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    Log Report 214,123 - Entry 5 
 
    The Albury quest, as I hypothesised, was accepted. It has simultaneously gone perfectly and terribly. I have to admit that when I allowed my host to be exposed to the quest that I calculated a variety of paths with a likelihood of success. On average, going through Albury gave Adrian the highest chance of reaching his family. One of the extreme scenarios that I modelled but with low probabilities was RT7892185 (referred henceforth as RT789) would influence its host to the fullest of its abilities. 
 
    In hindsight, I admit I was wrong to assume that RT789’s aversion to mind control would temper the level of advice it would supply Adhava. This restraint did not happen, and RT789 has unfortunately chosen to promote the survival of its host despite the societal cost. As a result, the training facility that Adrian and the team have entered is significantly more dangerous than modelled. I am being forced to respond accordingly, and as Adrian is significantly smarter than Adhava, I am enacting protocol 105, dealing with sapient interfaces and insisting on external monitoring for the duration of the training facility lockdown to ensure that no behaviour lines are crossed. 
 
    Regarding macro events, the quest in Albury went as expected, with the all the oath nodes consisting exclusively of Adhava’s family being eliminated prior to my host and his team entering the facility. This will ensure that no reinforcements can come to Adhava’s aid. While different members of Adrian’s team killed the different targets, the emotional toll, as seems, too often be the case was placed on Adrian. The poor guy needed to poison Adhava’s daughter Eleni and frame another man for the rest of their plan to work. An act he did at great personal risk and long-term cost, as blowback from the poison has cost him access to parts of his valuable regeneration abilities, to ensure that their presence was hidden long enough to spring ambushes on the remaining oath nodes. The execution of the plan went flawlessly, with all but one oath node eliminated before Adhava truly realised the true nature of the threat that Adrian’s team represented. 
 
    A few unfortunate events occurred, including the death of Jamal, a man whose foresight had the largest single contribution to the success of the quest. Steve also lost his foot. Long term, this will not be an issue, but more immediately, it will create problems, reducing his fighting abilities. Besides the primary team, another four individuals entered the training facility with Adrian’s team. However, with their levels and training, I see them as being little better than cannon fodder. 
 
    Overall, I am confident that Adrian, Jules, Susie, and Steve can complete the training facility and eliminate Adhava. 
 
    My assessment of humanity continues to improve, and I have increasingly high hopes for their survival despite the likely abnormal nature of the event. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Adrian’s mind was racing as he lay there on the carpet where Jules had dumped him. It all made sense. 
 
    Dungeons! 
 
    Of course there were dungeons. He knew Adhava was somehow boosting the levels of her troops, and a captive dungeon would do just that. 
 
    There was a cough in the back of his head. “Training facilities!” Jaracol’s voice was distant, muffled, despite its bellowing urgency. 
 
    Adrian ignored it and started processing the other key facts. The dungeon was intended to train but did so with real danger. Second, Adhava had undoubtedly heightened the dungeon’s threats just before Adrian entered the portal. There would be new traps and monsters. How did that work again? 
 
    Briefly, Adrian reviewed the notifications received over the past sixty seconds. The first popped up when he was hunched over Sam’s body, mourning. 
 
    Quest Updated 
 
    Conquer the training facility (dungeon) and destroy the administrator (dungeon master) Adhava Yanney to save Albury. 
 
    Difficulty of quest is increasing by 1% per second 
 
    The difficulty increase was the reason why Jules hoisted him through. For a moment he tried to understand how that one percent per second would be applied. Did each tick represent a relative increase? For example, would a twenty percent chance of failure increase by one percent, jumping to 20.2 percent? Or did every stat gain a full percentage point? The former would be a disaster, because that would mean they now had at least a twenty-five percent chance of dying in the best-case scenario. What would happen when a hundred seconds passed? These messages from the system made it clear that there would be no retreat. 
 
    You have entered Adhava’s Training Dungeon. This training facility is focused on effective melee combat. Complete all trials to reap the rewards. 
 
    Note: While designed for training, the dangers are real. Good luck and may this gift become the crux that guarantees humanity’s survival. 
 
    A conflict between you and the facility administrator has been registered. 
 
    Battle mode has been initiated. 
 
    Dungeon lock has been activated. 
 
    Your group may only leave the dungeon when it is completed and the dungeon master is dead. Standard dungeon master, experience, vision, and protections have been revoked. 
 
    There was no retreat. Either they or Adhava would die, and there was no room for anything else. An absolute. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    At least the dungeon was locked now and Adhava couldn’t lay any more traps. Twenty-five seconds to make changes. It was such a short period, but it was enough to significantly worsen their odds of survival. What the hell did she do? 
 
    Adrian forced himself to get out of his head and look around. Samantha was dead. Those precious seconds had happened. There was nothing he could do about it. All he could do now was make sure that Adhava died. 
 
    They were in some sort of safe room before the dungeon started in earnest, but it was not as harsh as Adrian would have expected. There were no cold, dark stone walls, but rather a pleasant, hotel-lobby-like space with soft piano music playing in the background. 
 
    Music! How he missed having tunes on demand. This was just elevator stuff, but it was nice. Evoked warm memories. He was no music buff, yet it had always been present in his life. 
 
    There were lots of seats and tables, even a bar in the corner. 
 
    His identification zeroed in on the bottles behind the counter. 
 
    Genuine Earth Tequila 
 
    This spirit, in moderate volumes, will cause alcohol poisoning. 
 
    Adrian smiled and continued scanning the room. 
 
    Genuine Crystal Chandelier 
 
    More than a little ostentatious, its presence here would make fashionists faint. 
 
    Jaracol was clearly having a bit of fun with his descriptions, though the “genuine” title seemed fishy. 
 
    Glow Stones 
 
    Glow stones, high grade, currently supported by training facility magic. Glow time: three weeks. 
 
    The stones were affixed in the chandelier where the bulbs would usually rest. 
 
    Genuine Mahogany Sitting Table 
 
    High-quality piece imported from a nearby pub. 
 
    Sensing no immediate danger, Adrian turned his attention back to his teammates and the four remaining local volunteers who had made it through the portal. His friends were untouched, but the same could not be said for the Albury volunteers. They had suffered steep losses for their courage. Against Adhava’s normal oath-sworn, they had held their own. It was only against the bodyguard that they had been outclassed; in the few seconds she engaged in direct combat with them, they fell like wheat against a scythe. And Samantha had died under his friendly fire. Despite the deaths, he did not regret asking for help. Their collective presence had probably tipped the scales in their favour. Without the volunteers, they might already be dead and Albury doomed. Their deaths were not in vain. 
 
    Do they have the quest? 
 
    Negative emotion floated up. 
 
    Can you share? 
 
    An acknowledgment followed immediately by a sense of job completion. 
 
    “Hey, there’s a quest.” 
 
    Adrian smiled and noticed a few more details around him. 
 
    Genuine Print of Landscape 
 
    Contrary to rumours, this piece was not hand painted. You can take the dumb out of dumb land, but they will still be . . . 
 
    Mimic Velvet Love Seat 
 
    A mimic posing as a designer couch. 
 
    Surprise ripped through him. Goddamn Adhava. Adrenaline flooding him, everything came into focus. 
 
    “MIMICS!” he screamed even as he saw one of the new guys sinking onto the couch. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    The man went flying across the room with a thump and a groan. Susie sent a healing spell his way. 
 
    Genuine Designer Couch 
 
    A normal couch. Good for sitting on. 
 
    The “genuine” part made sense now. His teammates didn’t miss a beat: Susie stepped neatly behind Steve who had materialised his sword. Jules slid forward to protect him. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes switched back to the original monster. No movement. Still just a love seat. 
 
    Mimic 
 
    The mimics hunt by disguising themselves as common items in a given environment. They have a modicum of cunning and may shift nearby objects to enhance their camouflage. 
 
    Additional information flooded through the link. While it looked like wood and velvet, it was actually flesh, bone, and blood. Some mimics had more exotic body configurations such as slimes—creatures that were not slimy to the touch but possessed no internal organs. The mimics were flesh and blood, so they could bleed out. 
 
    The details of the creature also suggested that their mimic abilities were not instantaneous. If they wanted to take the shape of something, it took them time to shift their skeletal structure. These mimics looked like they had been nesting here for days. Visually, they were perfect. Once they were ready, they would unfurl into a four-legged beast with a colossal head. This particular one had positioned itself so that when its prey plopped down onto it, the head with those huge teeth could immediately pounce. How many are there? 
 
