don’t know any magic methods,” Adrian told them. 
 
    Interface? 
 
    He got an image of dozens of children playing Ring Around the Rosie. 
 
    What the— 
 
    “And then they all fell down.” 
 
    You have no idea, do you? 
 
    Absolute stillness. 
 
    Steve shrugged. 
 
    “Find where it lives,” Kozzie suggested. 
 
    “Are those large cows?” Jules said, squinting at some specs in the distance. 
 
    “Probably,” Kozzie answered, sounding distracted. “Is there anything the townfolk said that could help us?” he asked Susie. 
 
    “Just that it dwells in the east, it attacked the homestead, and some hunter parties saw it and gave us the description. No other specific details.” 
 
    “Well, we can keep walking and maybe run into it.” 
 
    “I just feel that there must be a simple process to find it,” Kozzie pondered aloud. 
 
    “What would a bear want?” Jules asked almost rhetorically, like she was musing on an intellectual problem. 
 
    “Sun, water, food, shelter,” Susie rattled off. 
 
    “A female bear?” Kozzie suggested. 
 
    Jules rolled her eyes, a small smile playing on her lips. “Sun, water, food, and shelter,” Jules repeated thoughtfully. 
 
    No one said anything for a few moments while they all stewed in frustration. 
 
    “If we keep going, we will hit tracks,” Steve suggested. 
 
    There were firm nods all around. 
 
    “Which way should we go then?” Jules asked. 
 
    Kozzie vaguely pointed towards some hills east of them. 
 
    Susie interjected, “We should loop back around towards the town, right?” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Steve said. “Just standing here yapping is not going to find it.” 
 
    “No,” Jules said, knocking Kozzie’s hand down and turning to face Susie, “and definitely no. That way.” She pointed in the direction of the cows. 
 
    “Did you see some bears or some tracks?” Adrian asked excitedly. 
 
    “No,” Jules said with another eye roll. “I saw cows.” 
 
    “Who cares about cows?” Kozzie whined, prompting Steve to elbow him sharply in the solar plexus. It knocked the wind out of Kozzie, causing his knees to buckle and send him crumpling towards the ground. 
 
    “Very clever,” Steve said grudgingly, nodding at Jules. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Kozzie wheezed. 
 
    “For a clever kid, you’re dense sometimes,” Susie told him. 
 
    “Big bear. Lots of food,” Jules said with a stupid grin, nodding towards the sizable herd of cows in the distance. 
 
    Adrian’s interface spat out an image of the Far Side comic, which had the heading “School for the Gifted.” The image showed a chubby, awkward boy desperately pushing on the door. The joke was that the sign on the door said “pull.” The image was followed by sounds of children giggling cruelly. 
 
    Get out of my head and stop stealing my memories. 
 
    They scouted towards the cows, and when they got closer, they saw two things. The formerly gentle domestic animals had become monstrosities. They were three or four times the size of normal cows and at least fifty percent taller. They were closer to the size of hippos, or even elephants in some cases. The second thing they noticed was the bear. 
 
    It was devouring a cow. Probably as an appetiser. 
 
    “How on earth can we kill that?” 
 
    “They said it was big, but this is . . .” 
 
    “It is bigger than a bus!” 
 
    They were in grassland with only the occasional stunted tree. The broad daylight and open space was not the ideal territory for Adrian to be scouting, but waiting an entire day for darkness reminded him of home. 
 
    “I need to get closer to assess strengths and weaknesses.” 
 
    “Not much shade,” Kozzie observed. 
 
    Adrian shrugged and then looked at the others, daring them to disagree with his plan. One by one, everyone dropped their gaze, giving tacit assent. Scouting would be dangerous, but it was better than going into the fight blind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Satisfied, Adrian headed off across the valley. He might not have shade to flee using Shadow Step, but he still had the Ambusher’s Fade skill. 
 
    His mouth was dry. The discomfort reminded him how ridiculous it was that he was doing this again. As he got closer, it was clear that this was not a bear. Sure, from a distance it had the right proportions. It had four legs and dense fur. Its head was also vaguely the correct shape. Close up however, the similarities ended. 
 
    First, the size. It was closer to modest, single-family house than a regular bear in magnitude. It had two eyes in the normal position. They were purple, large and feline. Then it had another two eyes positioned where ears should have been. Reminiscent of a snail, these eyes were on stalks and pivoted around, providing a panoramic view. It was also covered in tentacles that mostly stayed limp, hanging down from the body like massive dreadlocks. Until the animal was startled, in which case the tentacles jerked into a living snake curtain, reacting independently to the threat. The hunters who had described the beast must not have got very close. Fair enough; he wanted to flee too. 
 
    As he watched, four of the tentacles reached out and repositioned the cow carcass to allow the thing to keep eating. When those twisted pieces of flesh acted, they resembled a mad scientist’s mix between a snake and an octopus limb, bendy and sinuous. The animal shifted its weight, hopping to the side. It moved fluidly, like it lacked a defined bone and muscular structure. Despite its mass, it barely made any sound as it moved. 
 
    Adrian crept closer, trying to use his identification every metre of the way while engaging Ambusher’s Fade. He periodically froze until he was confident that any memory of his movement would have been forgotten before moving another couple of steps to try again. 
 
    He stepped forward. 
 
    The creature stopped eating and stared directly at him. Ambusher’s Fade locked his muscles in place; otherwise he probably would have fled. Immense fear jolted through him. It was going to see him, then eat him slowly. 
 
    He had to run. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade stayed locked on, refusing to let him twitch, let alone run. Memories of the ambusher that he had experienced in those first few seconds of the new world came back to him. Stand still, freeze, and make sure nothing notices you. The fire bird high in the sky was as scary as this. Those thoughts calmed him. 
 
    Just enough to hold his ground. 
 
    The look lasted a moment and then, unfazed, the creature dropped its the huge snout back towards its lunch. The panic vanished. With all his experience mind-controlling planets and insidious interfaces, that fear still struck him. 
 
    Now, he was no longer panicking, but the residual effects lingered. His heart pounded violently, but Ambusher’s Fade held sway. His muscles froze and even his sweat halted. The creature took another bite, and Adrian felt his paralysed muscles start to soften. He could feel his limbs again and could finally unclench his jaw. Regardless, he stayed still and vigilant. 
 
    That was an amazing fear ability. Now that its impact had lessened, he could appreciate it fully. 
 
    If he was counting—and he sort of was—he could add this to his tally of near-death experiences. If he had run, he would be dead, and it was only luck that Ambusher’s Fade had saved him. 
 
    A trickle of sweat ran down his face despite Fade’s effects. 
 
    At this rate, he was never going to get home. 
 
    He racked his brain for any known creature that matched what he was seeing. As far as his regional knowledge was concerned, the thing was completely alien. Another two steps forward. He had already been within bow range, but now he was inside knife-throwing range as well. 
 
    Too close. 
 
    Must keep breathing. 
 
    Another three wary steps, and finally, his identification kicked in. 
 
    The tentacles were parts of the creature. Adrian had been internally speculating that they were parasitic or symbiotic secondary organisms. However, this was not the case. It was all one mass. 
 
    Nothing in regional knowledge. Zip from that mysterious encyclopedia that was the interface. There was not a clue what to call the monstrosity. 
 
    Oh, god. 
 
    Too late at his age to start praying. But if he thought it would help . . . 
 
    Adrian nearly keeled over in astonishment when, at last, more biological details flashed across his field of vision. The creature was as fast as he was and considerably weaker, having about a quarter of his relative strength. Given that it was over a hundred times larger, this meant it was at least twenty-five times stronger than him. It also had a little magic; one component was its passive terror ability, an active confusion skill that Adrian hoped their team would be immune to, and also something that was best described as shadow magic. It was some sort of movement/buff passive that worked in the absence of light. The monster was vulnerable to fire. Adrian assumed that this beast had completely alien biology with no typical weaknesses beyond flames. No heart to pierce and no head to decapitate. It was like a worm species; you could cut it in half and both halves would squirm back into battle independently. The creature contained seven to twelve brains, spread randomly throughout the body mass, each one having its own core. All of them would need to get removed to kill it outright. 
 
    Fire weakness. He checked his inventory and was relieved to see that he still had some Dragon’s Breath potions from Wagga. Thank you, Sally. Just as importantly, he located the materials to brew more. While he had brewed potions and used most of his ingredients yesterday, he had decided not to brew the dangerous Dragon’s Breath potions in the compound. He was too worried about unleashing a sudden explosion on the volatile locals. This was not a fight to rush into, so he needed to go away and prepare. As they did with the Bird, they would need to rely on alchemy to take it out. Luckily, the creature did not possess much inherent healing, which would only make the project slightly easier. 
 
    Leaving left him in a quandary. Should he look down and watch where he stepped or keep his eyes on the monster? Everything screamed “monster.” 
 
    How could he turn his back on that thing behind him? 
 
    It would be beyond foolish. Indecision roared in his head. He retreated sideways, swinging his eyes between the ground and the monster, never letting it out of his peripheral vision. When it stopped eating, he froze and engaged ambusher skills. Water pooled down his side. It was warm, but not that hot, and he was sweating like a pig from fear. 
 
    Back at the team, he told them everything that he had learnt. Satisfied, they retreated until they were out of sight of the colossus. Kozzie kept watch while Adrian sat down to make his potions.  
 
    After he completed his fifth batch, Kozzie came back. “It got another cow. Damn, it moves fast when it gets going.” 
 
    “So? Planning?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian answered quickly. “I will kill it with flames.” 
 
    “No,” Steve said. “We do this one as a team.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s our best—” 
 
    “No,” Steve repeated fiercely. “Ask your interface.” 
 
    The statement shocked him. Dual disbelief emanated from the interface. 
 
    Can I kill it by myself? 
 
    Absolute stillness greeted his question. 
 
    What is it? 
 
    There was a mental shrug and the image of something heinous and fierce that did not belong anywhere in the world. A global threat—oceans and all would mean nothing to it. Eventually. 
 
    “Maybe we should ignore it,” he suggested numbly, shocked by what the interface had conjured. 
 
    He did not want to risk his friends. Near-death was an old friend, so going by himself was a given. But Susie and Jules surely did not need to do the same . . . 
 
    “No,” Steve urged. “That thing went to a homestead.” 
 
    But that is not what this is about. 
 
    Steve probably cared about the locals, the keyword being probably; it was the world implications that drove Steve. 
 
    “When it gets bored with cows,” Steve continued, “it will take out the town and then it may head north to snack on the Rock and then Wagga. Who knows? Plus, we said we would kill human killers.” 
 
    Steve paused while everyone looked perplexed at the long speech. 
 
    Adrian was thankful that Steve had said something. It was a future global threat, and as much as he wanted to protect those around him, leaving the creature alive now would endanger them all later. 
 
    “Why do you want to kill it so much?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    “Because we can, and because it is a human killer,” Steve replied tersely. 
 
    Adrian was sure he caught a hesitation in Steve’s voice before he answered. In that moment, Adrian recalled Steve’s fit in front of Mavs, and it all came together. It was too coincidental that he had that event and the next day was acting strangely. In fact, the fit had occurred straight after the bear was mentioned. 
 
    Can we? 
 
    There was a feeling of quiet optimism and the image of a pack of hyenas taking down a wildebeest. 
 
    The interface had not said it precisely, but it was clear that this project needed a team effort. 
 
    “What’s your plan, Steve?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “You hit it with fire but conserve it.” More riddles. Steve was holding something back. 
 
    “Conserve it . . . ?” 
 
    Steve looked at him with a long, cold stare. Eventually, he was the one who broke eye contact. 
 
    “After you have got it burning,” Steve continued casually, “then run. We will intercept it and keep it off you. Jules and Kozzie will focus on the tentacles. I will cut off any chunks that are exposed. Susie focuses on healing.” Steve paused in thought and then looked directly at Adrian. “Your job is to keep it ablaze. During any lulls, you can test out your bow to see if its mind stuff works.” From the way he said it, Steve had no faith in the bow’s ability to trigger. “Otherwise, stay clear. Preserve your magic for flames and only flames.” 
 
    “This still seems like a bad idea.” 
 
    “Everything in this world is bad, but sometimes you have to take the least bad option.” 
 
    Susie rolled her eyes at Steve’s comment. 
 
    “We will probably die.” Adrian said. 
 
    “No!” Steve remained intimidatingly firm. “We can take this thing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Heading into battle was nothing like in the movies. It was not glorious with galloping horses. Their preparation was a long walk followed by an even longer period of slowly sneaking closer. The grass was prickly and slid between the joints of Adrian’s armour and into his skin. The sun glared bright above him with the radiant heat oppressive in the still air. It was such slow progress, and it was infuriating to spend twenty minutes getting into position for a surprise attack. Yet he moved with patient poise, mentally rehearsing the plan. He had created nine Dragon’s Breath potions, and he planned to use three in the initial attack: pull them out, then throw them one by one while engaging his magic to direct the potion. Then a spark. Then run. 
 
    Finally, he was in range. He had rehearsed the movements dozens of times. He knew once he started moving, he would be seen. Three potions out and ready. 
 
    Throw the first. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Throw the second. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    The monster’s head started turning swiftly to face him. An eye stalk fixated directly on him. 
 
    Throw the third potion. 
 
    Another Wind Gust. 
 
    This one was more powerful than the previous two as he was targeting the head, which was farther away. A head that was still swinging to face him. 
 
    The wind gust carried the thrown potions and dumped them across the massive monster. 
 
    Flame Sprout was already prepared and in position. Using six mana for three sparks, the web magic stretched out, ready to squeeze itself into existence. The creature’s purple eyes caught his. Adrian needed to lick his lips, but he was utterly transfixed by the creature’s gaze. This time there was no Ambusher’s Fade to save him. He wanted to run, too petrified to think and too distracted to maintain his spell. 
 
    Flame Sprout triggered now that the fear stopped him from holding it back. 
 
    The sparks bloomed into existence. 
 
    Adrian grinned to himself despite the rampant fear. The plant battle had taught him that bit of deceit. The passive fear effect had almost halted him earlier, so of course he was not suddenly immune. 
 
    The sparks landed on the pooling liquid. The tiniest of flares flicked up from the volatile liquid. The monster, whatever nameless thing it was, did not notice the fire, still thinking it was in control. 
 
    A blazing inferno blossomed at the creature’s head and hindquarters, spreading quickly to the middle portion. Explosive noise and a wave of heat knocked Adrian out of his stupor as he stumbled backwards slightly. 
 
    The creature was glaring at him. The terror returned to Adrian more profoundly than before. Long teeth sprouted from its snout. Purple eyes not yet affected by the surrounding flames focused solely on him. 
 
    It was smart. 
 
    The monster understood that it was Adrian who had lit it on fire. It might not understand the intricacies of alchemy, but it knew what was responsible for the pain. Suffering was visible in its eyes. That and a promise of vengeance. It was going to kill him. The world according to this creature of nightmares had shrunk to a singular imperative: to slay Adrian. To wipe out this bug that somehow hurt him off the face of the earth. 
 
    Run! 
 
    Adrian hurtled back into control of his senses. Prior to launching his attack, he had positioned himself in the shadow of a tiny shrub. Preparation—the ability to think—was the difference between him and most Alpha creatures, but not this one. This one was smart and hunting him. It was bunching its muscles, preparing to leap across the distance that separated them. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian rematerialized in the shade of a nearby tree. There had been some hope that the step would be enough to let him sneak away, but the purple eyes were still focused unerringly on him. It was starting to move towards him and there were no other shadows nearby, so he turned to run. Part of him wondered whether attacking at night might have been better, but Steve had been adamant that other dangers would come into play then. Its eyes following him through Shadow Step told Adrian it had shadow skills of its own. This giant, terrifyingly powerful monster would become even more fearsome. Steve had been adamant that whatever this was had to be taken out in bright sunlight, and he was right. 
 
    Against Adrian’s best intentions, they were fighting now, and there were no convenient shadows for him to cheat with. Only his feet. There was another patch of trees a hundred metres away. It was his best hope. 
 
    Run! 
 
    He wished he had done more track sports as a kid. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    He heard a thud behind him as the bear charged close behind. It was chasing him, but paradoxically, the terror was reducing. The next thump was too close, and Adrian knew he would never make it to the trees. Still running but glancing over his shoulder, he drew his bow. As he spun completely, he brought the tension to full and made the conscious decision to tumble roll as the arrow released. Spinning off-balance and starting to fall, he had just a moment to correct his aim and then the arrow was flying. It glowed with flames and air magic directing it. The monster was only ten metres away. 
 
    He was tumbling away to the side, his only manoeuvre to hopefully avoid its claws. 
 
    The creature was going too fast to correct its momentum for Adrian’s abrupt turn. As it flashed past, one tentacle-snake reached towards him, and he met it with fiery hands. The tentacle recoiled sharply and hurtled past. It was digging its claws into the ground to slow itself. Yet even with its claws almost half a metre into the dirt, the thing was so huge that it slid a full ten metres past him, leaving furrows cut into the earth like a three-pronged plough. 
 
    The fire on its back was burning brightly and radiating heat. Everything around the creature was baking. Time seemed to slow while Adrian gawked at the chaos. It was loud, hot, and windy. A moment's hesitation could kill him as the beast was so fast, large and agile. As it turned toward him, his second arrow shot off, targeting one of the eye stalks. 
 
    The arrow hit perfectly. 
 
    God, he loved memory stones. 
 
    The eye popped, but by the time he had another arrow strung, multiple eye stalks sprouted out from all sides of the embedded shaft. 
 
    Can not even blind it.  
 
    There was no running, but instead the creature hopped towards him, providing blissful shade. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian shifted from beneath the smelly jaws to its hind legs. Tentacles lashed at him, demonstrating keen awareness of the shadow stepping. 
 
    With no choice, he dropped his bow and utilised fiery hands. With his right hand, he grabbed one tentacle that ended in a tiny mouth. A second one shot past his face and narrowly missed him before he grabbed it. He hit a third with a Flame Sprout, but there was nothing to stop the fourth, which lassoed around his leg. The two tentacles he had grabbed burst into flames. The fire roared out of his clenched fists towards their roots on the creature’s sides. The tentacles spasmed in the flames and then melted clean off the beast or, on closer inspection, were rejected by the creature’s main mass. The third tentacle hit by the Flame Sprout took longer to react. It had been subjected to the briefest of touches, and it was not as intense initially as other options, but the smouldering ends rapidly ignited before burning with the same violent reaction of the others. 
 
    Like the other tentacles, the third one fell off before the flames could make their way farther onto the body. Now, Steve's cryptic comment about preserving the flames made sense. If it could shred burning sections so casually, Adrian would need to preserve his magic. 
 
    Where the limbs fell, the smouldering remains dissolved into an oily, black, tar-like substance. There was a strange scent of curry in the air. 
 
    No time to think. His leg was pinned fast, halting both movement and shadow steps. He needed to get the tentacle off. Fire would work, but there was a chance of it backfiring. The flames, after all, travelled in both directions. Letting oneself be burned alive was not a good lifestyle choice. 
 
    The tentacle on his leg yanked him to the ground hard, flat on his bum. Cursing, he dropped the flames from his hands. The monster seemed unwilling to sacrifice any additional tentacles. Instead, it was happy to use the one that was still attached to drag him under one of its massive feet. Adrian snatched his knife and started hacking at the tentacle. It was softer than he had feared, and he made instant progress, but it was not fast enough. 
 
    He needed a distraction. He briefly considered using flames again, but the tentacle had cleverly tangled itself in his legs. It was thinking one step ahead of Adrian. 
 
    The head was peering towards him while the tentacle pulled him forward and under. Where were his allies? 
 
    Diversion. 
 
    Adrian jabbed his dagger hard into the ground to briefly slow momentum so he could fish out another potion and throw it up in the air. On his back, the throw was weak and nowhere near close to the head that he was aiming for, but pumping mana into the Wind Gust corrected that deficiency. The flask flew upwards, mimicking a telekinesis effect. He would have to remember that trick. 
 
    The mana expenditure nearly depleted his magic, but not fully. A spark formed just as the corrosive liquid splashed out, saturating the creature's head. 
 
    Whomp! 
 
    The pressure on his leg suddenly halted as the creature was rocked by the blast. It was howling, and for the first time Adrian felt like his head was free from the pulsating fear. Something about drenching an enemy in flames certainly helped his mental fortitude. 
 
    The tentacle was damaged but still squirming. As Adrian watched, he noticed with horror that his arduous attack had only stalled the thing. The slimy material already was mending itself. Cursing internally, he went back to hacking it. The creature had somehow sent mass down into the tentacle, as it had swelled to be as thick as his own leg. 
 
    Adrian slashed hard to open the wound. 
 
    Pulled himself backwards to keep tension and help the knife slice through uninhibited. Blown if he understood the physics, but getting tension on fabric—or anything, for that matter—that you wanted to cut always sped up the process. It was a common sense and it still applied here. The next cut sliced noticeably deeper. 
 
    The tentacle pulsed, and he was launched forward. The monster was no longer distracted. A massive foot was crashing down towards him. He threw himself backwards out of the way, simultaneously wrenching the tentacle hard enough for it to finally snap. The hoof—or paw?—slammed down next to him with enough force to nearly bounce his body into the air. Inches from Adrian’s face, mini snakes sprouting from the surface of the foot lashed out at him. They were only three or four inches long, and his quick rolling took him easily out of reach. 
 
    Meanwhile, the monster’s claws had to be anchored more than a foot into the ground. Adrian needed to get to safety and drink some mana potions. 
 
    Rolling away. 
 
    Looking up. 
 
    The other back foot. 
 
    No! 
 
    Adrian reversed the roll as the foot came slamming down towards him. It certainly could have been worse, but the claw clipped his lower arm. Then nothing. 
 
    He was rolling away safely and alive, but the damage was serious. 
 
    He stumbled to his feet, automatically clutching his stump to his chest to stop the bleeding. 
 
    Shadow step. 
 
    It probably wasn’t the smartest move, but the bear was somehow no longer focused on him. A foot fell near him, the claw sinking eight inches into what looked like solid rock next to his thigh. 
 
    Luckily, the monster was preoccupied. The tentacle snakes snapped at Adrian, but the slightest, flaming wave of his good hand sent them shrinking away. 
 
    His hand! 
 
    He stumbled away from the monster. 
 
    The beast was roaring and leaping through the air, thankfully away from him. 
 
    The numbness at the end of his arm had been replaced by goddamn awful itchiness. Not that there was time to dwell on that. 
 
    Its entire body, including its head, was wreathed in fierce flames. It surged upward again, and this time the mass of flames on its back took root. The monstrous thing finally had to take its focus off Adrian so it could frantically writhe and jump around in agony. 
 
    It trembled and jumped again, and this time its outer skin layer flopped off the leaping mass. The entire skin of the creature, a full foot thick, was sliding straight off it. A pile of burning sludge was left behind, separated from the diminished monster. The same shape remained, complete with identical yet shrunken eye stalks. It was still giant, but now it was extinguished and pissed. 
 
    Adrian awkwardly chugged a mana potion, one handed, absently tossing the vials aside. The mana potions left a bitter taste in his mouth, a testimony to their bush alchemy origin. The purer methods of the standard craft were easier to stomach. 
 
    By this stage, the creature was over fifty metres away. The discarded flesh was burning in a gigantic pile, and the tentacle around his legs fell away, dissolving into that curry-smelling tar. He liked curry, but smelling it now in the middle of the fight was disturbing. 
 
    The creature was turning to face them. It was smaller, yet still larger than a minibus. 
 
    It did not look pleased. 
 
    Adrian expected it would come at him, so he prepared to dodge. Instead, it jerked around in wild angles, clearly deciding to flee. Smart animals were annoying. As it bounded through the air, there was a flash of flames and it fell back, disorientated. It was one of Susie's magical traps. A couple of tentacles were burning, but the creature rejected them immediately to keep its body safe.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Then Steve was on the other side of the creature, expertly lobbing off tentacles with his sword. His missing allies had emerged. Adrian started running towards the battle. 
 
    "More flames!" Steve screamed. 
 
    The moment he was in range, Adrian used his remaining hand to throw another two flasks at the back end of the creature, the closest target available. A spark of flames followed which fully drained his mana once more. The monster reacted faster to the flames this time. It was clear it had not realised the intensity of the flame the first time. It did not make that mistake again. The monster leaped immediately, and another layer of flesh fell away. His first attack had burnt so deeply that it had taken away over half the mass, and this time it only lost less than a quarter. 
 
    "We have to kill it,'' Steve yelled. "Whatever you do, do not let it run." 
 
    That was easier said than done. The monster was still a giant, standing well over two metres tall and stretching closer to eight from snout to its back legs. 
 
    Jules was on the other side of the beast, pulping the tentacles. She was within range of all of them and showing no regard to personal safety. Tentacles keep slapping her. Their mouths grabbed her, though they did little more than leave bruises. At one point she stumbled when hit by three of them at once. Regardless, the new bruises disappeared within a couple of club swings as her healing kicked in. 
 
    Adrian monitored his mana until he had enough for another potion. He dared not look down at his bleeding stump. 
 
    Steve had better survival instincts and was not acting as a punching bag. Instead, he was standing an extra metre away, dancing with the beast's mouth as it tried to eat him. He utilised his sword to take out the tentacles before they could grab him and reduce his mobility. 
 
    With mana restored sufficiently, Adrian threw two potions, one with Wind Gust and another without. The one without Wind Gust hit the creature and then fell away with less than half the bottle emptied. Nothing he could do about it. The spark hit and there was another explosion of flames. 
 
    The monster was getting smaller as it shrugged off another layer of burning flesh, far more casually now than with the first layer. 
 
    The beast was no longer faster than them. Possibly because its first attempt to flee had ended so poorly, it decided not to attempt to escape again. Now it was a fight to the death. Adrian’s identification was showing him that the overall strength of the creature was suddenly only a couple times stronger than theirs. Its leap had positioned itself away from Steve and towards Jules. Jules was now fighting against the head. A wide club swing discouraged the beast momentarily from taking a bite of her. 
 
    Steve, with long strokes, attacked the creature's bum, slicing off a chunk as large as one of the cows. It did not dissolve immediately and instead started forming into a smaller bear. Steve's reverse swing split it into two, and both halves sizzled away into curry-tar. 
 
    With mana available again, Adrian threw another potion. The beast screamed as it started burning once more. It did its funny leaps while getting hacked by Steve and Jules, and another layer stripped off. 
 
    Another hacking slash from Steve and the beast was the size of one of the cows. It charged into the gap that Kozzie was trying to fill, seeking to escape. 
 
    "Stop it!" Steve screamed. 
 
    Adrian had nothing he could do to help. He had no mana, he was nowhere near shade, and his bow was wherever he had dropped it earlier. If he had mana, then he could Earth Spike;. if he had the bow and both hands, he might be able to hamstring. 
 
    Lots of ifs. 
 
    Unfortunately, he had nothing, so he ran. He pumped his intact arm only, causing an awkward, slightly off-balance sprint. 
 
    The monster targeted the gap to Kozzie's right, accelerating so fast that they could not stop it. Kozzie did not hesitate. He ran hard at the creature with two long daggers in his hands and then rugby-tackled the bear. The stockier tentacles tried to stop him, but Kozzie's momentum was too much. He knocked into the monster with his shoulder, staggering it slightly, and then before it could reorient itself, he plunged his knives deep into both sides of the creature's body. 
 
    Then he hung on. 
 
    The beast still ran while snake-like appendages bit Kozzie, attacking hands and face and the exposed spots between the joints. Kozzie still clung to his buried daggers, blood spraying from every strike. 
 
    Susie was casting healing magic, and Adrian ducked his head down to run harder, still clenching his injured arm to his chest. 
 
    The monster kept running. The writhing tentacles realised that frighteningly bloody, shallow bites would not do the job, so they changed tactics to assault Kozzie's hands. Despite that, he held on, lowering his weight and swinging back and forth to destabilise the charging creature. 
 
    It stumbled, and Kozzie almost fell off from his precarious position. One hand on a dagger and two tightly hooked knees were keeping him on the creature. But as the monster's skin moved in that alien fashion, even that desperate grip failed. Maybe, despite everything, it was going to get away. 
 
    Even as Kozzie fell, Steve threw his sword from his nearby position. It spun in the air and flailed with imprecision, but the hilt hit the beast in the back of the head. 
 
    Between the heavy sword and Kozzie’s weight falling off it, the creature fell at last. It stayed stunned on the ground for a precious two seconds. 
 
    Kozzie was stumbling upwards. His hands—a bloody mess—lacked the dexterity to throw a single knife. For a moment, Adrian thought Kozzie was going to throw his own body against the creature in lieu of a weapon, but instead, he swayed sideways, catching himself before the blood loss would topple him over. Susie saw the scene and rushed towards him with what he recognised as her main ranged heal spell. 
 
    What was left of the creature was starting to stand, but it was too late. 
 
    Jules was yelling and swinging her club, targeting the hind leg closest to her. Steve scooped up his sword and, now level with the creature, Adrian found he had just enough mana for Fiery Hands, and he plunged those down on the creature, burning a satisfyingly large patch of tentacles. 
 
    The flames spread, and it attempted another one of the leaps it used to shake out the fire, but Steve was suddenly blocking it with a large club in his fist. It looked trader-purchased and cheap. In the context of inexpensive weapons, it must have been bought for dozens of energy. It was thicker than Adrian's thigh and longer than his whole body. As the bear tried to leap, the club came down hard on its back, slamming it back into the ground. 
 
    The flames spread farther. 
 
    Jules was smacking the legs on its side. Once more it tried to jump, and Steve’s club came down, this time on its head, driving its face into the dirt. 
 
    The flames were unstoppable, devouring over half the creature’s back. 
 
    Terror erupted from the beast. Steve stumbled away, dropping his club. Adrian felt himself coming to a halt, mentally stunned. 
 
    Jules, with crazy ringing laughter, ignored the fear and kept hitting it. When it tried to leap up to shrug off a layer of flame, her club blows stopped it. The monster howled helplessly. 
 
    The flames were in control. 
 
    Maybe because it was close to death or because the flames were too strong for the monster to sprout more eyeballs to glare at them. For whatever reason, the terror faded. 
 
    "Back up! We have got it." Steve's order was crisp. "Circle in case it tries to escape." 
 
    They stumbled away, except Jules; she kept hitting it. The creature went up in an inferno. It was only twitching occasionally now. They watched the flames while Susie healed Kozzie. 
 
    "Good job," Steve told them, his chest heaving. 
 
    The evil creature burnt loudly while they stood in silence. The blaze would not spread, but behind them, the wind was fanning the flame created by the previously shredded body parts. A nasty grass fire was burning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Susie noticed Adrian looking back in askance at the spreading fire. “I don’t think there are any communities that way.” 
 
    It was also past bush fire season, but who knew how the new physics had changed that equation? 
 
    “Collateral damage does not matter,” Steve told them. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How could you?” 
 
    “That fire could have destroyed a town,” Adrian said into the tense silence. 
 
    “I had a vision,” Steve drawled. A bitter look crossed his face. “You and I know how these things work,” he continued, looking at Adrian. 
 
    Adrian did indeed understand after getting the Champion of Humanity badge, but he was not sure how Steve knew of it or of his suspicions around the whole system. He did not think he had been that obvious. 
 
    And? he asked with a biting tone internally. 
 
    From the interface, there was a shrug, maybe a skill, another shrug, a feeling of “I definitely did not blab about anything that has happened to anyone.” That last one rang as less than authentic. Adrian quickly halted his automatic mental refrain, summarising exactly what he thought. There was no point provoking his interface. 
 
    He winced, concerned too much of his private thoughts had slipped through. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Well, now we know Steve’s interface is a gossip. 
 
    Embarrassment flowed upwards. That would have to be enough. Now they both knew, and the pathway of intelligence was sensitive. 
 
    “But officially, I got an oracle skill,” Steve resumed, oblivious to the thoughts running through Adrian’s head, “labelled Flawed Oracle. The flawed bit is the problem. When it triggers, it has two downsides. The first is that hurts more than anything you can imagine, and the second . . .” He sighed heavily, and they watched the flames from the scattered carcass chunks. “I consented, I guess.” Another shrug. “The ability is the worst choice I ever made.” 
 
    “Katie?” 
 
    Steve looked surprised at Susie. 
 
    “Yes and no. It triggered and saved my life. I never hit the Bird that day; I just had a vision of doing so and the consequence. It was gone by the time I came to. I was never given a chance.” There were tears creeping out, his repressed agony coming forth. “Yes, that failure is my greatest regret.” He looked meaningfully at Adrian. 
 
    What? How much? 
 
    He spluttered internally. Just how much chatting about him had occurred behind his back? There was nothing from the interface. 
 
    “The skill has helped me level since, but whenever it happens”—he nodded towards Susie—“I relive that moment.” Susie’s face fell. “Anyway, I can’t talk about this,” Steve continued more strongly. 
 
    It was unclear whether it was the ability or Katie that he was referring to and Adrian suspected it was both. 
 
    “This I can talk about now that it is dead.” 
 
    Now it was dead. Specific and limited wording, clearly a sign of the flawed oracle skill. Adrian filed that information away. 
 
    Adrian’s mind exploded with information, a background of why they had to do this battle. The knowledge that Steve had got but could not share. 
 
    “We had to kill it,” Adrian told the others. “It was a type of nameless evil by function, not choice. It devours everything and turns worlds into desolate wastelands. It can keep growing and growing. Eventually, when it is large enough, it splits in half to multiply. It has a ferocious appetite, the type that is never satisfied. If it is not stopped early, it takes over the entire world. The longer you leave it, the harder it gets, and when you get multiple ones of these fighting together, each the size of a Boeing 747, you are in trouble.” 
 
    They stood there watching the flames and imagining a bear five times larger than the one they fought, but with equally menacing companions. Adrian’s imagination kept spiralling. Even with an army they might not be beatable; after all, they could weaken an army, then retreat, eat, and attack again. 
 
    Susie vocalised a pressing question on everyone’s minds: “How fast do they grow?” 
 
    “That one would have started at the size of a large dog,” Adrian answered grimly. 
 
    More silence. The fiery carcass crackled violently before the flames died down. There was a hiss, and a chest grew out of the embers. Energy seemed to get sucked towards the chest from all around them, and even the nearby grass fire lost some of its lustre. 
 
    “It was a boss!” Kozzie exclaimed in delight. 
 
    “This was potentially a thousand times worse than the bird.” 
 
    Potentially. That word resonated in Adrian’s mind. It meant in the future, despite the threat, the loot was probably not going to be as extraordinary as what he got from the Bird. 
 
    “Who gets to open?” Kozzie inquired. 
 
    “Why don’t you do it?” Adrian quickly suggested. 
 
    After all, Kozzie had been brave in the fight and got injured severely. For the first time, Adrian looked down at his throbbing forearm. The hand was shorn right off, an ugly scab covering the wound. As he reached out and ran a finger down towards the edge, the dried blood flaked away, showing smooth, pink skin underneath. 
 
    Vomit spewed out of him from the sight and the delayed realisation. Everyone was suddenly staring at his injury. Self-consciously, he tried to hide the disfigured appendage. 
 
    “Adrian! What happened?” Kozzie cried. 
 
    Adrian’s adrenaline finally depleted, and he collapsed backward onto the yellow grass. It was surprisingly soft. He gagged again as the emotions swamped him. 
 
    It was really gone! 
 
    At the time, he had known but had not processed the fact fully. He pushed it all out of his thoughts in order to fight. Convincing himself that it was an illusion or just damaged, able to be sewn back on or eventually regenerated with medicine. But the smooth, pink skin told him it was gone forever. 
 
    A healer eventually could fix it. The troll regeneration? 
 
    Everyone was crowding in towards him, trying to comfort him with their presence. He just wanted space. 
 
    The interface clicked open. 
 
    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.) 
 
   
 
    1200 seconds? What was that, twenty minutes? And it would be done. Relief and sadness for Susie flashed through him. His handicap would be far from permanent, and he had felt such panic. 
 
    “I am okay. Troll regeneration,” he reminded them. 
 
    “If it works,” Jules quipped cheerfully. Kozzie openly elbowed her. 
 
    “It will,” Susie assured him. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Jules agreed. “It is amazing.” 
 
    Adrian dug out some roast lizard and starting eating, his tastebuds still stinging from the vomit. He would have happily choked down much worse in order to heal. At least it was not curry. 
 
    “Loot,” Kozzie announced with only somewhat feigned excitement. Everyone’s eyes shifted once more to the chest. 
 
    “Need before greed,” Adrian instructed tiredly. 
 
    “I don’t deserve anything. I barely did anything,” Susie mumbled. 
 
    “Rubbish,” Kozzie retorted, making a point of wiping some blood off his now-healed face. “I saw you heal Steve multiple times, not to mention me.” 
 
    “Good policy,” Adrian told him. “Always support the mother-in-law.” 
 
    “Hey!” Jules exclaimed, punching Adrian not-so-lightly in the shoulder, causing him to stumble. Jules had been stashing most of her attribute points into Strength; she was significantly stronger than most males pre-Armageddon, and she still had some adjusting to do. 
 
    Adrian rubbed his shoulder while gesturing for Susie to open the chest that had emerged. It had shiny wood, metal banding, and the dimensions of a coffee table. 
 
    She approached the trunk like it was a wild animal that was about to bolt. 
 
    “It is not going to bite,” Kozzie assured hastily. “Unless it is a mimic.” 
 
    Susie stopped dead in front of the object. “A mimic?” Her eyes stayed locked on the chest and she took a small step back. 
 
    “Umm, monster that pretends to be a chest. When you open it, the chest will bite off your hand. Just a fantasy thing, not real at all,” he explained hurriedly. 
 
    Susie took another two steps back. 
 
    “Fantasy world,” Adrian drew the words out slowly. “So, like this world,” he continued flippantly, totally ignoring Kozzie’s imploring look. 
 
    “Not helpful,” Kozzie said sternly. 
 
    “For goodness’s sakes.” Grabbing his spear, Adrian strode forward and hit the base of the chest one-handed as hard as he could. A small chip went flying as the wood splintered. 
 
    “See? No such thing as the mimic,” Kozzie proclaimed without too much confidence. 
 
    His identification had given him that information the moment it had emerged. After all, he was in the habit of using his identification and Magic Focus skills on everything. 
 
    Advanced loot chest 
 
    Contains a variety of objects tailored for the group that defeated the Xenocidical Robusticanous. 
 
    Despite what Steve had said in the wider system, that monster was not nameless. 
 
    Susie still would not approach it. 
 
    “It is an advanced loot chest,” Adrian assured her. “Use your identification.” 
 
    Everyone but Steve looked a bit sheepish as their eyes went slightly unfocused to examine the chest. Steve just stood there with his sword held in front of him, a couple of inches sunk into the dirt and the hilt at eye level. His expression remained stoic even through the whole mimic conversation, doing nothing to reassure Susie or the others when he was fully aware that the chest was not a mimic. 
 
    Susie opened it easily, though she half-jumped back as if expecting a long tongue and teeth. Her slight look of apprehension quickly turned into delight. 
 
    “Mimics exist,” Steve suddenly said. “Never open a chest without using identification first.” 
 
    He went straight over to see what was in the chest, and everyone including Adrian followed. The stump was itching. Was that promising? It would regrow. It had to. Just a matter of time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Despite his hand, or because of it—sometimes it was hard to tell—he felt a bit giddy. Ogling at the chest, he dreamed of finding a Master Stone inside, potentially one a little more useful than the one he already had. Weapon upgrades for everyone would also be nice. 
 
    The moment he looked inside, it became clear that the size of the chest was misleading. There were no weapons or armour in the chest. In fact, the large chest was almost conspicuously empty. Instead of bulky items filling the space, a soft, dark velvet covered the bottom, cushioning rings, necklaces, and some books. Hope and disappointment warred within him. It could be perfect, or it could be worth nothing. If the books were expert or above, or if the rings were legendary quality, then he would be ecstatic. 
 
    “Don’t touch anything,” Kozzie warned, “in case something soul-binds and we end up with the wrong things.” 
 
    They all looked in the chest. Adrian rapidly used his identification to analyse the prizes. 
 
    
    	        Ring of Brawn. (0.5 to Strength) 
 
    	        Ring of Brawn. (0.4 to Strength) 
 
    	        Ring of Health. (0.2 to Vitality) 
 
    	        Ring of Health. (0.2 to Vitality) 
 
    	        Ring of Poison. (Can automatically coat weapons with poisons which you have previously used) 
 
    	        Amulet of Healing. (Healing spells 30% more effective) 
 
    	        Ring of Identification, Rank 5 
 
    	        Ring of Mana. (Holds 50 units of Mana) 
 
    	        Pathway book of Telekinesis. (Advanced) 
 
    	        Pathway book of Fireworks. (Advanced) 
 
    	        Memory Stone of Regional Knowledge. 
 
   
 
    They were a team, and it was easy to work out who benefited the most from the various objects. Adrian got the Ring of Mana. Kozzie got the poison ring, telekinesis book, and regional knowledge. Adrian and Steve already had the knowledge, and Kozzie often took the role of scout. Susie picked up the healing and identification rings while the brawn and health were both distributed to the frontline melee fighters, with Jules getting the stronger brawn ring in exchange for Steve getting the book. And just like that, the loot was completely distributed. 
 
    The system seemed to cheat every time it could, so this did not surprise him in the least. Not that he was going to complain about getting tailored prizes as opposed to random—at least there were no surprises this way. As they collected the objects, Adrian thought about the contents. For almost dying, it was a poor return. It might have been worth fifteen thousand energy in total, which felt cheap. 
 
    “Anything from the actual monster?” 
 
    Steve shook his head. But they searched anyway. There was, of course, nothing there. The energy from the cores had gone into the chest’s creation, as they could have guessed from how the energy whooshed towards the emerging chest. Converting the cores into a more useful format was still a plus, so none of them complained. 
 
    Meanwhile, Adrian’s arm, still itching ferociously, had already regenerated the wrist. Miraculously, the troll regeneration was going to work. Susie caught his stunned glance. His throat went dry at the look of longing that briefly stole over her eyes. 
 
    “We can find some more.” 
 
    “No,” Susie declared. “After seeing what you and Jules did, I am out.” 
 
    Steve, on the other hand, looked interested. “I did not think it was worth it, but maybe it is. I might buy the pathway of troll aspect next.” 
 
    “The Agility,” Adrian reminded him. 
 
    Steve waved a hand to dismiss the concern. “It just means I pump up Agility next level up.” 
 
    “You should get it too,” Jules suggested, nudging Kozzie in the shoulder. 
 
    The kid blanched. 
 
    “I will definitely consider it.” 
 
    Liar. 
 
    Jules just smiled like she believed that shit. 
 
    Adrian excused himself from the group to look for his bow amidst the smouldering field and brush. Luckily, it hadn’t fallen too far away, but his crew had already meandered to a very small dam at the edge of the pasture. They were standing around it, deep in discussion. Electricity crackled in the water, as one of Susie’s traps were manually triggered, but no critters stirred. 
 
    “I am pretty sure it is empty,” Susie muttered. “Plus, it looks shallow.” 
 
    Regional knowledge blazed warnings in Adrian’s peripheral vision. “You guys are not serious, are you?” 
 
    “Let’s try it one at a time then,” Susie continued. “I am pretty sure it is safe.” 
 
    Adrian wanted to argue, but the dam looked tempting. Everyone was stinking in their armour under a layer of sweat, blood, and dark, greasy goop from the monster. 
 
    “Who is first?” Jules asked. 
 
    Everyone looked at her, not sure if she was joking or not. She grinned at them and started stripping off her gear. “Men, eyes elsewhere!” 
 
    “But—” Adrian started to object. How could they protect her if they were not paying attention? 
 
    “Just no ogling,” Jules pleaded. “You two,” she continued, pointing at Adrian and Steve. “Kozzie”—she winked at him—“can do what he wants.” 
 
    The leather leggings came off. Jules did not strip completely, keeping both underwear and the T-shirt under the armour on. Then she cautiously stepped into the shallow side of the dam using Adrian’s spear to test the depth. Satisfied, she took another step. 
 
    “Squishy,” she complained, taking another step and sinking down to her knees. 
 
    The spear was out probing again. Unconcerned, she stuck the spear into the mud within easy reach, squatted, and carefully scrubbed her arms and face. The black, oily remains of the monster seeped off her. 
 
    “All safe,” she declared even as she carefully backed out with the spear held threateningly in front of her. 
 
    Kozzie went next, then Susie. Steve looked down at himself and then shook his head. While Adrian was splattered with the foul black goo, smears of his own blood, and clumps of the cow pat he had rolled in, Steve was impressively clean. With a shrug, Steve leant down, cupped his hands to get a little bit of water and rinsed a speck of gunk off his leather leg armour before stepping away. 
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    With a thought, his ambusher’s set disappeared, leaving him clad in comfortable fresh clothes. 
 
    “I might wait.” He shuddered a little, looking at the untrustworthy dam. Water creeped him out. Lakes and waterways thundered through his mind, and he suspected Steve had similar concerns. “This will do for now, and I will wash in town.” 
 
    “Your armour,” Susie called out. She had been using her leatherworking skills to ‘fix’ the armour, exploiting a glitch that let the magic method clean it first. 
 
    “Self-cleaning,” he reminded her cheerfully, knowing full well that if he unveiled it, the armour would already be spotless. 
 
    They left, somewhat cleaner, though Adrian squinted back at the dam over one shoulder until it was out of sight. Almost a hundred metres away, when they reached a clump of trees, he glanced back. A single, menacing eye stalk watched them from the centre of the dam. It was yellow with a green eye. A couple of options presented themselves—and nothing too dangerous—but it could have been anything. 
 
    He shivered and then kept walking. Next time, he would alert them, but for now he would not destroy their innocence. The dam, tiny as it was, was still too big. There were just too many opportunities for something nasty to have come through in the transition event. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    It was lunchtime, a late lunchtime, but no one complained. They pulled out hunks of meat and legumes and settled down to eat and explore the knowledge they had been gifted. Adrian and Susie kept watch nonetheless. This ‘Xenocidical’ thing had either destroyed the other predators in the area or drove them away, so their vigilance was more perfunctory than urgent. 
 
    “Do we start on the insects?” Susie asked into the symphony of chewing. 
 
    “Scout and test their strength,” Kozzie declared. “Then sleep in town tonight and finish the insects tomorrow.” 
 
    We should try to defeat them all today, Adrian wanted to say, but bit his tongue. Doing too much could be counterproductive, and they had just killed a boss. 
 
    They hurried. Just another day in monster paradise. If he had been playing a computer game, he would have considered their group to be high-levelled characters cruising through an area filled with monsters that they had collectively out-levelled. Everything was too weak. Not weak enough to ignore fully because there still only five of them. However, each individual enemy was an easy fight. Their journey together was just a turbulent stroll, with their progress frequently interrupted by ever-so-brief battles. 
 
    They stood in a clump of trees staring out south along the road and the surrounding fields. 
 
    Terrifying Scoropid Worker 
 
    Terrifying Scoropid’s are the nastier version of the standard scoropid. These are hive insects that communicate via sound boosted by air magic. A typical hive can have up to 1,000 all-purpose worker insects, a couple dozen Elite guards, and the Queen. The insects are agile in three dimensions. The primary mode of attack for their workers are their stingers, which can penetrate steel and deliver a deadly poison. Elite guards supplement their stinger with power air magic strikes, and the Queen has the choice of various paths of development, making each one unique. 
 
    The worker that he was looking at was not much of a threat by itself. The size of a football, it was weak from a Vitality perspective, yet surprisingly evasive and wielding a nasty sting. The problem was that a single insect could send a call that would summon every Scoropid within a couple hundred metres to swarm them. 
 
    “They are nasty,” Kozzie proclaimed, happy to share his new regional knowledge. 
 
    “Thin the hive today,” Adrian suggested, “and then we can go after the Queen tomorrow.” 
 
    “Any hints?” 
 
    “Hit them bubs and don’t get stung.” 
 
    Kozzie looked at Jules, who stuck out her tongue at him. “I—” Then he wisely shut up. 
 
    They fell into their standard fighting formations, taking care to move forward so that everyone was a couple of metres clear of the under bush. 
 
    The bug they were targeting was alone at a nearby tree. 
 
    “On three.” 
 
    They braced. 
 
    “One . . . two . . . three!” 
 
    Both Adrian and Susie fired together. Given the other insects were only thirty metres away, Adrian did not bother with any magic. Both arrows hit, and the bug fell without uttering the summoning call. They waited nervously for the swarm of nearby insects, watching the nearest ones carefully. Oblivious, the creatures continued gathering food. Some stripped bark, leaves, and fruits while others displayed their agility while hunting small animals. 
 
    “Next,” Kozzie ordered. 
 
    Susie pointed at the next closest insect. This one appeared to be digging into a tree to extract sap. They aimed at the insect and Adrian recited a quick countdown. 
 
    Same results. In short order, five insects died soundlessly. The problem was that there could be a thousand of them, which would require far more supplies than they had. They steadily crept forward so the first carcass was close enough for more examination. It was a nasty-looking creature: spider eyes, eight legs, two wasp wings, and a stinger like a scorpion tail. The stinger was twice as long as the actual insect. It was intimidating to say the least. 
 
    “Loot later,” Steve said dryly when Kozzie took a step towards the other four corpses. 
 
    They fired again. Each of them targeted different creatures, and the eighth and ninth went down silently. 
 
    “This is like a horror movie,” Jules noted anxiously. “You know something terrible is about to happen, but the moment keeps dragging on and on.” 
 
    Two more twangs. Two more silent kills. No summoning calls. The insects were like the imps. They should have responded to the noise of the bows but continued with their routine, lacking the curiosity to respond. 
 
    “We don’t have enough arrows to kill all of them,” Susie reminded everyone. 
 
    Twelfth and thirteenth went down. 
 
    They moved forward another five metres, settling at least forty metres from the trees. 
 
    Fourteenth and fifteenth went down. The fourteenth fell with a slight thrum of noise. They tensed up, ready for a swarm of insects. The surrounding animals kept going about their business. Seconds passed and then it was clear that none of them had heard. Kozzie exhaled explosively. 
 
    “Quiet!” Adrian snapped. 
 
    Kozzie ignored him and held up a hand for them to stop and retreat. They followed until they were nearly back at the tree. “We were getting too deep into their territory. We need to curve around the side.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    They retreated fully back to the trees instead of going further out into the fields. They hugged the tree line, elegantly striking down individual insects at the edge of their territory along the way. 
 
    More routine! 
 
    Grab another arrow, pick a scoropid, aim the bow, activate a little air magic to direct it. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Dead! 
 
    Susie was firing just as quickly as Adrian was. 
 
    As he worked, he focused on learning more about the scoropids. Tease out bits of information. They had air magic that they used to fly. The tiny flashes of it were hard to follow but helped their movement. Questions swirled. Was it windy levitation or flight? Would their combine with his Wind Gust to form blades that could cut and dice from a distance? In his head, the possibilities were endless. Then there was always the chance that he could both gain extra knowledge and find an easier way to defeat them. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Next one. 
 
    They used their magic constantly when flying. A scoropid to the left suddenly shot straight up, air magic propelling it. The power worked on both sides of the body like it was pulling and pushing the insect simultaneously through the air. He had expected the push like a jet engine, but the pull surprised him. 
 
    Fascinating. 
 
    Adrian wondered how long it would take for him to master that ability, or whether their flight magic was restricted to animals with their anatomy. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Oh no! 
 
    His target was already leaping off the tree log as he fired. The air magic had his arrow bending upwards in opposition to gravity. 
 
    Please miss. 
 
    It struck off-centre, sending the scoropid spinning. Maybe it would be enough? 
 
    The entire team heard the hum from the insect. It was loud, and Adrian could see the magic amplifying it, carrying the noise for hundreds of metres. 
 
    This was the moment they had been dreading, the pause when the musical score reached a crescendo before trailing into excruciating silence. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Adrian blurted out. 
 
    The alerted insects differentiated themselves from the imps immediately. Their response was advanced. There was none of the stupid, predictable imp movements. Instead, they switched into erratic, stuttering jerks. Forward, up, sideways but heading toward the call at them. If he had more time, it would have been a bonanza for his Magic Focus. Their use of air magic went up an order of magnitude. There was no time for anything. 
 
    Thawk! Thainnk! 
 
    Susie’s arrows were higher pitched than his. 
 
    Thawk, thawk, thainnk, thawk, thainnk. 
 
    An absolute barrel of arrows showered the insects, but the swarm had an answer for that. They were propelling air magic in front of them to deflect incoming arrows, and only Adrian’s magic-enhanced ones were getting through. Even those only brought a scoropid down every other time. 
 
    He needed those cores. 
 
    “No traps!” Susie yelled in a panic. They had stopped placing traps around ten kills ago. 
 
    “Mind on the job,” Kozzie snapped. 
 
    Countless bugs were charging them. 
 
    Adrian kept firing until the first insect was upon Jules. Then, he abandoned his bow for his spear, which he held one-handed, leaving the other, newly regenerated hand free to cast magic. 
 
    Jules was screaming joyfully as she deliberately cut herself in order to take full advantage of her skills. She was crazy. She charged the insects, swinging her club viciously through the air. The counterstrike was effective. Everything the club touched stayed down. Despite the dozens of bugs, she crushed, stingers were getting through. Bloody patches covered her, but her healing kept slugging away and she kept going. Somehow, she laughed through it all. 
 
    Adrian used his self-buff magic to improve his Strength. He figured that the massive percentage boost would let him wield the spear like a bamboo shaft and when it hit, it would slam with an immensely damaging force. A single insect got past the three in front, and he ungracefully battered it out of the air. They were delicate little things, and it was pulverised. 
 
    Seeing an opportunity, he channelled a Flame Sprout. Ten insects had clumped near Jules and his summoned flames exploded in their midst, sending flaming bugs flying. 
 
    Steve struggled to fight with his giant sword. The blade was too big and too slow to keep up with the quick, diving insects. Multiple times, Kozzie’s well-placed dagger saved Steve as they darted through the inefficient defence. 
 
    Kozzie battled behind Adrian and Jules with deft knife throws, taking out an insect every second. It was impressive. One exploited Kozzie’s blind spot and zipped past his slashing knives poised to sting, but Adrian slid into range with a quick Flame Sprout to turn it into charcoal. 
 
    Flame Sprout rocked. 
 
    The little monsters were moving so freely that the slight delay of the fireball would have made him miss, but with Flame Sprout, he was able to direct the fire down right on top of the insect. 
 
    Despite the scoropids’ evenly spread formation prior to the summoning call, they somehow came cascading in organized waves of attacks. Maybe it was because they clumped together to attack as a group, but for whatever the reason, the fight was ebbing and flowing. Looking around, Adrian estimated two hundred insects swarming them. Though with their speed, it was almost ridiculous to try to count them. 
 
    If not for Jules, they would be overwhelmed. She was yelling and swinging her club. The vast majority of the monsters targeted her as a result. They would focus on her and then, while fighting, move out to avoid the club and inadvertently clump together. It was only then that Adrian would use his magic, dosing a batch of the insects in hot plasma. 
 
    Jules was getting stung so much that Susie was constantly healing her. 
 
    Adrian couldn’t see the exact health of his teammates outside of watching the inherent healing ebb and flow. Things were happening so quickly that there was no time for him to check, but from Susie’s desperate motions and the continual flow of healing energy, Jules was starting to struggle. 
 
    Jules cackled. 
 
    Her mad battlefield laughter rang out. 
 
    Imagine if we were fighting humans. What would they think? 
 
    Adrian shivered at the thought, imagining if he was battling a group with a Jules-like figure. The slight girl laughing while swinging her club around. Smiling as she wounded and crushed people as hard as a man three times her size. It would be disconcerting at best. At worst . . . Adrian could easily imagine brave warriors throwing down their weapons and running. 
 
    By contrast, Steve started yelping like a puppy whose tail got caught in the door. He clutched his shoulder and his humongous sword dropped to the ground, forgotten. Still howling, he fell over the insect that stung him, which Kozzie had promptly destroyed with a quick underarm knife throw. Susie immediately switched targets, sending energy at Steve while simultaneously running forward to allow her more efficient contact spells to be used. 
 
    Jules's manic movements started slowing down the instant Susie’s magic was redirected. Adrian used up his remaining mana to burn everything around Jules, hoping that it would be enough. 
 
    It was not. 
 
    His mana bottomed. 
 
    Over fifteen insects were still in the fight. A sea of dead, mangled scoropids surrounded Jules. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    She was not swinging as energetically as before. She looked drunk on her feet, stumbling and slow, but she swung lethargically at an insect zipping past. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    His bow and arrow were back out again. No magic. Just brawn. 
 
    Jules missed her target by miles. Adrian did not. 
 
    A different one dodged in and stung her. She fell to her knees with her club falling from her fingers. Her distraction bought time. Kozzie had killed four on his own. 
 
    Eight left. Two of them lunged towards Jules, both hitting opposite shoulders. Jules collapsed forward onto her face, making no effort to protect herself. Her troll healing failed visibly. The poisons were running rampant inside her. Dead, maybe. 
 
    No. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He was so close that it did not matter when they tried to use magic—his arrow still hit. One down from the arrow, plus two more nearby, thanks to Kozzie’s knives. Apparently, he was comfortable with dual throwing. The insects were turning to attack the rest of them. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Another three hit the ground. Only two left. 
 
    Jules. 
 
    No movement, even with his Magic Focus. He wanted to scream, but that simply wasn’t done while hunting. 
 
    Please survive. 
 
    Barring some terrible luck, Kozzie, Susie, and Adrian should live. Jules’s and Steve’s lives depended on the convoluted rules of the system. The troll regeneration or at least aspect should have saved Jules, and hopefully Susie’s efforts would be enough for Steve. If they were not, then the blame was on Adrian. There was no one to hide behind. It would happen because of his failed leadership and worse, as far as he was concerned, because of his mistake. 
 
    Still no movement in Jules, not even a flutter of magic. She needed to be okay. 
 
    There was a sense of quiet optimism. 
 
    Did the interface know better? Maybe he would find out soon. 
 
    Susie was desperately working on Steve, and colour was returning to his cheeks. She had seen her daughter fall and tears poured down her face. Adrian wanted to remind her about the troll aspect. But he did not know if it had worked as advertised. Susie had trusted the aspect as she had focused on saving Steve rather than her daughter. If the sales pitch was wrong, she would not survive. 
 
    Comfort floating up around him from the interface. A promise that it was all going to be okay. 
 
    No. 
 
    Adrian rejected it. The confidence of the interface felt brittle, it was more hope than knowledge. Time would tell and he would not let himself be comforted falsely. 
 
    There was a tacit feeling of agreement from the interface. It did not. 
 
    Were they both going to die? Was Jules already dead? There was no life in the vision. 
 
    Focusing through wet eyes, there were still two scoropids left to kill. 
 
    He raised his bow. While he could have waited for Kozzie to deal with the last two scoropids, he was too angry. Plus, it was safer to take them out sooner. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He aimed for the insect diving at Susie. He had four mana, and he used it to pump earth magic into the arrow. The familiar head pain of depleting his mana hit him, and he welcomed its dark touch. 
 
    The arrow hit the target, impaling the insect, and sending it flying backwards, caught on the shaft that slammed into a tree trunk twenty metres away. 
 
    Kozzie had already taken out the last insect by the time he looked back. It fell and made a large humming noise. The tension ratcheted up, and they waited for the moment when the magic call would release to another swarm. The insect died before the magic kicked in. 
 
    They were safe for now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Kozzie started running towards Jules. 
 
    Adrian panicked. If the aspect worked, she would be on one hit point. Merely hugging her too hard might kill her. 
 
    “KOZZIE, STOP!” 
 
    Kozzie froze and looked at him. 
 
    “One health point. Be careful.” 
 
    Recognition flooded his face before he dropped down beside her, being cautious not to touch. His head dipping to her cheek. Checking for breathing without risking contact. 
 
    “She’s okay,” he called out with relief in his voice. 
 
    “Does anyone have any cure poisons?” Susie asked him desperately. She looked haggard after casting so vigorously for so long. 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    Adrian dashed towards Steve while cursing himself. Of course, cure potions would help. He should already have made Steve drink one. There were four potions ready in his hands by the time he reached Steve. He poured each one down Steve’s throat, not knowing which one might save him, and followed them all with a healing potion. 
 
    It might have been time, it might have been one of the potions, and might have just been Steve’s own healing, but suddenly colour flooded his face. 
 
    There was not a single monster within one hundred metres of them. “No more today,” Kozzie declared from where he hovered over Jules. “I am done.” 
 
    His eyes were fixated on his girlfriend, who finally showed signs of life through his Magic Focus. 
 
    It was a disaster. Not by measured consequences, but by just how close they cut it. Adrian collapsed to the ground, his legs too weak to hold himself upright. Jules and Steve were both knocked out of the fight. If there had been more scoropids . . . Adrian wanted to rock back and forth in a foetal position in solitude. Instead, he let himself flop onto his back on the ground, facing the sun. 
 
    Mocking blue sky above. 
 
    He was not hurt, so why was he flattened on the ground like he was? And why was he lying there relying on Susie and Kozzie to stop animals sneaking up on them? He needed to be better. He forced himself up. The familiar feeling of the world about to collapse. Pushed it down. Everyone had post-traumatic stress these days, and there were things to do. If Steve and Jules could manage, certainly so could Adrian. 
 
    Both Jules and Steve were standing up now. Steve still looked a little pale while Jules was miraculously back to robust health. Susie was clearly spent, and the way Kozzie was hovering over Jules told him that they were all done for the day and so was he. There would be no more fighting. 
 
    “You four go back. I will loot,” Adrian told them. 
 
    “We should wait,” Kozzie argued. 
 
    “No, I am good.” 
 
    They nodded and turned away from each other. Adrian sat back on his haunches and watched his crewmates go while he mechanically looted the scoropids. Poison sack, stingers, and their tiny cores were all valuable, especially the cores. He started stripping them. 
 
    Adrian watched the companions depart. 
 
    They were really leaving him. 
 
    What did that mean? 
 
    The world sucked, and he was taking too many risks and liberties. Now that they were in a group, it was not just him who was always almost dying. It was all of them, and he needed to live to see his kids. His friends’ lives were not disposable. 
 
    Strength was survival. Getting stronger was survival, and the strong were supposed to protect the weak. They had done that by taking out the tentacle bear, and they were doing that by killing these scoropids. Superficially, it was a successful day—no maiming, no deaths, and plenty of progress. Yet it tasted like ashes. They had almost all perished. 
 
    He finished harvesting and stood up, ready to go. A single scoropid was buzzing, oblivious to the recent carnage just forty metres away. He fired a single arrow. Five units of air, five units of earth magic. A massive overkill. He made sure that he did not set off another swarm though he suspected his shadow steps could outrun them anyway. 
 
    The arrow exploded straight through it. 
 
    He turned to head back to camp, not even bothering to see if there was anything left to loot. 
 
    After checking with the team, he would use the cores to upgrade his magic. Hopefully something powerful would be available, but it was air, so he doubted it. While walking into town, he remembered the bag the plant had given him yesterday. 
 
    Had it only been twenty-four hours? In that time, they had started healing a town and eliminated two of the three big threats. It was a lot of progress in a short period. Too many things to do and not enough competent people to do it. How he wished for the days when he could go to a mate’s place for a barbie and just chat with them while drinking beer and watching the kids play. 
 
    With a sigh, he retrieved the bag from the plant having half expected it to have self-destructed. 
 
    It came out unchanged. It was as plain as previously, the same weight as yesterday, but when he examined it, he saw the spell was gone. The dersbrawk had survived. There was equal parts joy at receiving loot and fear that he had made a mistake by letting it live. 
 
    It promised. 
 
    The promise was just that: pointless without enforcement. No. What he hung his hat on was a different question—how much difficulty could a plant cause? It is not like it could get up and walk to Wagga. It was trapped in the one spot. Ultimately, humans with the power of movement could just avoid the area. 
 
    Problem solved. 
 
    Anyway, there was no point litigating the choice. He had made the decision and now it was done. Good or bad, there was no way to reverse it. 
 
    The interface agreed with him, sharing a warm glow. It was subtle, but the encounter had changed the interface and chipped away at its toxic exterior. Something had altered it during that experience. Part of Adrian in the deepest chasm of his soul debated whether the plant had yielded in fear and hated him for it or whether his confident negotiating had created respect. He secretly hoped it was respect but suspected it was the first. There was nothing special about humans. Who knew how many thousands of species the interface had helped to guide, and what was the chance that he would be the best of them and worthy of the plants respect? Or even in the top ten? 
 
    He shook his head sadly. His friends had almost died. Tears formed in his eyes. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    Why, after all this time, did he still take things for granted? Why fight like they had? Was he a terrible leader? Brush the water away. It was another sign of his weaknesses. No matter what he tried, it came back to his inadequacy. By sheer luck he had achieved something great in Wagga. There he had been a hero. Today to his own friends a menace. 
 
    He had been gifted with an interface that bent the rules to give him the world, and he had fumbled when it mattered, and that family had died. Condemned by his slowness and now his stupidity had almost cost Steve his life. Actually, all their lives were on the line. There was no ignoring in the harsh lights of honesty that another ten scoropids at the end would have overwhelmed them. 
 
    Steve, a broken man, shattered by the days following the Alpha event. Katie! He knew nothing about her, but the memories of her were reflected in Steve’s actions. Steve, a man who held the values that Adrian should have had. If Steve had been there instead of him, Jamie would still be alive. 
 
    Steve, who all but died today because of his failure. 
 
    Adrian almost threw the potentially precious leather sack away. Prudence won out; they could not afford to lose the loot. He hit himself as an alternative. 
 
    It did not hurt enough. 
 
    With healing, he could just use the dagger. Playing with the edge, he could not bring himself to plunge it anywhere out of self-loathing. It was a grim sort of goal, sure. 
 
    Reluctantly, he slipped the knife back into its sheath. 
 
    Today they had almost died and, as usual, he had just walked away untouched. The blessed and once again, his friends had nearly lost everything because of his mistake. 
 
    No! 
 
    The interface agreed with the no. It did not think he was stupidly lucky. It thought he was doing a good job. 
 
    The self-recriminations were misplaced. He continued his reasoning, ignoring the interface. He had tried to save them. Hell, he had almost died doing so. Jamie and Lisa, the kids and Janet, the mum, the dad whose name he never learned. He had fought the octopod and been left bloody and beaten as a result. Then the Bird! He partially challenged it to wash away the shame of that hesitation. That showed he was worthwhile and not just the man lucky enough to get an interface capable of creating a hero. If the Bird meant nothing, then the possums had to matter. He had eliminated that threat when he could have walked away with no one the wiser. Like with the Bird, he had not expected to survive. Didn’t that make him a hero? Even if flawed. 
 
    He flicked away some more water. This was ridiculous. 
 
    Rupa had said, “You were a hero today and tomorrow someone else will be.” Why on Earth could he not accept that a moment of weakness did not define his life? 
 
    There was sympathy radiating from the interface. 
 
    Maybe the dersbrawk had given it brain damage. 
 
    An image of a man. He was old with a crooked spine. A little kid was laughing at the old man and had not noticed the bamboo stick clutched behind the man’s back. If he looked closely, he could see the evidence of a partly burned paper bag filled with poop. The stalk of bamboo flashed. He let it, refusing to flinch. The bamboo stick hit, and Adrian physically felt the stinging pain in real life. 
 
    Laughter. The interface was still there. Still a prick. 
 
    An image of a man. He was old with a crooked spine. 
 
    Tearing himself out, smiling. As much as a bit of external pain might distract from the internal ache of guilt, it was not productive. He also did not want to let the interface think it won. 
 
    It was simple: he had failed Lisa and Jamie. It was something that he would carry with him forever, yet maybe a hug from Emily would help him get over it. God, he missed her. Only five weeks had passed, but it felt like years. 
 
    More water running down the face. 
 
    This was stupid. All that he controlled was his future action. Dwelling on the past achieved nothing but misery. 
 
    The knot released easily on the leather bag, and it fell open before him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    It was like opening a Kris Kringle Christmas present from his mega-rich uncle. It could be amazingly luxurious and thoughtful, like a gaming computer as thin as an exercise book, or it could be just a stupid exercise book depending upon the uncle’s mood. That was a terrible memory; it had been a book on gardening. Michael had been so proud of the thoughtful gift, too. Gardening? Who would have . . . ? 
 
    His fingers grazed a vial. Curiously, he pulled it out. 
 
    Mind Boost Potion 
 
    This potion will increase the Mind attribute by between 7 and 13 under the standard interface measuring system. 
 
    May not be sold to a trader. 
 
    His only thought was that the Mind attribute was not a real thing. Strength, Vitality, Intelligence, mana, and mana control, but no Mind attribute. Was this some sort of joke? 
 
    The interface flickered, and he clicked through, wondering what was happening. 
 
    You have discovered a potion or item that enhanced hidden attributes. These are attributes that everyone possesses, but their value is not displayed in your interface until you have utilised a booster potion or learned a skill that materially depends on the hidden attribute. 
 
    Various divinity techniques can estimate these values outside the system. 
 
    Most hidden attributes have an average starting value between zero and five. 
 
    So, the plant had given him an amazing attribute potion that, if he ever got the right skill, would be exceptional. Otherwise, it would be junk. Was this the start of a theme or just a stand-alone joke? The last bit of the description had not gone unnoticed. If it was useless to the five of them and impossible to pawn off. Then genuine garbage. Was the plant laughing at them? Enjoying a thigh-slapping joke about having given them exactly what it promised, something worth more than its corpse and the unicorn, but that was ultimately trash? 
 
    Thoughts? 
 
    He intended the question to be about the overall pouch and not the item. 
 
    Curious and optimistic. The interface approved of the mind potion and hoped that the rest would be as impressive. 
 
    That made him reconsider his position. Maybe the potion was not as bad as he had originally feared. 
 
    The potion disappeared into his bag of holding, and his fingers dipped back into the pouch. What would be next? He traced the objects eagerly: one was definitely a book, judging from the shape and cover. Deeper down, he felt a small, smooth item. Maybe a memory stone. He reached the bottom. A thin chain. He pulled it out. The metal was a dull grey, and the attached pendant an equally uninteresting dog tag. 
 
    Necklace of Companion’s Stealth 
 
    This legendary artifact will allow up to ten members of your group to inherit your stealth skills. All camouflage, sound, path selection, movement, and telepathic stealth skills are included. Note: the amulet will not transfer any fast movement skills. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    Legendary like his bow! How much was this worth? Then he remembered the trader stipulation. It was as valuable as the opportunities that presented themselves. If it was needed, it was worth the king’s ransom. Impassable terrain to all but one person and the entire group could pass. If they needed to sneak past some monster, then the others could follow. The stealth part of Ambusher’s Steps could apply to his entire group. It would streamline fights and save lives. Likewise, infiltrating a camp would be a cake walk. Adrian’s mouth practically watered at the image of sneaking ten elite fighters into the middle of a fortified encampment to surprise the enemy with its pants down. 
 
    The necklace swung in his fingers almost hypnotically. It was another double-edged gift. Amazing in the right situations and the rest of the time, it was just a dull piece of jewellery. 
 
    The genius of the plant amazed him. He knew that the plant was sapient, but this went above and beyond. These gifts could be more valuable than everything in the trader’s inventory, but they could just as easily be as useless as his Aunt Edna’s cooking. God, her “take” on Chinese would have turned rats vegetarian. 
 
    One last item, Adrian told himself before he plunged his hand into the bag. There were lots of objects, but he ran fingers over the various hard objects, rejecting them as uninteresting before he touched a tiny slip of silk. It was no bigger than a handkerchief and, curiously; he snagged it. Briefly it tangled on a dagger, but he extracted it. After a moment of repositioning, it slid out so that he could observe it. 
 
    It was a tiny black silk pouch. 
 
    Pouch of Transport (Single use) 
 
    This pouch can transport up to three items that fit fully within it to the chosen recipient. Delivery will be confirmed and the spell will fail if the intended target is dead or does not exist without expending the charge. A brief message can be included in the sending. 
 
    Adrian’s heart jumped. This was something that could conquer the tyranny of distance and let him know for sure if Emily was still alive, and he could send objects with it. 
 
    It was his. There would be no questions and no debates. He could both confirm that she was alive and give her items to help her stay that way. No one else was getting this. He had killed the plant, and this was his reward and he was keeping it. After using it, he would find out whether there was hope and a reason to keep going. 
 
    His! 
 
    Adrian transferred it into his bag of holding, almost jiggling on the spot. 
 
    Emily. 
 
    “Please be alive,” he whispered. 
 
    And the kids. 
 
    Half of him wanted to use it immediately to prove she was still alive, but he stopped himself. He needed to make sure it was filled with treasures first. Find items that would change their lives and protect them. 
 
    Failing that, there was energy, or maybe there might be a treasure within the bag the plant had given him. There was nothing that said that he had to share with the others. He could search the bag and see if there were any additional treasures he could send. 
 
    Adrian’s hand reached into the bag before he could stop himself, plunging right down to the bottom. His questing fingers felt two rings, and he snagged them both, wondering if they would be useful. 
 
    They lay in his hands as boring as you could imagine, just bands of plain copper. 
 
    Ring of Mortal Protection 
 
    This ring teleports the wearer up to fifty meters to avoid a blow that would otherwise kill or badly injure them. Teleportation is towards safety. Up to three charges can be stored and charges taken 33 hours to regenerate. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    My god! The plant loved him. It was literally a lifesaver. It would be perfect for Jack, his middle son. Despite the dangers, Adrian knew he would still sneak off and when he got in trouble; this ring would save him. Fifty meters was not an enormous distance, but would be enough to escape most Alpha monsters. 
 
    Ring of Animal Taming 
 
    This ring allows someone to form an animal bond with an additional companion. The taming spells encompassed has the strength of a level-sixty druid. After the power is expended, the right will take 123 days to recharge fully. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    Adrian was not an expert on animal taming theory, but the power of the creature you could bond with depended on the power of the druid. With a spell equivalent to a level sixty, it meant this ring would let you tame almost anything. Hell, an Alpha Mud Wolf would be within this thing’s capability. 
 
    He flipped the ring over in his hand. It was already fully charged and had a few other useful features. It would basically allow the user to find animals and assess their power. 
 
    A tear ran down Adrian’s face. Maybe the plant was not as evil as the interface thought. These rings were perfect. Natalie would love this, and he could imagine that having a tame mud wolf or something even stronger would make her safe. 
 
    He wiped the tears from his face.  
 
    Look at you. 
 
    He felt like screaming out his praises toward that plant. But a glance at where he was froze that thought before he could do anything. Just to be safe, he snapped Ambusher’s Fade on to stop him from doing anything too dangerous. 
 
    So good. 
 
    He did not care about the rest of the plant loot; this was enough. He half wanted to go find something for Toby, but that boy, despite being young, was responsible, and what happened if he found another ring? Would he just abandon the idea of sending energy? What would help Emily more stuff for the kids or energy? 
 
    Adrian dropped both rings into the tiny pouch and then shut the plant’s bag. For everything else, they could be distributed with the wider team. A smile lit his face as he put the treasure store away from both the precious pouch of transport and the sack that contained the remainder of the plant’s bribe. Items that were so much better than he expected. He would keep the rest of it for the team, it might lift their spirits. 
 
    Then he remembered the scoropids. 
 
    Adrian suddenly found himself empathising with drug addicts. Escaping from reality and burying the memories in artificial bliss made sense to him right then. It would be so nice. This suffocating force would not be lifted by alcohol, and he would never do drugs due to the addiction threat. However, from a trader . . . those might help him deal with all this pressure without the addiction. 
 
    He snorted. 
 
    That was not him. There was nothing for him to do but soldier on. It was a long way to Melbourne and drug abuse was just another pathway to oblivion, and if he was honest . . . well, there were easier ways to get there. Plus, the item he had just got would let him determine comprehensively if Emily was alive. It was all going to be okay. Well, once he gathered the energy to send the treasures to Emily. 
 
    If the downward spiral of drugs was off the table, then he needed to get his head out of self-loathing. His companions had been in shock; that was why they had left so readily. Plus, he was the best suited to get back home by himself, and they had left not out of disgust but to give him personal time. They were all better at the emotional intelligence stuff than he was, so they would have perceived his distress after the scoropid fight. 
 
    Enough wallowing. 
 
    Adrian sprang to his feet. No aches or pains. He still loved that the accelerated healing meant that he could sleep on a rock and feel perfectly rested when he got up in the morning. That and losing twenty years. Wonderful. 
 
    There were remarkable things about the world along with the horrors. Sometimes in life you needed to live for the good moments, the unexpected sweetness of a piece of fruit, that small act of kindness from a stranger, the strength and vitality flowing through his blood. Or a random plant giving him such an amazing treasure. 
 
    He rubbed his hands together and performing some exaggerated stretches, glancing back at the scoropids. They needed to be taken care of, and he would apply Craig’s principles to do it. Attacking head-on was stupid. They would devise a way to do it safely. For narrowly escaping death, the fighters would have revenge. It was a burning emotion and one he was happy to fuel. Revenge was an emotion to savour. 
 
    For now, there was a twenty-minute walk to town. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    He laughed out loud. On his own as long as he did not pick fights, he had always been safe. It was only when he tried to be heroic or test out bows that he got in trouble. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    He gathered the occasional herb discreetly along the way. No killing a pig for dinner because he couldn’t risk getting in the way of a larger predator. Instead, he would go straight back. Get to the others safely. Plus, there was an idea that had been percolating in his subconscious that he was ready to try out. 
 
    All the moments flipping through the meditation book, his strength and growth mastery, and of course his failures in battle had germinated into an idea. Now his greatest weakness was his Agility. It was why the bear had almost killed him. If he was quicker on his feet, then the claw would never have reached him. 
 
    Meditation techniques could well be the answer. 
 
    Ambusher’s Steps embraced him, but before he took the first step, he shifted his focus to his breathing and the circulation of the mana. The technique book had deliberately left the need to circulate mana out of the descriptions, leaving it as a mere implication. He had decoded it when similar techniques were delivering different outcomes. There were bizarre sentence structures and gaps in the text where the instruction to circulate specific flavours of mana had been cut out. Or at least that is what he had concluded. Now it was time to confirm the theory. 
 
    It would be difficult, but he had a plan. It was sort of like an idea a bunch of chimpanzees in a scientist's lab might come up with. Ludicrous and funny to anyone observing them, but he was going to attempt it anyway. 
 
    The aim was twofold. One goal was to address the physical side of his body to improve Agility, and the other was to concentrate his abilities on the types of magic that he used at the expense of the ones that he did not use. His power lay across what he considered as three domains: heat and cold; earth, air, and water; and finally nature as he had nicknamed it. He used nature in his buffs and the simple Lay of Hands spell. Sure, he knew some dark spells, but nothing worth actively promoting. The heat domain now had two advanced magics, and nature had multiple due to the buff spells, so they were the two that he needed to specialise in. Air and earth were only in his repertoire because he was greedy and he saw air magic in hundreds of scoropid cores as a pathway to another advanced mastery. 
 
    Trying to do it all at once was foolishly arrogant or eccentric genius. A tiny part of him whispered that he should try a traditional approach, but why do that when he could shoot for the stars? 
 
    The temptation to go general was alluring. He longed to focus on getting a technique that improved everything—those definitely existed in the technique book he was reading, but likewise, complicated multiple faceted techniques existed. When hundreds of scoropids were coming at you, a failure to specialise suddenly became a burning issue and a ridiculous oversight. Dark, light, portal, dimension, and water—if it was a separate flavour then—those he was happy to sacrifice. 
 
    The beauty of the idea was that he did not even need to know what the other flavours were. 
 
    That thrill of a new idea or an achievement beyond the metaphysically impossible was running through him. He wanted to do a little jig but, smiling wryly, he contained himself. He had accomplished nothing yet. 
 
    He conjured the flavours that he desired as part of the meditation technique, moving them through the diffuse interface channels and areas that filled his body. Acknowledging that each of those grains represented a computational power that could help achieve his aims. 
 
    As he breathed in, he focused on mixing the right flavours with his breaths, inhaling fire, ice, air, earth, and nature and then expelling the rest. 
 
    He had not moved, yet he needed to get the patterns correct. He was absorbing the mix of elements into his blood with each new breath, emptying the waste out with each exhale. 
 
    Expectation built up in him. Was this an epiphany? The energy coursed through him, changing him. 
 
    Oh my god. It was almost too good to be true. 
 
    Focus! 
 
    What were the chances of it working the first time? 
 
    Concentrate. 
 
    His mind was wandering too much, but as he moderated the air in and out, he noticed the magic was separating like he had theorised that it would. Useful stuff circulated and useless components expelled. 
 
    One last twist before he would start moving. All those hours of virtual and physical practising his buffs had taught him a lot about unique twists on nature's magic. There was a variation that should increase speed, quicken the muscles’ contracting speed, and hopefully boost Agility. He added this to the concoction, influencing the nature magic to bias towards fast muscle twitches. 
 
    Agility was more than speed—it depended on elements of the brain too, and he hoped his intention was enough for the interface to connect the dots. While practising stealth with this technique, his body would move and perform agile feats. 
 
    If the interface was cooperative, he did not know how it all worked. There were breadcrumbs, hidden in an enigma that he was etching away at. 
 
    An apology floated up; it could not help him. There was not even the slightest hint that he might be on the right track with his experiment. It was bound in so much bureaucratic red tape that it could not even give him a wink or nudge. There was a hard barrier that constrained it. Something like the knowledge lock that no amount of creative accounting could evade. If there was a hard lock, then that told Adrian plenty just by itself. 
 
    If the physical grains did what he thought they did, then those mental components of ability should also be enhanced like when he was learning Steps. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence 64% (+20% accumulated reading, +1% Inspiration) 
 
    Yes. 
 
    That was why he did not want to waste the pathway. It was why he had stopped reading the books despite the pressure building in his head to finish them. The random confirmation of hunches was worth too much to sacrifice on the lessons on the pages. It wasn’t even compelling him enough to ease the almost-constant headache that ignoring the pathway was causing. The books he would finish later. 
 
    He started to move. Muscles burned with each movement, but he maintained his breathing, working through the pain. It was not the agony of the troll cores; it was more the soft glow of a hard workout. Discomfort was to be embraced. It meant that the meditation was doing something. 
 
    After five minutes pushing himself, he stopped and then very carefully, slowly released the technique. It was another clue that he had picked up from the book. Only five of the techniques had mentioned it, but they had been explicit in the instructions to gradually wind out of the method to gain maximum benefits. 
 
    A minute later, his breathing was back to normal with no concentrating of mana. 
 
    Adrian flicked the interface open. 
 
    Technique of Erratic Blundering Elemental Toad (Not Complete Trash) 
 
    The interface loved naming things. 
 
    This technique is named after unusual movements that correspond to its utilisation. Creates a 4-unit improvement in agility at the expense of 5 units of Strength. Generates improved efficiency in fire, ice, and nature manipulation. No effect on the physical elements of earth, air, and water. Decreased efficiency in all other magic flavours. 
 
    Prerequisites: advanced fire magic skill, advanced ice magic skill, advanced nature magic skill, Stealth. 
 
    Adrian contemplated the wording, deciding how to react to it. The method was probably a net benefit to him even with the terrible Strength-to-Agility conversion factor. 
 
    An image swept up. It was macaque monkey teaching its young to open a nut. The mum brought a rock down, struck it once, then twice, and the nut broke open. She started devouring the fruit while the baby copied her, promptly sending the rock flying out its hands by mistake. It retrieved the stone by clambering down the tree to the ground. On attempt two, the nut instead of the tool went flying. 
 
    On and on. 
 
    Multiple scenes. Mum eating and baby growing older, still failing but its movements becoming more precise. The mum would finish her nut and then grab the baby's, open it and scarf down the majority before sharing the crumbs. The young monkey would look horrified as the Mum ate its nut and then ecstatic when she presented its own pieces afterward. Finally, the nearly full-grown adult monkey cracked the nut independently. The mum looked extremely interested in the open nut. The adolescent monkey grabbed the open nut, leapt up a tree and ran to a safe spot high up in the trees. Safe from bigger monkeys, it ate the whole nut with pride. 
 
    Absently, Adrian fished out some jerky to chew on while considering the technique. For a first try, he concluded that it was a success. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    Inherent Healing --- N.A. Replaced by troll regeneration --- Population - 1.07 
 
    Vitality --- 1.58 --- Population - 1.24 
 
    Physical Resistance --- 0.52 --- Population - 0.52 
 
    Magical Resistance --- 0.10 --- Population - 0.06 
 
    Strength --- 1.38 --- Population - 1.04 (+.01) 
 
    Agility --- 1.10 (+.1 Necklace) --- Population - 1.19 (+.01) 
 
    Perception --- 1.19 (+.1 Necklace) --- Population - 1.05 
 
    Intelligence --- 1.39 --- Population - 1.05 
 
    Mana Control --- 2.92 --- Population - 1.10 
 
    Mana Pool --- 2.58 (+1.0 Ring & Spear) --- Population - 1.07 (+.01) 
 
    Pathway skills in progress 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 64% 
 
    Identification Rank 5 - 40% (+4%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 78% (+11%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 48% (+12%) 
 
    Gathering - 69% (+2%) 
 
    Party Buff- 27% (+27%) 
 
    Skills obtained 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher's Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 3, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura. Lay of Hands, Mana Control, Flame Sprout, Bush Alchemy, Self-Buff - Vitality, Self- Buff Strength, Self-Buff - Growth, Minor Troll Regeneration* 
 
    Experience: 3,150 of 20,000 required for level 3 
 
    Of course, there was no meaningful change in anything. Five minutes would never make that much difference, but given the relative discrepancy between the two physical statistics, it made sense to him to swap between Agility and Strength even at the poor exchange rate. If he could improve the exchange rate and even possibly get it positive, then everything could change. If the exchange rate was positive, he could level up Strength and then sacrifice some of it for even more Agility. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Adrian repeated the exercise three more times. The description did not change, and his stats were the same. Not that he was expecting anything else. It was not like he had been dreaming of exploding his Agility by the next morning to better deal with the scoropids. 
 
    At town, he returned to the compound. Only Steve was present with the others outside doing diplomacy. Steve had a grumpy look, so he backed away and even though it probably looked ridiculous to bystanders, he practised his new meditation technique openly. It was very soothing, as it needed all his attention to maintain, so there was no room for stray thoughts. 
 
    He checked again. 
 
    Agility up 0.01 and Strength down 0.01. If there were extra decimal points available, then he was sure that Strength would have decreased by more than agility increased. But it was progress and probably more than he expected. Initial changes were always easier than later ones. 
 
    Both Jules and Susie hugged Adrian when they saw him, and Kozzie gave a nod of polite acknowledgment. 
 
    Thank god. They did not blame him. In fact, Susie was almost floating on air from excitement about their progress in uniting the town. The outsider perspective combined with the death and impending eradication of the local major monster groups had allowed them to put aside their differences. In his uneducated opinion, Adrian found it confusing how humans worked; the imminent threat, not the news of elimination, should have united them. 
 
    Susie just shook her head with a bemused expression when he expressed that view to her. 
 
    “Just stick to your hero stuff,” she told him. 
 
    Jules snickered and even Kozzie refused to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Scoropids tomorrow,” Kozzie suggested. 
 
    “Not now,” Susie insisted. “Let us take the day off.” 
 
    He took the opportunity to pull the pouch out of the bag of holding. 
 
    “You can open it?” Kozzie asked in excitement. 
 
    “I thought we should look at it together. Though I might have cheated.” To punctuate his words, he produced the mind potion and the necklace of stealth. 
 
    As the objects made their way around, there were an equal number of perplexed and excited noises. 
 
    “I love it,” Kozzie said, holding the necklace. “This is amazing. If I can sneak past something, I can take all of you with me.” 
 
    “Or I can,” Adrian reminded Kozzie lightly. Even though Kozzie had a class for stealth, Ambusher’s Steps were more powerful than anything the boy possessed. 
 
    “This is not very good,” Susie declared, waving the potion for all of them to see. 
 
    “I am not sure,” Steve disagreed. He had a homemade beer in one hand. Despite the lack of food stocks, someone had reinvigorated their personal distillery. “If that was Strength, it would be worth ten levels.” 
 
    “But it is not Strength—it is Mind. Useless to us.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Steve continued speculatively. “For one, the plant would not have influenced us if we had all taken one of these. It will immediately strengthen psychic defences. And two, we know psychic abilities exist.” He waved a hand in Adrian’s direction. “And this will almost certainly improve them.” 
 
    “So it is mine. I am the only one who can use it actively,” Adrian quipped, making a grab for the vial. 
 
    Susie thwarted his attempt easily. “Calm down, tiger. We should keep it until we learn more. For example, this may have a modifier that greatly increases my animal fear spell and helps with bonding animals at level ten.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and Adrian reluctantly agreed, thinking as he did so about the silk pouch he had already claimed and those two amazing rings within them. 
 
    “So how do we do this?” Kozzie asked, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    “One at a time, I think, like opening Christmas presents.” 
 
    “Let’s go!” Kozzie reached for the bag. 
 
    “Ladies first,” Steve declared, beating him to the pouch and deftly offering it to Susie. 
 
    Susie grinned before reaching in. She did what Adrian had done, exploring the contents to judge the shapes and textures first. Eventually, with her tongue poking out in concentration, she produced a book. 
 
    There were gasps around the group. 
 
    Pathway Book of Master Earth Shaping 
 
    Earth Shaping is the ability to mould solid material into the desired form. This is an active, non-combat skill that consumes mana. At higher levels, the skill can be progressed to purify materials such as creating metals from base ores and shape solid objects such as crystals and ore into the desired output. 
 
    Master level enables the purification and forging of all metals subject to respective mana costs. It also imparts schematics for buildings, weapons, and armour along with techniques to enchant the product produced. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    Prerequisites: 38 Intelligence, 27 Mana Control, Earth affinity greater than 24 percent. 
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    “Look at the prerequisites,” Kozzie said in amazement. “Adrian, do you meet that?” 
 
    “Mana control, yes. Intelligence, nowhere near it. Earth affinity, no idea.” 
 
    “I wonder how powerful it is?” Susie mused. “With this, can you build a castle overnight?” 
 
    The interface was humming happily; he got the distinct expression that the interface would be on the ground kissing the plant’s feet in gratitude if it could. 
 
    “What is next?” Kozzie said. 
 
    Steve handed the bag over to Jules. She had a silly grin on her face. The rewards were rich but esoteric. She plucked an object out. A beautiful ruby ring. It was a delicate gold, with an ornate flower acting as the socket for the glittering jewel. 
 
    Ring of Shielding 
 
    Active effect twice a day creates a shield to prevent all damage for ten seconds. The barrier can cover an area up to six-by-six-foot wall or dome of defence. 
 
    Passive effect. If a charge is available, the shield will generate automatically if a fatal blow is about to be delivered. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    “It is beautiful,” Jules gushed, “I want.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Life saver,” Adrian observed reverentially. His mind raced, pondering who would benefit the most from the ring. He was tempted to try and grab it for his kids, but while it would suit them, energy for flexibility was probably more important. 
 
    “Everyone wants,” Susie said. 
 
    “Steve needs to get it,” Adrian declared. Steve acted as a destructive tank often, but he had none of Jules’ regeneration abilities. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Steve said. “It will be better with one of the girls.” 
 
    “Function before form,” Kozzie said, a ridiculously goofy grin on his face. The ring wouldn’t exactly fit Steve’s style. 
 
    Jules was pouting, but she handed the ring over. “It is true.” Then she batted her eyes at Steve. “And the colour suits you.” 
 
    “You get hurt more than I do,” Steve objected once more, looking straight at Adrian.  
 
    “Not sure about that,” he responded. “You almost died today. You need it the most.” 
 
    “Jules,” Steve suggested, but he was already rolling the ring around in his hands contently. 
 
    “If she did not have the troll aspect, she would have gotten it,” Kozzie explained. 
 
    Steve nodded. “Any objections?” He was looking directly at Susie. “Protecting the healer is important.” 
 
    “No,” Susie said after a moment of indecision. “If you are wearing that, you can be more aggressive in attacking and that will save the group. But it is beautiful.” 
 
    Her sense of longing was evident. 
 
    Steve shrugged at that and slipped the ring on. Choosing his left, non-dominant hand, he switched out his wedding ring for the ring of shielding. The delicate, bejewelled band clashed with his gruff aesthetic. He promptly shifted the wedding band to the leather cord on his neck, a cord Adrian had never noticed before which glowed with power—+5 to Strength, in fact. 
 
    “Next?” Steve said. “You guys pick.” 
 
    Kozzie grabbed the bag eagerly before plunging a hand in. He rummaged for longer than the others did. Before Kozzie even pulled it out, Adrian knew what he had selected. With a flourish, he produced a long dagger and then struggled with what Adrian knew to be the second dagger. The blades had spanned the full diagonal stretch of the bag, and one of them had hooked under the stitched string, so it took a bit longer to dislodge. Both weapons were covered with a plain sheath with silk around the handle to prevent accidental contact. 
 
    Gently, Kozzie placed them down on the ground in front of them and then carefully pulled back the silk. Excluding their origin and the silk, they appeared ordinary. What was revealed was nothing special: plain metal handles that looked mass-produced. The metal was even tarnished, maybe some form of bronze alloy. 
 
    Sapient Seed Daggers (pair) 
 
    One dagger that, when combined with its companion, will form a sapient seed. Hence, the daggers will grow with the user and develop characteristics to help the wielder. This pair of daggers has evolved to level 3 traits will only be revealed after soul-binding to a user. 
 
    To soul-bind, lightly cut opposite hands with each dagger. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    The world rippled, and Adrian found himself opening the door to his home. The huge dog, a Danish hound, tackled Adrian when he stepped into their house. Tongue in his face, licking frantically. It smelt disgusting. He pushed the dog away desperately, and it swung its tail furiously in protest. “Don’t lick me, you naughty . . .” 
 
    Now it looked guilty. 
 
    The interface was excited. He could still taste that final lick. It landed while he was talking. The tongue had dipped into his mouth. Awful. 
 
    Adrian grabbed for a big gulp of water and swished it thoroughly before spitting it out. 
 
    “Do you know what these are?” Kozzie asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    Adrian swirled the next sip more completely and sent another stream of water on the ground. Susie was giving him an inquisitive look. “You don’t want to know,” he whispered. 
 
    “These are magic weapons that get stronger as I do. These are a gamer’s dream,” Kozzie bragged. 
 
    “It is not a game,” Adrian replied absently. 
 
    “And it is not what you think,” Steve argued quietly. 
 
    “They are not magical?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Oh, they definitely are,” Steve confirmed. “The level three is significant. It is like comparing me now to the day before the Alpha event.” 
 
    What does sapient level 3 mean? 
 
    Sapient weapons are thinking weapons that adapt to their users. They have different levels. 
 
    Level 0. Weapon can develop a sapient seed - 2000 energy 
 
    Level 1. Weapon is likely to possess one to four low-level spells, such as enhanced fire damage - 10,000 energy 
 
    Level 2. Weapon will also obtain one or more battle transformation abilities. These may be knowledge-based such as advanced sword mastery, or a major spell class such as fork lighting or a powerful shield - 40,000 energy 
 
    Level 3. Weapon will possess an ultimate offensive or defensive ability - 100,000+ energy depending on the exact ability. 
 
    Level 4. Weapon will be able to turn a battle between large opposing forces or promote a person from a basic level to hero level of combat strength - level 80+ - 500,000+ energy depending on nature of boost. 
 
    Most species only have the capacity to bond with one sapient seed item of equipment. 
 
    When he stopped reading, Steve had finished his explanation and Kozzie had drawn both daggers to admire them. In the evening night they looked oily. 
 
    “Can I have them?” Kozzie pleaded. 
 
    “Wait,” Adrian ordered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We don’t know what skills they have. It might be a Faustian bargain.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The daggers might have a stupid supreme skill. If this gift is like the previous ones, it might be amazing in the right circumstances, but otherwise . . .” All Adrian had to do was shrug lackadaisically to indicate how mediocre the ability probably was. 
 
    “It is better than what I have.” 
 
    “If you take this, you might never get a sapient weapon.” 
 
    Kozzie shrugged. “Yeah, even if it is a Faustian bargain, the daggers are still more powerful than anything else I might ever buy. They are level three! They will contain an ultimate offensive or defensive ability.” 
 
    “Go for it,” Adrian said, understanding that Kozzie was not going to change his mind, for better or for worse. Despite the eccentric nature of what they had received, the plant’s items appeared to be useful so far. 
 
    Kozzie carefully cut his fingers. Then he sat, head bowed, holding the two knives without moving for over a minute. Then, with a shake of his head and with utmost care, he placed the daggers into the sheaths and strapped them onto his body. 
 
    “And?” Jules finally asked eagerly. 
 
    Kozzie looked up, lacking the thrill he exhibited moments ago. “They have poison and penetration ability that I can use as I wish.” 
 
    “That does not seem like much,” Jules said doubtfully. “Steve said there would be more.” 
 
    “The daggers were not very talkative,” Kozzie admitted. “They told me they had advanced knife fighting which might help me a bit in battle but not that much, given my skill set. The ultimate is condition-based, and it is blocked off till those conditions are met.” 
 
    “The plant?” 
 
    “Presumably.” Kozzie shrugged. “They are still a massive upgrade. What else?” he asked brightly. 
 
    They passed the bag to Jules, and there was no hesitation as she drove her hand in and plucked an item straight out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    “Ohh,” she said, relishing the item before showing it to the rest of them. 
 
    Memory Stone of Basic Gravity 
 
    This stone allows the user to understand and wield gravity to a basic level. 
 
    Prerequisites: Intelligence 67, Mana Control 59, Mana 420. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    “My god! Look at those prerequisites,” Adrian exclaimed in disbelief. “That is like ten of my levels, just to use it.” 
 
    “Controlling gravity,” Kozzie whispered in awe. “Do you know how powerful that would be? Turn off gravity, send someone flying up into the sky for three seconds, and then let go. Splat.” He excitedly mimed the scenario with his hands like a child playing with action figures. 
 
    “Who wants to carry it?” Jules asked. 
 
    “You can,” Kozzie said hurriedly, amazed that the plant had given them something that would lay dormant for so long before coming useful. “You could tear people apart with that. Reverse gravity for just the head. Pop!” 
 
    “I think your neck is stronger than that,” Susie told him, amused. 
 
    “Still,” Kozzie said authoritatively, completely unperturbed. “Just shifting gravity of an opponent weapon would be a lethal distraction. Or it could double the force of Jules’s club as it came down to crush something’s head!” 
 
    “Out of our reach,” Susie said dryly, and the useless stone disappeared into Jules’s bag of holding. 
 
    “Do another,” Susie urged. 
 
    With a shrug, Jules reached back into the bag and pulled out a ring. She held out the item. It was a plain copper band with black chips of what looked like obsidian set into it around the circumference. 
 
      
 
    Ring of Family Protection. 
 
    This ring allows the wearer to protect their entire family or themselves. It uses two mechanisms one is a barrier equivalent to an expert camp stone, and the second is one use teleportation of relatives to a safe spot within two kilometres of their location. Shield feature takes 26 hours to recharge once fully depleted. 
 
    Prerequisites. Aged under twelve. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    “Mine.” Adrian’s voice cracked as he stared at the ring. He should have searched the entire pouch. 
 
    “For when you get home?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian sat there with a decision to make. He could come clean, partially clean, or sweep it under the rug. 
 
    “Better,” he said, retrieving and holding up the small black silk container. 
 
    “What is it?” Jules asked. 
 
    “It”—he felt tears running down his face—“Lets me send an item to Emily and find out if she is alive.” 
 
    With trembling hands, he took the ring that Jules was holding out and dropped it into the bag. 
 
    “Was that from the plant?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    “Yes, I was going to show you after” —he waved at the bag—“and ask for energy to send to Emily, but the ring is better.” 
 
    He dropped the ring in and the bag sealed and it was suddenly looked just like a slip of fabric. 
 
    “It will send the ring to Emily and let you know she is alive?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered, holding back the emotion. 
 
    Jules was by his side, holding his other hand. “Do it,” she encouraged. 
 
    “What happens if she is dead?” 
 
    Both Susie and Jules hugged him. 
 
    “I am sure she is not,” Kozzie ventured into the silence. 
 
    “No point waiting,” Jules whispered. “Do it.” 
 
    “I—” Adrian’s voice caught. 
 
    “We understand, mate,” Kozzie told him. 
 
    He focused on Emily, sending through his love that he was coming and the gifts for the kids. There was a connection between him and the bag. It wanted more about Emily, so he threw it everything he could. Where she probably was, what she looked like, every detail that he knew, all of it flooding out. How her hair smelt and the feeling when they hugged. 
 
    Every detail that he had unknowingly been suppressing poured out. The gift, that innocent pouch, accepted the information and then used it to look for her. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The piece of his fabric remained in his hand, limp and inert. 
 
    “How long will it take?” Jules whispered from next to him. 
 
    He jumped slightly. 
 
    Was this too long? 
 
    Is it taking too long? 
 
    The interface encompassed him in a warm glow, and Adrian searched for what he was looking for, but there was nothing there. The interface did not know how the magic worked or how fast it worked. 
 
    The piece of silk was in his hand. Nothing was happening. If she was alive, he would get a message, and if she was dead, he could reuse it. 
 
    Please be alive. 
 
    “I imagine it takes a long time to search,” Susie whispered. “After all, it has to check every person in Melbourne till it finds her.” 
 
    More seconds passed. 
 
    “It is taking too long?” 
 
    “No,” Susie said. “Trust me, it will find her.” 
 
    What would happen if Susie was wrong? How would he feel? Would he choose Steve’s path or the bottle? 
 
    Energy rushed in from outside. 
 
    It was a burst of excitement. Kids were around her. She was so happy; she loved him, and then the fabric exploded into flames. His palms blistered, but he held the fire as there was a still a trace of that blast of joy. 
 
    “She is alive.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jules screamed. 
 
    “Oh, my god.” 
 
    Susie was hugging him, and even Steve piled on. 
 
    Alive. 
 
    He sat abruptly, tears streaming down his face. He still had a future. 
 
    Nothing was going to stop him. Jules had sat with him and Kozzie and Susie both had a hand on his shoulders. 
 
    “She is alive. They are all alive.” 
 
    Well, there was nothing to do but keep going. They were safer now than they had ever been, but he still needed to reach them. 
 
    “I am okay,” he said, standing once more. “We still need to deal with now.” 
 
    “You mean the loot?” Kozzie asked, getting Jules to laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I meant,” Adrian replied dryly, even wiping away his tears. 
 
    Steve patted him on the back like you would a guy at the pub who had just won a trifecta. While it was great, they were alive. It changed nothing right now. He still needed to do what was right and finish the journey. 
 
    Jules passed the bag to Susie, who immediately reached in and produced another stone. 
 
    Memory Stone of Expert Battle Wound Healing 
 
    This healing stone allows the user to master the techniques used by the battlefield healers of the species Elfatgor. It is primarily a fast and brutal treatment method designed to get fighters into war faster. Produces frequent side effects that improve combat prowess, such as protuberances, like claws and spines. Often improves Strength besides these more visible additions. Recipients often report phantom pain. 
 
    Prerequisites: Advanced Healing, Mana Control 45, Badge of the Survivor. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    They all read the descriptions, captivated. 
 
    Susie was the first to react. “It sounds almost evil.” 
 
    “Yes, but if it is that or death . . .” 
 
    What is the Badge of the Survivor? 
 
    Badge of the Survivor 
 
    Grants the user the ability to direct internal healing to the most pressing of issues. 
 
    Prerequisites: Survive 20 battles having suffered near mortal wounds. Progress 4/20 
 
    Adrian to pause for a moment to remember where he had accrued that count: Possums, Bird, and Octopid for certain. Probably twice against the Possums. 
 
    “To get that badge, you need to almost die twenty times.” 
 
    The stone disappeared into Susie’s bag. 
 
    Jules produced another item, something resembling a crown. 
 
    Circuit of Spell Intensity 
 
    This device can increase the intensity of any spell cast by the wearer by up to eight times. Mana cost increases by double the extra spell intensity. Thus, doubling the strength of a spell will cost four times as much mana. 
 
    “Too big a penalty,” Kozzie declared after examining. 
 
    “Situational,” Adrian disagreed. He took the headpiece and scrutinised it. “Like, if you needed a one-shot kill, this might make the difference.” 
 
    He placed it into his bag of holding. He was not sure that it would ever get used, but it very well could be a game-changer eventually. 
 
    “Lucky last,” Jules said when Kozzie handed her the bag. 
 
    Apart from the first time where Kozzie got the daggers, the boys had deferred to the girls. For Steve and Kozzie, it was probably because they had already collected their prizes. For Adrian, well, he had grabbed the first two items. 
 
    She pulled out a cloudy aqua liquid in a vial. 
 
    Potion of Simulintelligere 
 
    This potion improves the multitasking ability by one point. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    Only one point? And what is simulintelligere? Adrian wondered, mystified. 
 
    “Another hidden attribute,” Steve said quietly before pausing with that unfocused look while he read more details. “And a doozy.” 
 
    That meant it was good. Before Adrian could ask Steve to share what he had read, his interface was already flashing: 
 
    Attribute Simulintelligere 
 
    The simulintelligere attribute covers the ability to multitask. This attribute is nearly impossible to raise naturally. While outliers exist, its value is usually linked to the native use of primary limbs in the sapient species. Improving this attribute reduces the cost of multitasking and increases the number of spells that can be simultaneously cast. It also imparts passive abilities such as ambidextrous fighting and improved spell use while dodging. 
 
    “Oh god.” The words slipped out of Adrian’s mouth. If he had possessed this when blowing air down to the Lucu, he would have been better than the storm mage at delivering the smoke. Imagine consuming multiple of these potions, being able to cast three or four spells at once. It would be terrifying. 
 
    “Not for me,” Steve interjected with remarkable deference. “Or Jules, for that matter,” he proceeded thoughtfully. 
 
    “What does it do?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Basically, it lets you focus on two things at once,” Adrian told her. “And I mean proper multitask, with you being as effective at both as if there were two of you focusing exclusively on both tasks. Particularly useful for spell casters.” Adrian felt a despair at the choices. He wanted one hundred standard attribute points to distribute. He needed to improve Strength to use his meditation effectively, plus mana was becoming critical, especially if got to keep this. With the range of magic options he was getting, the availability of mana was quickly becoming his bottleneck. 
 
    Bit by bit. 
 
    “So Kozzie will be throwing his knives better. Susie can cast healing while keeping up firing arrows alongside you.” 
 
    Adrian nodded. 
 
    Jules handed the vial to him. “Take it.” 
 
    The cloudy liquid was enchanting. It looked like a suspension of shimmering sand in a fluid. Those tiny grains reminded him of how the interface was spread throughout his body. This potion would be similar, like an additional interface to help him multitask. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence 65% (+ 1%) 
 
    Would he still be himself if he took this? Was it intelligent like the interface or was it just a tool? Those little grains would embed themselves in his brain and duplicate his action. It felt like a trap. 
 
    Interface? 
 
    There was hesitancy there. The potion represented vast potential, but there were cases in the past where it seemed to cause madness and personality changes. It depended on how the potion was acquired. As a system reward, it was clean, but anything created by other sapients carried risks. 
 
    The plant was another sapient. Worse, it was a sapient of dubious reliability. Its gifts were accompanied by a high upside and, unfortunately, the risk of a terrible downside. If the plant wanted to trap him, this was how it would do it. This potion was an entire processing network diffusing into him that could enslave as easily as empower. No matter how tempting, this was an emergency boost only. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence 69% (+4%) 
 
    The pathway had clicked up by four percent when he had concluded it was emergency use only. That jump was huge. The potion was dangerous. At the least, it could be a saviour-in-case-of-imminent-death potion. 
 
    “I think we keep it for an emergency,” Adrian declared and stashed it away. 
 
    “Why?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    “Because these types of potions from a source other than a loot chest can have terrible downsides.” He glanced at Steve for confirmation and there was another unfocused look. 
 
    The man nodded in agreement. “It is too risky unless it is needed for a life-or-death situation.” 
 
    Jules, Susie, and Kozzie continued to look sceptical. 
 
    “You just need to trust us,” Adrian pleaded. There was no way he was ever taking that potion. He did not even resent the five percent movement in the pathway of intelligence that his revelation had established. That was potentially well spent. Just thinking about the liquid made him sick. It could make him a prisoner in his own mind. 
 
    Jules passed the bag back to Adrian. Just to be sure, he carefully cut the string closure at the mouth of the pouch, tipped it over and shook it. Nothing fell out. Not that he had expected anything to. Then he turned it inside out in case something had gotten stuck. 
 
    There was a single tiny feather. 
 
    Identification. 
 
    Taraliginc Feather 
 
    This feather contains concentrated air magic and Taraliginc. The paired male creates them and feeds it to their young to increase the efficiency of their air magic. 
 
    That was perfect for him. The rest had been useless, but this was what they needed. A simple edge for the coming battle with no strings attached. 
 
    There was an image. A tiny chihuahua pup squatting to poo on the carpet. “No, no, naughty dog.” The owner rushing over. 
 
    Adrian tore himself out of the vision. 
 
    Another image flashed. He was in Times Square and every TV had the words ‘STOP!’ written on them. 
 
    He pulled himself back into reality. 
 
    No! He needed more power. 
 
    Yanked into another vision. He was on the couch and his family and friends were doing an intervention. “Please stop,” his dad was pleading. 
 
    With a wrench of emotional might, he forced himself back into reality. He was not going to listen to the interface. That feather would make it better, and the interface did not control him; he was empowered to make his own decision. 
 
    STOP! 
 
    Adrian screamed internally at it. 
 
    I am in control. 
 
    Adrian defiantly put the feather into his mouth. With this and the scoropid cores, maybe air could become as good or better than his Flame Sprout. 
 
    Another vision, it was a girl drinking a green bubbling potion labelled poison. “Spit it out. Spit it out.” Everyone was screaming at him. 
 
    No! The interface was being paranoid. It was worried the plant was trying to kill him, but so far everything that it had gifted them while niche had been but beneficial. Then it had given him that pouch to send to Emily. That was not the actions of an evil being that wanted to destroy. There was no reason the feather would be any different. 
 
    He was back in reality once more. There was no way he was going to spit the feather out. 
 
    Despair bubbled up from the interface. 
 
    Adrian ignored its antics and while waiting for the feather to work, he kept reading. 
 
    Warning. Consumption of multiple feathers has diminishing returns and may permanently damage the ability to cast air magic. 
 
    Cannot be sold to a trader. 
 
    He had no problems with that condition; after all, he planned on using it straight away. 
 
    The feather dissolved in his mouth with a fizzy lemonade taste. 
 
    Then the effects hit him. It was like he had swallowed a ghost chili. 
 
    Pain. 
 
    Intense pain overwhelmed everything else. It was worse than the troll cores. From his mouth, it rippled down through him. His entire insides were burning like an alien was about to burst out of him. He could smell burning flesh. 
 
    There was nothing but the pain, and it kept intensifying. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20  
 
    Adrian woke up, but the pain was still there. Every bit of his skin felt like it was burnt. His stomach was screaming like a knife was being spun around inside him. 
 
    Cooling magic washed over him but seemed to achieve nothing. His mouth was filled with the sickly taste of healing potions. Probably several of them. 
 
    Another potion was shoved through his lips. He tried to stop it, but the liquid drained out of the vial and without the energy to spit, he had to swallow it. 
 
    What about my regeneration? 
 
    The sensation of a knife inside him shattering, sending a sharp pain radiating in all directions from his stomach. 
 
    He sunk into darkness again. 
 
    More agony. 
 
    Healing was washing over him again. There seemed to be lots of people around him. The pain kept progressing, changing, and altering. It was like ice cold liquid flushing through his system. It started in his belly and spread. 
 
    So frosty it hurt. 
 
    More darkness. 
 
    He woke again with healing substances still pushing through him. He was barely aware, but people were physically touching him, which was slightly unusual for healing spells. Pain still prevailed, but his blood was now boiling instead of freezing. The interface was ominously quiet. 
 
    Too much. He was so weak, and he felt himself drifting off once more. 
 
    Waking once more, this time with the pain receding. Adrian opened his eyes. It was sunset. How long was that? Almost three hours? A few dozen people were crowded around him. Every one of them had the haggard look of mana depletion. 
 
    More waves of healing coursed through him. 
 
    The internal agony was gone. Susie was next to him. She had not cast the healing; it had come from outside. 
 
    “I am okay,” he gasped. 
 
    Another soothing spell commenced. Then the pain started up. “No, I am not,” he tried to say, but with the pain constricted his throat, reducing his words to a mere rasp. 
 
    Then more darkness. 
 
    In and out. Someone was holding his hand. Others were patting his face with a wet cloth. 
 
    He woke once more. 
 
    More lucid than earlier. Susie was still next to him. The pain was finally fading, but he could barely move. 
 
    “I am good,” he croaked. 
 
    “Just rest,” Susie whispered. There were fewer people around him now. Level two priest, level seven druid, level four healer, level zero unknown. That last one was a non-standard interface. “Just rest,” she murmured, draping the cool cloth over his face once more. 
 
    He was so exhausted, and sleep claimed him. When he woke, it was pitch dark still. 
 
    The interface was alert and acting like a watchdog. 
 
    Back in the chihuahua scene. The owner yelling, “Naughty dog,” but it was half-hearted. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    Swept up in a cartoon. The Wile E. Coyote was plucking food from a barrel labelled ‘chocolate.’ Roadrunner zoomed past, distracting it briefly by dropping a shiny toy. While the coyote was distracted, Roadrunner replaced the chocolate barrel with one labelled ‘dynamite.’ The coyote went back to eating chocolate. Not one, not two, but eight lit sticks were gulped down. Boom!!!! 
 
    So, he fell into a trap. The plant had betrayed him. 
 
    Yes, no, maybe. The interface conveyed a mental shrug. 
 
    His interface flashed brightly. His stats screen appeared, and a sinking feeling hit him as he read through the changes. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    Vitality --- now 1.90 --- Increased by 0.32 from repeated trauma --- Population - 1.24 
 
    Physical Resistance --- now 0.63 --- Increased 0.11 from air aura --- Population - 0.52 
 
    Magical Resistance --- now 0.14 --- Increased 0.04 from air aura --- Population - 0.06 
 
    Strength --- now 1.17 --- Decreased by 0.21 from repeated muscle trauma --- Population - 1.04 (+.01) 
 
    Agility --- now 0.80 (+.1 Necklace) --- Decreased by 0.30 from repeated muscle trauma --- Population - 1.19 (+.01) 
 
    Skills obtained 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 3, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura. Lay of Hands, Mana Control, Flame Sprout, Bush Alchemy, Self-Buff - Vitality, Self- Buff Strength, Self-Buff - Growth, Minor Troll Regeneration*, Air Aura - Acquired, Air Magic Specialization - Acquired 
 
    Experience: 6150 of 20,000 required for level 3 
 
    Strength had reduced by 0.21, Agility by 0.3. That was five standard levels of progress gone with the wind. 
 
    Oh god. 
 
    What had he done? All that power erased. The reason given for the decrease was prolonged trauma, damaging muscles. Vitality plus 0.32 partially offset the negatives. He had lost Strength and Agility and all that remained meant he was basically a lumbering tank. It was a terrible trade. 
 
    Avoiding damage was better than taking it. 
 
    Agility, even with his pendant, was down to 0.8. He would trip over his own feet without the boost. 0.7 was beyond ridiculous, and his Strength, while still good, was no longer impressively good. 
 
    His self-buff scaled off the starting Strength. The entire spell had just been nerfed significantly. 
 
    I shouldn’t have taken it. 
 
    A serious man talking to two young children. Adrian and his sister magically adjusted to be the same age. This was a test. “If you don’t eat the chocolate, I will give you two when I get back. It is okay to eat it, but if you don’t . . .” 
 
    He held up a couple of fingers before exiting the room and leaving them with the decision. Their respective chocolate bars on the table looked so tempting. 
 
    His sister grabbed hers. “You are not having it. I want two.” 
 
    “The man had said it was okay.” He grabbed his, and initially hid it behind his back. But it called to him. The chocolate would taste nice. Just a nibble would be fine. He loved chocolate. A small bite taken off the top. Delicious. Now that he had started, he might as well continue. “So good.” 
 
    His sister made a face but did not touch her bar. 
 
    Behind the one-way mirror were his parents. “Silly boy. He is going to be so disappointed when his sister gets two.” 
 
    The image faded away. 
 
    When the sister gets two . . . those words filled his mind. Not only had he almost died . . . 
 
    There was a cough inside his head. The interface was questioning the ‘almost’ bit. 
 
    So I died? 
 
    Another cough. Technically no, but in the spirit of the survivor badge, yes, many times. 
 
    He was an idiot. This was a disaster. So many attributes had been lost. Even the improvement to magic and physical resistance did not seem to compensate for the reduction he had suffered. Just yesterday he had been so full of hope of becoming amazingly agile through the meditation technique. He had dreams of ending up twice as skilled as average. 
 
    They were ashes now, and bitter ones at that. 
 
    When the sister gets two . . . was that image deliberate, if he had of consumed the feather slowly? Would he have. . .  
 
    Back in the image. “Silly boy. He is going to be so disappointed.” 
 
    A tear running down his face. 
 
    The Agility and Strength cost? 
 
    Almost no response, just the slightest of nods from his dad, which was out of character. What was the interface implying, that those losses could have been avoided and that the rewards would have been better? 
 
    Back in the room. The serious man returned to the siblings and dropped two chocolates into the girl’s hand. He was only four. There was only one valid response. He threw a temper tantrum for the ages. Not only had she gotten two chocolates, but they were also bigger and better, and she got to keep the first one. “We told you,” the man said dispassionately as he watched the four-year-old scream and writhe on the floor. 
 
    The image faded, and in the real world he felt shaken, like the ground was falling out from under him. The example was deliberate. He could have gotten more than twice the benefits and none of the downsides. Why had he just eaten it? He wanted to hit himself once more, but that would solve nothing. 
 
    Remembering the pain just made the whole situation worse. 
 
    Idiot!!! 
 
    How could he? 
 
    There was an image of the dersbrawk and waves of energy that he knew represented psychic power. 
 
    It made me? 
 
    In response there was a mental shrug and the image of the potion of mind floating in the air, flushing out the plant’s waves from his head. 
 
    If he had taken that potion, then he would not have eaten the feather so impulsively and suffered all these penalties. If he had been selfish, they would all be better off. The plant had predicted it. It had done this deliberately. He was not stupid; he had just been outsmarted by something more brilliant than him, with eons of experience. 
 
    I am a victim. 
 
    The interface seemed less than impressed by that thought. 
 
    “Naughty dog, bad doggy.” This time he was seeing through the chihuahua’s lens with a huge person charging at him. Shame flooded through him as he knew he had done a boo-boo. 
 
    He wrenched himself out. 
 
    I do not say boo-boo. 
 
    There was a bit of laughter, but the undertone of the reproach was still there. “Own your mistakes,” the interface was telling him in no uncertain terms. 
 
    He was a screwup of enormous proportions. After all, he had lost two-thirds of the benefits and suffered some horrific penalties from this blunder. 
 
    There was a hint of malcontent at the two-thirds comment. Over two-thirds, Adrian clarified mentally, and the interface’s emotions faded back. 
 
    It was not at all happy; it was still annoyed about the feather. If he had more discipline, then the plant’s devious attempt would have been blunted. However, they both knew it was not fully his fault. The critical decision where they had both failed had been the mind potion. That choice not to be selfish then was the real mistake. 
 
    There was no counter from the interface. No more of Adrian being a small dog getting yelled at. Oh . . . it was annoyed at itself, too. The realisation brought him some relief, but only a bit. The whole show of reminding him of his loss was just to instruct him to accept reality and not dwell on it. It was a teacher. 
 
    He was a chihuahua once more, and his mummy was sick of his boo-boos, so she had hired a large woman to teach him. He liked her; she made it clear what he needed to do, rewarding him with tasty treats when he did the right things. 
 
    Not a teacher, but a dog trainer? 
 
    Grinding teeth. The interface was claiming it was not teaching but training him using simple conditioning. It faded back, satisfied once more. It was clearly in turmoil over the feather; it had been a while since it reached this level of condescending. 
 
    He still needed to understand all the consequences. The boost to physical resistance was due to air aura. 
 
    Air Aura (Level 3) 
 
    Your core has been permanently altered with air magic, and this has manifested in a permanent passive air aura. This aura will help deflect and/or slow attacks. It will also act to enhance both channelled air magic and external air magic, increasing the power of all spells by 50 percent. 
 
    The air aura will prevent the use of external earth and water magic spells under the expert level. 
 
    That last sentence almost made his head explode. Did that mean . . . ? Could he no longer use Earth Spikes? With earth missiles, it didn’t matter. But the spike was one of his default offensive options. He checked his abilities, and the two earth spells had their names crossed off in the interface with big red lines. 
 
    His stomach lurched in sickening shock. What in all hells had he done? 
 
    Adrian scrolled through and focused on the last thing that changed. 
 
    Air Magic Specialisation 
 
    As a result of the vast sums of air magic funnelled through your body, your interface has been forced to permanently dedicate a significant amount of its processing power to air magic. In addition, you have created a small personal air core. 
 
    71% increased capacity for all air spells. Air magic is 63% easier to learn, and all other schools of magic are 25% harder. 
 
    That one was not all negative. All he could think was the interface better have been right when it claimed that air magic was just as powerful as the other options. Otherwise, he was screwed. 
 
    What is an air core? 
 
    There was sudden hesitation and interest from the interface. There was intense focus emanating from it. After a moment, it faded away and a wave of apology hit him that was surprisingly directed at both him and the plant. 
 
    WHAT? 
 
    He was in an image standing next to a desk upon which rested a single newspaper. There was a headline. “World First: Interface may have admitted not knowing something.” The text under the headline when he read it was basically a legal disclaimer, negating the words in the headline. Adrian kept looking and spotted a type of flowchart made of stick figures. 
 
    In the first line, the stick figure swallowed the feather, and the arrow pointed toward the next pane, where the figure got turned into a pile of bones. This had a red cross against it. 
 
    The next line down had the same starting pane with the feather being consumed, but then the next one had a very sick stick figure being fussed over by a lot of nurses. The stick figured survived and then there were three ticks. 
 
    Further down the page there were another five panels, each showing different, slower ways to use the feather. None of those methods got more than two ticks. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    Adrian curiously glanced over the other headlines. “Berserker survives stinging,” “Global threat burnt to death,” “Cores and Future Power.” 
 
    That last headline caught his attention, and he read the text. Foolish adventurer develops personal core and is primed for greatness. Having stupidly . . . 
 
    The image dissolved. 
 
    Adrian lay there thinking through what had just been written and what it might mean. Clearly, that personal core was significant enough to change the interface’s mind. All those you could have had extra chocolates images were apparently wrong. The choice he had made while almost killing him had been right. 
 
    Was the plant helping? 
 
    Uncertainty came from the interface. 
 
    It did not know whether it was deliberate, but having a core as an outcome was a huge unexpected bonus. 
 
    Excitement from the interface and hope. 
 
    Adrian looked at his stats once more. The changes were disappointing, particularly the loss of Agility and Earth Spike, but this way was three stars, and the others were only two. That was fifty percent better. 
 
    He was abruptly back in the image, and the flowchart had changed. His option now had ten ticks while the other ones varied between seven and nine ticks. 
 
    The image dispersed. Fifty percent or ten percent did not matter. It was better, and that was how he needed to think about it. The feather had not cost him. It was just another pathway that would pay off at a later stage. 
 
    Time? 
 
    3:10 a.m. 
 
    Did he need to sleep more? After a moment of thought, he decided he was probably well enough to be somewhat productive. The scoropids did indeed need to be dealt with. In the meantime, the air cores from the scoropids called to him. Thank god he had them available. Having those buffs and no strong air magic to wield them would have been horrible. 
 
    Quietly he sat up and then, cutting its hand in the process, plunged it into the bag of holding, releasing ten cores. The tiny pebbles that were little larger than a grain of sand stuck to his hand. 
 
    Memories flooded his vision immediately. The 360-degree view was nauseating, but the interface promptly streamlined the jumble into a focus on air magic. There were completely alien feelings and emotions, but he accepted them. The intricate details of the process they used assaulted him. The shifting of air pressure to get results, laying different levels. They were building what effectively translated to computer processing chips to create algorithms for spells that basically could make decisions like if X happens then do Y. Reflecting arrows employed the tiniest components of magic stretching ten metres from him. The arrow would touch them and create a cascade of responses until a targeted air gust, condensed tightly enough to emulate a spear tip, would knock the arrow out of flight. 
 
    That concentrated force existed for only a moment. An instant earlier or later, it was just flowing air, but for the exact instant that it impacted the arrow, it was like steel. 
 
    The ten cores finished, and he checked his skills. 
 
    Projectile Barrier - 5% 
 
    Creates a barrier of air that will deflect incoming projectiles. 
 
    Haste - 1% 
 
    Depending on mana infused, can increase speed of physical movements. 
 
    Motion Assistance - 2% 
 
    Self-buff only. Enables the user to briefly support parts of his body with air. Examples of use include running across thick mud, executing a mid-air step during a leap, increasing the power of a weapon attack. 
 
    Intuitively, he understood these were all advanced air magic and the first two could be incorporated into his party buff skills. The abilities were superb, but it would take a thousand cores to achieve them all. Good thing that they were about to raid the nest. 
 
    With a half-satisfied shrug, he went through the other 170 cores, skimming through ten at time. Projectile Barrier was at 82%, Haste at 19% and Motion Assistance at 30%.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    It was time to stop wallowing in his mistakes and deal with the scoropids. 
 
    From the conversations last night, it was clear that a trader had arrived sometime the day before. They speculated about why it had turned up. One theory was that the bear’s proximity had kept them away before, and the other was that because the different fractions were talking to each other. The system or collective intelligence or whatever algorithm coordinated the traders had deemed the location populated enough to warrant a trader. Whatever the reason, a trader was now in town, which was just what Adrian needed to work out the plan for the scoropids. 
 
    Think like a Craig. 
 
    While Adrian was returning to the town alone, more than slightly shell-shocked at how badly the battle had gone, he had been in no mood to trade. Not that an opportunity had really presented itself. After all, the line for the trader had been thirty deep, such was the built-up demand within the survivors. Everyone was itching to buy food with the loot they had gathered over the preceding weeks. 
 
    Even in his funk, that scene had made him smile at the moment and even now, a full day later. The genuine excitement and hope on everyone’s face was such a sharp contrast to that initial night, when, despite feeding them, Adrian’s crew had received resentful stares. That was what they had done. They would have one, maybe two days’ delay in reaching Emily, but it was worth it to see that innocent faith that was spreading through the people. Over a thousand humans would live because of him and have their own joys and triumphs. All because of him and his team. Without intervention, the bear would have destroyed them. It would have moved onto them the moment it had gorged itself on the cows. From now on, their survival would no longer be on him, but at least they had a chance. He was not naïve anymore. There would be something nasty out there, and if they stagnated, they would be obliterated. The world demanded either strength or utter failure, written out of the annals of history as a mere footnote. 
 
    As he exited the compound, his subconscious continued gnawing tenaciously away at the problem. Initially, he had focused on a magical solution. There must be something that he could purchase from the trader. Adrian fantasized about a one-stop answer like a lightning storm that could destroy the creatures en masse or maybe an altered Wind Gust that could drive them into the ground and make them easy pickings. 
 
    The problem was that as far as he knew, that magic did not exist. Even if it did, it would probably have prerequisites so prohibitive that he could never use, let alone gather, the energy needed for the purchase. This was especially highlighted by the spells that the plant had included in the extortion bag. Then again, it had tried to kill him, so maybe those prerequisites were the dersbrawk just being a prick. 
 
    The idea was a dead end. Energy would be the stumbling block, even if he could learn a spell capable of wiping them out. 
 
    Think like a Craig. 
 
    He pivoted his thoughts. 
 
    Build a small fort. Construct it to funnel the insects into a tight corridor so they could fight them on their own terms. The idea had a lot of merit. The thing that made them so dangerous was the fact that they would attack from so many directions. With that kind of swarming, there were not enough blades or magic in the world to deflect them all. A structure could rob them of that tactic. Get them lined up so a single arrow could kill multiple and his ice magic could still destroy the rest, its efficiency more than doubled by how dense the swarm would be. 
 
    A defensive building would definitely work, but the issue was time. It would take days or weeks to implement. 
 
    He did not have time! 
 
    A day or two, maybe but a week. 
 
    No! 
 
    He would not accept, and he did not think his team would either. Nor did they have the luxury of ignoring the threat. Everyone had been smiling because they thought they had a future and if they left the scoropids alive, they would not. The insects would expand and threaten the town. They would spread like a plague. The image of scoropid plagues that the regional knowledge shoved into his brain made him shudder. That was not an acceptable outcome. 
 
    Yet if they came up with nothing short term to deal with the insects, well maybe the fort idea was something they could leave with the town. A real and present external threat that they could deal with would bring the splintered town together. Force them to work as one so they all could survive. Then he remembered the mud wolves. The asinine politics. So why did he think for a moment that they could handle a more powerful menace? Plus, if the build a floor any community spirit would crumble pretty quickly. 
 
    No. He—his team—needed to deal with them and do it safely and fast. The question was, how? 
 
    As he approached the grand old house, the entry and exit point, he mentally replayed the battle. 
 
    A single fact was suddenly glaring. They had survived because of Jules. But the poison had eventually overwhelmed her. Even then, disorganised and vulnerable to the poison, they had beaten almost two hundred scoropids in a spontaneous fight. Because of Jules and to some extent Kozzie. They had won regardless, and the answer was simple: stop the poison. Dismantle their biggest threat and end the fight quickly. 
 
    That made the job easier. He had a few options to purchase: a potion to counter the poison, a book with a recipe for said potion, or a spell for Susie that could stop the scoropids from inflicting their venom. A spell like one of the old cure-all status effects spells. In video games, they had always been a low-level spell and would purge all the poisons from someone’s body, but in this world, he was not so sure that it would be available. It all depended on whatever arbitrary rules had evolved over the billions of years. 
 
    Maybe he already had the knowledge. Holding his breath in frantic hope, he examined both the bush alchemy and regional knowledge stores of information. There was nothing useful from regional knowledge. Yes, scoropids had a poisonous stinger. He already knew that, so thanks. 
 
    Bush alchemy had some potential. There was a recipe where he could use the poison sacs he had collected, plus a few other ingredients, to create an antidote to powerful poisons. Checking his inventory, a single ingredient was missing. If the trader had that for sale, it may be expensive, but the recipe would be the solution. He remembered the crowds around the trader, and, more importantly, the feeling in him that the patrons provoked. It would be worse than the octopod if he abandoned this town to deal with the stingers on their own. 
 
    When did he become a bloody hero? 
 
    “When Jamie and Lisa died,” he answered himself under his breath. It felt weird to verbalise it, but cathartic. 
 
    They would willingly pay for the ingredient, but relying on an antidote potion was dangerous. What happened if someone died before they delivered it? How long would it even take to kick in? Immunity would be preferable instead. What if they were poisoned and forced to remove themselves from the battle in order to consume the antidote? That would become particularly awkward over a long battle and if someone was slower than the others. 
 
    Time? 
 
    4:00 a.m. 
 
    He was right outside the entrance and exit threshold. There was no point waiting. There was still an hour or two until dawn. 
 
    The men and women on duty hardly looked at him, just letting him go out without challenge. The girl tried to catch his gaze out of either boredom or interest. He did not care. Blowing past her, she was not special enough for even a second glance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Adrian headed towards where the trader had been parked. She was still there and without a single customer. She was a cute cat woman. He could also have said panther-based animal kin: fine, black fur, delicate features, and a surprisingly human face. 
 
    She smiled at him. “A bit early, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” He tried a winning smile, before realising that it might be a hostile act in her culture. In dog world, the baring of teeth meant aggression and it was probably similar for cats. “I was wondering if you could help me?” 
 
    “Lots of traders help you, don’t they?” she responded cautiously. 
 
    “Assist, without getting into trouble,” he clarified. 
 
    She laughed. It was a delightful, tinkering sound. “We do not do anything we don’t want to do. Now! How can I help you?” she asked, emphasizing the question. 
 
    “Terrible scoropid?” 
 
    She nodded encouragingly, assuring him of her knowledge. 
 
    “Do you have a spell or potion to protect us or cure its sting?” 
 
    “Hmm.” She almost purred. “Nasty poison. Lots of counter spells at the master level: cure, immunity, shields. I am guessing you do not have any master-level spell casters in your team.” It was not phrased as a question. “So even if you had the energy, they are not an option.” She flipped through some drawers in front of her overflowing cart. “I don’t have a potion to sell, and I don’t think there is a direct alchemy recipe available.” She paused, thinking things through. “I don’t actually know much about alchemic solutions.” 
 
    She rummaged through another drawer to find what looked like a memory stone. She placed it against her head. There was a long pause before she pulled the rock down. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she exclaimed, smiling at him and causing the hairs on his neck to rise. So many teeth. “There is a branch of alchemy that might be able to help.” 
 
    He wondered what had just happened. It almost felt like the trader had used a memory stone to become an instant expert on a subject. 
 
    Did she just use a memory stone? 
 
    The image of a youngish-looking adult holding up a dildo. “Is this a dildo?” 
 
    The very embarrassed teenager snatched it away, using a nearby piece of clothing as a handkerchief. “Of course it is, Mum! I can’t believe you touched it. Gross.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, having no need for that set of imagery. 
 
    What did it teach her? 
 
    This image was far more involved. A jumble of snapshot images. The little he could interpret from the mess was that it was like she had just taken a two-week crash course on alchemy. It covered what specific levels and specific sub-skill sets could be achieved along with the different tools and their strengths and benefits. 
 
    “I’ve almost mastered bush alchemy,” he volunteered. 
 
    She looked at him and arched a single eyebrow. “Bush alchemy is a mixture of basic and advanced potions. The main alchemy branch that possesses the knowledge is unfortunately expert-rated.” 
 
    “Do you think I can learn and make it anyway?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not unless you are at expert alchemy level.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Forty thousand energy or goods worth thirty thousand.” She saw his face sink. “So cheap options.” She let the word cheap hang there in the air condescendingly. “Your bush alchemy gives you a good chance of generating an antidote, or at least a partial one. If you can learn the nature of the poison, then you can tailor your other recipes. Combine your existing antidote potions until you create something that works.” She rummaged in her drawer before producing a thin book and a dull stone. “This is an antidotes pathway book for advanced alchemists. It will give you the skills to understand types of poison. For example, does it attack the nervous system, relax muscles, or create pain? Once you know what needs to be countered, you can use your knowledge to produce what you need.” 
 
    She smiled, obviously satisfied with her solution, despite his clear lack of both skills and energy. 
 
    “How much for the antidote pathway?” 
 
    “One thousand for a memory stone and three hundred and fifty for a pathway book.” 
 
    “Why so cheap?” 
 
    “There is not much to it. It just teaches you how to test the different types of potions and work out which of your existing recipes provides the best counter. There are a couple of recipes that let you combine multiple potions into a single one.” She sniffed dismissively at that. “Not much value in them, as you can always just drink a few potions separately. It also has seven formulas which anyone advanced enough to use the pathway book probably already knows.” She looked him in the eyes. “In fact, if you just have bush alchemy knowledge, then you will get four new recipes, which makes this a great deal.” 
 
    He dumped half of his loot on the table, saving some for specific herbs later. There was a pile of wolf pelts along with the parts of the scoropids. 
 
    “Is that enough?” 
 
    “More than sufficient,” she said after a quick glance. 
 
    “Is there anything I can specifically create to resist poisons?” 
 
    “Yes, but . . .” She paused ominously. 
 
    “But what?” he asked nervously. 
 
    “It is not precisely an alchemy pathway.” 
 
    “But it will help?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “So, what is it?” 
 
    “It is a pathway to build poison immunity.” 
 
    Adrian looked quizzically at her. It sounded perfect, so why the hesitation? 
 
    “A cheat,” she confirmed grimly. “It is designed as a pathway to build poison immunity, but to get there, you need to make potions to counter poisons.” 
 
    “And I could use those recipes to deal with the scoropids,” Adrian summarised cautiously. 
 
    She gave another careful, elegant nod and a wink. 
 
    “And I am not paying for the recipes, only the pathway result, which is the immunity.” 
 
    A smile lit her features. It made her look beautiful despite, or maybe because of, the feline features. At least she didn’t flash her startling fangs again. 
 
    “Is this . . . ?” He spread his hands to indicate what was on the table. 
 
    “Not enough.” Her tone had switched back to seriousness. 
 
    “How much more?” 
 
    The trader was clearly counting the pieces, doing the maths in her brain. “Fifty percent more.” 
 
    “Memory stones?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “My friends’ lives might depend on this,” he argued. 
 
    The cat woman shrugged dismissively, but with incredible grace nonetheless. 
 
    With a sigh, Adrian unloaded the rest of the loot onto the table. 
 
    The cat woman nodded. “That is enough.” She passed over a memory stone, science kit, and a book. 
 
    Adrian studied the cover of the book. “Pathway of Poison Resistance through Alchemy.” 
 
    “Can I get a memory stone for the Poison Resistance pathway?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “That book contains a scattering of advanced, expert potions, and master ones. I am giving you a bargain.” 
 
    Another pathway to master. More things pressing for his precious time. 
 
    At least he had not started any new pathways, so he at least had the capacity to absorb the new information. If he had already used his existing capacity, it would have been a disaster. He gently pocketed the science kit and book but held onto the memory stone. He sat down next to the safety of the trader and pressed it lightly into his forehead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Complete with a narrator and detailed images, information flooded into Adrian’s head. There were eight primary mechanisms that poisons utilised. Those mechanisms’ severity ranged from gradual accumulation to instant, with multiple speeds in between. For each of the mechanisms, there were dozens of potions that could counteract it, not that he knew most of them. The faster-acting the poison, the rarer the antidotes’ ingredients were. There was not even a voiceover for that fact. It was just printed on a piece of paper that momentarily flashed into view. The knowledge thundered onwards. 
 
    There were options beyond the simple antidote: there was temporary resistance, and for several poisons, there was even permanent resistance, like a vaccine. The solutions were not advertised as perfect, but certainly good enough. Effective enough to stave off death, but not days of sickness. 
 
    The mess of information intensified: there were ways to treat families of poisons rather than specific ones. For example, the poison of a five-headed snake acted to stop the heart and fill the blood with acid. A specific antidote potion could be created that would completely counter that venom, with the recipient being flushed free of the substance and back on their feet in minutes. But, if fresh righnoritatic mushrooms were not available or too expensive, then a clever alchemist could provide one antidote to the heart-stopping poison and a different antidote to remove the acid from the blood. The victim this time would be in agony for a day to a week, but they would at least survive, and sometimes surviving was the best you could do. 
 
    Things got more complicated as poisons or venoms started acting on multiple mechanisms. Then, antidote potions could be mixed into a single solution that would fight the multi-pronged poison. This was not a true antidote, but rather a mixture that was partially effective at stopping only the deadly effects. 
 
    All that information came in a quick flood of dry facts. There was not even a thorough lecture like previous stones provided. Sometimes he had to read and sometimes he had to listen, usually simultaneously, until a chunk of information bypassed those sensory pathways and just inserted the knowledge straight into his brain. Even the recipes were presented like that, a series of procedural steps. 
 
    As the cat woman had warned, there were only a couple of targeted antidote formulas provided. Most of the knowledge was general or explained how to combine the same few antidotes for different effects. Although mixing a few liquids seemed simple enough, sometimes careful balancing was required. For those, he received the memories of what signs to look for while mixing, what smells showed failure, and the consequences of the failure. Hint: they were usually explosive. It was a low-budget memory stone, providing the most chaotic course that he had experienced in this world or the last. 
 
    Finally, he learnt how to break down and classify a poison. The basic science kit would do most of this work, but still the process relied on small animals or insects to tease out the effects. A flood of memories swamped him, reiterating how to chase down different animals to use as test subjects. Various snares could be used on birds, rats, mice, and insects. Distinct smelly concoctions you could generate to attract specific species. Adrian was reminded of Aunt Edna’s cooking if she had not always burnt things. 
 
    The torrent of information finally stopped, and Adrian understood exactly what to do: classify the poison and then prepare the antidote. So many ways to catch mice. It was like an obsessive-compulsive exterminator had implanted all his memories. Rodents, birds, insects, even bugs were all accounted for. He knew that if he wanted to, he could dig in the ground and get a juicy grub in minutes. 
 
    Disgusting. 
 
    The trader was looking at him. “Absolutely disgusting,” he told the trader, who was still standing behind her cart without customers. 
 
    She laughed uproariously. “Yep! We never tell a client about that part of the process. The training lectures explicitly instruct you to not mention the whole rat and bug requirements.” 
 
    He nailed her with an exaggeratedly perplexed stare, which made her giggle even more. 
 
    She gave a conspiratorial wink in response and scrunched up that cute nose. Even with the whiskers, it was endearing. “It was the recommendation.” 
 
    “I would have bought the book anyway.” 
 
    “Sure, but this way was more fun.” 
 
    He picked up the second book and flipped it open. 
 
    The pathway book delivered information in a more traditional format. It conjured memories of physically making potions—not one, not ten, but hundreds of them. Half of the potions were temporary, either antidotes or resistance types. The variety was mind-boggling, and Adrian was thankful the interface was there providing the extra processing power or, in this case, the memory space to catch it all. There were antidote potions for even the more gradually accumulating heart-stopping mechanism. One potion was for the heart attack, but this was cheap and only worked on lower grades. Then further potions for medium, fast, and instant-acting varieties. Eight unique solutions for just that single mechanism. After that, the resistance potions were demonstrated. There were far fewer of these, with only two or three per mechanism. Some were short-lived, while others could provide weeks of protection. Their effectiveness varied from partial to fully effective. 
 
    The information was mostly unnecessary for a pathway of poison resistance, and he wondered why it was included.  
 
    Then the crux of the pathway hit him: eighty different potions and poisons that he needed to acquire to build up resistances. There were substitutes, too. So many of them, but the eighty number did not change. One in one, one out. Each substitute came with a disclaimer that the original recommendation was the easy path. Even with his limited knowledge, there was no way he could follow the suggested order. It would require perilous journeys just to find ingredients for the substitutes. The chances of successfully gathering some reagents on Earth were rather low. As far as he knew, there were no nearby volcanic sulfuric planes, let alone a mountain plateau higher than thirty thousand feet. He was sure that was taller than Mount Everest. 
 
    The book covered all kinds of antidotes, some requiring a topical application, while others were ingested orally or intravenously. It depended on how directly the substance had to enter the bloodstream. The book was a bucket list that would probably take years to complete, but at the end of it he would be immune to all but a couple of mythical-rated poisons that acted on their own unique mechanism. 
 
    The information stopped, and he felt nauseated from all the information slamming into him. When his Intelligence levelled up, this would get easier. Until then, the information dumps left him immobilised. Plus, the itch to start concocting was building up in him, and resisting the pathway of intelligence was taking the bulk of his mental energies already. 
 
    Then he finally realised why there were extra recipes included, why there was so much value for so little cost when knowledge was so heavily regulated. The recipes were included under the pretext that they might be needed as a back-up. The pathway could be loosely described as taking a deadly poison. Adrian would have to wait until a poison was well on its way to killing him and then flood himself with the antidote. Given the limited supply of herbs and the variability of poisons, different options were included as a precaution. 
 
    Limited supplies made some sense, but it was not the sole reason why the formulas were included. No—they were included because to obtain them, one had to start the pathway, and that was the true cost. Adrian mentally kicked himself. Pathways were an itch that grew and grew till you progressed them, and this was not a millstone that he wanted to carry. 
 
    Ask more questions? 
 
    With the knowledge of just what the pathway entailed, Adrian felt the world falling away. He needed to stop jumping into new things. Actions had consequences now in a way they never did previously. The rules were changed, and he kept playing the game with the old rules and getting penalised accordingly. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    He needed to ask more questions, but in this case, it did not matter; the pathway had delivered what the trader had promised. The information would protect his team from the scoropids. Even if he knew the consequences in advance, he would have accepted. Yet his incompetence had tricked him again. He should have asked more questions first! Established the goddamn rules! It was not that hard. Yeah, he was angry at himself and his impulsive actions. 
 
    Why is it so cheap? 
 
    Such an obvious question to ask, and the answer was not “because it was a cheat.” There were no cheats, no bugs in the code. This was a mature system; it had not changed for hundreds of millions of years. There was always a purpose, and it was not his first interaction with the bloody thing. He was no longer an amateur and the failure to follow up and get the details was on him, not on his interface. It could not hold his hand forever. It was not the trader’s fault either; she had done what he had asked. 
 
    God, the others would be rolling their eyes at him. Back to that question: why is it so cheap? Easy enough to answer. 
 
    Because it is a trap. 
 
    Maybe it was too harsh, but reflecting on what had just happened, the fear of it being a trap was all that filled his head. Consuming this book was as stupid as using the troll cores without a pathway. Maybe even worse, because the pointless training would go on and on for days, weeks, and possibly years. 
 
    The itch was already there. Tears in the eyes just at the expectation of what was coming. 
 
    You better still be alive, Emily. 
 
    Being a hero without an anchor would be hard. 
 
    Poor Steve. 
 
    The extra formulas were advanced payment for the cost of the pathway. He would have taken it anyway. He was a masochist. 
 
    Or a realist. 
 
    The world was broken, and sacrifice was needed to fix it. He wanted to scream “Why me?” but he already knew the answer. Why not him? To save the world? He was not Superman, but no one was. In the ballgame, when it was your turn to go, you went. Yes, you would get crunched, but when it was your turn, it did not matter. The team, or in this case the world, came first. 
 
    “I hope this is worth it.” 
 
    “I do too.” The cat woman’s voice was sad and almost made him jump. He didn’t think she was listening. 
 
    “Did you know?” Adrian looked straight at her. 
 
    “Know what?” The answer was immediate and convincing, but then she broke eye contact, exposing herself. 
 
    Adrian nodded in unprecedented restraint. “It is okay,” he told her. “It was my turn to go.” 
 
    The cat woman nodded, though she looked slightly confused by the tail end of Adrian’s internal sports analogy monologue. A smile played once more on her lips, though she still looked apprehensive, like she expected him to blow up. Not today. “Your race is fascinating. So much variability.” 
 
    “We are what we are.” The itch from the new pathway beat upon him. 
 
    Already pushing him. 
 
    A burden that he had been half-tricked into but would have to endure. A problem for another time—pathways could only be delayed, not forgotten about. A curse and a blessing. Adrian remembered Susie’s and Kozzie’s expressions after that first day of Jules and the troll aspect pathway. 
 
    The memory of Steve swearing after his fit. 
 
    Poor man. Steve was doing all this either to honour a memory or because he was just that good a person. His sacrifices were just as much, but he was doing it for his family. It was the superior path. 
 
    You better still be alive. 
 
    They would be. They had to be. 
 
    Control the thoughts. 
 
    That way was madness. He would hug them all so hard when he got to Melbourne. 
 
    The interface projected abstract portrayals of loved ones cuddling him. No, it was their reunion hug when he would find them.  
 
    The hug continued. Brush away the tears. He could not linger in this vision, because it was too easy to get lost in either the exquisite joy of the future or the abyss of hell that something might happen before he reached them as his expectations shifted like Schrödinger’s cat. 
 
    “I am safe here, right?” he asked, eyeing the space next to the trader’s cart. 
 
    “Only from monsters. Nothing to protect you from me,” she quipped. 
 
    “I will take my chances.” 
 
    She laughed. He liked her a lot. So fun and human, despite the whiskers. 
 
    Adrian pulled out a scoropid venom sack. “Time to see what you do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sorry. Talking to myself.” 
 
    She giggled and went back to the pamphlet she was reading. 
 
    First, he applied his new knowledge to the science kit. It was a series of simple tests. The first showed that there were five active reagents, which did not necessarily mean five different mechanisms of poison. If it contained a slow- and medium-acting poisons that halted breathing. Each speed would register as a separate reagent. 
 
    Further tests unveiled that there were at least three distinct mechanisms and potentially four. There were still too many combinations. He surmised that the test kit would only be sufficient when a poison only had one mechanism. The next step was to work out what animals were nearby that he could use to tease out more information about the scoropid poison. 
 
    Lots of answers, unfortunately. 
 
    Finally, he was ready to go. Self-doubt brimmed in him. How could he capture the animals he needed with his terrible Agility? The memories of hunting came back to him, allowing him to relax. The recollections that had been caught in the stone had not showcased the most physically perfect individuals. While his Agility would be low against darting rabbits and squirrels, it was still above average for a human. The rat trappers, bat catchers, and bug diggers in his memories were slow, uncoordinated scientists. Yet they had gotten dirty to test their poisons. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24   
 
    Time to get to work. 
 
    With a grumble, he rolled up to standing and readied his supplies for the hunt. The trader was chuckling at him. She had seen people in his position before. 
 
    “Have fun.” 
 
    He resisted the temptation to stick a finger up in response. “Not with this task,” he told her instead, proud of his restraint. “I will not enjoy this,” he mumbled, and wondered whether her cat features also gave her keen hearing. 
 
    “You never know. You might.” 
 
    Question answered. She had exceptional hearing, in fact. 
 
    There was no point going far. He would check out every house until he found what he was looking for. It was probable that the local rodents would have moved into the abandoned houses to scavenge for food. Of course, humans would have searched them first, leaving behind spilt rice in the cupboards and crumbs in the bins. With no humans wandering around, rats and mice would have full rein. He was not surprised when the first derelict shack he entered had what he needed. With his new sensitivities, he could smell the stink of some type of rodent’s nest, most likely rats. 
 
    At some point, Adrian’s ingrained, magically taught habits had taken over and Ambusher’s Steps were activated. With that help, he moved through the place silently. There was a chance that the tricks he had learnt would not be needed if stealth would let him surprise the rats. If Ambusher’s Steps held up, he could just walk up to the animals and pluck them. 
 
    Rats! 
 
    No cute mice for him. The things were ugly. 
 
    House Rat 
 
    Has only manifested the smallest of Alpha mutations. It can reduce its weight slightly, providing enhanced climbing abilities. 
 
    Good. A small part of his mind had been terrified that he would ambush a family of intelligent rats as terrifying as the possums. 
 
    Despite how harmless this one was, he stood quietly, watching for a few long minutes before another rat poked its head out. 
 
    House Rat (Pack Leader) 
 
    Has mutated to release pheromones that make it irresistible to females and scary to males. 
 
    Out of all the survival tactics available in an apocalypse, this was one that Adrian was surprised to see so rarely. The desire to procreate was a key driver to most animals, in theory. 
 
    Slow steps forward, targeting the pack leader first. Get in the range and spring the trap. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Crouched over the rat, hands already in the right position. He was somewhat regretting shedding his gloves as he anticipated the disgusting feeling of greasy fur on his hands. But the extra dexterity mattered. With decent speed, he grabbed the rat with both hands, God, not only touching but seizing a live rat with his bare fingers. At home, he had always used a plastic bag as a barrier when moving dead rats. The memory stone he had consumed reinforced his instincts, allowing him to override the tempting impulse to toss it away. Warm and furry. He wanted to throw it violently to its death. 
 
    It wriggled. He held it tight. The aim was to disable. Snapping the neck as gently as possible was the easiest solution. He repositioned his fingers. 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    Adrian dropped the animal in surprise. 
 
    It had bitten him. 
 
    As he watched, it was scampering away from him. 
 
    Not today. 
 
    Leaping after it, his left leg slipped, and he fell hard on the ground while the bloody thing disappeared under some furniture and then presumably out of the house through one of the many holes in the walls. Lay of Hands effortlessly closed the bite wound and healed the bruise on his hip. 
 
    There was a mocking snicker from the interface. 
 
    The two rats had smartly vanished. A bit of rummaging in the laundry revealed a broken bucket. It was no good for moving water, but it was fit for trapping a rat. 
 
    He searched the next two houses, which he discovered to be empty. By the third, he was feeling aggravated. There were ways of extracting them out of their burrows, but they were not techniques he wanted to resort to. The lure method that he had just learnt, while effective, had its drawback. It tended to draw out too many rats, and that could be dangerous, especially if they had mutated too dramatically. 
 
    Before even stepping into the house, the familiar, putrid smell hit him. In anticipation, he pulled the bucket out of his bag of holding. 
 
    Then he continued inside. There was a squeak. He refocused. Two rats. Close together, he could get them both. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He thrust the makeshift container down upon them. 
 
    Success! 
 
    They were squealing loudly. It was annoying. Both were trapped. Now he just had to transfer them from the bucket to somewhere more secure. 
 
    They were so loud! Adrian looked around, worried about attracting other animals. The area felt safe, but it was an Alpha world. 
 
    They needed to be shut up before they drew unwanted attention. He was always a little concerned about what monsters were out there. 
 
    Reaching his hand under the bucket, trying to grab one. There was a hiss, and suddenly the bucket exploded into several pieces. Adrian stumbled back instinctively, shielding his eyes, but the bucket was only plastic, so the shards presented no real danger. 
 
    Mutated House Rat 
 
    A normal rat that can grow to six times its regular size. 
 
    Mutated House Rat 
 
    Able to create a spark of electricity that can disable small animals and temporarily shock larger ones. 
 
    Identification! 
 
    He had forgotten to use that despite the possums. Then again, small animals as powerful as what the possums had managed were rare. The electricity rat was charged. The other one must have used all its power to shatter the bucket because it was scurrying away now. It was already back to small size. Adrian would stop it. 
 
    Flame Sprout.  
 
    The electricity rat was now out of the way. Adrian did not want to risk getting shocked. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Right in front of his target rat, the shapeshifter. He was positioned perfectly, so that the blast from the Flame Sprout sent it sprinting right into his hands that were hovering over the floor readily, like a cricket fielder about to field a ball. It saw him and ducked to the side. Adrian tried to adjust and crouch lower, landing on his bum with the animal streaking past him. It was heading towards a crack in the wall. 
 
    It was awkward moving from a sitting position, but Ambusher’s Steps were anything but inflexible. He remembered using it to run down the troll. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Foot over the hole. The rat ran straight onto his shoe. He reached down and grabbed it. 
 
    The animal expanded abruptly like a pufferfish, forcing his fingers apart. And it was free once more. Its skill reset unusually quickly. It took off towards the back door, which had a sizable gap between the bottom of the wood and the tile floor. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian tried to get ahead of it. The wretched creature immediately noticed and ducked back towards the previous hole in the wall. 
 
    Step. 
 
    It switched directions again. The stupid thing seemed to feel the vibrations of his invisible footsteps. If he did not catch it soon, the growth ability would recharge. There were three exits: the back door, the crack in the side wall, and the entrance to the room. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Trying to time it so that he could grab the rat. Somehow, he needed to break its neck before it could grow. In an unpleasant turn of events, it ran straight up his leg. 
 
    The surprise made him panic. Brushing off the rat before he consciously registered what he was doing. It landed on the ground and charged for the back door. Maybe it wasn’t so stupid.  
 
    Step. 
 
    The growth ability was not ready to reengage yet. He angled his body to block the back door gap again. Air rushed out of him and the rat froze. He had mistimed his movement so badly that the rat had stopped just outside his reach.  
 
    Its nose was twitching, considering things. 
 
    Cheeky thing. He was sure it smiled. 
 
    Pulling himself awkwardly to his feet. Which way? It ran towards the table. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Hands reached down to grab it. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    He hit the top of the table with his head. 
 
    Ouch! 
 
    The rat shot out the side, aiming for the door into the corridor. Not this time. 
 
    Step. 
 
    His chest heaved, but he barely had the room to breathe, panting too much to stand. Falling on the rat as last resort, only somewhat accidental. It was under him. He just had to reach out and seize it. It was wriggling and almost free. 
 
    Hands, move! Grab it! 
 
    The entire world was rocking, sucking air down. What was happening? 
 
    The image was of a toddler, and there was clown repeatedly pretending to trip over. Every time the circus performer fell, the little boy would howl louder. The performer slipped again, and the boy doubled over. He was giggling so much. Snot was going everywhere. The clown tried to get up and stumbled over headfirst instead. The boy was laughing hard enough to fall out of his seat and hit the ground. 
 
    The rat extracted itself, wriggling itself free from under Adrian’s weight. 
 
    The boy was now crying in hilarity. 
 
    What had happened? 
 
    Shadow Step exhaustion! The realisation hit him. He had been so focused on the rat that he had not been counting. 
 
    Another image. Some guy was on stage with an eighties moustache, talking into a microphone: “And that is when I said ‘Hippopotamus.’” The lady sitting beside him at the table was sipping champagne, but she burst into laughter and the sparkling beverage poured out of her nose. The entire table lost it. 
 
    A rat had beaten him. At least no one had seen it. 
 
    Walking down a red carpet with paparazzi all around him, cameras flashing. A microphone in his face, a request for comment. “I did not do what they said . . .” A spray of pink liquid out of the end of the microphone all over his face. A hilarious practical joke. More flashes. “The hidden camera says otherwise,” someone yelled from the sidelines. 
 
    Adrian tried to get his breathing back under control. The interface was finding the whole situation more hilarious than the boy with the clown. Adrian wanted to fade away into the background. If the interface were a person who witnessed this humiliation, then Adrian would have avoided him for life. Not much he could do when the observer was stuck in his head, unless he focused briefly on the memory of when he had started extracting the interface. 
 
    The laughter echoed even louder; at this point, any human would have collapsed helplessly on the ground, physically unable stand anymore from the cackling. 
 
    He ground his teeth and focused on his breathing. 
 
    Idiot! 
 
    He wanted to laugh too. That was so badly done. What was he thinking? If he let the pathway memories guide him, then it would be a different outcome. Worse, he had gotten rid of his gloves in exchange for extra dexterity, but as a result, he had been too squeamish to grab properly and even got bitten. One terrible decision after another. 
 
    The interface whimpered as if nursing a cramp from all the laughter. It sobbed again. 
 
    Then he hit his head on the table. 
 
    Another muffled snort, followed by a moan. 
 
    The gloveless hands was a stupid choice; he had not wanted to touch the animal, and that had contributed to its escape. Then it was just clumsiness that had him falling over. 
 
    The plea from the interface cried out: “Please stop! It is too much. You are too good at this routine.” 
 
    I am not doing standup. 
 
    More emotions. “Please stop, please stop . . .” 
 
    With a muffled curse, Adrian pushed himself to his feet. He was a long way from recovering but was at least able to stand, and the new position let air flow more freely. As he had been taught in soccer, he put his hands on his head and elbows out to open the airways. 
 
    Use identification, gloves, the pathway memories. Everything at his disposal. Remember that the little vermin were tougher than they looked. If you went hard, yes, they might die, but they were much less likely to wriggle away and escape. 
 
    Using Ambusher’s Steps but not any actual Shadow Steps, he hurried farther out of town, instinctively understanding that he needed to get twenty houses between him and the scene of the squealing rat. 
 
    He picked a random house. Like almost all of them, the front door was wedged open. The moment he got near the house, he smiled. It was perfect. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25  
 
    At the first rat he saw, identification confirmed that there was nothing special about it. Finally. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Both gauntlet-covered hands swooped down on the critter hard. There were the sounds of tiny bones cracking. With a deep sigh of relief, Adrian maintained his firm grip around the now-limp neck and plopped the science kit down on the floor next to him. 
 
    At last, he performed the experiment, combining bits of the rat’s insides with different bits of the separated scoropid venom. The whole process was over in thirty seconds. 
 
    Adrian made mental notes, and the interface obliged: it was like typing on a computer telekinetically. The pathway interpreted the limited results, and he knew he needed more rats. 
 
    Did he find a new house or keep searching here? From the smell and visible droppings, there was a big nest here. If this rat represented a nest of normal, unmutated rats, then the choice was obvious. 
 
    Time to try a lure. 
 
    For the next five minutes, he blocked the cracks in the room he was in. It should not be necessary, but it was good practice if the animals got past his initial attempt. They would be trapped. He scrounged together two Tupperware containers and laid them into a position with bricks to drop on top of them. If all went well, he would get three or four rats out of the lure, and then he would be done. 
 
    He brought his alchemic kit out, and within minutes the smelly bait was deposited thirty centimetres in front of the hive entrance he was targeting. It would bring them running. 
 
    Sure enough, they swarmed out of the hole. Identification was blinking through information wildly. Almost all of them had a snap growth or charge ability. The Tupperware containers were useless. Adrian reached out with his gloved hands instead. There was an explosion of air right next to his stomach, which sent him flying backwards before he could reach a single rat. 
 
    He landed flat on his back. There must have been thirty of them. He felt their claws rush over him, tiny footsteps flashing over his limbs. Soldiering through the nightmarish sensation, he suppressed a girlish shriek and grasped all over his body for at least one rat. They evaded him easily. 
 