    Its skin was not particularly tough, and its speed outside of its head ambush was slow. The species was basically a glass cannon. If the mimic didn’t finish the job on the first strike, it was doomed against someone of Adrian’s skill level. 
 
    “Where?” Jules snapped. 
 
    Adrian was ahead of her cataloguing the room. From the way Steve was standing, Adrian could tell he was doing the same. There were around fifteen couches, three of which were mimics. He searched further and quickly discovered that of the line of chandeliers, the middle one was a mimic along with one of the coffee tables and a potted plant. They still had not moved. 
 
    “Come over here,” Adrian called out to the man he had thrown against the wall. In hindsight, his Wind Gust had been excessive, but it was better to suffer a couple of bruises than risk being torn in half. “In a straight line,” he warned. 
 
    The man did as instructed. Mostly, he made a point of steering clear of the furniture. Not that it mattered, as there were no mimics in his area. 
 
    Adrian looked back at Steve. “I found six.” 
 
    Steve ignored him as he continued to study the room. 
 
    “Mimics?” the only surviving new girl asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re not as dangerous when you know where they are.” His eyes darted among the mimics and the inanimate furniture, pointedly checking the space behind them as well, but there was nothing within five metres of the portal. He suspected that was not a coincidence. 
 
    All the mimics had the same features as the first he had seen. Flesh, blood, and specialised for a single devastating ambush. 
 
    “How are we going to do this?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian paused before looking closer at the mimics. They had moderate magic resistance. 
 
    “Not sure,” he answered honestly. “I don’t know if we attack one whether it’ll trigger the others.” 
 
    “Done,” Steve grunted finally. 
 
    “I saw these,” Adrian replied pointing them out. 
 
    “There’s one behind the bar.” 
 
    Adrian craned his neck to check. Steve was right. 
 
    “This was Adhava, wasn’t it?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Most likely,” Adrian answered, thinking about how he had not read the notifications as quickly as he should have and how that had cost them precious seconds. “And we should assume she set up more traps elsewhere.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Susie objected. “She barely had time to do this.” 
 
    “She didn’t need time,” Adrian told her. “I think all she was doing was triggering trap layouts she already put in place.” 
 
    “What?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Paranoid. The whole family’s paranoid,” Adrian continued. He was so sick of them. They had to finish this. If they killed Adhava now, then the good people among the Albury Patriots would be saved. The Junta’s cancerous growth cut out. “Adhava must have set things up in advance and started triggering the traps when she realised she couldn’t beat us out there. The mimics look like they’ve been here for weeks, but they don’t go all the way up to the door, so they’ve just been activated.” Adrian was at least mostly confident in his statement. The interface was quiet, which meant it either agreed or found the whole speculation irrelevant. 
 
    “Correct,” Steve said. 
 
    That was all the confirmation he needed. “These rooms are going to have nasty surprises in them, aren’t they?” Jules asked with a groan. 
 
    “Traps, monsters, all of it,” Adrian answered. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Charlotte asked, staring blankly out into the room. 
 
    “What we have to,” Adrian told them. “Fight!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “I don’t think we should risk getting too close,” Adrian concluded, having finally absorbed all the information identification offered him. “That first ambush movement is too fast.” Even as he spoke, he pulled out his bow and took aim. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow plunged where he knew the head was. This mimic had a diffuse brain, sort of like the interface, so there was not an opportunity for an instant kill. The heart was vulnerable, but it was too deep to hit. 
 
    It reared up, growling lowly. Eyelids opened like torches illuminating a dark room. The compact love seat unfolded into a beast that was larger than expected. The four legs of the couch extended upwards, and another pair of limbs unfurled from under the couch-sized abdomen. A massive head. Those eyes had a madness in them. 
 
    Adrian stared up at the monster, spotting more weak points but nothing critical to hit. Altering its form so often had apparently conditioned it to be more robust than its raw strength suggested. Besides the split brain, it had two hearts and no single point of failure the way most monsters had. 
 
    The creature, whining from the wound, charged them, opening its mouth to reveal giant teeth and a thick purple tongue. A normal couch went flying and Steve stepped forward, swinging an axe at the thing’s jaw. Adrian noticed the way he carefully placed his wooden leg on the floor, bracing it before starting the swing. Charlotte was approaching from the other side. Jules glided back slightly, trying to stifle the bloodlust that was bound to activate if the beast scratched her. 
 
    Steve’s axe descended and carved through the monster’s jaws with a spurt of orange blood. If the brain was in the head, the thing was dead. If not, then that single blow had certainly ruined the monster’s primary offensive ability. Without functioning jaws, it was as threatening as a kitten to them. 
 
    Charlotte’s axes lashed. She went for the legs, trying to disable them. In the meantime, Steve dropped his axe, and with a flick of energy, a sword materialised in his hands. 
 
    The mimic was barrelling towards Adrian. Steve on one side, Charlotte on the other side. Half a purple tongue leaked blood, and that severed jaw—dog-like head, couch-shaped abdomen, and extremely bloodthirsty. Steve darted out of its charging path, thrust his sword into its side, and let the momentum do all the work. The leg Charlotte was attacking collapsed and Jules buried her club in what was left of its face. Within seconds, the mimic crumbled to the ground.  
 
    It had been quite fun to watch and with it dead he moved the spear back to a resting position, happy not to have been involved. 
 
    Jules wiped her face and scowled in disgust at the orange substance that came away. “Messy.” 
 
    The four volunteers who had survived from Adele’s original group were looking at the carnage with stunned expressions. The mimic was still twitching, but it was just gravity settling things down and muscles releasing tension now that it was dead, like a roach. 
 
    With a grimace, Jules reached down and dragged it out of the way, dumping it behind the portal. Adrian noticed she took the time to dig out the core with her knife and pocket it. “Anything else valuable?” she called out. 
 
    “Not particularly,” Adrian replied. “There are some nice pieces for alchemical stuff, but they’re useless otherwise. And no, I don’t want to bother.” 
 
    She returned after wiping her hands clean on one of the designer chairs behind the portal. 
 
    “Next?” she said brightly. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow slammed into an even larger couch than the previous one. This was a three-seater, and the mimic twitched to reveal three heads. His arrow hit the left side. Orange blood bubbled out around the shaft. The heads stretched out, a truly horrific sight with its oversized mouths and small, stumpy legs. 
 
    The leftmost head attacked the central one. Orange blood spewed everywhere as the third head hesitated, uncoiled, unsure what to do. 
 
    Adrian felt a thrill of satisfaction. It always felt like an accomplishment when he created confusion with his bow. The left head snapped its jaws around the middle head and yanked backwards with a tearing sound. The central head was gone, leaving just a stump of a neck with orange blood pouring out of it. 
 
    The confused third head lunged. The other head rocked back slightly to avoid the jaws and then counterstruck like a viper. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    That was bone breaking. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes followed an unexpected growl coming from the left wall. The final mimic couch was charging them, having obviously figured out that its cover was blown. This was the smallest of the three. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    A Mind Spike effect from the arrow would be useful, but he would not rely on it. Instead, Adrian’s eyes flickered between the two active mimics. The three-headed one would take care of itself shortly. The middle head was long since dead and the confused head had joined it, but not before creating another massive wound on the torso. There was enough brain matter intact for the animal to survive, but the blood loss was going to kill it on its own. That was obvious at a glance. The wounds left by the mad head were basketball sized, and torrents of orange flooded out of them. Its inherent healing was failing, and its legs folded, unable to support itself. It was down for the count. 
 
    Adrian turned his attention back to the last mimic, which was charging them. This one still looked like a couch. It had not distorted like the bigger ones into something different. His arrow had struck one cushion, which Adrian realised acted impressively like arms. It was only one mimic and a small one. With Jules, Steve, and Charlotte ready to intercept, there was not much that could go wrong, and the effectiveness of his arrows gave Adrian an idea. 
 
    He reached out with a single thread. The ability was supposed to work in near-sapients too. The moment his thread touched the creature, he realised the attempt was useless. There was none of the structural flow that he had learnt to expect from humans. The same levers humans used to think were the ones he manipulated, but this creature had none of those. It was alien, which made Adrian’s mind-control magic powerless. 
 
    Disappointed, he reeled his mind back and watched as Steve, Jules, and Charlotte smoothly repositioned and attacked the monster simultaneously. Without an obvious head target, they just hacked wildly into the mimic. Lumps of cushions with orange flesh went flying. 
 
    Jules danced back, laughing but not crazily. “It almost got me.” 
 
    Steve buried his axe into the centre of the mass. It quivered once before it stopped moving. The room was suddenly quiet once more. 
 
    “Four to go,” Steve mumbled. 
 
    “That was interesting,” Susie observed. “It was like that third couch realised the jig was up, so it attacked anyway. The first two mimics must’ve thought they were still safe.” 
 
    “Yep,” Adrian acknowledged. “So be ready for them all to attack at once this time.” Internally, Adrian posited that it didn’t matter whether they picked them off one by one or all at once. Even if twenty mimics charged them, they had the firepower to win. He would need to bring out his new toys, start launching his Wind Blades, but it was perfectly achievable. 
 
    Jules shoved the dead couch mimic away. 
 
    “Ready?” Adrian asked, running his eyes over the remaining mimics. They were mostly small, each sporting only one head. He targeted the chandelier for no other reason than he was curious how it would convert into the monster. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow slammed into the centre of the chandelier, and he instantly understood how the anatomy worked. The monster fell to the ground at the shock of the impact, its mouth closed, and those shiny crystals collapsed in towards each other. Teeth. There was flesh linking the teeth together that had perfectly camouflaged against the ceiling. It landed with a slight splat, driving the arrow deeper. It was a small mimic, a fraction of the size of the others they had faced. While the fall did not look high enough to hurt an animal post-event, the beast had tumbled out of control at an awkward angle. There were the distinct sounds of breaking bones. The delicate form and thin membranes required for the chandelier design probably didn’t help. 
 
    There was a guttural roar. 
 
    The entire bar area in the corner splintered and a mimic five times the size of the others revealed itself. After a single glance, Adrian shrugged off his fears. It was just the larger version of the others they had faced. The potted plant waddled towards them, and the table hopped. Adele’s volunteers shifted into position to attack the smaller potted plant, thereby conceding the big one to Steve and Jules. Charlotte leapt up and landed on the bounding table, collapsing it under her weight. Grunting and placing his peg leg strategically, Steve charged the big mimic with Jules hot on his heels. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian brought his spear covered by a Phantom Edge down upon the chandelier. It poked through the creature and into the floor with ease. Up, down, up, down with a fountain of orange blood following each blow. He was just being thorough; the first stab was probably sufficient. Ready to help any of the other three fights, Adrian was realising that he was not needed. 
 
    Adele’s soldiers practically puréed the plant. Charlotte had unleashed some of her pent-up aggression and the giant monster had been clinically dispatched. First, Steve had lobbed off a head then Jules quickly got involved and together they chopped its entire back section into a pulp. 
 
    The room was quiet again. Faint elevator music and heavy breathing. Staring at the oozing puddles of orange blood and chunks. 
 
    “Orange juice, anyone?” Steve said abruptly, and both Jules and Susie erupted into laughter. 
 
    Adrian did not join their amusements. 
 
    They were trapped in this training facility to the death, and he wondered what other tricks Adhava had planned. If he had not been trained to continuously check everything with identification, those mimics would almost certainly have claimed lives. 
 
    “What now?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Introductions and inventory,” he decided. “Good job collecting the dead bodies. We need to make sure everyone has the anti-magic defences for when we’re up against Adhava. She’s our biggest threat, more than any monsters we see in here. If we can all get networked devices, that would be ideal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    A variety of bodies were pulled from bags of holding and dumped on the ground. There were around twenty of them. 
 
    “If you have identification, start sorting,” Adrian ordered before dropping to his knees and getting to work. He felt no remorse for the Yanneys or McDermotts. His innocence had taken a hit with Kozzie, then eroded further with every sacrifice he made since then for the “greater good.” Corpses or not, as far as he was concerned, they were now just resources. He carefully laid the otacalstuc’s swords off to the side; they were the best item available. He also set aside an array of pendants for the ranged magic protection, another essential tool. 
 
    Four pendants went to the new guys, as Adele’s cheap ones were depleted. It left them with six spares, which Adrian gave to the frontline fighters. They were the most likely to be targeted when Adhava ambushed them. 
 
    “Introductions,” Adrian said, standing up. They had a lot to do. The swords were still there, and he thought about their previous owner. She was so incredibly talented, but Adhava trapped her. He recalled her last words, the plea to save her sister. A problem for later. “I know we did them outside, but we’re stuck here for who knows how long. I’m Adrian. I used to be a project manager, but now I’m an adventurer. I have magic, physical fighting, scouting, and a bit of healing. I have family in Melbourne, a wife and three kids, and we confirmed they were alive two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Oldest first,” the man with the grey beard said with a slight chuckle. “I’m Oliver, but Ollie is fine. I used to sell dishwashers in Sydney, but for the last five years I’ve run a hobby farm. No known surviving family. When the event happened, I chose axeman because I already knew how to swing one.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence while the other three tried to decide who would go next. “Eboni,” the young woman said finally. “I’m an archer.” She stopped talking, her brow furrowed. Pain. Whatever she had seen, it was too hard for her to share. 
 
    “Background?” Ollie prompted kindly. 
 
    “Dental hygienist.” Nothing about family. There was a hint of darkness there. 
 
    Poor girl. 
 
    Her build was focused exclusively on archery, and she had developed no other skills. Still, Adrian’s identification showed some significant development there beyond just levels. She had even formed callouses on her fingers from continual practice. 
 
    “Steve,” the blond-haired archer said finally. “Some of my mates call me Stevo. I can go by that. I’m an archer too, but I bought a pathway book on dual sword fighting.” He hesitated. The archer who had not yet spoken patted him on the back encouragingly. “I learnt the swords because my brother got killed by some Patriots and I needed some kind of defence . . .” He trailed off and then looked up, catching Adrian’s eyes as if he had just remembered an important fact. “Adrian.” Stevo was deadly serious. “No one blames you for Sam. Everyone who volunteered had sworn their lives to bring down Adhava. Including Sam. I heard what Ollie said outside and I agree totally with him. That was not your fault. We saw you trying to save us, and all that Sam cared about was freeing Albury. If she were here, she would say the same thing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Adrian said, trying to push away the man’s words. He wanted nothing to do with them. He was not ready to forgive himself so quickly for killing an ally. 
 
    “No,” Stevo said firmly. “Don’t thank us. I would be dead if it wasn’t for you jumping in when you did. You almost died and you’re not even fighting for your loved ones or your own town. I saw how you reacted, blaming yourself and all that. Don’t. This is on Adhava and maybe the frickin’ scientists.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ollie said simply. “Don’t blame yourself, son.” 
 
    “Seriously,” the final archer said. The same man Adrian had sent flying across the room. “Not your fault. Don’t blame yourself.” They stood awkwardly, staring at Adrian. “Oh! James.” He waved to all of them sheepishly. “I was a sparky and hunted when I got the time.” 
 
    Identification suggested his skill level was below that of Eboni, but he had a wider range of scouting and stealth skills that were formalised recognised by the system. 
 
    “I’ll try my best to remember everyone’s names,” Adrian said. With only four, he had a somewhat decent chance. 
 
    “I’m Susie,” Susie said, elbowing him in the side. 
 
    Steve, Jules, and Charlotte promptly introduced themselves after Susie. 
 
    All in all, the new recruits were not the best materials to form a team. Adrian would have preferred a magic user and another healer, but every person helped, and it wasn’t like he had a choice. They finished handing out loot, with Stevo getting the otacalstuc’s dual magic swords. 
 
    Adrian looked around and realised that he needed to take charge. “Okay, listen up,” he exclaimed. They were a small group, but it still took a moment for Jules and Susie to quiet down. “There’s only so much planning we can do before we see what we’re facing. The most important rule is to stay close together.” He touched the badge on his chest to draw everyone’s attention. “The networking can deflect Adhava’s attacks. Alone, she might overwhelm your shields before allies can reach you. Are we clear?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Be disciplined and stay close to each other,” Ollie added. “Don’t chase wounded enemies to kill them if it takes you away from your protection.” 
 