    The image diverted his attention. A lumbering giant trying to squash a wave of running men. They had looped a length of rope around the giant’s ankle and down it crashed with a thump. 
 
    He blinked the image away, trying to get up and grab the couple of rats still on him. They were too nimble. There were bangs all around him as charge abilities detonated, blowing out the holes he had covered just minutes before. 
 
    They were all getting away. Out of the thirty he had summoned, fewer than five were left. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    The rat he was targeting whipped up into the air like a punted football and slammed into the opposite wall. So much easier to cast and even more powerful than expected. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Adrian aimed for a different rat. It also spun through the air and hit the corner edge of a coffee table. There was a very distinctive crack. 
 
    He rushed over to the first rat and grabbed it. The thing was still moving. 
 
    Great. 
 
    The second rat’s head was caved in, rendering it almost useless. He stared at the barely alive one in his hand to assess the best method forward. The rat was perfect, clearly weak. It went into a Tupperware container without protest. 
 
    Then he worked feverishly on the rat with the caved-in head. All but one of his experiments failed, which was what he had expected. At least it had confirmed that a moderately fast muscle paralysation was part of the scoropid cocktail. 
 
    Before the second rat could possibly get away, he tested it. The experiments completed quickly, and they left some ambiguity regarding the final two components of the poison. Adrian rolled his eyes and exhaled. One more rat would do the trick. 
 
    With the urgent task done, he looked around the room and decided to switch houses one more time. The damage done to the walls made him genuinely worried about structural integrity. If the swarm of mutated rats had fought rather than fled, it could have gone even worse. As skilled as they were at blowing through wood, the personal risk had not been that high. A bit of magic would have defeated them quickly. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Outside. Looking back, expecting the house to fall or something just as comical. Nothing happened of course, not even a puff of dust. 
 
    There was an image of a man sitting on a recliner on his front porch watching a neighbour stare in frustration at a half-constructed spring-free trampoline. The instruction manual was roughly the thickness of Hamlet, and judging from the builder’s grumbling, something was clearly going wrong. With a grin, the man in his cosy chair settled more firmly into the soft cushions, cracked another beer and pulled his half-eaten bag of chips onto his lap. 
 
    “Jane,” he hollered back into the house. “I think it is getting to a good bit.” 
 
    Have your fun! 
 
    It was a bitter thought, but frankly, Adrian thought if he had spectators, they would enjoy themselves. The interface just did not need to be such an ever-present ass about it. 
 
    He passed another ten houses, then sneaked into the eleventh through a flimsy open door. The rats were there, three of them. Lesson learnt—prepare for shapeshifting, electric charge, and finally a psychic ability to stun small animals. That last rat gave him pause for a moment, but the more he studied it, the clearer it was that the effect would slide right off him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Grab the psychic rat. The others squealed, then fled. 
 
    The captured rat twisted and thrashed but could not get free. Adrian adjusted until the neck was firmly hooked and then, with relief, he completed his experiment. 
 
    The trampoline came together, without needing to be pulled apart first, and with a disgruntled huff, the onlooking man grabbed his three empty beers and retreated into the house. “Show’s over,” he called out, presumably to Jane. 
 
    With a sigh, Adrian sat on the ground. The previous forty minutes had not been dignified, but he got his results. It had just been so messy. 
 
    An image formed. There was a clown. He rapidly pushed it away because, as always, he was not in the mood for the teasing. 
 
    He chewed the inside of his cheek. Then moderated his breathing once more. What was done was done. He could not change it. 
 
    Air in and frustration out. 
 
    The bright side was that Shadow Step still worked despite his diminished key attribute. The first couple of times it had felt shaky but worked. With the additional practice, he had made it respond more and more like normal. 
 
    Changes in Agility affected Shadow Step, he remembered. He wouldn’t lose entire levels, but any further slippage would have consequences. That was clear by how sluggishly the ability had activated at first. When he used the skill, he could feel how close he was to the edge, where the skill would no longer function. 
 
    He looked down at the dead rat in his hands. It had been worth it. Finally, he had a list of four main mechanisms in the scoropid poison: 
 
    
    	      Medium-fast muscle paralysation. 
 
    	      Instant pain. 
 
    	      Slow-acting neurotoxin that would kill the brain. 
 
    	      Very slow muscle-wasting toxin. 
 
   
 
    The fifth and final active component could be safely ignored as it was just another, even slower-acting neurotoxin. The cure for first slow-acting neurotoxin would protect against both. Why scoropids had evolved to have both was a mystery. Maybe on the home planet there was a common hard counter to the slow-acting poison so the additional neurotoxin could come in handy. Many things in this Alpha world seemed to defy sense, but it was an evolving system, so there had to be an explanation somewhere. That said, the system had multiple worlds with regular, random mixing of species, Adrian understood that creatures adapted for myriad, complicated reasons. 
 
    The memory of the frantic battle with the insects came back to him. Now that he understood how the scoropid stingers worked, it was clear that the muscle paralysation had almost killed Steve but it could not crack Jules’s troll aspect. When he had given Steve the four different cure potions, two had been ineffective, but the other two had countered the mix in the venom. 
 
    Now that he knew what the mechanisms were, preparing the antidotes would be easier. Reviewing the battle made him feel a little better about the upcoming fight. Jules’s prowess in the first fight told him they had decent odds. Even if the resistance potions turned out to be weak counters to the swarm, they would still be successful in individual encounters. Especially with Steve’s pretty ring. 
 
    Now that he knew the problem, it was time to design the attack. Deep breaths. 
 
    The results were worse than expected, but maybe not so bad. It was almost par for the course that something out of left field would knock him for a six. He sent a quick prayer out to anyone listening to the butchered mix of sports metaphors. 
 
    Four active ingredients meant a cocktail of four potions. 
 
    Accessing the new knowledge. It flooded back into his conscious thought, guiding the process to neutralise the stings. Antidote, not resistance, represented the easiest path. The question was whether he could also build a temporary potion resistance, which would allow them to fight for longer. Antidotes were great, but only if they were ingested before the poison’s fatal damage took hold. 
 
    Mentally, he shuffled through the overwhelming amount of information that he just gained. Eventually, Adrian and the interface worked out how to crystalise the knowledge in his conscious thoughts. It was like a little epiphany firing in his head to remind him of the details when he needed them. 
 
    Crafting resistance potions was possible with ingredients he had or should be able to harvest in the surrounding area. But he could only develop a resistance to two of the mechanisms, muscle paralysation and neurotoxins. Those were the important ones, fortunately. That would stop people dying, but there was nothing he could do against the pain. Plus, the muscle-wasting effect would have to be mitigated every ten minutes by a direct antidote to prevent permanent damage to Strength. The others might cope with losing a couple of Strength points permanently, but Adrian had already lost more than enough in the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    After five minutes of careful thinking, he had distilled the plan down to seven antidote potions and the two resistance potions. A combination of them would neutralise the venom stings. 
 
    No. He caught his naïvely linear way of thinking. If the resistance potions were in play, then the crew would not need the antidote potions. Maybe he could keep a few in reserve as a precaution, but it was not vital. That dropped the requirements down to two antidote potions to stop the muscle-wasting plus the two resistance potions. They would need to just live with the pain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    With the plan formulated, Adrian needed to cross-check his inventory. The calculations were not simple—ten different ingredients per potion, some ingredients that overlapped recipes, and dozens of substitutions available to be utilised. Sometimes, substituted ingredients were used in the same portions as the originals, but often it was more complicated, with two herbs being swapped out for four others. The interfaces crunched the options effortlessly and presented a summary table. 
 
    Of course, he was missing materials. Several ingredients were still needed for the antidote potions, but he was pleasantly surprised to find that he was equipped to make all five paralysation resistance potions and two neurotoxin resistance ones. That was better than he had expected, but still nowhere near enough in total. 
 
    To totally clear the infestation of scoropids, Adrian figured it would take hours of fighting. So that meant they needed dozens of each type of antidote potion and at least two doses of resistance potion per person, as they each lasted six hours. He needed many more ingredients. The trader could help, of course, but it would be expensive. Much smarter if he gathered as much as possible himself first. The list unfurled as he finalised his reasoning and revealed eight critical missing components. 
 
    Missing ingredients: 
 
    Taragol Muscle-Wasting Antidote 
 
    
    	        Way Orangeroot (missing) 
 
    	        Land Hairy Milkweed (missing); Way Duck Sunflower (substitute) 
 
    	        Swamp Thyme (Insufficient quantities) 
 
   
 
    Inefficient Antidote to Muscle Wasting - Single dose counters very slow-acting toxin. Double dose partially counters slow-acting toxin. 
 
    
    	        Swamp Thimbleweed (missing) 
 
    	        Swamp Lavender (missing) 
 
    	        Pale Hedge Pokeweed 
 
   
 
    Medium Muscle Paralysation Resistance Potion 
 
    
    	        Thymiamsa (Insufficient quantities) 
 
    	        Spotted Grass (Insufficient quantities) 
 
   
 
    Weak Neurotoxin Resistance Potion 
 
    
    	        Hempain (Insufficient quantities) 
 
    	        Western Cursed Cap (Insufficient quantities) 
 
   
 
    Regional knowledge and his gathering skill combined and told him that all the herbs should be available in the surrounding territory. The question was, what would be the most advanced route to gather them? 
 
    There were swamp herbs, altitude fungi, and standard temperate forest growths to collect. With only limited time available, it would be best to chart the optimal path. 
 
    If only there was a way to put it on a map to help plan. 
 
    It was not that subtle but . . .  
 
    His interface flashed and with a click, a map filled his vision. A triumphal smile formed before quickly being wiped away. The interface was suddenly looking at him suspiciously like a parent debating whether to punish a child. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    The map was immaculate. It had colour-coded areas already painted to show the range of the herbs on the list. It was amazing; it would have taken anyone in his team weeks to put together pre-event. 
 
    A sense of danger loomed. The interface was still considering the “punishment” but rapidly concluded that the tipping point had passed. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    The threatening focus vanished. The memory of the dog trainer quip was still fresh in his mind.  
 
    Are you training me? 
 
    Yes . . . No . . . Of course not. An officious man with spectacles appeared, busily looking down at his notes and ignoring Adrian. Personally, he was sure the man was just shuffling blank sheets of paper back and forth menacingly. Alarm bells went off. It was the wrong man. The man’s hand blurred. Oh no, Baron Trout had hired an assassin. A dagger was flying at his face. Flinching backwards. There was a click, and the vision collapsed to blankness. 
 
    Before he could see why, his hands were raised to protect his face in real life. Anyone watching would have thought he had caught something flying at him out of the corner of his unfocused eyes. Bloody thing. At least the threatening image was gone, and who the hell was Baron Trout? 
 
    The map was still open, and it was easy enough to plan an optimal route. 
 
    Reinvigorated with energy, he returned to the trader to find out the cost of the ten ingredients that he required. 
 
    “How were the rats?” 
 
    He looked suspiciously at the trader. She smiled innocently back at him, her whiskers quivering slightly. 
 
    “I caught the ones I needed.” 
 
    “Wonderful, I heard they could be tricky.” She touched her ear as she spoke. A smile was tugging at her lips. 
 
    “Umm.” She was definitely smiling. “Easy enough once you learn the knack.” 
 
    Abruptly, she ducked under the cart, and he was sure he heard sniggering, but a moment later she was standing back up as professional as ever, a book that had herb prices written on it held in her hands. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    After he explained what he needed, the cat girl seemed to open random drawers for almost a full minute before responding to him, never once referring to the book she had retrieved earlier. Finally, she held out a piece of paper that listed the ingredients, quantities available, and the energy costs per unit. It was a flowing calligraphy that she could not possibly have written herself that quickly. She smiled teasingly, almost challenging him to say something. With an effort of will, he held his tongue yet again. 
 
    Adrian read the list carefully. It was significantly more expensive than he had hoped or even feared. Thymiamsa and spotted grass were unavailable, so he hoped he could find those on his own. He needed them for the critical Medium Muscle Paralysation Resistance Potion, arguably the most important concoction of all. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said absently. 
 
    The map was updated after that exchange to highlight his targets with glowing colour. 
 
    Time? 
 
    5:20 a.m. 
 
    Potions then kill insects. The air core would be a great bonus, especially considering his massive blunder with the feather. Saving the town was crucial, but those air skills would be a nice side effect. They might even bring him back up to his previous combat effectiveness. 
 
    Adrian shivered, refocusing on the real reason for all this preparation. The scoropids were an invasive species that needed to be put down. Left too long, they would strip the land and expand outward. A blight of life that would spread hundreds of kilometres to eventually threaten Wagga itself. Luckily, that could take years, but Yerong Creek would be doomed in months. 
 
    The insects without dangerous stingers would downgrade from death incarnate to a mere patch of prickly weeds. They would not be fatal, but they could be damn painful. Once more, he mentally kicked himself for allowing them to run into the swarm like they had yesterday. Stop! Assess the threat and plan an attack before rushing in. He should have learnt this. 
 
    The interface flashed, and he flinched, expecting another pathway of intelligence to ding. There was nothing there but some floating amusement. 
 
    Well played. 
 
    He deserved that. No doubt about it. 
 
    Adrian considered his team. Would they be up for one more attempt? Steve would do what was right—that was his thing. Jules was crazy, and pain would never stop her. Susie and Kozzie would be more reluctant, but they would come to look after Jules. 
 
    While he planned and subconsciously circulated the meditation technique, the map had taken him back to where he had slaughtered the pathetic mud wolf pack two nights ago. Their cave was right on the edge of the shaded area of the map that marked the herbs he was looking for. 
 
    Adrian abandoned meditation. He needed all his focus for this. He slowed down to look for tiny ingredients, keeping Shadow Steps going to maximise the ground covered, at all times trying to keep eight steps in reserve. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    It allowed him to pick the herbs and never reach maximum Shadow Steps, so no movement potential was wasted. Small things would hopefully make a difference in the long run. 
 
    Time? 
 
    6:30 a.m. 
 
    The sun was up, and he had not even noticed, as he had been so focused on his task. Night vision made dawn unremarkable. Now the occasional shafts of morning light were visible through the fine dust that filled the air. For this close to winter, it was annoyingly dry. The sky was overcast, and the surrounding trees created a dense canopy that blocked the light. No wonder the transition to daylight had not been obvious. It was so gloomy that he flicked night vision back on. 
 
    He gathered as he went, and after a short period, the area was done. There was more than enough spotted grass and thymiamsa harvested in his inventory to meet the potion’s requirements. 
 
    They could do this. 
 
    They could eliminate them today. The eight hours he had been unconscious last night was more than enough sleep for him. Especially post event. 
 
    All he had to do was approach problems like Craig would. Use brains, not magic, and things got easier. 
 
    With a mental click, he brought the map back up. His next destination was the hills near the lizard field. 
 
    This time, he was searching for western cursed cap, a toadstool that would grow on the crest of hills. The fungus was rarer than expected—it was forty-five minutes before he found a patch. Regardless, it was rich, covering almost two metres of ground in the lee of a large dead tree. Once dried, it would take up hardly any space and still meet his needs for at least a few years. He harvested the entire, precious patch. 
 
    Yes, it was selfish. Yerong Creek gatherers would be annoyed if they ever found out, but frankly, they owed him for these two days. A patch of fungus did not compensate him for those extra two days’ separation from his family. 
 
    Reviewing requirements, he noticed that he was missing some hempain and all three of the swamp weeds. The map flashed, highlighting a section of land which was mostly on the way back to town. It was lightly shaded, indicating a low yield of the desired herbs. 
 
    Adrian sighed in indecision. Swamp land was bad. Lots of nasties, not to mention the smells. He was confident in his abilities against any monsters that he could imagine. But swamp . . . yuck. He wiggled a bit to wake himself up. His body was not responding properly; it felt noticeably weaker than he was used to and disturbingly sluggish. 
 
    His feet had already changed direction. Protection against scoropids was worth the stinky swamp. 
 
    The stink revealed his destination before it was visible. It smelt as bad as he had feared, potentially worse. A rank smell of decay and rotten meat that seemed to hang heavily in the air. Suddenly he missed the dry atmosphere in the forest. 
 
    The Regional Waterways knowledge covered swamps. In summary, swamps were just another Alpha physics ecosystem with non-native species tagged as ‘dangerous,’ ‘very dangerous,’ ‘extremely dangerous,’ or ‘do not enter.’ Big monsters, deadly plants, and poisonous insects lurked within. 
 
    Just another day in paradise. 
 
    A bitter thought. As he approached, Adrian made a mental note to gather ingredients to help him with the Pathway of Alchemic Poison Resistance. The swamp, though small, was likely to have lots of useful reagents. 
 
    Squelch. 
 
    One moment he was cruising through tufts of grass on solid ground, and the next moment his foot was in a puddle up to his ankle. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade locked in instantly. A bad lapse of attention and so much noise. Plus, the extra smell released. It was horrid. Silent as a mouse, he looked around and listened to see if anything had been alerted by the sound. Nothing stirred. After two long minutes, he decided that he had probably gotten away with it but needed to concentrate more. 
 
    This time he was careful to stick to the hard ground, stepping on obvious solid plant matter where it was available. The entire time, his head was in a swivel, trying to determine the type of ecosystem that dominated the bog. The issue with unmapped swamps was that there was a variety of different bio-systems that could have evolved. Different monsters, divergent dangers. The makeup mattered. Half the types required the gatherer to wipe out the boss monster, at which point it was safe to harvest. A quarter of the time, he just needed to watch your step. For the remainder, well, those should just be avoided altogether. Some ecosystems were simply too dangerous to explore. 
 
    There was a swamp lavender almost at his feet, but he ignored it. Instead, he concentrated on his continued slow progression around the outside of his swamp, staking the area out before committing himself. He almost wished the interface would applaud him, even mockingly, for learning from his past mistakes. 
 
    Insects buzzed. A sting on the side of the neck. Adrian momentarily tensed in response, but there was only a brief stinging pain. He slapped the spot, and his hand collected a drop of blood and a small, broken insect body. A mosquito, probably an Earth variety. 
 
    The colouring of the water was the first clue to the swamp’s nature. It had a dull green visible through about an inch of water. Instantly the possibilities for the bio-ecology reduced. Four neutral options, one particularly good and one runaway-level bad. That last possibility was confirmation enough that as he moved, he slowly spiralled outwards. He wanted to be amidst shade in case he needed to resort to Shadow Step. The uneven, muddy surface was currently preventing that, of course. 
 
    To his left there was a plant called hirbusctrate. It was useful for absolutely nothing. Its pods were already crunched up and eaten. Possible swamp options dinged in his head and dropped down to one. 
 
    Guardian Swamp Tentacle Cndarian 
 
    A large, non-threatening herbivore that will protect its chosen area of the swampland. It will attack any foreign species capable of nesting in its territory, making use of the various toxins its glands can produce. It will also ward off terrestrial mammals that hurt any fauna in its swamp by dragging them under the mud and/or stinging them with their tentacles to create immense pain. 
 
    Nearly indestructible but can be briefly stunned via removing tentacles. Stun time is reduced with each subsequent tentacle that is removed. 
 
    On the official scale, this one was only in the “dangerous” category, so it was basically safe. Providing that he refrained from hurting any of the local animals, he should be able to harvest everything useful that he could find. Then, if he was stupid enough to provoke the guardian monster, it seemed there was a good chance of escaping, though the immense pain did not sound like fun. The stun reduction with each subsequent tentacle was notable. If he had to fight, the tactic was clearly “stun and then run.” 
 
    Be careful and you will be fine. 
 
    Despite the lower danger threshold, it was still a tedious task to gather herbs in a swamp. Within minutes, he found himself wading through water that was often up to his knees and sometimes to his waist. Whenever the thick liquid got disturbed, multiple bubbles would rise slowly to the surface and then pop, releasing some new smell that he somehow had not become desensitised to. 
 
    Almost done. 
 
    He harvested some more swamp thyme. There was a flicker of movement. 
 
    A mix of fear and discipline made him freeze. Right next to the herb he was processing was a green snake. Its eyes were open, and it was looking in his direction. 
 
    Common Green Tree Snake 
 
    This Alpha creature will avoid conflict but, if disturbed, will lash out. It is blindingly fast when attacking and has a poison sufficient to kill most sapients within minutes. It is recommended to avoid their territory. 
 
    The Flame Sprout descended upon the slithering creature like a hammer of justice even before he had finished reading the description. The magic impacted just above its skull and cascaded down to burn through the brainstem, killing it almost instantly. Six mana was an easy price to pay. 
 
    That was way too close. One deadly, lightning-fast creature was already too many. The new pathway of poison resistance was looking and more desirable. If he had mastered it, this snake would be completely harmless. Not that it mattered. He had eliminated it in time. No sweat. 
 
    Finish harvesting and then get out of the swamp. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    The pleasant thought of getting out of here sped up his movements. A nice long shower sounded heavenly, but failing that, a bucket of water would even be welcome, just to lift some of the stench off his pores. 
 
    The swamp thyme came out easily. With a practised twist, the herb and the snake's body disappeared into Adrian’s bag of holding. 
 
    The ground under his feet erupted as something snagged both his feet. 
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    The snake! 
 
    He had killed the snake. Hurt the fauna. Adrian snatched the spear that he had been using as a walking stick and depth checker from where he had stuck in the mud while gathering. 
 
    He crashed backwards as the swamp guardian dragged him into the water. The pain-inducing toxins hadn’t penetrated his thick boots or armour yet, but the creature’s description was flashing in his panic-stricken mind. Water closed over his head. He could imagine that this was how fallen water skiers felt when they were pulled through the water. 
 
    The weight of the rushing water prevented him from moving the spear into an attack position. 
 
    If he was still whole. 
 
    His previous Strength might have been enough for this situation. 
 
    The creature dragged him so fast that it was hopeless. He needed to stop the momentum somehow so he could at least poke his head above the surface and get a breath in. Suddenly, his direction changed and he was yanked right out of the water as if the monster were listening to his requests. 
 
    His first glimpse of his opponent was a murky silhouette, a mere suggestion of size. The images from regional knowledge did not count. It was a Guardian Swamp Tentacle Cndarian just as he had deduced. The central mass was the size of a bus, with hundreds of long tentacles radiating out from it. There was no way to tell, but if body thickness correlated with tentacle length, some of the tentacles that he could not see must have been over one hundred metres long. 
 
    Momentum carried him about three body lengths into the air, and then he was falling. 
 
    Flame Sprout was not instantaneous, but it was quick. In that half-second of visibility before he hit the rapidly approaching water, he aimed and released the Flame Sprout magic. He packed close to a hundred mana into the attack, targeting the closest tentacles, hopefully including the one dragging him. 
 
    The tentacles released him, but now gravity was his opponent. There was no time to brace. Barely time to even process the distance, and then . . . splat. 
 
    Leading with the right shoulder, the impact was like hitting a brick wall, except it softened a moment after impact. The fall was almost completely onto the thick mud, covered by only a couple of centimetres of water. His entire head was submerged along with most of his torso. Only the hand without the spear was free. Adrian twisted around to open one eye through the horrible, thick mud. 
 
    Most of the tentacles and all the bigger ones had slumped, but the small ones were still moving. One of them was swinging above his head, dipped down with a speed that surprised him. The appendage only grazed him on the exposed hand, sneaking in between the gauntlets and his arm guard. 
 
    A small, dexterous, probing tentacle. Surely, it was not large enough to do any material damage. 
 
    Pain exploded from the point of contact. The agony was overwhelming. Never in his forty years of pre-event life had he experienced anything like what coursed outward from the wrist. Over his life he had suffered through a couple of minor surgeries, some broken bones, and even a medium-sized burn which had almost resulted in skin grafts. Absolutely none of those even held a candle to what went through him upon contact with the tentacle. The three most painful events of his life had occurred in the last few days, and this might be even worse than the troll cores. He plunged his hand under the water and into the thick mud in the hope that it would reduce the pain. 
 
    It did. But not by very much. 
 
    Adrian launched to his feet, ready to fight, but nothing attacked him. The expected lashing tentacle never came. In disbelief, he wiped more mud out of his eyes. The eyes stung from the water and foreign mud that had entered them, but it was nothing compared to what was coming from the tentacle-struck wrist. That agony made him almost wish for the xenocidical bear claws to return and chop the hand off again. 
 
    The swamp guardian was in front of him. It was still huge, but a number of tentacles had been burnt off. Somehow, he had done enough damage to stun it. This was the strategy regional knowledge had suggested—stun and then run. That was his cue. It was time to leave. There was no point lingering, now that he had the herbs he needed for the scoropid battle. He also had no clue how long the guardian would be out of action. 
 
    He turned to run away. 
 
    Adrian took only enough time to try to ensure that he did not accidentally step on anything living. It was his badge of hidden intelligence activating. Cold sweat beaded on his already-damp face as he calculated every step, retreating by the shortest route he could see. 
 
    Something pulled his foot, and he felt himself falling again. He prayed for mercy, still reeling from the first tentacle sting. He crashed into the water. Foot held tightly. Adrian thrashed and yanked his foot free, but he wasn’t being dragged along. There was nothing there. No monster, no guardian, no tentacles . . . probably just a hidden root or vine. 
 
    Shaken, he stood back up and kept running—or rather, fast shuffling, such was the mud's grip. He exited mostly away from town rather than toward. It would be longer to get back to his team, but he did not care. Getting out of the swamp as soon as possible was the only goal. Every second might count. 
 
    He forced his feet to move faster through the sticking mud. 
 
    He cleared the swamp fully and sighed in relief when he hit hard ground, running forward till he was more than a hundred metres clear. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade. 
 
    Adrian caught his breath. It had been a frantic trip. The hard ground under his feet assured him that he was out of the guardian’s reach. Was this another near-death? At this point, counting was just silly. 
 
    He tried his first Shadow Step. Nothing. 
 
    Cursing, but no louder than a whisper, he scraped the thick mud off his boots with his gloved fingers. He was hoping it was just the mud, not his terrible Agility alone, that was hindering Shadow Step. He was right. With enough mud cleared, the step worked. Now that he was free of the swamp, he turned towards town. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    When chatting with the trader, Adrian had noticed what looked like a fully intact water tank attached to an abandoned house. If he got there, he could rinse off more of the mud. 
 
    At some point in his life, he was going to learn a way to summon water. 
 
    Despair crashed into him. The feather and its consequences. He could never cast earth or water spells. Summoning fresh water would be beyond him. It would have been easy to combine the skills he had to master water, and now it would never happen. 
 
    The image from the interface showed a pretty blonde rolling her eyes and miming the words, “As if.” 
 
    She waved one hand lazily and a blackboard appeared covered in scrawl. The equations were tiny on the board, and there were about a hundred lines of them. There were patterns he recognised, at least five different individual calculations. There were several variables and integral calculus symbols. There were also indecipherable squiggles, zigzagging lines labelled with small numbers, circles scrawled around sums, and even a symbol of . . . a stylised crocodile? 
 
    That is made-up rubbish. 
 
    The same board flashed up, but this time it was labelled: Precise Mathematical Equations for the Conversion of Tranorica (Magic) Energy into Condensation of Atmospheric Water. There was also a list of what the different algebraic symbols represented. There were fifty-two unique symbols which included pressure, air temperature, water concentration in air and other factors. Now it looked a little more comprehensible. A little. 
 
    I still think you are making it up. 
 
    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. 
 
    Get some new material. 
 
    There was a pause, and then a feeling of glee. He realised what he had said. 
 
    Do not get any new material! 
 
    Caught up in an image. Behind him, a nasty wolf materialised. He was naked, so there was no way he could fight it. The thing was going to tear him to bits. Turning to run. One step, then another, in big strides. He looked back for a split second. Maybe he could escape. Foot landing on a rake. Handle coming straight up and smashing him in the face, Simpsons-style. 
 
    He was back in the real world. He touched his lip and looked at his fingers to see a spot of blood, just as he expected. 
 
    The interface was giggling hysterically like a little kid getting tickled. 
 
    Unfair. You cannot just beat me into submission. 
 
    It seemed to consider that. The image of the blackboard covered with the funny equations returned. There was a disclaimer underneath: “This is 100% accurate.” 
 
    Stuff it. Not worth arguing, and he did not care enough to risk another bloody lip. 
 
    Sure it is. 
 
    Even sarcastically, agreeing with the interface was easier. The interface practically growled in his head at that thought, though he got the impression that it was a bit torn between smugness and the feigned outrage. 
 
    Finally, Adrian was back to town and reaching the trader. The agony of the tentacle sting had finally reduced to only an occasional itch. 
 
    Turning around the corner, his heart sank. 
 
    Someone had organised a communal brunch in the middle of the street where the trader was supposed to be. There was a large fire blazing, and over two hundred people were standing or sitting around. Every eye turned to gawk at him. 
 
    Hundreds of eyes stared right at him, the crazy mud man. His friends were amongst them. Jules giggled when she saw Kozzie take one glance in his direction and start howling with laughter. Even worse, as far as Adrian was concerned, were the smiles from the dozens of strangers. 
 
    “What did you piss off this time?” Kozzie asked through his laughter. There were actual giggles from the surrounding masses. He wanted to sink back to the anonymous embrace of the swamp. Susie was trying unsuccessfully to mask her own amusement. 
 
    Ignoring them, he tramped up to the tank he had been aiming for. A couple of people nearby shied away when the smell reached them. There was a tap jutting out of the bottom, and he prayed that the water would work. Thankfully, sweet water flooded out. It was colder than comfortable but not icy. The important thing was that it washed away the muck. His armour blinked off and on, which got rid of even more. He really should have thought of that earlier. 
 
    The moment he was mostly clean, he dried himself in front of the flames. The control afforded by Flame Sprout both warmed and dried him in moments. He felt like a circus animal washing in front of so many people. The mud had splattered everywhere while so many eyes, including children, watched him in awe and disgust. He could not possibly wash it all out right then. His armour and underclothes were clean enough, but his skin underneath was still smeared with mud. He would need privacy to complete this project. Despite the handicaps, he did his best, shamelessly using the privacy of the armour to switch into fresh clothes without having to undress. 
 
    When he returned to the communal fire, Susie handed him a lizard fillet. She was grinning. 
 
    “Gathering ingredients. I got into a fight with a swamp monster.” He bit fiendishly into the warm meat. Overly charred and dry. He was not that hungry, so he put the leafy makeshift plate down. “We can kill the scoropids.” 
 
    “Don’t want to,” Jules declared, eyes blazing. 
 
    “No way. We almost died last time,” Kozzie agreed. 
 
    “No,” Susie chimed in with a shudder. “It is simply too dangerous.” 
 
    Steve said nothing, but his expression seemed to indicate a desire to fight. Then again, that was just how his face naturally looked. 
 
    “We will not die,” Adrian told them. “I have potions that will deal with everything but the pain. Or at least I will in an hour or two.” 
 
    “You would not be so flippant if you had experienced those stings.” 
 
    “Not that bad,” Steve argued. 
 
    “Because you fainted from it so quickly,” Jules snapped back. “With my regeneration, I had to suffer through it.” 
 
    Adrian raised his hands. “I can’t do anything about the pain,” he told them, “but I can stop the poison. If we pick our battles and try to avoid getting into that shit storm when they swarm, we can eliminate them hopefully without suffering a single sting. Besides, it’s different fighting when you know you will survive it, even when it’s painful.” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” Jules repeated. 
 
    Adrian leant forward, and the others followed suit, tightening their circle. “If we do nothing, the scoropids will destroy these towns. The more time goes by, the more they will multiply until they are raiding the town for food. By that stage, they will be even harder to stop. Right now, with us, is the best chance the town has against them.” 
 
    A familiar wrenching sensation. The interface showed him in a football stadium. Everyone was cheering for the home team which had just thrown a winning touchdown pass. 
 
    Quiet from the peanut gallery. 
 
    “You know we cannot walk away,” he told Jules. “Our rules are to kill human killers. These are human killers.” There was an awkward silence. “Plus, if you go, I will let you punch me for every sting that gets you.” 
 
    “That is going to be a lot of punches.” She giggled, and the tension flowed away. 
 
    Steve nodded slowly. 
 
    “The world is not our problem,” Kozzie reminded them. “We are just a group trying to get to Melbourne.” 
 
    They sat there with Adrian’s mind processing at one hundred miles per hour, formulating a more convincing argument. 
 
    “The strong protect the weak,” Steve stated simply into the silence. 
 
    “I can deal with pain,” Jules said carefully. “If you can stop their poison from killing us, I am in. We all know what will happen if something like this is allowed to grow out of control.” 
 
    Kozzie was still sceptical. “I don’t think we should.” 
 
    “My choice,” Jules said stubbornly. 
 
    “Maybe we should vote,” Adrian suggested, knowing that with Jules and Steve on his side it was skewed in his favour. 
 
    Kozzie and Jules glared at each other. Then at Susie. No words were spoken. 
 
    “We will fight,” Jules said finally. Kozzie and Susie nodded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    A smile of genuine relief. 
 
    “I need an hour,” Adrian told them, pulling out his alchemy tools from the bag of holding: clean water, empty flasks, and two mortars and pestles for mixing. 
 
    Then he got to work balancing heat and cold as only someone of his talents could. Using both flame and ice in alchemy was ridiculously overpowered. Most of the challenges in the alchemy memories he had inherited dealt with the precise heating of solutions to the perfect temperatures. There were many details around the different thicknesses of glass and how to cool liquids quickly. For some potions, the recommendation was to transfer the potion into a pre-chilled, flat-bottomed glass that enabled the solution to cool quickly. When he made the same potion, ice magic reduced the solution temperature instantly, without the additional glass. A combination that became a cheat. Suspicion flashed through him. 
 
    Did you manipulate for this? 
 
    There was a spokesperson. The press was looking for him, and he ducked behind the bush and refused to move. They could see him. They talked to him and he pretended that the terrible hiding spot was a good one and ignored them. Police rapidly arrived and forced the reporters to move on, successfully cancelling the interview. 
 
    Whether the interface had actively pushed him into this combination hardly mattered. It was a massive flaw in the system of rules. An overpowered joining of abilities that had slipped through. One that was easy to exploit. How many other similar combinations were out there? 
 
    The image was of a flat lake with hundreds of thousands of flamingos on it. It was stunningly beautiful, and probably plucked from one of his own forgotten memories. 
 
    So, an unimaginable number of exploits were available. All those holes left deliberately and still races went extinct. Though from his science days they were not bugs accidently left in the code. The system had evolved and what he was experiencing was the result of millions of iterations. These tricks, while massive on an individual level, were factored into the effectiveness of the entire system. It was humanity’s job to find and exploit them to save themselves from the invaders. 
 
    “All done,” he called out, finally putting away his tools. Only Steve was still sitting with him. 
 
    “Where are the others?” 
 
    “Talking,” Steve said simply. His hand gestured to encompass the town. 
 
    They were trying to heal the community and bring people together. One conversation at a time. 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Guarding.” The man grinned sheepishly. 
 
    “Thank you for your sacrifice.” 
 
    Steve laughed. 
 
    The others came back and, a bit reluctantly, the group headed out. It was like the Alpha monsters sensed their mood. Nothing got in their way, and soon they were at their destination. 
 
    Together they stared down towards the plains where the scoropids flew around gathering food. Mostly they kept distance between them, but there were five uncomfortably close to them feasting on a dead wolf. None of them were keen to move, the memories of the previous day hanging over them. 
 
    “I do not want to do this,” Jules muttered. 
 
    They stood shoulder to shoulder, looking down at what they faced. There were thousands of enemies before them, flying and pausing only to consume the environment. Each group member remembered the prior disaster. For Jules, it was the pain, and the fact without her completed troll aspect she would have died. For Kozzie, it was the fear of losing his love, and for Adrian, it was his own empathy for all of them. For Steve . . . well, Adrian did not know what he thought. Kozzie’s arm linked around Jules’s armoured shoulders. Susie leaned her head on Jules’s other shoulder. 
 
    “Being a hero was always so much more romantic in the books.” Jules’s face cycled through a range of emotions. “In real life . . .” 
 
    “It is different.” Kozzie finished her sentence. 
 
    “But more vital,” Jules continued. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “No almost-dying today,” Susie said quietly to everyone. “I can’t . . .” 
 
    “We are heroes now,” Jules told her, “and that has its drawbacks.” 
 
    “I never signed up for that.” 
 
    “Only Adrian was stupid enough to do that.” Jules smiled at him. “We are heroes too now. We have seen worse than scoropids.” 
 
    There could not be a better cue. 
 
    “Let us toast to that.” Adrian handed out two vials of potions, one olive and the other murky brown. “Bottoms up.” 
 
    He grinned his brightest smile and drank. They were both disgusting. 
 
    “Ghhrr,” Jules said loudly as the first potion trickled down her throat. Grimacing, she grabbed the second one. 
 
    Adrian was already handing out small pieces of sickly yellow jerky. He passed around pieces to everyone else before shoving his own into his mouth. The jerky tasted like a cross between apple and pork and was unexpectedly the best jerky he had ever tasted. In moments, it banished the cabbage taste of the potion from his mouth. 
 
    “The potions will protect us for five hours. However, if you get stung, you will need to get an anti-dote for the muscle wasting within ten minutes before you suffer minor damage.” Adrian took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    They were about one hundred metres from the nearest bug. 
 
    “Set the traps,” Adrian told Susie, “and I will draw them.” 
 
    She went to work setting the traps in place while Adrian searched for the best target, taking their erratic movements into account. 
 
    Steve dug into his bag of holding and pulled out twisted metal. It was a monstrosity, sort of like a steel tree. It had a wide central pole that might have been a cousin to his crowbar, with thick, tangled offshoots of barbed wire welded to it. No explanation needed. Steve had discreetly created the perfect scoropid weapon. There was a central shaft and the wiry kill zone expanded outward; the weapon wouldn’t faze a bear, but the spiky wires would cut through the delicate scoropids like a knife through the butter. Best of all, Steve had made it mostly hollow, making it deceivingly lightweight with plenty of places to grip. 
 
    “Counts as a massive weapon.” Steve picked it up one-handed and swung it with a casual swipe. He swished the steel implement through the air easily like a kid with a plastic lightsabre. 
 
    Susie had finished placing her last trap. She had placed three offensive traps in total: one lightning, one fire, and the third a gravity trap. For normal-sized enemies, that final one would just pin them to the ground. For a scoropid, Adrian expected it would be lethal when the trap plucked it out of the air and slammed it into the earth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    At her nod, Adrian drew his bow, aiming for the first scoropid. It was not the closest, but it was the most convenient. It had just touched down to strip bark. He had observed that once they landed, they took twenty seconds to gather before moving to a new location. Plenty of time. 
 
    Thawk. 
 
    The arrow flew with only air magic to help guide it to his target. The spell had flowed with so much more power than before. Just three mana and it could do somersaults to follow its victim. However, it turned out that directing magic was unnecessary as the arrow sailed true towards the unmoving target. The arrow impaled it neatly through the abdomen, pinning the creature to the tree. 
 
    Perfect strike. The insect started humming immediately. Nearby insects reacted before the sound even reached him. 
 
    Nice to know. The speed of sound was still finite. He filed away the small piece of information for later. 
 
    All the summoned insects surged towards their hurt companion. 
 
    “Hold fire,” Adrian ordered, waiting to see what the summoned insects would do. 
 
    They swept around the downed insect, looking for the source of the attack. In short order, over sixty insects swarmed the tree. They were packed so densely that multiple times per second there were mid-air collisions. The humming sound changed, and clumps of scoropids broke away from the dense mass in all directions. It reminded him of lizards the first time they had charged him en masse. They darted around randomly and then began the insect equivalent of sniffing out hidden enemies. They spread out quickly, and within ten seconds they had spread out at least thirty metres in every direction. 
 
    Their buzzing and aggressive swooping startled a bunny rabbit. It bolted and then died almost instantly as two scoropids swept down to attack. The search area expanded further, creeping up to forty, then fifty metres. Even farther beyond that, outlying scoropids extended the search out an additional five to ten metres. They had searched every inch for sixty metres around the tree in moments. 
 
    An imperceptible signal flashed between them and the humming stopped. The insects dispersed back towards where they had come from. Perhaps they blamed the very dead bunny for the attack. 
 
    “Very interesting,” Jules said quietly. 
 
    “I liked how they clumped together,” Kozzie agreed. “Perfect for some sort of bomb.” 
 
    “What area of effect options do we actually have?” Adrian asked them. “My fire spells, maybe Dragon’s Breath potions, Susie’s traps. Anything else?” 
 
    “What we need is a flamethrower,” Kozzie said, wielding a giant imaginary gun. 
 
    “Let me check my inventory.” Adrian pretended to search his bag. Kozzie smiled and Susie may have rolled her eyes, but neither of the women looked amused. “Just trying to lighten the mood,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Set up as planned,” Steve suggested. “Adrian attacks with Dragon’s Breath and Flame Sprout, flees, and draws them here into an ambush.” 
 
    It was lucky he had replenished his Dragon’s Breath potions earlier in the day. They were not even true Dragon’s Breath potions, but he had tested them, and while they did not burn as bright or as long as the original recipe, they still packed a punch. 
 
    “That is crazy,” Susie objected. “I don’t think Adrian can outrun them.” 
 
    “Providing there are trees to create shadows along the escape route, I can easily outpace them. I think it is a good plan.” He nodded respectfully towards Steve, who didn’t react. 
 
    They repositioned to find the right shady terrain. Adrian spotted a well-placed tree with a clear yet shady running path in front of it. He moved to within forty metres of the tree before getting ready to fire. There were no scoropids on the tree now, but they arrived regularly. As he waited, one buzzed over. Launch from here, two Shadow Steps closer, then hide until they clump and throw everything at them. Then run. A simple plan. 
 
    The scoropid hovered. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Step, Step. Bow on the shoulder. Spear propped in front of him, ready in case he needed it to support mana. Three open potions in his hands. 
 
    The insect started humming. Ambusher’s Fade locked in, and all the bugs for a hundred metres rotated in a synchronised, unnerving movement and zoomed towards them. 
 
    It was petrifying. He knew he had to wait for as many as possible to concentrate, but strike before they spread. Timing could make a tremendous difference. A second early and too few would be in range, and a second late . . . best to go early. The speed with which they had scattered earlier replayed in his mind. They had expanded so quickly and then destroyed that poor bunny almost instantly. Dozens milled around the tree, and more were moving in constantly. 
 
    Hold your nerve. 
 
    Another second. Close to one hundred scoropids had responded in total, and the first forty were already bobbing around in the dense knot in the tree. 
 
    It’s time. 
 
    He hurled the two flasks in his right hand as hard as he could. It was a dual-casting potion throw that would make the liquid start to drip out just in front of the swarm of insects and then drizzle over them. The control he felt was unparalleled. 
 
    Switching the last flask from left hand to right, he chucked it in the same direction. The insects seemed to respond to the flasks flying over the top of them. That third flask was delayed behind the first two, but Flame Sprout did not wait. The burst of flames exploded in the hub of the insects. All one hundred and forty of his remaining mana launched into the attack, fanning the flames. The effect was like Kozzie’s hypothetical flamethrower but with several empty patches in the centre. The Dragon’s Breath ignited as well, creating a massive fireball. 
 
    Adrian swayed momentarily from mana depletion. 
 
    He took two Shadow Steps away from the fiery scene. There was enough time to look back. The spreading fire was glorious, encompassing all the insects in deadly sheets of flames. Five more steps and he was just ten metres from his team. Breath gushed in and out of his chest. He had not reached his step limit, but he was close enough to physically feel the limit approaching. Sprinting the last ten metres, he carefully picked his route between the traps before sliding in next to Susie in his designated squishy caster position. 
 
    Jules stood far out in front, like they had planned, followed by Steve, then Adrian, and finally Kozzie, flanking Susie. 
 
    Bow out, ready to fire. 
 
    From the burning tree, only ten scoropids emerged. Even though most of them were slightly charred, Adrian was disappointed some had survived. Based on the size of the inferno, he had been hoping to kill them all. In any case, the few survivors were slow due to their injuries, so Adrian and Susie waited for the other three to take them out easily enough. 
 
    The unscathed ones were the ones that worried him. 
 
    Adrian controlled his breathing to maximise his accuracy. His staccato gasps for breath slowed to longer, regular gulps of air between each arrow release. He fired arrow after arrow at the more distant scoropids. The ten coming from the tree would be easy targets for Jules, Steve, and Kozzie. Susie and Adrian’s role was rather to reduce the numbers of new, healthy scoropids streaming in in response to the inferno. Susie’s arrows were no match for the healthy scoropids, so she switched her aim to the hurt ones. 
 
    Of the first wave, Jules took out two with brutal club swings. She was rapidly improving as her levels increased. Kozzie, with his throwing knives, became a blur and shredded most of the rest. His knives were lethal in this sort of contest where low damage could take out a single enemy. Steve also briefly stepped out of formation to shred two scoropids with his improvised monstrosity of a weapon. The test went poorly for the insects. 
 
    Then the proper fight started as the second wave hit with a thunderous buzz. Jules went to work, and there was no way she would avoid the stingers. The creatures were so dense that she could swing her club any direction and make contact. One dashed in from behind with its sting stabbing through her shoulder pads. She screamed, just the once, and then the laughing took over. Her battle style became freer as the bloodlust seized command. There was no mercy as she swung her club with wild abandon. Only a few got close enough to sting her, and those seemed to do less damage than the first. 
 
    This time, the draw on Susie was not overwhelming. Steve had abandoned his fighting spot to stand closer to Jules, swinging his ridiculous creation. As absurd as the weapon was, it was wickedly effective. A single swing claimed eight victims. 
 
    Kozzie adjusted his technique to take out the scoropids that were weaselling between the wide arcs of Steve’s weapon. All three magic traps had gone off, claiming around four scoropids each, but in the rush, Adrian had barely noticed. Then the fight was over. 
 
    Kozzie ran over to Jules, who was still searching for something to hit. When Kozzie reached her, she was swinging her weapon to bash two insects that were still twitching in the lightning trap. Manically laughing the whole time. 
 
    “It’s okay, baby.” Fearlessly, Kozzie stepped into her personal space. The club twitched towards him, but he ignored it. “I am here.” 
 
    The bloodlust faded from her features. That was lucky because she had clearly been eyeing a scoropid eighty metres away. It would not be the first time after a battle that she had run a similar distance to bash one more enemy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    “Good fight,” Steve said, satisfied. 
 
    “Bloody awesome fight,” Kozzie agreed. “Six hundred experience and only Jules got stung.” 
 
    “Eight times. And those buggers hurt,” she complained, touching and closing holes in her shoulders and legs. 
 
    “Do we change anything for the next round?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “No!” Steve sounded adamant. 
 
    “No,” Jules consented with a slight pout, still rubbing her arm. 
 
    “Definitely not,” Kozzie said. “This was one of our best battles so far.” 
 
    “I need ten minutes for my mana to replenish.” They all sat down to process the scoropid corpses, except for Susie, who repaired her daughter’s armour even while she was wearing it. 
 
    “Level ten!” Susie happily declared the moment the last hole in Jules’s leather leg armour had closed. 
 
    “Congrats!” Kozzie said. “Big milestone. The extra two attribute points to assign was a surprise.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Adrian started. “I did not realise.” Kozzie and Jules had levelled up yesterday and Susie just now. 
 
    Kozzie waved the compliment away. “After yesterday with Steve and Jules almost dying, no one wanted to talk about it.” 
 
    “How is your quick closing skill?” 
 
    Kozzie shrugged as if it was irrelevant. “I have not checked it out yet.” 
 
    “What, you didn’t sneak out last night?” Adrian probed. 
 
    “Not everyone is as irresponsible as you,” Jules told him. 
 
    “Plus, he had better things to do,” Susie said, trying and failing to hide a smile. Both Kozzie and Jules went red. 
 
    “So, Mum, we need to find you an animal to tame,” Jules observed, changing the subject. Susie nodded. 
 
    “I have an idea if you’re up for it,” Adrian offered. 
 
    “Happy to listen,” Susie said, clearly distracted while she delicately extracted an unbroken poison sac. They were valuable, and they had mostly broken because of Steve and Jules’s blunt force approach. 
 
    “I think if you go out on your own you will get an animal slightly weaker than you.” 
 
    “That is what the tooltip pushes you to do,” Susie agreed. “If you try to get something too powerful, it might overwhelm you before you can show dominance, so aim for something weaker than you. The animal, after all, can grow with you after taming.” 
 
    “Exactly. So, my idea,” Adrian continued, “is to cheat the system. I got this from a book. Rather than me going alone, we go as a team. We’ll find the strongest suitable animal and then the rest of us take it down together. After the animal has been bound and broken, you heal and bond with it. Afterward, rather than having some pissy bear pet that is barely competent up against even a level ten, you get something that the four of us”—he gestured to them all—“struggled to beat and voilà! The entire party almost doubles in strength.” 
 
    “That is OP as fuck,” Kozzie said. 
 
    “The exploits are there to be used. There will not be a patch to remove them.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The quickness of the response confused Adrian for a moment. He looked at Susie suspiciously. “You were planning on doing this already, weren’t you?” 
 
    Susie shrugged. “I am no brilliant team leader, so I would be silly not to do what you say.” 
 
    Way too innocent. Jules giggled, looking at the two of them. 
 
    “You’re too late,” Kozzie told Adrian. “We were talking about trying a trick like that four days ago. We just needed to see the comprehensive skill description before confirming. No hard power lockout, so all systems are good to go.” 
 
    Steve stood up. “You’re full,” he said to Adrian. “Let’s kill.” 
 
    They fell into the same pattern, repeating it ad nauseam: create the kill spot, draw one to two hundred of the nasty things, surprise them with a deadly fire, power through a short brutal fight against the survivors, then recover mana and process corpses for ten minutes. Rinse and repeat. Steadily, they approached the mound of dirt that represented the burrow that housed the elite guards and the queen. With each draw, the chances of aggroing the underground defences ballooned. 
 
    “Next one might be dicey,” Kozzie said, eyeing the different bugs and their distance to the cave complex. 
 
    “And there are no trees,” Adrian agreed sombrely. Everything within two hundred metres, including the grass, had been stripped and presumably eaten. The sun had baked the dark dirt, leaving large cracks spreading through it. “I think we should go in and clear them with silent kills. Between the three of us, we should be able to do some damage.” 
 
    “No,” Steve interrupted. 
 
    Everyone stared at him; he was not the type to make any suggestions on a strategic front. 
 
    “What?” Steve sounded flat as only Steve could. “It is obvious at some point we are going to have one insect go all ‘hummy-hum’? Better out here where we can see them coming rather than inside and out of position.” 
 
    They digested the words for a moment. Each of them came to the same conclusion that Steve was right. 
 
    “Normal plan minus Adrian starting special,” Kozzie finally said, representing the group in siding with Steve. 
 
    There were nods all around. Susie prepared her traps and Adrian once more watched the bugs to better understand their patterns. Shooting from a distance was completely reliant on knowing where the prey would move next. When it was time, he aimed for one landing on a rock. As he learned, it would be seconds before the bug took off again. The arrow was perfect once more, piercing the abdomen. The alarm went off, and dozens of scoropids swarmed the impaled insect. Nothing boiled out from the nest. 
 
    “Phase two,” Kozzie called out. 
 
    Adrian and Susie both closed in on the swarm, showering it with arrows. 
 
    The arrows were loaded with earth magic. While it required significantly more mental effort to push the energy into the arrows, the mana cost seemed to be unchanged. He had been worried that air aura was going to handicap his archery skills besides reducing his magic repertoire. He was so happy when an arrow exploded through four insects before losing momentum. The swarm of flying horrors collectively noticed Adrian and Susie after the third round of arrows and sped towards them. He released four more earth-enhanced volleys before the bugs reached the traps. Susie’s traps took out twice as many scoropids with this dense of a cluster. Steve stepped briefly in front of Jules. His weapon was better suited to the sizable group approaching. They were so densely packed that even with Steve’s strength, his swings were noticeably slowed by the mass of insects as he sliced through them. 
 
    Flame Sprouts and knives protected Steve’s weak side. And then Jules unleashed the full extent of her combatant insanity. Steve was backpedalling desperately. Adrian’s mana supply emptied. Susie hurled healing spells constantly at both Steve and Jules. Kozzie got hit hard just above the knee. Then Adrian’s arm exploded in agony as a stinger plunged in. And then suddenly it was done. The mass of insects had perished. 
 
    “God, that hurts,” Adrian stuttered. 
 
    Susie was offering the prepared antidote. Adrian waved her away. He did not need help. It would heal by itself, and while his right arm hung useless in pain, the left arm was all he needed to down potions from his own stash. 
 
    “Got her!” Susie announced to somewhere in the distance. 
 
    What? 
 
    Adrian looked up to see Kozzie thirty metres in front of him, grappling with Jules, whom he had just rugby tackled to the ground. She had been rushing furiously into the cave. 
 
    “He is a good boy,” Susie said. 
 
    Kozzie struggled to his feet with Jules’s help, now that she regained composure. The scoropid had stung his leg, and the falling had clearly aggravated the wound further. Jules’s battle lust was a problem. Regardless of her injuries, every fight ended with Kozzie straining to block her from escalating things. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32  
 
    “So,” Kozzie started as everyone sat on the ground to sort through the carcasses, “we need to discuss the next fights.” He paused momentarily, choosing a bug to dissect and making eye contact with all of them to ensure he had the entire team’s attention. “Underground, we will run into three combat-capable scoropid types. The non-combat ones can be ignored.” 
 
    Regional knowledge flooded Adrian’s mind with information, but he suppressed it to listen instead. 
 
    “The drones, or workers”—he made a sharp gesture towards the dead bugs around them—“are the smallest and physically weakest of the three weaponised varieties, but they are probably the most dangerous. They are more abundant, faster, and more agile than the other types, and their stingers deliver the most potent poisons. We know how to fight them and we have the resistance potions for them. When we enter the tunnels, we will see more of these.” Kozzie’s attention briefly turned to the carcass that he was pulling apart. The stinger broke off and he looked up again. 
 
    “We can also expect to encounter spitters. These are likely to be near the queen or similar ambush points. They are slightly broader than a drone, but they mutate their stinger to be a ranged weapon which will fire a devastating acid. The acid is deadly against scoropid carapaces but will not bother us unduly. They are there to fight off other hives. Be aware, protect your eyes, and remove it as quickly as possible because it burns overtime. Finally, there is the warrior class. It’s much larger than the other two—as heavy as a young bear but bigger. Think of a drone the size of a small horse. They have wings that only provide manoeuvrability in combat, but not flight. Their chosen weapon is still their stingers, which are like a scoropid worker’s but harder. They also have nasty claws on the front leg which they can use like a scythe.” 
 
    Kozzie washed his hands with some water as they finished the clean-up. “Finally, there is the queen. Picture a larger warrior with no offensive abilities.” 
 
    “Traps?” Steve asked. 
 
    Kozzie hesitated, clearly consulting regional knowledge for the answer. “Scoropids do not set traps. Tunnels are spacious enough for two of their warrior class to pass side by side. No tiny, awkward caves for us to worry about.” He paused, still reading. “Expect lots of tunnels with a few large chambers. Cave height will be uncomfortable for the taller people amongst us.” He nodded at Adrian. “But the rest of us should find it comfortable for walking. Obviously, no swinging weapons in arcs over our heads.” Kozzie took a breath, looking relieved to be nearing the end of his long speech. “Finally, there are a couple of other varieties we might run into, primarily babies and their guardians, and the mining types. None of these should present a threat.” 
 
    Steve was again first to ask questions. “Poisons?” 
 
    “Only the warriors, and their poisons are the same as the workers’.” 
 
    “Plan?” Steve continued. 
 
    “Steve at the helm, Adrian and myself directly behind to provide magical and range support, and then Susie with Jules bringing up the rear.” 
 
    On cue, Jules started to protest. “I should be—” 
 
    “NO!” everyone shouted at Jules in unison. 
 
    Kozzie addressed her calmly, pleading, “Bubs, we can’t have you running off on a killing spree.” 
 
    Jules looked like she wanted to argue for a second but let the urge fade. She understood the risks and the drawbacks of her class. 
 
    “There is no rush. We will progress slow and steady,” Kozzie continued. “Susie’s job is to continually refresh magical traps behind us to prevent attacks from the rear.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Adrian agreed while producing the next round of resistance poisons. Their first six-hour dose was about to wear off. They all scrunched up their faces at the taste even with the heavenly jerky to wash it down. 
 
    “What weapon?” Steve asked Kozzie, drawing everyone’s attention to him. He nodded towards his custom-built scoropid killer. 
 
    “Sword.” 
 
    “Current.” 
 
    “That one.” 
 
    They smiled at each other with mutual pride. 
 
    “Start with that.” Kozzie pointed at the mangle of wires and decaying shreds of scoropids. “It will be the most effective until we run into the warriors and then you can switch if need. Even then”—Kozzie shrugged—“I do not believe that you will have room in the tunnels to use your sword, so you might end up relying on daggers. When we reach the big rooms, bring the sword out, but until then that . . . thing . . . is your baby.” If only Steve talked more, he might have come up with a catchy name for the absurd weapon. Of course, that was not his style. “For warriors in the corridor, we can rely on Adrian to take them out.” Another pause with a wry grin. “Or me if we are really desperate.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can keep that up,” Steve finally admitted. “It’s too heavy for casual movement.” The context was clear that while it was light when his Strength was buffed to three times the normal level, lugging it around in a sustained manner was a different kettle of fish. 
 
    “Walk for a minute, then we stop for two,” Kozzie said without hesitation. “It should give you a chance to replenish.” 
 
    “More like ‘walk for one minute and then stop for four,’” Steve offered. 
 
    “Fine. You tell us when to stop.” 
 
    Steve nodded in response. 
 
    “Why not put it in your bag of holding?” Adrian asked. It felt like a dumb question, but his professional life had taught him that sometimes people missed the obvious. 
 
    “It’s too bulky,” Steve told them, “and sometimes it comes out mangled.” 
 
    “All right, then. Let’s do this,” Kozzie said, rubbing his hands together exuberantly. 
 
    With a big exhalation. Steve grabbed his metal thorn bush and strode confidently into the diminutive tunnels. As promised, when Adrian entered, he had to duck down. He would be permanently slouched in there and whenever he forgot, the textured surface above ruffled his hair. Overall, it was not too bad. Kozzie surprisingly had a similar issue, but Steve was half an inch shorter than Kozzie so he had no difficulties. 
 
    The entire experience was very unsatisfying. Steve squished any workers that approached, and the first two warriors died quickly to Flame Sprouts. The assault on each scoropid head burned through ninety mana apiece in seconds. They periodically stopped and waited for Adrian’s mana to reach one hundred percent. Insanely boring. 
 
    While waiting for his energy to replenish, Steve dissected the warriors to look for weaknesses after all only the head had been damaged and even that had been surprisingly contained. As he cut it up, Steve brusquely recounted to the others what he was learning. They needed to target the eyes, which connected straight to the brain stem. The tops of each of the leg joints were vulnerable, and the thorax had no fire resistance. They burned the next soldier they came across with only sixty mana. Eight Flame Sprouts focused on the weak spots. The attempt required neither strength nor finesse. Bam, bam, bam, and the animals were crippled in exchange for forty mana. Then, while helpless on the ground, twenty carefully channelled mana burnt through the eye, boiling the brain. 
 
    “Overkill,” Adrian declared, looking at the body. “I probably only need to take out the legs on one side.” 
 
    They kept going, winding through an extensive underground complex. There were regular intersections of tunnels and whenever they had a choice, they headed down to search for the queen. 
 
    “Kill the queen and it’s over,” Kozzie mumbled with the unfocused look of someone dredging through their memories to maximise their strategy. 
 
    It was a new toy, and the boy was overdoing it. Wisely, Adrian held his tongue, knowing that he would overuse a shiny new tool too. He could remember perfectly how he reacted to his new phone on Christmas. Phones were something that he had expected to miss, but with so much happening they had barely crossed his mind. Regional knowledge acted as his own inbuilt Google. Maybe in Melbourne when the pace slowed down, he would feel the loss more keenly. 
 
    Their rate of progress had been steadily slowing due to increased resistance. Given the difficulty Steve was having with his weapon and Adrian’s limited mana pool, they soon found themselves pinned in one section of the cave. Whenever their energy regenerated, a fresh wave of warriors and drones would hit them, just enough to stop their momentum. Thirty minutes later, they were still stymied in the same spot, the bodies piling up. 
 
    “The queen must be close; we should push on,” Kozzie encouraged. 
 
    “I need more rest,” Steve replied. 
 
    They rested, and yet another handful of insects came within minutes. This time, Kozzie did the fighting to keep them off Steve. Adrian supported with his spear and ten mana to enhance his strength. It allowed his spear to skewer cleanly, as opposed to having the point skidding off. 
 
    There was a noise behind them. Spinning around, Kozzie and Adrian saw six drones attacking. Jules’s club crunched two of them into the tunnel walls. Four bypassed her, their stingers flashing. Another was crushed. The lines on Jules’s face twisted first into a rigour of pain and then the widening of the eyes, the softening of the cheeks. 
 
    “Kozzie!” Adrian yelled desperately. Glancing back, he saw the boy was already moving, but the fight had taken him in front of Steve. 
 
    Maniacal laughter bubbled out. She mashed the final two against the dirt wall with brutal swings. 
 
    “Bubs, I’m coming!” 
 
    Indecision flickered briefly across her face. The bloodlust did not completely destroy rational thought. Jules knew exactly where most scoropids lived, and it was not behind them. She looked up the slope behind them and then down the tunnel in front of them. She examined each of them, assessing strengths and weaknesses, and then smiled, that familiar berserker grin falling into place. 
 
    “Shit,” Kozzie cursed, seeing the look, while hurriedly navigating past Steve to stop her before she did something stupid. 
 
    Jules was moving towards the alleged source of the guerrilla bugs with confident steps and a wicked, mischievous smile on her face. Susie attempted Kozzie’s trick of getting up close enough to distract her. Jules just smiled and allowed her to approach. 
 
    “Baby, stop.” 
 
    Two hands latched firmly onto Susie’s side and then, like tossing a pillow, Jules effortlessly sent Susie tumbling backwards into Kozzie, who was now past Steve. Kozzie and Susie both went down in a jumble of limbs. 
 
    She continued with a mocking, challenging grin directed at both Steve and Adrian. Steve lunged to intercept, but she brandished the club menacingly. Both of them knew it was not an idle threat. 
 
    “Stop her,” Kozzie wheezed, the desperation clear in his eyes. Despite getting the breath knocked right out of him, he was thrashing to extract himself from underneath Susie. 
 
    Identification clicked on. The interface had triggered it without his conscious thought. 
 
    Jules was so much stronger, faster, and more agile than Adrian was. Over double in those key stats. The brief thoughts of being a hero and stopping her vanished. 
 
    He had known all that without identification, but the interface had clearly wanted to emphasise it. Of course Jules was stronger than him, especially with his terrible physical attributes. Even if the whole feather affair had not happened, her levels would have far surpassed his. The fight outside alone must have granted her two levels. That meant she would have allocated at least six points into Strength if she did the logical thing and alternated between that and her other key attribute of Vitality. Plus, she had the eight points from the troll aspect and six from the mana storm. That would give her thirty Strength on the standard interface compared to his fourteen. Then, with the ability to use two-thirds of Strength as her Agility score, her Agility would be at twenty versus his ten. Physically, this was not a fair fight, especially not now. 
 
    She was much too strong and too fast for him. With her regeneration, she could probably absorb his magic too. 
 
    “Jules!” Adrian begged. Her face seemed to register him, a hint of recognition in the crazed eyes. Maybe he should try. He lunged to tackle her to the ground. 
 
    She sidestepped and with contemptuous ease used her left arm to stop him and send him sprawling away. His body was airborne, arms windmilling helplessly towards Kozzie before crashing into him. The poor kid had just barely struggled to standing when he was knocked back down. The two of them rolled right over Susie. 
 
    Adrian could not believe he had tried that. Thank god Jules still had some control over her actions. 
 
    He glanced back. 
 
    “Stop her!” Kozzie’s yell was desperate. 
 
    The healing had already fixed the impacts from the initial collision. Jules was now charging at Steve. Mere moments had passed since she originally got stung. For a moment, it looked like he would engage. But then her club twitched, and Steve decided fighting with each other was silly. He stepped aside, and Jules sprinted past. Her laughter had not even changed pitch through the whole fight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    “Move!” Steve snapped. His massive weapon disappeared. 
 
    They were on their feet. Adrian was between Steve and Kozzie, the three of them pursuing Jules. Susie was still struggling to stand; the multiple collisions had knocked the breath out of her. After all, both Adrian and Kozzie were much heavier than she was. 
 
    “We need to help Susie!” Kozzie yelled, distressed. 
 
    “Go,” Susie ordered. 
 
    No! 
 
    Adrian pivoted to let Kozzie past and help Susie stand. There was no way they could leave the healer, their friend, behind. He yanked her up, and then together they ran down the corridor, trying to catch the others. 
 
    Jules. 
 
    This is what Adrian had feared, what had terrified all of them: Jules losing control at the wrong moment and throwing her life away. It was the downside to the berserker class’s raw potential. They needed to support her to try to save her from herself. 
 
    Run harder. They would live or fall together, though the thought was bitter. 
 
    They burst around a twist in the tunnel. Jules was finishing up a warrior. Its stinger had gone through her shoulder, but she had shrugged the damage off effortlessly, with the berserker taking the opportunity to first disable one of the scythe claws and then to bash the head in. A single blow had pulverised both eyes. 
 
    Thirty strength was no laughing matter. 
 
    She was already running past. Kozzie made sure the warrior was finished as he ran by, driving his knives through the two brain stems. It was unnecessary. 
 
    As they watched, a couple of worker drones shot towards her. Without breaking stride, she squished one with her club against the roof. She allowed the other to sting her in the injured shoulder, but just as it did so she threw herself against the wall, squishing it and bouncing right off it onto her feet. She kept going. 
 
    The crushed scoropid was affixed to her shoulder for a moment before gravity dropped it out. Another splash of blood before the troll regeneration sealed the wound. It would take a lot more than a couple of stings to even slow someone who had mastered the troll aspect, especially when they had resistance to the active ingredients in the stinger. 
 
    Kozzie and Steve were catching Jules. There were only a few paces separating them, but there was no stopping her. Another twist in the tunnel and they burst out into a massive earthy cathedral that made even Jules pause her rampage in awe. It could have always been here, and the scoropids had just found it. The more likely explanation was that it had formed as part of the Alpha Physics event. The spoils of millions of years of evolution in a moment. The space was the size of a lecture hall, complete with scattered stalactites and stalagmites, some of them longer than even Adrian’s body. The floor of the cave was smooth, almost polished, and glowing fungus seemed to coat every surface above ground level. 
 
    The queen was in the chamber and looked bigger than an elephant. It was the shape of an inflated worker scoropid that had grown so much it could no longer move. Small, harmless-looking insects crawled over it. One of its arms twitched but barely left the ground. The team’s eyes continued to roam, noticing the more mobile threats. 
 
    Ten warriors were visible and, for the first time, they saw a crowd of spitters. Close to forty of them hovered in two groups on either side of the queen. They were densely packed, like the scoropids investigating their downed companions earlier. 
 
    Potentially, it was a bad idea in a cave system, but there was no way Adrian could resist exploiting the tactical error the bugs had made. He threw two Dragon’s Breath potions at the main clump of spitters, trying out a new spell that he had been working on. Instead of just pouring out the potion with Wind Gust, he would also create air turbulence that would disperse the substance like a mist. Two more potions flew out towards the second cluster. 
 
    Fine droplets swirled out from the emptied flasks, coating the spitters. Then the Flame Sprout went to work. There was no delay—with a touch of will and a small release of mana, Flame Sprout manifested right above the mist. Instead of a single spark, a rain of tiny flames erupted over the massed insects. Fire soon engulfed the spitters and three warriors while they were still reeling from the Dragon’s Breath. 
 
    Of course, the larger creatures shrugged off the fire, but the spitters had no chance. Their acid turned out to be flammable, so they went up like firecrackers. Little miniature explosions sent burning parts everywhere, claiming the few spitters that had avoided the initial inferno. 
 
    Then they noticed her. Jules! 
 
    A crazed Jules charged the queen. Six of the ten warriors immediately moved to intercept while the remaining four targeted Steve, Kozzie, and Adrian. The singed warriors were completely unhindered. 
 
    Mana was low and precious, but Shadow Step was at full capacity. Kiting some warriors would be the best use of his abilities. He took one step to reappear next to one of the scoropid fighters focused on Steve. Adrian brought his spear hard into the weak spot between the second and third leg. There was no true damage, but the warrior felt the blow and shifted its attention to Adrian. Another Shadow Step to switch angles, and this time his spear plunged into an eye. Once more it was a superficial injury, prodding the warrior to turn towards him. 
 
    Shadow Step away to the cave wall. He shouted as he did so, and the two warriors charged him. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Fifty-five mana in reserve. Using twenty more to burn the right legs of the warrior charging Kozzie, it collapsed, as he had hoped, skidding across the floor. 
 
    “Switch!” Kozzie yelled. 
 
    Steve stepped closer to it and attacked the crippled warrior while it skidded along the ground. The massive sword easily cut through the carapace, severing the brain stems. Meanwhile, Kozzie blurred to attack the creature facing Steve. It had no time to react—Kozzie was very briefly half a metre above it before gravity tugged him down. A long dagger slammed through each eye. Both warriors were dead, freeing up both the men. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    Jules was already in trouble, having run headlong into six deadly warriors. Stingers flashed and the scythe claws had swung. Most she dodged, but despite her best efforts, one warrior unexpectedly struck low. The blade must have slashed in a gap in the armour. The oversized bugs were stronger than they looked. The claw hardly slowed as it sliced straight through the ankle, cutting skin, bone, and tendon before lobbing the foot right off. 
 
    Despite the berserker status, Jules winced, but of course kept going. 
 
    Her momentum let her crack one bug cleanly over the head. It was a well-placed strike, backed by her prodigious strength. The creature fell, probably dead, but possibly just stunned. Jules was in trouble, effectively immobilised and facing opponents that were coordinating their attacks. If worse came to worst, the troll aspect skill would hopefully trigger to save her. 
 
    Had it been twenty-four hours? Or did a sleep reset the troll aspect? Or a sunrise? 
 
    The interface stirred a light tap on the head. “Focus,” it seemed to order. 
 
    The five warriors worked together. One stinger shot forward and crashed through her shoulder armour. Instead of withdrawing it per usual, the insect left it embedded. Jules suddenly could not move. It was not a death sentence, but it could become one soon. 
 
    Adrian reacted instantly after noticing slight damage to the stinging creature’s carapace. It was a small crack just under the right eye socket, almost certainly a result of an earlier glancing blow. With thirty-five mana left, he directed ten of them into a Flame Sprout lance. It formed centimetres in front of the fracture before surging forward in a crackle of heat. The brain stems were cooked rapidly, and the warrior collapsed. Its stinger jerked backwards out of Jules’ shoulder as it spasmed in its death throes. 
 
    Jules stumbled as the stinger left her, half-stepping backwards before her maimed leg failed to support her weight. Then her motion became a slight tumble. It was only just in time—no less than three stingers shot into the space where her heart had been a second before. Only one impacted, opening a gash in Jules’s armour but drawing no blood. It was a lucky slip. 
 
    Despite Adrian’s assistance, she was still in deep trouble. The missing foot was hindering her movements. She was hopping on one foot while the other slowly—thankfully—regrew. The troll aspect was doing its job, but Jules was quickly realising just like the trolls did that regeneration was not necessarily helpful. With her twenty Agility, she was staying in the fight even on one leg. The injury, however, was preventing her from marshalling enough force to properly retaliate. Physics, even in a world of magic, was still king. It did not matter how much torque her muscles could provide—the inability to pivot and push hard off her leg was stopping her from making use of her club. The club was a blunt force instrument. If she used swords or axes then accuracy might have countered the lack of power. 
 
    Each blow echoed in the chamber. Against humans, she would break bones left, right, and centre, but against the big, armoured insects, she needed all of her power to make the killing blows and strikes. Every effort just pinged off them. 
 
    Cackling wildly, she persisted. Surviving and dancing, probably understanding that the longer the battle went, the further the odds would shift in her favour. She just needed to stay lucid until her regeneration advantage built. Despite the restriction, she cracked another carapace. This time it took Adrian fifteen mana to make use of the gap and kill the scoropid. 
 
    Both the warriors reached him, so he shadow stepped to a new spot and started jogging down the corridor. One eye ahead for any annoying worker drones and the other eye on his friends. It was hard. Sounds let him track the pursuing creatures. The clacking of their claws on stone, the humming of their wings and their continuous hissing. 
 
    Only eleven mana in reserve. He had regenerated one. It was not enough. With so little magic, fighting the two warriors behind him would be difficult. With careful use of Shadow Steps, he could probably manage it. Not that he needed to. Eventually, the others would help. He pulled out his bow from the bag of holding. The delay meant he had to burn another Shadow Step to get ahead of his pursuers. A massive pile of eggs emerged into his vision. That was something to worry about later. At least his point was validated—the nasty creatures were indeed multiplying, soon to be out of control. 
 
    Of the ten warriors in the chamber, four were dead, two were chasing him, and the others surrounded Jules. The stunned scoropid warrior, despite visibly severe damage, was back on its feet. She had their full attention, distracting from Steve’s sword as it flashed down on one of them. 
 
    It crumpled. 
 
    Kozzie was wisely ignoring that battle and was instead hacking down the drones that were trickling into the space in a steady stream. His hands almost blurred as he methodically took out the flying menaces. 
 
    Susie’s scream sent a panicked jolt through everyone. A worker had caught her from behind, plunging its stinger into her back. She fell forward. Kozzie spotted the drone first and instinctively threw two knives. Both landed, sending it somersaulting violently into the wall. 
 
    Jules was trying to bash the warriors’ heads but making no headway. The incomplete foot still impeded her. She had regrown most of it, but still not enough to pivot weight through it. The flailing limbs of three warriors demanded her attention. Even when consumed by bloodlust, she knew to block the swinging claws after her foot. 
 
    The three remaining warriors realised simultaneously that maybe the crazy lady with the club was not their most dangerous enemy. They all switched their focus to Steve, but it was already too late. His sword split another head in two and then came back to lob two legs off the warrior next to it. It toppled forward, and Steve easily decapitated it. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kozzie zipped across the chamber, using his double knife attack on the final warrior. Both daggers slammed through the eyes and into the brain stems. Jules, bereft of opponents, charged at the queen in an awkward, lopsided skip. The queen, seeing her coming, had no options but to hum louder. The volume was deafening. and the last warrior turned to defend its matriarch. Driven by the noise, they ignored everything but Jules. 
 
    Susie was screaming in pain as the toxins ripped through her. Even across the thirty metres separating them, Adrian could see her healing magic still cranking away. 
 
    The massive queen had over twenty eyes and Jules was thwacking her club to poke them out. Every thrust forward caused one eye to pop. 
 
    The hum intensified. 
 
    More drones were buzzing in, which Kozzie was busily taking care of. A couple got through to Jules, but she saw them and bashed them while singing maniacally. Steve had perhaps the easiest job, intercepting the two warriors which had been following Adrian with his hefty sword. They were so focused on Jules that they did not even defend themselves against him. 
 
    “Finish it quickly!” Kozzie yelled. 
 
    Jules did not listen. She seemed to enjoy popping eyes like bubble wrap. Steve heard Kozzie and charged the queen himself. Its wings buzzed, its legs tried to push it up, but it struggled under its own weight. Sword above him, he brought it down in a hard slash on the carapace around the queen’s head. The material shattered, and the blade slashed about a foot in. Steve took position and then, like a woodcutter, went to work. Four chops later, the humming stopped. Over half the head was hanging off, prompting Jules to scoot aside to continue her eye-popping project. 
 
    Sprinting over from across the chamber, Kozzie tackled Jules. She saw him coming and let him do it. She braced by bending her knees and tensing up so they almost sat down together rather than falling. She blinked the insanity out of her eyes before Kozzie even said anything. 
 
    “Retreat to the tunnel,” Kozzie ordered to the other three. Two Shadow Steps and Adrian joined them. The moment they were in a defensible position, Kozzie relaxed. “Ten minutes to recover. Then we finish this.” 
 
    Jules stood guard, facing outward with Kozzie next to her. Steve and Adrian stood with their backs to them, sheltering Susie. Tears still ran down Susie’s face as she touched her shoulder that had just finished healing. Steve switched back to his long daggers, his heavy sword propped up conveniently on the wall of the cave. The tip of its hilt was just a foot from the ceiling. 
 
    Nothing appeared to attack them. The queen’s death drained every last creature of hostility. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    They stood in silence while their mana recovered. 
 
    “Look at that.” Steve had pulled out his makeshift scoropid killer. As he had suggested, it had been squished and deformed from the bag of holding and now only retained half of its initial expanse. “Magical now.” 
 
    Scoropid Masher 
 
    This improvised weapon has been magically enchanted as a result of killing over five hundred scoropids. The wire makeup has increased tensile strength and is less likely to deform when meeting resistance. 
 
    “My first weapon did that,” Adrian told him. “Crowbar of imp slaughter. Sometimes I regret selling it.” 
 
    They stood still for a moment, enjoying the peace. 
 
    “How do you think it works?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian offered his best guess. “I think it has nothing to do with what you kill. I guess it is the interface keeping track of experience and enchanting the object when it hits a threshold.” 
 
    Steven nodded firmly in agreement. They drifted back into silence. 
 
    “Unless there is a second mature queen, there should be no resistance,” Kozzie said, finally deciding that enough time had passed. The boy was mostly right. Indeed, Adrian’s mana was at one hundred and twenty-five when he checked. 
 
    His own regional knowledge confirmed Kozzie’s analysis. Adrian realised that he really needed to take more advantage of the tools at his disposal. It was partially his responsibility to know that the attacks were likely to stop. While it was nice to let someone else take control for once, it did not mean he could slack off on the life-and-death stuff. 
 
    Adrian looked at the ex-programmer proudly. With his burgeoning leadership and increased knife throwing ability, Kozzie had become quite the asset to the team. 
 
    “When we go back out into the queen’s chamber, I expect everything to be catatonic. If they’re mobile, we will have to find the second queen and kill it. We still need to destroy the eggs and hatchery just in case a juvenile queen is there.” 
 
    They were finally able to appreciate the grandeur of the cathedral now that they were not desperately fighting for their lives. The floor was smooth, polished stone. Potentially some form of marble from the visible texture. There was no point speculating on the origins—maybe it was dreamed into existence when the Alpha event occurred, or it could have conceivably formed with old physics over hundreds and thousands of years when steady water flow had generated the sheen. Or it was even possible that the scoropids had personally varnished it for whatever strange reason they had. No matter what spawned the effect, it was spectacular. Adrian realised now that his size estimate of the room had also been off. The ceiling was thirty metres above his head and in some spots stretched higher over the football-field-sized hall. 
 
    Scoropid Egg Tenders lay around and on top of the egg pile. Dozens and dozens of them, all with the same description, and all were unresponsive. There was no alternate queen to worry about. 
 
    Terrifying Scoropid Egg Tenders 
 
    Specialised egg tenders look after all eggs produced by the queen. They are incapable of combat and exist only to transfer hatchlings to the nursery and ensure all eggs are kept in the appropriate conditions. 
 
    Every one of them had their heads tucked down and legs curled up underneath them like a dead spider. Their stinger had been designed to move eggs, making them more monkey than insect. The tail stretched forward and wrapped around their eyes, creating a type of cocoon. Leaning closer, he could hear the very slight chattering noise they were producing. After quickly consulting with the interface, he flicked a couple off the nest and crushed them. The destruction registered a single point after Adrian killed the third. Useless for experience, then. 
 
    A drone was clinging to life near the back of the egg stack. Judging from the chipped carapace on the floor, it had been flying desperately towards the queen when she had died. After that, the drone had gone into shock, unable to control its appendages. As a result, it had skidded across the ground at the mercy of the hard rock. Adrian drove his spear butt down relentlessly and crushed the skull. Four total experience points. Much better than the egg tenders, but less than when the scoropids were at full strength. They had been averaging about six points per kill previously. Still a bargain. 
 
    “That’s a lot of eggs,” Jules said, staring at the pile. “Do you think they’re worth anything?” 
 
    “No,” Adrian responded automatically. 
 
    “Yes,” Kozzie interrupted, disagreeing with him while tapping his head to show that he backed his statement with regional knowledge. “But not enough to bother collecting and transporting. We should stick with the components we’ve been already gathering. I wonder where the chest is?” he continued, looking around with interest. 
 