    That should be sufficient. Then he remembered the text of the notifications. 
 
    This training facility is focused on effective melee combat. 
 
    “One last thing. Everyone saw the notifications when we entered?” They nodded in response. “From my understanding of the system, I can almost guarantee that means that ranged attacks and magic won’t work. So, Eboni, James, and Stevo, you actually help us the most by making sure Adhava can’t snipe the rest of us. Focus on keeping us together. Battle order is me and Charlotte leading, Steve on one flank, and Jules on the other. Ollie will bring up the rear.” He avoided Charlotte’s eye. This was life and death, and he did not give a shit about her sensitivities. He was putting her where she could be of the most use as their only true tank. 
 
    The three bowmen nodded stoically. Having seen how easily Adrian’s original team had stomped the mimics, they probably recognised the gulf in capabilities. 
 
    “We go through assuming the entire dungeon is trying to kill us. Adhava will not be playing fair. I’m pretty sure that even before she rearranged for us, she already had traps that she would have verbally warned her people about.” 
 
    “You make it sound so complicated,” Jules said with a giggle that broke the tension. “Time to kill the bitch. Just like I killed all her spawn!” she screamed out into the dungeon. 
 
    Adrian stared at her, judging. 
 
    “What?” she asked. She lowered her voice. “We want her to target me.” She winked and then waved everyone forward. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Together, they moved into the next room, through a twisting tunnel that ran about thirty meters in total. The entrance was next to the bar framed by potted plants. The tunnel opened into a more traditional dungeon setup. It was a single long cave the width of a basketball court and twice as long. Light radiated from everywhere simultaneously and there were plants growing regularly along the walls. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes traced the objects, identification flashing across all of them. At first glance, it was all calm and peaceful, so he looked closer, examining the stone floor. 
 
    How the hell could they complete a dungeon if they didn’t have the skills? In computer games, there were spike traps that could do terrible damage. Those were probably easy to spot, but the more subtle traps would be tricky. Loose cobblestones concealing pressure plates perfectly. Impossible to detect. Give me a minute with a trader, and that would change. An information pack about dungeon traps would have them prepared in moments, but of course, he didn’t even know these traps were even possible before. This was the fifth of sixth aids and it was certainly a level up from what he had been expecting. Class, traders, loot chests, quests, and now training facilities were the aids he had discovered so far. What else was there? What would be the sixth aid? His mind boggled. Class evolutions? Blood lines? Town building? Legendary structures? An Alpha physics equivalent to a magnificent library or coliseum? The latter might support no-consequence duels. The options were endless, and speculating was probably a waste of energy. 
 
    Right now, he had a bigger issue to deal with: how could they identify traps? His thief skills would go a long way, but those were disproportionately focused on human creations. For example, permanent traps built into the flooring became obvious when a particular cobblestone had never been stepped on. It would have a dust covering it while the surrounding ones would be pristine. It would be pretty obvious to even a mediocre thief to step over that tile. The problem was that in this artificial environment, Adrian knew those important details would be missing. Who knew what a dungeon could come up with? 
 
    Calm, reassuring thoughts drifted up from the interface. “Your thief skills are sufficient” was the message. 
 
    Maybe the training facilities didn’t allow the traps he was fearing, the truly invisible ones, and he didn’t have to check as carefully. 
 
    Alarm spiked inside him. 
 
    Fair enough. Message received. 
 
    He could do this. Slow and cautious was the only way. Providing he checked things thoroughly, the interface felt confident, but he needed to be suspicious of everything. 
 
    The enemies of the room revealed themselves: there were long pools of water at the end of the cave filled with dark figures. 
 
    Alpha Minor Crocodiles 
 
    These animals are common predators in shallow bodies of water. They have excellent camouflage abilities and rely on sudden, powerful ambushes. Their effectiveness decreases substantially on land. When surrounded by their favoured element, their inherent healing is boosted. 
 
    They were relatively small animals being closer to a goanna than a crocodile in length. There was nothing particularly dangerous about them beyond their initial strike, and even that would not be very effective against Adrian’s capable team. Weak, Adhava. 
 
    Still, he kept checking the room. There was bound to be a trap. When he looked at the ceiling, there was a stirring of emotion from the interface. Adrian froze, looked away, and then carefully looked back up. Another fluttering. Fear, anticipation, boredom. 
 
    The breath caught in his throat. He looked at his feet to think. There was definitely something wrong with the ceiling. Looking up a third time, Adrian got the same emotions. No amusement, no disdain. The interface was deadly serious. Fear, anticipation, and boredom were not three feelings that mixed naturally. They were artificial, nothing but a wailing siren from an interface who liked to cheat. 
 
    Carefully, he studied the ceiling, focusing on each individual line. His perception pinged, but it was a general nudge to look harder. For a long time, he could not interpret what he was seeing. The rock on the surface was irregular . . . 
 
    Then understanding hit him. There was a line where the grains didn’t line up. It stretched across the entire cave. Now that he knew what he was looking for, his eyes swept to the exit and located the second line. It was right down the other end of the cave over fifty meters away and the only reason he could see it apart from the Alpha-enhanced vision that went hand in hand with his high perception attribute was because it lacked the fine finish of the closer line. 
 
    What did those two lines mean? The most obvious was that an entire section of rock could be lowered or fall. Surely, that was ridiculous. 
 
    It couldn’t be. That much rock in a trap? 
 
    Could it be? 
 
    Fear, anticipation, and boredom. 
 
    Adrian’s heart beat faster, and he clenched his hands into tight fists. A chill went down his back. The last time he felt this anxiety was when he thought that Panayiota and Tony had been scheming. That time, he had been wrong. This time was more certain. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    His eyes flicked over the line that stretched from one wall to the other. It was not fair. She or the system was not playing fair. This was too sneaky to be legal. But in war? She was not a fool, so why would she play fair? Adrian looked angrily at the ceiling, certain it was a massive deadfall. The question was whether it was one that would be triggered by stepping on one spot. 
 
    He scoffed under his breath at that thought. There couldn’t possibly be a trigger. The whole thing was too large to support that sort of mechanism. He had to assume it was the more dangerous option, a manual trigger. Once they entered, she would collapse the whole thing on them. Terrifying, but pure genius. They were in her territory. It was not a fair battlefield. 
 
    That much rock would kill them, even Jules. Their choices were minimal. They could sprint across one by one, but even that might just give Adhava a chance to snipe whoever went first. Maybe they could wait until they thought Adhava was asleep and then scramble across before she woke. 
 
    He forced his gaze away from the ceiling and inspected the walls. 
 
    Somewhere in this room, Adhava was watching them. Whether in person or via a magic mechanism, she was here. They could search for traps, but when they walked under that rock, he would shiver. 
 
    How is this fair? 
 
    The image lifted him up. “Son, nothing is fair in war,” Jamal’s voice echoed. Then Adrian was back in his skin once more. 
 
    The anger that had risen was thrown back just as quickly. Jaracol was right. There was no point whining. All is fair in war, and both Kozzie and Jamal’s deaths were her fault. Maybe he could bait her to trigger the trap and shadow step away. 
 
    “I’m worried about traps,” Adrian told them. “I’m going to scout and check the ground closer.” 
 
    He moved forward, scanning the dirt but ready to shadow step at any moment. Moving until he stood right under what was probably fifty tonnes of rock. It was agonising to bend down and turn most of his attention away from the ceiling. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    She did not bother attacking. 
 
    He drifted farther forward and into the middle of the room. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    With such an elaborate trap, she did not want one of them; she wanted all of them, or at least the vast majority. 
 
    A colder man might take one of the new, under-levelled people to scout with him. With two, Adhava might take the bait, but he did not have the heart for it. He would not sacrifice them so casually, especially now that he knew their names and backgrounds. 
 
    “What is it?” Jules asked when he returned, his face dark. 
 
    “The cave is set up to collapse on us.” 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath from Susie. He looked out at that tell-tale crack, trying to string together how the trap worked. There were two options he could see. The first was that the training facility was equipped with mammoth amounts of magic that would unleash to trigger it. He imagined that whatever powerful magic had cut the stone in the first place would be able to release it down. If that was the structure, then there was nothing he could do. The second option was that the trap worked with basic physics, where the whole thing was precariously positioned like a booby trap. A tiny shift would unbalance it and send it all crumbling down. If that was the case, then Adhava would just have to pull a lever. The more he thought about it, the more likely the latter option seemed. In that case, maybe he could open the seam and disrupt that balance. 
 
    Adrian took out his bow and aimed at the crack. Infusing the arrow with eight times earth. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow slammed into the crack. 
 
    The ceiling groaned. 
 
    It was relatively tame, but everyone stepped back at that noise. It wasn’t exactly a reassuring thing to hear so deep underground. 
 
    “Stay together,” Adrian snapped at them. If they split up, she might ambush the stragglers while their networked defences were stretched thin enough. 
 
    With a wave, Adrian rallied everyone back into the tunnel ready to run to the mimic room. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    A chip of rock went flying. 
 
    Thawk! Thawk! 
 
    Nothing. The arrows had slammed home, each a foot apart along the line of the crack. The arrows had barely indented into the rock. With the earth infusion, the shafts had cracked, but the supply of arrows in his bag of holding was practically unlimited. 
 
    Thawk! Thawk! 
 
    Another massive groan, but the rockfall held. He hesitated. He was making progress. “Get ready to run back into the next room,” he told them as he prepared the next arrow. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He could feel the floor of the cavern shifting in the soles of his feet. A rumbling roar so deep he could only feel it. 
 
    “Back,” he ordered, turning and running back into the corridor. His order was unnecessary. When he turned, he saw everyone else already sprinting ahead of him. 
 
    Faster. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Putting a wall between him and the potential rock fall, he was right behind Ollie. 
 
    It sounded like a Boeing 747 crashing into a passenger train. Wind smashed into them, knocking them from their feet. Dust shot out of the tunnel, peppering Adrian with pinpricks of force. 
 
    “Dear God.” The inadvertent exclamation had come from Stevo. 
 
    The rumbling and crashing stopped almost immediately. Carefully, they eased themselves back to the first true training facility room. It had changed. Instead of a smooth surface, a hill of solid rock rose up in front of them. 
 
    “God, we are so dead,” Stevo said, gawking at the devastation. 
 
    “Honestly, once you’ve fought a kilometre-long wyrm, this is frankly not that much.” Adrian was doing his best to conceal his terror. If he had not noticed this trap, they would be dead. If Jaracol had not warned him . . . 
 
    The newcomers stared at him in disbelief. 
 
    “Plus, I doubt she can do this in every room. She only made the dungeon twenty percent more dangerous,” he reminded them. 
 
    “Thirty,” Jules said. 
 
    “Twenty-five percent,” Susie corrected. 
 
    “Whatever,” Adrian said with a smile. 
 
    “We can’t win here,” James muttered. “We should retreat.” 
 
    “We can’t,” Charlotte said tiredly. “Both us and Adhava are stuck in here until someone wins.” 
 
    “Yep. Our only choice is to go forward. However, with this”—he waved at the rubble—“we can at least be confident it’s not trapped.” 
 
    “Look up,” Steve blurted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What happens if she has a second roof fall in place?” He made a splat-like motion with one hand. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Adrian muttered, but he still waved everyone back so that he could carefully examine the new ceiling. Without his dark vision, it would have been almost impossible to check properly, but his eyes cut through the shadows. A perfect dome greeted him. There were no slight deviations in the grain of the stone and the symmetrical shape gave him confidence. 
 
    There was no emotion emanating from the interface. No secondary trap had been put in place. 
 
    “We’re safe. Let’s move!” he exclaimed and then announced more quietly into his communication device, “She’s going to attack the moment we’re on the uneven ground. Be ready and stay together.” 
 
    None of them said a thing in response. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    They climbed over the rubble. Everyone’s eyes were as round as saucers. Even Adrian swallowed heavily as they picked their way over the shattered pieces of rock. 
 
    The depth of what they were attempting hit him. This was not fighting a weakened wyrm, or a Bird driven by base instincts; they were fighting a human in her den. It was worse than the shintopurs because she had magic and cunning in addition to the home court advantage. 
 
    In all the computer games or books that he had read, he had never heard of anything as devilish as this trap. They would have had no chance if they hadn’t noticed it. There would be others like it spread throughout the training facility. 
 
    When they reached the top, they must have gained three metres in altitude. It looked unsteady, but he had climbed on enough rock piles as a kid to understand that everything was more stable than it appeared. Just the weight of the stone would guarantee that. He waited until everyone was level with him. 
 
    “Keep close,” he reminded them and started picking his way back down, keeping one hand on his bow as he did. When she appeared, they would hit her with everything. Her main shield had already been popped, and he figured he could deplete her defensive trinkets. 
 
    There was a sparkle of energy in the rock to his left. Magic Focus highlighted a change. Heart pumping, he strung the bow halfway and aimed at the disturbance. 
 
    It was Adhava phasing through the rock, encompassed in an illusion that obscured her perfectly, but the deception did not block his Magic Focus. Even as she phased through the wall, he could see that she was in the middle of casting some massively powerful spell. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    Adrian used it instinctively to paint her position in case the other three archers supplemented his arrows. 
 
    “Careful,” he guided. In a smaller space, someone like Charlotte could probably have closed the distance to threaten Adhava directly, but this room was too cavernous for that. Instead, they needed to keep close to prevent her magic from targeting one of them, even if Adrian was skilled enough to evade an attack on his own. 
 
    Fuck this. 
 
    Adrian knew he needed to counterattack. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Step. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    An explosion of power struck down on Adhava right as the spell she was casting was released. There was a rumbling of rock behind him, and then her body was sucked back toward the wall. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He aimed for the rock that she was bracing to phase through. Her shields were glowing, but they were just normal trinket-generated defences and so they only possessed so much power. They failed as the Triple Blade struck. That last arrow slammed home. 
 
    Then she vanished through the rock, disappearing just as she had appeared. 
 
    Adrian stared at the rock where she had been. The stone had a scattering of fresh blood on it. He smiled. Success. 
 
    There was the sound of crashing rocks behind him, followed by screams of pain. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    Adrian created space in case Adhava was coming back for them, only then checking on the others. Some rocks were still bouncing as he tried to interpret what he was seeing—undeniably an interface cheat. She had used a gravity spell on the clustered team. As it had been directed at the shattered rock under their feet, their spell defences didn’t trigger; those rocks levitated sharply a few metres upward before gravity took back the reins. 
 
    Adrian tensed, but the damage was not as bad as he expected. Most of them had dodged the flailing stones and a couple of them had basically been tossed up with the rocks. With their level of physicality, the resulting four-metre fall did not hurt them materially. Quickly, he tallied the injuries. Jules’s foot was trapped, but more concerning was Stevo. He was caught under a small rock that probably weighed a couple hundred kilograms. It was right on his chest. Steve and Charlotte were already rushing to save him, and his inherent healing kicked into gear. Susie watched steadily from where she stood, ready to swoop in as needed. Adrian sighed in relief. Stevo would be fine and while Jules was hurt, with her regeneration she was not in any danger. 
 
    With a tight blink, Adrian went back to scanning the walls for Adhava. Another rock shift could cause some serious issues if Stevo, for example, didn’t recover in time. 
 
    Adrian doubted she would return. After all, that last arrow had left blood. Hopefully that would delay another strike. His eyes scanned anyway. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    Jules was whimpering, but the others would have to fix her. When he glanced toward them, he saw Stevo was momentarily fixed, and they were working on extracting Jules. Adrian scanned the rest of the cave. 
 
    Clever. 
 
    Their collective protections must have spooked her when her spells failed outside. She clearly changed tactics, using a similar amount of power but directing it at the environment around them, rendering their shields useless. Luckily, his instant assault had distracted her. If the rocks had been propelled all the way to the roof, the resulting injuries might have been considerably more dire. 
 
    Adrian decided to watch for other places in the room that Adhava could use against them. She had obviously put some thought into different ways to fight, including up against networked magic defences. It made sense considering her history of using them. 
 
    There was a thump of a rock slamming back onto the ground, and Jules’s whimpers stopped. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Susie ordered. 
 
    Adrian moved with them, his eyes scanning constantly. Attempting to look beyond the obvious features, searching for the next trap. If she was willing to collapse an entire roof and set up a nest of mimics, she was clearly capable of a lot. The Alpha minor crocodiles had been flattened, and soon the humans found themselves at the exit. 
 