    “Maybe we need to destroy the hatchery and those first,” Jules suggested. 
 
    “How are we going to do it?” 
 
    “Fire,” Susie said without hesitation. “There is no way I want to be breaking all those eggs individually. There are thousands.” 
 
    “You can stay here and do it,” Kozzie declared, grinning at Adrian. “And clean up all the other corpses while you wait.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Adrian said mockingly, though he had every intention of following the instructions. “But burning them all will take hours.” 
 
    And while he thought magical fire did not consume oxygen, after all, chemically that required oxygen to combine with something else; secondary fires could be a problem. If worse came to worse, he would douse any of those that he accidently created. 
 
    Kozzie shrugged. “We still need to find the hatchery.” He bent down and stabbed a drone at his feet nonchalantly. “And grab the cheap experience and loot.” 
 
    “Fine,” Adrian said grumpily, staring despondently at the pile of eggs. They loomed there the size of a backyard pool and stacked four or five deep, each slightly bigger than chicken’s egg. 
 
    “Is it safe to split up?” 
 
    Another shrug. “Yes . . . no. Safe from scoropids, at least. It will take them days to come out of this state, even if there is a queen available to claim them. Other predators . . .” Looking up at the stalactite-decorated ceiling, his eyes unfocused as he skimmed through the regional knowledge. “Who knows, these days? But in theory, scoropids should have driven away everything nasty or eaten them. And Adrian?” 
 
    “Yes?” he snapped, realising that he was annoyed about his egg-burning task. 
 
    “Stay sensible. Keep your mana above fifty percent at all times.” 
 
    The petulant child in him desired to bark, “I am always sensible” in return, but Kozzie had a point. No need to deplete his mana. Regain happened at the same rate whether he needed five or fifty mana replenished. Having low mana did not increase regeneration rates. 
 
    “I will stay to watch his back,” Susie said, still rubbing her previously damaged shoulder not out of pain anymore, but out of anxious habit. 
 
    “And the three of us will remain together,” Jules promised as she turned to leave with Steve and Kozzie. 
 
    Alone with just Susie, Adrian got to work using a quick blast of fire and then concentrating on both his meditation and buffing Susie. The practise for the buffs used so little active mana that he might as well multitask while destroying the eggs. The ability buff was increasing steadily such that in a day or two it would be complete. 
 
    Flame Sprouts created hot, dripping flames that easily fried the first egg layer, often causing explosions when the insides overcooked. The heat reached the lower levels in the pile but worked slower. None of them exploded, but he did not need them to. He only needed them to cook. The smell of fried eggs and an unpleasant insect after-odour wafted out from the roasted section. His spell only blackened a small area. This was going to be a long couple of hours. With his spear, he dug into the eggs at the bottom. After breaking a few, he was satisfied that they had baked like the ones on the top. 
 
    Susie was sitting in the corner playing with the carapace piece she had extracted off one warrior. She held the fragment in her maimed hand and hacked into it with a heavy knife using her other hand. The process did not look very scientific, but useful segments seemed to flake off regularly. Under Magic Focus, power accompanied each stab of the tool. A white-flavoured magic. Who would have thought that leatherworking could be classed as just another magical skill? 
 
    She kept going in an incredibly determined manner. She clearly had a plan and Adrian anxiously awaited the results. Her back pressed firmly against the wall and traps surrounded her to protect her from potential monsters. Adrian knew he could only see the traps because their interfaces had exchanged the information—they were expertly hidden. 
 
    “Forever grinding.” 
 
    “Might as well,” she said without pausing. “Plus, I’m not grinding, I’m upgrading our armour.” She waved the eroded segment around. “This stuff is super light and incredibly strong. It will be a huge upgrade for the rest of us.” 
 
    He went back to processing the dead scoropids and training his buff skills. While the egg-burning required little mana expenditure, it demanded exacting concentration. The tiniest slip and the attempt would do nothing but hurt him. On one level, he would like to think he was creating a spell, but that was presumptuous. Yes, absolute focus was required, but the additional skill required to achieve the ultimate effect was well beyond what a human mind could do. The computation calculations churned in the interface, filling in all the little finicky things needed to make the spell come together. Whenever his mana climbed up to ninety-five percent, he would stand up to roast some more eggs. Within twenty minutes the corpses had all been scavenged, and it became even more monotonous. 
 
    Kozzie, Jules, and Steve returned, and the eggs were only three-quarters done. Adrian’s partners did not look happy. A point of view that Adrian accepted. He had been watching the steady trickle of experience coming through and knew that it was the type that came from killing infants or helpless scoropids. The sort of butcher work that no self-respecting human would enjoy. Regardless, it was something that they might as well suffer through. There was nothing to be gained from wasting experience. Plus, perhaps this was the humane thing to do. The twitching scoropids would never recover, so putting them out of their misery was best for everyone. 
 
    “Done?” 
 
    “No chest,” Kozzie complained. 
 
    “Maybe after we . . .” Jules gestured at the eggs. 
 
    “Are you sure you searched everywhere?” Susie called out. At her feet was a completed armour piece that she had made out of leather and overlapping carapace segments. Its size and shape were clearly intended for Jules. 
 
    “Yes,” Kozzie grumbled. “I have been cross checking against my map constantly.” 
 
    More flames exploded above the eggs. This time with the company, Adrian did not preserve his mana. 
 
    Jules watched with interest until Adrian collapsed back. Only a small section was left unburnt. “We can do this one by hand.” 
 
    Before they could rope him into the activity, Adrian passed his spear to Kozzie. The young whippersnapper went to stand next to his girlfriend and started breaking the scattered eggs in front of him. 
 
    The unburnt area was clearly composed of older eggs close to hatching. Often, they would break an egg and a fully formed scoropid would spill out. They would then swing a second time to swish it separately. These more advanced eggs yielded experience in similar quantities to the scoropid egg tenders. Five minutes later, the last egg was crushed, and Kozzie looked around hopefully. 
 
    The image sucked Adrian up in a gentle, apologetic fashion. A proud caress as opposed to the usual mocking tone that underpinned most images. Immediately his eyes were drawn to a statue of the Bird. It was approximately the size of a three-story house. Beside it lay the tentacle bear monster that they had defeated yesterday. The bear was diminutive in comparison, though it still stood higher than a bus. Finally, next to the bear stood the cast of the scoropid queen, which was a modest, car-sized sculpture. 
 
    A big zero hung in the sky. A symbolic representation of the sky and moon darkened, then lightened, and the number ticked from zero to one. Another cycle, two, three, four, all the way up to thirty-four. During each cycle, the Bird status did not change, but both the tentacle bear and the scoropid queen grew—the queen to the size of the bus and the bear to a two-story house. 
 
    The image shifted back, and the counter went back to zero. A large chest appeared under the Bird statue and a second smaller one under the bear. A tiny chest formed under the queen before a big red X slapped across it with “Too small” in yellow print. 
 
    The presentation was clear; they associated the assignment of chests with the energy of the creature at the point of the Alpha physics event. Any growth since then was irrelevant to the calculation, judging from the bear and scoropid, which grew to be tremendous threats now. When things had first happened thirty-four days ago, they had been a much smaller concern. 
 
    “No chest, guys,” Adrian told the team, and only Kozzie looked visibly disappointed. “Chests were set at the moment of the Alpha physics event, and when that occurred these things were only one tenth as powerful as they are now. Exponential growth is nasty.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    Heading back to town, they initially walked in tired silence through the twilight. The eight hours of fighting had sapped them of energy. 
 
    “How much do you think the scoropid stuff is worth?” Jules asked Kozzie, making everyone jump. She received more than one dirty look. “What?” Simple frustration filled her voice. “Are you guys scared of the dark?” 
 
    “It is the worst time of day,” Kozzie protested. 
 
    “And we can see like it’s daylight in this open field.” She gestured around herself sharply. “And we have killed the three major threats in the area.” 
 
    They trailed into silence. 
 
    “So how much?” 
 
    Everyone startled again, but not as overtly this time. 
 
    “Lots,” Kozzie said, “But I don’t know exactly how high, and Adrian has already laid claim to the cores.” 
 
    He winced at that comment. 
 
    Kozzie caught that look and punched him in the arm. “Need before greed, and you deserve it, man.” 
 
    Adrian nodded, thinking about how much the rest of the gear would be worth. 
 
    Thoughts? 
 
    Of course, there was no response. Just static in the spot where the interface could express emotion. It had crept up on him over time, but it was clear which emotions were his and which belonged to the interface. Initially they had blurred and sometimes deep down he questioned how much the bloody thing had manipulated him. It offered unwarranted suggestions on purchases and actions that he didn’t mind, but he worried that there had also been more subtle emotional tweaks and influencing at work. The sort of stuff that would be truly objectionable to him. 
 
    All the key choices Adrian was sure were his own, except maybe the Bird. It was conceivable that the interface had shored up his courage before that battle. If it had interfered, he would be thankful for it. Even attempting to fight the Bird was who he wanted to be. 
 
    Quit the act! 
 
    He tried to make the thought as sharp as possible. 
 
    You can physically hurt me. You have saved my life and given exceptional advice. I know you are not some stupid computer programs following a list of branching rules. 
 
    Silence. Not even a half-hearted “I am innocent” act. 
 
    “You usually have a good idea. What do you think, Adrian?” 
 
    “I’m trying to calculate,” he responded, “what we have and their likely value. It is difficult.” 
 
    Susie snickered. “He was never great at maths.” 
 
    “That was not true.” Proper laughter this time, though everyone kept their heads swivelling as they walked and hands on weapons. That even included Steve with his long knives, the sleeker, default weapons. 
 
    “Too easy.” Susie was grinning at him when he glanced her way. 
 
    “So, we have about a thousand drone stingers, a couple hundred venom sacks, a dozen or so warrior carapaces and stingers, and finally various queen parts.” The stingers had, of course, been unusable after frying in the inferno. 
 
    Ten thousand energy? 
 
    There was no response initially, and then the section of mental space that he now associated with the interface indicated that his estimate was thirty percent under. They had potentially more stingers than he had counted, and values of the higher-level varieties were larger than he had calculated. It still amazed him how efficiently the interface could convey information without words. 
 
    “Ten thousand to fifteen thousand energy,” he told the group. “That would be my guess.” 
 
    Jules whistled in awe. 
 
    “Weapons,” Kozzie declared. “You should all upgrade your weapons. Two or three thousand each should let you all get something decent.” 
 
    There was no objection from the interface, and this discussion would normally elicit some snarky opinion. Especially if it thought the idea of buying weapons was stupid. 
 
    “What do you all want?” Kozzie asked with an exaggerated frowny face. The way he half-drew his new daggers reminded everybody exactly why he was not getting another weapon. 
 
    Jules was the quickest. “Upgrade to my club.” 
 
    “An axe.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Steve in surprise. They were doing that a lot lately. 
 
    “An axe?” 
 
    Steve did not respond, his eyes focused outwards and ignoring the rest of them. Not that he needed to explain. He simply wanted the right tools for a job. He had implements for slicing and dicing, but sometimes just chopping things to pieces was the way to go. It wasn’t hard to follow the logic. 
 
    “Susie?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Something to increase my healing or a magic shield to protect against a surprise attack like that scoropid.” She touched her shoulder instinctively again. 
 
    “Okay, I will do my best.” The real question was whether Adrian wanted to upgrade his own weapon. 
 
    No advice forthcoming to guide him. On one hand, something new was appealing, but he liked his spear and the interface seemed to continually dismiss magic trinkets as useless at their levels. Plus, out of all of them, Adrian got stung the least. Given that, was it fair for him to claim the same share as the others? 
 
    Be selfish. If the plant had taught him something beyond a sense of healthy scepticism, it was that selfishness had a place. 
 
    When they reached the town, they found the bonfire area of the previous night abandoned. Susie looked annoyed. She had been clearly expecting a better greeting. 
 
    “We’ll check on old Mav’s neighbourhood to work out what went wrong,” she said. “You go do your sweet talking,” she ordered before pushing Adrian towards the trader. 
 
    The sudden desolation was unnerving. It was like everyone had retreated to their fortified locations. Hopefully, there was nothing nasty wandering about. Some part of him feared that an Alpha terror of some type had driven the town’s citizens indoors. There was no sign of anything nearby, and the trader provided some protection. 
 
    Deep breath and forceful exhale. It was time. The trader was the cat woman from the morning. Now that he wanted something from her again, Adrian wished he had made more of an effort to befriend her even at four in the morning. Taking that fraction of a moment to learn her name would have helped to smooth things. This would just be embarrassing. 
 
    A soft touch of sympathy and a reminder of the feather—his impaired state. 
 
    I am only human. 
 
    The interface found that thought funny. He mentally blocked out the details. 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” he asked the trader once he was within easy calling distance. 
 
    She appraised him, recognition in her overly enormous eyes. She shook her head, her whiskers exaggerating her features as she broke into a smile. “I think there were some slight disagreements.” 
 
    “What disagreements?” 
 
    “Small guy hits bigger guy; other people get involved. A couple of broken bones, one or two teeth knocked out, blood splattered. Lots of yelling. Small stuff. Anyway . . .” She stretched languorously. “How did your poison tricks perform?” 
 
    “Perfectly.” 
 
    “And so now you want to trade insect parts to me.” She almost sounded hurt. “No gigantic wolves. I enjoyed buying wolf skins.” She grinned ferally, bearing those ridiculous teeth. 
 
    “Thousands,” he admitted while wondering about the wolf comment. “Do you actually hate wolves?” 
 
    “I am a cat.” A simple statement followed by a shrug. 
 
    “But that’s just an Earth thing, surely.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 72% (+ 3%) 
 
    A wasted world in sight. “Can I?” He held up the bag. 
 
    “Sure.” She held out the hand. It was covered in fine, furry hair with long, clipped nails just short enough to still use the pads of her fingers. She took the bag of holding. “Just tag what you want to trade.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    “Take it all,” Adrian told her. “I am confident we can find a mutually beneficial barter arrangement.” Mentally, he selected stacks of items: all the scoropids’ components and then some extra herb bundles. 
 
    She hung the bag upside down off one of her drawers and then stepped back to watch the stingers pour out. She tapped a foot, pretending to be impatient. In less than six seconds, she handed the bag of holding back to him. More magic, not even gravity, could empty that many scoropid stingers that quickly. 
 
    “What were you hoping to get?” 
 
    “Weapons. Three of them. Maybe two plus a similar-valued item.” On his way back to town, he had decided not to upgrade his own gear. If there was leftover energy, he would reconsider, but the priority was getting the best weapons possible for his team; after all, he relied on magic and his bow. Plus, he planned on using all the cores, and that was payment enough. 
 
    Buffing them all would help him reach Melbourne. Even if there was leftover capacity, he would not be upgrading his spear. It was already strong and such a small part of his offense. If he got anything, it would be an amulet or a ring. Function before fashion. Prior to Alpha physics, he had hated the thought of wearing jewellery. Nothing but the wedding band and watch. Now he would wear a dress if it increased his power. As he considered options, maybe trinkets were not the best upgrade. A tailored potion could do more for him, especially if it granted a permanent boost. 
 
    Quickly he recounted his friends’ wish list to the trader. 
 
    The cat fussed under her cart for a moment before producing examples of the desired weapons. 
 
    First, she pulled out a club. It looked evil, substantially larger than Jules’s existing club, with jagged spikes covering the end like those of a rosebush. Designed to hook and tear, it screamed “bloodthirsty barbarian.” Jules would absolutely love it. After that, she presented a plain-looking staff that even lacked metal coverings on each end, followed by an axe whose head was wider than his torso. The axe had similar dimensions to Steve’s sword and was potentially even more deadly. 
 
    “A couple details,” she started, leaving the weapons on display and making no effort to pass them over. “For the axe, there are three options available: straight penetration, a gravity modifier that makes the axe lighter to carry and fifty percent heavier to strike down with . . .” 
 
    Both penetration and gravity were very tempting. One would let Steve cut almost anything to pieces, and the other would extend his endurance. 
 
    “Against higher level creatures, penetration will yield the most damage,” she continued. “The third option is elemental magic, something dark to weaken the opponent.” 
 
    He had decided. “Gravity.” 
 
    The cat girl looked annoyed at the decision, but grabbed the axe nonetheless. She lifted it effortlessly despite its heft, and somehow shoved it under her tiny trader’s cart before pulling out another identical axe. 
 
    “What were you expecting?” 
 
    “That you would choose lightning,” she admitted. “Give him a chance to spasm muscles with each axe bite.” 
 
    “A bit of a gamble since you only mentioned dark energy as a choice.” 
 
    “You have to make it interesting.” 
 
    “I thought about claiming the dark energy,” Adrian confessed, “but then I realised that dark magic is one of my things.” For now, at least; if his meditation was as powerful as he hoped, it would become less useful. “If anything is susceptible, I can hit it hard. Penetration was easy to rule out because if we needed to cut things, then Steve has his sword. Gravity beats dark—first, because I already cover dark, and second, because if it was a long, drawn-out battle, Steve can keep using the axe for longer. That will matter particularly if there is an infrequent swarm approach to the attacks.” 
 
    Adrian half-kicked himself for not thinking about lightning himself, but ultimately, he rejected it because if they were fighting something vulnerable to lightning, then the sword was likely to be the best choice. The axe was for things that could not be cut easily, earth monsters or insects. And those creatures were probably immune to electricity. 
 
    “Gravity was my second choice.” She nodded at the remaining two items. “For these, the staff is a no-brainer. It includes a passive shield enhancement that can be charged over time. A benefit to healing spells cast through it, and it’s solid enough to provide some melee defence if your healer gets attacked. It is a great utility.” She cleared her throat before continuing. 
 
    “The club has a couple of options. The first is to include a sapient seed within it. As the weapon gets kills, it grows and creates new attributes. There is no guarantee how the evolution progresses, but generally they adopt defence properties to protect the user. The weapon is soul-bound and the seed will die if the user dies. So, it has an incentive to keep the wielder alive. Some develop shield abilities; others provide super powerful, once-per-day attacks. I am hoping this one develops a mechanism to stop or reduce bloodlust.” 
 
    Adrian looked sharply up at the cat women. She smiled innocently back at him. She raised an eyebrow questioningly at his continuous stare. Practically, he was not the sort to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    Something that could reduce bloodlust. That would be beyond huge, yet it would take a while to manifest. But at some point, Jules might end up slightly less self-destructive when fighting. 
 
    “The second option is a blood-drinking club. The weapon would drink the lifeblood that it spills and eventually push its attributes through to the berserker. It’s mostly temporary boosts, which means the fighter will get stronger and healthier the longer the battle goes. However, the real jewel is that every now and again it can grant a permanent boost.” 
 
    Adrian’s eyes lit up. Both weapons sounded amazing, almost enough to make him wish that he had a bigger build to take advantage of them. Anything that granted permanent attribute boosts was worth a fortune. 
 
    “It is also cheaper than the sapient seed options. If you go with the blood-drinker, you will have more room to buy stuff for yourself.” Her eyes went unfocused as she did some calculations. “For example, we could include memory stones for basic axe fighting, staff defence, and club technique.” 
 
    It did not take a genius to understand that those skills would immediately improve the effectiveness for both Steve and Susie. As for Steve, the axe was not even his primary weapon and Adrian imagined he would use it more like a lumberjack than a Viking. Absently, he wondered if the system was giving a discount for these skills because it knew they would not buff the primary abilities. 
 
    The cat woman paused dramatically again. “I could even slip in something for you specially. I am thinking of a potion that makes your skin tougher. Harder for anything to scratch you and almost impossible for bugs to bite you. Imagine never having to worry about a mosquito again.” 
 
    “Why can we get so much?” 
 
    Her eyes darkened until they were practically black. Adrian suspected that was not a cat thing. 
 
    “We believe that the compensation for the fights over the last two days has been inadequate. Why we are prevented from doing anything about that directly, we can.” She stopped speaking, leaving the rest unsaid. “And for other reasons, once the world has stabilised, I doubt there will be consequences for our largesse.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence- 74% (+ 2%) 
 
    The trader’s eyes snapped back to normal. She looked scared. “Please ignore everything I just said. Sometimes I like to get dramatic.” 
 
    Something was up with the world. That questioning-the-stabilisation comment had triggered a two percent jump in the pathway of intelligence. That little slip was obviously important. Why would she expect more leeway? 
 
    Because the Alpha event is not standard. 
 
    A small thought, and a dangerous one. Jerking his mind away from that direction, it was not something he could change or face. Things were grim enough with a standard event. The likely outcomes were even worse in a non-standard one. 
 
    “Which club?” She smiled. It was a cat smile and made him feel a bit like prey. 
 
    “The seed one.” 
 
    “Commiserations and congratulations! You chose the more expensive bundle and for your success, you get zilch.” The ribbing was light, but it felt forced. Her good mood had evaporated, and there was nothing more for her to say. At this point, it was best for her to keep things short and professional. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said simply, tossing the weapons into his bag with a genuine, respectful nod. He glanced behind him to confirm that there were no customers and then checked his statistic gains. Not that he expected anything significant to have moved. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    Inherent Healing --- N.A. Replaced by troll regeneration --- Population - 1.09(+.02) 
 
    Vitality --- 1.90 --- Population - 1.24 
 
    Physical Resistance --- 0.63 --- Population - 0.52 
 
    Magical Resistance --- now 0.15 --- Increased 0.01 from buff magic progression --- Population - 0.06 
 
    Strength --- 1.17 --- Population - 1.06 (+.02) 
 
    Agility --- 0.80 (+.1 Necklace --- Population - 1.20 (+.01) 
 
    Perception --- Now 1.20 (+.1 Necklace) --- Increased by 0.01 from use --- Population - 1.05 
 
    Intelligence --- 1.39 --- Population - 1.06 (.01) 
 
    Mana Control --- 2.92 --- Population - 1.11 (.01) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 2.59 (+1.0 Ring & Spear) ---- An increase of 0.01 through extensive use --- Population - 1.10 (+.03) 
 
      
 
    Pathways and skills in progress 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 74% (+2%) 
 
    Identification Rank 5 - 45% (+5%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 85% (+7%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 65% (+17%) 
 
    Gathering - 86% (+17%) 
 
    Party Buff- 57% (+30%) 
 
    Pathway of Poison Resistance – 0% 
 
      
 
    Skills obtained 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 3, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura. Lay of Hands, Mana Control, Flame Sprout, Bush Alchemy, Self-Buff - Vitality, Self- Buff Strength, Self-Buff - Growth, Minor Troll Regeneration*, Air Aura, Air Magic Specialization, Expert Archery 
 
    Experience: 10,752 of 20,000 required for level 3 
 
    To be honest, the results were sort of what he expected. Lots of experience. The jump to level three had felt miles away, but spending an entire day killing thousands of deadly bugs had certainly boosted things. Three or four good days and he would get there. As for the rest, his skills had progressed as expected—hardly at all. Perception was a surprise, but that was probably from his focus in the swamp. Mana pool, while pleasant, was hardly unexpected after using so much magic for a long period. 
 
    If he had predicted what the sheet looked like, then he would have been spot-on, except for the boost to magic resistance. Party buff boosting that skill was unexpected but very welcome. 
 
    He guessed he should be happy. At least there was progress. 
 
    Turning away with one last grateful wave to the trader, he went to find his friends. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    “Here!” 
 
    He jumped and spun with Flame Sprout energy rolling up his hands. Kozzie stood there with a shit-eating grin. 
 
    “Goddamn it, man,” he cursed while exploding the Flame Sprout just centimetres from Kozzie’s nose. 
 
    Three manas’ worth. 
 
    The kid stumbled back, swearing. Adrian found himself to be the one laughing now. 
 
    “Hey! What was that for?” 
 
    “You surprised me. Instinct.” 
 
    Kozzie smiled, looking pleased with himself once more. “Not so smart, are you?” 
 
    “You were hiding behind the fence. There was no way I could see you.” 
 
    Another grin. “Yep, I knew you were coming and that you would be shadow stepping, so . . .” 
 
    “You almost got your head blown off.” 
 
    “So I scared you.” There was too much satisfaction in Kozzie’s expression. “I am here to escort you back. We are staying in the compound.” With that, he was leading Adrian to where they had stayed the first night. This would be their third day in the town. 
 
    Adrian sighed. 
 
    The people had needed the help, but if this happened everywhere they passed, it would stretch the two-week journey to Melbourne into months. 
 
    But they desperately needed the assistance, so . . . 
 
    Plus, when he was honest with himself, it was the first couple of weeks that determined whether someone lived or died. If his family had survived a month, then they would have made it past the main danger period. It was unlikely that something new would challenge them now. Unless there were trolls or apocalyptic beasts or plague-level insect infestations. He suppressed that thought heavily. 
 
    Most survivors would be in places similar to the Rock or Wagga. Able to band together to defeat the threats around them after the initial turmoil. Once a community levelled a bit and got to understand their situation and the strategic resources of the traders, it became a hell of a lot simpler to survive. Food would grow faster, supplies were more plentiful, and there were no herds of dangerous new beasts rotating through areas to destroy them. Once they tamed the immediate environment, it got easier. Unless . . . well, that was generally true. 
 
    At the mansion, the double doors when they knocked still had the standard four guards waiting to greet them. Three women and one man, and this time they greeted Kozzie and Adrian with genuine yet fragile smiles. It was something that he had noticed. In the struggling towns, everyone exuded defeat, and it was such a contrast to the successful places. In luckier communities, even the non-combatants looked after each other and the common goods. Bad fortune fundamentally changed people. They stopped working effectively together and so created a self-fulfilling prophecy, guaranteeing the community’s failure. 
 
    Henty was struggling despite everything his team had achieved in removing three “extinction level” threats—the mud wolves didn’t quite deserve that much credit, but still. Even those successes apparently were not enough; the townspeople were still a shattered population. Hopefully, they would pull together, but something told him there would be more lives lost first. 
 
    Kozzie swept past the guards, hardly acknowledging them, and found Susie chatting with Lynette. 
 
    Susie looked angry. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “We can’t fix it?” Susie snapped, throwing her hands in the air. “They are behaving like twentieth-century entitled babies pretending Armageddon did not happen, but at the same time the whole township is up for grabs. Everyone wants a piece, they demand the right to settle old grudges, and half of the so-called leaders think they should be in charge when their entire platform is to tear this place to bits. We are done here,” Susie finished and stormed out. 
 
    “What? Why?” Adrian asked, surprise evident on his face. He thought his friends had been pulling everything together. 
 
    “They phrase things so prettily. ‘Butter will not melt in my mouth; I am so innocent,’ but it’s easy to read between the lines and see that these guys here are just as responsible as everyone else out there.” She leaned in. “I am probably being silly, but I don’t trust them while we sleep.” 
 
    Adrian and Kozzie followed by the others marched straight to the doors, and the guards did not dare step in their way. In moments, they were out on the street, heading towards the abandoned outskirts of town. They found a mostly intact house. Broken exterior doors, but nothing lived within it and three of the rooms were functional. They chose the living room and set up the camp stone. Adrian took the last guard shift and fell asleep instantly. He slept deeply and dreamlessly. At first light, they were all ready to go. 
 
    Jules woke him two hours before dawn. Sitting there in the dark, the itch to start his pathway scratched at his brain. There were a couple of raw poisons in his bag that he could use. Providing he took low doses, he was pretty sure that it would not be fatal, especially with his healing. Having antidotes available was preferable, but if he moderated the exposure, then he could get going faster. That was important—the sooner he got through the pathway the better. 
 
    The plant lay in his hand before he could think about it. 
 
    Shrinkfrond 
 
    This herb in raw form is extremely bitter and if consumed can cause heart attacks. Careful preparation will remove the bitterness, leaving a flavourless yellow powder. If administered in food or drink at the appropriate dosage, the powder is fatal. A favourite of numerous orders of assassins. Also an ingredient in many body enhancement potions. 
 
    It would not be pleasant to consume, but he could ignore the bitterness and just start training. Unprocessed, he was unsure about dosage. He would start with just tearing off a small patch to play it safe. It could be made into a deadly poison, after all. 
 
    That thought froze him cold. 
 
    Hands shaking, he returned the leaf to his bag of holding. Then he held his head in his hands momentarily before returning to the guard position. It was pointless with the camp stone technically protecting them, but they were all paranoid, so they insisted on having someone awake. 
 
    He felt so sick and horrified at his mental processes. The bloody pathway was screaming at him to use it. It had been over twenty-four hours, and he had not even started. Were his hands trembling like in withdrawal symptoms or anxiety at the fact that he had almost taken a deadly poison without an antidote handy? Worse, he was blindly guessing the dosage. If it was like Botox—which was supposedly one of the deadliest poisons pre-event—four grams, the weight of the leaf he was holding, would kill the entire population of Earth. If this stuff was any near as potent, then tearing off a small piece would exterminate him one hundred thousand times over. 
 
    The pathway could not be ignored, so he had to get antidotes in his bag. Then at least when he got a moment he could start without the same level of consequences. 
 
    The rest of his shift was spent consuming scoropid cores. Each one took less than a second to absorb. Between each couple of cores, he looked around to check for threats. It was almost dawn before he got through all the cores. One more hour and then it was done. Relieved, he examined his newly gained skills with relief. 
 
    Projectile Barrier 
 
    A barrier of air that deflects incoming projectiles. Capable of deflecting arrows enhanced up to two times the normal weight. Has charges to divert ten such attacks. Up to fifteen different projectiles can be negated at a time. 
 
    That was not a bad skill at all. It had great stopping power, being able to negate most thrown weapons. If some monster started throwing sharp quills at him, he would automatically block the entire wave unless more than fifteen were on target. 
 
    Haste (Air Puppet) 
 
    Infuses limbs and immediate surrounding area with air mana. Increases movement speed by 25%. Causes disorientation. Requires practise and fine motion control to use. 
 
    That spell was interesting; it essentially encased the target in a power suit that responded to the limbs’ movement. Running in a straight line, it was buff. In a fight he would likely end up stabbing himself without the fine motor control. It was something that he needed to train with before it would become useful in combat. His air buffs, he realised, reinforced the projectile barrier so that he could stop twenty arrow attacks and arrows enhanced up to four times their normal weight. That was twice as good as the headline. Not to mention, he would be fifty percent faster. 
 
    The more he considered it, the more obvious it was that the Haste ability would need a lot of practise, especially with his low Agility. It was the sort of buff that with higher Agility would allow him to extract more from the spell. 
 
    That made him frown, but there was nothing he could do apart from address Agility at his next level up. 
 
    Or mana. 
 
    Another scowl. Despite wanting his Agility back, mana was probably the stronger choice. If only he had resisted that compulsion to eat the feather. Bygones. 
 
    Motion Assistant 
 
    Self-buff only. Enables the user to briefly support parts of his body with air. Examples of use include running across thick mud, executing a mid-air step during a leap, increasing the power of a weapon attack. 
 
      
 
    This skill had more utility and even compensated for his bad Agility. Yet, like with the Haste, he would have to practise extensively to reap the benefits. He had so much to do that it made his head hurt. The pathways were obviously important with the new poison, one beating as heavily upon him as intelligence and party buffs. As much as he could pretend otherwise, they would drive his future actions because he lacked the willpower to stop them. So much practise to do. 
 
    Then there was perfecting the meditation technique and getting to Melbourne safely. Too much to do. While travelling today, he would focus on party buffs, then meditation and these new movement techniques in equal measures. 
 
    Every one of them wanted out of the town. It was one thing to fight Alpha Monsters, but it was another thing to be fighting humans and picking sides. That was a pathway to tyranny. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    Warming food took moments, and while everyone else ate, Adrian distributed the new toys. Jules did not seem as excited as he expected, but it was probably because the advantages of the weapon would take a while to materialise. 
 
    The trip to Culcairn was via highway. Different stretch of road, but it might as well have been the same. There was not any difference—sometimes hills and occasionally grass fields. Animals were everywhere, as evidenced by their tracks along the road. The monsters had clearly grown desensitised to the artificial surface and were now crossing it easily. The highway was no longer providing any protection. They still used it, of course. It was a great hiking path. 
 
    “Pet,” Kozzie reminded them all loudly. 
 
    With a shrug, both Kozzie and Adrian took different sides of the road. He was happy for the chance to gather herbs while they moved. 
 
    Kozzie found the first potential pet, but by the time he came back, alerted by the noise, Steve had cut the slightly purple bear in half. It was the size of a large cow, but using his new axe, the man had taken it out easily. 
 
    “No good?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “I want something smaller,” Susie yelled out. 
 
    “And cute,” Jules agreed. “It has to be cute.” 
 
    “It does not,” Susie protested half-heartedly. 
 
    “It does,” Jules pressed. “Cute,” she reminded him as he retreated the way he came. 
 
    Ferocious, powerful, but still cute. The possums in Wagga would be perfect, but it was not like they were going back to capture them. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes scanned the creatures around him and he saw lots. The majority failed all three tests. The only creature that he crossed that stood a chance looked like a gremlin that ran on four legs, and not the cute ones at the start of the movie either. 
 
    He spotted a wild boar. He stopped to consider it in more detail. It was cuter than a typical wild pig, sporting a lovely pastel orange colour. Camouflage was not common in the Alpha world, probably because most animals relied on Magic Focus-related sight rather than the visual spectrums. 
 
    Pintolica Boar 
 
    A species that displays strong defensive and offensive abilities. While nonaggressive, it will maul anything that threatens them. 
 
    The boar he was looking at was a monster on the power stakes. Vitality was off the chart, low inherent healing compensating slightly, strong, fast—particularly in a straight line—and skin that was more like inch-thick armour. It was a veritable tank. It also had two amazing defensive abilities. One would send out a ripple of earth to knock an attacker off their feet, and the other did something similar but used air instead. Jules and Steve might resist the air attack, but the earth spell would get them every time. The rest of the party stood no chance against either counter. 
 
    The boar was exactly what they needed. A stocky brute that would keep them safe, soaking up the enemy damage so they could unleash their offensive skills. Despite its size, Adrian could easily see people describing it as cute. 
 
    Using his Haste spell, he sprinted over to the group to explain the details. Susie was more than a little sceptical. 
 
    “It’s ugly,” Jules declared. 
 
    “It is not,” he protested as they watched it grazing. “Look at its cute little nose.” 
 
    Jules laughed. “I know you gaming geeks only see its potential, but that thing is hideous.” 
 
    Susie was nodding along with her daughter. “It is also too large,” she told them. “I need something capable of sneaking into a town.” 
 
    “But it’s so . . .” He stopped talking. It was not his choice, and the beast bond was for life, so this was a decision that Susie had to be able to live with. While the boar was perfect for now, it would be terrible when she settled in Melbourne. “Cute,” he finished lamely, making everyone laugh. 
 
    “You are a strange man,” Kozzie told him. “I’m with Jules.” 
 
    Of course you are. 
 
    “Do we kill it?” Jules asked. 
 
    Steve shook his head. 
 
    “Too dangerous,” Adrian agreed, “and not a human killer.” 
 
    Excitement subsiding, they continued their journey. It was not a human killer and while the idea of cooking it made all their mouths water, fighting it for meat and energy was too risky. He went back to combing through the bush. 
 
    After an hour, he noticed Steve waving his sword around. Adrian abandoned stealth until he got the man’s attention. Adrian then cast Haste at full power, launching into six quick Shadow Steps to support his aggressive running back to the group. It felt amazing to be able to move that fast. 
 
    “And?” he asked, only slightly out of breath. 
 
    “Kozzie spotted something.” 
 
    “Potential,” Kozzie told him when he got close. “Some sort of owl.” 
 
    Adrian looked at the bright sun hanging above them, reading the regional knowledge. 
 
    “It was in a tree. My identification pegged it as powerful.” 
 
    “Native?” 
 
    Kozzie shook his head. 
 
    “Cute?” he inquired, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    He got a shrug in response. “Identification pinged off a toenail. It‘s called a Moon Terror Owl.” 
 
    Moon Terror Owl 
 
    Possesses advanced eyesight, magic sight, and magic hearing. Its feathers are prized for being as sharp and hard as steel but far lighter. The feathers, along with impressive inherent healing, make them capable fighters. Often exhibits a variety of combat-related abilities that usually involve speed and strength buffs and occasionally air magic attacks such as sonic boom and cutting blades. 
 
    No pictures, but Adrian could tell it had a lot of potential. “And how strong?” 
 
    “Powerful enough to have this conversation.” 
 
    “Let’s get some more information and then we will plan out the attack.” 
 
    Kozzie moved quickly, and soon Adrian found himself in a tree. It was like Kozzie had said: a single talon was visible in the wooden hollow. 
 
    After five minutes of identification, he was happy with the results. It was a small bird but proportionally as strong as Steve with his sword. It had amazing armour and inherent healing. If not for its modest size, it would have immediately become the best tank in the group. The rest of its skills meant it could be an excellent scout. It also had some impressive stealth abilities, and the only drawback as an animal companion was that despite the species usually possessing many combat skills, this individual only had one: an unnamed attack when it dove at something and attacked with its talons. They would get bigger, until they were the size of a coconut. By then, the air supporting its wings would speed up the flight and the sharp edges on the talons would be infused with deadly power. Basically, when it swooped and attacked, it was lethal. 
 
    With as much knowledge gained as he was ever going to get, he retreated to his team and explained what he had observed. 
 
    “Can we beat it?” Steve asked. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that. It’s in the tree. Open with an inherent healing potion. If you still have your scoropid weapon, use that to trap it in the hole. With its enchantment, the wires should hold. Then poke it until it’s damaged enough to grab for Susie to bond. Providing we keep it trapped and don’t let it swoop at us, it should be an easy fight.” 
 
    “Really sophisticated plan,” Kozzie said sarcastically. “Nothing like poking a wild beast.” 
 
    “You got anything better?” 
 
    Kozzie shook his head. “No.” He was suddenly more serious. “I think it’s a brilliant plan. Our focus needs to be on stopping it flying. We trap it and it should be simple prey. The element of surprise is critical. If it gets up there”—Kozzie waved at the trees—“then with its stealth and enhanced attack it will be hard to beat. Especially if it targets us.” 
 
    “Anything else we can do to keep it contained?” Susie asked. 
 
    They looked around at each other blankly. 
 
    “If we are fast, those two” —he nodded at Steve and Jules—“perched outside its hole can hit it whenever it attempts to escape. They might have difficulty hurting it through its defences, but they can certainly keep it grounded.” 
 
    “Maybe only Jules,” Adrian suggested, remembering the tree. While there were two branches, the second had looked dead and probably would not support the weight of someone swinging a heavy club, at least not for long. 
 
    Kozzie had a thoughtful expression. “You’re right,” he admitted, “but Bubs”—he took a confident step towards Jules—“no berserking. We need it alive.” 
 
    And if you do go berserk, that “alive” bit would never happen, was the unspoken part. 
 
    “I’ll climb the tree nearby,” Adrian said. “My air magic might be useful. Jules climbs the tree, and it’s her job to just knock the bird down before it can escape and use its magic talons. Steve attaches the wire, and Kozzie protects Susie until we trap it.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and then they sat down to drink morning tea to recharge. They watched Steve turn his weapon into a mesh he could affix to the hole in the tree and trap the animal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
    After that, they crept into the forest. 
 
    This was the dangerous part of the plan. They were exposed until Jules and Steve got close enough to attach the net. 
 
    Kozzie was wearing the special necklace from the plant which allowed up to ten followers to share his skills. In this case, the other two benefitted from his stealth skills. It was not a tremendous boost yet as he was only level thirteen, but it helped a lot, particularly in forested environments where he had spent the most time practising. The hole that the owl rested in was about seven metres high, but the tree was surprisingly climbable with their enhanced agility. Between that and Kozzie’s lending his skills, they scampered up like monkeys. In moments, Kozzie was coming back down from the tree and the other two were crowded around the small nest. 
 
    Steve nodded, ready to move the mesh into position. 
 
    Adrian threw the potion. 
 
    It shot through the gap, and Steve wrenched the wire frame into place. It all happened so fast. Possibly because of the shadow from Steve’s improvised barrier or the residual air magic from his throw, the owl reacted, trying to leap out of the closing trap but Jules’s club was already moving, striking the owl just as it sped for a gap. The clash of club and bird sounded more like sword against shield, and the branch Jules stood on creaked alarmingly. 
 
    Physics, as always, was the master. Even though the owl was not hurt, it was still sent hurtling back into its cosy hole. Then the wire was in place. Steve, precariously balanced on the branch, used his axe to thump daggers into the trees like nails. They were already attached to the mesh, so it was just a matter of hammering them into the wood. 
 
    The bird emerged again, but Jules met it with a hard blow. Multiple thumps. And then Steve was coming down from the tree, freeing up the more stable branch for Jules. 
 
    The owl was loudly screeching, and Jules stood, club at ready, concentrating. Repeatably, her club flashed in to stop the animal, knocking it back into the nest. Each time, Adrian got an update on the battle of anti-versus inherent healing. The good news was that the monster was losing, albeit slowly. 
 
    As a result, Adrian started spewing ice magic whenever the bird appeared and then just using it to freeze the entire nest rather than targeting the owl. The icy cold cut into the poor thing’s health and the weaponised wires held against the attacks. 
 
    The escape attempts got less frequent, and Adrian watched the owl vigilantly. 
 
    “Get Susie up!” he yelled. 
 
    Kozzie went first and threw a rope down, which Susie then used. She lacked the effortless motions of the others, and even with Steve helping with an initial boost, it was slow-going. The contrast between Susie and the others was breathtaking. Pumping up physical stats certainly made a difference. 
 
    Another internal frown. 
 
    Damn that feather.  
 
    Susie reached the trap and took one look at the defeated owl before healing magic flowed from her. 
 
    “Bond first!” Adrian yelled to her. Susie just waved a dismissive hand at him. She followed the healing with a new wave of nature magic. Adrian could not tell if it worked, but Susie switched back to healing. 
 
    “It is done,” she snapped, not sounding at all pleased. “Let’s get the poor girl out.” 
 
    Jules went to work, first trying some of the higher daggers, and after failing with them, switching her attention down lower. These were looser, and after dislodging the initial dagger, the next three quickly followed. 
 
    While Jules worked, Susie was getting more and more agitated. The moment she had the chance, Jules dragged the wires of the weapon upwards. It was still mostly attached to the tree, but there was enough slack to create an opening. Blood dripped from Jules’s hands where the barbed wire had dug into her. Susie did not even notice, reaching into the nest and pulling out the owl. 
 
    Up close, it was far smaller than Adrian expected. Closer to a sparrow than an eagle. Cuddled in Susie’s arms, it sort of had the dimensions of a small cat. Healing magic flowed into the creature as she carefully climbed down. 
 
    “Too much,” she complained angrily, producing cloth the moment she was on the ground to wipe the anti-healing potion off. “Adrian,” she snapped, “help heal.” 
 
    He obeyed quickly, taking a Shadow Step that made everyone jump at his effort to get there swiftly. 
 
    Now that he was close, Adrian could see there was something wrong with the owl. Its healing was not rotating like it should. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Heal,” she insisted. 
 
    Lay of hands dripped energy into the bird. “What is it?” 
 
    “Severe trauma,” Susie informed them. 
 
    “Surely no worse than the feather, right?” Adrian asked, confused, remembering how many people it had taken to keep him alive. 
 
    “It works differently without an interface helping,” Susie told him. “The interface can prioritise rebuilding the channels to get healing flowing once more. So, when we suffer severe trauma within a couple of hours, we are fixed. Unless you have lost parts.” She waved her maimed hand. “In animals, the healing fixes everything chaotically. You should be able to see all that with your focus.” 
 
    Now she had mentioned it, he could easily track what was happening. His healing was not getting to the right spots. It was instead getting trapped in a pocket in the skin. 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “Old school medicine,” Susie told him. “Set bones and bed rest until it’s fully healed.” 
 
    “How long?” Jules asked, trying to get a peek at the adorable owl, but Susie had already wrapped it up tight. 
 
    Her mother shrugged. “It might be an hour, or a day or a week. The new screen I have”—she tapped her head—“explained the condition as severe conduit breakages. Estimated time for healing is twenty-four to a hundred and seven hours.” She shot another glare at her daughter. “You did not have to hit it so hard.” 
 
    Jules raised her hands apologetically, giving up the argument. “Poor little thing,” she said. 
 
    Then, behind her mum’s back, she extravagantly mimed words at Adrian. He was sure she was saying, “Your fault!” She was probably right. Jules’s repeated bashing by itself would not have harmed it. 
 
    Susie sat down and leather appeared in her hands. 
 
    “I need to make a sling,” she told them. Another healing spell flowed into the owl, and then the leather started stitching itself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    The journey took only another two hours, and they arrived at Culcairn just before eleven. The moment the houses came into view, they all relaxed. 
 
    The town had organised itself. Homes no longer in use had been boarded up, both crashed and intact cars had been shifted into defensible positions, and the debris of the event had been gathered and disposed of. At a glance, this was not another ruined village. It had survived and flourished. 
 
    “Looks good,” Susie said in appreciation. 
 
    “Stay on guard,” Kozzie warned. “This innocent town drove off families of aboriginals less than two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Albury threat,” Adrian summarised. 
 
    “Yep,” Kozzie confirmed. 
 
    They entered the town cautiously, not expecting hostility but ready if it erupted. There was no way to know how the situation had improved or deteriorated since the most recent first-hand reports they had. They needed to be careful because they did not know whether Albury had already established their misogynist, racist culture, or whether the town would greet them like the Rock did. Plus, this place, not Albury, had sent the aborigines away. Even if it was done under duress, that was simply unforgivable. 
 
    Susie caught their attention for a stern reminder. “Remember, we are here to get information. We need to learn enough to blend in and sneak past Albury. That is where the bridges are and the fastest way to Melbourne. A detour will probably take months. We do not want to cross Murray anywhere without an overpass. Elsewhere there will not be any crossings. Given what lived in the little creeks, the Murray . . .” Susie visibly shuddered, then trailed off into silence. She was chattier when she got nervous. 
 
    There was a group of men. They looked battle-hardened with a variety of weapons, including trader-bought ones. The look they gave them was not promising. Fear and distrust. 
 
    Adrian slowed to a stop. The others were behind him, having frozen immediately. The four men did the same. They chattered. One pointed to the right of them and then together they went straight through the yard in that direction. 
 
    It was as clear as day that they had just decided to avoid them. 
 
    “Bad news.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re antisocial or scared?” 
 
    “Something has got them skittish,” Susie said, and they knew what that something was. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    They kept walking. 
 
    An old woman was sitting on a rock on a porch. “You there!” she bellowed with a voice that was used to being obeyed. She was thin and looked weak but held herself with a daunting presence. A clear matriarch. 
 
    Level nine fire mage. 
 
    And not a pushover. 
 
    They all turned to look at her. Despite the tension strung through the town, no one’s hands went to any weapons. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “We are travelling to Melbourne,” Susie said. 
 
    “From?” Her voice was hard. 
 
    “Wagga.” 
 
    She cackled at the response. “You have come a long way, then.” 
 
    “It has been slow-going. We had to stop in most towns to help with local wildlife problems.” 
 
    They were now standing in the woman’s front yard. Her face suddenly became more intense, and she seemed to sit up straighter. “For real?” 
 
    “Yes, half the places have needed support. I am the weakest here, and I am a level eleven druid.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes had that unfocused look of someone using the identification spell. 
 
    “Boys ain’t anything,” she said. “Are you carrying the boys or are they special ones?” 
 
    “They are very special,” Susie said with a smile. The woman laughed uproariously. 
 
    “I’m Elma.” 
 
    She stood and proved that she was short and wiry, an absolutely tiny lady. When she came down the stairs, it was with the vitality of a forty-year-old as opposed to the seventy-plus that she must have been. Somehow, Adrian got the impression that pre-event she was just as spritely. 
 
    Susie introduced them, and Elma’s critical gaze ran over each of them. 
 
    “Are you really here to help?” 
 
    “No, we are here to get safely to Melbourne, but if we can assist towns in the meantime, then we do.” 
 
    Elma nodded. “Awful stuff is happening in Albury. I would avoid the entire area if I were you.” 
 
    “How?” Susie asked. “The quickest and safest route is to go down the Hume.” 
 
    “Shortest route is the Hume, but trust me on this, the safest is to steer clear of Albury.” 
 
    Susie looked frustrated. “It will take weeks.” 
 
    “You can’t put a price on the heads of pretty ones like you.” She was talking to the men, not the women. “If you go west, you might get past the Murray at Corowa or Yarrawonga.” 
 
    Adrian recognised the name Yarrawonga, which confirmed that the old lady was not trying to trick them. 
 
    “They will only add three or four days to your journey.” 
 
    “Can you tell us what is happening in Albury?” 
 
    Elma hesitated. “It is dangerous associating with strangers, especially talking about Albury with them.” 
 
    “What do you want done?” Adrian asked, unable to help himself, recognising the fishing nature of her responses. “You don’t have to use blackmail. Just asking for assistance is more likely to get a favourable result.” 
 
    Her eyes went hard. She would have been formidable four weeks ago now. She was downright dangerous. Fire energy swirled in her hands, not summoned but ready. Adrian could see the waves and braced in case he would need to stop her magic. 
 
    Fire was one of his things. 
 
    “I am more comfortable with a trade,” Elma said, meeting Adrian’s gaze. “I will not help strangers because of the consequences of Albury.” She paused deliberately. “But an exchange.” Her eyes remained hard. “A deal is fair game.” 
 
    Albury was a long way away, at least post-apocalyptically. How had it created such fear? And done it so quickly? It was a long dangerous day’s journey to go between the two places. 
 
    Elma made a proposition, unfazed. “If you want my help, you have to eliminate the shintopurs.” 
 
    Regional knowledge reacted to the name, bubbling up with information. 
 
    Shintopurs 
 
    Shintopurs are regressed sapients that have persisted unaltered for over seventy million years. They are humanoids who pass knowledge from core to core. Key inherited abilities are to magically shape wood, leather, and metal into armour and weapons, leaving them armed and dangerous in new Alpha event worlds. The core transfer also includes advanced battle tactics, granting them impeccable teamwork and making them formidable opponents to anything that threatens them. 
 
    Numerous studies have confirmed that they are non-sapient. Disrupting the core transfer results in an animal that behaves like any normal humanoid pack of animals, and they forever lose access to both their weapon-forming ability and the dangerous battle knowledge. They exist in plague proportions in many lost worlds and as a result appear after most Alpha events. 
 
    Given the storage mechanism in the cores, it is believed the regression was a conscious choice. 
 
    “I will require the head of the chief, plus five shintopur left ears from each of you.” She was trying to sound like a quest giver. 
 
    “We‘re not in a game,” Adrian said in frustration. 
 
    The old lady laughed again. “Just having some fun. My grandson was into games and always used to prattle on about his quests when he was playing. ‘Fetch this, do that.’” 
 
    “Where are the shintopurs?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know what they are first?” 
 
    “I know. Steve and Kozzie know.” He waved at the other men. “We can tell the others.” 
 
    Elma arched a single eyebrow. 
 
    “We have all bought regional knowledge, which gives us details of everything we fight.” The women’s eyes looked interested at that tidbit of information that three of their group had purchased the information pack. “So shintopurs are dumb humanoids that use weapons and armour and deploy various high-level tactics.” 
 
    “They are smart shits,” she said. “Take them seriously. They set traps, they ambush, and they’re downright scary. For goodness’s sakes, they do the whole Roman shield-wall thing.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “We are in the country. Some of the lads formed some cavalry. Worked a treat too—they might have been responsible for the town’s success. Within a week they were all level ten, killing everything.” She paused. “They ran into a group of five. High on their victories, they charged them. They won, but eleven humans died against five shintopurs.” 
 
    “The shintopurs did not see.” 
 
    “Nope,” Elma confirmed. “After they made a shield wall, the six survivors were spooked, and they gathered up the dead and went west for two days to lay a false trail. But—” Elma touched her nose. “They know it was us and something stinks. They are just buying time. I can smell it.” 
 
    Regional knowledge roared in agreement. Next to him, Kozzie shifted uneasily. 
 
    “How many are there?” Kozzie asked as details of their specific tactics were running rampant through his head. 
 
    “At least twenty, maybe as many as a hundred.” 
 
    Steve looked a little green. Bird, Possum, the tentacle bear, even fifty shintopurs might be the bigger threat. In Susie’s makeshift sling, the owl moved and like she had been doing ever since they got it, healing magic flowed into the owl. Jules edged around to get another look, but Susie shooed her away. 
 
    “What is the town doing?” Kozzie asked, oblivious to the antics behind him. 
 
    Elma’s eyes went dark. “Watching. Some leaders claim we have an unofficial truce.” 
 
    “You can’t believe them.” 
 
    “We have regional knowledge too, boy,” Elma said dismissively to Kozzie. 
 
    “But you just said—” 
 
    “The town leaders are idiots,” she interjected. “The shintopurs will strike soon, and there is nothing we can do about it.” 
 
    Adrian agreed wholeheartedly with her assessment. He was going to be the crazy hero again. 
 
    “Between them and Albury, we are planning on leaving,” Elma admitted. “Risk heading north.” 
 
    “We’ll do it.” The words squeaked out of his mouth. His stomach was an empty pit. 
 
    Screw this world. 
 
    “Let us go and scout,” Kozzie said finally. “Where are they?” 
 
    “BOB!” 
 
    A boy came running. Around twelve years old, with a clear resemblance to Elma. The boy was all skin and bones with a goofy grin. 
 
    “Bob is grounded because he was getting a little too adventurous. But since I have got no one else, he can show you where to go. Show these adventurers where the shintopurs are. But you just go to the edge of town and point. Afterwards, run straight back or there will be more consequences.” 
 
    The boy’s status was Child (Scout level 4). There was a child setting in the interface that was curious in Wagga. Adrian had very little to do with children. It was something that he would need to understand more of, but he was sure the child’s label would come with extra skills for survival. He almost expected Intelligence to ding upwards, but nothing happened, indicating his reasoning was probably flawed. Maybe the interfaces were no different after all. 
 
    “You destroy the shintopurs and, per our agreement, I will tell you everything we know about Albury and provide food and shelter for the night. After that, you’re on your own. But if I were you, I would give up on Melbourne and go back to Wagga. If you’re not willing to do that, then I would go east and accept the loss of three or four days to sneak around Albury and the fight with the shintopurs.” 
 
    “We will kill them,” Adrian said grimly. 
 
    The fact that they were in plague proportions on lost worlds told him all he needed to know about the danger. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
    Bob guided them like a twelve-year-old kid would have done pre-event, except with the use of unlocked houses as a shortcut. The way he dashed from spot to spot, it was as if refused to believe the world was filled with monsters. Reckless shortcuts through homes, dashing ahead of them where they could not protect him. Plain, youthful stupidity. Nothing larger than a mouse stirred, apart from a workgroup that was going through one of the clearly abandoned houses, grabbing the valuables and securing windows and doors so it would be available for later use if needed. 
 
    “There,” Bob declared, pointing out into the fields in front of them. 
 
    They were right at the edge of the town. There was no blending between suburbs and the country. Instead, on one side was a neat row of houses, most with broken wooden fences, and on the other was a farmer’s grazing paddock. They were standing in a gap in the back fence of one of those houses. In the distance was a grouping of buildings and trees. Probably three miles away, there were several large sheds, multiple dwellings, and a mixture of native and pine trees. That was where the shintopurs were established. It almost had a foreboding aura. 
 
    “They’re based at Murphy’s old farmstead.” 
 
    “Damn, we are not sneaking up on them,” Kozzie observed. 
 
    “At night it might be possible. Maybe just the two of us.” 
 
    “No!” Jules said in defiance. “We do this as a team.” 
 
    “What, force a pitched battle?” 
 
    “Yep. Steve will go through them like a plough through wheat.” 
 
    “They have ranged weapons, Bubs. If we approach their house, we are going to get pincushioned. Not much we can do versus arrows.” 
 
    “Adrian?” Steve was looking straight at him. There was nothing special he could do, so he just shrugged. Steve nodded in acknowledgment. 
 
    “That means we need to attack at night,” Kozzie continued, totally missing the exchange. 
 
    Jules chimed in. “As a team.” 
 
    “Sure, Bubs.” 
 
    “I wish we had binoculars for scouting.” 
 
    “They’re just optics, aren’t they?” Kozzie noted. “So they should be cheap like weapons.” 
 
    “The more we know, the better. So, what is the plan? Get some binoculars, knuckle down for the rest of the day, do reconnaissance, then once it’s dark Kozzie and I sneak in to remove the sentries? Then we collectively take them while they’re sleeping.” 
 
    “Their night vision is average for an animal,” Kozzie told them. That meant it was worse than their magic-enhanced selves but miles ahead of normal human sight. “Approaching in the dark will give us the best chances.” Kozzie looked up at the sky. “I hope the clouds stay.” Then he turned to Adrian, that annoying grin on his face. “I bet you wish you chose shadow fighters. Hey!” Kozzie nudged him. 
 
    Subtly, Adrian buffed the Strength in his arm and then casually grabbed Kozzie with one hand and pulled him up over his head. 
 
    Kozzie squealed like a toddler. Even with the buff, Kozzie was heavy, but it was worth it. 
 
    “I have other tricks instead.” Adrian put him down and discreetly stretched the arm. The spell, while occasionally fun to use, had distracted him from practising the other things that were more important. He switched his attention back to party buffs. The current exercise was all about analysing other people and leant heavily on Magic Focus. 
 
    “I dislike the idea of fighting them on their own territory,” Kozzie admitted while looking out at their target. 
 
    “We can still refuse,” Susie suggested. 
 
    “Grandma won’t let you stay until you deal with them,” Bob said confidently. “She never goes back on her word.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Bob,” Adrian said, kneeling next to him. “We were just being silly. We are definitely going to kill them. Now, are you able to get home safely or do you need an escort?” 
 
    Bob did not answer, instead dashing away, vanishing in a moment. It was in the general direction of Elma’s house, so hopefully he was being good. If he was not, then that was none of Adrian’s business anyway. 
 
    They picked a nearby abandoned weatherboard. It had been cared for, like all the others. Boarded shut and made safe from nesting Alpha animals. A simple buff to the arm, and Adrian tore each board out with a yank. Probably should have let Jules or Steve do it, because even buffed, they were stronger than him. 
 
    The house was better and yet worse than expected. Something big had fought in one main bedroom. The bed was broken, the desk shattered, and the bookshelf tipped over. There was a massive hole in the wall in two separate places, and the ceiling dipped alarmingly. He shut the door to the damaged room and moved a table to block it. The other rooms were in great condition, all things considered: a small kid’s room with a single bunk, a combined kitchen and living area, and a bathroom between the two bedrooms. It was mostly intact. 
 
    “No water tanks,” Kozzie told them. 
 
    “On it,” Adrian yelled out immediately, going to the restroom. The existing bathtub was in excellent condition, with no visible dirt. He gave it a quick rinse anyway, using one of the many water bottles he had picked up before resorting to magic to fill it with ice. He was sure what was happening was condensation. And the air around was getting drier. But maybe the ice missile spell just created water from nothing. While the interface insisted, he could never create water directly. Conjuring ice that could then melt was well within his repertoire, and that was enough to make his head hurt. A glitch or bug or easy exploit would always be welcome. As long as it made water, it did not matter to him. 
 
    Another thought hit him that maybe when he cast ice magic, the interface did all that mathematics for him. It was just learning it independently. That was difficult. 
 
    A warm wave of pleasure emanated from the interface. 
 
    More attempted training, so he ignored it. The bathtub was filled with frozen water that would eventually melt, giving them something to drink. In ten minutes, he would come back and help that along with a Flame Sprout. 
 
    With the familiar discomfort accompanying his drained mana supply, he joined the others in making the space presentable. A gust spell would have worked wonders, but Jules went at it with a broom. All of them tidied until the place looked semi-decent. Not that it mattered too much, but the brokenness had been conjuring memories of the Armageddon for all of them. Putting the stamp of civility helped them all feel more comfortable. Soon they had done all they could. The plaster walls were still pitted like everywhere else. Patches looked like they had come alive and moved, while other spots were melted, and a different section appeared to have been pelted with air gun pellets. Actually, that last one might have been a naughty kid pre-event. 
 
    “I miss pretty houses,” Susie lamented, running a hand along the bumpy wall, understanding Adrian’s pensive gaze. 
 
    “At least this place is functional.” 
 
    “There is more to life than being bloody functional, Adrian!” Susie grumbled. 
 
    “What do we do now?” he asked, years of experience having taught him the art of changing the subject. 
 
    “We have six hours until it’s dark enough to do anything. I want to do some alchemy. You guys should probably see about getting binoculars and carrying out initial recon.” 
 
    Kozzie volunteered his help. “Okay, the rest of us will go hunting to raise the cash we need.” 
 
    “Energy,” Jules corrected. 
 
    Kozzie looked annoyed. “Hey, Jules, I know it‘s called energy.” She arched her eyebrows in response. “Bah!” 
 
    Kozzie threw his hands up in the air and marched out the front door. It was only symbolic, as they were already on the way out. 
 
    Jules smiled in amusement. 
 
    Everyone else followed, and Adrian jumped in glee. Time to himself in order to do his thing. The pathway he had started to counter the scoropid threat was itching in his brain. Since then, he had been gathering the materials needed. Five hours should satisfy that craving. It was not nearly enough to finish it. Even with all components pre-gathered, it would take days, and he was a long way from possessing everything needed. But getting rid of the itch? That was worth it. 
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    Most of the pathway entailed ingesting small quantities of poison, sometimes through a touch on the lips, sometimes through bare skin, and occasionally through swallowing. In all cases, the intention was to build up resistances to the different poison mechanisms. For some stronger poisons, antidotes had to be on hand. He could almost kill himself before the antidote could bring him back to health. In other cases, he needed the resistance potions active. Then rinse and repeat, holding off longer each time before taking the cure. Eventually his body would learn to fight it and then he would gain poison resistance. 
 
    Luckily, the pathway was not an all-or-nothing progression. In fact, any steps at all would be beneficial. He could gain partial resistance, full protection against the slowest acting all the way up to even the instant poisons. Each of the eight mechanisms could be addressed separately or collectively. It was possible to end up with complete resistance against heart-stopping poisons but nothing against muscle-wasting and only partial protection against slow neurotoxic poisons. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, his tongue was swelling up, while his foot screamed in pain and his hand was blackening as a third poison ate it away. The antidote touched his lips, and the swelling tongue shrank back down. The decaying hand and pain in the leg he studiously ignored while taking more of the poison. This time the reaction was more extreme. Tongue heavy and flopping, throat muscles constricting. Unable to breathe, he tipped almost a third of the antidote into his mouth. The pressure reduced immediately. 
 
    The pain in his foot almost rivalled that of the swamp guardian’s tentacle. The substance causing it was waxy material, the size of a grape that he had wrapped in bandages and fixed against the leg. Ever so slowly, the creation would leak through the fabric to his skin, increasing pain. 
 
    The decay on his right arm was healing rapidly, and another Lay of Hands fixed the last bit of damage. The cause of that infliction was an innocent blue bottle. Being careful not to touch it with his fingers, he poured it down his other leg, starting at his mid-calf. The substance hissed and burned, blackening the skin upon contact. Inherent healing went to work, fighting but losing. 
 
    More pain, so much of it. Both legs screamed at him. He kept the legs still and ignoring it. The blue liquid was spreading as it was supposed to. Flesh-eating poisons were amongst the worst out there and important to build a resistance to. Adrian used Lay of Hands continuously to support the inherent healing. It felt like neither skill was doing much at all. The black, broken growth had spread to his knees, making both legs equally miserable. He grimaced to hold in the screams. The decay was eating his leg while leaving all the nerve endings working. 
 
    There was blood in his mouth. 
 
    As advised, he shoved a strip of leather between his teeth and just lay there sweating profusely as pain continued to build. Technically, he was supposed to do these separately, but they acted differently; there was no reason he could not push through with them simultaneously. Initially he had also intended to multitask with the mouth-swelling poison, but that would take more concentration than he possessed, so he ignored it. 
 
    The pain had spread up to his lower thigh. He would have to use the antidote. Hopefully, that would not be needed because it was a backward step. If he used the cure, then he would just have to restart with a larger dose to provoke the immune system until it could beat this poison. The less repetition the better. 
 
    A squeak escaped him. 
 
    Without the minor regeneration he had in his stock, what he was attempting would have been fatal to him. Briefly looking down, he could see the bone just below the knee as the flesh parted and flaked. 
 
    He spat out the leather strap and vomited everything up. He had been expecting that, but still there was a difference between envisioning and seeing. 
 
    Sweat dripped. 
 
    The decay had stopped a couple of inches before his hip. Almost perfect execution: close to disaster without requiring the antidote. Under his natural regeneration and Lay of Hands, the damage started to heal, but it was going to be an awfully long time until his skin returned to normal . . . 
 
    A horrifying squeal sounded from the door and then healing spells splashed down on him, helping to heal the leg that he had sacrificed. 
 
    “What happened? Was it a snake?” 
 
    “Self-inflicted,” he gasped, still barely able to talk. He knew he was drenched in sweat and probably stank. “No healing.” Susie’s spell had pushed back the rot slightly, and the pain switched. The left leg was now decaying tortuously. “Getting poison resistance,” he stammered, still struggling to speak. 
 
    “You have some marbles loose.” 
 
    “I need to get stronger. They died because of . . .” He stopped speaking, remembering that he had not shared the octopod experience with anyone. 
 
    Susie looked at him not with judgement but with concern. 
 
    Should he say anything or hold it in deep down? His indecision was partially responsible for what happened. If he had been braver and not delayed, then things might have turned out differently. Maybe the kids would have been conscious and able to run instead of being debilitated, and that would have made the difference. If he had been stronger, it was all a moot point because then he would have killed the octopod easily. Now that creature was about as challenging as killing a small pig pre-Alpha event—almost guaranteed to win, but always with a risk of getting hurt. 
 
    He needed to stop blaming himself for what happened. At the time, he had lacked the strength to make a difference, and since then he had done his best to both help and become stronger to avoid the next iteration. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence -77% (+ 3%) 
 
    Even the bloody pathway was on his case. 
 
    He confessed everything to her. 
 
    “Lots of people have that sort of story,” Susie said finally. 
 
    Another wave of healing went to work on him. 
 
    “All we can do is continue to do our best.” 
 
    While Susie sat on one of the working chairs continuing to make scoropid warrior armour, he kept going with his poison pathways. Nothing as severe as the decaying poison, as he did not want Susie mothering him anymore. Instead, he dabbled with suffocation and muscle paralysation mechanisms. There was no risk getting Susie’s ire, as these were mostly effects she could not see. 
 
    Unless it went wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
    Factoring that errant thought into his actions, Adrian erred on the side of exact quantities as opposed to the overdoses he had been consuming before. The toxins ran through his body—a tightening of the throat here, shallow breaths there, no feeling below the waist. He continued to struggle through reading the alchemy book. It was the only tome that he had failed to study end to end. Mainly because it was dense that it was impossible to skim read. It was slow going, but informative. It felt like a flower blossoming in his mind, revealing extra information. New connections and colours forming. The heavy, esoteric text that he was studying was showing the gaps in the purchased knowledge. 
 
    There was an in-depth science underpinning everything an alchemist did. Not the discipline he learnt at school, but the same method. If you repeated the same action, you would get the same result. Alpha particles represented new physics, not the complete absence of order. It was not necessarily chaotic. While the book itself contained obtuse potions like fertiliser to make flowers smell more pungent, it could form the basis of enhancing alchemic abilities. If he ever had a couple of years to dedicate to the craft, the knowledge imparted about the importance of actions and ingredients would catalyse progress. It would allow him to take useful potions and improve the technique, reagents to get enhanced outcomes. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 79% (+ 2%) 
 
    The formalisation of the progress was a good feeling, but better still was the understanding that the world was not chaotic. It was orderly, like the previous physics, but completely different. You could subdue Alpha planets; you could beat them into submission and build wondrous civilisations. The art book came to him. The depths and complexity of what they could do. It was so much more impressive than anything humans had achieved with all their technology. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 80% (+ 1%) 
 
    So close to finishing the pathway. The extra Intelligence and other abilities would be a welcome addition to his skill set. But the loss of confirming random insights would hurt. Well, nothing he could do about that. With more capacity for consuming knowledge, he could continue to strengthen his skills even if the little things like level progression had stalled. 
 
    The other three came back from their surveillance. Time to re-engage, but just before they entered, Adrian checked progress on the new pathway. It was in a separate tab. 
 
    Blood Corruption - 0% 
 
    Muscle Paralysation - 60% Very Slow, 46% Slow, 7% Medium 
 
    Pain - 56% 
 
    Neurotoxin - 0% 
 
    Muscle Wasting - 0% 
 
    Decay - 59% (All varieties) 
 
    Suffocation - 100% (Very Slow, Slow), 18% Medium, 9% Fast 
 
    Magical Disruption - 0% 
 
    How the percentages would work in the actual world was a mystery. Whether sixty percent meant it would take that much longer to kill him or that was how often he could beat the poison was impossible to determine. Not a lesson that he wanted to actively explore. All that mattered was that if he got hit with a decay poison, he would now have a better chance of survival. 
 
    They ate quickly, as everyone was keen to get to work, and the sun was setting. After finishing, Adrian gathered the food scraps and dumped them into his bag of holding. It was the perfect rubbish bag. No smells, no mess, as the inside was self-cleaning, and when he got to a discreet spot in the great outdoors, he could tip the scraps out in seconds with no need to touch them. 
 
    After an uneventful dinner, they headed towards the back of the town. 
 
    “So, there are at least thirty of them?” 
 
    “Yep. Huge ugly things just like the regional knowledge suggested. Totally militarised society. Super disciplined and lugging around big nasty bows besides full chain mail armour and weapons.” 
 
    “Do we know if we can easily breach the perimeter?” 
 
    Kozzie frowned. “Do you remember what they did in Wagga to combat the Lucu?” 
 
    Adrian grunted rhetorically. 
 
    “Well, I did the same thing after we had observed them for half an hour. They looked too formidable to not pull out all the stops. The trader had a stone that gave me more than was what regional knowledge contained.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to surprise them. The sentries form working clusters of at least three but more in larger communities. Then their cores set up complex monitoring routines which always include verbal and visual confirmation every four minutes. I’m talking about some high-tier coordination. For an observer, it will be pure random movement, but it provides the cover. Sometimes one guy can start with full loops, then he might switch to half with two others covering the other areas. Then, suddenly that pattern changes so one of them can get up to have a pee. It seems random, but that action lets him observe blind spots in everyone else’s rotation. Crazy shit like that. Their sentry routines are top line. Also, the outer perimeter sentries have a spotter watching them all the time.” 
 
    Kozzie paused for a moment. “Within minutes of you killing a watchman, the entire camp will be up and moving.” 
 
    “So are we changing plans and having just the two of us harassing them?” 
 
    “No,” Jules said. 
 
    “We discussed options earlier,” Kozzie explained. 
 
    “You mean you expressed your opinion and neither Steve nor I objected,” Jules confirmed. 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    She gave him a kiss before he could react further. Kozzie shook his head, clearly composing himself. 
 
    “We are all attacking,” he said after taking that moment. “Adrian, you attack from the west as the opening salvo. Create noise and distraction. The rest of us will launch the assault from the east. With my stealth, my job is to take out the sentries to allow Susie, Jules, and Steve to seek shelter in the machinery shed. The necklace will come in handy for that. Once we’re established in a good spot, the shintopurs’ response will be to attack us en masse to protect their territory.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    “Yes?” he answered Kozzie, looked concerned. 
 
    “We have done nothing like this before. These animals are weaker than lots of things we have fought, but they will show teamwork that makes them dangerous. We have to finish it tonight because if we just pick a couple of sentries, you know exactly what the response will be.” 
 
    “Counterattack.” 
 
    “Yes. Raid the town and kill all the humans without mercy, as they cannot understand the concept.” 
 
    “A pitched battle might suit us.” 
 
    “They won’t engage in a pitched battle. It will have to be guerrilla tactics the entire way, and this town cannot stop them. Small groups infiltrate in order to hit weak targets and then fall back to lure stronger enemies into ambush. Yet each guerrilla party appears to move in uncoordinated, chaotic motion till those ambushers close like a bear trap. All these houses are perfect territory for their tactics. When we attack, we need to end them tonight.” 
 
    “So if we strike and fail, then the community will be massacred. Maybe we should leave them. They haven’t attacked yet.” 
 
    Kozzie scoffed. “They have not attacked yet because they think humans are harmless. If that opinion changes or they need more resources, they will overrun Culcairn in a couple of hours.” 
 
    The shintopurs were not like the salamander lizards. Yes, attacking tonight might doom the town immediately, but leaving the problem unaddressed would guarantee the town’s destruction. They only had one option. 
 
    “So we keep going until they are all dead,” Adrian confirmed. 
 
    “Yes.” Kozzie took a deep breath before outlining the detailed plan. “Adrian, you harass them from the west. Create noise and bring pain. We will sneak up as close as possible from the east before I eliminate the sentries, buying time for Steve, Jules, and Susie to get into position. They will have a minute at most to hole up in a defendable location. Once there—probably in the shed—their focus must switch to survival. Find somewhere that you can defend. Look up—the buggers can climb. While they dig in, Adrian and I will stay outside to do as much damage as possible.” 
 
    Adrian’s brow furrowed. “Doesn’t sound like a great plan.” 
 
    “There’s a reason these guys have flourished. They’re deadly, they’re organised, and they have contingency plans for every possible twist in battle. They have no known weaknesses. Ultimately, brute force is the only solution.” 
 
    “Any weak points at all?” 
 
    Kozzie shook his head. “Physically, they are well-armoured. Magic is the best option, as they lack any specific counters. I doubt they will follow your shadow stepping, but if you use Flame Sprouts, then like most animals, they can triangulate exactly where you are.” 
 
    “So hit them hard, retreat fast, recover, and then repeat.” 
 
    Kozzie nodded. “One last thing. Remember how in Henty, I surprised you by hiding behind a fence? These things will do the same. Be very careful near blind spots. They are big animals, but they can crouch and hide behind just about anything.” 
 
    “This will not be fun,” Adrian grumbled, though nervous flickers of energy were running through his legs. Everything felt so alive and vibrant. “Should we just skip Albury? maybe give up and go around?” he asked begrudgingly. 
 
    He didn’t want to take the long way any more than he wanted this battle to happen, but he felt like it was his duty to offer his friends the option. 
 
    “No!” Steve once more decided to fight no matter the odds. That was unsurprising. 
 
    “We can do something, and the community needs help,” Susie finished smoothly for him. “We fight like we agreed.” 
 
    “Guys?” Adrian asked more gently towards Kozzie and Jules, but mainly Jules. 
 
    She seemed to be the decision-maker of the couple. They nodded, neither of them hesitating. 
 
    “We kill human killers,” Kozzie reminded him. “And the odds are not that bad. Adrian and I are better in the dark than the enemies are. We provide interference and disrupt them. Jules can tank their arrows, so range is not that huge a threat. Once they are entrenched, the shintopurs will swarm, bringing their strength into play. If only one or two can approach the group at a time, Jules and Steve should easily take care of them.” 
 
    “So, anything else I need to be aware of?” Adrian tried to exude confidence to mask his concerns. 
 
    Kozzie shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll start harassing when I get there. Given that I’m attacking from the west, be prepared to give me a few minutes once you’re in position so I have time to rush in.” 
 
    They nodded. Their serious expressions meant that it was time. Focused intensity. They were doing this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
    The atmosphere of the night was quiet, overcast, and exceptionally dark. As Adrian moved to his position, his thoughts went back to that first night: the imps, the fear that had almost overwhelmed him. And now, just four weeks later he was jogging confidently across an open field surrounded by monsters. He did not care because everything needed to be afraid of him and not the other way around. If only he were not in stealth. He would scream out to the world in delight 
 
    He had passed two predators close enough for them to see through his stealth. Both had taken one look at him before preening up, pretending to be bigger than they were. A defensive technique to scare away larger animals, like a cobra flaring its neck out. They probably felt ecstatic with relief when he kept running past. Now he was in position, ready to attack from the west. 
 
    The farm complex was an extensive remnant of a pre-Alpha event dairy farm. Dozens of sheds and rows of pine trees marking out the different paddocks and building spaces. He looked around carefully to understand what he faced. The first sentry was invisible to his naked eye, but with his Magic Focus it became clear. The scout hid behind some thick branches, having built an enclosed half-circle of shelter. Strips of bushes wove together to give almost one-hundred-and-eighty-degree visibility, providing both camouflage and defence. 
 
    With magic vision, Adrian watched the creature’s head rotate one way and then the other. Identification had already told him that the scout would have no chance of seeing him even without his active ambusher abilities working. Kozzie was right. Their night vision was far superior to the shintopurs’, but there were of course other senses. Before rushing to attack, he took the time to see if there were any other sentries hidden in plain sight. Sure enough, now that he knew what to look for, three more could be identified. They were placed evenly around the camp in order to provide overlapping coverage. Two were on ground level, including the first one he spotted. One was in a tree and the last had dug into the dirt so only its eyes were visible. 
 
    Out of the four, the closest—the one swinging its head back and forth—was the best target. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    The head swung away, and he produced his bow, shifting it into position before freezing. While he was confident the animal could not see this far, there was no reason to take a risk. The head swung back, and he pulled the weapon to full draw. He held it to wait for a better shot, but when the animal swung its head back, it appeared to stare him down. 
 
    After one tense moment, it looked away, oblivious. Adrian built up air and earth magic, his standard combination of weight and accuracy. 
 
    The head was swinging back. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow shot out, aiming for a slit no larger than two finger widths wide. The animal shifted upwards slightly to avoid any incoming projectiles while it rotated to look straight at him, alerted by the sound. His previously perfect shot was now on track to hit the heavy cheek guard instead of the exposed eye socket. 
 
    The air magic wrenched the arrow back on track. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    There was no way before the feather that his archery magic would have been powerful enough to correct the aim that much. The point of impact had shifted by less than an inch, but it occurred so late in the flight that he didn’t expect the infused air magic to correct it. There were different war rules now; techniques gained from medieval times would be useless. Magic altered everything. The arrow pierced the helmet just as planned. 
 
    Eye shot. 
 
    Inherent healing exploded to combat the damage occurring inside the animal’s brain, but not even that magic could do much against the brain trauma the arrow had caused. The inherent healing then failed completely when the arrow shattered against the back of the iron helm as it tried to exit. That force sent shards back through the brain at sprawling angles, mulching it. 
 
    Life vanished. 
 
    Two cautious Shadow Steps backwards to give him space to see. How were they going to respond, and how quickly? “Almost instantly” was the answer. Guttural calls yelled out, and the creatures reacted. Suddenly, the shintopurs in their secure personal dugouts or tree houses were moving erratically. No slow, systemic sweeping of heads anymore. Instead, they simply peeked out of their holes like Whac-A-Mole puppets. Hitting them by surprise again would be difficult. They even started using shields to protect their vitals as they moved, adding an extra level of protection. 
 
    A lightning-fast professional response, just like the regional knowledge had suggested. 
 
    With the element of surprise now removed, his bow was as good as useless. Briefly, he toyed with the idea of adding extra air magic that would allow him to bend the arrow around barriers towards the targets. The creatures continued their erratic movement. Shields continually swung to protect themselves and when they heard the bow fire, they would move even more conservatively. The air magic was powerful, but it could only do so much. 
 
    Unfortunately, the others needed him to make noise. Waiting for them to revert to their static movements was not an option. His job was to create a distraction. More traditional magic had to be the answer. They wanted him to poke the hornet’s nest, to provoke retaliation. Magic gave him that capability. The distraction was vital because Kozzie was only level thirteen, and if he walked into a fully intact defensive line, they would be identified and shredded. 
 
    Ambusher’s Steps buzzed as strong as they could to strengthen his stealth capabilities. Carefully, he sneaked forward. The eyes in their defended locations were not avoiding his position. The psychic deterrence of his skill was failing in the face of their military discipline. Even with his night vision, he knew the night was pitch black. The heavy cloud cover had tilted the battlefield in his direction. 
 
    Shadow Steps would be faster, but they were still recharging. Plus, he wanted them available to retreat. One step after another. The old-fashioned way. Every stride required all his skill to not break dry grass, crush an errant leaf, or snap an ancient hidden stick. Suppress the sound because his enemies would use hearing just as much as sight in these conditions. Careful to always keep his balance. The lack of Agility made each step agonisingly slow. 
 
    He persisted. Sweat ran into his eyes. He blinked through it. Another move forward, feeling out the strength of the ground before committing to an extra step. 
 