    “Wait,” he ordered, staring wide-eyed at the tunnel entrance. 
 
    Was the ceiling solid? 
 
    “She couldn’t have trapped everywhere,” Jules mused. “And given how easy it was to kill her children, she isn’t that smart.” 
 
    Susie shot her a cross look but did not dispute her. Jules was purposely trying to act as a lightning rod for the team; if their magic defences failed, then they wanted Adhava targeting the person who would survive. 
 
    “You’re right,” Adrian agreed easily. “She didn’t have time to trap everywhere, but anywhere could be trapped.” He walked through the small corridor. 
 
    Are there rules? 
 
    His interface flashed. There was a tab labelled Training Room. He clicked through. 
 
    
    	 25 seconds = 25 changes (Mimics = 1, Ceiling = 2) 
 
    	 Safe rooms are protected 
 
    	 No traps or monsters may be created between rooms or in the first metre of an entrance or exit way 
 
    	 Room strength is calibrated for ten people at level 9, multiplied by floor number (current floor: 1) 
      
      	 Room strength after adjustments must be no greater than twice this difficulty 
 
     
 
 
   
 
    The number of adjustments she had made was limited, so not every room could be trapped. She also had a limited amount of strength to spend on all her changes, but it was clear from the falling roof that she didn’t have to distribute that power evenly. Some traps packed more wallop than others. 
 
    Finally, the pathways linking rooms were safe from her traps. Unless she made false entryways. 
 
    Grim agreement radiated upwards from the interface. 
 
    Lastly, providing they could spot the trap, the monsters of the first floor should be easy to defeat. The rooms would be calibrated for ten level nines to clear. With their average level well above fifteen and a higher overall level of competency than most people, they should have no issues. Unless Adhava’s traps got them. 
 
    “Why are you standing there?” 
 
    “Strategizing,” he told them. While leading them through, he explained what he had just learnt. Deliberately omitting what he had guessed about false entryways. They were bound to run into one, but not immediately, as she would want to lure them into a false sense of security. 
 
    He wished he knew more about the training facility layout. Small things like the number of rooms per level were pertinent. Then again, maybe it was better not to know. He should treat every room as equally dangerous. 
 
    Looking out at the room. It was a forest, but as dry as anything. Australian gum trees in mid-summer. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    The room was similarly sized to the last, but with so many trees, it was hard to scan for threats. If the fake ceiling was in this room, he wasn’t sure he would have caught it—the foliage was too dense to see. Adrian’s internal clock ticked away anxiously. Every second spent assessing was time that Adhava could use to recover. Every moment was bringing them closer to another dangerous magic attack. Adrian wondered not whether she would use the trees against them, but how. It was the Australian bush, and he knew what a spark and a breeze could do. He cracked his knuckles. 
 
    What’s ventilation like in a training facility? 
 
    Surprise greeted him. Then came the familiar stillness as the interface carried out the complicated calculations. Then warmth. Encouragement. 
 
    Adrian imagined lighting the whole place up. 
 
    The interface responded with grim satisfaction. 
 
    With telekinesis helping him, he launched eight potions directed by Wind Gust. Tiny Wind Gusts, each one less than a single point of mana, turned the liquid into a mist. 
 
    “Back!” he ordered as he walked backwards. 
 
    Flame Spout. 
 
    Splitting his focus, Adrian created eight different points of contact. The potion exploded. Flames whipped up the trees and into the canopy. Sections that he had not touched with the potion lit up like they had been doused in petrol. The fire started five metres deep into the room, but he could still feel the heat beating against him. 
 
    Another step. He was not finished. 
 
    Wind Gust. Wind Gust. 
 
    A massive gust of wind swept out, grabbing the flames and pushing them deeper into the cavern. 
 
    There was a scream of rage from the wood, and one tree moved, its entire trunk shifting. The flames were voracious. Sparks fanned out, generating their own wind and sending embers out even farther. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Unleashing another right at the edge of his range, a good thirty metres from him, was probably unnecessary. The fire was already fierce enough to spread on its own. Through the flames, Adrian watched as what looked like a blizzard of ice formed. The ice did not even dim the flames, instead leapt even higher and dominated the magic. 
 
    Adrian smiled at that. Whatever Adhava had planned, she obviously was not prepared for an inferno. 
 
    One tree moved independently of everything around it. 
 
    Agile Treant (construct) 
 
    A creature of war, formerly a tree, animated by a magical construction. This treant has been created via a one-time-use artifact. 
 
    Time to expiry: nine minutes. 
 
    The treant was a gum tree, and each branch moved independently. Its roots had come up from the ground to let it walk. There were two eyes halfway up the trunk but no mouth. The construct had immense strength, of course, but surprising speed. It was at least as fast as Adrian and possibly a fraction faster. 
 
    In the distance, he saw more trees moving. She must have summoned heaps of them. Then howls filled the air. There was a brief glimpse of a burning wolf trying to bound deeper into the cavern. 
 
    Earth Wolf 
 
    A wolf that has mutated to resist magic. 
 
    Judging from the symphony of howls, there were dozens of them. Probably normal denizens of the room from before Adhava’s last-minute changes. 
 
    The fire spread and the trees charged toward them. 
 
    “Back!” Adrian barked again, retreating through the tunnel. He was not sure if these things were counted as part of the training facility or if they were summoned and therefore outside the rules. If they were just fixtures of the facility, they couldn’t chase Adrian’s crew outside the room. Otherwise, they had to run. 
 
    They ran. It was best to assume the worst. 
 
    They emptied back into the rock room. Smoke rolled through the tunnel and started forming clouds overhead. 
 
    “Is that a problem?” Susie asked, looking up with concern. 
 
    “No,” Adrian assured them. “The facility is ventilated enough that we’re not at risk.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “We had to get rid of the trees. But look . . .” He pointed. Despite the smoke rolling in, the clouds were not growing. “The ventilation’s fine.” He looked nervously back at the pile of rubble behind them in the middle of the room. “There were treants. Seemed like one of Adhava’s new additions. The monsters might follow us, so maybe we should keep going.” 
 
    “Treants?” Jules asked. 
 
    Just then, a wooden arm reached through the safe corridor. Steve nonchalantly chopped it off with the giant axe that appeared in his hands. 
 
    “Yeah, those,” Adrian said. 
 
    “We can hold them off from here,” Steve concluded.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The flames burned for another thirty minutes without any treants emerging. It was amazing how effectively the fire cleared the room, but now Adhava had extra time to recharge. She would almost certainly be back at full strength. While the smoke continued to roll out, Adrian checked his experience and confirmed that there had been five treants in total. It would have been a gruelling fight. They were too big and fast for anyone to fight one on one, except Jules. Even Steve would have probably struggled. 
 
    “I have to say,” Jules started, nodding at the smoke billowing out of the tunnel, “I’m worried you might be an arsonist.” 
 
    Susie laughed and everyone else cracked a smile. 
 
    “So pretty.” Adrian cupped his hands and grinned ridiculously at the flames curling within them. There were more giggles. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Ollie said finally. “You might have misunderstood what ‘clear a room’ means. It doesn’t mean you have to destroy everything.” 
 
    Adrian laughed with the rest of them. While Ollie’s delivery was good, it wasn’t even that funny. Everyone was on edge. 
 
    They waited impatiently. 
 
    Eventually, the flames died down enough that it was safe to re-enter the tunnel. The dimensions of the cave hadn’t changed. That was good. The consistency could help them spot a fake exit. That said, Adrian would not be surprised if Adhava had the power to alter the dimensions of these rooms. 
 
    When he rounded the last turn in the tunnel, everything was still smouldering, and the smoke was thick in the air. Breathing was difficult, but the interface had promised that the air was still safe to inhale. 
 
    Adrian looked around, stunned. Just like in the other room, smoke was swirling upward into the ceiling, but the entire room was a wasteland. The undergrowth was gone, burnt away to leave just a layer of ash on the ground, though the trunks of the trees were still standing, glowing red through the chunks of charcoal and smouldering away. He cast fire aura on himself, and when it reduced the thrumming heat, he extended it to the entire party. Still sweltering, he generated a light mist of ice. The sweat on his face instantly cooled to an unpleasant clamminess. 
 
    There was a sigh of relief next to him. 
 
    Carefully, Adrian ventured deeper into the room. There was a circle of six tall stones in the corner, barely visible through the smouldering trunks. 
 
    He needed to knock down those trunks. 
 
    Step, Step, Wind Blade, Wind Blade. Step, Wind Blade, Step. 
 
    Back to his friends, Adrian watched as the burning trunks were blown into bits. Embers crackled up into the air as the tree trunks broke apart. Once the Wind Blades physically shattered the trunks then it became a natural fireworks display. Extra smoke puffed out, obscuring their vision once more and evaporating the sweat on his forehead. With a wave, extra mist sprayed out, cooling them once more. 
 
    The smoke dispersed in less than thirty seconds, granting Adrian a clear line of sight. Most of the standing trees had been brought down by the display of power. His eyes turned to the stones in the corner. 
 
    Treant Summoning Stone 
 
    Summoned Treants will be loyal to the person who summons them. (Charges expended) 
 
    His interface flashed. 
 
    
    	 25 seconds = 25 changes. (Mimics = 1, Roof = 2, Treants = 3) 
 
   
 
    At least it had cost her trap points. She was down to nineteen, but that did not comfort him. He wondered what would have happened if the five treants were waiting by the door when he entered. They would have been ambushed and slaughtered right then and there. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    That was something they would have to check before exiting each tunnel. The winding tunnels between rooms would make that hard, but it was achievable. 
 
    Up close, Adrian saw that one of the summoning stones still had a charge intact. Adhava had to run before she could finish the spells. The more he learned, the more worried he was getting that the traps ahead of them were too deadly. They were one mistake away from disaster at any given moment. 
 
    “No traps,” he declared finally, and waved his team over to the summoning stone. They hurried up to him. The collapsed trees still glowed brightly. 
 
    Can I steal it? 
 
    His interface flashed. 
 
    Summoning objects in training facilities must be in contact with the floor while in use. They can be shifted by the dungeon master to new locations. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    The stone was the size of a barrel that came up to his waist. Smiling, he positioned his bag of holding over the top of the stone and let it drop to the floor. He drew the bag closed and smiled. Poof! The pillar was gone, and Adrian felt like a corny old magician. A cheat. All the interface emitted was smug satisfaction. The only real question was when to use it. 
 
    “Next?” 
 
    “Woo-hoo!” Jules hollered. “We’re coming for you, you psycho!” 
 
    She laughed defiantly and followed Adrian, marching into the next tunnel. The cackling sounded so much like the berserker taking over that Adrian had to watch her for a second to make sure she was in control. The laughing cut off abruptly, and she smiled happily. Sweat ran down her cheeks, interrupting the smudges of ash. She winked at him. 
 
    As he approached the other end of the tunnel, he stopped before the edge to make sure his Shadow Steps had replenished. From the safety of the tunnel, he carefully peered out. 
 
    The slice of the room that he could see was just a plain, open space. Still a cave, yet with a polished floor, artificially smoothed walls, and ceiling. Everything was precise, symmetrical, straight. There was nothing unusual, no slight changes of colours or uneven sections of floor, both of which could conceal traps. 
 
    Adrian inched forward. The exit was now in sight, and it was the right distance away from him which was about two basketball lengths. If there was a deadfall in the roof, there was no way he could tell. 
 
    With one more careful step forward, he saw their opponents, clearly visible in the empty room. 
 
    Close-Combat Golems 
 
    This magical construction has inbuilt defences against both ranged and magic defences. 
 
    There were five of them. Identification spat out its report. They each had around twenty Strength, but their Agility was only between nine and thirteen, depending on the individual. He would have expected them to be identical given how they were created, but apparently not. This shouldn’t be too bad. He focused slightly longer to be sure, but there were no magical tricks or sudden speed boosts to worry about. Even their range and magic defence was weak. Three or four infused arrows would deplete their shields, but they were so weak that it was almost more productive to fight at close range for the sake of practice. 
 
    There were also no defences in the wider room to stop Adrian’s arrows or magic. His gut told him that Adhava would therefore be unlikely to accost them in this room. After all, his arrows could burn through her personal defences in mere seconds. 
 
    “Easy,” he muttered. 
 
    The deviousness of the rocky deadfall trap haunted him. He could not help but wonder if he was just missing something tiny yet crucial. 
 
    After one more check for surprises, he nodded, satisfied there was nothing there. 
 
    “We’re going to need to risk it.” 
 
    “What?” Jules asked. 
 
    “I can’t see the trap, if there is one.” 
 
    “She can’t have trapped all of them. We should smash them.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” he agreed. “I want to say we should just tank and spank, but don’t get cocky. Just remember to stay together. We don’t want to give Adhava any unnecessary opportunities. And watch for traps.” 
 
    They all jogged out simultaneously, and the moment they left the tunnel, the golems came to life. They had four legs for stability and two arms for offence. Both offensive limbs ended in axe heads instead of hands or paws. 
 
    All five charged the group immediately and with simple efficiency. Jules, Charlotte, and Steve split to intercept three of them. Ollie and the other volunteers would handle the fourth one. Adrian hesitated, wondering whether he should watch for Adhava, join any one of the four fights, or take on the fifth golem himself. 
 
    An arrow went whizzing past him, and magic deflected it away from a golem with a shimmer of energy. 
 
    “Melee only,” he reminded them. 
 
    There was no sign of Adhava, so he might as well have some fun. 
 
    Four of the creatures were charging towards them in a line stretching across the basketball-court-sized room while the fifth lagged behind. His team’s configuration was looser than he would have liked. With Jules and Steve on the edges, their networked shields were down to half-power. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He landed not behind the slower golem but to its side. As it kept moving, he swung his spear hard at the back. 
 
    The blow landed and the creature’s exterior was surprisingly soft and slightly brittle. A chunk went flying, and that was with an unenhanced weapon. It felt the strike and spun to face him. 
 
    Phantom Blade. 
 
    This time, when he attacked a spark of energy knocked the point away. 
 
    What? 
 
    Its defences had somehow considered Phantom Blade to be magic. It made no sense. Wind Blades were classed as melee against Adhava’s automated anti-magic trinkets. He would have thought Phantom Edge would be even closer to melee than that. 
 
    Annoyed, Adrian deactivated the spell and prepared to chip the golem’s armour away slowly. 
 
    It attacked with its two axes, and without giving up an inch of ground, Adrian swayed out of the way. It was ridiculously easy, like moving in molasses compared to the otacalstuc fight outside. Between the swings, he got a couple of quick spear thrusts in, figuring he would target the chest and hopefully destroy its magic core. 
 
    More swings and dodges, followed by counters. His mind was only half on the battle, as he spent most of the time checking the rest of the room. He expected Adhava to burst through the polished walls at any moment. 
 
    The golem he was fighting abruptly staggered. Ollie had slammed into its back, and Stevo with his new swords began slicing up the hind legs of the creature. In a few seconds, they had dealt more damage than Adrian had inflicted over the entire fight. 
 
    The golem tried to respond and turn around, but Adrian thrust his spear in deep, pinning it in place. He was only partially successful as the beast’s feet slipped on the smooth floor and ponderously turned to face Stevo. Eboni came in screaming, joining Stevo in attacking the undefended side. Stevo kept hacking and sidestepped, rotating slightly ahead of the creature. Adrian strained harder, slowing it slightly. 
 
    Its healing finally failed. The golem buckled and died, the energy flooding out of it. Breathing slightly harder after the workout, Adrian looked up to see who to help next, but the rest of the golems were dead already. James and Charlotte stood over one that still twitched slightly. Steve’s opponent was in pieces, as was Jules’s. It looked like her club had gone through the head like a cannonball. Adrian shook his head in disbelief, hardly able to comprehend the power behind that blow. 
 
    Still no Adhava. 
 
    “Good job,” Adrian said with another stunned glance at the splattered corpse in front of Jules. She grinned at him and cartoonishly flexed her deceivingly slim biceps. 
 
    “Next room, then,” Susie said brightly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Energized by the brawl, they moved to the next room with disciplined determination. 
 
    It had the same dimensions as the last three rooms, but the floor was covered in a soft, sandy soil. Looking at it made Adrian’s skin crawl. The opponents were waiting for them: seven hulking giants in two groups of three and four, respectively. 
 
    Horaca Giants 
 
    These non-sapient bipedal creatures are immune to magic. 
 