    The earth crumbled slightly, re-positioning to a different spot.  
 
    Another time feeling the dry grass under the lush overgrowth in time to let him, carefully, pull the foot back to ensure that the exit did not make noise. One more. He crept closer and closer. Both his bow and spear were in his bag of holding to avoid the exposed metal reflecting any ambient light sources and giving his position away. The target he had chosen was the tree fortifications. The aim was to get close enough and launch an all-out flame attack. When he had finished, the shintopurs would have to deal with a fire in their home complex and hopefully another dead sentry. 
 
    After three minutes of sneaking with only the most occasional of Shadow Steps, he was in position with full reserves. How many enemies had bows strung and ready to fire on him? One? Two? Ten? Maybe more. There was no way to tell how many might be out there, as they would crouch behind defence structures, waiting for him to make a move. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    He rehearsed the plan. Fast, no dawdling, no hesitation, no watching the spreading inferno. 
 
    Ready. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
    One second of Flame Sprout burned through ninety mana. He attacked from both front and back, a fountain of flames that had the shintopur armour glowing a dull red. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Five metres to the right, but just as close. Another burst of Flame Sprout depleted eighty more mana to keep some in reserve. This one specifically targeted the front of the chest piece. It was already orange, and that trapped heat was frying the body underneath it. Hold for half a second. 
 
    Step— 
 
    It failed as his foot slipped slightly. There was a stinging pain on his calf. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Away from the spot. The bastards had got him with an arrow despite his preparations. 
 
    Adrian ran as fast as he could and triggered a step every two paces. Thankfully, they all worked. 
 
    Twelve strides and six Shadow Steps later, he stopped and looked back. The tree burned vigorously. The enormous bows would not reach him, but he still sank into a squat, not wanting his profile to be captured against the horizon. He had poked the hornet’s nest. 
 
    Multiple arrows had gone through both attack points. Only the one had hit him due to the failed step. 
 
    What was that, a two-second response time? One hidden archer had registered the attack, stood, and aimed in under one and a half seconds and then the arrow flew for half a second? Then a further three arrows had hit on or around his second casting spot. They had been slower to react then, but it still only had to be two to three seconds to aim and fire. Methodically, he attempted to trace the arrows from where they had landed to where they had fired from. If the calculations were right, the archers had already moved to a new location because there was nothing in either of the two possible spots the first arrows originated from. 
 
    He touched the wound. It was already healing but still hurt. Without his poison knowledge he would have been at a loss. He recognised the feeling of a slow-acting decay. It would not be lethal, not that if it was that he had anything prepared that could counter its spread. Hopefully it would not hamper him too much. Especially the Shadow Steps. He could hardly believe that the step had failed. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    The fortifications and the tree were burning fiercely, brightening the area. It was a blessing in some ways, but mainly a curse. The flickering flames would make it harder for him to hide from those watching in the wider ring of darkness. 
 
    Two sentries down, and the distraction was in full swing. Lots of the humanoids were rushing around the blazing tree and climbing nearby trees to stop the spread. Buckets of water were passing hand to hand in order to combat the flames. They clearly lacked the ice magic to quench the flame. 
 
    Adrian sneaked forward once more, cursing the large fire that left him more exposed. An adult had climbed a nearby tree limb and was beating out the flames with what was probably wet clothes. It was precariously positioned. Adrian tested his foot position before proceeding. He wanted to make sure that the step did not fail. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Too close to the flickering light, there was no way it would notice the incoming arrow. A flurry of Shadow Steps followed, leaving only two in reserve. With Adrian huffing and puffing, the projectile guided with air magic hit true. The shintopur clutched at its head the moment the arrow slammed home, biting into the chest. Too low to do any major damage, but the mind spike went to work against it. It was good to know the legendary skill of his bow could work against them. 
 
    The creature toppled over and tumbled head over heels onto the ground. Probably not dead, but the fall might have done a lot of damage. Hopefully, it would be incapacitated for the rest of the battle. 
 
    The image grabbed him. He was a firefighter. Alarms were blaring. Up from the loo. No time to even think; he had to get to the truck on time. Sprinting to the fireman’s pole with the alarm blaring. 
 
    What? 
 
    Mental step back. He would take the time to assess the entire confrontation; the interface had noticed something. 
 
    Nothing was coming from the trees in front of him. Adrian looked left, then right. The adrenaline from the image still pumped through him. Large packs of warriors had exited the complex from both the north and south. It did not take a genius to work out that they planned on encircling whatever was attacking them and catching them in a shrinking web. 
 
    There were over ten in each group. 
 
    Run. 
 
    The interface had sent the image, and the exact sequencing was meaningful. The choice of fire alarm and urgency meant something. 
 
    You got your distraction, now I need to survive. 
 
    Kozzie wanted them out of position, and that was what he was getting. It looked like over thirty of the creatures had adopted the sole purpose of killing him. 
 
    The two exiting groups were planning on encircling him. 
 
    Haste. 
 
    He turned and ran straight out onto the plains. There was no way he could afford to be trapped. Every bit of his focus went into beating the descending forces. The animals probably had factored in a backup plan of tracking by smell, but the Ambusher’s Steps, having originated from Fade, would eliminate his scent. 
 
    Haste plus his Agility made running challenging, but the extra speed was essential. The feeling of how quickly his legs moved was exhilarating, and he was glad he had practised the skill continuously on the trip here. 
 
    Adrian sprinted as hard as he could and used Shadow Steps whenever a third became available, breathing heavily and appreciating how fast his opponents were. He had to place every step perfectly. 
 
    One leg jerked mid-stride. He landed off-balance, stumbling and almost tripping. He never hit the ground, still running. Falling now would be terrible. Haste was a double-edged sword, but if there was no tumble, it was worth it. 
 
    Adrian’s head flicked to check the shintopurs’ progress. Another stumble, but it only barely impeded him. 
 
    Focus on running. 
 
    He was going to escape, providing he did not fall. While mainly focusing on the physical movements, he tried to calculate his margin of error. 
 
    The image caught him mid-stride. 
 
    There was a man, clearly a judge, inexplicably dressed in a big yellow chicken suit. A stick figure ran across the ground for a few seconds, gliding as if carried by the wind. The chicken man gestured with a big thumbs-up. The image shifted to show the stick figure looked around. As he did so, he fell over before scrambling to his feet. The judge considered what he was seeing, the chicken head bobbing in thought before he decided to reserve judgement. The stick figure was up and sprinting, but once more he glanced backwards and failed to see a hole in the dirt. It was enough to send him sprawling. Judge Chicken made the ruling, and the thumbs went down. 
 
    Coming out of the image, his foot caught on a clump of grass. The Haste spell misfired at the same time, so the wind cushioned him, aligning his body before he crashed to the ground. The spell was not supposed to do that. There was a slight sense of smug cheekiness and a shrug that seemed to say, “I was just correcting my mistake.” 
 
    No time to ponder it. 
 
    Adrian focused fully on each step. If he did not fall, then he would escape. If his attention wandered . . . 
 
    Focus. 
 
    Imagining a mass of shintopurs tearing him to bits was not helpful. 
 
    The Haste, Shadow Steps, and the sizable head start he had begun with would be enough. Without them, he would have been run down. The decay poison was not helping either. It was spreading, weakening the leg and reducing his agility. He was approaching the point when the steps ability would fail again. 
 
    Concentrate on every step. Adrian glanced up ahead and deviated his path slightly to bypass unsteady-looking areas. His judgment was not perfect; the grass covered a trough in the ground, and he fell hard. Anyone would have fallen. Even if he had his Agility and Haste were not active, the hidden trench would have claimed him. 
 
    He sprang straight to his feet. His finger screamed in protest. Probably broken, but regeneration would take care of it. 
 
    One fall used. 
 
    If luck held, he might still make it. Offensive tricks played in his mind, but against multiple shintopurs at once and with his reserves near zero, none of the battle plans would work. 
 
    Run! 
 
    Running was all that mattered: the image the interface shared made that clear. 
 
    He risked another glance. 
 
    The vision plucked him. He was falling out of an aeroplane. There was a woman plummeting with him. “Why don’t you ever listen?!” she screamed at him. Mouth wide, spittle flying, fury in every word. “Ungrateful brat.” 
 
    They were closing their circle, and he was going to get out of it. His leg slid into a depression, his balance going out of whack. Haste was pushing into his back as anticipated and that extra force was tipping him over. It was going to be responsible for him falling and then dying. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    A fall now would be . . . 
 
    Haste flared slightly into his left hip to let him regain his balance. 
 
    Images spewed at him. Half were of people collapsing in exhaustion and others showed people storming away. In one case, a toddler threw a temper tantrum and turned its back to sit in the corner, studiously ignoring him. 
 
    The interface was pissed. Worse, based on the images, it was unable to help further. 
 
    Adrian dropped Haste like it was a hot potato. Avoiding a tumble was more important than speed now, especially if the interface was running on empty. 
 
    By the time the groups of shintopurs coalesced, he was fifty metres clear. He ran another hundred to the safety zone where they could no longer see or, more likely, hear him. 
 
    Sinking to his haunches, facing the circle that his enemy had formed, Ambusher’s Fade hid him. He tried to control his breathing so the gasps of breath would not give himself away. 
 
    They were so fast. He had escaped the trap they were setting. 
 
    Just. 
 
    They stood in a massive arc, each member of the circle over a hundred metres apart from each other. Every one of them faced inwards. They obviously believed that their speed and surprise counterattack would have trapped any enemy. They had cast a wide net, and while they were separated now, as they closed in on their territory, they would capture anything still caught in the trap. The encircling ring had a diameter of over a kilometre. 
 
    They started marching inwards. Collapsing the trap. 
 
    Breathing was back under control, and Adrian followed them. The nearest was over a hundred metres away, but he needed to cause some more trouble. 
 
    Far away at the farm, there seemed to be some commotion. That was hopefully the others getting successfully into position. Possibly the massive counter against him had been a tactical mistake for them. Not only had they failed to get him, but they had also left the east entrance to their camp wide open. Not that it mattered. They all had to die. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Testing his leg, it was still weaker, but it would support his weight. The arrow left his bow, imbued with earth and air. He had already turned around and was running once more. If he could draw this group, or at least distract them, it would make the rest of the team’s job easier. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian ran straight. There were shouts behind him. Glancing back as he ran, he saw three chasing, two from the left and one from the right. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    He pivoted hastily and ran somewhat angled towards the lone shintopur to the right, away from the duo. It meant the one on the right was more likely to catch him, but he had a plan for that: 
 
    Sprinting hard. 
 
    Both sets of pursuers could see him. The single one on the right was gaining on him rapidly. With the trajectories as they were, it would intercept momentarily. More speed required. Eyes focused on the ground in front of him. While from a distance the field looked flat and smooth, up close was a different story. Cattle had been grazing, and they had pockmarked the field with their footprints, deep impressions making the dirt uneven and hazardous. 
 
    Do not fall. 
 
    Another glance back. Two more seconds until the shintopur would intercept. Adrian placed each foot and then slowed slightly so he could focus on the rapidly approaching creature. It was shaped like a gorilla, wearing plate mail armour. All that he could see were the dimensions. Its arms were almost as long as its legs, letting it move in a loping gait that granted both stability and speed. Standing upright, it would be as tall as an average female human. At its belt was a variety of weapons, from small knives to an axe and heavily serrated sword. Each of its hands held a dagger. 
 
    Flame Sprout exploded around the head. 
 
    The creature was screaming, and two Shadow Steps created distance to allow him to deal with the other two. Adrian arrived in his new spot, angled to face them with his bow in his hand, ready to attack. The Shadow Steps and crouch had worked like Kozzie’s ability to hide. The two pursuers kept barrelling forward, but they did not know exactly where he was. The closest was forty metres away and its companion another thirty metres behind that. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Earth to punch through the steel links and air to ensure the arrow targeted the joints between plates. 
 
    He foolishly waited half a second longer than he should have to confirm the hit. The enemy did not see him, and so it did not brace or change its running gait. The arrow embedded high on the beast, impaling it at the weak joint between arm and chest. If he was lucky, the arrow might pierce a lung, but ultimately it was too high and off-centre to do any major damage. With a curse at his curiosity for costing him a moment, Adrian shadow stepped and reappeared facing away from the monsters so he could run. 
 
    Haste. 
 
    Sprinting and still carefully placing every step that he took, mana was still low, and there were only three Shadow Steps in reserve. Hopefully, at least one effect from the arrow had taken hold. Confusion would be best, but even a mind spike would be helpful in slowing them down. 
 
    He focused on running. There was no need to check straight away because while they were demonstrably faster than him, it was only by a little. The fear of being run down from behind continued to gnaw at him. 
 
    Glance back. 
 
    Only one monster was still pursuing him, and it was sixty metres off. That was a pleasant surprise. The way the terrain was sloping, there was no silhouette against the horizon to give him away. Too far away for its night vision, so instead of visually following him, it was tracking his passage, head down, checking the grass, bounding forward before checking every five strides. 
 
    Change of approach. Adrian tried to only step on rocks or hard ground, staying clear of the softer dirt, mud, and dry grass that would give him away. 
 
    The initial intention had been to use another arrow to hurt or maim the monster, but if it was struggling to follow him, then there were other options. Two quick Shadow Steps to create additional space and confusion. The middle step had been on a rock, providing thirty metres without tracks. He was still running, but on a new line that the enemy hopefully would take time to follow. 
 
    Adrian’s chest hurt and heaved while his legs burned, especially the poisoned one. The escape was successful with the last shintopur now over eighty metres away and struggling against his dual Shadow Step trick. Adrian slowed his reckless run to an efficient jog as he moved away from it. The fear and anxiety dissipated. After all, by the time it would catch up to him, both Shadow Steps and mana would have regenerated enough to make the shintopur trivial once more. 
 
    The frantic run had taken him a further half a kilometre from the farmhouse, so he started looping back. He only glanced over his shoulder occasionally to keep track of the shintopur over a hundred metres behind him. Knowing it could not see him was immensely satisfying. 
 
    While retracing his path to help his friends, he drifted by the one he had shot. Fifty metres separated them, but it was close enough to clearly see what happened. The animal's head had been split open. 
 
    The bow was in his bag of holding, but he wanted to pat it, a smile on his face. It was great when it worked. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    A quick look back. The shintopur had found his new tracks and was following him. By now it must have realised that he was arcing towards their den. It was over a hundred metres away, so he could ignore it. It could be eliminated later. 
 
    Ahead of him, the noose continued, constricting. The shintopurs had sent three to push away the outside threat while they closed the “trap” on the enemy. 
 
    What were the tactics involved? Shock and awe were used to encircle the prey. Whatever was caught would be expected to run from the enemies they could see, pushing it into the centre. While they were running, the ambush would tighten. Eventually they would realise they were encircled, at which point they would attempt to stealth out. Which stage did they think they were at? They were expecting the trapped prey to sneak or break out. They could no longer move fast because whatever they had trapped would now try to escape by hiding in the grass, hence the caution. Adrian could respect their approach—the interlocked steps, the intense, careful scrutiny. Any other threat without his refined night vision would be no match for them. There would be no hiding. 
 
    The ring had shrunk from being almost a kilometre wide to only two hundred metres across. 
 
    There were now grunts as they communicated around the semicircle. Four warriors from different points suddenly sprinted through the enclosed space. They were roaring as they went, clearly trying to scare anything into the trap. While they ran, half of the remaining warriors rotated to face outwards. 
 
    They know I’m here and they think I escaped. 
 
    The shrinking circle was just due diligence. Glancing back, the lone shintopur that he had left behind was only one hundred and fifty metres away. No mischief was possible against the primary group, so it was time to destroy the isolated adversary. 
 
    The creature was tracking him but looking in the wrong direction. No longer hurrying, instead, Adrian used Ambusher’s Steps to move quickly and silently, eating the distance between them. The shintopur was still focused on the path and not him. Magic would finish the fight before it started, but it was better to keep that in reserve. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    From only thirty metres away, the heavily imbued earth magic sent the arrow straight through the unprotected patch in the creature's hip joint. The shaft went all the way through, ramming into the armour on the other side. The shintopur stumbled, the force of the blow knocking its legs out and making it tilt forward to catch itself with its arms. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Exploiting the creature’s doubled-over position, the arrow entered near the collarbone and slammed straight through into the torso. It was almost parallel to the spine and digging all the way to the stomach. With luck, it was a heart shot. 
 
    Adrian was already running away, but behind him he heard arrows shoot from the primary group. The shintopur that he had just executed keeled over with its inherent healing defenceless against the arrow through the heart. 
 
    That was how quickly Adrian could die, too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
    Glancing back, Adrian watched their arrows arching through the sky, but they were falling well short. Shadow Step was fully recharged, so he stepped forward to be safe. Sure enough, the arrows fell a long way behind him, having only travelled eighty metres. 
 
    Was that their range? Or was it just a feint by the military tactics module to engender a false sense of security? Regional knowledge suggested it was the latter. The shintopurs should have had an effective range of over a hundred metres. 
 
    Smart buggers. 
 
    Hopefully, the others were getting to work on the main campsite. His distraction had been a spectacular success in terms of chaos, albeit not very deadly for the shintopurs. So far, he had six confirmed kills, plus what happened to the one he shot from the tree. Probably only six eliminated and one incapacitated. Given that twenty-three had tried to capture him, there must be forty to fifty adults that needed to be killed. That put his share at closer to fifteen, as there was no way they could expect Susie to kill just as many as the rest of them. So many more to wipe out. 
 
    I’m just putting down a rabid dog. 
 
    There was an imperative to keep reminding himself of that, or else the question of his humanity would plague him. 
 
    What was the point of surviving if he was only a cold-hearted murderer? 
 
    These creatures were non-sapient pests that would kill humans. Just rabid dogs. They needed to be put down for the good of all. That made sense, but continuous killing still weighed on him. Thank god every new species to come out of the Alpha physics event was non-sapient. Every now and again he wondered what would happen if he had to eliminate intelligent, feeling beings. Would he just curl up in a ball and give up, or would he fight? 
 
    The group in the noose was merging, collapsing into smaller parties. Three with five members and one with only four. Fast reaction squads, possibly. 
 
    The vision drew him in. He was breaking out from a prison, clambering down the final wall. The moment his feet hit the ground, he ran. If he did not run, the police would get him. No time to think. Just run, all the way to Melbourne if he had to. 
 
    I am not abandoning my friends. 
 
    Adrian focused on the shintopurs. What were the advanced military tactics telling them to do? They had intelligence on him now. His foot stride, Shadow Step ability. They had probably started taking them into account. They knew the danger of the arrows and the flame, but they had most likely guessed that at most he could only burn one or two shintopurs alive in a single burst. Add one potential casualty for the arrow and groups of five made sense. The smallest group that they thought could overwhelm him. 
 
    Trying to predict their actions was a losing strategy, as they would have a menu of counters available. 
 
    He barely avoided a squeal in surprise as all of them spun and sprinted out at him. For a moment, he thought they must have seen him, but they were sprinting out in different directions. 
 
    Move! 
 
    Step, step, step, step. 
 
    An extra fifty metres opening in moments, he then ran straight out, trying to target hard ground for his feet. The land dipped slightly, and the surface looked muddy, a natural wetland. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Avoided. 
 
    Sprinting. Seven steps used up. 
 
    Kozzie’s words from earlier kept running through his head: if they did not finish it tonight, then tomorrow the shintopurs would slaughter the town. While he was sure that his team would win a drawn-out guerrilla campaign against the monsters, if they took the fight to Culcairn, hundreds of innocent civilians would die first. No amazing solution presented itself, but at some point, he would need to stop running. There might be five, and it might be dangerous, but they had to continue the offensive. 
 
    He took off running aimlessly to keep himself outside the roving squads. Getting pincered between two different teams would be problematic. 
 
    This time he only used a Shadow Step when reserves approached ten, just to nearly match the speed of the enemy group he was tracking. It was a sign that they might be travelling slower than full pace. Probably another technique to lull opponents into a false sense of security. Once they stopped, he kept jogging for a couple of minutes. Each group was now around seven hundred metres from each other. 
 
    Another sprint, more focused towards him this time. He ran hard and kept outside their visual range, using Shadow Steps only to avoid areas where he would otherwise leave tracks. His legs were burning once more. Looking back, the shintopurs had stopped. Only fifty metres back. No other groups within seven hundred metres. 
 
    They had to finish them tonight. 
 
    He snuck closer, relying on ambusher skills to keep him hidden. 
 
    Should he risk this? 
 
    They took off again. Luckily, back towards camp and past him. He waited till they were running away. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Then one hundred and sixty mana expanded into two infernos, ringing the heads of two of three carrying bows. Fifty mana came from the spear, giving him some nice reserves. Then another ten mana to sever the bowstring of the third bow. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Step, running, step. Eating up the distance and getting away. Two down and hopefully some good news from the arrows. The first had been a headshot and in the fragmented moments as his fire had got to work, it looked like it had landed. The second had only been earth-infused so he doubted it would land, let alone do any significant damage. A Hail Mary for sure. 
 
    There was some short grass ahead of him which let him see that there were no pitfalls or ankle-breaking divots in the dirt. Without having to put one hundred percent focus on every step, he had time to glance back. Three of them were pursuing him. Two at the front, with the third behind, which must have been the one he hit with his arrow. Its head and neck area unfortunately were out of his line of sight, which was a pity, as he would have liked to see where the arrow hit and what damage it managed. Still, it must be hurt given that its gait was unsteady and its speed was lagging. 
 
    Focusing on his resources. This was still going to be a close fight. Eighty-five mana in reserve, which was enough to cleanly kill one or maybe two if he spread the load and took risks. Seven Shadow Steps available to provide mobility. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Six now, but more space to work. The ground was rocky, of the ankle hazard type, so he focused on foot placement. Fight or flight. Given the small lead, he could probably lose them if he tried and ran hard. Unfortunately, if they followed him, he would need to fight with no Shadow Steps. That made it a bad idea. The option was a counterattack. The third shintopur had slowed further; it was five or six steps back. 
 
    They were here to kill them all and not run from them all night. 
 
    Adrian yanked out his bow and arrow before two more Shadow Steps, turning to counter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
    The closest two were only thirty metres away, with the last lagging ten more behind them. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    Each of the leading two shintopurs’ faces immediately had flames cascading down them. Eyes, ears, nose were all covered instantly, flames billowing close enough to char the flesh underneath the tight helms. The delicate organs succumbed instantly, flesh burned away, leaving them blind, deaf, and robbed of the ability to smell. Even if they survived the inferno, after taking out the injured one, he should be able to use his bow to pick them off. Fifty-three mana. Each left him with only eleven in reserve. The intention was to suppress rather than kill, though that amount of heat might do both. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He aimed for the third warrior, trusting the fire crown to delay the leading enemies at the very least. It might end up being a terrible choice, but if the fiery inferno successfully cut off the smell, sight, and hearing of the other two, the last one would be the only danger. The leading shintopurs still covered his view with their large frames. Because of them, the angle was horrendous, so he targeted an exposed leg. Hitting something was better than nothing. 
 
    They were roaring and screaming. Everything was blending and happening so fast. The creature on the left had its hands covering its eyes, trying to slow the burning. It tripped and went down with a crash. The other’s focus was absolute. It had its sword out and charged Adrian by some memory of where he was standing. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the monster swing through with its sword, ending up embedded almost to the hilt into the ground. That blade had gone through the space where he used to be. 
 
    Another arrow was ready. This time he had an unobstructed view and could make the shot count. He focused on the one shintopur still in play. 
 
    There was no arrow sticking out, no blood on its face. It felt like the world dropped from beneath his feet. Maybe there was a scratch mark where the cheek protector had deflected an arrow, but that was it. 
 
    The animal was unharmed. It had been a trick. 
 
    The ones dying to the inferno had just been a feint. The third lagging warrior was not injured. Instead, it had deliberately feigned weakness to encourage him to overextend. It had worked. 
 
    As his mind raced through options, the first arrow he had fired slammed hard into the humanoid’s leg. Decoy or not, like his own injury, the impact was real. 
 
    Earth magic let the arrow do things far beyond the normal scope of the weapon. The projectile should have clinked off the metal, but in a world of magic, different rules applied. It shattered the iron and penetrated a good inch into the thigh. 
 
    Yet as magical as the attack was, the armour did its job, and the arrow had done nowhere near as much damage as he might have hoped. Just a flesh wound that could be plucked out. 
 
    At least it hit. 
 
    It might slow the shintopur, but it would not stop it. Two daggers were in its hand, and it threw both at him. There was no question about the accuracy of this third warrior, whose size suggested it might have been special in some capacity. Probably a war leader based on what he remembered from regional knowledge. Stronger, larger, and usually better trained, at least in combat. 
 
    Both daggers flew, both on target. It had spotted him, probably by his silhouette against the horizon. He needed to learn to crouch more. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The bow went off almost immediately. There was no elegant aiming for the head, instead targeting the body. There was no reason he could not take it down with arrows, using his remaining couple of Shadow Steps to stay withing arrow range but out of dagger range. 
 
    The shintopur drew a serrated sword in one hand and a dagger in the other. There was no hesitation, and the knife was flung his way while the sword wavered forward. The monster casually deflected the arrow, sending it careening over the shoulder instead of into the chest. 
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    It could block him. Maybe he could try to get behind it and shoot from a blind spot, but even then, there was no guarantee. If it could track his steps . . . There were only two options. His silhouette could have given himself away, as implausible as that seemed when he considered the speed of the attack. The scary option but the one that felt increasingly more certain was that it could track his steps. His confidence took a nosedive. If it could follow them, then trying to step behind its back would be his death. 
 
    Adrian dropped the bow over his shoulders. Its reflexes were fast enough to deflect projectiles, and it was too dangerous for Adrian to get behind it. 
 
    Everything in the world was too deadly. 
 
    He needed to blind it. Then there would be no dodging his arrows. 
 
    Dagger. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian mistimed the movement and windmilled backwards to get his balance. He plunged his hands into his bag of holding, resorting to his default desperate move. He was almost out of Shadow Steps, so he had to end this fast before the other attack groups arrived. 
 
    Please work. 
 
    The beast had corrected its movements to target his new position. It was so quick and there had not been a silhouette this time. 
 
    Identification came into play. Yep, no magic, over twice as strong as Adrian, and sixty percent more agile. Plus, the brute was clearly exhaustively trained in the weapon combinations that it was using. There was no time to get more information, but he was convinced now that it could follow his Shadow Steps. 
 
    Absolutely deadly. 
 
    Adrian tossed the potion underarm. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Moving backwards, still in the line of sight, he needed to keep it charging at him. Only one step. This needed to work. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    Adrian was light-headed from the total mana drain and the excessive use of Shadow Step. Not a single point of mana left, and barely enough reserves for another step. He wanted to collapse on the ground but pushed through, grinding his teeth at the effort. Exhaustion, a lack of breath that was nothing versus the troll core trial, or even more recently his pathway of poison resistance. It felt like the world was swaying. 
 
    In front of him, the Dragon’s Breath potion exploded, but the gorilla-like creature was still charging him. The flames were a distraction and would not kill the monster. These machines played for keeps. 
 
    Adrian snagged his spear. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Four metres straight ahead. This close to the exploding potion, it was hot. The shintopur was through the flame cloud, but lots of flames were stuck to it. Including sections of its face. For now, it was blind, just like he needed it to be. 
 
    Heat radiated off the monster; it was like standing next to a bonfire, and not a small one. Adrian braced his spear. It was all that he had. His limbs were shaking. It took all his will and more to keep standing. The interface was helping, and it was the only reason he had not already collapsed. Shadow Step exhaustion was brutal. 
 
    There was one chance. This counter-offensive. Otherwise, he had gambled once too often. 
 
    Adrian positioned the spear perfectly, focusing everything to keep it steady for a few instants longer. The creature, blinded, kept charging forward. The spear caught it right under the lip of the helmet at the base of the neck. 
 
    Angled to drive upwards. 
 
    The force running through the spear was like hitting concrete with the sledgehammer. He had aimed just right. With luck, it would glide straight up into the brain. 
 
    Adrian was knocked off his feet as the creature kept coming. The thing was a whole stampede in one animal. No chance to keep hold of the spear as it was torn out of his grip amidst cracking of finger bones. The creature’s sword and dagger were luckily turned away. There was no way it could have been expecting his suicide charge. However, it was a big animal, and it had been moving fast, even if the spear had been successful. Momentum continued carrying it forward like a runaway semi-trailer. 
 
    His face pressed against its chest. A torso covered with burning Dragon’s Breath potion. Then they both fell together, tumbling in a mess of limbs. Coming down, the heavy, armour-clad monster crushed him. Bones broke, and then suddenly the shintopur was flipping over him and rolling beyond him. Its unstoppable speed pulverised Adrian and continued to plough it forward. 
 
    He could not breathe. 
 
    Shadow Step Exhaustion. 
 
    His body screamed in agony. 
 
    Being hit by a car. 
 
    Trying to stand and failing. 
 
    What happened? Had the knife stabbed him? Was he bleeding to death? He did not have the mana to cast a healing spell. What about the other shintopurs? They would be coming. 
 
    This was the mistake that the groups were attempting to provoke. So they would be coming to finish the job. 
 
    He needed to move, but everything was so hard. Trying to stand, he did not even get to his hands and knees before the quivering limbs gave out. The rest were coming; he needed to force himself to move.

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
    The image welled up. The start of a horse race. Each of the horses lined up along the starting line the barrier with colourful jockeys on top of them. Then the starter’s gun went off, and all the majestic thoroughbreds exploded forward. 
 
    Strength flowed from the interface into him, and he got the impression that the interface was both depleted and petrified of the consequences. 
 
    The boost was enough to get to him to his feet. Adrian glanced around groggily. 
 
    His enemies were down and looked dead. Two blackened, burning skulls with pristine bodies and the third with a spear through its head. His weapon looked stuck. 
 
    An image of a muscular knight trying to pull Excalibur out of a rock. No matter how he struggled and strained, the sword did not do so much as budge. 
 
    Adrian looked straight at the dead monster. The interface was right. The world swayed. The spear appeared to be embedded in the ground. 
 
    Arms and legs all felt like rubber. Instinctively, he choked down a potion to clear his mana grogginess. The interface was clearly telling him that there would be no retrieving the spear, as there was no time to yank it out. 
 
    The universe continued to rock. Glancing over at the smouldering heads of his downed enemies, between him and them, a glint. Incoming! 
 
    The image of his younger self playing a game. It was a pivotal moment—he had opened a loot chest and seen the light blue colour of the topmost sword. Mythical rating, the highest available. He did not even have any legendary items, let alone mythical. The excitement swelled, and then the friends of the creature he had killed had found him and promptly sent him to respawn. The despair of dying due to a lack of awareness of the surroundings. 
 
    Health check. 
 
    Legs were clearly functioning, at least partially. His right arm was broken and possibly in multiple spots. Half of his ribs felt cracked, and his face burned. He laboriously picked up the bow with his left hand; it was too valuable to lose. 
 
    Another image, this time the start of a hundred-metre sprint. The official brought his hand down silently and then they were running. 
 
    Adrian pushed himself to run. One step after the next. Something was wrong; his right leg was not responding smoothly, steering him slightly off course. 
 
    Sucked up by the interface, on this occasion he was sitting next to the coach driver with a blanket on his lap. Four massive Clydesdales were in front of him. Three jet black and one white. They had blinkers over their eyes. “What are they for?” 
 
    “It stops them from getting distracted.” 
 
    Stumbling along, hoping it was enough. Enough mana had regenerated, so he cast Haste. 
 
    Adrian watched the counter for Shadow Steps in his periphery. It slowly ratcheted up to three. He would use one. 
 
    Everything was hurting. All of him was screaming, “Faster! Do not look back, just go, go, go!” 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Nothing happened except for his foot splashing down into the mud. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    That was a print even Susie could follow, let alone however many shintopurs were chasing him. It was so difficult to concentrate with the pain. There were three and a half Shadow Steps in reserve; the attempt should have worked. He tried to run as quickly as he could, but every jarring stride made his arm scream in agony, and each desperate breath felt like rings of fire through his ribcage. 
 
    There was nowhere near enough mana for lay of hands. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Failure again. Keep running. Agility was the problem. The broken bones had destroyed Agility and that was causing the malfunction. 
 
    A smooth stretch of ground was coming up. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Success! 
 
    More running. Adrian reminded himself of the need to conserve Shadow Step capacity. There was no way he could get down to only one or two and suffer the exertion penalties that would accompany it. In conjunction with the pain from his burnt face and broken bones, it would be too much. 
 
    An image of a fox hunt this time. The fox running and running and running. If it slowed for a moment, the dogs close on its heels would grab it and rip it to pieces. 
 
    He took the hint and forced the legs to extend. Not so much running as stumbling continually, just managing to avoid tripping and collapsing helplessly onto the ground. The Haste spell carried him forward and sped him up. 
 
    Minutes blended. Whenever he thought about stopping, some weird image of people or animals nagged him onward. The interface was getting creative—one showed a cartoon Lego man running. 
 
    Adrian wanted to check progress. 
 
    Where were they? 
 
    More horse blinker images. Keep running. They might be metres or kilometres behind him and he could not confirm. There was no way he could afford to divert his focus from the impossible task of running forward. 
 
    He slowed down. 
 
    His body was fighting him. There were no images encouraging him to continue. Sinking onto the ground and looking back the way he had come, they were clustered about six hundred metres away. He stopped and considered things. His mana pool was fully recharged, so the desperate stumbling run must have been for over ten minutes. 
 
    Finally. He pounced on it: Lay of Hands. Relief washed through him, coaxing his ribs back into position. Ambusher’s Fade froze his pained yelp before it even escaped him. 
 
    There were signs of wire fences between him and the pack of animals that were chasing him. It was a mystery how he had gotten past them. He dimly remembered jumping once or twice and biting his tongue to stop the cry whenever he had landed. 
 
    The interface filled him with a warm, soft glow that seemed to say, “You did good.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
    There was a click in his leg and then, thankfully, the pain diminished. Obviously, he had kept damaging the bones quicker than his regeneration had been able to heal them. 
 
    The shintopurs were abandoning the hunt, turning around and going back the way they came. Once more, the relationship between sapient, animal, and military decision-making. Giving up the chase was the right move, though neither of the first categories would have done so. In the Alpha physics world, if anyone failed to catch up to a wounded beast quickly, there was no point continuing. Their wounds would heal, and they would get faster the longer the hunt continued. 
 
    He drank another health potion promptly. He could feel his ribs still knitting back together and his broken arm mending. After the run, it was easy enough to sit in silence. 
 
    Maybe he should have taken the potions earlier in the desperate flight, but just running and staying on his feet was almost too much. Trying to grab and drink a potion on the run might have been distracting enough to be fatal on its own. 
 
    Another close one. 
 
    Standing, his personal kill count was now at eleven. He had not even done his share yet, let alone extra to cover for the others. Jules with her club could barely hurt these things. 
 
    It was a shame that he’d had to abandon his spear. If it were still available, he would sink fifty mana into it to prepare for the coming fight. Even fifty mana would have recharged by the time he got back to the complex. Lay of Hands’ healing energy swept through him and kept easing aches and pains. 
 
    A motivational monologue blared in his head: “You are alive. There are eleven of them who are not. Everyone who dies makes them weaker, and by the time the next fight starts, it will be like they never hurt you.” Indeed, the shintopurs retreated in a four-legged run, and in doing so went from being the hunters to the hunted. 
 
    He popped up and jogged after them, confidence restored. There were no broken bones to worry him, and he had no need to follow a track. The shintopurs picked up the pace and steadily increased the distance between them. It did not matter; it was still early in the night and there would be plenty of time to catch up and attack. Plus, he obviously knew where they were going. 
 
    They were speeding up, and he could barely stop the gap growing wider. How had the interface kept him ahead of them with his broken bones and protesting muscles? 
 
    When they reached the dairy farm, they were over a kilometre away and he could perceive them as little more than tiny, moving shadows in the distance. Nothing to do but get closer. His mates were there. 
 
    He bit his cheek and picked up his speed. Then reconsidered. It was pointless. There was absolutely nothing he could do to influence any battle that his friends may or may not be involved in. He had too much ground to cover to make a difference, plus the plan was always for them to fight by themselves. Still, the images of them fighting and failing had him more sprinting than jogging. 
 
    A short moment later, he stumbled over the group of three that he had killed. Two burnt skulls stared back at him in permanent agony, but the third was serene, like a baby. That one, the one he had identified as the party leader, had been stripped of all its armour, including its helmet. There was time for tinkering. According to the plan, his four team members should be locked safely in a defensible position. An extra minute would not matter. 
 
    Featureless, ovular yellow eyeballs stared up at the sky. Orbs set in a face that was more cat than monkey before going into a thick neck that spilled maroon blood from a hole, courtesy of his spear thrust. The body was covered in light grey fur with a distinct purple tinge. Colours through night vision might be distorted, but not by much. It was pretty, though still alien by human standards. He visually assessed the rest of the animals. Lots of bulging muscles with a skeletal structure that most closely resembled that of a silverback gorilla. The muscles in the forearms reminded Adrian of the fictional character Popeye. They were probably so huge to provide extra flexibility and power when finely controlling weapons. Their bodies were also designed to be more upright than a gorilla’s, with a shorter torso and long, thick legs. The pelt, when he touched it, was deceptively soft. Something told him it would sell for a lot, but the thought of skinning the animal made him feel sick. Not that he had the time, regardless. 
 
    Adrian looked up at the farmstead that all the shintopurs had disappeared into. No movement. Searching the surrounding area with Magic Focus, he had reason to think that maybe they had thrown the spear away. If they did, their arms were stronger than his sight, as his vision revealed nothing. 
 
    The poor creatures. He looked back at the leader. In death, the power had drained out of it except for the core. It sat in the chest, under skin and bone, glowing brightly. 
 
    A throb of excitement from the interface. 
 
    Shintopur cores were apparently valuable. Of course, if they were anything like a normal core, they would give a reflection of the creature's life or the knowledge that was passed from adult to child. The information would cover either weapon training or military tactics. They fought at an advanced level, possibly even expert level, and it was likely their knowledge would be available to Adrian and the team. Enough cores would massively improve their fighting skills. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 94% (+ 14%) 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 95% (+ 1%) 
 
    A wry smile appeared, perhaps the first one since he first bounded over to the shintopur encampment in the first place. Once he completed that pathway, it was going to be a shame to lose that instant validation when his random speculation hit a truth. The latest ding was only worth 1%, but he had been testing the truth of a number of statements for a significant period as he tracked them back, hence the unfortunate use of fourteen percent of the path. The worse bit was that there had been no particularly earth shattering insights.  
 
    The dead shintopur looked so peaceful, but loot was loot. He cut the core out. It was sticky and disgusting, but the thrum from the interface reminded him how worthwhile his digging was. 
 
    They are not sapient. He reminded himself of that fact repeatedly as he worked. 
 
    Eight cores later, the interface was like a cat purring on a theoretical lap. 
 
    Time to brave the farmstead and finish the job. His butchering had barely delayed him, thanks to his quick and ungraceful work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52  
 
    They had to be all right. He could not imagine how badly he would fall to pieces if they were dead because of his delay. Logically, his reasonings were sound. Almost an hour must have passed while he skirmished and then ran from the large group of warriors that had tried to trap him. If his mates were still alive at the end of that hour, they would be dug in safely somewhere. The extra minute he had spent here would be unlikely to make a difference. 
 
    He still gnawed the inside of his cheek anxiously. 
 
    The first row of trees was only one hundred metres ahead, which was almost close enough for Magic Focus to work. Distant grunting mixed with the occasional high-pitched whine reached him. There was movement on the northern side of the complex. He ran a little ways toward it to get a better look. About seventy shintopurs were on the move. Most of them were children ranging from tiny to two-thirds of the size of the adults. None of these carried weapons nor armour, and the grunting was to keep them in formation. 
 
    Thirteen adults were escorting. They were retreating, transporting their young to safety. 
 
    A feeling of annoyance from the interface abruptly tapered his joy. 
 
    Adrian reconsidered his position. If a civilian base was under attack, the soldiers would evacuate the non-combatants before fighting. This retreat was just an errand, not an admission of defeat. 
 
    The expected Intelligence uptick never came. 
 
    Without letting his guard down, he carefully approached the complex. At eighty metres away, he paused to make sure there were no enemies on sentry duty. He had bet with himself that the parade of juveniles would require all their attention instead, but then again, they were disciplined and crafty. Normal vision showed no sentries, but Magic Focus detected one shintopur tucked behind a tree that protected it from most angles. 
 
    Cross-referencing with dark sight, a bush was in the way, and he could see no details regarding the enemy beyond it. 
 
    Jodga Berry Bush 
 
    A bush with sharp, medium-size thorns that carry a slightly paralytic poison and a powerful numbing agent. Jodga berries are bright orange, an ideal substance for permanent dyes. Some species also use the berry as a potent hallucinogen. 
 
    Not very useful information, but the branches looked thin, and one of the regional or gathering knowledge bases provided an image of harvesting from the bush. The branches were easy to bend or cut. Despite the outward presentation of dense leaves, the plant was very fragile and contained little mass that could stop an arrow. It was great camouflage but offered no further protection. 
 
    Adrian aimed at the head—at least, where he thought it would be—and pumped all the earth magic that he could into the arrow. It would be eight times heavier on impact. There was no point including air magic, as he could not control the flight through the bush anyway. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    No response and no movement from the creature. He must have hit it, but it had not reacted. He hesitantly prepared another arrow, wondering if he should change tactics. 
 
    Adrian glanced sideways at the area he had just vacated, half-expecting it to be peppered with projectiles. Nothing happened. Then the shintopur hidden behind the bush collapsed with the life flooding out of it. 
 
    Kill shot. 
 
    Creeping forward curiously, Adrian tried to run the numbers in his head: eleven confirmed kills and one possible kill. 
 
    Thirteen adults had left the complex with the youths. Initially they had estimated at least thirty total adults, but based on the aggressive counter against him, there were probably closer to forty. Where did that leave things? Thirteen escorting, eleven dead which meant twenty-four were accounted for. If their estimates were right, there would be between six and sixteen left on the farm minus however many the others had taken out. 
 
    There was not enough information to form a sensible conclusion after all. There might have even been fifty initially. The only choice was to move cautiously forward and hope his friends were alive. 
 
    A simple wire fence separated the densely packed central dairy farm hub from the surrounding fields. Going around was not an option—somehow, this fence was still intact for a hundred metres in either direction. He could either go through or over. 
 
    With his extra Strength, he jumped over the fence, using a single hand on a post to help the vault and landing heavily. Maybe he could buy a potion to address his Agility problem. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    He froze right next to an enormous tree as Ambusher’s Fade went to work. It had only been a little noise, but he did not know how sensitive their ears were. 
 
    Kozzie’s words were ringing in his head about how they hide and then attack from the blind spot. They could be around any corner just waiting. Unfortunately, they had both the patience and discipline to wait however long it took. They could hold still for days, and they were only a couple of hours into the fight. 
 
    They have no defence against Magic Focus. 
 
    The shintopurs had not developed the camouflage tricks that ambusher predators possessed. They glowed in Magic Focus. When Adrian scanned the area around him, none of the dense energy that represented the larger humanoids appeared nearby. No arrows slammed through where Adrian had landed. 
 
    Sneaking forward, he paused regularly to peer around corners. A slight detour to examine the shintopur he had just killed. The arrow had gone through its neck, but it was the second arrow that had hit it. This was the same creature he had hit earlier in the night, knocking it from the tree. It was already near death, which explained why his blind shot had killed it so easily. For a moment, his ego deflated, realising his arrow shot wasn’t necessarily so brilliant. A kill was a kill, nonetheless. 
 
    Adrian approached a shed, wishing that he had one of those mirrors that Seal teams used to look around corners without exposing themselves to gunfire. 
 
    He was breathing fast, even though his task of quietly investigating the empty area required little exertion. His heart still raced with anxious anticipation. He did his best to control the staccato breaths. How did the commandos do this? 
 
    When commandos cleared buildings in the movies, they would check every room before moving on. That is what he had to do. Peering around the corner. A quick flick of his head. Nothing. Lowering to a crouch and looking again from a lower vantage in case someone had an arrow aimed at head height. Still, he only looked around for a split second, heart racing. 
 
    It was clear. Adrian stepped fully around, no arrows whistling towards him. His scouting was right. There was still a lot to do. This stretch of shed was about six metres long. He peeked from a crouch again at the next corner. Nothing threatening. 
 
    Several cylindrical hay bales piled on top of each other. Each one was almost the height of his body, and they were stacked four high up to the rafters. A hay shed. A massive hay shed. Six deep, four high, twelve long with a gap in the middle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 
 
    There was no choice but to explore the structure fully. There were too many hiding spots for the shintopurs. 
 
    A small part of him wanted to use flames. He had killed one scout getting in, so they probably knew he was here. The thought of pointless destruction still made him sick, and this hay store would help the town if they could ever claim it. Plus, he was not sure his magic would light the whole shed on fire, and it would be like lighting a beacon to any of the monsters nearby. All in all, it was a stupid idea. 
 
    The bales were so tight together that he could not squeeze past them on the ground level. Looking around at the centre, he spotted an arrangement of staggered bales that could act as steps. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    The Shadow Steps were ostensibly wasteful, but they were the quietest option. With two Shadow Steps, he reached the rafters with the grace and stealth of a cat on the hunt. 
 
    The hay was packed firmly within the bales, so ambusher skills muffled his footfalls. The silencing effect was weird and magical and one of those pleasant Alpha physics surprises. It was enthralling just to watch: there was a flare of the energy imbued with air, water, and earth manipulation upon every step. Just a tiny flicker of power, but that was enough to silence all the residual sounds of each step, providing there were no major mistakes. 
 
    Adrian moved across the bales and looked down over each edge to ensure that nothing was hiding. If they had created a true cubby hole—a column in the centre of a hay bale—then he probably would not notice it. But it had only been a month since they settled here, and he doubted that such a peripheral project would have been a strategic priority. If enemies had ever penetrated this far, then it was probably already too late. 
 
    He jumped down a level. A couple more spots to check and the shed would be clear. Smoothly moving around a corner, bright light flooded his Magic Focus vision. 
 
    His heart leapt, muscles clenching. 
 
    Before he could even move, he was completely immersed in an image from the interface. Time stopped. It was a scientific observation room. Generously sized, all white, empty and with shiny two-way mirrors on one wall. A single baby, about eight months old, appeared bawling hysterically on the floor in only a white-cloth nappy. It was probably cold. His instinct to distrust the interface kicked in. Glancing curiously around, there were no clues to help him. The baby’s screaming intensified, making Adrian’s teeth grate. 
 
    Finally, he reorganised his thoughts, remembering the flash in his Magic Focus vision that had occurred just a moment ago. He started to decode the haunting scene from the interface. The kid continued to cry. He wanted to shut it up, but there was truly nothing in the room, let alone a toy or a pacifier. Was there a clue in that? 
 
    His pulse quickened as he remembered where he stood in the shed. He was dissociated, watching the slow-motion scene unfold through a sheer curtain. There had been a shintopur hiding, and despite all those images imploring caution, he had still blundered into it, and it jumped at him. When the interface had brought him here, the axe had already been swinging, heading straight for his chest. Without preventive action, it would hit and probably cut him in half. This strange room was a chance to figure out a solution. An opportunity to think things through, despite that horrendous screaming. He shot an angry glare at the kid, only to have it stop crying and wink. He stumbled backwards in shock. By the time he got his balance, it was screaming once more, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Actively tuning out the noise, he tried to concentrate on what he needed to do. The interface was buying him space to think and plan, which was a crazy-arse cheat when he thought about it. Stopping time to plan your fights was a legendary level of ability. What he could not understand was why he not been dumped in a nice tranquil setting where he could contemplate things. There was probably some mysterious rule that said if the interface is cheating it had to be an ass at the same time. That or the interface was just amusing itself. 
 
    Another wink. 
 
    He shuddered. That was not at all normal. 
 
    Focus! 
 
    He needed to get out of the way of the axe. That was the first step in the fight. His mind hit a blank. Earth missiles would not work because of the feather. Possibly a super-concentrated Wind Gust could slow it or stop it. 
 
    The baby’s crying heightened in pitch. 
 
    Maybe something more intricate, like his ice abilities—those he could still cast, at least. 
 
    Suddenly, he was surrounded by a dozen identical crying babies. The interface clearly did not approve of his line of reasoning and upped the stakes. He could barely stop himself from trying to pick them up to comfort them. They were just simulations, but the human instinct to protect the young was unshakeable. 
 
    Maybe not his ice abilities. 
 
    The scene reduced to a single baby once more and blissfully silent, but he could see it tensing up for another effort. 
 
    Why was the interface steering him away from those skills? 
 
    An image within an image. The room shattered, leaving him in freefall. A house was below him and he plummeted down to be shoved into someone’s psyche. He was a passenger experiencing everything but unable to influence the driver, his host. The man was shaking, having hidden himself under some wooden decking. He was worried he would be visible through the gaps, that his bright red would be visible even from a distance. Soldiers were visible outside and clearly looking for him. They held AK-47s and he could see them carefully checking every little nook of the yard. His hiding spot was pretty good. He just needed to stay quiet, and they would pass him by. For some unknown reason, the man was holding a foghorn. While Adrian mentally screamed at him not to do it, that finger tensed and squeezed the trigger. It blared with noise, and Adrian was expelled from the man, soaring up to a bird’s eye view of the situation. The six soldiers spun towards the noise. They all had their guns up and they pulled the triggers. The bullets roared, sparks blazed out of the barrel, and the wooden planks of the deck splintered violently. The man’s red shirt turned a shade darker. 
 
    Back in the plain white room with the crying baby. This entire scene was clearly a warning of some sort. The baby stopped crying and rolled its eyes in a very adult fashion. It was creepy. 
 
    The interface was trying to warn about something. What had he been thinking about? 
 
    The soldiers had been all around the man but were probably never going to find him until the man had stupidly pulled the trigger. 
 
    There was a lesson there. 
 
    The baby had stopped crying and was looking at him like he was completely stupid. He had not realised that babies had the facial muscles to convey that expression, but this one had it down pat. 
 
    Don’t be distracted. 
 
    However he evaded the axe, it had to be done in a way that didn’t set off alarm bells to other shintopurs. 
 
    Sound? 
 
    The baby coughed. Did it just use the cough to disguise itself, saying “idiot” under its breath? 
 
    If not sound, then magic? Of course it was magic! 
 
    It was obvious once he thought about it. If he used magic, the shintopurs could triangulate his position. Any of them nearby probably for hundreds of metres would come. That would be really bad. 
 
    The baby kept crying. The parent in him wanted to pick it up and entertain it but he had no doubt the interface would have other plans. He remembered his strategies for his own kids. 
 
    There was a shift and suddenly he was holding the sobbing baby in a cradle position. The baby was looking up at him from the crook of his arm. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    Wet warm liquid running down his arm. 
 
    It could be just vomit . . . 
 
    The nappy was gone. 
 
    A loud fart. No, not just a fart. The baby was crying once more and all Adrian could do was hold it. 
 
    An offensive smell, but he had experienced worse. 
 
    Don’t give it ideas. 
 
    It started weeing, spraying him in the face. The baby was a boy. This, he was sure, was the interface showing it did not need his ideas. 
 
    If it had been a baby girl, then one issue would have been avoided. Nothing that he could do but endure. After three kids of his own, he had experienced all these sensations before but never all at once. 
 
    Instinctively, he turned the baby onto his stomach to comfort him. The crying did not slow, but the change of position helped calm him down and let Adrian focus once more. A distressed baby was hard to ignore. 
 
    Shintopurs, like most animals, could track external magic, so he could not use it. The moment he used magic in these tight confines, they would swarm him. 
 
    A moment of blissful silence as if the interface rewarding him for thinking it through. The location was a death trap. Five steps just to find open space. 
 
    Using air gusts or earth missiles would bring any other shintopur running instantly, so it was obvious Shadow Step was the answer. Why he had not thought of it sooner was a mystery. Then again, it had failed him earlier in the evening, first with the arrow and then when he was running. Somehow, it felt like this time he would have no choice but to rely on the magic. 
 
    This time he would need to trust that it would work and teleport him from under the axe. 
 
    The baby had not started crying again yet, which was a good sign. When he came out of the image, he would need to act instantly and then fight the axe wielder purely on a physical level. Not only fight, but he would also need to kill it quickly as to not draw attention. The noise would bring the other shintopurs as easily as magic would. A quick battle without using external spells. There was only a small space between the bales, so growth was out, leaving him with just Strength, both vanilla and overcharged. 
 
    With Buff of Strength, he could use Shadow Step to get in position for the first clean strike with his daggers. 
 
    The white room started to reset. First the bodily fluids vanished, then the baby disappeared out of his hands and reappeared in his original position. The man was safely under the deck again. Then, the ten babies materialised briefly. It was all reversing. 
 
    The interface was providing an ornate countdown clock. He could work with that. 
 
    Get ready! 
 
    Step. 
 
    Strength. 
 
    Overcook Strength. 
 
    He whipped two daggers out of his sheath and stabbed them both hard into the creature’s side, aiming for under the armpits. 
 
    The axe had embedded up to the handle in the hay bale, irretrievably deep. The monster must not have imagined that it might miss. Adrian’s knives slammed home, targeting the weak armour under the armpits. He was hoping to drive them straight through to the heart. One caught on the rib bone, but the other went all the way in, down to the hilt, without resistance. 
 
    That was as good as an arrow. He yanked hard to make it twist in the wound and do extra damage, before pulling out the other one that had been stopped by the bone. The creature instinctively moved its arm back, pressing on the embedded hilt and dealing even more damage. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian landed on top of the creature, yanking the head back to try to restrict the airways. 
 
    It was so strong that Adrian could barely hold on despite his superior positioning. The beast was more focused on the dagger than on him. With his foot, he tried to kick the hand away, keeping it distracted for as long as possible. There had been no screaming. That was a relief. 
 
    It threw itself backwards, driving him into the hay bale for him. The impact normally would have blown the air out of his lungs. Hay was not soft, but it was infinitely better than metal. 
 
    He held tight. The monster was surprisingly quiet, grunting but not howling. Its inherent healing was failing. He wished he had kept hold of his second dagger, but in the desperation to choke the beast he had dropped it. The creature leant forward and then threw itself back again. 
 
    No pain. 
 
    Hay bale, mate. It’s not going to hurt that much. 
 
    He wanted to cackle like Jules but used the energy to tighten his grip further. Silence was a blessing. The thrashing resistance weakened. 
 
    It finally died. Adrian stabbed it quickly through the head to make sure. Technically, it was unnecessary as the inherent healing would have revealed if it were alive, but it couldn’t hurt to be sure. Thankfully, it had already been injured—there was a bloody gash on its side that he had not caused. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    Adrian immediately ascended the bales until he was perched in the rafters with Ambusher’s Fade locked in. His heart was pounding. If they were looking for him, then the abilities would be weaker but still might work. 
 
    Eyes flickered around. Searching for movement. 
 
    After two minutes, he was breathing easier. 
 
    He combed through the shed once more and then stalked the perimeter searching for more enemies. Looking out from the corner, five metres up and perched on top of four giant bales, his due diligence paid off. There was an enemy crouched, waiting for a victim. 
 
    It had set itself up in a little makeshift shelter, which looked like something the original dairy farmers had installed as an outdoor lean-to against the house. Possibly as a lunchroom for workers. They had enclosed three sides, with the open side no wider than three metres and facing the road. The shintopur was as deep into the enclosure as it could manage. It would probably only be able to see a thin section of the pathway between the main house and hay shed. It would easily ambush oblivious passers-by. By the point the victim noticed, the animal surely would have shot an arrow already, instigating a lethal surprise attack. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    Adrian was lucky to have spotted it from this generous distance. Lucky by the positioning and lucky because the Alpha event had destroyed the corrugated iron roof, leaving holes that let him see through to the ambush point. 
 
    Fire or bow? 
 
    Miraculously, as he examined it further, he found a shot. There was a rusty section of the roof that was positioned perfectly to expose the creature’s vulnerable shoulders. 
 
    Adrian drew back the bow and watched the shintopur for a full minute. It had not so much as shifted the entire time. Without Magic Focus, it would be easy to assume it was dead. But it was just patient, and that discipline was about to backfire on it. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    It spasmed as the arrow went in, jumping up almost two metres into the air to crash into the roof. The flimsy metal sheet acting as the ceiling slid off in one clattering piece, giving Adrian an unobstructed view. Inherent healing was battling fiercely but losing. The shaft was all the way through to the heart. 
 
    A kill shot. 
 
    One second alive and then the next instant a life was extinguished. A brutal battlefield. This time it benefited Adrian, courtesy of pure luck. If he had made different choices, then it might have ended in the opposite direction. Would he have even heard the bolt before it slammed into his head? Small things changed the course of a fight, and in this case, it was a lucky hole in the roof. 
 
    These life and death moments really drove home that it was not a game. There were endless threats out there that could kill him instantly. Regional knowledge stirred, and he suppressed it hastily. A single wrong step, a lapse of discipline was all it would take. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    His eart pounded. He was not thinking straight. Fancy staying still after firing a bow. The noise must have attracted the attention of all the cursed creatures around him. 
 
    Adrian looked back at the space he had just left. Nothing happened. Either they could not triangulate his position, or he was lucky that none were close enough to counterattack. 
 
    He searched through the house next to the lean-to. It proved easier to navigate than the hay shed. The single story was shown to be clear within instants. The only exception was a closed manhole cover into the roof space. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    There was no way he could leave a potential enemy behind him. He unfolded a nearby a step ladder under the hole. 
 
    Motion assistance. 
 
    The spell should help him be more acrobatic. Rehearsing the plan in this head first. Then, he ran up the ladder and used it as a springboard. Wind Gust preceded him, blowing the cover away. Motion assistance enhanced his leap, and his jump sent him sailing comfortably into the space. It was a low-ceilinged house. The moment he was in, he shadow stepped to the other end. 
 
    There was nothing there. He breathed easier. 
 
    Plunging into the unknown was hard but necessary. The noise of the action was not lost on him. Between killing the shintopur and the clanging manhole cover, everything within one hundred metres must know exactly where he was. It was not immediately dangerous after all. There were multiple exits from the house. Still, it felt bad to have conceded the strategic advantage of anonymity no matter how temporary. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 
 
    Five minutes of stalking through the interior rooms and peering anxiously through every window revealed absolutely nothing. Eventually, as safe as he could be, he shadow stepped three times to get under the cover of one of the many pine trees. 
 
    Three enemies were arranged in front of him. Only one was staring in his direction. The other two were focused on what appeared to be a milking barn. With bow half drawn, Adrian stared hard at the one that was glaring toward him. If it so much as flinched, he would rain hell upon it. No change at all. The creature just happened to be looking right at him and didn’t see him before continuing its scan of the area. 
 
    Adrian’s heart was pounding, but it was okay. The shintopur had not seen movement; he had just stepped into the guard’s watch zone. 
 
    Safe, invisible. 
 
    The other shintopurs were watching the milkshed. There was only one explanation. 
 
    Susie, Steve, and Jules. 
 
    Just those three. Kozzie with his stealth abilities was unlikely to have been trapped. With the noise he had created, the only reason for their attention to be elsewhere was if they had bigger fears. So at least one of his companions was alive and causing mayhem. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    There was no place for sentiment on the battlefield. Distractions were fatal. His friends could wait. Even if they were trapped, help was coming. If it was anything worse, then vengeance. 
 
    Watching the creature, Adrian was ready to counterstrike if it saw him. No recognition, not even a casual scratching of the nose that could be a signal. There was only that stiff military precision that every one of them exhibited. Twenty seconds and his Shadow Steps were recharged. Now was the time to go on the offensive. 
 
    No point wasting an arrow on the one looking in his direction. The shintopurs had already shown their capability of deflecting projectiles when they saw them. However, if they did not see them, they were helpless, and he knew where their hearts were. Central in the chest, but higher than in a human. Of the two targets facing the milking shed, he chose the more distant. Its inherent healing looked stronger. To take out one enemy, Adrian knew to focus on the most dangerous. 
 
    With agonising slowness, he brought his bow up and into its firing position, moving at a glacial pace so that brains wired to spot movement would not register the danger. The shintopur watched him the entire time, and he stared back, expecting a reaction at any moment. None came. According to identification, the animal completely lacked the ability to see magic. 
 
    Adrian infused magic into the arrow. Air, then earth, and then even more earth. 
 
    Lining up the shot, eyes now flicking between his target and the one facing him, there was no movement from either. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The nearby watcher jerked when the arrow went off, its bow moving forward into a defensive posture, positioning the weapon to block the incoming projectile. 
 
    Nope. 
 
    Flame Sprout. Its preparations were futile as its head exploded into flames. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    In an instant, Adrian shifted so he could get a cleaner shot at the third, uninjured shintopur. The one he had fired at barely moved when the arrow plunged into the exposed back and perforated the heart. 
 
    As expected, the remaining animal had rotated to keep the tree between itself and where Adrian had fired from. 
 
    Surprise! New location. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow buoyed only by earth magic bit hard into the shoulder. It was a nasty wound, but too much armour and meat was in the way, so it was unlikely to have hit anything fatal. He slid another arrow into his bow, hoping a kill shot would open up. 
 
    Somehow, there was no need. The first hit had been a lethal strike. Pre-Alpha, sure, it was a nasty wound but with the ridiculous healing nowadays it should not have been fatal. Yet, the inherent healing failed to respond. Maroon blood dripped from the shoulder, and the creature’s life fell away with it. As it toppled to the side, Adrian glimpsed a massive gash across its belly. Another sentry already at death’s door before he even found it. 
 
    Steve. 
 
    The inherent healing of the other two shintopurs was doing an amazing job. They were both standing, the Flame Sprout one surprisingly lucid. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    A heart shot just to finish it. After all, clutching its head had left its armpits open and with a crown of flame, it could neither see nor hear. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian glanced at the last shintopur, prepared to continue the fight, but the arrow through the heart had done its job. The inherent healing had just delayed things. 
 
    With the three of them dead, Adrian used a Shadow Step to retreat to the original spot behind the tree. They had been guarding just one corner of the milking shed. There would be more. These three had only been securing one exit, and there would be many exits. The entire barn was massive, stretching comfortably for over a hundred metres. They must have designed it to milk hundreds of cows at once. If three shintopurs were guarding the side exit, then there were probably fifteen or more guarding the entire structure. He had to be careful. 
 
    Shadow Step. Safety first. 
 
    New spot. Look around carefully. He engaged Magic Focus again, seeing as it was clearly one of his most useful tools against the tricky animals. He searched behind every lump, both artificial and natural, prodding even piles of dirt. Nothing was jumping out at him, but memories of the shintopur holed up in that shelter next to the house kept his adrenaline flowing. The priority was to get to his friends and do it by lifting the mini siege they were being subjected to. 
 
    Looping out and coming back at a completely different angle was the most logical plan. It made no sense to approach from the scene of three slaughtered guards in case any other shintopurs had heard. 
 
    While heading centrally, the layout of the dairy farm infrastructure became clearer. An outer road enclosed a circle of farm buildings, followed by inner roads, and then in the centre of the whole thing were residential properties. There were trees and thick hedges between each layer, providing privacy to the dwellings. End to end, the central hub stretched over five hundred metres, the buildings dotting the vast open space. The roads were wide, and the staging areas in front of sheds were immense. 
 
    Moving towards the centre, there was the grand homestead up ahead of Adrian. Single-story with at least ten bedroom-sized rooms. An itch encouraged him to explore and make sure it was free of the enemy, but there was no time. He needed to get to his friends and confirm that they were still alive. 
 
    He walked the border of the homestead. There were no fences, just a large hedge for privacy. Personally, Adrian would have preferred fences because thick plants creeped him out. Too many small gaps and places to hide. It felt like a monster might jump out at him at any moment. Nothing did, but he was happy to depart the living barrier and approach the milking shed from the new angle. Between him and the shed, there were a row of pine trees, a road, a second line of trees, and a sizable gap. There would almost certainly be monsters between him and those barn doors. 
 
    Just before crossing the hard-packed earth, Adrian noticed a glimpse of energy forty metres away. There was not much to see, but it was enough of a glimmer to reveal the shintopur wedged into a dugout next to one of the pine trees bordering the road. For such enormous animals, they could squeeze into tiny spots. They had utilised the last four weeks to fortify the area, dragging chunks of wood and metal around to fashion these hidey holes. Like the corrugated roof one, it was a discreet trap designed to catch someone with his abilities. It allowed the shintopur first mover’s advantage, providing it was not spotted first. Were these in response to his ambush attacks? Or did they man these anyway, just because? 
 
    Side-tracking slightly, he only needed to go twenty metres farther along to cross the road and avoid its narrow field of vision. This must be how soldiers felt when they were forced to march through an area they knew had been mined, with every step, praying that today was not the day that their luck ran out. Hoping the ground they walked upon would not blow them up. 
 
    Adrian flinched. 
 
    Only the wind. 
 
    The freaks seemed to be everywhere, ready for an ambush. Adrian’s estimate of their numbers must have been off, as there had to be more than forty of the things. He wondered just how bad he would be feeling if he had not already killed fifteen and watched thirteen more disappear. 
 
    The milkshed appeared in the distance, and he shadow stepped to some branches halfway up a pine to get a better look. 
 
    There were five shintopurs guarding the main entrance. One was crouched just metres from the open gates leading into the shed, waiting behind a parked tractor. Another was huddled next to a water trough with its eyes focused on the interior of the shed. Three others watched outwards. One used the partial cover of a large piece of farm equipment covered by blue tarps, with the final two positioned in the tree lines. Those two were moving commando style, sprinting from tree to tree and glancing at each other regularly. The entire group, like the purchased knowledge had warned, were continually checking the positions of each other with slight head movements.

  

 
   
    Chapter 55   
 
    While five shintopurs had proven to be almost too much in an open field, it was quite different amongst these trees. With a couple of Shadow Steps, he could strike and be safely hidden away before they could respond. After that it would simply be a matter of whittling them down. 
 
    Plus, if he engaged in a loud fight, then his crewmates could come out and help. No, that would not work. They were melee fighters, and coming out would leave them exposed to the ranged attacks of the enemy. Steve and Jules were great fighting against tooth and claw, but they were useless against arrows. 
 
    He aimed for the one crouching behind the tractor. 
 
    Thawk! It landed. He would check on it later. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    He was close to the dugout again but positioned on one of its many blind sides; it was indeed designed for them to have only one exit point. Heart rate increased. He was confident moments ago, but now that he was only a dagger’s throw away from a creature that could dice him up into little pieces, it was disconcerting. 
 
    He wished he had spent more time examining the shintopur. He was pretty sure identification would have revealed if it could track his Shadow Steps, but now that he was metres away, doubt crept in. He had definitely used identification on it and nothing exceptional had been flagged, just the usual attribute disparity. If it could follow his shadow movements, then he had made a terrible mistake. No—it was paranoia. He had examined it carefully. It did not have the abilities that he was worried about. 
 
    There was a brief period of scrambled noises behind, but it faded, with no shintopurs following him from the main entrance. He had been half-expecting a counterattack, but nothing came from the sounds; all that happened was a repositioning to protect against a new angle of attack. For such supreme warriors, they were being passive. No internal alarm bells started ringing. There was no hidden intelligence directing them, at least beyond the obvious. 
 
    There was no point waiting around for a lapse in their attention. Against humans, one could strike, then wait for the adrenaline to recede and boredom and inattentiveness to set in, and only then launch a new sneak attack. That would not happen with shintopurs. Their focus would never waver. Therefore, once he was recharged and no later would he continue to pick them off. 
 
    Forty seconds and he was ready, but first he wanted to remove the threat hovering at his back. The ramshackle dugout looked solid from this angle. They constructed it like kids building an underground cave: a wooden structure complete with mud slapped onto the outside to strengthen it and make it appear more authentic. Would an arrow go through? Probably not. The walls were thick. It was not necessarily a problem. Because he knew it was in there, he could maintain first mover’s advantage. Smiling at his own genius. Well, if his plan worked. 
 
    He sneaked up to one side of the dugout. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    Adrian released the magic inside the hideout. Without careful direction, it was unlikely to be as effective as his open-air attacks, but he might as well attempt it. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The warrior exploded up out of its ambush building, spinning unerringly towards the source of the fire, sword drawn in one hand and a throwing dagger in the other. It seemed to realise that Adrian had moved even as it lunged forward with the sword, but it was too late to change the thrust. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Right into the exposed back at point-blank range. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Repositioned in safety almost forty metres away, Adrian had an excellent view of the shintopur that he had just disposed of. After the impact, the animal had used its sword to stop itself from pitching forward onto its face. For a couple of seconds, it swayed like that, clearly not understanding what had befallen it. Then the life fled. Hands went limp, and it toppled over to land face-first on the ground. Its sword remained stuck in the ground at a forty-degree angle, forgotten. Inherent healing protected it from almost all of the Flame Sprout’s damage. The arrow, on the other hand, with a heaping amount of earth magic increasing its mass, had punched straight through the plate armour into the heart. Inherent healing still fought hard, but it had already lost. There were few beings with the ability to counter an arrow in the heart. 
 
    Some shintopurs could follow Shadow Steps if they were close enough. Even this one that initially appeared to be oblivious apparently had some skill to detect the magic. As perfectly as Shadow Step served him, it was just one tool. In this battle, he needed to be judicious in its deployment. 
 
    Less than a minute to recover and then he was swinging back to the entrance to the milkshed to check on the group of five. The shintopur by the tractor was dead; it had been a perfect shot. The other ones were moving more erratically than before, and this time he took a moment to assess their capabilities, particularly their health levels. Two of the remaining four were injured, one of which was only being kept alive, not remedied, by its natural healing. None of them had the ability to follow Shadow Step. That made Adrian breathe easier. 
 
    The random movements were frustrating, as they gave him no chance for a clean shot. Even worse, they had their weapons out, and Adrian was sure they would easily contort to deflect any arrow he fired. He snuck onwards to get closer. Far closer than he liked. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    This time he waited long enough to confirm a hit. The one he was aiming for was the most damaged and had been looking away. It barely reacted to the noise. The other three did, but they were too distant to stop the arrow. The targeted shintopur staggered forward under the force. Quills sprouted from its back, the point bursting out the front. 
 
    It had no chance. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Three left. Whittling them down would be easy; he just had to maintain the motto “safety first” and not overextend. By the time he sneaked back, his Shadow Steps had reset, and a fourth shintopur had joined them. How many of these bastards were there going to be? 
 
    Not that it mattered. He would hit and run as many times as it took. Without using magic, each cycle would take five minutes. 
 
    They were now moving faster, and every one of them had tossed a shield over its back to provide extra protection. They were way too smart and adaptable, which was why they had to be removed. Arrows alone would not get the kill. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Aiming for a leg, Adrian hoped the shintopur would jump left into it. They all reacted in different ways. The one he aimed for went right instead of left, and the arrow flashed harmlessly past them. His target, the shintopur closest to him after initially bobbing right, jumped straight up. 
 
    A mistake. Being in the air limited the range of movements. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    A blazing inferno encasing its head. 
 
    Step. 
 
    A new arrow ready. The shintopur landed and charged towards the spot the magic had come from. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Step, step, step, step, step, step. 
 
    Only then did he turn to watch. Up against the homestead’s impressive hedge, the milkshed was invisible. But he wanted to see if they following. They were not. From a military tactics perspective, following now would be stupid. They would waltz right into his trap, a buffet of hiding spots from which to shoot them down one by one. In this sort of landscape, three Shadow Steps would always get him out of sight and after that, he could disappear easily. 
 
    It was a mystery as to why they did not flee. Surely, they realised that right now, at night, they could not match him. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade engaged. He watched for a second. What were they thinking? Were they wondering when death was going to come, or were they still blindly following some rigid military manoeuvre without reasoned thought, undaunted by the seasoned killer hunting them? They were non-sapient, so it was probably the second option. Just doing, not understanding. 
 
    But as he thinned their numbers, they were becoming more like static targets for him to eliminate one by one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 
 
    Adrian waited the full four minutes to recharge his mana before making his way back. There were only two shintopurs alive and visible at the main entrance. Alarm bells were ringing in his head: where was the third? 
 
    He carefully checking the environment in both directions. 
 
    It was the minefield feeling again. Each step waiting for everything to blow up. He was not a soldier, and this situation was ridiculous. Why hadn’t the system sent soldiers to finish this off? Right. He was in Australia and there were just not that many of them, though Wagga had a base. Surely one of those would have helped, even if only a couple survived the mana storm appearing on top of them. Those few should be the ones here walking through a farm hunting merciless murderers. 
 
    His eyes darted around, trying to see where the missing shintopur had gone. He was fighting against trained killers, and their numbers kept changing. Sweat beaded in his armpits despite the chill. 
 
    The missing monster was neither in front of him nor behind him. It had to be somewhere, but providing it was not on his exit paths, Adrian could move on. 
 
    Both remaining animals were moving erratically. One was injured, so it should be easy to take them out. Then, Shadow Steps could let him retreat if the third showed itself. 
 
    The image demanded his attention. This time, he was a cocky young pick-pocketer on some medieval street. With practised eyes, he checked the surroundings. Two plain-clothes policemen on the corner. They were trying to blend in, but they stood out like sore thumbs. Go in fast, then exit in the opposite direction. Too easy. The target was a wealthy woman in delicate silk haggling with a poor pedlar, taking advantage of his desperation to get the best price possible. Despicable. Dagger coming up to cut the purse. Success. Then the merchant was leaping at him. The dirt was planted! He was not an impoverished trader—he was strong. Understanding flooded through Adrian. Secret police. No! The rich woman was also moving. The silks were not as expensive as he thought, and her face was more weathered. Her hand lashed out to grab him. No! 
 
    I GET IT! 
 
    The interface needed to shut up with its warnings. The risk did not matter. He was still going to do this. There was nothing that could make him abandon his friends. That was not the man he was. He would take whatever risks were necessary, just like the poor pick-pocketer who was probably trying to get money to buy medicine for his sick sister. Just like his, the boy’s situation demanded that he embrace danger to save those close to him. 
 
    Back in the image. It took place an hour earlier, showing the same kid lying on a couch with a woman dressed in silks feeding him grapes. It was beyond ridiculous—this skinny, dirty child who was now in the lap of luxury. The interface was trying to imply that the boy was stealing for nothing. That he was rich, that he chose to starve himself . . . just because. Despite himself, Adrian laughed, and the image shattered away. 
 
    He needed to save his friends. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Ten metres from the barn doors and both shintopurs were within range. 
 
    Flame Sprout, Flame Sprout. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Different angle on the way out than in. 
 
    Then he hesitated for a moment to wait for an opportunity. The two creatures had flames entombing their heads. Focusing first on the previously injured animal, one glance was sufficient. It was already a dead beast walking. The inferno was burning freely through skin and muscle, and inherent healing was hopelessly faltering. Without the defensive healing, the burns would get deeper and bake the brain. It was a forgone conclusion. 
 
    The other was still active and would survive. Despite the pain, it was screaming, jerking left then veering right. It pounced forward, swinging its sword, attacking empty space. Briefly, its feet lifted off the ground. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Step. 
 
    It was a routine shot. By the time Adrian refocused, he already had a new arrow strung and ready to go. 
 
    The first had hit in the side because the flailing animal had twisted in mid-air. Probably alerted by the sound. Now that it had landed, it had worked out where the arrow came from and was sprinting straight at the spot Adrian had just vacated. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The shintopur waved its sword in front of it, trying to deflect the incoming projectile. Interestingly, it protected its chest area. They had obviously learnt of Adrian’s tendency to target their hearts. Its evasive manoeuvre did nothing, however, as the step had exposed its side and the arrow slammed unimpeded into the weaker armour under the creature’s arms. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Only four steps in reserve, but that would be enough if there were more enemies. It would only take two steps to get deep within the milking shed where his companions were. Deliberately not using his steps while searching for more shintopurs, the monster he had just shot twice was dying, and the other one, while it was still running around, was seconds away from its brain getting fried. For all of its valiant motions, the beast was entering its final death spasms before Adrian’s eyes, a burst of energy before the inherent healing failed completely. 
 
    There was still the third shintopur missing. His eyes examined everything left to right, but nothing stood out. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    There were distortions in his vision through Magic Focus. Switching to normal sight, Adrian could see Kozzie’s profile only twenty metres away. 
 
    Thank god. 
 
    If he was alive, the others probably were too. Kozzie was crouched, gripping both daggers. His eyes too flicked around, but Adrian was not at all worried. The boy knew exactly what Adrian was capable of, and the fight he had just witnessed was his modus operandi. The only surprising reaction was that Kozzie had kept his discipline and stayed quiet. 
 
    Amusingly, his eyes flickered over the spot where Adrian stood without registering him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    “Kozzie.” 
 
    Kozzie jumped even though he had known that Adrian was nearby. Then the eyes focused on him. It was clear when their respective interfaces started interacting as a flash of recognition went over Kozzie’s face. 
 
    Kozzie nodded slowly, a cheery grin on his face before making a promising head gesture towards the milking shed. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    The others were still alive. There was no other explanation for that smile. An unexpectedly massive tension lifted off Adrian’s chest. 
 
    Without another word, Kozzie turned and sprinted in a precautionary zigzag pattern over the forty-metre open section. No arrows followed him and, happy that Kozzie would have flushed out any watchers, Adrian trailed more sedately. If they had failed to pierce Kozzie’s stealth, then they would have no chance against his own. Plus, his projectile barrier spell was active and while it was untested against the power of a shintopur bow, theoretically it was more than sufficient. 
 
    Kozzie, once inside, kept running, sticking to the wall on his left side before ducking into one of the holding pens. He was sheltered by thick concrete walls designed for containing cows. Adrian followed Kozzie’s steps exactly to avoid potential Susie traps. 
 
    They were both breathing heavily from the sprint, with Adrian also winded from Shadow Step depletion. The younger man was grinning and gave him a thumbs up. 
 
    “Koz?” a woman’s voice called out. 
 
    “Just us,” Kozzie said softly before raising a finger to his lips. 
 
    Adrian looked towards Kozzie expectantly. The kid nodded and crept forward into the major thoroughfare between the milking bays. A single glance back at the entrance to ensure that no shintopurs had sneaked up on him before his attention focused deeper into the barn. 
 
    Adrian was more circumspect, taking a few long seconds to examine the open doors with both Magic Focus and visible spectrum. Nothing was coming. Kozzie, meanwhile, was hugging the left side of the central pathway. Cautiously and precisely, Adrian followed Kozzie’s exact steps. Either Susie had dropped one of her traps, or they intentionally placed some of the physically triggered traps they had bought from the trader. After the first three bays, Kozzie cut across the floor towards a section of the milking shed filled with heavy machinery. Skipping past the large, clunky machines, Kozzie headed for the space between two aluminium tanks. They were wide and stretched to the roof. A narrow gap separated them, hardly wide enough for two people. 
 
    “Me.” Kozzie’s soft whisper hung there for a moment, and then he dashed through. 
 
    “Adrian,” he said, following suit before walking through the gap. 
 
    The cylindrical tanks were flush against the wall, which created a curved little triangle of space in the centre. Susie, Jules, and Steve were crouched in the corners where they were invisible to anything beyond the tanks. Besides those corners, there wasn’t much space to hide from view. They had stacked four bodies on the far wall. If the shintopurs saw that from outside, no one cared. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 
 
    "Thank god you’re alive," Susie piped up from behind Steve. "We were worried, especially when Kozzie told us over twenty went after you." 
 
    "Lots of running away," Adrian admitted. 
 
    "Later," the boy snapped at them. "How many?" 
 
    Adrian paused, momentarily trying to remember the exact numbers. It was all a bit of a blur. "Thirteen adults left with sixty young. I killed ten prior to getting back to the complex. Since then, I’ve eliminated two in dugout traps, three on the side of this shed and four out the front, though one went missing from there." 
 
    "Good," Kozzie told him. "I got the other one at the main entrance. So, you got nineteen, I got seven, and then four in here. Thirty dead, thirteen running, and some unknown amount still on the farm." 
 
    "Plus, eight or nine injured," Jules piped up. 
 
    "Double counting," Kozzie observed. "Some of Adrian's kills were ones you weakened. Same on my side. There are forty-three removed from the equation. I am guessing at most they started with fifty, so there might be up to seven left around here . . . or none." He shrugged—they had no idea. 
 
    "What’s our plan?" Adrian asked tiredly. It was done. They were all alive, and it sounded like they had broken the shintopurs. The pressure of the last couple of hours beat upon him, and now he could finally breathe. His friends were safe, his anxiety was back under control, and his focus could now shift to the upcoming battle. It also helped that Kozzie had the specialist knowledge. "Are we going to clear this farm inch by inch? Or pack up and go home?" 
 
    Kozzie's face had a funny look that meant that he was assessing some bought data. "I think everything out there is to delay us." 
 
    "What?" Jules glanced towards Kozzie, her eyes leaving the entrance for the first time. 
 
    "It just makes sense given that the juveniles have left and how they were staking us out. They set it up just for self-defence, not some deadly trap. They were clearly trying to create stalemate positions to stall." Kozzie paused for a moment with another distracted expression. "I am sure of it. We should push out and chase the others. We cannot let the young get away." 
 
    "We have done what we set out to do," Susie interjected quietly. "Killed most of them and made the rest run." 
 
    "They’re not fleeing," Kozzie disputed in a quiet, condescending tone. "They are incapable of running. It was a strategic retreat." 
 
    Susie elaborated, "We were doing this to protect the town and get information from that scary lady. Mission accomplished." 
 
    Kozzie continued, "You are thinking of shintopurs like they’re humans. They’re not. We take fifteen years to mature, Shintopurs are nothing like that. All their knowledge is passed down directly, so their maturity is just whenever they can finish shovelling in enough food to grow the muscle mass. From conception to adult is six months. Those juveniles will become seventy deadly warriors in three months. In a year's time, there will be two hundred. Then the year after . . ." He paused to do the maths. "Maybe a thousand. We have seen them fight, and after today they will be further conditioned to hate humans. That number attacking Wagga, Albury, all the small towns, none of them will survive." He gave a deep sigh. "It’s all academic, anyway." His voice was tired. "Trouble will come sooner than that. Once the group realises that we are not following them, two older fighters will be sacrificed and sent back here to cause trouble. They will eat up the town if we’re not there." 
 
    "Plan?" Adrian asked, knowing that there was going to be more fighting. 
 
    "At a minimum, we need to buy everyone time by killing all the young. At least that way, even if a breeding pair survives, it will be decades till they are strong enough to threaten anyone." 
 
    Adrian's mind went into overdrive. Shintopurs could have litters from anywhere from three to six young. It was easy to see that even one surviving pair could get out of control. With six months between generations, it would only be two to three years before they became problematic again. He was not about to point that out, but he made a mental note to kill all the breeding pairs as well. 
 
    "So, skip clearing the farm and focus on getting out to the open where we have the line-of-sight advantage?" 
 
    "Yep. Once we’re clear of the area, they have had two weeks to reinforce with murder traps. Things will get a lot easier." Kozzie spoke like he already had a plan. 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "You and I"—Kozzie pointed straight at Adrian’s chest—"establish an exit path and shepherd them out to a safe route." 
 
    "Next time we have energy, we need to buy remote communication items or a skill," Adrian observed. "It would have made this whole thing a lot easier." 
 
    "I concur. Hindsight is always a brilliant teacher. As for now," Kozzie continued, "they left on the north side, which is unfortunately past the main homestead. They might . . . no, they almost certainly have at least one assault team waiting to ambush us, but two teams at most. If they had more, then they would have kept fighting and not retreated. We do not know for sure where they are positioned, but they’re probably ready to block us chasing directly after them." 
 
    "So, your hypothesis is that the groups are north of us," Adrian summarised. 
 
    "Yes, so we go south or east, get to the open ground and run around any possible ambushes." 
 
    "If I was a military commander with limited resources," Adrian theorised, "I would use my troops to cut off the most likely exits. They know we saw them go north, so I would guard north and if I have a second team, then east." 
 
    "We go south." 
 
    "South," Adrian agreed. "The least dangerous option for them. If we’re going south, they might think we’re retreating to town. Once out, it will only take thirty minutes to run back around. The only alternative would be to walk right into an ambush, which could take longer even if it goes well for us. I’ll go first and try to locate any scouts or enemies on our exit route. Give me three minutes to check, then come out. Even if the area looks clear, I’ll be in a tree covering your retreat in case they follow." 
 
    “Well, if you boys are finished hypothesising, maybe we can get going,” Jules interjected. 
 
    Kozzie nodded. 
 
    "Actually, on second thought, give me ten minutes." 
 
    "Why?" There was suspicion in Kozzie's voice. 
 
    "The cores are really valuable, and I’m not leaving them." 
 
    "Can you wait?" 
 
    "No." Adrian was almost out of their triangular little shelter before stopping himself. "By the time we get back from chasing the juveniles, the cores will be disintegrated. If we want them, we need to harvest them now." 
 
    "How much energy are they worth?" 
 
    "We’re not getting them to sell." 
 
    Kozzie's eyes widened as he either realised or simply read the purchased knowledge about the value of the cores. "I see." 
 
    "Can I borrow one of your fancy daggers?" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I need to cut the armour off." 
 
    Kozzie thought for a moment and then reluctance ran over his face. "They don’t want to."  
 
    Annoyance flared, then Steve handed over one of his. "Penetration." 
 
    Adrian nodded. Kozzie's was obviously better, but Steve's was sharper than anything that he had. Kozzie’s daggers had a sapient seed and that apparently prevented others from using it. 
 
    A feeling of agreement came from the interface. 
 
    "Get the cores," Kozzie mock-ordered. "We will do these." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 
 
    Now that Adrian had seen Susie, the interfaces subtly adjusted so that when he reached the main passage, her traps glowed brightly. He passed through in seconds so in moments was watching the outdoor staging area. No movements. Careful Shadow Steps changed his vantage points and confirmed that nothing lurked behind any of the scattered pieces of farm equipment. 
 
    The thick cloud cover concealed him, providing an immense advantage over the shintopurs. Even with the slight light provided by the dying embers of the tree fire that he had started, the shintopurs’ sight would dwindle at twenty metres and end beyond forty. Closer to the fire, the story would be different. But the milkshed was over two hundred metres away, and there were trees and hay sheds between them. Providing he kept sound to a minimum, this would be easy. When he had time, he would investigate using air magic to dampen noise. It felt like it would be available if he sat down and practised. 
 
    The image of a rabbit sticking its head out of a burrow. Sniffing and thinking it safe. Bouncing out. Whoosh—the eagle snatched it up. 
 
    He ground his teeth. 
 
    With the magically sharp dagger processing, the corpses went quickly. They all had the same armour type. Cut the leather straps down one side that holds the steel plate to the chest, lift it off and then hack through the hard inner tunic and skin to give access to the core. In twenty seconds, it was done. 
 
    The question was, how close did he want to push his luck? Would they be guarding the bodies? 
 
    Adrian’s mind raced as he attempted to calculate impossible odds. Most of the enemy was already gone. The retreating shintopurs had not booby-trapped their fallen earlier, which suggested the only risk was the carcasses being an ambush point. As impressive as their military tactics were, they were not omnipresent. They did not value the cores of their fallen; if they did, they would have extracted them already. Earlier in the night, they had stripped armour off the party leader, demonstrating the relative values they assigned to the different items. If there was magic armour, maybe the military would consider setting an ambush over it. If there was magic armour, Magic Focus would highlight it and Adrian would be more cautious. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    Decision confirmed, he ran and shadow stepped towards the other bodies. Ambusher’s Steps let him glide through silently and quickly. Before each body, he did a quick thirty-metre loop to ensure there were no unexpected surprises. There was no magic armour. His hypothesis that the main group took any magic armour with them looked accurate. Six minutes later, he was done and returned to his companions. 
 
    “I’m going to check the south exit path now,” he told them but lingered a moment. 
 
    Projectile barrier. 
 
    To bestow it upon someone else, it cost fifty mana. That meant he had just enough mana to cast four of them. The spell landed on both Steve and Susie. “That will protect you two,” he told them. “I don’t have the mana for everyone. Follow in two minutes.” 
 
    Kozzie with stealth and Jules with regeneration needed less protection than the other two. 
 
    Adrian veered east initially before sweeping the area south of the milking complex. There was nothing to be seen, so after verifying that their retreat route was clear, he set up east of the barn. From where he stood, if an ambush came from the north or the east, he could and would intercept it. It would be easy enough for one person to be secretly on the lookout. Hidden in a tractor or water trough with just an air outlet was all it would take. 
 
    Almost five-minutes later, the others exited. Too long, the projectile barriers would already be in tatters. Nothing he could do now. They might have been trying to keep the noise down, but they failed. Any shintopurs left were aware of exactly what was happening. 
 
    His muscles twitched. There was an itchy sensation prodding him to jump down and check other directions. Subconsciously his bow switched from half draw to three-quarters. 
 
    Bad. 
 
    Rolling his shoulders, marshalling his breathing, Adrian then consciously relaxed his muscles. Sustaining a three-quarter draw was a terrible technique and would cause poor shooting once the battle started. Stupid nerves. 
 
    Patience. 
 
    The ambush spot had been picked carefully; they would certainly come through here. Minutes passed and then three shintopurs came marching along below. As expected, they came from the north. Rotating silently against the tree trunk to track them, Adrian waited until they were directly underneath him. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He aimed straight down at the weak point between the neck and the shoulder. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    The first one he had targeted had pitched forward. He missed the heart, but the creature had already been carrying an injury, and the combination was too much. 
 
    The battle that the others had engaged in must have been far more intense than he initially realised. So many of the remaining shintopurs were injured. Of the two upright enemies, both had reacted to the sound and were turning to face the threat. The first was uninjured, but the second had a limp. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Shadow Step. Flame Sprout. Shadow Step. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade and Stasis. He held still, watching. 
 
    One was dead, and the limping one now had an extra arrow sprouting from its side. It had gone in half a foot. Not a minor wound, but with no organs near there, it was not lethal either. The armour protected it at least somewhat. The one he had lit up with flames would not survive the magic. For now, the damage was healing instantly, but Adrian knew from recent encounters that the healing would not last. This battle was won—two certain deaths. The other one would only take a single well-placed arrow. 
 
    He was mainly waiting to see if there were going to be reinforcements. He had a luxurious seven steps and enough mana to derail an enemy with Flame Sprout. If less than three shintopurs came, then he would engage. Otherwise, he would retreat and hope to defend himself from the back. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    With the first three taken care of, Adrian clambered up a different tree to wait for another ten minutes. No more shintopurs emerged. 
 
    Satisfied, he made a point of moving forty metres clear of the compound before following his crewmates. It took a long time to catch up to them. They were running hard, adhering to Kozzie’s instructions to chase and end this as soon as possible. The boy was clever. Right now, they held the advantage, but in daylight or even moonlight, it would be a different situation. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 
 
    Ahead of Adrian, the other four merged onto the trail to the north. Puffing away, he finally fell into step with them. 
 
    There was no talking. Everyone was fiercely focused on careful foot placement upon the uneven ground. The occasional Shadow Step quickly let Adrian bring his breathing under control and keep pace. Two minutes later, he slid into position next to Kozzie. “We need to be ready to counter more ambushes.” 
 
    The younger man nodded in agreement and held up a hand to order them to halt. “Adrian and I will push on in front,” he told them authoritatively. “Then Jules, with Steve and Susie fifty metres behind her. They’re unlikely to get past us, but if they do and they set an ambush, then Jules would be the target because of the amount of noise she will be making. She tanks any damage while the rest of us finish them. One thing we do not want is the shintopurs hitting either of you.” He looked at Susie and Steve. 
 
    They all nodded in agreement before Adrian took off to get some distance from them. Thank god this chase was not occurring in pre-Alpha physics days. Otherwise, they would have been tramping over minefields the entire way, a task that would drag their attention away from tracking the enemy. Instead of explosion, the concern was a couple of entrenched super-gorillas with long bows. For once, Alpha physics represented a good trade. 
 
    Juveniles had none of the advantages of the adults. They were just poorly trained animals and left a track that anyone could follow. Hell, even someone without night vision could have tracked them, such was the damage the horde of fleeing creatures was inflicting on the vegetation. A ten-metre channel of grass was ripped to shreds, the occasional bushes were all torn out of the ground, and even an innocent little sapling was snapped off at knee height. 
 
    Please do not split. It was the fear that inflicted him. If they scattered, it would take days or weeks to track them down, and it was time that did not have. 
 
    Would they split? 
 
    Nothing in regional knowledge stirred. Technically, he had already reviewed everything on shintopurs, but occasionally new data would open if he presented the store of knowledge with the right question. No changes. Officially, it was impossible to guess their actions. Given the rest of the evening, the only thing Adrian could surmise about shintopur behaviour was to expect the unexpected. 
 
    It was tripe, yet it was all he had to work with. Nevertheless, he knew some of their modus operandi. They would have lookouts protecting their retreat, most likely several. Then eventually, with thirteen adults to throw at them, there would be an elaborate ambush. Providing they did not scatter to the wind. 
 
    As he ran, he alternated between looking for any deviating tracks and using Magic Focus. The shintopurs were vulnerable to it, but unfortunately, they understood their weakness and would block the effect by hiding behind a large object. 
 
    Must look back. 
 
    It was the only answer. If they were preparing an ambush, they could not be seen from the front. Behind was different. If the crew was flanked right then, they might have no protection. Especially as they had not had time to reinforce like they did back at the farm. 
 
    Glancing back, a variable blaze in Magic Focus pulled Adrian to a halt. The shintopur had done a decent job hiding behind an enormous tree. Like he had hypothesised, it was vulnerable to being flanked; the poor beast had not even attempted to protect itself from any angle but the front. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Looking around from the new vantage. There was only the single enemy, as far as he could determine. 
 
    Flame Sprout. No point trying to keep that spell secret. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade locked in. The creature was screaming and careening towards death from the full hundred mana that Adrian propelled into the attack. Then silence. It was still burning and struggling, but the fire had either sucked the air out of its lungs or burned away its vocal cords. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes flicked around, trying to see if anything could have spotted him. Even farther along the path, there was a blur of movement. A bystander was fleeing. That was how they worked without modern communication equipment—a safety in case the first scout was caught. 
 
    Adrian sighed. 
 
    It was why he had used fire: they knew about that ability, and the bow too. He figured that if he was protecting the secrets of one of the two, the legendary weapon was more important. Not to mention that there was the risk of an imprecise arrow—in that case, he would have to utilise other abilities or resort to Flame Sprout anyway. A quick kill projected strength, and that could not hurt. 
 
    Carefully, he continued his journey. There very well could be other enemies, entrenched or otherwise. It was feasible for them to have placed this one scout as a sacrifice to lower the guard of the pursuers and have them walk into the main ambush a short time later. 
 
    Travelling fifty metres to the left of the path, he felt fairly confident that nothing was waiting to surprise him. They did not have the numbers to have set up over this wide an area, and it was still pitch black, so all the visual advantages were with him. There was no sign of any enemies, so he kept pushing himself to travel faster. 
 
    Adrian ran so fast that the wind whistled over his face. The juveniles must be close—after all, he had watched them leave and they were a disorganised mess. Even with their massive head start, Adrian knew his crew would catch them soon. Almost an hour had passed which, at Shadow Step-enhanced speeds, must have covered over twenty kilometres. There was still no sign of the main shintopur group ahead of him nor his own team behind him, yet. 
 
    Ahead of him, there was another flick of movement. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    Watching more closely, he discovered it was the fleeing second scout from before. Clearly, shintopurs did not know just how good his vision was, or else they would have taken more cautious routes. 
 
    Double-edged. 
 
    Most things were. While the open, grassy escape route allowed Adrian to track the creature from kilometres away, it had also allowed the creature to go faster. Despite all Adrian’s efforts and his heaving chest, the scout was now barely visible. 
 
    Ahead, the beast stopped. At this distance, it was little more than a spot against the background, but extra spots joined it. At least five of them were in the cluster. Finally, some action. If he was a betting man, Adrian would have bet that the scout had caught up to the primary group. 
 
    What were they grunting to each other? Was it that the mysterious untouchable shade that killed ten outside the complex was back? The thing of darkness and night who wielded fire, who had picked them to pieces, was still on their trail and there was no escape? Or was it more factual, an objective summary of the scene? 
 
    If they had not already split, there was probably only one strategy: counterattack. Dig in, fortify and trick the ghost into an area where it was exposed. 
 
    The group of five broke up with three immediately assuming fortified and hidden positions. The path went through a natural pass formed between two steep hills covered with gums. 
 
    The visible enemies were keeping the ambush simple and had chosen an obvious spot for it: a narrowing of terrain with plenty of rocks and defensive trees to the side. The three central shintopurs placed modified shields around them to provide a perfect amount of cover. 
 
    The only question was, where was their backup hiding and how many were guarding them? Maybe they were factoring in Adrian’s vision, realising that their setup was being observed. If so, what other secrets might be there? 
 
    Caught up in yet another vision. Nonchalantly stealing some chocolate from a milk bar. The geeky kid at the counter was distracted. Too easy. Slip a lollipop into his shoe. Shadows on either end of the aisle. Oh no. He recognised the owners. He was trapped; he was going to get in so much trouble. This was a disaster. 
 
    Adrian came out of the vision with his chest thumping. He hated it when the interface caught him up in the emotions of its characters. 
 
    Something tricky was sure to be planned. How many reinforcements would those three have? Where would they come from? If he were the shintopurs, it would be all of them. They must know his team’s ability to take out isolated enemies. Even Adrian himself had limitations against brute strength and numbers. 
 
    He kept running, aiming for the trees. If the coast was clear on his side of the field, he would start to hit and run against those set up in ambush. If the coast was not clear and large counterstrike groups emerged, he would retreat into the protective forests. If there were shintopurs on the hill he was searching, then the strategy would be adjusted accordingly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 
 
    Reaching the hill, his prediction of a major ambush was confirmed. Three more were setting up another defensive location amongst the trees. 
 
    They were taking advantage of a natural depression in the ground. It was a drainage channel that had been cut into rock over thousands of years, most likely from runoff. They were moving big, heavy shields with stone-covered surfaces. They were decently camouflaged to the naked eye. The shintopurs were working feverishly, unaware that they were already being observed. 
 
    Within thirty seconds, they finished their construction and vanished from his Magic Focus as the barriers all clicked into place. With normal vision, he could barely detect the artificial lines in the rock. A minute slower, and he could have walked right past them and made a fatal mistake. 
 
    Just another goddamn day. 
 
    Three in the main ambush, this group as a reserve force, which meant at least six were already dedicated to this fight. There were twelve adults left, so half unaccounted for. Assumptions were tricky given the alien nature of the creatures. One or two at a minimum had to look after the young, and they probably had some sort of symmetry in place so that another pack would be bracing on the other hill. 
 
    Win this battle and then it would just be a matter of mopping up. 
 
    Nine fighters would be difficult to crack unless he thinned them out over a few smaller blitzes. 
 
    Why here? 
 
    His paranoia was kicking in. They were military. Hyper-vigilant contingencies within contingencies. Adrian took the time to examine everything around him in excruciating detail. 
 
    A trap. It was cleverly designed, little more than a tripwire, but it was tied between two trees and linked to a gravity fall. It must have been set weeks ago. With one foot caught in the string, sharpened stakes would rain down.  
 
    The defending shintopurs’ location was deliberate. This was another reinforced staging area. If there was a trap here in the middle of it, then they would cover the whole hill with them, and the pass as well. 
 
    They had prepared the centre as a bolthole. Regional knowledge stirred and confirmed that was how they often functioned: single adults were separated from the main breeding group and built up secondary fall-back points. The camouflage shields were not just a convenient or improvised tool—they were carefully planned in advance. Adrian recounted. There were definitely more than twelve now. 
 
    It felt like the intelligence pathway should have dinged, but it obviously decided that the insight was not sufficient for a full percent. Regional knowledge instead filled in the gap. These sorts of offshoots from the main camp rarely contained just one and almost never over four adults. 
 
    Since they controlled the battle ground, attempting to pick them off one by one without support felt like it would play to their advantage. For Adrian to fight, he needed to move freely in retreat. If he shadow stepped onto a deadfall trap, then that would kill him just as quickly as walking on it. 
 
    Decision made, he carefully retreated, searching for more traps on his way but found no more. He wanted to protect his friends and do this himself but for this, he needed help. 
 
    As he jogged towards his companions, he contemplated strategy. He now knew the enemy ambush location, which meant the others could spring the traps on their terms and finish the fight. The question was, how? The clock was ticking—dawn had to be soon. They would lose their major advantage. 
 
    Finally, he saw the others. Almost fifty metres from them, he dropped stealth and walked normally. It still startled Jules. Seeing him, Steve and Susie jogged up, and he quickly explained everything that he had witnessed. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Adrian concluded. 
 
    Kozzie had an evil grin on his face. “Jules springs the ambush.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bubs.” 
 
    Kozzie winced slightly. “Steve, Susie, and I will flank and fight the three in the structure you saw. I can use the necklace from the plant to get us into position. Sneak up behind them and when they move to spring the trap, we’ll eliminate them. Adrian, I want you on our side but closer to provide fire support to Jules. Just use your bow and arrow until more show themselves, then go full nuclear. Focus on blinding and not killing. Can your spell protect Jules?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Yes. No. Maybe. Mind racing, Adrian recalled the description. For others, it would last for less than five minutes. “Not with this plan.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It only lasts five minutes, and only three at full strength.” 
 
    Kozzie thought for a long time, doing the mathematics. Jules could be protected, or Adrian could flank the enemy. Which was better? 
 
    “Stick to the current plan,” Kozzie said finally. Jules gave him an annoyed look. “Our best option is to have Adrian in position to blind them from behind.” 
 
    “So Bubs, give us fifteen minutes. Then go spring the trap.” 
 
    With a deep breath, Kozzie utilised the special necklace that they had received from the dersbrawk, and they set off. Adrian, who was guiding the three of them, got to watch the spell in action. The power of the object spread from Kozzie and warped around each of the others. It had four or five different unique flavours twisting through it, including a number that Adrian did not even recognise. The interface flicked a trigger to momentarily show what outsiders would see: the entire group was as shrouded in camouflage as Kozzie was, perfectly concealed. 
 
    It was fascinating to watch. The three of them moved in tandem, with Susie and Steve mirroring Kozzie’s movement a second behind him. They stepped exactly where he stepped; they hunched and crouched as he did; they delicately shifted branches out of the way as Kozzie did. Kozzie’s enhanced stealth let the very atmosphere blend around them all, hiding their movements and muffling the crunching of their feet on the ground, their frosty breaths. 
 
    They had known the object was as much a legendary piece as Adrian’s bow, but like everything the dersbrawk had given them, it had deliberate drawbacks. In this case, the necklace was so niche in its use it was nearly useless. Now, for the first time, they could exploit it properly. 
 
    The necklace meant that if a group had one scout skilled enough to infiltrate a location, then eleven others could amplify the effort, no matter how clumsy they were. The potential was staggering. The opportunity to sneak elites behind enemy lines was invaluable. Used right, it was even better than his bow. 
 
    They hit the base of the hill and Adrian’s snapped back to the present moment. Scouting forward with two big Shadow Steps, he looked for the distinctive blocky rock that sheltered three shintopurs. 
 
    It should be here. Did I go too far? 
 
    Shadow Step to the left to see if they had drifted up the slope. 
 
    Adrian consulted the map. The map was filled in with detail ahead of him—he had to move deeper, slinking onward and positioning himself at the edge of the visible area. 
 
    There. 
 
    Right where he expected, the unnaturally geometric pattern gave away an otherwise perfect camouflage. At his gesture, Kozzie joined him, and he pointed out the cluster of shields. 
 
    Satisfied that the first part of the counter-ambush would be in place, Adrian moved on, keeping a safe distance from the fake stone formation. Kozzie, Steve, and Susie lurked unencumbered next to the shields, still hidden by Kozzie’s power. While moving, Adrian tried to locate other rock formations with the same tell-tale lines. A couple of spots looked suspicious. It was paranoia. There could not be that many ambush points out here. They must be the landscape. 
 
    Eventually, Adrian crept into position behind where he had seen the three shintopurs bunker down. A smooth rock at his back provided some security. He was ready for when Jules sprung this trap. Even though he knew exactly where the shintopurs had hidden, they were invisible from his angle. 
 
    And all other angles. 
 
    What these creatures could do was chilling. Yes, this was almost certainly a pre-prepared bolthole. Devised and built ahead of time, terrifying in its effectiveness. Regional knowledge bubbled away. Images of shintopurs, often a pair but occasionally just a single one, leaving the primary group and spending months fortifying another area to be a bolthole. Usually they were never utilised, but then inevitably at some point a major camp would be threatened and then, like ghosts, they could flee to the new defensible position. The knowledge was relentless once it started, threats against them failing as intruders struggled to adjust to the traps on new terrain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61 
 
    Jules appeared in the distance, breaking the flow of regional information in Adrian’s vision. She was moving quickly, actively tracking the path of the shintopur infants. It took little to follow, but she was waving side to side to ensure that there were no trails forking off from the main path. 
 
    It looked believable, and her eyes hardly flicked up to where she must have known that the enemy was waiting for her. Such admirable courage. There was not even a pause when she entered arrow range. If this failed, it would not be because of Jules losing her nerve. 
 
    Mouth dry, heartbeat accelerating. Months of practice with the bow helped Adrian control his nerves. Breathing exercises to lower the rapid pulse and maximise accuracy for when the time came. He softened his deathly grip. Fluid shoulders, liquid hands, Ambusher Stasis keeping the muscles warm and ready to explode. 
 
    Jules was past the first and then second lumps of rock that hid the terrifying animals. An anxious thought tugged at him: could they have moved when he was not watching? Looking around behind him, the world seemed even more hostile. They could be anywhere. 
 
    Then, everywhere exploded into action. Armoured humanoids burst out of their rocky hiding spots. Four of them, not three. 
 
    That number was okay. Not terribly surprising. Another two appeared from the hill across from him just as the ruckus of Steve and Kozzie’s ambush echoed behind him. 
 
    Body Strength buff. Extra power flowed into his arms to turn his arrows from dangerous to deadly. With earth magic and body buff, they hit the target with over twenty times the force of an unenhanced arrow. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Point blank range. At this distance, it was almost equivalent to shooting someone with an elephant gun loaded with exploding bullets. The monster heard the arrow and tried to roll forward in response like the other shintopurs, but it was too late. By the time its muscles started tensing to respond, the projectile was already through the armour into the heart. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    His step had taken him right behind a second one. He released an arrow carrying only four times earth magic at point blank range. The creature’s desperate flailing turned a deadly heart shot into a nasty body blow. For a moment, healing fought the foreign object, and Adrian thought maybe he would need to hit it again. After that brief moment, the healing failed. He had clipped the heart. 
 
    Goodbye. 
 
    Clinically, he noticed that all the shintopurs were throwing daggers. Launching them at unusual and unpredictable angles. A tactic designed to counter his mobility. 
 
    Flame Sprout. Shadow Step. Flame Sprout. Shadow Step. 
 
    Both flames only used forty mana and were designed to slow and incapacitate rather than kill. 
 
    A motionless lump lay ahead of Adrian. He almost thought nothing of it, optimistically assuming it was a shintopur in the darkness, but he approached out of curiosity. A few strides later, he winced—it was Jules. A hail of arrows had hit her before she had even thought about dodging. The arrows sticking out of her looked fatal. Hopefully, the troll aspect had the juice to save her. Multiple arrows through the heart, one through an eye. Absolutely fatal before, but based on a description of the troll aspect, she should end up fine. How did that work? A mental shake of the head, understanding that this was beyond his pay grade. Could her magic really heal an arrow in the eye? It was enough to kill a shintopur, but then again, they had nowhere near the healing that Jules possessed. 
 
    No time to ponder. Adrian reminded himself to breathe. 
 
    This was a fight to the death. Twenty or thirty daggers were sailing through the air, so he needed to pay attention. Seven arrows had hit Jules. Three from the close ambushers, two from those that emerged opposite him, and a couple from Kozzie’s counter-ambush. None from anywhere else. The task was clear: take care of the six in front of him, trust his companions and the troll aspect skill, and they would walk free. 
 
    The two burning shintopurs were still throwing daggers, but they had repositioned their shields to protect their backs as well. They moved with abrupt, quick changes of direction. There were no suitable targets. 
 
    Sprout, sprout. He channelled his last sixty mana into each. The ache of mana withdrawal rippled through him. But he had fought through this before. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    All four shintopurs that could still stand were now blind and deaf, but that would not last. The flames would fail and then a short time later, inherent healing would restore the damage. Then he would need to hide. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Kozzie was suddenly in the battle, his long daggers flashing as he blurred to attack a flailing shintopur with its head encased in flames. The beast had no warning. One moment it was fighting an invisible enemy and the next the enhanced magical knives were slicing through its armour like it was butter. Steve lumbered after Kozzie loudly enough that even through the crackling fire the second shintopur heard him and sent two knives flying his way, Steve saw the incoming weapons and launched himself to the side, but one still slammed into his shoulder. 
 
    Susie’s healing spell found him a few seconds later, but it only closed the flesh over the dagger. She was running towards Jules, panic in her face. 
 
    Kozzie lunged forward again and put his two long knives through the heart of the one that had attacked Steve. After complaining for the first ten levels about his capabilities, Kozzie was rapidly becoming a deadly weapon. In the right conditions, he was the best fighter for the job. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Straight into the leg of the last standing creature. The flames blinding it were about to fail and the inherent healing was still not exhausted. Its senses would return quickly. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The animal had slowed enough for Adrian to attempt a torso shot. He hit the shoulder, slowing it down even further. No point waiting. Kozzie was already sprinting towards it. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Earth infusion. Thawk, thawk, thawk! 
 
    Adrian looked up from the dying animal in front of him. The first arrow had hit with the force of eight normal arrows straight into its shield. The shield remained unimpaled, but the sheer impact of the onslaught had lifted the shintopur up and tossed it several metres across the field. Without firm grounding or magic to mimic the arrow, the monster could do nothing to change its trajectory. The next two arrows slammed through its throat and cheek respectively. Behind Adrian, Kozzie had taken out the final injured shintopur—the bolt in its leg and arrow its shoulder had depleted the last of its inherent healing, so it was an easy target. 
 
    Kozzie’s attention immediately homed in on Jules. Susie had not touched her but gave a hopeful thumbs up. Watching briefly, Adrian could see the arrow in her eye had not entered the brain. Magic had stopped it after it had only penetrated an inch. Now, an impressive swirl of magic and healing powers was guiding the arrow way out of her on its own. Force magic played around it. Apparently, her regeneration included the ability to expel solid objects from her body. 
 
    No time to watch or marvel. 
 
    Adrian scanned the surrounding countryside. They had killed ten, but out of how many? Steve hovered over a shintopur with dagger in hand, ready to process it. With one last longing look toward Jules, Kozzie estimated the distance and decided he was closest to the hill that Adrian was standing on. He started towards the hill and gestured with his head to signal Adrian to switch sides. With Shadow Steps, Adrian was far more mobile, and the other side was larger. Jogging over to the trees, Ambusher’s Steps guided him and provided near invisibility. Despite the headache-inducing task of scanning for enemies, he pushed forward, checking neurotically all the while. Safety first, after all. 
 
    The sweep went quickly. When he passed the shintopurs’ fort, there were four bodies, not three. Steve and Kozzie slaughtered more than Adrian had given them credit for. One must have hidden before Adrian had reached the trap initially. Thank god for Kozzie’s decision to burn down those three before they could get in the fight. Eleven fighting out in the open might have been too much otherwise. 
 
    Damn, they were sneaky. Most of the remaining shintopurs must have died in this failed ambush, which would make the next step easier. A quick loop to ensure space. And then he processed them, snatching the magically glowing armour and their cores. Twelve dead, including the scout from earlier. There was at least one still alive, as thirteen had departed the dairy farm. That one and however many had been preparing the bolthole. Fewer than five left then. Regional knowledge was strong on the point that there were never over four in these places. 
 
    Adrian travelled back to the others. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 62 
 
    Kozzie was with Jules, who was miraculously back on her feet and officially free of arrows. 
 
    “I think I prefer not getting hit,” she grumbled. 
 
    “We won,” Kozzie eagerly reminded her. “No deaths or permanent injuries, and eleven kills.” 
 
    “But we can’t stop?” 
 
    Kozzie shook his head. “Nope. We need to finish this. Same positions as before.” He mouthed the word “Sorry” to Jules, who stood scowling at him. 
 
    “Fewer than five to go,” Adrian said encouragingly. 
 
    There were nods from the guys. With their regional knowledge, they had done the maths too. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Regional knowledge,” Kozzie explained, “says that these boltholes never contain over four and only one is still alive from the farm.” 
 
    Now in only somewhat begrudging agreement, they spread out into their staggered formation: Adrian in front purely because of his extra mobility, then Kozzie followed by Jules to grab the attention, and Susie and Steve bringing up the rear. 
 
    Within four minutes, Adrian found himself at the shintopur camp. The failed ambush had been the creatures’ last attempt to stop them. Certainty flared through him. There would be one or two adults left, but that was all. Then it would be clean-up time. 
 
    They had constructed a den for themselves, log houses to live in. There was a disturbing juxtaposition between the shintopurs’ excellent craftsmanship and their classification in regional knowledge—sloppy, barbaric animals. Shintopurs were not capable of rational thought, interspecies empathy, or self-reflection. The buildings in front of him were more complicated than most dwellings in the Middle Ages, and regional knowledge did not recognise the quality as a sign of intelligence, but rather a series mindless actions controlled by a computer algorithm. Chop here, carry there, use magic like that, similar in nature to a common bird’s nest or a beaver’s dam. 
 
    Enough philosophy. 
 
    Looking at what they faced, the shintopurs had created a series of long, low log houses that were clearly not human-designed architecture. They had built multiple exits and presumably some cosy spaces inside. A place for them to sleep or prepare for an attack. Defence first. It seemed to be a common theme. The dimensions were what you would expect from particularly short animals. 
 
    The three log houses would have comfortably fit around twenty adults. The cluster was too small for the mass of juveniles. Through the small entryways, Adrian could see nearly all of the young sleeping, alien physiology or not. The long march must have exhausted them. 
 
    Adrian did not trust the quaint, cosy aura of the camp. It was not sleepy and unprepared. The remaining adult shintopurs knew that the earlier ambush had failed. Adrian would have bet anything on that truth. The fact that the juveniles were sleeping inside was another one of their ploys. 
 
    There were other signs. Despite the apparent exhaustion, the young were acting strange. They would lie deathly still, not even shifting in their sleep, before suddenly getting up and dropping in a new spot. As a result, there was continual chaotic motion that distracted him from finding the adults. 
 
    It was pointless, no matter how careful he was with Magic Focus. The popcorn-like movements of the young would break his concentration. One adult appeared to be just inside a log house, but the brief glimpse of its foot had been almost immediately blocked by one of the larger juveniles shifting and plonking itself right in the line of sight. Still, he suspected it was a positive identification, but he could not be sure. 
 
    Adrian retreated to the others to consult and form a plan. They listened attentively. 
 
    “We have to flush the adults out,” Kozzie said finally, looking at Jules the entire time. “Do something they can’t ignore and force them to come out and fight. Start the battle on our terms.” There was an uneasy silence. “We all know what we have to do.” 
 
    Jules shook her head in denial. 
 
    “They need a provocation and a clear target to make them act early. Archery”—Kozzie looked at Adrian—“will not work. They cannot retaliate. Instead, they’ll just reposition. Hide the young in the structures or scatter them into the trees.” 
 
    “You want me to be the bait again?” 
 
    Kozzie nodded. “But it’s more than what you just did.” 
 
    “Where I died?” 
 
    “You did n—” Kozzie paused, reconsidering his words. “What you did probably saved lives,” Kozzie said truthfully. “And we need you to do it once again.” 
 
    “What, march in and start knocking down the house they built?” It was clear from her tone that she knew what he was really asking. 
 
    Kozzie shook his head forcefully. “No, that will not flush them out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” Jules complained. She looked like she was about to burst into hysterical tears. They were talking around the subject, but they all knew what Kozzie had alluded to. No one could say it out loud. Jules’s distress was genuine, and she had proven that she had no issue acting as a lightning rod. 
 
    Adrian hated the plan. Detested what they had to do. It must be hard for Kozzie, to even try to convince his girlfriend to start the process for the sake of the team. 
 
    Everything in Adrian rebelled, and from the surrounding expressions, he was not alone. What they were doing to Jules was worse. Not only asking her to spring a trap where she would get hurt, but also guilting her into killing defenceless animals. 
 
    “It’ll be like putting down rabid dogs,” Kozzie told the girl. “You just have to do it.” 
 
    “When we had a mice problem, we got the exterminator,” Jules rebutted. 
 
    “If there was one available, we would get him,” Adrian snapped, a little harsher than he wanted to. “Do what you need to do to spring the trap, and I’ll do the rest,” he offered more softly. Anything else was unfair. 
 
    His stomach flipped at that promise. The young of any animal always looked so cute and helpless. The shintopurs were no exception. 
 
    “Pinkie promise?” 
 
    What? Are we ten years old? 
 
    With that, she held up a little finger. Shaking his head in disbelief, he mirrored her and linked pinkie fingers. 
 
    “I pinkie swear to take over killing the young . . . rabid young,” he corrected hurriedly. “Once you’ve sprung the trap.” 
 
    Jules smiled. “Can’t break a pinkie promise.” 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “That might actually be true now,” Susie observed. “Wouldn’t that be funny? Pinkie promises meaning more than witnessed documents.” 
 
    “Pinkie promises have always been unbreakable,” Jules continued in a singsong voice. 
 
    Steve rolled his eyes, and they quickly moved into position. Kozzie on one side and Adrian on the other side. Their advantage was rapidly shrinking as dawn got closer and closer. 
 
    They needed to end this soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 63 
 
    In position, the young were clear as daylight in front of him. Now that he was about to attack, they looked even cuter than he remembered. 
 
    Hopefully, they would not scatter; he did not want to spend days tracking them through the brush. 
 
    Projectile Barrier settled over Jules. It probably would not work because the arrows would come from too close for the barrier to be effective. Just in case there were archers farther away, it was worth casting it. 
 
    Jules entered, gripping her sapient club with its nasty thorns. A look of distaste plastered across her face along with determination. To her credit, she did not hesitate stepping forward and whacking the first juvenile she passed. She kept walking, swinging with brutal efficiency. A line of blood ran down her arm—she had activated the penalty that oddly increased her Agility by lowering it. The class basically let her substitute two-thirds of Strength for Agility—provided that Agility was low enough—and that was what the wound did. Given her Strength was three times a normal human’s, it was a profitable trade. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Every swing made Adrian jump. Jules’s face was grim and filled with self-loathing, but she persevered. 
 
    She did what needed to be done. Step by step towards the wooden structures. He hoped they would attack soon, or berserker mode would activate just to spare Jules from continuing. Horrified, pained eyes watched the world around her. But every strike was a precise swing. He was not sure how she was keeping herself together. 
 
    Another step forward. 
 
    Whack. 
 
    If only they reacted en masse like the ratigoif pack and initiated this fight rather than playing passive defence in a path of zero resistance. If they fought together, it could have become a battle instead of a slaughter. A rhythm ensued in which the shintopurs would see Jules kill the one next to them and then scamper a few metres aside to cower. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Jules was just steps away from the closest building. The club had flattened a baby that must have only been a couple of weeks old. 
 
    Movement rumbled out of the wooden structure from all four of the nearest exits simultaneously. More than expected. They had bows, and they targeted Jules. Unlike in the previous ambush, she saw them coming and threw herself to the side, making herself as small a target as possible. That and the space they exited from restricted them slightly, so the hits were not as forceful. Three arrows plunged into her armoured shoulder, and one missed altogether. The projectile barrier might have contributed. 
 
    Her club was swinging towards the closest shintopur. That familiar wild expression claimed her face, such a welcome respite from the horror that had filled it moments earlier. 
 
    Kozzie blurred forward to attack the one nearest him and farthest from Jules. The four shintopurs were all focused on Jules, so his dagger slipped easily into the gap between two metal plates, discharging electricity as it did so. It would be dead in short order. 
 
    A hundred and twenty mana disappeared from Adrian’s reserves as he hit the other three adults with Flame Sprouts. This was not a fair fight, and the fact that Jules had survived the opening salvo highlighted that even further. Her club was now smashing into the helpless shintopur in front of her, effortlessly shattering its arm. 
 
    Kozzie’s opponent spasmed as the lightning locked up its muscles. It was only paralysed for a second, but that was long enough for his wicked daggers to inflict multiple mortal wounds. 
 
    Adrian, Kozzie, and Jules were a well-oiled machine. Adrian’s arrow, enhanced by the body Strength buff, had fired numerous times at the shintopur in front of him. The first was a precise hit to the hip to slow it down and the second almost missed but clipped the knee. With her enemy blinded, Jules was going to destroy it easily. Kozzie was already moving onto his second target, leaving the first one teetering towards death. He blurred forward, aiming both daggers for the heart. Meanwhile, Adrian’s third arrow slammed through his target’s throat. 
 
    As anticipated, Jules promptly caved in the head of her opponent. The bloodlust still consumed her. She was cackling as she started clubbing the juvenile animals around her. Part of him wanted to let her go. Allow her to finish the fight in her wild state and wipe out all the remaining shintopurs while he retreated to the side to kill any that tried to escape. Keep his hands clean. 
 
    “Kozzie, stop her!” His voice sounded squeaky. 
 
    Kozzie had been checking on the shintopur Adrian had shot when he looked up. Realisation flared on his face, and he ran towards his manic girlfriend. Somehow, he evaded the rapidly swinging club. Adrian suspected it was more Jules avoiding hitting him than Kozzie dodging, even in her berserker state. He knocked into her and whispered into her ear. Rationality filled her face, followed immediately by a different expression. A wrinkled nose and puckering lips. 
 
    She vomited all over him. Tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Did a pinkie promise hold genuine power? It didn’t matter; someone had to be the exterminator. Leaving the shintopurs alive was a risk that Adrian could not take. If just one adult had survived along with the young, these fifty cute cubs could be turned into just as many ruthless killing machines. Knowledge transfer was brutal. 
 
    Adrian pondered the options. It was unfair to get Jules, and by extension, Kozzie, to kill this many. Susie would not be up for it. Steve would do it, but at that point, Adrian wondered, why not do it himself? Dropping the dirty work on Steve was too close to an abuse of power. 
 
    Plus, he had pinkie promised. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 64 
 
    Jules had killed over twenty, between springing the trap and ten to fifteen seconds of berserking. Despite that, the shintopurs seemed to be everywhere. Stepping forward, Adrian grabbed one of the dead adult’s swords. It was short and heavy and almost perfect for what was required. This was not going to be pleasant. He recalled Jules had vomited after her stint. He roiled thinking that he needed to do the same or worse, because most were still alive. 
 
    Just like rabid dogs. Eradicating a plague. 
 
    The cub directly in front of him looked just like a baby gorilla and even more like a three-year-old boy in a costume when it moved. 
 
    He suppressed the reflux, a disgusting taste in his mouth. Why would he think that? 
 
    Doing a job. 
 
    Yet, when they got up and toddled, they looked like . . . Adrian tasted acid in his throat. It was searing. He wiped away non-existent sweat. 
 
    Jeez. 
 
    It was not a toddler. If he let it and its friends grow up, they could kill hundreds of people. Potentially eliminate Wagga, Sally, Graham, Dave, and all the real kids that he had seen running around in the safe centre of town. 
 
    Adrian looked away and stabbing downwards, hoping the weapon’s weight would do the job. 
 
    The weapon twisted as it hit. None of the solid momentum stopping force that he expected. Hysterical squealing. It sounded like he imagined a wounded cub would. 
 
    He looked down at the sword. He had missed, hitting the shoulder instead of the neck or heart. It was a big wound and probably fatal, but mainly, it was cruel. The poor thing was screaming, trying to drag and stumble away while clutching its injury. He had caused unnecessary pain and suffering. Swinging again, this time he kept his eyes open to pay more attention. 
 
    The feeling of the impact was sickening. The sword hit the skull solidly and stuck in the head briefly. The cub was still crying out; the noise withered, lowering in pitch before going silent. 
 
    Oh god. 
 
    There were so many more to go. One step to the next one. It too was awake and looking at him. Realising that Adrian was an unknown monster, it pushed itself to its feet to run. He concentrated on trying to decapitate with a single blow, but it moved and he hit the shoulder again. After that, it was two more blows to finish it. 
 
    Do better. 
 
    He understood why Jules had vomited afterwards. It was barbaric. This is not what civilised project managers did. 
 
    You are no longer a project manager. 
 
    That was almost enough for him to burst out into laughter. That thought while looking at the blood dripping off what was best described as a large machete. Adrian contained himself for the others. It would be so inappropriate in the context of what he was doing. Butchering helpless babies and laughing. 
 
    There was a feeling of sympathy. “We are in this together and I am sorry.” 
 
    That thought almost left him in tears. The interface was still regularly an arse, but they were a team. In fact, he was sure at least one drop was running down his cheek. He stopped himself from wiping it away. Unlike laughter, tears were appropriate. 
 
    For the next one, he watched to maximise control. No movement. It stayed crouched and terrified. A head blow, crunch, and then squish. Watching the eyes: a blank horrified look, then eyes widening, followed by disbelief, pain and then nothing. It toppled over. Everything flashing by in under a second. 
 
    Much better. 
 
    There was no noise. 
 
    Only ten mana had regenerated, and he used it to start burning down the log house. He had to do it. Foot on head to extract the weapon with a harsh tug. 
 
    A retch. Spitting out the bile. More emotion welled up. “Everything is all right; you are a righteous angel of humanity.” 
 
    Nothing was acceptable about his task. He had killed four, less than ten percent of the juveniles that needed removing. Careful and steady. Take the time to get the precise hit and for goodness’s sake, do not look into their eyes when doing it. 
 
    One success followed by one squealing miss. Rather than folding over in pain, it ran. Adrian chased after it. A hit to the hip to slow it and then a moment to line up a proper strike. 
 
    Oh god. 
 
    These were rabid dogs, and it was his job to take care of them. 
 
    This is for humanity. 
 
    Keep the mantra in his head. It was the only thing letting him make each additional step. Abandoning the kill would have one of two outcomes: an adult would find them and they would become killing machines, or there would be no adult and nature would take its course. They would be ripped apart by other animals or die of starvation. Neither outcome was acceptable. It was either impending death for humans or immediate cruelty against helpless young animals. 
 
    This needed to be finished properly. Adrian brought the heavy sword down. 
 
    Next one. 
 
    He embraced a routine. Duty. This was nothing more than a responsibility. Stop sniffling and finish the task. 
 
    All three log houses were burning now. There were screams from inside. He was not sure how that made him feel. It was a relief to not have to kill them individually. But was it too cruel to burn them alive? Too late. He could not douse the flames without mana to spare, and he was depleted. 
 
    As the sun rose, Adrian wished his night vision was not so perfect. He would have much rather hacked away at anonymous dark patches than the crystal-clear juveniles with their painfully detailed expressions. Enough vision to let him see the emotions play out in their eyes, to watch them processing the unexpected pain until they could no longer process it. 
 
    Looking around. There were no more visible cubs. Steve was working beside him, solemnly tossing the bodies into the fire. The others were not in sight. 
 
    “It’s done,” Steve told him. 
 
    “Are you certain?” he asked, keeping his eyes fixed to the treetops to avoid seeing the destruction. 
 
    “Yes. Kozzie, Susie, and Jules are that way.” Steve pointed. 
 
    “We need to ensure none have escaped.” 
 
    “Kozzie and I have already completed multiple sweeps. Go.” 
 
    Adrian nodded and walked towards where Steve had pointed. They had set up a camp, and he practically collapsed down on a log. He immediately placed his head in his hands and sobbed silently. 
 
    His treacherous mind. 
 
    The emotion bubbled up. Proud, sympathetic. “You are a hero.” 
 
    Why was being a hero so painful? More memories of different facial expressions. Which of them meant pain, despair, horror, fear? Bloody images crept into the barrage of young faces. So much blood. The sobs were shaking him. 
 
    Some hero you are. 
 
    More complicated emotion from the interface. “A genuine champion is one who does what they need despite their own morals.” 
 
    They had been almost human but with larger eyes, probably an adaptation to let them see better at night. The same blue and grey as his middle son but with a horizontal, slanted lens like a reversed cat eye. 
 
    Susie and Jules sat down on each side of Adrian. Susie patted his shoulder. Just sharing together in silence. Adrian’s mind ran at a hundred thousand miles per hour. 
 
    The interface was projecting a warm, comfortable cloud of love and approval. The tears slowly changed from self-loathing to thankful. It was a rare and secure feeling. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jules said finally. “It would have been easy to just let me do it in the throes of bloodlust.” 
 
    “I was tempted to.” 
 
    “But only for the smallest moment,” Jules observed, giving him a kiss on the cheek, finding a spot not covered with guts. “I remember everything when I have bloodlust. Every blow, every expression, every satisfying noise and the pleasure every time that my club breaks skin, muscle, or even better, bone.” There was a long pause. “There is a cost to bloodlust. If you had let it rage, it might have broken me.” 
 
    Adrian let the words wash over him. They reaffirmed the decision to stop Jules. The only thing worse than doing what he had done would be to enjoy the depraved acts. 
 
    “You are very brave,” he told the young warrior. She smiled at his words. “In two hundred years’ time,” he continued, “everyone is going to tell stories about Jules the Unkillable Barbarian who laughed as she threw herself fearlessly into any battle. And that will be wonderful.” 
 
    “Why?” Jules asked. “Don’t you want to be remembered?” 
 
    “Because if they are telling stories, then people are still alive.” The moment he said it, he wished he could have taken the comment back. It had the weight of truth. Humans were in a fight for survival. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 96% (+ 1%) 
 
    Fuck you, world. 
 
    Kozzie came over. He had been waiting in the wings for the mood to lighten. “I think we should eat and grab a couple of hours’ sleep before we do anything else.” He gestured at the three of them. “We’re dead on our feet.” 
 
    Susie and Jules nodded immediately. “Yep, I am exhausted,” Susie readily agreed, “and I didn’t do any of the hard stuff.” Susie rubbed Adrian’s shoulder comfortingly. 
 
    There were still tears in his eyes. “Good idea. I will take the first watch.” 
 
    “I thought I would,” Kozzie interrupted. 
 
    “No!” He waved his hand authoritatively. “No,” he repeated more quietly. “I can’t sleep right now and if I use Stasis, it’s not like my debt grows.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 65 
 
    Adrian stood and moved to stand guard. 
 
    Please do not argue. 
 
    He turned around and walked away. He was sure that behind him they exchanged glances. Most likely Susie was encouraging the kids to let this go. She must have won, because no audible objections followed him. Feeling overwhelmed by everything, Adrian put his back firmly against the largest tree bordering their small clearing and engaged his skills. His head was throbbing too much for him to even attempt sleeping. 
 
    In front of him, the other four started setting up the area for their rest. No one was touching any food after a day and night of action; they had obviously decided to sleep first and eat later. Adrian was too nauseated anyway. Even the thought of food threatened to empty his stomach further. 
 
    Steve busied himself with the camp stone, which theoretically voided the need of a sentry. The object would push monsters away with psychic deterrence, and if something pierced that defence, it would provide a secondary shield to delay the enemy creature so the group could prepare a counterattack. The precise strength and duration of the protection were not specified, but Adrian had been in the Alpha physics world long enough to understand the shades of grey. 
 
    Physics mattered, probably even concepts like conversion of energy. The exact power in the stone would drive the outcomes, and there would be small variations between stones just like with batteries in the previous reality. Energy levels mattered and determined the strength of the shield, while the magic reserves and power coming from opposing forces would determine how long the shield would last. It almost certainly was influenced by the type of magic threatening it. Adrian was sure that were some types of attacks that would break shield energy quicker than others, but ultimately, force would be the decider. Against the Bird, it might last a second, but versus one shintopur, it would buy minutes. 
 
    Steve successfully activated the stone. He was a bit of a boy scout and had his tent set up in moments. The tents they had bought were basic but high-quality, weatherproof, and windproof. They were also comprised of flawless blackout material, which was convenient now as the sun started to rise. Judging from the barely illuminated clouds peeking through leafy branches overhead, Adrian predicted rain. 
 
    Susie put the finishing touches on her tent with a small snort of pride. She had been racing the kids. Kozzie and Jules continued to struggle until Kozzie gave up and let Jules take over. A minute later, the tent clicked together with a triumphal grin from Jules. She punched Kozzie in the shoulder playfully. Kozzie jokingly mimed being hurt. Jules could at least knock him off his feet if she wanted to. Joking and laughing, they crawled into the structure, their voices instantly muted by the special sound-cancelling magic the moment the flap shut. Adrian was quietly grateful for that feature. The last thing he heard was Kozzie protesting that Jules had only done what he had been telling her to do at the start. 
 
    Then it was silent in the clearing again. It was amusing while it lasted. 
 
    Hopefully, peaceful sleep would quickly claim them. They certainly deserved it. Now, without any banal distraction, the bad thoughts encroached more aggressively. 
 
    Watch! 
 
    Adrian’s eyes flickered around the area, confirming there were no threats. The stone should do it, but after weeks of dreading the surrounding monsters, it was hard to relax and trust a magic item for protection. Maybe after continuous use of the object, his attitude might change, but this was only their fourth or fifth day in the wild, not including the days in a strange town. Kozzie had insisted on hour shifts with him in the middle and Steve on the other side. Adrian intended to ignore that. They all needed their sleep, and he knew he would not get any. Hopefully, by tonight he would be tired enough to rest without nightmares, or a trader could sell him something stronger. 
 
    Even standing here watching for threats, the flashbacks persisted. A panicked alien eye, a falling body, a severed artery squirting blood. 
 
    Stop! 
 
    It was not healthy to dwell on the images. Instead, he needed to remember why he had done it. They were demons. 
 
    Not very comforting. A small torso almost split in two. 
 
    No! 
 
    His head jerked unconsciously to shake away the image. 
 
    Focus on why they had to eliminate them as he had. 
 
    They were monsters that hunted and destroyed sapients struggling to survive with the new rules of nature. Regional knowledge piped up to share relevant information, nonchalantly sharing memories of the devastation that ten shintopurs working in concert had wrought on a small town. The defenders had been closer to monkeys than humans, but they had coordinated a defence, combining the efforts of steel and magic, but they were still defeated. A couple here, one there, a battle stretching for hours. They tried to negotiate even though they, like Adrian, knew it was a futile attempt. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, no quarter was given. 
 
    Eventually they ran, and the shintopurs had followed. Over five hundred fleeing, most of them helpless civilians. The shintopurs’ strategic tactics respected no morals, only results. They targeted the young and elderly first. In the end, only fifty survived, less than ten percent of the population. The survivors were merely those who escaped and disappeared into a larger town. 
 
    Just ten shintopurs was all it had taken to defeat the fortified village, killing over four hundred of the ape-like creatures. 
 
    There were other examples available, but Adrian could not stomach them. The point was clear: they were relentless killers, and their offspring would grow up to be the same. If he had spared the babies, eventually Culcairn would have been attacked. 
 
    No, not attacked—wiped out. 
 
    The monkeys had walls, years of experience in the Alpha world, and only ten shintopurs had overwhelmed them. If it were seventy instead of ten, less than six months instead of years, the town would not have stood a chance. As much as Adrian was a fan of his species, he did not think humans individually were that much more capable than the monkeys. If the shintopurs could take out a fortified town, they would find Culcairn to be easy. Elma, her family, little Bob and everyone else would have been butchered in the same way his group had run through the agnoric lizards. Worse than that, the shits would have kept going until every human was dead, like foxes in a henhouse. 
 
    That was why he had killed them. It was to save humans. Protect the weak and helpless to give Bob a chance to grow up and become something. They might be cute now, but those cubs would mature to be monsters. 
 
    Cling to that thought. 
 
    The image wrapped him up. He was an old man sitting in an armchair, a giant dog on his lap, patting it repeatedly with its sleepy, trusting eyes looking up at him. The feel of the fur, the smell of the house, old but familiar. The dog shut its eyes and went to sleep happily. 
 
    The scene faded away gently, leaving him alone again at his post, watching over the camp and his sleeping friends. 
 
    A warm wave of support. 
 
    External validation should never matter. That had always been one of his mottos. But it meant a lot. Especially since there was no one out there who could truly understand what he had gone through. Swinging that butcher’s sword over and over again . . . just as ruthless as the shintopurs. The support even from something as psychotic as the interface helped. He was loath to admit it, even in the privacy of his own mind. 
 
    He didn’t feel like a hero, but it was just what had to be. And if one of them had to serve up their soul, burden it with an unimaginable weight, then it might as well be him. Never the kids. 
 
    It was unfair to place this upon them, as they did not have the life experience to protect them. So it was between him, Steve, or Susie, and this time he had drawn the short straw. Those relentless memories were his load to bear and so he had put aside modern sensibilities, abandon the calm, strong project manager and instead filled the role that was needed. Even if they created nightmares. 
 
    The Bird had generated a completely distinct set of issues compared to what the baby massacre was going to do to him. Almost two weeks had passed since that engagement, so much had happened since, but those were the flashbacks that could freeze him solid. The plant situation was demonstrably worse. The interface was scared then, yet those moments never troubled Adrian. It was the fight at the mine that had most scarred him. Oh, and of course, the octopod. Everything seemed to scar him except for the one experience that had terrified the interface. 
 
    Sometimes when walking, the recollection of the Bird battles would overwhelm him. The visceral memories of its power and speed, the shards of the rock peppering like a shotgun pellet when its beak thrust had missed, and that sightless eye in the tunnel providing an opportunity. That was the one that got to him the most. It had been healing but not fast enough. If it had healed faster, then it would have been checkmate. There was no shadow step to save him from that position. He would have died, unless the interface had cheated with its little frozen time trick, and that eye had been so close to full strength. 
 
    He shook his head. Out of the frying pan and into the fire that was the fresher memories. What he did today came back as a collation of images, sound, and smells which were so much worse than what he had experienced in the various mana storms. These were crueller because they were coherent and focused. The smell of blood and faeces. Arm slashing up and down relentlessly. 
 
    Another image. This time he was a boy again and held the family cat on his lap. It was exciting because Puddles hardly ever sat on him, but she wanted a pat and was purring incessantly. The cat felt amazing, and he was so proud that he simply had to share the moment with Mum, Dad, and sisters. There was no one to see, and he did not want to yell and scare off Puddles. The cat lay there purring, so he shut his eyes, savouring the precious moment. The combination of soft, warm touch and sound, never wanting it to end. 
 
    The image faded, and there was calm contentment from the interface. No alarm, no enemies. But he scanned the area carefully anyway. Of course, there was nothing. It would almost be better if there was, because he needed the distraction. 
 
    More shadowy memories, more flashing sequences. Adrian wanted to sob, but the ambusher skills, as always, stopped him. Probably for the best. Once he started, it would be like turning on the tap, and he was not sure he could turn it off. 
 
    He mindlessly twirled and fiddled with his bag of holding. A single shintopur core appeared in his hand. 
 
    What do these do? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 66 
 
    Adrian traced the edges of the core and turned it over in his hand. 
 
    There was no direct answer from the interface. Just a feeling of “I can’t tell you anything, but I am definitely not telling you not to check—it might be closer to the Bird than an Imp.” Very vague, but what the interface omitted was almost more telling. No flashing warnings of danger, which was promising. 
 
    Moving a finger and skimming the blade of his dagger. Trust the interface. Adrian touched the core and hoping it would not send him into a stupor for half an hour. There was no overwhelming rush of memories. Instead, an unthreatening menu of different options presented itself, reminding him of the Bird core. 
 
    Adrian was passively observing. He was fascinated by the ability to flick between the core and his surroundings, allowing him to continue his sentry duties while simultaneously perusing the core’s offerings. The Bird core had granted plus six to an attribute under the standard accounting. The one in his hand was nowhere near as good. Each core, depending on the skill chosen, would grant one third of an attribute. So, three cores to get a plus one and eighteen to get the same outcome as the Bird. Killing eighteen shintopurs was a lot easier than fighting the Bird. Proportionally, the shintopurs were like a goldmine for attribute mining. 
 
    He wanted to laugh at himself, but Ambusher shushed him. Against both nemeses he had almost died multiple times. Targeting monsters powerful enough to offer attributes in their cores was bound to backfire sometime. Eventually the grim reaper would be paid. 
 
    Where these cores truly outperformed the Bird’s was in the data. In some ways, a single core offered more than what the Bird had gifted. In fact, while surveying the options, Adrian realised that the shintopur knowledge was more distilled. Their smaller size meant less bandwidth, but the density of actionable information was unfathomably high. The deeply specialised memories meant that the cores actually might house some useful knowledge. 
 
    The shintopur core was closer to a memory stone than the Bird core was. The Bird core, oddly, was filled with wasteful memories, but these captured observations were pristine. They would waste bits because of their different anatomy, but ultimately the difference between humans and shintopurs in a fight was superficial. They both fought on their feet and had similar structural joints. So, despite the data being tailored for the alien physique, not that much would be lost in translation. 
 
    The number of selections available was staggering. The cores were a goldmine. 
 
    Unarmed combat, evasion, dodge, sword, spear, pole arm, mace, axe, knife throwing, ninja stars, bows, armour and weapon construction, small team tactics, guerrilla warfare, larger force combat tactics, survival, stealth, ambush skills, trap-making. It was all there. Everything remotely useful to Adrian and his crew was practically served up on a platter. 
 
    Curiously, he delved into armour construction, remembering that shintopurs could create their own weapons out of raw materials and scraps. The templates were all there, but the method of manufacture was missing. Working through the metadata-like information, the answer revealed itself. The shintopur race had an innate ability to shape metal, wood, and animal hide. Without this skill, armour construction became little more than a catalogue of designs and material properties. Still, Susie could extract a lot from it. 
 
    With their fifty cores, they were going to need to make some painful choices. They could only retain so much from each core. The interface got to work quantifying the data. In moments, the bundle of memories being passed to him had been translated into the more standard trading terminology. Ratings aligned to memory stones, but the cores did not contain any of the magic components of the memory stone. So, archery learnt in this method would not include infused arrows, and knife-throwing would not be accompanied by dagger-returning spells. Only the physical skills would get passed across. Still, from his archery experience, Adrian knew those made a tremendous difference. 
 
    One core was equivalent to a basic skill stone, four cores for advanced, and sixteen for the expert, the highest level. 
 
    Spear, dodge, and evasiveness appealed to Adrian because they complemented his existing skills. The core had nothing to offer regarding archery, as Adrian was already too advanced. Similarly, there was no knowledge available to expand his magic or alchemy. 
 
    Stealth and ambush could also be helpful, and if he had one hundred personal cores, he would easily have grabbed them. But the group only had fifty collectively, so he needed to be selective. Spear, dodge, and evasion were his targets. The second two would enhance his survivability and, as a bonus, might help with his agility problems. Then, if the ordeal required a hand to claw component, then the spear fighting would be perfect. Enhanced Strength, Shadow Step, and near-perfect spear technique. It was a heady skill set. A Shadow Step to find a weakness and then exploit it with a strike that harnessed the power of three men. 
 
    Hell, with that sort of setup, he could go head-to-head with a troll without resorting to alchemy potions. Now he just needed more Strength and then there would be no more octopod problems. He would discuss it the moment the others woke up. The core bounty was not something they should sit on for days on end. One thing was certain: there would be another fight. It was just a matter of how soon. 
 
    Adrian deposited the core back into his bag. Without the distraction, the memory flashes flooded back in. 
 
    At the three-hour mark, he could not take the isolation anymore. While they slept, he soundlessly built a campfire in preparation. When busy, it was easy enough to keep the creeping despair at bay. He could not sit in peace without being reminded in glorious colour, or pungent scent, exactly what he had done. 
 
    He moved back into the camp, sounding a wakeup call. There were immediate grumbles from both Susie and Steve’s tents and nothing from Jules and Kozzie’s. That was standard. Kozzie was the lightest sleeper in the group, and that was saying something—all of them jerked awake at the slightest creak. The kids were probably up, but the noise-cancelling property of the tent was preventing their more creative cursing from getting through to Adrian. Sure enough, a moment later, both of them re-emerged. 
 
    “I was supposed to have the second watch.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I didn’t need to sleep.” Four sets of eyes looked at him sceptically. “I’ll catch up tonight. For now, food,” he ordered, finding it easiest to take command rather than accept the compassionate scrutiny. Flames burst on top of the woodpile, lighting it up and blossoming into a crackling fire. 
 
    By the time Adrian looked at Susie, she had already dug out her trusty fry pan, salt, pepper, herbs, vegetables, and agnoric lizard meat. Humming to herself, she spread her materials over a makeshift countertop, a tray teetering across a couple of leftover logs. There was even a bottle of olive oil to coat the fry. 
 
    Craving comfort food, Adrian pulled out the vegemite and cheese sandwich he had stolen the morning the town had killed the Lucu. Biting into the soft bread released blissful memories of a period before he was a horrible, baby-killing “hero.” 
 
    “While Susie is cooking, I want to discuss the cores,” he told them. “They’re too powerful to sell or ignore for too long. We need to decide how we’re going to consume them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 67 
 
    Kozzie gestured for Adrian to continue. The boy had pulled out his own shintopur core and was rolling it around in his hand like a marble. 
 
    “While you were sleeping, I studied the cores and learnt the details.” Adrian then summarised his findings: what skills were available to be taught, the small attribute boost that went with each core, and that one stone equalled basic proficiency, then four for advanced, and finally sixteen to rise to the height of expert, where the shintopurs had fought. 
 
    “Distributing is going to be hard,” he concluded. “But the first question is, how many do we have available?” 
 
    They piled their collection onto the ground in a space near the fire. They had killed forty-nine by his count, but they had fewer cores than that; only forty-three sat in front of them. Some cores had been destroyed when they executed the shintopur, and others had to be abandoned in their rush to finish the fight. They would no longer exist. Left uncollected, they degraded to rubbish within hours. 
 
    “Nine or eight each,” Kozzie observed, “but nothing says they need to be split evenly or fairly. We’ve always approached things on a needs basis, and we shouldn’t change that now. So, let’s figure out who will get the most out of these. I need five to gain dodge but preferably ten to increase knife fighting up to the advanced level.” 
 
    “I think everyone’s going to want something like that,” Adrian said tiredly. “Dodge plus their weapon of choice. We don’t have enough. From what I could extract from the ‘metadata’”—he used air quotes—“dodge is better than evasion. It’s more effective and less wasteful, considering the different anatomy. Unless I’m wrong, none of us have dodge currently, so we need to dedicate the first twenty-five or so straight towards it.” 
 
    The “or so” clarification was because some of them might possess the skill and not had it quantified yet. If, for example, they had completed years of Taekwondo or something similar, then they would already have some dodge ability and therefore would require fewer cores. With the talent and muscle memory engrained, the core could just be used to fill in gaps as opposed to inserting the basics. 
 
    Everyone looked around at each other. No one wanted to decide. 
 
    “I don’t need to dodge,” Jules declared. “When I’m in berserker mode, I will be dodging nothing. Plus, Agility,” she shuddered exaggeratedly. “Awful stuff. Keep that away.” Her rejection was tacit approval for the rest of them. 
 
    They started processing the cores, and his fear of a thirty-minute processing time per core disappeared almost straight away. It only took forty seconds each time, and within ten minutes all four of them had added advanced dodge to their sheets with an asterisk next to it. *Physical components only. 
 
    “I wonder what the magical additions add?” Kozzie asked. 
 
    He was answered by collective shrugs. 
 
    “Worth finding out,” Steve encouraged. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Blank looks, even from Steve. So that was a mystery to be solved later. 
 
    The core was, as expected, very much like a memory stone. Thrusting them into echoes where their body shape was warped, the movements all felt slightly wrong. Adrian’s own hips could not move like that, yet somehow the interface could pave over those discrepancies to deliver a coherent learning opportunity. It let him practise the moves, watching for tells and then reacting to those weaknesses. 
 
    Moving before the weapon started its deadly arc. Leaning to the side to dodge a quick attack. Rapidly changing the position of his head, hips, or chest. Then the smooth transition from one stance to a second. The talent of maintaining balance while throwing himself around. The lesson taught a combination of Agility and Perception in the same skill set. 
 
    Beyond the condensed lesson that encompassed weeks of training, there was a whole host of stretches and poses burnt into his brain, now engrained in muscle memory. Like tai chi on steroids, designed to speed up the critical side shifts, backbends, and forward rolls that were fundamental to the skills. The flood of distilled data finally finished transferring over as the fifth core vanished. Agility had increased by 0.032, which was less than a third of a standard attribute point. Perception increased by 0.06, or half a point. He had been short-changed by miles. He expected to gain 0.16 from the five cores and received only 0.09. He needed that Agility. 
 
    A sense of comfort and a warning to collect all the facts before reacting. 
 
    There were, however, the training exercises, which represented another bonus. Once they were completed, they would add 0.12 to the Agility attribute. 
 
    The interface had cheated again and sacrificed some immediate gains for a longer-term improvement. Eventually, his total return would by 0.21 instead of 0.16. He just had to be patient. It was typical for a sapient interface to do, so he would not make an issue of it. 
 
    A wave of “you are a champion” emotion. He felt amazing, floating in euphoric bubbles. 
 
    Hey! Cut it out. 
 
    A hint of amusement, and then it withdrew. The smile found its way to Adrian’s eyes, but not his lips. Some things were best kept private. 
 
    The distribution of cores went as he expected: he and Susie each needed five, Steve four, and Kozzie three. Seventeen cores gone. 
 
    “Everyone get the Agility boost?” Adrian asked. 
 
    There was a snort of amusement from inside him. 
 
    Quiet, you. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Small,” Steve admitted after checking his statistics. “An even split between Agility and Perception.” 
 
    “Same,” Adrian agreed hurriedly. 
 
    “I got one each of Agility and Perception,” Susie said proudly. 
 
    Briefly, jealousy surged before Adrian thought it through. Susie probably only got 0.8 to Perception and Agility after all, exactly what he predicted. That would round up to a flat 1.0 in her interface. Three cores for each full attribute were the base contribution. 
 
    “Twenty-six left,” Kozzie announced. 
 
    “I need five for the advanced club skill,” Jules blurted. 
 
    Looking around the table, there were no objections, so Jules consumed them immediately. 
 
    “Well?” Kozzie asked the suddenly shy group. 
 
    Jules explained, “I just made it into the expert category. I’m happy to use any that are left over. I never realised club fighting had so many subtle nuances.” 
 
    “Really? Not just bash, bash?” Kozzie teased. 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at her boyfriend. 
 
    “We should skill up with our principal weapon,” Kozzie suggested. 
 
    Everyone nodded, and seventeen more cores disappeared. Five of them on Adrian’s spear skill, which was disappointing, as he had hoped his practice would count. That said, now that he had gained the skill, he had not been using the weapon as intended, with sweeping arcs and elegant twirling, but instead more like a crude tool for jabbing. Spear fighting was centred around momentum, defence, and footwork. 
 
    A similar number went to Steve for his new axe, Susie used four on her archery, and Kozzie claimed the final three to pump up his long daggers. The assassin class had clearly been teaching him some dagger techniques on the side. 
 
    Only four cores remained, mocking them. “Anything itching?” Kozzie asked. “I think I am going to have to rule myself out. I feel like I’m firmly in ‘greed mode’ now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 68 
 
    “I want evasion,” Adrian admitted. He did not want it for the expected increase in Agility, though the system would probably short-change him anyway. “I suspect it will synergise with my shadow stepping.” 
 
    There was something about Shadow Steps combining with the sinuous movements of evasion and dodge that would catalyse into a new amazing skill. In his brain, they could work together to render him practically supernatural in battle. Shadow Steps would evolve from a simple transportation tool into a combat mechanism. Combined with air magic, Shadow Step, and Haste, evasion and dodge would grant him abilities akin to flight. The potential to change momentum if he was caught mid-jump meant he would no longer be helpless. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 97% (+ 1%) 
 
    “It’ll definitely help,” he corrected, smiling. “The pathway of intelligence just confirmed.” 
 
    “My role needs evasion,” Steve reminded them, “at the basic level. I am a front-line non-tank fighter. Stepping around attacks and waiting to counterstrike is much better than dodging and losing momentum.” 
 
    “That was a long sentence,” was Adrian’s first thought. The second was, “Why did you not take evasion with your first round of cores?” Diplomacy and years sitting in meetings with stupid people relishing the sound of their own voices helped him bite his tongue. “You really want it, huh?” he replied instead. 
 
    Steve leant back, disengaging from the conversation, his point made. Adrian shrugged internally. Maybe he was being a little stubborn. 
 
    Or not stubborn enough. 
 
    The other three had nothing to say about evasion. Jules would just keep hitting whatever was in front of her, Susie didn’t need evasion for her bow and arrow, and Kozzie rarely played defence—with his lightning-fast dagger-wielding, if something was attacking him head-on, then he was doing it wrong. 
 
    “Susie should also see what she gets out of armour construction,” Adrian suggested, despite the desire to hoard the cores for himself. Maybe he should have chosen evasion instead of dodging. The moment he thought about it, he realised that was not how it worked. The five abilities—Ambusher’s Steps, stealth, dodge, air-enhanced movement, and evasion—all synergized together. 
 
    “I want stealth,” Kozzie said abruptly. 
 
    “No.” The word slipped out suddenly and sharper than intended, too. The lack of sleep was destroying Adrian’s already limited social graces. 
 
    His outburst was ignored while everyone else looked at Kozzie speculatively. “Evasion makes sense,” Kozzie continued, “but pumping up my stealth might be the best use of our skills. I’ll be more effective with the necklace, and we all know how useful that can be.” 
 
    “One each?” Steve suggested. 
 
    “No stealth,” Adrian insisted more strongly. 
 
    “Why? If you all get another, why shouldn’t I?” 
 
    Adrian checked his emotional intelligence skill and successfully suppressed an eyeroll. “Because we’re not using the cores beyond the advanced level. It’s too expensive. Where is your stealth at?” 
 
    Kozzie hesitated for a moment. “It doesn’t say, but I have been getting lots of class bonuses.” 
 
    “Where do you think?” 
 
    “Advanced,” Kozzie grumbled. 
 
    “Susie first,” Adrian said before Steve could grab a core. “Boosting leatherworking could be the best way forward and she might need all four.” 
 
    His insides itched at him for giving away the precious cores. Steve plucked the stone and presented it to Susie. 
 
    She smiled shyly and accepted. 
 
    A drop of blood and it glowed in her hand for almost five minutes before crumbling away and releasing its hold on her. “No more. I got most of the useful joining and overlapping techniques. Everything else is too reliant on shintopur anatomy.” 
 
    Adrian nodded towards Steve. He consumed his and then smirked in a satisfied manner. “I’m sort of wishing we had farmed them.” 
 
    With no objections except for a grumpy-looking Kozzie, Adrian took the penultimate core. It was functionally the same as the dodge core. A crash course on quirky movements with a body shape that did not quite match his. While dodge focused on big moves to escape an attack, evasion was about tiny shifts in place so the blades or claws would just slip past or, on occasion, only barely graze the skin. Minute changes of position. As the information flooded in, other connections formed. Air pushing on his other side could create that preternatural flexibility that would let him glide through a maelstrom of attacks unscathed. Then, he could use tiny shadow movements to frustrate the enemy even more. 
 
    The core spat out its last bit of data, and there was something on the edge of his awareness, an extra ability. He checked. 
 
    Basic Evasion (acquired) - 100% 
 
    Advanced Evasion – 14% (+14%) 
 
    Shadow Evasion - 24% 
 
    Adrian’s eyes widened. “Shit!” 
 
    “What?” Kozzie was on his feet, daggers drawn. 
 
    “I got a new skill!” He was giddy. 
 
    Kozzie rolled his eyes. “Really?” Annoyed, he stuffed the weapons back into his bag. 
 
    Oblivious, Adrian continued to bask in the shiny new skills. “Shadow Evasion at twenty-four percent.” 
 
    Shadow Evasion 
 
    A skill obtained by gaining advanced shadow, dodge, stealth, air movement skills, and evasion. Use the shadows and air in the chaos of battle to distract enemies, vanish from their sight and avoid their strikes. 
 
    He read out the skill. “It’s morphed with my Ambusher skills.” 
 
    “Oh god,” Kozzie said. “Evade, distraction, and drop aggro all rolled into one. We need more cores.” 
 
    “The core is yours, Adrian,” Jules said, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Another loophole that Adrian happens to stumble upon,” Susie said lightly. 
 
    The internal growl from the interface almost made him jump. 
 
    Smiling at Susie. “Luck plus planning.” All bullshit, but they did not know that. 
 
    He consumed the last core; the knowledge flowed through, forging extra connections. He could envision himself wielding the skills in battle, executing dozens of mini steps per minute, but then the vision disappeared like a mist. Not enough yet. He needed to find another three cores or use part of his level-up. He would get it no matter the cost. The tantalising glimpse suggested it would even trigger automatically like the life-save that Jules received from troll aspect. A guaranteed dodge when his life was threatened. 
 
    “Thank you.” His mind dwelled on what he had just achieved. The team was stronger for sure, but privately he still needed a replacement spear to fully realise the benefits of the cores. The shintopurs had clearly disposed of his old one. He would buy an upgrade at the next trader. 
 
    A satisfied smile. He was now a force to be reckoned with. The advanced dodge would let him get up close and personal with enemies. Add in shadow evasion, poison immunity, and troll regeneration, and he would be just shy of invincible. Then there was the Strength buff and advanced spear skills together with Shadow Step; now, he could attack anywhere with deadly power and accuracy. 
 
    Adrian grinned. 
 
    That was all without even factoring in his strongest offensive skill of magic. 
 
    Alpha monsters, I am coming for you. 
 
    A man holding a tiny chihuahua effortlessly with one hand. It was snarling and barking at a great Dane. “There’s a good little puppy! What a fierce little boy!” 
 
    The laugh almost escaped. The interface radiated pleased thoughts. 
 
    It wasn’t that funny. 
 
    He wanted to explain to the interface that he had only reacted because he was so exhausted that he was on the edge of hysteria. 
 
    The distinct impression of a pretty girl rolling her eyes. 
 
    They finished eating while discussing their plans for the rest of the day. Steve and Kozzie were adamant that they had gone over the immediate area with a fine-toothed comb and none of the enemy had sneaked out. 
 
    “One more sweep,” Adrian insisted. “I did not go through all that to risk some beast escaping due to our haste.” 
 
    “I’ll re-check their den,” Steve said, “and make sure nothing is hiding there.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And I guess that means that my job is the outer perimeter. You can circle out even farther with your Shadow Steps,” Kozzie suggested. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 69  
 
    They split up, leaving the women behind. Steve was the best tracker but could not be everywhere. He knew both Adrian and Kozzie were just making it up as they went. They were barely a step up from amateurs in this regard. 
 
    Can you help? 
 
    Sympathy welled up from the interface. It had caught the panic in his thoughts. There was no way to hide it after what he had been through. He did not want to fail because of a lack of attention to detail. To find out in five years’ time that the entirety of Australia was being overrun by the monsters because they had missed an exit track. 
 
    The emotions grew and changed, morphing into a confirmation that the interface would do what it could. Not a promise, but like everything it was wink, wink and cloak-and-dagger stuff. Technically there would be no help incoming, but on the side the interface would react if there were any shintopur signs out there. Of course, if there was a different monster out there the interface would not help him in the slightest. It was a kind, small freebie thrown to him when everything was so regulated. A clear bending of the rules. 
 
    As planned, he took the long route around the camp. With an hour to play with, there was time to trace a circle over a kilometre from the smouldering remains of the log structures, ensuring that nothing had escaped before they arrived. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes stayed fixated on the ground for a full hour as he moved, placing his steps carefully and watching for tracks. By the time he returned to camp, he was in a better mental state than when he had left. Susie prattled away until Steve arrived five minutes later. 
 
    Having confirmed that they did indeed wipe out the log house group, the five of them set off on a brisk walk toward the dairy farm. Drizzling rain came down, and Adrian longed for a proper jacket as droplets seeped through the ambusher armour. Water seemed to get effortlessly into all the joints. 
 
    The day before, even in the pitch-black darkness, the trip took two hours at the fastest pace they could manage. Today, with the wet mist and the lack of urgency, Adrian estimated it would take almost six hours. It was not a fun trip. They were hunting, and it rained the entire journey. Collectively, they kept a lookout for spots where an adventurous party of shintopurs might have scampered off. The five of them searched for deviations scrupulously. They found a few tracks, but ultimately, they all looped back and re-joined the original ten-metre-wide path left by the exodus. What they had tracked had just been the shintopurs’ scouts. Kozzie, Jules, or Susie had to follow each and every one in case this track was the one that was a pair getting away. 
 
    Between Steve and his interface, Adrian was confident they could declare that no shintopurs had sneaked away. 
 
    Soon enough, the dairy farm came into view. The crawling feeling from the previous night made the hairs on the back of his neck rise. The sights and smells triggered the fight-or-flight state in Adrian’s body once more: the paralysing fear that at any moment, shintopurs could jump out and attack him, or worse, an unseen archer could put an arrow through his eye. 
 
    Projectile Barrier. 
 
    The spell did not lift the feeling. Logically, the entire complex should be empty, but logic be damned. The pine trees were menacing and the scattered buildings even more so. 
 
    Now they had to approach it in full daylight. Admittedly, the misty rain provided some cover, but visibility for a human was over one hundred metres, and the shintopurs would be able to see farther. Shintopurs would have the advantage. Adrian almost broke into shaky laughter again. Humans were supposed to be afraid of the dark, and now he craved it. 
 
    If only he had shadow fighters. 
 
    There was no fooling them. If any shintopurs were in there, then they almost certainly knew to expect company. 
 
    Unless there are only one or two left. 
 
    That was the most likely outcome. Still, maybe it would be best to wait for dark. Take the advantage back. 
 
    “We need to finish it,” Steve declared, as if to respond to Adrian’s thoughts. 
 
    Now that they stood as a group, Adrian practised his party buff skills, politely waiting for the others to organise the plan. 
 
    Silence. Steve’s statement hung in the air. Kozzie looked at Jules with concern. It must be hard always sending your lover into danger. 
 
    Goddamn it. 
 
    “Jules and me up front,” Adrian said, begrudgingly taking charge. “Forty metres back, Steve and Kozzie flank Susie to protect her. We go in and hopefully draw some fire. Then, we establish ourselves in the closest suitable shelter, and then Kozzie and I sneak out in the shade of the trees to find them.” He paused, thinking it through. “They’ve probably already seen us. I expect to be hit the moment we approach the tree line. That’s when we’re most vulnerable. Any shintopurs left are going to be desperate and strike then. With Projectile Barrier, we should be safe.” 
 
    To be safe, he repeated the instructions one more time. 
 
    “We got it,” Kozzie interrupted. “It’s a simple plan.” 
 
    The scouting bit was a formality. Either they would get attacked when entering or there were none left on the farm. Try as he might, Adrian could not think of a scenario where they would be present and not ambush them straight away. 
 
    Time? 
 
    The stirring of an image of a guy with a bamboo stick. Followed by laughter. He unclenched his fists. The amusement grew stronger. 
 
    2:45 p.m. 
 
    Their trip back had been a little under four hours.  
 
    Adrian’s heart thumped dreadfully as he walked into the ring of trees separating the farm from the fields. Expecting an assault at any moment, he kept an arrow hoisted and ready to explode into an assailant before it could react. Despite the lure of extra cores, he desperately hoped that the farm was empty. They had gambled their lives too many times. Every ambush was a chance for a stray arrow to kill one of them. 
 
    He approached the wire fence, breathing accelerating despite his training. He took the moment to jump over the obstacle, flinching as soon as his feet hit the ground. 
 
    Nothing nasty greeted him. They moved on, looking left and right. 
 
    Where is it? 
 
    This side of the complex had a machinery shed containing two massive tractors. They still looked new despite the Alpha event’s usual wear and tear. 
 
    Adrian peered around. 
 
    He left Jules to take cover while rapidly shadow stepping to spot an ambush in time. Nothing greeted him, and the other three made it to the shelter successfully. 
 
    No sudden attack. It was a positive note in what had been more than a trying night and day. With everyone safe for now, Adrian and Kozzie split up to conduct a proper sweep. 
 
    Adrian tracked the trees and staying amongst their trunks. His job was to check the outside and move in. Kozzie was going to work from the inside out. Kozzie’s skills lent themselves specially to urban fighting in cramped spaces like houses. 
 
    Shadow stepping whenever the counter hit nine. Checking continually for hidden enemies. Searching for tracks under vehicles and in every little hidey hole that he passed. As he moved, he found places prepared for guerrilla warfare spots. Hollowed out sections of trees, complete with heavy log structures, makeshift trapdoors. The wooden framework was even decorated with strewn pine needles so that once it was closed, it looked like it had been undisturbed for years. 
 
    Cunning monsters. 
 
    There was nothing to be seen. No recent tracks leaving the farm. In fact, no signs of any movement in the last twelve hours. Maybe they had gotten them all. The whole time he worked, there was a sense of “good job” radiating from the interface that fuelled his confidence. The outer ring was done, and his focus shifted to the sheds. They, likewise, were abandoned. They closed in tighter. The sensation of approaching disaster never left him. 
 
    Search the closest house. It was the same one from the previous night, complete with the attic, which remained empty. When he emerged, Kozzie was waiting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 70 
 
    They were still sneaking. 
 
    They had searched the whole place, but it wasn’t time to relax just yet. It was still enemy territory. Kozzie stepped in close enough to Adrian so that he could whisper, “I think we’re almost done. There were two in the main house. A new mother who had just given birth to three cubs, and one more adult, either her mate or her guard. I killed the adults.” 
 
    “A new mother?” 
 
    “And three cubs,” Kozzie confirmed. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    He was going to have to do it again. A barrage of memories hitting him. Hand on his face, covering his eyes. Unable to ignore the flood striking him. 
 
    No! 
 
    NO! 
 
    He sank down to the floor. Why couldn’t they have gotten to the parent before she gave birth? Then there would be no babies. Was killing newborns even more wrong? Surely it was eviller than killing a cub. Or was it, in fact, all the same? And he was damned evenly? 
 
    He had killed infants. Babies, toddlers, just like Toby, his four-year-old. How had it gotten to this point? A yellow eye, empty and sightless with blood dripping, face scrunched in fear. Another trying to scamper away but too slow. The heavy butcher’s sword descended. He plonked down onto his bum. 
 
    This is stupid. 
 
    Why was he collapsing when there was a job to do? Vermin to exterminate. Legs and hands would not respond to the desire to stand up and do. He just sat there. 
 
    “Steve is taking care of them,” Kozzie told him awkwardly while patting his back. 
 
    So Steve was going to suffer like him now. 
 
    So weak. 
 
    “He volunteered before I came to get you,” Kozzie informed him, clearly hoping to ease Adrian’s misery. “It was his decision. The burden is not yours alone. We are with you.” 
 
    How could they share the horror when it was internal to him? Of course, the torrent of sharp memories was only his to bear. They could not help with the weight. 
 
    Kozzie continued encouragingly. “We know . . .” 
 
    They could not know. 
 
    “We know that it affected you, and we’re proud of you for pulling through and doing what we needed. Jules told me she couldn’t have done it, and if she couldn’t do it, then I wouldn’t have either.” 
 
    Yep, I’m the verified psychopath in the group. 
 
    “We all know you’re a good man. This”—Kozzie gestured to where Adrian sat on the ground, still obviously suppressing sobs—“tells me everything I need to know. It shows you’re not a sociopath, that you’re not evil. You are just a man who rose up and did what he had to do.” 
 
    The darkness did not lift. The memory of those eyes, yellow yet so human. The infants crawling away like human babies would, the toddlers stumbling like human toddlers would. Kozzie’s hand patted him on the back. 
 
    “We’re almost done here. Jules is currently wandering around having a look. We figured she has the best chance of triggering in case we missed anything.” 
 
    “Wait. She and Susie are supposed to bunker down.” 
 
    Kozzie waved his hands, telling him to shut up. “I saw you going into this house. I had finished the rest of my sweep. You had clearly completed the outer rings, so I went and filled in the others before coming back here. The only thing left to do is to flush them out with bait.” 
 
    Of course, the explanation was reasonable. Why had he even bothered to ask? Kozzie would not risk Jules without a good reason. “Are you sure they will be safe?” 
 
    “No.” There was the briefest flash of anger. “I’m not certain of anything. No one is safe, but Jules is best placed for the task. If any of the rest of us spring a trap, it might end up killing us.” 
 
    “Unless Projectile Barrier is in place.” 
 
    “Which we can’t do,” Kozzie snapped properly this time. “It costs too much mana for you to sustain. I agonised over this! Listen.” His voice went softer. “We’re doing the best we can. Steve and Susie are trailing her.” He shrugged. “She is as safe as can be,” he concluded, “and us sneaking around will not spring the trap.” 
 
    That last bit was accurate, at least. It was something that had concerned him. If a shintopur was locked into the Alpha equivalent of a safe room, they would have gone unnoticed. Jules blundering around might encourage them to reveal themselves. 
 
    Scepticism floated up from the interface. It was sort of comforting that the interface thought nothing would escape its search. Sort of . . . and if Adrian had not seen how they could tuck themselves into tiny spaces, he would be comforted more. 
 
    Gingerly, he stood up. Moving slowly, more numb than hurt now. “Steve and I should do a last loop around the outside before going. You, Susie, and Jules can do another internal one,” he suggested. 
 
    “Sure. Are you coming with me?” Kozzie asked, indicating the way back toward the big house where the others were presumably positioned. 
 
    “I thought I would just get started.” Adrian nodded toward the edge of the property. He chose west, but from where he was sitting, pretty much any direction led out. 
 
    Kozzie looked like he wanted to say something more. Adrian stared him down. 
 
    “Okay, then. We’ll catch up later.” 
 
    There were no tracks leaving the compound that could not be explained by the previous night’s fighting. He passed Steve doing his own inspection, but then, rather than continuing, Steve caught up to him. 
 
    Part of Adrian, and not a small part, wanted to throw a fit at Steve for finishing his search early. Two sets of eyes were better than one. Yet, any such reaction would be childish. With the interface boosting him, there was no way a shintopur had gotten past them. His angry response was primarily regarding the invasion of privacy. He wanted his space. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Steve said unexpectedly. 
 
    What would he be sorry for? 
 
    Steve had always done what was needed without complaint. As a person, he was still an enigma to Adrian. The brutality he had shown towards Cheryl gave him pause, but as a travel companion and a fellow adventurer, he was almost perfect. 
 
    “I was a coward, and I should have killed the pups back there.” 
 
    What was the right response? 
 
    Yes. Yes, you were selfish. Yes, you failed. Yes, I needed protecting. And where were you? Why did you not help me? Why leave it to me to bear the nightmares on my shoulders all alone? 
 
    “One of us needed to do it,” Adrian responded instead. There was no need to be hostile in response to an honest apology. “No point in us both suffering.” 
 
    “I should’ve done it,” Steve insisted. “You don’t understand. The Bird killed my Katie right in front of me. I hate all Alpha creatures with a passion. They murdered my wife!” His voice was raised, but the dairy farm was cleared and anything dangerous had long since been driven away. “I won’t pretend that it would’ve been easy, but they are the invaders, and we needed to get rid of them.” 
 
    “It’s not their choice,” Adrian rebutted automatically. “We are all victims of whoever the stupid scientists were who created the particle. They are the murderers, and after that, everyone else is the victim. All these animals torn from their own worlds and thrust into this place are not at fault.” 
 
    Except that the shintopurs were guilty. A small part of his mind reminded him. They had chosen this path to becoming devastating sapient-killers. They had positioned their mindless descendants to defeat other struggling sapients. It was an evil and selfish decision. 
 
    “And that’s why I should have done it.” 
 
    Steve had a point. Better the man who saw them as vermin to execute them. 
 
    “Maybe,” Adrian hedged, still thinking about the shintopur choice. 
 
    That decision to arm their descendants had been reprehensible. It made him feel a little better. While most things were complex, there were anomalies like the tentacle bear and the shintopurs which were quite simple—those creatures could and should be eliminated entirely. 
 
    They walked in silence until they caught up with the others.

  

 
   
    Chapter 71 
 
    “We did a good thing,” Kozzie said, breaking the morose silence. 
 
    “And not for the first time,” Susie agreed. 
 
    “It’s funny,” Kozzie continued. “You get a little ahead of everyone else in levels and suddenly you can deal with stuff others can’t. Everything becomes easier,” he observed. “Once the average human reaches level fifteen, maybe this Alpha Physics reality will be no more dangerous than the old one.” 
 
    Sweet summer child. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 98% (+1%) 
 
    What a waste, but he had given up on preserving the pathway. It was so close to finishing that the likelihood of learning something substantial at this point was low. Kozzie’s naivety or misplaced optimism was amusing. A hundred level fifteens would have been helpless against the Bird in a pitched battle. Even against the Lucu, they would have struggled in a fight. Lucus were just outright nasty with their magic immunity and physical attributes that were equivalent to a level thirty. They could crush most people, and frankly, numbers did not matter that much against quality. Even the mana storm experience made a mockery of what Kozzie had suggested. The dersbrawk that had been summoned meant nasties would keep coming and challenging them. Not to mention, if another five years had passed before they caught wind of the tentacle bear, there might have been hundreds by now, each the size of a Boeing 747. 
 
    Humans could win, but it would never get easy. He had seen enough to understand that Wagga was not the exception. Wagga had not been unlucky. If anything, it was the opposite. For humans to survive, they had to keep getting stronger. When they had groups of level fifties, he might start feeling more confident in their ability to face what the world threw at them. 
 
    “We’ve almost died in every battle,” Susie pointed out. “Luck has saved us time and time again. Level fifteen is not high enough.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kozzie agreed. “But I think we’re closer to stabilising than you all believe.” 
 
    Not a single person raised a voice in agreement, and that silence was telling. 
 
    “There’s no harm in being optimistic,” he continued, sounding miffed. They walked silently for a moment. “Oh, I almost forgot,” Kozzie started up again, coming to a halt and digging out two shiny cores. “These are for you.” 
 
    Steve immediately took a guard position, with Jules mirroring him and facing the other way to form a secure space. 
 
    “Do it,” Susie urged. 
 
    Would just a couple be enough to master the skill? The simple answer was probably no. He might as well get it over and done with. Nicking his finger with his dagger and touching it to the core, he grabbed evasion without hesitation. 
 
    The knowledge flooded through. The interface masked the alien and disjointed anatomy. It all felt smoother, but the major nuance was the linking of the new skill to his other abilities. Techniques from his air motion assistance skill melded with the evasion tricks. Likewise, with Ambusher’s Steps, micro-moves became part of discipline. Information rushed through, burning together. The shintopurs would make strange movements with their hips that he did not have the flexibility for, and the system would compensate with motion assistance or a shadow shift. So many clever connections forming between existing skills. Sometimes contorting like a snake, sometimes waving like grass in the wind, giving way to the power, allowing for magical shifts and changes of direction. 
 
    The cores collapsed to their waxy residue, their potential expended. 
 
    Shadow Evasion - 86% 
 
    “That took ages.” 
 
    “What?” He looked up, surprised. 
 
    “Ten to fifteen minutes,” Kozzie told him. 
 
    “A lot more happened than just absorbed the knowledge from the core,” Adrian admitted. “My brain was building some kind of network between evasion, dodge, stealth, air, and Shadow Steps.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Eighty-six percent,” he told them. He focused on the feeling; the progress differed from Ambusher’s Steps or Flame Sprout, when the skill had been useless until it was one hundred percent mastered. “I can use the skill at maybe fifty percent performance.” Actually, better than that. “I mean, it’s there at one hundred percent efficiency for half the time. I’ll get once it’s mastered. It’s useable!” He almost shouted those last two words. 
 
    The smile broadened on Kozzie’s face. “That’s great.” 
 
    “I feel so much stronger.” Even the automatic dodge was present. When mastered, there would be energy for three of them. He only had one available, but if something ambushed him, the skill would save his life just like troll aspect and Steve’s ring. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Adrian told them. The agony of the morning was lifting. Shintopurs were evil, and he was stronger. Those two facts helped. 
 
    They kept walking. They could now see the broken window shards on the line of houses that demarcated where farmlands stopped and the town started. 
 
    Rats exploded out of a batch of shrubs thirty metres in front of them. Dozens of them. Kozzie had been practising throwing his knife and must have hit something. The parallels with the possums sent Adrian’s mind into overdrive, so he let his identification go crazy. They were not abnormally strong. In fact, they were quite weak; they had probably benefited from being in no man’s land between the shintopurs and the humans. 
 
    The lessons learnt while hunting rats to test the scoropid venom kept Adrian’s focus flicking over them. He did not want to miss anything dangerous. 
 
    Weak. 
 
    They were all pathetic. 
 
    There were several that could quadruple their size, others with a charge ability and a couple with nasty elemental attacks added to their bite, but nothing that would trouble them. He kept scanning, expecting the penny to drop and a mastermind to emerge like with the possum. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    Jules looked in disbelief at Kozzie before frowning in annoyance and gripping her club. Steve was already down on one knee with his sword out. 
 
    While searching for the threat, Adrian waved his hand and cast the growth buff on Kozzie. He had attempted it over a hundred times before and failed every time. 
 
    Nope. The rats in the back were also nothing special. Maybe they were just a distraction. Then he noticed Kozzie. To his surprise, the spell had not failed. It was working and absorbing into his body. Thrilled, Adrian pumped mana to push it to full strength. It was time to see what his buff could do on others. There were a couple of slight flaws still, but if it was working, it was working. He was sure his and Kozzie’s interface would have blocked the magic if it were genuinely dangerous. 
 
    Surely, they would have. 
 
    Kozzie started growing: hulking legs, long and broad torso, a giant’s head. Then, the magic petered out. His lower arms were left unaltered, the magic stymied at his upper arms. There was no threat from the rats, so Adrian quietly chuckled to himself. Jules was not so refrained—her peals of laughter rang out across the grassland. 
 
    Kozzie was cursing suddenly, unable to even grabs the knives to throw. The rat wave was already upon them. A swing of Steve’s sword sent a dozen rats flying. More swearing from Kozzie while he resorted to busily stamping on the surrounding rats. With his weight, he squished them easily. His toes poked through his shoes. A rat, one that had grown to four times its size, latched onto the exposed toe. 
 
    Oops. One flaw he had noticed and ignored was the component that scaled clothes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 72 
 
    Jules was dancing between the rats and whacking them away with flicks of her wrist. Her club work seemed to have improved another stage. She previously had lacked the fine precision and speed that showed through with every action. Every swing took out three rats at once. 
 
    Despite the staggering number of rodents, they were all dodging and weaving between attacks. Adrian almost wished he could be on the front line to test-run his new evasion skill, but that could wait. Standing next to Susie, he fried any rats that made it through. This was not a fight; it was just some minor housework. Taking out the trash. 
 
    Within ten seconds of the rats reaching them, the fight was over. 
 
    “I’m not touching them,” Jules declared, not even winded from the effort. 
 
    “Hey, man. Kill the spell,” Kozzie demanded. 
 
    Adrian snickered, and then deliberately focused on Jules. “They were weak. Not worth the effort to process.” 
 
    “Kill the spell.” 
 
    Adrian glanced at Kozzie again. He looked so ridiculous, this immense body ending in toothpick arms. 
 
    “Umm, I can’t.” 
 
    Kozzie blinked at him incredulously. 
 
    “Because it’s too funny.” Even Steve smiled, and the women were openly howling with laughter. 
 
    “I will stomp on you.” 
 
    “Whoa! I can’t kill the spell.” 
 
    Kozzie took a booming step towards him. 
 
    “You have, like, twenty seconds to go,” Adrian finished hurriedly. He was pretty sure Kozzie was more restrained than Jules, but after getting his ribs broken, he was more circumspect. 
 
    “I don’t have a camera, but I will remember this forever,” Jules said, still laughing. “Wait ’til I tell the kids.” 
 
    “You will not,” Kozzie spluttered before the magic finished and he started shrinking. 
 
    His interface dinged, and Adrian looked away from the ridiculous scene in front of him. The pathway of buff magic was complete. 
 
    “Yes!” Adrian exclaimed. “I got it! I can cast party buff magic.” 
 
    “We don’t want you to,” Kozzie started. 
 
    “Nah, it’s mastered now. I won’t make those mistakes going forward. Unless you annoy me,” he finished under his breath. Only Susie heard the last bit, and she chuckled. 
 
    With another disdainful look at the broken rats, they continued. 
 
    “I am so wrecked,” Susie complained. “Those three hours of sleep barely helped.” 
 
    “Hot meal, a safe place to sleep. It’ll be beautiful,” Kozzie said, rubbing his hands gleefully. 
 
    “Yeah, I like Elma,” Susie agreed. “She’s a wonderful woman. You can tell that she has a great head on her shoulders.” 
 
    When they reached the house, a young man was outside whittling a piece of wood with a knife. The hands moved with practised skill, but magic supplemented the movements. It was a combination of green nature magic and the whiter energy of force. While he carved, he was growing the wood to get better lines and creating fractures so that wood flaked off exactly right. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked flatly, barely looking up from his work. A level ten druid. Where was the animal companion? Discreetly, Adrian looked around but spotted nothing. 
 
    “We have killed the shintopurs,” Susie answered. “All of them. Elma is expecting us.” 
 
    After staring stoically at them for an awkward period while his hands stopped carving, a perfect wooden statue was in his hands. It was Bob with a cheeky grin they had all seen earlier. The man stood, looking neither pleased nor angry. “Thank you.” The words sounded forced. “Are you sure you got them all?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kozzie answered with surprising maturity. Complete certainty was in his voice. “We chased down over eighty that fled. Searched every inch of the compound, ensured there were no tracks of anything escaping, and killed everything we found.” 
 
    He nodded at that. 
 
    “Your mum gave us a quest,” Kozzie hedged. 
 
    “Grandmother,” the man corrected. “It’s been a whole day. We assumed you were dead, and we were planning on leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “Fortunately not,” Kozzie said. “The threat to the town has been removed.” 
 
    The man acknowledged the words in neither agreement nor disagreement. “We’re still going at dawn. You can stay tonight and longer if you want. Elma’s in charge of planning our exit.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why are we leaving?” the man asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He shrugged. “We talked about it. Elma’s deal was a bad one. She even admitted it, and she usually never admits fault.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Are you dense?” he barked at Kozzie. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “If you failed, the shintopurs would have destroyed us in vengeance. If you were successful, then Elma will tell you everything we know about Albury. Albury is not going to be happy about that.” 
 
    “Albury doesn’t need to hear you shared stuff.” 
 
    “There will be rumours. There always are. You guys might be captured.” 
 
    “I still don’t see the problem. It’s not like we would tell on you,” Kozzie objected. “And we’re just getting information in order to sneak through.” 
 
    The man laughed. “Anyone who’s willing to take on an entrenched shintopur compound has a fair bit of hero complex. You’re not going to sneak through Albury.” 
 
    Adrian butted in. “I—” 
 
    “With all due respect, you haven’t heard the stories we have. We’re leaving tomorrow. We will probably aim for Wagga, which is hopefully far enough to deter them. We appreciate the chance you’ve given the town, but when the shit hits the fan and Albury comes for us, we don’t want to still be here.” 
 
    They paused, not sure how to respond. 
 
    “Go on in,” the man said finally. “I’m going to do another carving. George,” he declared, already picking up a redwood chunk. 
 
    “Wait. Is there a trader?” Adrian interrupted. He wanted to buy a replacement spear and a shintopur core to double his evasion ability. Even though he usually kept it in his bag, he felt naked without it. 
 
    “In town,” the man replied, waving in the general direction of the barricades around the central town. 
 
    A large figure appeared in the door. Level twelve ranger. He was not carrying a weapon but had an awfully familiar bag, presumably housing all his weapons. Having experience, Adrian knew it took about three quarters of a second to get into a fighting position, or less with Steve’s magic. 
 
    “Do we need to run now?” the big man asked. 
 
    “No,” the carver answered. “They killed them all.” 
 
    “Good.” The big man relaxed only slightly. “Come in, then. We’ll have a community dinner and then you can spend the night in Molly’s old place. It’s not as protected as the town or our three houses are, but you guys can take care of yourselves.” 
 
    “Any roof is a good roof,” Kozzie said. 
 
    “We were planning on expanding to it once things settled, so it’s all clean and ready to go. No nasty mould, no rotten food, and no pests.” 
 
    He came fully outside. He was in his mid-forties, strong and, like most men, he had signs of a month-old beard. The further everyone got from the Alpha event, the more shaving had fallen out of fashion. Self-consciously, Adrian touched his own two-week effort and wondered if Emily would like it. 
 
    “I’m going to the trader,” he called out. 
 
    He caught the look that passed between Jules and Kozzie. 
 
    “I’ll come too,” Jules declared. “I have some stuff to trade.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    You do not need to babysit me. 
 
    “Wait,” Steve said just as they were turning to leave. “I have some extra items.” He held his bag underneath Adrian’s and initiated a familiar, soundless transfer of items. Checking the inventory list after it was deposited, Adrian discovered it was mainly armour and weapons scavenged off the shintopurs. 
 
    With a shrug, Adrian headed off with Jules walking as a guard dog next to him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 73 
 
    There was no one at the trader, and with a wave, Adrian let Jules go first. She dumped a couple of items, made some small talk, and received something that looked like leatherworking materials. Of course, with the trader magic obfuscating things, she could have received almost anything and Adrian would have the same politely clueless reaction. 
 
    “I’m all done,” she said sweetly. “Take your time. I can wait.” 
 
    Adrian stepped forward. The trader was a form of crab. Its anatomy made it impossible to even pretend to be humanoid. “Hello, my name is Adrian,” he said in his friendliest tone. 
 
    The crab clicked, sort of like coins clattering on tiles, and a surprisingly feminine voice came from a stone around her neck. “You may call me Charlize.” 
 
    Charlize the crab. At least it would be an easy name to remember. “How are you finding our world?” 
 
    More clinks, soon layered underneath sweet laughter from the stone. “Unfortunately, the world is more hostile than I prefer. As for your race—you humans—I like the ugliness in your psyche. Your ability to laugh, the variance in your population. I even appreciate the anger and nastiness that you guys champion. The ‘goody two shoes’ races just end up annoying me. I appreciate species with all the colours of the rainbow: honest, villainous, selfless, deceptive. I love it.” 
 
    “I guess that’s good,” Adrian said in response, not at all understanding what she had said. 
 
    “It’s grand,” Charlize confirmed. “Makes everything more interesting.” 
 
    “I have some questions.” Charlize did a little bob. “What do you know about the shintopur cores?” 
 
    More clinks in rhythmic beats that were immediately drowned out by the projected voice. “Shintopur cores need to be valued individually. The price depends on the age of individual and the intellectual diversity of the population. They start at around eight hundred energy to sell and sixteen hundred to buy, but better ones are twice as valuable and four times for the supreme warrior level.” 
 
    His mind raced, wondering if the gear he had would be enough to afford one. It felt like he should have considerably more energy than that. Also, what size should he get? A small one should be sufficient, but what if it was not? 
 
    “Is there one available?” 
 
    The crab paused. Now that there was time to look, he noticed that there were ten legs instead of the usual six. The front four were adapted to end in a shape that was closer to hands than pincers. Long fingers and two opposable thumbs ending in a rubbery material that looked very dexterous. One of them reached out and opened the drawer in her cart as easily as a human could. Charlize fiddled with the contents before her whole body did an awkward shake. “No, none available. No one’s sold me us single one. That’s probably good.” 
 
    “Oh. Why?” 
 
    “It means that maybe only the one group you fought slipped through.” 
 
    There was a global network of traders so in theory, if a human somewhere in the world had sold one, Charlize would know. The other alternative was that wherever they were, the shintopurs had won. 
 
    Charlize must have seen his expression. “I see your look. Statistically, there are usually casualties on both sides. If they were common in this event, there would be cores sold. Zero sold means they are very rare.” 
 
    A sigh of relief. 
 
    “What else?” the bright voice asked. 
 
    “I have a lot to sell, and I was hoping to get a spear.” 
 
    There was a moment of stillness that he had learnt to interpret as the trader assessing his abilities and, in turn, calculating what he needed. The interface was probably slipping its suggestion in at the same time. 
 
    “You do have an interesting skill set,” she said with that wonderful voice. “Do you want to be a warrior or a magic user?” 
 
    “Magic,” he confirmed without hesitation. With his air bonuses, buff skills, and fire and ice mastery, it was a no-brainer where his value was. 
 
    “Yet, you have expert archery, advanced spear, and soon-to-be the equivalent of expert dodge. Add in your Strength buff and growth buffs, and you’re probably one of the most accomplished melee fighters on the continent, if not the world. Even though as a warrior your attributes are distributed terribly.” 
 
    “Magic,” he repeated. 
 
    She laughed. “Just teasing, but don’t fall into the trap of underestimating your fighting prowess.” 
 
    Was there a secret message there? His head hurt with always trying to second-guess and decode everything she said. He blamed the interface for that. 
 
    “What do you have to sell?” 
 
    Rather than take out each piece individually, he highlighted all the shintopur armour and a variety of herbs that he no longer used, along with bits and pieces of animals that he had gathered. 
 
    “To barter or sell,” he told her. 
 
    The crab bobbed up and down, obviously trying to mimic a nod for “yes,” or so Adrian assumed. 
 
    She hesitated and once more consulted the magical draws. This time, three different arms rummaged around in various compartments in front of her. “There are three choices that I would recommend. The first is a sapient seed spear at level one without a skill assigned.” 
 
    That has to be worth ten thousand energy, he immediately thought. The shintopur armour that Steve had given him must have been worth a lot more than he thought. 
 
    “The second is replacing your previous spear but with a hundred mana capacity and a slow self-charging function. In that bundle, I’ll include a portion of agility—permanent plus four standard attribute points. The third is a collection of jewellery that will boost both strength and agility by eight standard attribute points.” 
 
    The jewellery was worth sixteen levels. “Can I get jewellery focused on mana and mana control instead?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    What? Why? 
 
    “Umm why?” 
 
    “These are special deals. It’s the best I can offer.” 
 
    WHAT? 
 
    That thought was directed internally. In response, the interface essentially threw its hands up to proclaim innocence. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Charlize said softly and apologetically. “I am using exception-based offers and they can be tricky. I can supply secondary, less useful skills and items cheaper. As you are technically magic-focused”—she made air quotes over the melee focus bit—“I can give you melee items cheaper. The stuff you transferred over was only worth eighteen hundred energy.” 
 
    Eighteen hundred to ten thousand energy. Of course there would be drawbacks to that. All three options had him salivating. The sapient spear was the long-term play, but who knew what ability it would develop once he seized it? If it was mana storage—even if only fifty, like his last spear—he would take it without hesitation. 
 
    “Can you direct the skill of the sapient spear?” 
 
    “No,” Charlize said instantly. “And it’s more variable than you think. Each seed, for lack of a better explanation, already has an inherent bias, so the skills they manifest will be designed to keep you alive, but it is to the best of their abilities. So, if it’s a barrier-based seed, the upgrades at each level will always be based around shielding. If it’s one that buffs attributes, that is what you’ll get. You just can’t tell.” 
 
    It was still very tempting. Even the randomness was appealing. What happened if the system cheated on his behalf again and the seed manifested multiple abilities? There were so many options that could occur. Then again, it might end up boosting his vitality or generate a shitty shield, neither of which would help as a physical fighter based on evasion or as an elusive hit-and-run mage. 
 
    What do you think? 
 
    Indifference in response. 
 
    The jewellery? 
 
    More indifference. What? He had expected the interface to be firmly against it. Then again, it was equivalent to sixteen levels. It would not scale with his buff, of course, but it would let him physically fight multiple level tens at a time. 
 
    Long-term was too far away. He needed power now. That unfortunately ruled out the seed and left the other two options. Magic or physical. With Kozzie’s new blur forward attack, plus Steve and Jules’s combat skills, they did not need anyone else getting close and personal. Instead, magical support would help more. 
 
    “Option two.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 74  
 
    Adrian placed the two items on the bench and gulped the potion in relief. All those nightmares of continuously tripping and falling could be left behind. The last two days had been a blur, and it was time to see how he had progressed. Strength and magic attributes would probably be unchanged, but he was hoping for a major boost to all the others. 
 
    Please! 
 
    He was not sure whether he was praying to a god or the interface. On second thought, it was almost certainly the interface; at least it existed and had shown a talent for bending rules. 
 
    There was stillness from it. A disappointed silence you would expect from a teacher who had caught one of his favourites trying to cheat on a test. Then rapid emotions, confusion, followed by indignation. 
 
    Ignoring the faux outrage, he flicked through to check his statistics. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    Inherent Healing --- N.A. Replaced by troll regeneration --- Population - 1.09 
 
    Vitality --- now 1.92 --- +0.02 from injuries sustained --- Population - 1.24 
 
    Physical Resistance --- 0.63 --- Population - 0.52 
 
    Magical Resistance --- now 0.18 --- Increased 0.03 from buff magic --- Population - 0.06 
 
    Strength --- 1.17 --- Population - 1.06 (+.02) 
 
    Agility --- now 1.17 (+.1) --- +0.33 from potion (reduced from headline 0.4 because of innate lack of ability), +0.04 from use. --- Population - 1.21 (+.01) 
 
    Perception --- now 1.29 (+.1) --- Increased by 0.09 from use --- Population - 1.06 (.01) 
 
    Intelligence --- 1.39 --- Population - 1.07 (.01) 
 
    Mana Control --- now 2.93 --- increased by 0.01 from use--- Population - 1.12 (.01) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 2.09 (0.5) ---- An increase of 0.01 through extensive use --- Population - 1.11 (+.01) 
 
      
 
    Pathways and skills in progress 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 98% 
 
    Identification Rank 5 - 48% (+3%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 89% (+4%) 
 
    Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 66% (+1%) 
 
    Gathering - 86% (+17%) 
 
    Party Buff- 100% (+43%) - Acquired 
 
    Pathway of Poison Resistance – 8% (+8%) 
 
      
 
    Skills obtained 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 3, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura. Lay of Hands, Mana Control, Flame Sprout, Bush Alchemy, Self-Buff - Vitality, Self-Buff - Strength, Self-Buff - Growth, Minor Troll Regeneration*, Air Aura, Air Magic Specialization, Expert Archery, Party Buff 
 
    Experience: 11,342 of 20,000 required for Level 3 
 
    Only 0.33 for the Agility potion was a bit of a kick in the gonads. Was his suppleness really that bad? Apparently, yes. Unfortunately, it was not a surprise. After all, he had received extra mana control due to an aptitude for magic, so it made sense that the logic would work the other way and negative personal characteristics would slow him down. Starting off as an uncoordinated fool made it a hard slog to be something. 
 
    He now matched the population’s Agility. In terms of Agility, he was not superhuman, but at least he was no longer subhuman. 
 
    “I have other customers.” 
 
    Embarrassed, he looked around and saw two people waiting. 
 
    “Sorry.” He picked up his spear and dumped ninety mana into it, deliberately leaving ten out so that he could see how quickly the mana accumulation worked. 
 
    “All sorted?” Jules asked as he stepped away. She was positively beaming. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What did you drink?” 
 
    “Four points of Agility.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a while until Jules broke it. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “That’s it.” She had stopped to look at him, annoyance on her face. “Stop being macho. We’re not blind. I saw what you went through with the cubs. Hell, I’m the only one who understands it.” 
 
    The words were a stark reminder of how they had used her to spring the final trap. Jules had killed them, too. 
 
    “I struggled,” he told her honestly. “I hated myself and then I realised the shintopurs were not to be pitied. They were evil. When they were sapient, they were evil. They chose for their descendants to become creatures designed to kill other civilisations. I can’t think of anything more vile.” 
 
    Jules nodded. “I wanted to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I have Kozzie. I’m fine.” she said hurriedly, obviously recognising Adrian’s genuine look. She wanted to avoid any questions coming back the other way. 
 
    “The shintopurs were evil,” he repeated for her benefit, as he was comfortable with his decisions. 
 
    They arrived at the house, and Jules immediately passed out flasks of alcohol. It was obvious from her expression that she had underestimated the size of Elma’s extended family. There were over twenty people in the room, so rather than individual drinks, every two people shared a flask. 
 
    There was a bonanza of fresh food on the table. 
 
    “We’re leaving tomorrow,” Elma told them, seeing their looks. “So we stripped all the gardens.” 
 
    Adrian grabbed the succulent salad with excitement. It had been a while since there had been proper salads available. 
 
    “Just to recap what I told the others,” Elma went on, having finished dinner, “Albury survived mainly intact. Wodonga across the river fared worse. They abandoned the city and fled into Albury. From the sounds of it, the population in Albury has increased because of the refugees. There were no local threats apart from the Wodonga side, so they cut off access to the bridges with a car wall. They had no threats after that, so the people are more spread out than they are here. There was some consolidation of the elderly but there is no central barricaded area. It’s all open city with over half the houses still occupied even at the edge of town.” 
 
    “Crazy,” Susie muttered as Elma paused for breath. Adrian was shocked by how quickly she responded. 
 
    “Now for the bad. Information is sparse, but basically the Yanneys have taken over. They were a well-known crime family—drugs, prostitution, and some standover tactics. In recent years, they had also expanded their interests to include land development and government contracts with bought councillors to skew zoning decisions in their favour. Anyway, we don’t know what happened, but they seem to convince people to join them. They used all their contacts to collect the undesirables, drug pushers, standover men, bikies . . . even from opposing gangs. They join them, swear loyalty and then come out super strong. They wear a green patch. Everything a patched member says is the law. Women, homes, material—one word and it’s theirs. There are stories of a single patched man going into someone’s house, declaring it was his, and accusing the owner of trespassing. Then declaring that the penalty for trespassing was a year of indentured service. Basically, he turned them into slaves because he liked the look of their house. Just like that. And there was no one to stop him.” She clicked her fingers. 
 
    Elma continued. “So, we’ve known about this for a while and then eleven days ago, they came here, demanding obedience and tribute. And I think you know how they enforced it. My family was out here, and we only found out about it the next day. Nasty business.” She shook her head. “They’ll be back in three days, and we’re going to be gone by then.” 
 
    “The Yanneys? That’s a weird name,” Jules said, sounding it out. 
 
    “Fannies,” Kozzie blurted out. There was laughter. 
 
    “Yep, they must have been teased like anything growing up,” Susie agreed. There were more snickers. 
 
    “Evil pieces of work,” Elma said darkly. 
 
    “So stay clear of anyone patched. You need to pretend you are scavengers from a nearby farm. Might be worthwhile dirtying yourself up and pushing wheelbarrows of loot. Everyone looks down on them and half are refugees from Wodonga. You’ll blend in seamlessly.” 
 
    “Let them eat, Mum,” one of the older men said. “Save the heavy conversation for later.” 
 
    The dinner went quickly and the drink even quicker. 
 
    “I’m going to buy some liquor,” Kozzie called out, getting up. 
 
    “Get the drink that makes you float,” Jules requested immediately. “You know, the spicy one.” 
 
    Kozzie just grinned, soaking in the content aura in the room. The town was perfectly safe. The shintopurs had been the only known threat, as all the other Alpha creatures had been driven out weeks ago. With a wave, Kozzie vanished out the door. 
 
    Adam, another grandson, stood up to follow. “Should he be travelling by himself?” 
 
    “Sit down,” Jules ordered. “The town is safe, and he travels in stealth anyway, so no one will see him unless he wants them to do.” 
 
    Adam sat. 
 
    “So, you were telling us about day one,” Susie prompted Elma. 
 
    Gale laughed at that. “Oh yeah. So, I had just read all the Alpha stuff and got my class as an axe fighter, figuring that as my woodchopping skills could be useful to fight the monsters. Clicked it all into place. Flooded with memories of basic techniques to use an axe. Then, I put my free attributes all to Strength, you know, like a sensible person. And I was ready to go.” 
 
    John, the man she was sitting on, jokingly protested: “This is a silly story.” John was a level eight growth mage. 
 
    Gale smiled at him and continued. “I turn to John and say, ‘There are going to be monsters. We need to get out there and protect people. What weapon skills did you get?’” 
 
    John squirmed a little, clearly uncomfortable. 
 
    “His face just went bright red, and he stuttered. He had chosen to be a growth mage. A what? I wasn’t too alarmed. John is a sensible guy. Maybe it was a class that could entangle monsters and let us go in for the kill. Nope. First skill—he can grow things ten percent faster and make grown ingredients up to ten percent more potent.” 
 
    Dollar signs lit up in Adrian’s head. That was very powerful and useful. Pair those skills with alchemy knowledge, and in four or five months, they could produce potions that were more powerful than anything else on offer. 
 
    “The bloody interface said that there would be monsters, and he chose that crap.” 
 
    “I like to brew fancy beer,” John protested. “Grow special ingredients and create the best stuff ever.” 
 
    Gale rolled her eyes. 
 
    “So, I thought, ‘Okay the skill is crap, but I can see how a farmer could be useful. After all, we’re in the country and it’s not like he can’t swing an axe still.’ So, I say, ‘I hope you put your attributes into Strength and . . .’” 
 
    The banter continued. The flasks ran dry. Kozzie was late, but it probably just meant that there was a line at the trader, or he had gotten bored and sneaked in some minor hunting. Elma ordered John to open some wine and soon three more bottles were emptied. Gale retold the story about how John had been forced to ask her for help when dealing with a skunk rat. 
 
    Skunk Rat 
 
    A harmless pest that raids crops. Known for the smell that it leaves behind that often makes harvesting of affected fields uneconomical. 
 
    “This poor thing, completely harmless,” Elma finished to laughter. It was obviously a story that had been told regularly. 
 
    “If he had taken a proper class.” Gale again. John’s face went red. It seemed to do that a lot. 
 
    Adrian’s interface glowed. Dense text scrolled down and filled his vision. Even the background was unusually opaque. If he was in a hostile setting, the lack of vision would have been a death sentence, but the interface was smarter than that. With no choice, he started reading. 
 
    CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE MET THE PREREQUISITES TO RECEIVE A SYSTEM QUEST 
 
    What? There are quests? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 75 
 
    Amazed, Adrian kept reading. 
 
    QUEST - FREE ALBURY 
 
    Because over twenty thousand people desire the same action, a general quest has been issued to anyone who meets the prerequisites. 
 
    Prerequisites 
 
    
    	        Every member of the party must exceed level 10 under the standard measurement system 
 
    	        You have examined the Albury issue in sufficient detail to form an opinion and your goal aligns with that of the population 
 
    	        You have been irreparably harmed by the Junta actions 
 
    	        Your chances of success have been assessed at greater than 1 percent 
 
   
 
    To complete the quest, all eight representatives of the ruling junta must be killed. 
 
    Junta Members 
 
    
    	        Adhava Yanney 
 
    	        Yosuf Yanney 
 
    	        Eleni Yanney 
 
    	        Raj Yanney 
 
    	        Panayiota McDermott 
 
    	        Tony McDermott 
 
    	        Bruce McDermott 
 
    	        Joshua Yanney 
 
   
 
    Experience 40,000 per participant (seven highest contributors). 
 
    Experience may be scaled downwards if an insignificant contribution is given. 
 
    ACCEPT or DECLINE 
 
    Adrian was blown away. 
 
    He should not have been surprised. The book had mentioned that there were six aids provided, and he had only seen three of them. This was another one. Interfaces, traders, and loot chests. He had thought that sapient interfaces might have formed a fourth, but there was no evidence either way on that issue. 
 
    His intelligence pathway did not ding, which probably confirmed that sapient interfaces were not an aid, or they were at least only part of the interface’s stuff. These quests, Adrian realised, were the system’s attempt to prevent strangled societies. That was what was happening in Albury. This Yanney family and presumably its in-laws had declared themselves kings over the population and then subjected everyone to their rule by force. It was the absolute definition of a strangled society, particularly with the rumours of slavery that Elma had just recounted. 
 
    The quest must be the balancing mechanism against these shifts of social structures. As it was against the norms of the population, the quest had been spawned to remove the threat. He admired the ingenuity of the solution. 
 
    Clever. Very clever. But then, they had billions of years to find this method, so he should not be that surprised. 
 
    The more important question was, should he accept? 
 
    The experience offered was an entire level and a half, and that was absurd. It was a massive carrot, but the time he would need to dedicate felt like too much. The targets were probably spread all over the countryside, so it would take weeks to track them down. It just was not worth it, and that was before he even considered the fact it would have meant killing humans. The shintopurs had been non-sapient and evil, and he had struggled against them. How would he manage against actual people? 
 
    “Where’s Kozzie?” Jules asked with a sudden ring of alarm in her voice. Elma’s folks shifted uneasily. From their perspective, nothing had happened that could have caused that timbre of stress from Jules. After all, they had not received the quest. 
 
    Adrian’s mind raced. His eyes running back over the text that he had neither declined nor accepted. 
 
    That single line in the prerequisites. 
 
    You have been irreparably harmed by the Junta’s actions. 
 
    What did that mean? 
 
    Irreparably? That was not a welcome word. 
 
    Kozzie! 
 
    His head was pounding. Jules’s cheeks were going red. He recognised the signs. How could she be entering berserker mode when they were not under attack and had not been injured? 
 
    “Where the fuck is KOZZIE?!” 
 
    Words could not describe the look that flashed across the girl’s face. Complete apocalyptic fury. 
 
    She had made a connection between the quest and Kozzie not being in the room. Emotions were taking over, giving her the sort of expression that was synonymous with understanding that all her hopes and dreams had been systematically shattered by the school bully—her only choice was to ball up her fists and bide her time. Wait until she could get behind him and hit him over the head with a discarded shovel when no one was watching. Or maybe it was the look of someone suddenly sure that an evil had torn away the love of her life and the thing responsible was outside the door and there were no police. This time. 
 
    Hypothetically. 
 
    The emotions played across her face, revealing hardness that would have made him shudder to see just a month ago. Now it was only a familiar discomfort, not concerning. That is, unless it was from a friend whose class was berserker. The furious expression morphed into the patented berserker look. She had come to a verdict about the words “irreparable harm.” 
 
    Everyone else was here but Kozzie. 
 
    Irreparable harm. 
 
    Everything could be healed. Even a limb could be regrown. It was difficult to imagine that the word irreparable could mean something other than . . . 
 
    Adrian stopped that thought. It was too early to jump to a conclusion. The system—his interface—could play a terrible, terrible joke. 
 
    The image spun around him with no malice in it. If anything, the intention was gentle and soothing, which made it even more scary. A big, bearded man. “Oh, you poor summer child.” 
 
    Breath caught in his throat. No. Not until he had proof. 
 
    Jules’s thought process was different. She was not willing to wait. At nineteen years old, she lacked his life experience. At that age, he would have been leaping to conclusions too. The berserker mask fell fully into place. 
 
    Oh no! 
 
    Elma was staring at them all in shock: the abrupt screaming, the panicked faces. 
 
    Jules was pulling her club out. Grave seriousness. It was beyond scary. Instead of simply opening the door, she hacked straight through it like it was a vine across her path. The door practically shattered under the charge, sending both the door latch and hinges splintering across the room. Elma was up and screaming alongside her three dumbstruck sons. 
 
    Not a word, not a cackle. Only horrific silence, and then she was gone. Without a glance at his companions, Adrian found himself sprinting out after her. 
 
    Irreparable harm. 
 
    No. Why? 
 
    There was no way to know whether Kozzie was okay or not. Until they discovered, until there was evidence—he corrected in his head—he would stay hopeful. All he knew about the situation was that Jules had gone into Bash Mode and would be vulnerable. He would be doing the same thing if it was Emily who was unaccounted for. 
 
    If they did something to him . . . 
 
    The Albury stories were horrific. 
 
    If they did . . . 
 
    Heart beating furiously, a thrumming in his head. 
 
    Look after Jules! 
 
    It was his only move. In this state, she needed protection. The roar demanding blood and action was replaced by a colder focus. Vengeance. 
 
    His vision started going red again before he brought it under control. 
 
    Gather the facts. One step at a time. 
 
    For now, save Jules from herself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 76   
 
    Jules was on the street looking both ways in a moment of indecision before she orientated towards the trader and set off. There was no need to see her face. He had watched her fight enough to know the signs: the tense, square shoulders, the erratic wrist movements. 
 
    With Ambusher’s Steps clicking on like a comfortable blanket covering him, Adrian followed, aiming to be her guardian angel of sorts. It was late in the day, and it amazed him how much faster he could move while maintaining the steps’ discipline. He barely had to cheat to match Jules’s pace, though the occasional Shadow Step kept him at ease. Haste was a miracle worker. 
 
    There were quests! 
 
    That thought jumped around in his head amidst the panic. A deliberate distraction attempt. Focus on the shiny to avoid the sorrow. 
 
    He would be fine. 
 
    Quests. Once this was over, he was going to have to have a long talk with the interface, but for now he had to focus on keeping Jules alive. Cautious acceptance came from the interface. 
 
    But . . . quests. 
 
    It all made sense—an aid designed to stop strangled societies. It was probably something he should have assumed existed. A method to prevent civilisations from being hijacked. If the majority of a species rejected an action, then the quests would kick in. They would direct the strong in the society to do what was needed to meet the will of populace. Send the heroes to end the villains. By basing it off collective desires, the system avoided making judgement calls. Allowing self-policing. It was clever, or possibly obvious. He did not know which way to think. 
 
    Later. You can work it out later. 
 
    His lungs were burning. Running full bore while in stealth was not the easiest of activities. 
 
    The quest flashed in his vision. The big red button encouraging him to accept. Resolutely, he ignored the encouragement. He would decide on his own time. Its description scared him. It sounded like it would take weeks to complete. That chilled him, and as much as he wanted to help Albury, it was hardly his problem. Weeks! 
 
    A glance back. Susie and Steve were both running after them. The older woman looking flustered as she tried to run as hard as she could. Steve, shadowing her, seemed to be going for a casual jog. 
 
    Adrian’s foot caught on something and suddenly he was flailing through the air. Windmilling and stumbling. He broke the fall mostly on his hands, but he still skidded along the asphalt on one side of his face. A flash of light. His face hurt, dull enough to warn him it was bad. It might take a minute to heal. Palms stinging. There were little bits of gravel dug into them and even some blood. He dusted them off. 
 
    Peering back, there was a slight rise in the sidewalk, a tiny lip, and that was the entire obstacle. His damned cursed Agility, though with the potion he was at least back to average; maybe this time he had been unlucky. 
 
    It was why meditation was so important. In a world of monsters, being able to run along smooth pathways without tripping was a fundamental life skill. Ever since that feather, his muscles had felt sluggish and responded erratically. There was an occasional twitch in them that meant that a leg moved fractionally slower or faster than expected, and that was more than often too much. Or sometimes when bending a limb, it would feel like the muscle would take a moment to click into action, like it was caught on something. Stop, start, jerk. Physically, it was probably comparable to some form of scar tissue. 
 
    If the meditation method worked, then he could boost Agility and smooth over the inconsistencies. Maybe in the long term, he could combine heavy weight training with meditation. Time it just right so that the hard work led to abnormal gains and make him an Agility monster. 
 
    Adrian’s foot caught again. He stumbled but this time kept his feet. 
 
    God. Concentrate. 
 
    Jules was no longer running, like someone who was searching for something. Instead, she moved in a straight line down the street as if she was being guided. 
 
    Swept up in an image. Simply a standalone console with a big “Accept” button next to a tattered yellow Post-It note. Picking it up to read scraggly doctor’s script: “Know where your enemies are! It is just a press away.” 
 
    The intervention was unnecessary. Intuitively, he had already known that Jules had accepted the quest, and it was guiding her. But that was not for him. Two weeks! Unless Kozzie was . . . 
 
    Not now. 
 
    Keep Jules alive and reject the quest later after he had figured out the best move. 
 
    Ahead of him, she hurtled around the corner of a street. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Jules had started laughing, but there was no joy. Like the laugh of a lich, devoid of humanity and lacking even a pretence of happiness. 
 
    Heartbreaking. 
 
    Her target was visible now that they had turned onto the new road. There were about twenty of them spread out on the road, tormenting some locals. Six prisoners encircled by a band of bullies. The Culcairn citizens were decked out in a scattering of armour and street clothes. The raiders from Albury, however, looked more like true medieval soldiers. They were dressed in matching armour that was dyed a dull crimson, and everyone carried an individualised weapon. He could see spears, swords, and even an axe. 
 
    One raider kicked a male who was leaning over to help a girl on the ground, and he went flying. A boot in his bum. From where Adrian was standing, he could hear the roars of laughter. 
 
    Why was he standing still? Jules was still moving. He needed to keep up. 
 
    The girl got to her feet. Red hair, tattered clothes. She was struggling to locate a weapon before she faced off against a big man with a beard. She was still teetering a bit, but she stood to face him. 
 
    He feinted forward, and she flinched. More laughter. 
 
    Adrian desperately after Jules. 
 
    Level 18 Brawler. Level 17 Smuggler. Level 17 Thief. Level 18 Warrior. Level 16 Earth Mage. 
 
    They were all ridiculously strong. 
 
    Identification focused more intensely on the earth mage. He was relieved to discover that he had the man beaten in every single statistic. The uncoordinated mutt. 
 
    Adrian maintained the focus, gathering more information. Jules was not slowing. Only one or two had noticed her, but that would change. Knowledge to help in the coming battle was vital. 
 
    The earth mage, while weaker than him, had magic items to marvel at. 
 
    Minor Magic Barrier 
 
    Passive shield that will block up to 50 damage from a magic attack (2). 
 
    Networked. Six hours to replace each charge. 
 
    The “(2)” presumably showed that there were two charges available. 
 
    Minor Projectile Barrier 
 
    Passive shield designed to block projectiles up to the penetration power of a medium crossbow (3). 
 
    Networked. Five hours to replace each charge. 
 
    A medium crossbow with the mysterious knowledge he had absorbed at one point had significantly more punching power than his bow. It would take infusing the weight of three normal arrows to match the force. Even if he infused the arrow with eight times earth weight, that powerful attack would just result in the shield expending additional charges and blocking the arrow. 
 
    The networking component concerned him. 
 
    Networked 
 
    An item that links with similar items to act on mass, sharing charges across the group. 
 
    Now that he understood what he was looking at, his eyes flicked across all of them, and they all had the two passive skills. The group of twenty could tank five times the damage he could cast, and even infusing them to the max, it would take literally dozens of his most powerful arrows before he would get through to injuring them. Hell, without his skills it would take over two hundred arrows before the arrows would hit, and that was assuming the archer’s aim was perfectly accurate. 
 
    Adrian’s mind kept racing. He was not even sure that his go-to Dragon’s Breath potion would work. It was possible a thin mist might get through, but it was equally likely that the entire bottle would be deflected by the projectile barrier or stopped by the magic. It just depended on how smart the magic was. If necessary, he would test it. 
 
    The gravity of the situation slowly seeped into his consciousness. This force was as good as invulnerable against a typical town. Level sixteens and immune to both physical and magical ranged attacks. How could a town without a full army ever survive against this party? A determined, skilled hunting party of forty would be slaughtered before they could chip through those protections. 
 
    That combination of buffs, protection against ranged magic and physical attacks, would make them akin to gods. It suddenly made sense why Culcairn had capitulated so quickly. How could anyone fight against warriors that seemed to be immune to all attacks? 
 
    Untouchable. 
 
    Jules was running straight at them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 77 
 
    Where had they gotten the energy to purchase so much stuff? No wonder they thought they could subdue the surrounding towns. The raiders could offer a deal the locals could not refuse. Slavery in exchange for sparing a life. All they had to do was walk in, start a fight, laugh while the initial wave of projectiles and magic failed, and then counterattack. After watching their best fail to even hurt the enemy, even the bravest of settlements would cower. 
 
    There was no time to ponder it now; Jules was sprinting straight at them. Her thin laughter provoked harsher, amused sounds from the raiders. Instantly, five bows rose and pointed at her in response to her swiping club. From their perspective it must look ridiculous—a crazed, rabid woman charging them and completely overtaken by rage. It would have been easy and safe to just put her down from a distance rather than trying to restrain and then negotiate. 
 
    “Fifty energy to the kill shot.” 
 
    Not on my watch. 
 
    They were all drawing their bows back, turning the act of taking a girl’s life into a blood sport. He had not cast his projectile barrier spell on anyone yet, but with the pathway complete and the external nature of this spell, it should work the first time. Energy gathered and the interface completed the complicated calculation inserting programming into the very air. Completing the motions as if he was casting on himself, Adrian assigned the anchor to Jules. It settled smoothly over her, like an invisible cloak. 
 
    Five arrows bounced cleanly off Jules. 
 
    The magical defensive worked how he had envisaged it would. The distant sensing tendrils detected the speeding shafts and then sent the information down through the Aura and then magically, for the shortest of instants, a barrier of air formed and hit the head of the arrow. There were no overpowering moments, no shattering of shafts on a shield. Instead, they all veered off course, some deflected by mere inches. Through the hail of arrows, Jules kept running, unfazed. Adrian’s spell was so much more powerful than their silly trinkets, even if it used deception rather than force. Barely fifteen percent of the included energy had been spent. 
 
    “Fuck! Talisman,” the same man yelled out. 
 
    Of course, they were not surprised by the magic barrier at all; they had artifacts generating exactly the same effect. 
 
    “Take her alive. She looks like fun.” 
 
    That made Adrian’s blood boil. 
 
    A big man, complete with a Viking beard, stepped forward. Level eighteen warrior who had split his level-up attributes between Strength, Vitality and some lip service to Agility. 
 
    One on one, it would not be a contest: Jules absolutely dominated him on the critical statistics, but they did not know that yet. They all probably only saw her as a level thirteen. Unfortunately, it was not going to be one on one. Despite her gifts, Adrian knew Jules could not fight this group alone. They were all around level sixteen. 
 
    How? 
 
    It was something that he could not explain. All he could think about was that they must have been caught in a lucky mana storm to have gained that many levels so quickly. It was more than anyone in Wagga had achieved outside non-standard interfaces, and everyone knew they cheated to get even that far. 
 
    Jules’s attributes were overwhelming versus one enemy. The moment the fight became one against twelve, that advantage reversed. 
 
    She was not alone. While Adrian’s offensive magic and archery might be nerfed for this battle, he had other skills. 
 
    Buff of Strength. 
 
    Buff of Growth. 
 
    Both spells ripped from his hands and streamed at the charging berserker. They sank into her flawlessly. 
 
    Jules was only ten metres from the group, screaming in with the same timbre as her previous laughter while his buffs started spawning physical changes. She expanded, increasing her size by fifty percent so that she towered over every single one of them. Collectively, they must have thought it was some skill she had. Fools. They were in for a shock. 
 
    Advanced club, berserker bonuses, enhanced Strength—they all worked to augment Jules beyond anything the raiders had met or could imagine. Adrian smiled coldly to himself. They were going to be stunned and then terrified when they saw regeneration at work. They probably assumed that after the growth ability at level thirteen, she had spent all her tricks. They would think she was as good as helpless. 
 
    The Strength and growth buffs were new, so he checked her relative strength. By his count, Jules’s Strength had ballooned to be that of six men, plus the extra power granted by her physical size. Unfortunately, her Agility had not scaled in the same fashion, because if it had jumped to four times normal, the battle would have been over before it started. Still, the overwhelming power should tilt the playing field towards her, even if technically it was twenty to one. 
 
    Earth magic flooded the ground under Jules’s feet. Panic struck Adrian as he worried it was some unknown ability, potentially an advanced spike from the enemy. Then the nature of the spell unfolded as his vision deciphered it. First it would loosen the dirt and she would sink while the soil rose, and then it would solidify. It was no more complicated than a run-of-the-mill trap spell. 
 
    As he had predicted, the solid earth rose to grab her feet, attempting to immobilise her before the bandits engaged. Whether the enemy’s goal was to kill or immobilise her, having Jules’s legs trapped in earth would make it easy for them. He tried to think of what he could do to free her. Maybe ice magic could freeze the dirt and let her break it, or maybe he could buy time with air gusts. 
 
    Jules was indifferent to Adrian’s internal dialogue. She kept going, ploughing into the rising dirt with six times the power of a normal human. Clods of soil went flying, pelting the surprised enemy soldiers. It made her stumble, but with them flinching away from the hail of earth, neither side was at an advantage. 
 
    Then, the two sides met with Jules swinging the suddenly small club at the first man. That was the moment when the raiders realised that their assumptions were wrong. That they were in a real fight, but they were not concerned in the slightest. 
 
    Something was off with them. In some strange way, it felt like they were puppets on a string almost against their will, automatically shifting around to cover the leader, the man who had offered energy for a kill shot. 
 
    Naturally, Adrian’s attention was drawn to this boss. Physically, there was nothing special about him: he was of Middle Eastern descent, medium height, portly with immaculate grooming. He sported a fresh haircut and shave, though the five o’clock shadow was starting to grow in. His armour also glowed with magical enchantments that his plainly equipped men lacked. 
 
    Level 24 Chocalight 
 
    The Chocalight is a custom class from the Chocataurant species. It specialises in stealth and self-defence with a variety of abilities to remain unnoticed. When challenged, it possesses several defensive and escape skills including increased armour, random teleport (up to 5 kilometres depending upon level) and magical resistance. Within Chocataurant culture, this class is reserved for royalty. 
 
    Adrian too possessed the items that granted the ranged protection, but there were more abilities on the list. He focused harder. 
 
    Aura of Authority 
 
    This aura projects a presence on those around the user to increase the authority of the figure. This aura can act to intimidate or calm people, depending on the psychological profile of each person. 
 
    Aura of Command 
 
    Those who perceive themselves to be your followers will gain a boost to all attributes when within twenty-five metres. Any commands given will enforce additional pressure to be obeyed. 
 
    Those two were the main ones, but there were also a variety of supplementary buffs from the armour, all of which increased different magical resistances. He was not immune to magic, but basic spells’ effectiveness would be halved. 
 
    Why on Earth had the interface insisted that they stay away from magical items when there were these sorts of treasures out there? And how much did they cost? 
 
    The image sucked him up and deposited him in a game show. The crowd was cheering, and a wheel was spinning. Everyone was excited, and the wheel slowed to a halt. “Congratulations! You have won an increase in the pathway of intelligence.” 
 
    What? No. He had only two percent to go. 
 
    Back in the image. The host was laughing. “No, no. Just joking. You haven’t even won a sticky star. What you said was inane.” 
 
    The image disappeared, and then Jules was within fighting range. The fight was on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 78 
 
    Three men moved forward to square off against Jules. Level seventeen warrior, level fifteen traglight, level sixteen guard. The first wielded a sword and the other two gripped spears. 
 
    Adrian’s identification flicked between them as he tried to formulate a plan. Short of getting into the fight at melee range, there were relatively few options available to him. All his magic skills were useless. Maybe retreating and using the bow could work. If he used up to eight times earth per arrow, he could at least start reducing that ranged invulnerability. Unfortunately, even then it would take twenty arrows before he would get through it, and that was too long. Bereft of any opportunities, he started circling around the battle in case one healer from the raider group got exposed and he could ambush them. Acting in the role of an assassin. 
 
    Where was Kozzie? He looked but could not find him. The locals, previously hemmed in, were running, their captors having recognised the more dangerous force that was Jules. The red-headed girl was crawling away slowly, dragging her broken leg behind her. 
 
    Thankfully, there were no dead bodies. 
 
    Jules had a huge grin on her face. She feinted right, and the traglight on the left automatically stepped closer to attack her exposed back. He was wielding a nasty spear with a curved blade on the end. The middleman, the guard, also lunged forward while Jules focused the other way. 
 
    The man she was attacking flinched. Despite their levels, they were not well-trained fighters, giving more credence to the mana storm theory. They were just lucky bullies of some sort. 
 
    With footwork that defied belief, Jules pirouetted around, away from the coward and towards the other two men. Both were committed to their individual strikes. She ignored the incoming weapons for a moment and swung her club brutally at the middleman’s head. Then, utilising the extra skills from the shintopurs and her enhanced agility, she immediately rotated her body to avoid a strike. The spear that was thrusting towards her chest ended up grazing the upper arm as she moved efficiently to avoid the attack. The nasty bladed spear had launched too far, and the wooden shaft slapped across Jules’s back. 
 
    Her targeted thrusting forward shook the earth enough to throw off the man’s balance. Jules’s club hit with the force of a freight train. Buffed beyond reason and having pivoted to put all the power she could through the strike, it was the sort of blow that could not be blocked by a normal human being no matter what gear they had. 
 
    There was a shower of sparks, and the man stumbled backwards with the sounds of an invisible barrier popping. 
 
    “She has bite. Kill her.” The leader’s tone sounded bored as he pronounced the death sentence. 
 
    Total, callous disregard. He would pay for that. 
 
    That single event had the most impact on the raiders. Until then, nothing had fazed them, not even Jules blasting effortlessly through the earth mage’s attempt to trap her. After all, Jules hardly looked threatening at her natural size, and their expressions had even been lustful then. That popping of the barrier visibly altered attitudes. 
 
    That awful realisation that things were not as they seemed. Almost as one, they appeared to shy backwards. The guy with the curved spear was too slow, and Jules’s club caught him on the hip. There was another shower of sparks but no pop this time, and he stumbled back, looking just as shocked as everyone else but unhurt. 
 
    Jules, laughing, took two quick steps towards the retreating man who was stumbling, clutching his hip and dragging his bladed spear behind him. Recognising the opportunity, Jules launched a devastating overhead swing. 
 
    Another shower of sparks and a pop. 
 
    Two of the raiders turned to run, and all the others slunk backwards. 
 
    “Kill her,” the slightly more concerned voice ordered. The two men already retreating jerked as if someone had yanked them back, and the eyes of everyone in the group went dark with deadly intent. 
 
    Jules did not care, as she was still busy targeting the traglight. The thin, pasty man who looked like a druggie stabbed her in her side, but Jules willingly absorbed the blow and swung a third time. 
 
    There was no shower of sparks this time as the man went flying backwards. Accompanying the strike were horrifying sounds, like dozens of sticks simultaneously breaking. His pelvis must have shattered. The entire area looked gelatinous. One healer sent a glowing ball shooting in his direction. The druggie stared oafishly at Jules’s wound that he claimed credit for. It was already closing. Jules spun and swept the club at the next in line. More sparks, but no pop, as Jules had not put enough force into it. 
 
    Suddenly, Adrian understood what was happening. There must be another shield that was protecting them, similar to what his crew had against ranged magic. If he could have made Jules run, he would have. But he was helpless in that regard. Only Kozzie . . . his heart beat harder. 
 
    Stay calm. Wait for when you can turn the fight. 
 
    Luckily, they had not seen him yet. He would support her from the sidelines. 
 
    Jules went to work. She was not trying to kill anyone specifically; she was just whacking the surrounding opponents with abandon. Judging from her laughter, she was enjoying herself. Sparks flew and occasionally there was a pop, but through all of it, Jules kept moving. 
 
    Thank god she had that seed club. 
 
    The way everyone was sparking, Adrian was sure a lesser club would have succumbed, breaking into pieces. Without a weapon, not even Jules would survive this fight, but with it she was winning. 
 
    A healing spell from Susie reached out and shifted the odds further in Jules’s favour. She was going to win this. He had always known a level-twenty berserker would be a monster, but with her other advantages and his buffs, Jules was already there. These bandits had thought of themselves as immortal, and they were wrong. 
 
    The leader was at the back now, flanked by the two healers, the earth mage, and a magic-binding specialist. All the other fights had been sent into the melee. Fear but not panic ran across his face. It was almost like this was still a game to him. 
 
    “Craig, James, kill the healer,” the leader’s voice rang out. “Tyson, start supporting.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    He had forgotten about the magic support. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 79 
 
    Two thugs, one a level seventeen bouncer and the other a level fifteen brawler, detached from the group surrounding Jules and rushed at Susie. The other robed figure next to the leader stepped forward. 
 
    Level 19 Binding Wizard 
 
    This class specialises in magic to trap and bind people and interfere with their magical abilities. It has a variety of techniques for combat and other actions. 
 
    Magic floated out of Tyson’s hand. It glowed bright yellow and twisted like a long snake through the air. It darted over the group of soldiers at nearly the speed of an arrow, heading straight for Jules. There was no mass, and the projectile barrier did not even stir. 
 
    Silently, it wrapped around her limbs, disrupting her attempted club swing. Like a boa constrictor, the ropes of light tightened, pulling her arms to her body. The enemy melee forces appeared reluctant. They had been ordered to kill, but the desire for self-preservation made them hesitate. Then, when they realised the magic was holding, their faces lit up with relieved, excited, ravenous looks. Typical bullies’ reaction to getting their power back. 
 
    Jules’s face flushed red, the veins in her forehead distinguishing themselves clearly. The binding wizard, Tyson, held a hand up, directing more force while his face turned purple with the effort. 
 
    There was a crack from the magic rope, and Jules’s arms shifted minutely outwards. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Adrian’s spell rocked the five men closing in on Jules. It only bought her a couple of seconds at most, but that might be enough. If the barrier continued to hold, he would Shadow Step into the centre and try to stop them. With his evasion, Agility boost and spear skills, it would go more smoothly today than it would have yesterday. Especially given the amount of damage Jules had delivered. Maybe he should already have been in the fight, but Jules had been holding her own and he felt it better to be on the other side, ready to defend her blind spots. 
 
    She strained further, and then there was a loud bang as the flowing rope shattered like a windowpane, with shards of energy scattering. Most of them dissipated midair, and the ones that did reach the ground were promptly absorbed into the earth. 
 
    Tyson stumbled, a hand going to his head like mind spike had struck him. Spell backlash. 
 
    Go Jules. He knew the smile on his face was almost as feral as the berserker’s. 
 
    Freed, Jules howled like a wolf in triumph and launched herself back into the battle. She rushed, but her opponents were more cautions. They focused on dodging her strikes or at the very least, blocking them with shields if they had one. As a result, the number of sparks reduced and Jules failed to get a single blow in that was strong enough to pop the shield. 
 
    Only seconds had passed, and Adrian already realised that he might have made a mistake. The mage, despite the backlash, was on his feet, forming another rope. This one shot out towards the rapidly closing Steve, who was intercepting the thugs sent against Susie. The coils swept Steve up, but having seen what happened to Jules, he held his hands away from his body for as long as he could until the rope caught them and starting drawing them in. 
 
    Not on my watch. 
 
    Strength buff. 
 
    Aided by the influx of Strength, Steve yanked his arms apart, and the coils broke just as two men were about to reach him. One of the men, a level sixteen bouncer, targeted Susie while the other, a level sixteen bruiser, stayed focused on Steve. 
 
    When he saw the band of light break, the bruiser flinched but kept charging. He had probably calculated that now that Steve was holding his giant sword, attempting to run was foolish. It would only expose his back, inviting the inevitable strike from behind. Unfortunately for the bruiser, his attention was too focused on the gigantic sword as he aimed to tackle Steve to take it out of the equation. 
 
    Steve let him come, simply positioning his body so that the bruiser would impale himself on his secondary dagger. When it happened, there was no explosion of sparks. He was one of the many men whose shield Jules had already popped. 
 
    A look of horror crossed Steve’s face. Adrian interpreted it easily. The stoic man had killed enough animals to recognise a killing blow when he delivered one. Despite the emotional turmoil, he did not hesitate, using his extra Strength to flip the bruiser and send him flying away before spinning his weapon at the man rushing towards Susie. 
 
    The blade slammed home and spewed sparks, but not enough to pop the shield. Susie, with no other option, used her shintopur dodge skill to dive to the side and avoid the bouncer’s wild dagger thrust. It worked—the bouncer missed her quite dramatically. In ballistic missile terms, he would have hit the wrong city. Now he was stumbling ridiculously. 
 
    Poor timing on his part. Steve wielded the sword doubled-handed this time, swept it high above his head and brought it down, aiming for the top of the neck, channelling the sort of attack that he would usually reserve for a giant monster rather than a human. The shower of sparks was like an arc welder’s, and it was followed by that distinctive pop. 
 
    Terror filled the bouncer’s eyes, and if he had retreated, Adrian was sure that Steve would have let him go, but with single-minded determination, he went after Susie once more. Knowing that he was vulnerable to the massive sword, he tried to land one final blow on Susie, who was prone on the ground. 
 
    She expertly rolled sideways. His dagger slammed into the dirt, and then, before he could consider another attempt, he collapsed with the bloody point of Steve’s giant sword poking out of his chest. 
 
    Steve’s face was hard, but he turned to assess the main battle. Jules was still doing what she did best, hacking away with her club. Another pop occurred, so at least some shields were still active. Despite the mounting vulnerability, the bandits were relentless. They all fought with the same grim, unnatural intensity; it was only their eyes that told a different story. Wide with terror, an acknowledgment of their imminent death. Unless there was another unfortunate surprise, their fear was well-placed: the skirmish was won. 
 
    Buff of Growth. 
 
    Jules’s previous growth was about to run out. She was winning, but there was no reason not to press the advantage. Each pop was equivalent to a mortal blow, and while he had not been counting, he would be surprised if any of them still had an intact shield. 
 
    Steve started to step forward to join the battle, but Susie’s hand stopped him. 
 
    One of Jules’s opponents soared backwards with his face caved in. While Susie might see no issue with Jules’s brutality, Adrian remembered what she had said about the shintopur cubs. Ultimately, her killing was worse because she was forced to enjoy it. 
 
    Self-buff growth. 
 
    Self-buff Strength. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    He was now physically as strong as any of these men. 
 
    Kozzie was not here. Jules was not going to stop. 
 
    Protect the girl. 
 
    Attacking the blind side, his spear went straight through the ribs and into the heart. This man looked like an ex-druggie, with shallow features and stringy black hair. He had put all his attribute points into Strength. The weapon burst through the armour like it was paper. With no points assigned to Vitality, inherent healing during battle was as good as non-existent. 
 
    The man was dead. Long practice let Adrian track the inherent healing fight. Piercing the heart in a normal human was lethal, and in that regard, this man was still normal.  
 
    Step. 
 
    He repeated the process on the next man. 
 
    Did he feel guilty? More than guilt, Adrian pitied their choices that brought them here. Disappointed in the way they had been torturing the locals that led to this moment. It was simple karma. 
 
    Another cowardly attack. This time the spear was stopped dead like he had hit a wall. There were sparks, but no popping sound. This man must have somehow avoided Jules the entire fight. 
 
    “Delay them.” The cool, calm, commanding voice of the leader. 
 
    There was no time to think. The man he had hit was turning to face him. There were softer targets. This one was better left for Jules. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian thrust forward as the man leapt backwards to avoid Jules and landed straight onto the sharp point. It was just like killing a charging boar as the weight of the opponent impaled itself without him consciously thrusting. This time he had the technique to extract the spear perfectly instead of leaving it trapped. 
 
    Almost none of the raiders were aware of his presence, so Adrian used his momentum to spin the spear into a slashing attack on an exposed ankle. The mass-produced armour left gaps all over, and the bladed edge had easy access to the soft skin and tendons. 
 
    Blood spouted and took the man off balance. He stumbled forward into Jules’s descending club. That finished him. Adrian took a breath of relief, happy that Jules could now see she did not stand alone in the fight. He was already moving into his next strike. 
 
    It was like his entering the field was a tipping point. Most of his attacks were not mortal, but suddenly the raiders were distracted, afraid of the shadow dancing at their backs. Jules’s blows started connecting more regularly and, knowing how deadly Jules was, they did not dare turn to face Adrian, leaving legs and backs exposed to nasty spear slashes. 
 
    With each blow, men went flying and they took longer and longer to return to the fight. Jules spun and twisted and let her club whirl with such force that nothing it struck, neither weapons nor flesh, even slowed it down. 
 
    Another man was lifted as her back swing impacted. He flew a metre into the air before slamming back down. It was unlikely that his insides would have survived that, and the inherent healing did not even seem to bother pooling toward the wound. 
 
    The fight was done. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The earth mage and the binder wizard were entering the battle with knives. Who ordered magic users to engage in melee? Even the healers had pulled out their swords and were closing in on Jules. The leader had turned around and was riding away. 
 
    No. 
 
    Adrian could not let him escape, because if he did, the wretch would return with reinforcements. He doubted Albury had any other party as advanced as this one, but there was always the chance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 80 
 
    Bow ready, Adrian tried to decide how to strike. The coward had more powerful protections than his men did and would easily tank multiple arrows and all of Adrian’s magic, even if he was full of mana. Which he was not. His senses strained, working out how the other projectile barrier worked. Without his own similar skill, it would have been impossible, but in moments, the complex layered air became apparent. There were three components: personal, immediate, and network. The networked component was unsurprisingly deactivated, and the personal layer was crafted so perfectly there was nothing to exploit. But the immediate layer, the one that protected the horse, had holes in its construction. 
 
    Step, step, step, step. 
 
    Closing the distance. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The air gust he created was closer to an air blade, concentrated wind aiming at the horse’s tail. If it hit the target, it would feel something like a whip. Only a gimmick in battle, but as a tool to disrupt, it might work. 
 
    Behind it followed the arrow. The gust swept through, doing no damage but opening the immediate level of protection. The poorly formed shield spell activated against the air magic. It should not have, but it did, and it created a gap where the projectile-tracking tendrils were not active. Only for the shortest moment and only a couple of inches wide, but that was all Adrian needed. 
 
    The arrow struck the horse. Starting on the bum and then ploughing through to emerge from the front chest. 
 
    The horse continued for another two strides out of sheer momentum until it collapsed. 
 
    The leader on top of the horse went flying. He was screaming in horror, but almost immediately sparks billowed to cushion him as he hit the ground. He might have been slightly banged up from tumbling, but the majority of the damage was absorbed by the shield. Pity. 
 
    Should he attack while the man was down? No. He was level twenty-four.  
 
    Safety first. 
 
    It would be stupid to engage, even if the fall had hurt him. Which it had not. The man was too powerful for him to fight one on one. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade clicked on as Adrian’s attention switched back to the group behind him. 
 
    Jules was just finishing the fight. The final healer was rushing her. 
 
    Whack. 
 
    Not a single spark. He had been clobbered. The healer slid limply off the club, barely clinging to life. 
 
    The fight was over. Apart from the leader, every one of them was dead or incapacitated. Adrian realised as he looked at the group that all of them were male. Not a single woman had been included in the raiding party. Stupid and sexist. 
 
    Jules had the look in her eyes. Horror flooded through Adrian as he realised what was about to happen. They were defenceless. 
 
    These men were from Albury. At best, they had supported rapists and murderers, and at the worst were rapists and murderers themselves. Regardless, he could not let her do what she was about to do. How would she be able to live with herself? 
 
    “Stop!” he yelled, breaking Fade to run at her. 
 
    Jules took another step toward the injured man. 
 
    Whack. 
 
    She had told him how she felt with the shintopur cubs. How the bloodlust had made her enjoy every strike and exactly how hard emotionally that was afterwards. To feel joy at killing and causing pain, knowing it was abhorrent. Adrian could only imagine that this would be worse. It was humans she was executing. The shintopurs, as cute as they might be, would grow up and become human killers, so they had to die. 
 
    Same with these men. 
 
    Adrian had no doubt that there were murderers in this group. He had indeed witnessed them attacking the town folk. But they were also humans. Adrian, of course, never wanted to kill humans, but would killing murderous humans be permissible? Did that make them the equivalent of human-killing monsters? 
 
    That was all academic. He needed to stop Jules. Letting her execute them in her current state was dangerous. She was angling toward another of the broken men. He was trying to get away, but one arm was mangled. It slowed him terribly. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    It made her stumble, but she was too strong and balanced to be knocked off her feet. 
 
    Why was Susie not helping? Because only Kozzie could, and Kozzie . . . 
 
    Jules bent down and picked up one of the fallen swords. 
 
    Suspicion filled him. 
 
    Suddenly it was flying at him almost faster than he could think. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The blade flashed through the spot he had been standing. He thought it went high, or at least he hoped it had. She was bending down for another weapon. 
 
    “Jules.” This time he was ready. The spear was aimed straight at his chest. It was definitely not too high. 
 
    Step. 
 
    She grinned that crazy grin that he hated so much. He held up his hands in defeat. There was no way to deter her. If anything, that berserker fury seemed to wrap around her, sinking in only deeper. Hardening her resolve. She smiled and then skipped forward two steps towards the man crawling away. 
 
    Now that he was not trying to stop her, Jules would not hurt him. Adrian yanked his gaze away and instead focusing on the leader, who was getting up from where he had tumbled through the air. The coward boss had ordered the almost inept healers into a hopeless battle, just to buy himself time to escape. 
 
    The man was staring wide-eyed at Jules. 
 
    Behind him there was another wet thump, and the leader flinched. Adrian cloaked himself with Ambusher’s Fade to escape the level twenty-four’s notice. While he could not stop Jules, he could stop this evil excuse for a human from escaping. Still, he would only act if he had to. He was part of a team and did not have to do things by himself. 
 
    “You crazy bitch!” the leader hollered. He just stood there, unsure what to do with himself. “There will be payback.” 
 
    Another flinch in the man’s eyes as Jules struck down two more henchmen. 
 
    Adrian was getting closer to the oblivious chocalight, ready to intercept him. The man probably just dismissed Adrian as an innocuous citizen who had tried to prevent massacre but scampered away when a couple of projectiles flew his way. It showed the chocalight’s intelligence. If the situation was reversed, Adrian knew he would be looking desperately for the man who could just disappear. 
 
    “You’re level fourteen!” the leader yelled, bewildered. “How did you . . .” He took a step backwards, suddenly realising that Jules, once she finished killing his minions, would switch her attention back to him. She just might be challenging for him to fight. “What are you?” 
 
    Jules laughed, and then there was another thump. 
 
    The leader turned to run. Adrian wanted to ask him to surrender, but something told him that Jules would not accept it and the man knew that already. 
 
    He started running towards Albury, not even attempting to find a replacement horse. It was one of his first good decisions, as he would have been intercepted before he reached any of the other horses, which had scattered because of the noise. 
 
    Glancing back, it looked like a monster massacre. One where the monsters had won. 
 
    Adrian swallowed hard. 
 
    Jules was finished. That club that had once looked so new and shiny was now red and ominous. Her faces had splatters of blood on it and of course a huge smile showing white teeth, contrasting the gore. She started running straight at the leader. He was level twenty-four, so he would most likely engage his buffs once she caught him. 
 
    Adrian ran once more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 81 
 
    For the first time, Adrian felt vindicated to have gone down the buff pathway. Until now, he had always wondered if his choice was bad. However, judging from Jules, buffs were more helpful than he had imagined. One of those pleasant surprises when even your hopes were surpassed. The growth, Strength, and projectile enhancements were a devastatingly powerful combination. Once he extended his options to include his auras, the usefulness would rocket up further. He had not even factored in the effects of new spells he might find. 
 
    The bastard from Albury was sprinting away. 
 
    “Don’t you want to play too?” Jules yelled at his retreating back. 
 
    The man ran faster, and Adrian found himself straining to keep up with Jules once more. They were not going to catch him, as he was using some sort of movement skill. 
 
    Haste. 
 
    Haste. 
 
    The first one wrapped around him instantly to facilitate his running while the second swept around Jules. A normal person would have stumbled, but with twenty Agility, she kept going. The complex air magic together with her prodigious strength and coordination had her quickly closing the gap. 
 
    Adrian’s toe caught on the road. He ran faster to avoid falling. Faster! 
 
    There was nothing he could do. He could not outrun the imbalance. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Just like when tumbling down the troll, he emerged balanced, the sprawling momentum dissipated. Shadow Step could counter his clumsiness. 
 
    Jules ate up the distance and was closing on the leader. When the chocalight glanced back, he saw what was happening and turned to face her. Behind Jules, Steve and Susie were following, possibly too far away for him to see. 
 
    Kozzie! 
 
    Goddamn his thoughts. Irreparable harm did not necessarily mean . . . 
 
    Maybe he was being delusional. How could it mean anything else? 
 
    The two opposing viewpoints warred in his head. What the brain told him and what his heart wanted. Deep down, Adrian felt a growing dread. In these debates, the brain usually triumphed. But until there was a body, this debate was moot. 
 
    Adrian expelled the breath. There was no proof.  
 
    Jules had slowed now that the fleeing enemy had stopped running. Some of the stiff berserker posture had softened as well. 
 
    “Did you kill him personally?” she interrogated. 
 
    The man sneered. “Just like I will you.” 
 
    It was bluster, and Adrian doubted that he even knew who Jules was referring to. 
 
    From his flanking position, Adrian could see that the man’s hand trembled and his eyes twitched with fear. 
 
    “If you touch me, my brothers and sisters will wipe this town from the face of the earth,” the man claimed. 
 
    Jules was no longer talking. Her shoulders were stiff once more. There was no way this fight could be avoided. 
 
    Unless Kozzie. 
 
    Shut up. 
 
    Angry at his lapse in discipline, Adrian focused on her opponent, trying to distract himself by evaluating the chocalight’s abilities. 
 
    He was a level twenty-four but he had clearly distributed well over that much in attribute points. There was a bias toward Strength and Agility, but his magic skills were impressive, albeit weaker than Adrian’s. In standard terminology, they were probably sixteen across the board, with fifteen attributes invested solely in the mental side, and Strength, Vitality, and Agility in the mid-twenties. He was an absolute powerhouse. Adrian did the maths. Sixty! He had distributed sixty. That was over thirty more than he should have had available. 
 
    Maybe it was from potions, or possibly a mana storm. However he had done it, he was more powerful than a typical level twenty-four. 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Adrian focused on what mattered. 
 
    Life Shield 
 
    This ability protects against multiple melee attacks and can repel 1043 damage. It will stop all attacks until energy is fully depleted. 
 
    This must be the skill that all the other men had possessed. It was as good as Steve’s ring. Adrian made a mental note to try to purchase it from the traders. Now that he knew what to ask for, they could work towards it. Half the problem with traders was communication—lacking the terms for objects and their potent combinations. 
 
    Magic Retreat (Class skill) 
 
    Passive. Up to three times per day before receiving a mortal or crippling blow, you will be transported to a random location within 739 metres. 
 
    Bend the Eye (Class skill) 
 
    Active. When engaged, sapient eyes will subconsciously avoid looking in your direction. 
 
    Those two skills were the tenets of the strange class the man had chosen. Protection and stealth. 
 
    Bone Popper (Class skill) 
 
    Active. Expand variable mana to break bones of anyone actively opposing you. 
 
    And a token offensive ability. It was a dangerous skill and the only true offensive ability that the class possessed. The “opposing” caveat was meaningless; it was easy to make someone oppose you. 
 
    That’s it? 
 
    Confusion washed through Adrian. How did he only have class skills? With all that energy available, why had he not traded for anything? 
 
    Increasing attributes and expensive equipment were useful to a point. But what happened if he was fighting a scoropid or another boneless creature? Magically, he would be impotent. Even a simple fireball spell would be useful to have as a fallback. 
 
    It had to be just pure stupidity. 
 
    Adrian focused on unravelling the rest of his class skills. There was a variety of both passive and active skills designed around defence or stealth, but nothing as flashy as those first two. 
 
    The man waved a hand and Jules stumbled. Despite her nearly invincible state, she was visibly in pain. 
 
    The chocalight smiled cruelly. “I will break every bone in your body.” 
 
    Jules took a threatening step forward. The smile vanished from the man’s eyes. He frantically waved his hand again. This time, Adrian saw the dense magic leave his hands and heard the series of cracks as bones in the girl’s leg shattered. The girl stopped again and shifted onto her intact leg. 
 
    “You should have left it alone, you stupid bitch. This will only take a minute, and then it’s your friends’ turn.” 
 
    The idiot was talking too much. Adrian could see the bones in Jules’s leg already knitting back together. She was still smiling, taking practice swings while she healed. 
 
    Another step forward. The man blanched. “We don’t have to fight. I have energy; I can exempt the entire town from taxes.” 
 
    Adrian did not know why he was bothering—he had the same view of Jules’s face. There was no humanity there, just the craving for vengeance. Sometimes when she was berserking, he could see the internal resistance, but not this time. 
 
    Jules was focused. Both the bloodthirsty exterior and the fierce, unpredictable teenager underneath were aligned in their decision. They wanted to kill this man. 
 
    Another step. There were less than ten paces separating them. 
 
    The man waved his hand again. More dense magic this time, enough to split into two streams and target both legs. Adrian heard the crack and saw the brief flash of pain across Jules’s face before her lips turned back up. She was no longer walking and instead used her club to support her weight. 
 
    “Is that the best you’ve got?” she asked in a mocking voice. She was blatantly buying time for her healing, which the idiot did not notice, of course. 
 
    Adrian observed Jules scrupulously. For better or for worse, this was the first time that the berserker Jules and the normal Jules had synergized together. 
 
    It was scary. 
 
    He had always believed that when the bloodlust seized control, Jules lost rational thought, but here she was, consciously manipulating the opponent. 
 
    Another step forward, but this one was more cautious and probing. Adrian was sure the man did not notice. 
 
    “What are you?” he repeated, louder this time. 
 
    Jules smiled, and her battle laughter rang out. Susie and Steve were catching up. They could not shrug off the bone magic. 
 
    “I am going to take you by myself.” Her raised voice was loud and clean. 
 
    A Flame Sprout exploded a metre ahead of Steve. The two of them acknowledged the warning and ground to a halt. Four mana well spent, and credit to Jules for trying to protect them too. 
 
    She was still moving forward, small, tentative steps but closing the distance. If her legs were undamaged, this was the sort of range that she could pounce from. 
 
    “Are you going to die like a man or a sissy?” she asked, smartly playing into his misogyny. 
 
    The leader from Albury looked confused, different emotions cycling rapidly across his face. Like many bullies, he did not know how to respond when challenged. Yet, this girl was smaller than him and lower level. 
 
    Sure enough, the smirk of confidence re-established itself. “I’m immortal, bitch.” 
 
    Jules smiled, but she did not attack immediately. Her legs were still healing. 
 
    “Why did you kill him?” 
 
    “The ginger?” 
 
    A sickly-sweet smile in answer, one that Adrian instinctively knew to run from. 
 
    “Because he tried to stop my fun.” 
 
    Jules nodded quietly. She was almost healed. 
 
    “Do you regret it?” 
 
    “Sure, but the boy should have understood his place.” 
 
    “I see.” Within her leg, the bones finally clicked into place. An alarmingly big smile appeared on her face. 
 
    Buff of Strength. 
 
    Buff of Growth. 
 
    Jules was already leaping forward; her club swung overhead and down towards the man’s head. 
 
    His sword snaked up to block. His movements were far crisper than anyone’s, but the most enthusiastic amateur or professional swordsmen could have managed against him. It was trader-bought expertise and unbuffed; his Strength was only slightly less than Jules’s. He grimaced as the shock of the blow ran down his arms. In her berserker state, Jules did not even notice. 
 
    The renewed Strength and growth buffs started to bloom into effect. In the middle of the next swing, she started to grow. Nonetheless, for her enemy, the unseen changes were more profound. The Buff of Strength kicked in, doubling her force almost immediately. 
 
    Potentially flustered by the abruptness of the attack, the chocalight had no counterstrikes. Jules’s club whistled through the air and once more, his sword dipped to intercept. 
 
    This time the result was different: Jules’s club barrelled through the blade like it was a feather and slammed into his side with a shower of sparks. 
 
    Once more, naked fear flowed over the man’s features. 
 
    “Fuck!” the man yelled, shaking his hand which the failed parry had jarred. He started to back away. He stared at her with narrowed, fuming eyes. Cunning seemed to shine briefly in their depths, just the tiniest tweak of a smile. 
 
    A ball of energy shot out at Jules, striking her on both wrists. As it impacted, he was already leaping forward to attack. 
 
    Jules managed to keep hold of her club and raise it to block. The force of the strike caused the club to twist savagely in her hand, twisting and shattering her wrists. The club went flying. If she was not in her berserker state, she would have been screaming on the ground in agony. Instead, her smile faded and her eyes hardened. 
 
    “Not so tough now,” he panted while swinging the sword a few times, only to have Jules dodge by leaping backwards. 
 
    Jules tripped slightly, and all his Agility finally paid off. The speed and balance now gave the chocalight an unfair advantage. Jules was on the ground, and the man was above her with his sword, preparing to plunge down. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    “No!” Susie was suddenly screaming and Steve started to rush towards the battle. 
 
    Adrian’s spell took hold, and it was a like a giant grabbed the man and tossed him. It was just wind by the time it interacted, so none of his defensive measures triggered. The blast knocked him back over five metres, and Adrian was amused to see sparks fly once he landed. 
 
    Jules was already scampering forward and gathering her club with one hand. The other wrist was still limp, and Adrian doubted the one she had used to grab the club was fully healed, but apparently it was good enough. 
 
    The bastard was scrambling to his feet. Swordless. Even though the gale attack was not that impressive in the scheme of things, the man had dropped his sword. A crucial result. 
 
    The club came down on his head. There was a shower of sparks and the familiar popping of the protective bubble around him. Jules’s fragile wrist re-broke, and the club tumbled away once more. 
 
    The man pushed himself desperately backwards, but there was no hesitation in Jules’s movements as she pivoted towards him and lashed out with her foot. Steel-capped boot straight at the exposed temple. 
 
    There was a flash, and the man was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 82 
 
    Jules stood up, spinning around in a frantic search. One rotation, then midway through the second, she stopped. She beamed maniacally and took off at a run. Momentarily, Adrian was worried that she had gone mad and was targeting him, but she deviated, grazing him with just a scrap of leather hanging from her armour. He turned to guard her once more as understanding filled him. The enemy leader had used his magic retreat skills and now Jules used that bloodhound-like ability that the quest granted to follow her target. 
 
    “You can’t get too close,” Adrian screamed over his shoulder as he ran. “He can break bones at will.” 
 
    Jules ran straight for a house. It had only been forty seconds, and she was still enlarged. There was no hesitation—she led with one shoulder and ploughed straight though the weathered old wall. 
 
    There was another crash just as he reached the first hole. An interior wall ahead of him had a Jules-sized gap in it. For a moment, he considered going around the house. It was definitely a condemned structure now, but Jules was moving too fast, and he did not trust her to survive against the chocalight without support. One more puff of dust and he could see straight through the house to the other side. She had gone through a bedroom wall, then an interior one out to the living room, and then blown her way outside. 
 
    Around or through? The house was wrecked and on the verge of collapse, but probably not this instant. Cursing, he continued into the house, using another two Shadow Steps to get through the awkward sections, sweating the whole way. 
 
    Then he was outside and running once more. Glancing back, an enigma of architecture greeted him. It was still standing, though clearly not as stable as it used to be. 
 
    Jules had reverted to her normal size, and at the next house she dodged through the open door. 
 
    “Slow down! What about monsters?” Adrian muttered under his breath even though he wanted to scream it. He knew she would not listen. Instead, he tried to keep up with her. This was far harder now that he had to navigate through disintegrating houses. 
 
    Movement Assist. 
 
    The spell enveloped him. While he had gotten some use out of it, the total effects of it were still unknown. In theory, it should provide a boost to his Agility, letting air magic support his weight if something shifted unexpectedly. 
 
    Following her through the door, he watched as she dashed down a corridor and leapt over a couch. “Damn her.” 
 
    He followed. 
 
    The speed that he was travelling meant Ambusher’s Steps were acting like a flapping cloak. It was no longer providing consistent cover. In fact, shifting in and out of stealth was probably drawing more attention than if he abandoned it completely. He let it run anyway, figuring that if anything, it might help level up the skill further. Despite it presenting as mastered, he was sure there were levels to be gained, a future upgrade that practise would unveil. It was a pattern that he was starting to see in several skills. 
 
    Jules crashed through the big windows that led out to the backyard. 
 
    When he reached the couch, movement assist or not, there was no way he was leaping over it. Using his hands, he clambered over the obstacle. More time lost. Glass peppered the floor. By the time he had navigated a clear path ahead and looked up to locate Jules, she was gone. 
 
    Straight line. 
 
    Running forward, he hoped she was taking the most direct route. Sure enough, when he got past a wattle tree, he spotted Jules disappearing into a brick house across the street. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    He needed to be careful. The physical effort was impacting him. 
 
    Bursting through the door, he pulled himself to a halt. 
 
    “Bitch.” The leader was there with another sword in his hands, swinging at Jules. The narrow confines of the structure made it difficult for both of them to use their weapons. 
 
    Jules knocked the sword aside and tackled him, dropping her club in the process. 
 
    He went down easily. Smiling evilly, Adrian reactivated the Buff of Growth. The Strength buff was still at work. 
 
    Suddenly, the girl was bigger than the man again and sitting on top of him. She started to hit him in the face. The stunned fool was not even fighting back. In a flash, he vanished again. Jules grabbed the club absently and did another one of her scanning pirouettes. Her head was touching the ceiling. One full circle and then another before stopping. Looking straight at a solid wall. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    Adrian could see the indecision warring in her eyes. Then she lowered her head and charged. There were only two strides before she hit the wall. Hard. 
 
    The entire house shook. Plaster fell from the roof onto Adrian’s head. Shadow Step to the side of the room and he immediately tried to open the sliding door to the back veranda. Of course, it was locked. Behind him Jules was picking herself up. There was a gigantic crack in the wall and even though it was late, there was still enough light to see that the damage went all the way through. He jiggled the door in desperation. The previous house survived getting turned to Swiss cheese, but this whole structure shook with the first impact. 
 
    Flame Spout. 
 
    Pushing it once more, the door slid open, molten metal dripping out. 
 
    “This way,” he yelled. Jules ignored him and started running at the wall again. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    He slipped outside and watched the trembling building in horror. An enormous crack spread up the wall where Jules had hit it. There were clear signs of additional structural damage. Long horizontal cracks that stretched along the entire side of the house. 
 
    The brick wall fell outwards. A huge chunk of brickwork almost as tall as him tumbled out, leaving a massive hole. More sound of breaking and falling as the residence itself started collapsing. Jules emerged on her hands and knees, still massive and looking slightly worse for wear. Dust covered her apart from her shoulder, which was a deep red. Despite the clear injuries, she darted around like a squirrel. In moments, she was fully out of the crumbling building and standing on two legs. 
 
    She looked at the next building in front of her. For a moment, it looked like she was going to run through it. But then, having decided that the longer route was ultimately the fastest, she redirected around the house and headed directly for a backyard fence. 
 
    There was no hesitation. She launched into it like a cannonball. A full seven-metre length of the fence toppled over, and she somehow landed cat-like on her feet. 
 
    Adrian followed her. Fence after fence cowered under Jules as they dashed through backyards. Sometimes she burst through it like a bullet, but more often she downed two or three segments of the fence, posts and all. 
 
    Motion assistance and Haste propelled him towards her. But despite those boosts, he still needed to carefully pick his way through the debris at every turn. Luckily, Jules slowed down each time she crashed through a fence so he could catch up. 
 
    A few lawns later, they were running along the street. One more teleport, and then they would end the fight permanently. 
 
    The running was not enough of a distraction from the flashbacks of helping Jules. The crimson, human blood on his spear tip, impaling a man like a steak. The inherent healing flooding away. Those men probably had family—even criminals had kids—and he had ended their lives. Twenty of them. There were now probably dozens of grieving kids, and who knows how many widows? Because of him. 
 
    Kill or be killed. 
 
    Focus on keeping up with Jules. They had made their choice, thrown their lot in with evil, and all he could do was help. Adrian had seen enough to understand that this creature they hunted was not someone to feel pity for. He needed to be finished. Tracked down and eliminated. 
 
    Red blood on his spear tip. Spin, then thrust and the weapon punched through the armour. He felt sick. 
 
    Not monsters! Humans. The moment they terrorized those people in front of Adrian, they were doomed. He would either be a coward who let it happen or have his hands drenched in blood. This leader had to die. The pain and misery he would bring if he escaped today meant he needed to be stopped. 
 
    WHY ME? 
 
    Focus on now. 
 
    Another fence to pick through. Jules started slowing, and then she growled, dashing off the street and between two houses. When they emerged on the next road, there was a horse galloping toward them. He saw the horse before he saw the leader was on top of it. 
 
    Not again. 
 
    Adrian had hated killing the first one. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow hit the horse’s head. He liked horses, but protecting people was more important. It had been clear in his tone and how he addressed Jules that the chocalight had not been a pleasant person even before the event a mere two months ago. 
 
    The horse fell, and the man landed hard. There were no blue sparks this time but shields still absorbed most of the tumble and he sprang up unhurt. 
 
    He looked poised to run, but his eyes bugged in panic—he seemed to remember how easily Jules had caught him previously. Producing another sword, he charged at her. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade. 
 
    Be ready to fight from the shadows. 
 
    Jules smiled and prepared to hit the fool. Three metres away from her, the familiar dense magic cords left his hand. They were thicker, globby cables this time that targeted Jules’s arms. A section of the magic sank into her hands, wrists, elbows, and shoulders on both arms. There was a symphony of cracks. The club, about to swing in attack, fell from floppy arms, and the shock of the shattering bones froze her in place. 
 
    He thrust forward towards her heart. Level twenty-four, enhanced pathway, purchased sword knowledge, and a victim who could not move her arms. 
 
    “Bitch.” 
 
    There was nothing she could do. She got skewered. 
 
    The man stood over her, gloating as life flooded out of her. 
 
    Blood thundered in Adrian’s ears. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 83  
 
    The blood pooled out of Jules. The sword in her chest. 
 
    Troll aspect. 
 
    Hopefully, it would work again. But every time this happened, Adrian’s heart jumped. And she was vulnerable now. 
 
    The man triumphantly pulled the blade out. 
 
    Good. 
 
    “I’m going to burn your town to dust.” 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow slammed into the psycho’s version of Projectile Barrier and rather than bouncing off, just stopped dead. The wooden shaft shattered. There was, however, no networking to give him extra charges. While Adrian lacked the mana to do much on the offensive, he could at least provide a distraction while Jules got back on her feet. Who knew? If he could kite long enough, he might finish the bastard himself. 
 
    Magic focus caught the ball of energy shooting at him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The magic continued in a straight line. 
 
    Thank god! 
 
    If it had tracked him through the step, he would be in trouble. He glanced at the still-bleeding Jules and winced. A broken leg against this man was certain death. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The man’s sword snaked up and knocked the arrow apart. 
 
    “How many teleports have you got?” Adrian sneered. Kite. The plan was to kite him. 
 
    The blood was flowing out of Jules’s chest and Adrian was optimistic that the extra flow was the troll aspect cleaning before it started healing. 
 
    Distract him. 
 
    The man was following him with an ugly expression. “I think we might make you all our slaves before burning this dump down.” 
 
    Adrian felt anger flush through him, but he ignored it. 
 
    “I’m going to rape everyone you love,” the chocalight hissed. 
 
    Adrian kept backing up. How had the man descended to this level so quickly? Had he always been like this and the apocalypse just freed him to express himself? Or had something else turned him? 
 
    For all the man’s brutal words, it was lucky that he was dumb. With no acting skill, Adrian had achieved his aim and drawn him away from Jules. 
 
    More energy swept out from him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    This time Adrian kept moving, positioning at a different angle. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Projectile Barrier activated to compensate for his slow reflexes and stopped the shot. 
 
    “Tricky. Useless, but tricky. You can’t hurt me.” 
 
    Adrian was still inching away, knowing that he needed to keep his distance to give himself time to counter the bone-breaking spell. His Agility, or more precisely the lack of it, was making him paranoid. One eye on the path behind him and the other on the enemy leader. 
 
    “Another three arrows and then your magic barrier will be gone.” 
 
    “Try fifty,” the murderous arsehole shot back contemptuously. Was it bluster or not? Adrian figured it was a bluff but could not afford the extra focus to check. “I’m way above your pay grade.” 
 
    A smaller glob of energy came at him. If it even broke one bone in his foot, it would be lethal because it would stop his Shadow Step ability cold. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The man was laughing. “I think you’re going to run out of that trick soon.” 
 
    Fifteen seconds had passed already, so he needed to buy another forty-five to get Jules back into the fight. 
 
    “I think we can both go all day,” Adrian retorted, slowly raising his hands in a gesture of conciliation. 
 
    You twisted murderer; you’re dead. It’s just a matter of time. 
 
    Hesitation floated into the man’s eyes and maybe a dash of hope. Adrian hid a triumphal smile. The moron was his favourite type of opponent in poker: cocky and easy to read. 
 
    “I’m happy to cut a deal,” Adrian told him calmly. 
 
    Another thirty seconds. 
 
    His heart was beating faster. It was a simple ruse, but life and death were in balance, so nervous energy filled him. Carefully, he stepped back. 
 
    “Or I can just kill you.” 
 
    Instantly, Adrian pulled the bow up into a threatening half-drawn position. The man briefly flinched backwards. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    Then his posture went aggressive again as the prick recalled how he could block arrows with his purchased skills. As if to punctuate the point, he did an obnoxiously lazy wave of his blade and curled the fingers on his other hand as if to say “bring it.” 
 
    Stupid poseur. 
 
    “Let’s do a deal,” Adrian said evenly. Years of negotiating with his kids had taught him to keep his voice steady no matter how much the other party screamed or threatened. “You know as well as I do that either of us might die in a fight.” It was a lie. Eventually, Adrian would win. Just wear the man down with arrows from blind spots, especially if he was not protecting Jules. However, this path out was faster. All that he needed was for Jules to get back into the battle. 
 
    This pointless negotiating was just buying time. There was no way he would cut a deal. 
 
    “Why would I be interested in that?” It was hard to tell if he was monumentally stupid or bluffing. Probably the first. 
 
    Behind the fool, Jules sat up groggily. 
 
    “Because it’s me versus you now,” Adrian yelled, mainly to cover any accidental noise coming from Jules. “It’ll be a close fight, so let’s cut a deal, then we both walk away.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    The man was probably planning on double-crossing him. Adrian needed to make this believable. His proposal had to sound credible to someone with weak morals. “I want to rule this place. I get half the taxes and the rest goes to you. All the girls in town are mine to do what I want with.” 
 
    The man smirked at the last bit. “Your true colours are revealed. I thought you were attached to that hulking bitch.” 
 
    “Just a quick lay,” Adrian said hurriedly before the man could turn around and see Jules. 
 
    Another smirk. “You’re my sort of man. I might be open to that sort of arrangement.” 
 
    Too easy. 
 
    “Hold!” he ordered, shoving a hand up. The man had taken half a step forward, but the order was secretly directed at Jules, who was sneaking up on him. 
 
    “Easy, man,” the patsy said. “I can work with you. We’re just having a nice, friendly negotiation. I’m Raj. Let’s make a deal.” 
 
    Adrian deliberately looked to Raj’s right. As expected, Raj looked. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Once more, the effect grabbed Raj and tossed him backwards like a leaf in a hurricane. It made Adrian feel almost like a god. As Raj tumbled in the abrupt vortex of wind, his defensive abilities failed, and Adrian ran after him. It was about four metres. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    The power blasted out again, making the now-helpless man fly through the air and land at Jules’s feet. Slow to react due to the buffeting, he was still spewing globs of force at Adrian. Thankfully not Jules. 
 
    The club came down with a crash, and there was another disorientating twist of reality and the man vanished. 
 
    Magic! 
 
    Adrian threw himself sideways to avoid the projectiles, but one touched his knee. The bones shattered. At least he had kept the man’s focus long enough to let Jules get the blow in. Despite being incapacitated, he was going to be safe. 
 
    His leg throbbed, and the damage was significant, so there was no way that he was moving for a bit. It was almost worth laughing over. Given everything that had happened to him, he could now shrug off a shattered kneecap. How chaotic was his life? The wound felt no worse than a bad sprain. 
 
    Enough of that. 
 
    He could moan as much as he wanted, but there were people stretching from here to Wagga who were alive because of him. That made it worthwhile, and he was getting closer to Emily despite the trials. Success came with personal sacrifice, and he would do it all again given the chance. Well, except for maybe slaughtering quite so many Albury raiders earlier. 
 
    With a time machine, he would stop Kozzie from going to get the alcohol. The red blood in the flashbacks was even worse than those of the shintopurs’ eyes. He did not want to be a monster. 
 
    To his surprise, Jules was not running after Raj. Instead, she was looking with concern at Adrian. The bloodlust had faded. 
 
    He took a healing potion. 
 
    “Are you going to heal that?” she questioned, waving at his awkwardly angled knee. “You know, with magic as opposed to a potion?” 
 
    “No, I want to keep my mana. That was his last teleport,” Adrian told her. 
 
    She nodded, a slightly green look to her features. Then her eyes hardened. She spun around slowly and after only three-quarters of a turn, she came to the stop and pointed. “That way. Maybe three hundred metres.” 
 
    He gulped. Her voice was menacing. 
 
    Please don’t berserk. 
 
    “Wait. I need a minute to heal.” 
 
    “The teleport thing is annoying,” Jules said, and her voice suddenly did not sound deranged. 
 
    Thank god. Keep her engaged. 
 
    “The skill is a lifesaving teleport in a random direction with a range of up to almost a kilometre. Three hundred metres is pretty good.” 
 
    They stood in silence while he tried to think of more ways to stall, but there were few topics that would not set her off. Kozzie, the men they had killed. Even the weather felt like a landmine. Jules must have felt the same as she stood in silence with a furrowed brow. He could almost feel her counting the sixty seconds in her head. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” she said finally, helping him up easily with one arm. 
 
    They jogged together until Jules grabbed his hand to stop him. She nodded towards a house. “He hasn’t moved.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    They were on the very outskirts of the town, on the opposite side from the shintopurs. The house Jules had pointed to was a small weatherboard, one with an empty lot on one side and a driveway leading to a detached garage on the other side. No fences. 
 
    “Wooden,” Jules observed. 
 
    “And?” Adrian whispered back. 
 
    “If he gets too close, he‘ll break our bones and we know how that ends.” She touched her chest. “So . . .” She gave a feral smile and then mimed an explosion with her two hands. “Boom!” 
 
    “Flush him out?” 
 
    “Or burn him alive. He killed Kozzie. I couldn’t care less what happens to him as long as he dies.” 
 
    He was not about to dispute her when she was in this sort of mood. Without deciding on a plan, he simply said, “Wait here.” 
 
    Scouting the house was easy enough, as it was mostly empty. With Ambusher’s Steps folding around him, a slow walk let him survey the place while the mana regeneration potion went to work. He was already half-replenished. 
 
    The house only had a back door and a front door, but there were several windows at the rear and a couple facing the driveway. 
 
    Sneaking to where he had left Jules, he found her standing, watching the house with some unreadable expression. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this,” he nudged. 
 
    “Sometimes, for a smart guy you’re pretty dumb.” 
 
    Secretly, he meant she did not have to do this, but now was not the time for semantics. “I figure we can light up the back and side. That’ll cover all the easy exits except the front. You wait there and if he gets out, we ambush him. If he doesn’t, then the flames will get him.” 
 
    She nodded grimly, a look of tired approval on her face. “That works.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 84 
 
    In case the man had some sort of ability to sense magic, Adrian spread the Dragon’s Breath potion by hand. It was nowhere near as efficient as using Wind Gust, but they had time. Raj, for whatever reason, was lying low, maybe so he could creep away later. The reasons did not matter. More fool him. It would end now. 
 
    Adrian distributed four bottles, mainly at the back of the house, but a little down the two sides. By the time he finished, there was a continuous trail of the stuff around the whole place. A single match would have set it all ablaze like in the movies. Lighting a fuse would have been fun to watch, but it was not his style, nor was it efficient enough. With a flick of his mind, Flame Sprout blossomed in six different spots along the perimeter and three inside. He watched the interior through a conveniently placed broken window. Then, like Christmas lights turning on, the Dragon’s Breath potion ignited, generating a wall-to-wall inferno. 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    He was a pyromaniac! Ambusher’s Steps halted the laugh before it formed, but not the smile. 
 
    Adrian never understood the people who used to go around lighting bushfires, but watching the conflagration materialise was a heady drug. The consequences in the old world mattered. Lives and homes were lost. These days, he was using it to kill monsters, human or otherwise. Given that different context, he was happy to resort to fire. It was so damn effective. It felt like an overly simple solution, but there was no point reinventing the wheel in every fight. The flames crackled, doing his work for him. 
 
    Shaking his head to get his mind on track. 
 
    Hunting. 
 
    As he moved around to the front, he threw out three small Wind Gusts on a whim. The fires flared vigorously as the air stirred them up. Intoxicating. 
 
    The way the fire consumed the walls and spread into the interior, it was possible it would spread too fast for Raj to get outside. It was not the plan, but he would not be disappointed if it happened. It would spare Jules, at least. 
 
    The debate over whether to burn him alive or direct him into a trap had warred in Adrian’s mind before it was settled by a simple fact. Raj’s shields would let him escape an inferno. This way, at least they were directing him into an ambush. It would only work because he was stupid. Adrian chuckled internally at that thought. 
 
    Dumb as dog shit despite his strength. 
 
    If Raj was intelligent, the coming ambush attempt would be obvious. Hiding in a house and all but one side starts burning. The exit path was too convenient. A simple thought, “Oh, I wonder why?” would be enough to uncover the trap. If he was at all clever, Raj would recognise the trick and run out through the intense flames. 
 
    Another dismissive huff. 
 
    Raj would not work it out. Plus, as a human, he would still have pre-Alpha instincts that would guide him away from this sort of inferno. Adrian had seen lots of people like him in his working life. Raj was not the type to flourish under pressure. 
 
    Adrian got into position, hidden in shadows five metres from the front entrance. As the flames spread, his hiding spot would be revealed, but for now he was secure. Jules had set herself up next to the door, a furious expression on her face, but her club was relaxed. She was focusing on the inside. 
 
    Tracking him. 
 
    Then, the club abruptly came up and there were a couple of deep breaths as she mentally prepared. She shifted, preparing to swing. Whatever she was using to track Raj had triggered. 
 
    The door exploded open. 
 
    So predictable. 
 
    That tiny brain had registered that the fire was not natural. Anything with even a few brain cells would. He knew something was up, but he took the obvious exit anyway. Even if he had taken the precaution to kick the door open. For a moment he paused in the door’s shadow, seemingly looking for opponents, but then his deficiencies kicked in. Seeing nothing, he dashed forward without checking the conspicuous spots. You know important things, like “is there a trip wire or is someone standing next to the door?” In this particular case, the answer was no to the first and yes to the second. 
 
    Twenty-five Agility was a lot, but nowhere near enough in this situation. 
 
    Jules was already swinging before he had taken his second step outside. The club came down and shields crackled with energy, but none of the blue sparks from before. These were normal personal protection abilities. They failed, and it slammed into a shoulder, knocking him to the dirt. Pain filled his face. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    The concentrated air blast emerged from the ground just under his chest with the force of forty mana. Raj was unceremoniously tossed towards the door of the burning house, almost re-entering before he rotated and slammed his hip into the door frame. He lay across the threshold with his torso flopped onto the front step. Adrian would have been surprised if nothing broke, but with twenty-five Vitality he was so far above human norms that it was hard to tell how tough his bones truly were. 
 
    Jules’s club descended once more. There was no magic shield to help him this time, nor was there a failsafe teleport. Despite his impressive level twenty-four stats and defensive spells, he was completely helpless. 
 
    There was a wet thud. 
 
    Jules’s face was grim, and Adrian was sure his face matched. “It had to be done,” he said gently. 
 
    She stood still, taking the time to process. Thinking back through the actions, remembering what she had done with and without bloodlust. Probably dwelling on the dozen and a half people she had destroyed in the fight. That would not feel good. 
 
    “It’s war,” Adrian reminded her. 
 
    “Yep,” she agreed, bending down and dragging Raj’s body away from the spreading fire. She had clearly decided to avoid unpleasant memories. 
 
    “What should I take?” she asked casually. 
 
    Another glance at the body—almost everything glowed. If she wanted action to avoid confronting her demons, he could live with that. “All of it.” 
 
    With mechanical movements, she grabbed each item and stuffed them into her bag of holding. “We can sort it out later.” She stripped the weapons. “Clothes?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    Without hesitation, she started tugging down the pants, her face stern as she went through the motions. There was no point in saying anything yet. 
 
    The fire was burning vigorously but so far had not spread. Adrian was ready to take care of it if it did. The dersbrawk had given him the perfect tool for the job, but the ground was so wet that there was not much risk of adjoining buildings catching fire. 
 
    Absently, while moving farther away from the house, he picked up the pouch Jules had touched, then pushed it aside. His interface immediately started flashing. 
 
    Bag of holding is unclaimed. 
 
    Error! 
 
    At current skill level, interaction is enabled with only one spatial device at a time. 
 
    Do you wish to make this your primary device? 
 
    No. 
 
    Setting bag to open access. With touch proximity, anyone may interact or claim bag. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 85 
 
    Adrian was touching the bag, and a long list of contents immediately started scrolled in front of him. The amount of gold in the bag was astonishing, particularly because it was not helpful with survival. This guy was a hoarder. He had even collected some gold dental caps. Adrian did not want to imagine how he had sourced them. There was also an abundance of luxury food and drink. 
 
    Show me the important stuff. 
 
    Content Summary headings appeared and then collapsed. 
 
    
    	        Decorative Objects 
 
    	        Non-Magical Foods 
 
    	        Magical Foods 
 
    	        Potions 
 
    	        Cash 
 
    	        Pig Figurines 
 
   
 
    Pig figurines? Seriously? 
 
    But they had been highlighted specifically. Knowing he was going to regret it, he clicked on the item. The list of contents unravelled. An entire page full of them. Half were soft and the rest were metallic, porcelain or ceramic. He had been collecting children’s toys. 
 
    What a weirdo. 
 
    Curiosity satisfied but feeling slightly less for the process, he checked the magical food. 
 
    Nanny Brodan’s Nourishing Stew (8) 
 
    Increases Strength by 1, Vitality by 2 and inherent healing by 20% for eight hours. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    Next, there were eight advanced healing, four Vitality boost, nine mana, and seven mana regeneration potions. Nowhere near as many as he hoped for. Adrian was already carrying over twice that number, and he was not an evil overlord. 
 
    Finally, there was cash. 200,210 AUD and 41,237 energy. 
 
    He could not help but roll his eyes at the old-world cash. What was the idiot thinking? That stuff was worthless plastic. The energy, however, was a fortune. 
 
    “Lots of energy,” he commented. Jules stood up abruptly, leaving the semi-naked body behind, who was down to just his drawers and an undershirt. His smashed face was unrecognisable and with his gear gone, it was unlikely that even a member of his own family would recognise him. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jules said simply. 
 
    She led him aggressively back towards the centre of town, marching down the street instead of running. Her mind was far away; her eyes stayed fixed on the vague air ahead of her instead of scanning for threats, and she did not hold even a pretence of stealth. The house was still burning behind them, but clearly it was not spreading, so Adrian put it out of his mind. 
 
    Adrian followed her until they reached the grounds of the initial fight. The bodies were lying in a similar state of undress to Raj’s. The shocked town did not care if animal scavengers got them. Later, Adrian was sure the more practical amongst the locals would ensure that the bodies were burnt. Both Steve and Susie were systematically stripping the last few corpses for loot. Not a single local was helping, though a crowd had gathered. That was to be expected. Adrian’s party must have looked quite intimidating to them. 
 
    The moment Susie saw her daughter, she jumped up and ran over, wrapping Jules in an enormous bear hug. 
 
    “Where is he?” Jules asked, her voice breaking as she stood ramrod straight in her mother’s unyielding embrace. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In the house.” She gestured toward a modest home three doors down from where they stood. “We haven’t touched him yet.” 
 
    Oh my god. 
 
    It was true! He stopped himself from blurting out. 
 
    No. It wasn’t fair. Adrian was useless, stuck standing and watching Jules suffer as she walked shakily towards the body. 
 
    “Wait,” Susie said, running up and getting in her way. “Let us tidy him first.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Umm . . .” Susie fumbled for words. 
 
    “No, I want to see.” 
 
    Susie had not moved. “You don’t.” 
 
    “I want to see!” The poor girl’s voice was hysterical. 
 
    Was Kozzie really dead? 
 
    How? It was nonsensical. There were real monsters out there: why would humans kill other humans? 
 
    “I need to see,” Jules repeated more firmly. 
 
    She carefully but assertively pushed her mum aside and continued ahead of her. Susie’s eyes shifted frantically in indecision until she started walking slowly behind Jules to give her space. Adrian followed. 
 
    Kozzie! 
 
    Irreparable harm could only mean one thing. But he had hoped otherwise. 
 
    No. 
 
    Jules went in first, and Adrian was right at her heels. The body was there and for the first time, he wished he did not have night vision. The memory of Kozzie’s joy when he had initially experienced the skill. The enthusiasm and the way the people at the hotel back in Wagga had sought his guidance. An unobtrusive programmer stepping up and leading so many adults older than himself. 
 
    There was no hiding anything from his advanced vision. That pallor, bruises all over, his pants down by his ankles and the clearly broken—or rather, shattered—hands. 
 
    Evidence of . . . murder, torture and who knew what else. 
 
    His friend. 
 
    In front of him, Jules had stopped. Then she threw back her head and screamed at the sky in anguish and horror. 
 
    After ten harrowing seconds, the yell cut off, and she looked at the body once more. Her jaws were trembling. 
 
    “I’m gonna kill them,” she whispered. “I’m going to kill them all.” 
 
    Now she was loud for enough for the locals outside in the street to hear her. They collectively flinched. They would have seen or heard of her fight and certainly seen the bodies. They knew what she was capable of and probably feared for their lives. 
 
    She stalked outside, visibly shaking with anger. 
 
    “You bastards!” she roared, looking in Albury’s direction. Luckily, the crowd of locals was elsewhere or else there would have been a stampede to get away. “As God is my witness, I am going to slaughter every one of you.” She was screaming, facing not towards the gathering crowd but toward Albury. “Every one of YOU!” 
 
    Then the change washed over her. Clarity replaced the rage; the violent grip on her club softened. 
 
    Not again. 
 
    Then, without a backwards glance, she started running. 
 
    “I’m coming for you!” she screamed into the descending darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 86 
 
    “Steve, protect Susie,” Adrian yelled, taking off after Jules. Goddamn her class choice and her bloodlust, but the damage was done and all they could do was try to take care of her. 
 
    As much as she tried, Susie would not have a chance in hell of keeping up. Steve might manage it, but Agility levels were not everything. Adrian suspected that the troll regeneration would keep Jules going at full pace forever when anyone else would be doubled over exhausted within minutes, no matter how high their attributes were. Increased Vitality and inherent healing could delay the cliff, but they would still go over it, unlike Jules. 
 
    Adrian was the only one who had a chance of keeping up with her. She ran the same way that she fought: completely reckless and lacking even a semblance of self-preservation. She had a destination, and that was all she focused on. There was no consideration of her surroundings, including the dozens of monsters in the area that would make quick work of her. She was only level fourteen—level fifteen, he corrected after a glance. 
 
    God. Killing people had levelled her up. 
 
    That was terrible news. How could a system allow that? It was a recipe for absolute disaster. It would incentivise the undesirable elements to kill other humans and it would rip societies apart. 
 
    The image captured him in mid-step. He appeared in a bright classroom and almost tripped but caught his balance. No one appeared to notice his half-stumble. The principal was ranting and raving in front of him. “What do they say about when you ASSUME?” The room was full of other kids. “You make an Ass out of U and Me.” He chanted at the same time as everyone else, trying to fit in, sliding inconspicuously into a nearby seat. 
 
    Adrian jolted back to reality, almost falling as he partially missed the step. The interface absolutely did that deliberately. 
 
    The interface clearly thought he had jumped to the wrong conclusion, and the pathway of intelligence had not triggered, so that was positive. Hopefully, it was not tricking him and there was no incentive for killing people. He could imagine nothing worse than a world where there were monsters and humans were encouraged to kill each other regardless. It might explain how that group from Albury was so strong. 
 
    The interface almost growled at him. It was pissed at his doubts. 
 
    Jules ran around a car and a house. 
 
    A sigh of relief. At least she was going around instead of through obstacles. Even if she was showing no signs of slowing. He would trail her and hopefully protect her. 
 
    For what seemed like the hundredth time in the last twenty-four hours, he found himself gritting his teeth and sprinting. It was exhausting both physically and mentally. There was no room for complacency. Even with Haste and Shadow Steps boosting him, it was hard keeping up with the girl. She was relentless as she sprinted nonstop along the pavement, only ever deviating from her straight route to avoid an obstacle too large for her to jump over. That said, she could easily hurdle over cars, which Adrian had to dart around. Unfortunately, he did not trust his Agility that far. 
 
    Kozzie was dead. Adrian could not wrap his mind around that and desperately looked for an alternative to consider. 
 
    Later he would face them. 
 
    Think something else. 
 
    At least once this was over, he expected there to be a nice increase in his attributes from all the exercise. Cumulative hours of sprinting over rough terrain combined with injuries were sure to see some favourable points awarded. Hopefully, Agility, Perception, and Vitality would jump. Perception was locked in—the focus required for these runs was astronomical. 
 
    While Jules could handle any nearby vermin, her single-minded aim worried him. He doubted she was fully conscious of the terrain in front of her, let alone the vulnerable spots on either side. If she was blindsided by even a relatively weak Alpha monster, it might take her out. As strong as she was, there were both native Australian animals and Alpha creatures out there would see her as nothing more than a snack. 
 
    His hypothesis unfortunately proved to be accurate almost immediately. Creatures that Adrian normally would have been unaware of crept out of the woodwork as he ghosted through the undergrowth behind. 
 
    Huffing and puffing, he fired an arrow. His impeccable expert training let him fire while in a full-on sprint. Magic had become his go-to approach—a Flame Sprout unless they were immune, in which case he would use ice. 
 
    “Slow down.” 
 
    There was no response. He put his head down and kept running. 
 
    A magpie swooped, drawing blood. He got the impression of heavy magic resistance. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Straight through the breast and it plummeted to the ground. Magic resistance did not help it in the end. It was close enough for him to scoop up and dump into the bag of holding. Usually, he had to abandon his kills. 
 
    They had been running for over an hour, having departed the highway some time ago as she continued in her straight line, bashing bushes, resolutely ignoring the easy dirt road nearby. With his poor sense of direction, Adrian did not know where she was heading; it might be Albury or an adjacent town. There were no landmarks to help him in their scraggly, bushy surroundings. Just keeping up was hard enough. Avoiding the crumbling patches of ground and then twisting to avoid the overhanging branches that grabbed hold of him—somehow, Jules had no trouble with such obstructions. 
 
    The number of times he had fallen to his hands and knees was ridiculous. His hands had been cut and scraped. The fingernail on his index finger had cracked three times. He needed to trim it, but in an apocalypse, nail clippers somehow were not at the top of the shopping list. 
 
    “Please slow down.” 
 
    She would not stop. There was a commotion up ahead. When he looked up from his path, he flinched—Jules was fighting something. 
 
    It was the sort of creature that reminded him that there were monsters from other planets out there. Bears, wolves, were unfamiliar to Australia but not to Earth. Yeah, the colour of their fur and meat reminded everyone of their foreign nature. But there had always been dyes out there. If you wanted to, you could imagine them as resulting from a mad scientist’s demented experiment. 
 
    But these things screamed alien. Nothing like them had never walked the Earth before a month ago. 
 
    YvaltRax Ocaa 
 
    A unique organism with tripod legs and arms. This creature’s anatomy provides additional speed and manoeuvrability compared to bipedal and quadrupedal animals. It is agile on smooth surfaces but can struggle with bumpy terrain. 
 
    Its offence and defence rely on three dedicated limbs, each serving a unique purpose of offensive, defence, and utility, respectively. 
 
    The defensive appendage channels a form of shielding that can be tuned to defend against both physical and magic attacks; however, individuals within the species often deviate from this pattern and exhibit defence against either magic or physical attack. In a small percentage of YvaltRax Ocaa, this limb may display more extreme behaviour such as manifesting as earth walls or illusion to provide alternative defensive methods. 
 
    The offensive appendage is usually focused on a single flavour of aggressive magic. There are no known cases of an offensive arm exhibiting multiple magic types; however, within their chosen school they will exhibit various different abilities. 
 
    The utility limb is the hardest to quantify. After exhaustive study it only exhibits defensive or offensive capabilities in less than 0.3 percent of cases. It is not restricted to any specific school of magic and often combines multiple flavours. Typical expression of its magic can range from healing, portals, food creation, surrounding manipulation, or physic manifestation. 
 
    They seem to have an innate hatred for sapients, and large-bodied animals that have not originated from their home planet and will act collectively to destroy them. 
 
    That did not sound good. They were unique enough they even kept their original name, and he had never seen such a complete description supplied by regional knowledge. 
 
    Identification focused on them individually and for each of them it was like there were four separate entities encompassed within each creature—one for each of the arms and a fourth for the legs. The arms at least appeared to be magic-oriented, which, given their description, was no great surprise. Strength, Agility, Vitality, Intelligence, mana. Each limb was weaker than him across every single statistic, but combined, the creature was formidable. The leg units alone were forty percent more agile than Adrian. 
 
    Jules crashed through the dozen that were attacking her. She swatted with her club like a Whac-A-Mole game. Each time, she was greeted by the clattering of shields and occasionally an actual hit on the grotesque grey bodies. Despite the way she had slaughtered the host of level-sixteen humans, she did not seem to make the same impact against these. Magic flared out to attack her, but her regeneration activated and she shrugged it off. Amazingly, the instant she cleared the path again, she kept running. 
 
    What the . . . ? 
 
    Since when did she just forget about the enemy in the middle of the fight? Adrian expected them to follow Jules. They did not. 
 
    After a moment, Adrian realised they had decided to attack him instead. All the alien creatures had rotated toward him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 87 
 
    Jules had abandoned him. If she had stayed, Adrian was confident that together they would have exterminated these creatures, but she had not even looked back. 
 
    He was on his own. This was not the scenario that had crossed his mind when he initially followed to protect her. He was an idiot. But it was Jules! He could not, in good faith, have just let her go to her death alone. These creatures would have overwhelmed her. 
 
    The monsters that were already moving toward him. 
 
    Can they see me? 
 
    It was a dumb question. They were all focused on him, and Ambusher’s Steps were apparently doing nothing. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    Adrian immediately reversed his direction to get behind some bushes. The whirling sounds of their movement shifted. His stomach dropped—they were heading for his new spot. They had followed his position through Shadow Step just like some shintopurs did. With their enhanced Agility and anatomical advantage, they would easily catch up to him. 
 
    If I had all my steps. 
 
    There was no point crying over spilt milk. YvaltRax ocaa were quick, and with only five steps, there was no way he would run away. 
 
    Ripped into a vision with alarm bells ringing. The dreamscape was simple: he was in a town square watching a fat boy ring the bells. Adrian ignored the noise and tried to think as fast as he could. At least fifteen yvaltRax ocaa were focused on him, adding up to sixty weaponised limbs. He was screwed. 
 
    Could he hide? Ambusher’s Fade was strong, but they had locked on to him already. 
 
    Climb a tree? 
 
    There was nothing big enough to support both him and the impact of the yvaltRax. A major bushfire had gone through the area five to ten years ago and killed the mature trees, making these flimsy new saplings the only option. 
 
    The bells continued to ring as his thoughts swirled. The fat boy was huffing and puffing. The image was blatantly an attempt to buy him time to think about this. So there must be a path where he could survive. 
 
    Fight? In a battle they would kill him. It was a nonstarter. 
 
    Run then hide? 
 
    Get some distance and then use fade. It gave him the best chance yet. A small opening to be sure, because the yvaltRax Perception skill was strong and there were so many of them that one could randomly get close enough to pierce the illusion. 
 
    What else did he have? Dragon’s Breath. Probably not powerful enough. Poisons? A plan formed that would give him a chance, but it was based on heaps of assumptions. 
 
    The bells were getting louder, and locals were coming out of their homes, grumbling and angry. Something told Adrian that he was rapidly running out of time. Run and hide, or fight? Damn, if only there was a sign. One of the local kids tackled the fat boy. 
 
    Combat it was. 
 
    Back to reality. Adrian grabbed multiple Dragon’s Breath potions and then tossing them behind him with tiny wind gusts to spread the mixture. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    It was wasteful, but he needed space. It was too late in the year for bushfires, especially with the recent rain. Plus, the new physics had probably changed the dynamics of those sorts of large-scale events. A previously uncontrollable fire was now hardly a threat to the environment. Behind him, bushes exploded into flames. It was unlikely to deter them, but hopefully it might make them waste some power. 
 
    He yanked four different vials filled with a condensed gas out of his bag of holding. They were gaseous potions he had created for the next poison resistance training. 
 
    Please work. 
 
    The materials were prohibitively expensive; it would be a while before he could replenish them. Throwing all four of them, he used tiny Wind Gusts to spread the gas. 
 
    Pulling himself to a stop and turning to face the enemy, he needed to concentrate them around him for the gas to work. The few seconds the interface had bought him with the vision let him survey all his tools, and they were not enough. The choice was poison or fire. The poison, of course, was flammable, so he could not do both. The fire curtain was mainly a distraction, an opportunity to get the gas out discreetly. 
 
    Even with the best possible outcome, this was going to hurt a lot. 
 
    They came swarming out of the blazing inferno, almost like bouncy balls. They charged at him, zipping around chaotically yet in coordination. They held off the bulk of the flames with glowing shields. Some of yvaltRax had suffered burns, and one was even launching backwards, multiple limbs burning with sickening intensity. The victories were few. He had been hoping for more. One of them even had ice magic spreading in front of it, sucking the heat from the air, while others smoothly fell onto the pathway it was creating. 
 
    Identification focused on that one. The utility arm was not strong, but it had advanced ice magic. The sort of thing that was good enough to chill drinks, frost over a stream or, in this case, put out the magical fire Adrian had created. Its defensive appendage was a generic shield, and its attack possessed both dark missiles and a health steal ability. Like a vampire. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    There were over fifteen of the creatures still descending upon him, and he continued to desperately think through tricks he could play. There was the simulintelligere potion, which would help him fight. 
 
    Was this the life-and-death situation the potion called for? Panic bubbled up from the interface, so he discarded the option. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The flames, as expected, had done little apart from depleting the yvaltRax shields and maybe their health a tiny bit. The poison had to do better. Poison and the required air magic to channel them. What else was there? 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The first projectile hit, and Adrian prayed for confusion, but once more the gods failed to answer. There were no mind effects, but the arrow did blast through the creature, sending a spray of black powder puffing out. One of its nearby packmates with lightning reflexes made its utility arm glow with healing magic. In a second, the broken patch sealed, leaving a purple scar on the otherwise grey skin. It happened so fast that if he were not watching, Adrian would have assumed the arrow missed. 
 
    The second arrow hit near the tip of an offensive limb, and mind spike seemed to trigger as the one limb flopped but the others stayed coordinated. The power of the magic did not spread from the single limb. That was more than a little disappointing. Two arrows and anything but confusion was useless against these segmented creatures. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Some defensive ability promptly deflected the third arrow up into the air, but the fourth finally stuck. It caught one of them right in the midsection where the independently acting limbs originated from. Flowers blossomed around it, and lightning blasted from the creature’s offensive arm into the vulnerable side of its neighbour. Confusion had clearly taken hold. 
 
    Do something. 
 
    The electricity zapped through the yvaltRax, and then the creature violently exploded, sending black dust everywhere. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    They were susceptible to electricity. Unfortunately, that was not in his skill set. The flowers curled around their feet and tangled the legs slightly, triggering the defensive arm to briefly erect a bubble shield, which crumbled in moments as every element battered the shield. Then, the creature became overwhelmed by its failure and the assault of its packmates. Ice, fire, earth, dark, and even some more lightning were at play. The magic tore into it, stripping out sections of its flesh so that it crumbled away to nothing. 
 
    Then they were all around him. Remember the plan. Let the poison work. 
 
    Dodge and use his spear purely defensively. Coordinate Wind Gusts to concentrate the poison. He had purposely thrown them early so they would not see the cloud and then attack him from range out of fear. He needed them close and now they were here; he concentrated the gas back around him. 
 
    Keep moving. 
 
    The poison mist intensified, leaving only his head free where he had affixed a personal bubble of air. 
 
    This project had been necessary anyway for the next stage of his training. It was a lethal dose that the antidotes could remedy, but first he had to outlive the creatures with their unknown resistances. Every second might count, or this battle might be over in no time. There was no immediate visible reaction from the alien critters. 
 
    To be safe, he assumed that every second would count. Given the delivery method, it would take time for the poison to build up in their bodies. 
 
    The potions he had thrown had contained decay, sleep, and a mechanism that would cause suffocation. They were all contact-based. Inhalation was the most effective delivery, but open wounds and even unbroken skin could still absorb the stuff. It was half the reason he had added in the dragon inferno. The charred skin would soak in the poison and that could tilt the odds in his favour. 
 
    The mist swirled around him and poked through the gaps in his armour. The decay potion’s effects could already be felt, and the others would follow soon. 
 
    Hopefully, the monsters would succumb first. Luckily, he had elevated resistances to the decay, and his air bubble protected him from the more blood-borne sleep and suffocation elements. Wind Gust and motion assist had helped him form that shield along with what he was sure was some blatant cheating by the interface. 
 
    The knowledge granted by the shintopur cores filled him. The skill that combined shadow, air, and dodge together was there, ready to be used. It was not yet muscle memory, but it was at that level of familiarity where occasionally it would work perfectly before overthinking got in the way. Then it was a disappointing mess. 
 
    They were all around him, and Adrian spun through the motions. Pure, physical dodging influenced the movement, along with some helpful jabs of the spear. He hoped that their numbers would backfire on them. 
 
    It worked to an extent; the density of the group pressured each yvaltRax to target him personally as to avoid hitting one of their own. That meant that the onus was on his dodge ability. As Adrian was not attacking, the defence arms were useless, and the utility was not much better. The ones that could heal remained a problem, but not one that he could deal with currently. Everything was focused on survival. The rest, with their ability to freeze water or grow flowers, were irrelevant. 
 
    All he could do was try to survive in the maelstrom of incoming attacks. The offensive arms all had sharp claws, and at any given moment six arms were flailing out to gut him while the other half launched distance attackers. Some got him, but he kept fighting. 
 
    Time. 
 
    To his horror, they seemed to realise that bunching up was not optimal, and they started spreading out of the cloud of poison. 
 
    Not today. 
 
    Wind Gust, Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 
 
    The spells tossed them all back into the dense central area. Their numbers once more were working against them, but Adrian still would not counterstrike. Every ounce of energy was funnelled into survival. The interface was silent as another claw scraped across his back, catching on a rib. 
 
    The yvaltRax had to be susceptible to the poison, or at least vulnerable to one of them. 
 
    Leg stinging, he knew he was losing. 
 
    Anything? 
 
    More silence. 
 
    The poison was getting him. His air bubble had burst, and there were so many open cuts that the toxic gas surged into him. His regeneration was being pushed just to close the wounds with nothing to spare to stop the progress of the poison. It was starting to degrade his reflexes. His hair was mostly burnt off. At one point, it felt like his foot was a block of ice. 
 
    Hang on. The poison would get to them. 
 
    Dodging and twisting to survive. In this melee, the offense was useless, fleeing was a dead end, and the limited Agility was hardly coming into play. The new combinations of skills, while not fully formed, were functioning better than he could have expected. Tiny shadow movements must have saved him forty times, and even the air component did its bit, allowing him to move midair to avoid a flashing claw. It was a subset of the motion assistant skill, but it kept triggering, totally embedded within the dodge skill. It was nothing flashy, but a sparkling fire attack that previously would have killed him only grazed his arm instead. 
 
    A melee of this type was a game of inches. 
 
    The battle was dragging on, but finally he saw the signs he was looking for: dark patches spreading over enemy limbs. One of the yvaltRax nearest to him collapsed not far away from the pack. The poison had been sinking into him for the last three minutes, initially barely at all, but then it had started flooding in. It seemed the effects on the yvaltRax were mirroring the pattern, just slightly delayed. 
 
    His reserves were approaching zero and despite the dire situation, he wanted to lie down and sleep. 
 
    Poison. 
 
    Jerking upwards, the brief flood of adrenaline slapped focus into him. The physical attacks were reduced. Over two-thirds of the creatures had succumbed already, but there were still five active ones. He stumbled out of the deadly cloud barely able to stand, let alone continue the fight. 
 
    Standing straight, Adrian hoped the remaining yvaltRax would see the dead and cower at his size. After all, they were barely taller than his waist. Maybe now was the time to use another Dragon’s Breath potion. It would not work. His mana was already at zero. 
 
    The yvaltRax were not fazed by him. The poison was the threat, not Adrian. If Jules had personally slaughtered two-thirds of their pack, they would have scattered like rats. Hell, they might even empathize with Adrian, seeing him suffer from the same poisons that had killed their friends. 
 
    This pack would have killed Jules. He had saved her, but begrudgingly. She was not his responsibility, and he would not do this again. She could live or die on her own merits. 
 
    It was hard to focus, and he was getting double vision. There was a blur of movement to the side and one of the creature’s utility arm had been torn away. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    Adrian backed up cautiously. His healing was not keeping up with the continual damage. The open cuts were no longer closing. Swaying in exhaustion, wondering if they would give up yet. It was too much effort to scream. The group was stalking him, creeping forward as he crept back. At least now they were back in the remnants of the deadly cloud. 
 
    Adrian stopped and tried to look threatening. 
 
    There was another flash of movement, and the yvaltRax on the far left spun its offensive claw, bleeding heavily. Only when he actively focused could he perceive details. The rest of the time, his vision was blurred or doubled. 
 
    Adrian attempted to step backwards. The creatures were jittery now. They were looking at the missing utility arm and the damaged offensive one. Their tiny brains were probably trying to work out how Adrian managed the attack. It was enough to almost make him laugh. Something else was killing them, and after it took out the yvaltRax, he would be next. 
 
    Slumping over almost to the ground, Adrian leant hard on his spear for support. 
 
    Identification told him they were feeling scared. All animals, whether prey or predators, had a fight-or-flight instinct, or at least they used to. In the Alpha world, who knew? Predators were biased towards the fight option, but under the right circumstances, the flight instinct could be triggered. Circumstances like three-quarters of their pack having randomly died. 
 
    It happened again, and this time he caught sight of a bird that swept in and attacked another offensive arm. Tearing it off. 
 
    The simultaneous realisation was visible. They scattered. 
 
    Adrian finally collapsed. Whatever type of bird it was had been too fast for him. If it came for him in his current state, then there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    Fade. 
 
    Hopefully that would be enough.

  

 
   
    Chapter 88 
 
    The ground hugged him. If his face was not in so much pain, he might have chuckled at the absurdity of the situation. It all hurt so much; somehow, this physical torture felt more intense than even the troll cores did. A sea of agony. If he wanted, he could just float away, give up the struggle. For a harrowing moment, he imagined that this must have been what Kozzie felt at the end. 
 
    Bad things keep happening. The poor boy. The vision of his body hit him. There was no energy to cry and he forced his mind away. Later. He did not want to deal with that particular pain now. Just drift off now and it would be over. 
 
    Emily! 
 
    He would not fail her. 
 
    Hands fumbling with his bag of holding, the integrated mental retrieval systems produced the vials he needed right away. Adrian drank the three antidotes desperately, realising numbly at some point he had started panting, which was a sign of lung failure. At a thought, he ripped off his gloves to see that every fingernail was black. 
 
    God. 
 
    It was too late; the antidote was supposed to be ingested when the black tinge first appeared. It was wasteful, but he took a second vial and then multiple healing potions. Every swallow was a herculean effort. 
 
    He collapsed backwards, forcing his eyes to stay open, hoping that the cocktail of his regeneration and artificial aids would kick in and save him. According to the literature, once the fingernails went black, it was too late. 
 
    The bird or bat or whatever alien creature had attacked was still out there. If it wanted to kill him, it just might. That way, at least it would be quick. The dwindling capacity of his lungs was the only thing stopping him from screaming. 
 
    His troll regeneration was completely overwhelmed. All injuries will recover within three hundred seconds, or so the description advertised. If he could survive three hundred more seconds. He felt as mortal as he was pre-Alpha event. Hell, he doubted he would survive a rat attack now, let alone whatever monstrosity had torn chunks out of yvaltRax. 
 
    Stay still. That was his only chance. If it was responding to movement, even a twitch could reveal him. Adrian activated Ambusher’s Fade again. He had dropped it when drinking the potions. How had he forgotten to switch it back on? That was three or four seconds of additional exposure . . . 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The healing washed through him, bringing immediate relief. Very slowly, the shaking started. Not even Ambusher’s Fade could stop it. 
 
    Psychic defence pumped up. Finally, he felt able to move, but he resisted. Until he was fully fixed or knew what it was out there, it was better to hide and play dead. 
 
    While laying supine, pretending to be dead, he mapped out his body. Over half of his mana was restored, so he must have survived at least five minutes. The fight against the poisons was ongoing, but rather than all of it coursing all through him, the decay had retreated to the extremities and the suffocation condensed to his lungs. Even in those spots of concentrated poison, his own reserves of strength were winning. 
 
    If he lifted his hand, the blackness in the nail would be retreating too, though there was no need to check. 
 
    Survival. Thank god. He would not be weak and fail his family. But he was not safe yet. Something else was out there. Had it killed the yvaltRax? At what point would he think he could fight that? 
 
    Another minute. 
 
    Every second brewed extra mana, and the healing helped. The knowledge he had been given was wrong. Black nails were not fatal. If there was a complaints department . . . 
 
    I’m losing it. A complaints department? 
 
    Finally, he lifted a hand and looked at his fingertips. The black was indeed starting to fade. Relief washed through him. If it had persisted, then the only option would have been to race against time, gathering ingredients to create the more powerful antidote. 
 
    Jules. 
 
    Hopefully, she was still alive. He sent another quick apology to Emily. He really needed to look after himself better. It was fine to jump to protect his companions, but this had almost been a suicide mission and Jules might be dead regardless. 
 
    Lying here was stupid. It was time to be less passive. When standing, Ambusher protections were the same, but the extra vision and manoeuvrability heightened. With shadow evasion, even in his fragile state, he might be capable of fighting the mysterious avian. 
 
    Adrian leveraged himself to his feet. Then froze, all his muscles tensing before the Ambusher skill even kicked in. 
 
    There it was. A silver alien owl was perched just five metres away. It was staring at him. 
 
    Adrian’s heart almost stopped. Magic options spooled out as he spun the spear toward a defence stance. Identification clicked in. 
 
    Moon Terror Owl 
 
    An owl species with advanced eyesight, magic sight, and hearing. Its feathers are prized for being as sharp and hard as steel but lightweight. These plus impressive inherent healing make the owls deadly in battle. They often exhibit a variety of combat-related abilities that mostly involve speed and strength buffs and occasionally air magic attacks such as sonic boom and cutting blades. 
 
    Then more information flooded. Relief combined with his recent trauma almost made him collapse again. Once more his spear dug into the ground, stopped him. 
 
    Susie’s new animal companion! It had saved him. Rather, Susie had saved him and now the owl was staring at him and approaching with little hops to offer a peaceful greeting. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He did not want to risk his life for Jules anymore, but Susie was a different matter. They were friends, and Jules was her daughter, and now he owed Susie his life. 
 
    Susie would want him to continue to save her daughter. He just wanted to get home, and he wanted to stop almost dying. He wanted the interface to stop letting him get into these situations. 
 
    There was a tinge of embarrassment and apology. 
 
    He wanted peace! 
 
    Was it too much to ask to not die almost every day? 
 
    Was that selfish? 
 
    Was it that unreasonable? 
 
    Most of his luck, both terrible and good, ultimately went back to the interface. 
 
    But now Jules. The girl running off like this. It was not like pre-Alpha days where people could have space to be crazy, knowing there was very little chance of real damage. Now it was different. The monsters were real. There were creatures like the pods that could capture people blundering through the dark. All the strength and all the inherent healing in the world could not save her then. The only hope was a friend close enough to pull her out. 
 
    Each time Jules did this, she threw Adrian into another life-or-death situation. This pattern was bound to keep happening. Maybe he should forget about all this. The quest was ticking in the back of his mind. Kill eight of the junta—well, seven now—to save tens of thousands. 
 
    Why did it have to be him? 
 
    With that sort of blood on his hands, could he even hold Emily? 
 
    Could he pretend to be the love of her life? Now that he was a murderer and no longer the person she fell in love with? 
 
    If he wanted, he could walk away. Just get up and sneak through Albury, abandon his little babysitting gig for Jules, leave the quest behind. Decline the hero path and escape the madness. 
 
    Dimly, he expected pushback from the interface, but there was nothing. Just acceptance. Whatever choice he made, the interface would help. 
 
    Was the world ending? 
 
    Everything still hurt, but the healing was entering his deep muscles now, restoring his strength and agility. He was not yet fit to fight. 
 
    Could he leave them? Reach his family and save some of his innocence by walking away now. Of course he could, but at what cost? 
 
    Adrian wiped his face. He was the hero of Wagga, but if anyone saw him now, they would not believe it. 
 
    He had killed someone! But they had killed Kozzie. Anger warred against the guilt. 
 
    They had actually killed him. He had seen the body. 
 
    And what about Susie? 
 
    Twin tears ran down his face. Could he honestly walk away knowing what that meant to them? Understanding the consequences? 
 
    The owl was still watching him. Protecting him from the world. The effort was fruitless but appreciated. 
 
    Susie was directing it, and she had left it here to protect him. An impressively selfless choice while she must have been panicking over her daughter. 
 
    It was not needed anymore; Adrian was recovered enough to look after himself. 
 
    “Find Jules,” he ordered. 
 
    He was not yet healed completely, but he could start processing the surrounding corpses while he waited. Unsurprisingly, each one contained four cores, which were the only valuable bits. He hastily processed them, hacking them to bits and trying to ignore the sparkling black blood that was more powdery than wet. The moment he felt he could run without doing extra damage, he shoved the remaining bodies straight into his bag of holding. It was almost full, but the yvaltRax were spindly and compressed neatly. 
 
    The owl was back, watching him once more. It was decision time. Abandon Jules or continue to be her guardian. He could not let Susie down, not when she had saved his life. But in the future, if there was another choice between himself or Jules, he was choosing to see Emily. 
 
    “Show me the way.” 
 
    The owl flew off in the direction that Jules left. It might already be too late. It was an errant thought and presumably the owl knew better, but his stomach still dropped. 
 
    First Kozzie. Poor girl. Not again. 
 
    Adrian ran, barely able to see the water in his eye. 
 
    No, he would mourn him later. 
 
    The poor kids. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 89 
 
    Once more Adrian set off after her, trying to track her passage as he followed the owl. It regularly looped around and flew over his shoulder, occasionally correcting his course. As he jogged, he saw regular signs of Jules’s journey. A crushed animal here, a broken branch there. Haste and Shadow Step worked together once more. He felt his mind fraying from the intense concentration of running with relatively poor Agility and Haste-enhanced movements over the uneven ground. More than once, an emergency Shadow Step prevented a tumble. He was so looking forward to seeing Agility, Perception, and mana control jump by at least one standard unit after this. 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence - 99% (1%) 
 
    Well, that was a nice bit of affirmation. Maybe all this horrendous pain and monotonous repetition was worthwhile. 
 
    Noise reached him from up ahead. A regular thump interspaced by a roar. Jules was fighting something. 
 
    The last hundred metres passed in a few seconds. Two Shadow Steps and a Haste boost pushed him beyond Olympic sprinting speeds. 
 
    There in front of him was Jules duelling some type of giant. A bipedal creature with a tail and two arms, neither of which had a weapon. Its head was half canine and half feline. Thick, brown fur covered it, and standing as it was, it towered over Jules. Not quite as tall as a giraffe, but close, and it was solid as a pre-Alpha human body builder. 
 
    With arms as wide as a small tree, it was swinging at Jules, trying to swipe her with its retractable claws. Jules, despite her diminutive size, was holding her own, playing a mostly defensive game to intercept each of the ponderous strikes with her club. There was a boom each time the weapon impacted the heavy pads of the arms. Despite choosing to parry each strike, the thing was so slow that between blows she would swing in rhythm to strike an exposed limb. Adrian would have expected her to close, to reduce the creature’s reach, but its tail was whipping in front of its body. Thankfully, it did not have a stinger, but the tail ended in a mace-like bulb. It looked pretty deadly. The tail was also fast, which explained why Jules was standing at a distance. 
 
    Giant Beastkin 
 
    This creature is a typical cat / dog giant beastkin with immense Strength and physical and magical resistance. Low Agility, a lack of Intelligence, and little to no offensive magic reduces the threat level of these creatures, though their tail can be a devastating offensive weapon if trained from a young age. Lives deep in the wilds and migrates to new areas to avoid sapients. 
 
    For an Alpha creature, it was not a significant threat. Bad Agility even against his attributes, stronger than him, but not by much. It did weigh almost ten times more than him, so a casual hit would send him flying. No magic ability, but resistant to everything apart from his mildly effective ice magic. 
 
    The giant monster and the slight girl had fought themselves into a stalemate. Neither could retreat without exposing themselves. To top it off, the beast was too dumb and Jules was too blinded by bloodlust for either of them to give way to the other. They just kept trading strikes, unable to make headway. For whatever weird reason, Jules was fighting passively. 
 
    The owl swooped in and slashed the beast’s shoulder, leaving long, silver furrows as its blood leaked out. The giant roared in frustration and futilely swiped—too slow. Maybe the tail would be fast enough to stop the bird if it started from a defensive position, but that appendage was curling near the front of the chest, forcing Jules to maintain her distance. 
 
    Buffing Jules was probably the fastest way to finish this. 
 
    Adrian raised his hand to cast and then stopped himself. If she killed it now, then she would keep running. Maybe the beastkin was a blessing, as it would let her tire herself out and maybe expend the bloodlust. 
 
    Decision made, Adrian sat down on a trunk of a tree they had clearly knocked over earlier. The owl landed and perched nearby, as Susie had come to the same conclusion that he had. Both he and the owl watched the fight with the bird occasionally swooping over to intervene when Jules looked unbalanced or tired. Apart from that, they observed. It was like two heavyweight boxers slugging it out for ten rounds. After the initial thrill of the clash, it settled into mind-numbing repetition. Duck, block, counterstrike, and then repeat. The owl’s attacks were mostly to distract the beast; the tail and arms would spring up to defend, giving Jules a breather. 
 
    Watching Jules, Adrian noticed the signs of both old and new tears on her cheeks, visible through the dirt and grime. She had snapped. With her class choice and the quest offering a target, that suicidal battle lust had taken over. 
 
    There was a shift in the battle. The monotonous strike-and-counter pattern shifted as Jules grew more innovative in her responses, ducking fully under a swing instead of striking and rapping the elbow as it swung past. She even started humming a soft tune that, from experience, Adrian knew would increase her energy. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    He had been sitting there for twenty minutes, and everything was recharged. He stood up and then paused for a moment to assess further. The bloodlust was gone. Jules was fighting with a sad acceptance. Just to be sure, he kept watching, the bow hanging loosely in his hands. The humming grew louder. But even using her wits, Jules still struggled to make headway. The tail was very effective, but she was now inflicting more damage than the inherent healing could keep up with. In an hour or two, she would win. 
 
    He was half-tempted to let it play it out naturally, but Susie had a different opinion. The owl started swooping in and wounding the beast from behind. 
 
    Oh, well. Time to end this. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow slammed into the beast’s eye. 
 
    “Finally,” she said. 
 
    Her voice was not tired and lacked even a hint of accusation. Given that he had watched while she battled for her life for half an hour, he was pleased with that reaction. If the situation was reversed, he might have been less understanding. 
 
    The beastkin flinched as the arrow landed and suddenly crouched down, clutching its head. Its tail wrapped around its skull. 
 
    Jules did not hesitate to spring forward. She had been waiting for exactly that opportunity. 
 
    Whack! Whack! Whack! 
 
    Another arrow was ready, but it did not look like it was necessary. The giant animal had a thick skull, but its arms and tail had left a stretch of cranium above an eye exposed. Jules hammered the same spot repeatedly. Her extra club fighting ability shone through. The first blow cracked, the second splintered, and the third depressed the broken bits. 
 
    Despite the extensive damage, the beastkin stumbled back to its feet. The inherent healing struggled but stabilised the brain injury. It swung again at Jules. She swayed underneath and then rapped it on the back of its paws. The thick bones in the paw cracked. She did indeed hit like a truck. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The monster screamed in helpless rage as another arrow pelted its other eye. There was no magic effect this time. It swung once more, desperately, and Jules ducked contemptuously. It turned away and ran, crashing through trees as it went. Providing it did not run into anything too dangerous, it would survive. 
 
    “Should we hunt?” 
 
    “No,” Jules sobbed. “It’s innocent. I can’t.” 
 
    She was turning to him, the club falling from her fingers. 
 
    “It’s harmless,” he agreed. 
 
    She did not care. She suddenly burst into wailing tears, her entire body heaving with grief. She threw herself at him, but not with enhanced strength. 
 
    Adrian dropped the bow to hug her back. 
 
    Her head pressed up against his chest as she cried freely. “He’s dead.” 
 
    “It’s unfair.” 
 
    “They tortured him . . .” 
 
    He missed half the words. They were hissed so quietly into his clothes, but he got enough of them through the sobs to understand a little of what she was going through. Buffing his own Strength, he slowly sank down into a seated position. Without the extra boost, it would have been a lot less elegant. 
 
    Jules buried her face in harder. He hugged and patted her on the back as she sobbed. His heart broke. 
 
    Kozzie really was dead. The boy had been so full of life. And now . . . and all because of other humans, of all things . . . 
 
    Carefully, he pulled out the camp stone and placed it next to him, activating it with a small flow of energy. It should protect them. He stopped patting Jules momentarily to wave off the owl. They would not go back to the town tonight; it was too far. The bird seemed to understand and flapped away, heading to Susie. 
 
    Sometimes people just had to work through their grief. That was what she needed now. 
 
    Time. 
 
    Maintaining the embrace, he let her process her emotions, letting him do the same. Several times, he felt her wipe her nose on the jumper he was wearing. He let her; she needed it. He was thankful that he had sent away the Ambusher Armour to allow real human contact. Even if it sacrificed a jumper. Eventually, the sobs calmed down. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. They were his first words for over an hour. “It will be okay.” 
 
    If it was Emily, then he knew just how badly he would react, especially if torture was involved. He understood all the tears. 
 
    She sobbed louder for a moment before shifting, not looking at him but up at the stars. 
 
    Poor Jules. 
 
    As for Kozzie, too young. 
 
    The world was not fair. 
 
    “You’re going to accept the quest,” she whispered. 
 
    He said nothing, still torn on the question. Albury sent the men who killed Kozzie. There was no point pretending otherwise. They were terrorising everyone, enslaving the population and knowingly equipping human monsters with both levels and powerful artifacts. The longer the tax lasted, the less the populace could resist. 
 
    “Adrian!” Her voice was steel, albeit quiet. “You’re going to accept the quest.” 
 
    It meant killing humans, but it was justified. If there was ever an excuse to kill anyone, it was when fighting against a kingdom established on the foundation of fear, slavery, and rape. What they had seen in Culcairn was deliberate. 
 
    Emily could wait . . . 
 
    Hopefully . . . 
 
    Unless the Albury situation was happening down in Melbourne. Or if there were scoropids, or . . . 
 
    Thinking about what could happen to her always made him cry. Especially now. He needed to get there to protect her, and he needed her to help him live with himself. Eyes watery. 
 
    How could he balance his needs against tens of thousands of strangers? 
 
    “Adrian.” Her voice held the same quiet, level conviction. “You need to accept the quest.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Authors Note 
 
    Thank you everyone for your support. I hoped you loved this book as much as I loved writing it. My personal belief is that it is the best of the three I have published so far and I am always open to critique. Just you so know when characters die, the authors don’t like it. I am male so I am not going to put in writing that I tear up, but you know it was definitely emotional. 
 
    Based on the success (due to you guys) of the first two books I have an opportunity to transition to be a full-time writer. It is scary and almost certainly a pay cut, but if I am writer at least I can love my job and I am very thankful for that opportunity. 
 
    The best way you help is if you loved the book is to tell your friends and post on social media about the novel. Failing that, every review helps by prompting the Amazon internal algorithms to make the novels visible. 
 
    I am busy working on Book 5, (Book 4 will be published late February) and a new series that will hopefully publish by mid next year. 
 
    You can find my Patreon profile below. It contains chapters from Book 4 and writing updates. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/alex_kozlowski 
 
    I am also launching a newsletter, and if you sign up you will get access to a novella that tells the story of Sally’s first day. I have no idea what will be in the newsletter, but I will probably use it to advertise novels that I have just read and loved and upcoming releases. 
 
    Plus free stuff if I accidently write another novella. If you are interested please find the link here. 
 
    https://dl.bookfunnel.com/2q3sysjgpf 
 
    Finally, I want to thank the guys who have helped make this story what it is. For the group on Royal Road and their passion and willingness to call out what was not working but most importantly my editors. They do an amazing job and save me from my inability to absorb grammar rules but also protect me from walking into sensitive areas. (Who knew that common sweets in Australia would be a racial insult in other cultures – apparently my editors). To avoid political correctness going mad I am not going to mention the term, you guys can use your imagination or hit me up by DMs. In any case my editors are amazing, and I am very thankful for their help. 
 
    

  

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

  

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

  

 
   
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
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