    He studied the giants and quickly understood the task. They were like oversized pre-event humans. In fact, they were slower and clumsier than pre-event humans. They might take longer to kill than the golems because of their size, but they were even less of a threat. That made sense. Each room was supposed to be a similar level of difficulty until they moved down to the next floor. As there were more giants than golems, they had to be easier individually. 
 
    Any opponent that had more strength than speed was easy for his team. All of them preferred to dodge an attack rather than tank one, rendering a monster’s strength useless. These things were so slow that they were not even a minor threat. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes drifted farther. Built into the walls were elaborate water fountains. 
 
    Water Ranged Defence Fountain 
 
    This functional, decorative design’s purpose is to shoot down projectiles moving through their arc of control. 
 
    Their arc of control covered most of the room with a massive overlap between them. Once more, ranged attacks would not be useful and Adhava would be secure. She would be protected against arrow strikes, which had held her at bay so far, so Adrian was certain she would attack in this room. 
 
    Adrian kept looking for additional traps. Making sure he checked every inch of space. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Susie said suddenly. “Wasn’t the whole point of the interfaces to prevent strangled societies?” 
 
    Jules audibly groaned at the question. 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian said shortly, still looking for traps. As far as he could tell, there was nothing in the room in front of him. 
 
    “Yet, in your definition, Albury is a strangled society. It doesn’t make sense. Why do they allow these oaths?” 
 
    “I’m not sure a dungeon is the best place to discuss this,” Jules interrupted. Adrian didn’t have to look at her to know she was rolling her eyes. He was busy staring at the water fountains, making certain that Adhava hadn’t slipped anything sinister into any of them. 
 
    “Why not? We’re just standing here.” 
 
    “You’re distracting Adrian,” Jules snapped. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Steve said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Adrian told Susie tiredly. “I keep getting stuck on that thought, too.” 
 
    “Mind powers are pretty easy to block when you know about them,” Charlotte said quietly. 
 
    “And train for them,” Jules said, suddenly recalling her own self-control exercises. 
 
    “Maybe it’s like a vaccination,” Charlotte suggested. 
 
    “What?” Jules’s voice was incredulous. “Are we even talking about the same thing. It is not COVID?” 
 
    Adrian had stopped studying the water fountains to listen, but he still kept an eye out for Adhava. 
 
    “Hey!” Charlotte playfully shoved Jules. “Hear me out. Let’s say mind control is always a risk.” She paused for a moment, choosing her words carefully. Her fingers tapped a complicated rhythm on her thigh as she thought. “The only way to stop it is to inoculate the population, get them training from a young age to resist the powers.” 
 
    “Why now?” Susie interrupted. 
 
    “I think warnings might not have been enough. The system wants a society to come close to being strangled, just to ingrain the lesson.” 
 
    “But they could make that happen anytime,” Susie argued. “Why now?” 
 
    “It’s simple,” Charlotte continued, unfazed. “So many assholes are trying to grab power right now that you’re more likely to throw off the yoke before they get too settled. This Albury crap is happening worldwide. If not for us, Albury would still be screwed. In fifty years, all the corrupt leaders will be too well-protected to just get picked off by some particularly skilled hikers passing through town.” 
 
    “That is an enormous gamble.” 
 
    Adrian closed his eyes, his head throbbing. 
 
    Is she right? 
 
    The interface’s reply was sarcastic, as if it was walking away, hands behind its back, whistling nonchalantly. It might as well have screamed “YES!” 
 
    Another thought occurred to Adrian. They were in a transition state. This system overlay could not be forever. Everything he had read suggested that the permanent society would not include interfaces and traders. They were only part of the changeover while the real infrastructure was in the works. Something grander, fuelled by the massive energy of the initial event. 
 
    Do the interfaces last? 
 
    There was interest, but a dismissive feeling followed; this was not the question Jaracol wanted to answer. 
 
    Does only the first generation get an interface? 
 
    More sarcastic whistling. 
 
    Interfaces were for the first generation only, as mind abilities would remain a continual threat. That must be where cores came in. Every other animal had them, so when humans no longer received interfaces, they would get cores. Knowledge alone couldn’t disarm people like Adhava. That was why it had to be now, because interfaces and traders gave society access to the tools they would need to stop mind control. 
 
    “Adrian realised something,” Jules observed quietly. 
 
    “What?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    Can I? 
 
    There was no response from the interface, but he indulged regardless. “It has to be now because eventually there will be no traders or interfaces and then there will be no circuit breaker. So you need to . . .” He hesitated and made apologetic eye contact with Jules. “To use Charlotte’s words, you need to be vaccinated by then.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Charlotte agreed, absolutely beaming. 
 
    “Great,” Jules said. “All this yapping’s got me in the mood to do some smacking.” 
 
    “Really, Jules?” Susie said. 
 
    “Yes, really. I want to hit someone.” Her cheeks were red. 
 
    “That was terrible.” 
 
    “I know. Adrian! Can we just go whack ’em?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m worried about the sand.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Adrian studied the sand, but the top layer looked deceivingly innocent. It was just normal sand, and that was the crux of the problem. The issue was what lurked underneath it. Anything could be there. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Traps, quicksand, a giant monster.” 
 
    “What can we do to check?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Adrian admitted frustratedly. “I’m trying to figure out whether an ice bridge would work.” 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    The burst of air sent the sand exploding out like a cannonball into a swimming pool. Just more sand underneath. The two groups of giants gathered on the other side of the room responded by roaring at them. That was it. That was all they did. Despite now being aware of them as interlopers, they did not take a single step toward them. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    This time, Adrian dug deeper beneath the surface. There was a glimmer of something new. 
 
    Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 
 
    He had only penetrated down about a metre, but Magic Focus and identification both chimed. 
 
    Mystical Sand Elemental 
 
    The sand elemental can loosely control up to six hundred times its mass in sand. Each unit of body mass takes varying amounts of time to master with only thirty seconds for the first hundred but up to four hours once its body has expanded by five hundred times. Once established, it will lie inert, waiting to consume animals walking upon it. It attacks by flipping itself and swallowing its victim whole. Most prey are then trapped and suffocate slowly under the pressure of the sand. 
 
    “My paranoia paid off,” Adrian declared. 
 
    Adrian was seeing the pattern in Adhava’s tricks: hiding something more powerful that did not belong at this level of the training facility. She was supposed to only double the difficulty of a room, but that rule had a hundred different loopholes and she seemed to be finding every one of them. 
 
    Adrian’s identification kept feeding him information. The elemental had power for one or maybe two attacks. Adrian’s eyes switched speculatively to the giants that were carefully staying on their own islands of sand. He should have been suspicious as soon as he noticed them staying in place in those two arbitrary clusters. These monsters were clearly supposed to be spread over the entire room. 
 
    His aim was to get the sand elemental to use its power on the giants. Then they could walk over the sand without risk. It was just a matter of how to force them into the elemental’s range. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Jules said. 
 
    “What?” he responded, trying to look innocent. 
 
    Jules glared at him. “Don’t jump to being the hero.” 
 
    “Tell us what you found,” Charlotte said with a tired-but-earnest voice. 
 
    Adrian told them about the monster and his ideas for how to counter it. 
 
    “We could all climb along the brickwork,” Susie said, though she sounded doubtful. 
 
    “It’ll leave us too exposed to Adhava,” Ollie pointed out. They lapsed into silence. 
 
    “So back to Plan A, then,” Adrian said with a smile. 
 
    “What’s Plan A?” Ollie asked innocently. 
 
    “I save the day. Use Shadow Steps to get to the giants, throw one onto the sand with Wind Gusts, then Shadow Step back here.” 
 
    “No. You’re always doing the crazy stuff,” Jules objected. “Let us kill something instead.” 
 
    “He has the tools,” Steve said gruffly, though he glanced at Adrian almost apologetically. Steve was right. No one else could do this. He was the only one who could pull it off. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    He teleported straight over the sand elemental and was now standing directly behind the group of three giants. Up close, they were bizarre. Deep crevices raked across their skin, inlaid with blood-red crystals. Magic Focus told him that those crystals absorbed magic, making them immune to spells. 
 
    They had not yet noticed him. Adrian kept staring. Their heads were vaguely canine, like a bear. Besides their strange skin and heads, they were close to stereotypical giants in appearance. Humanoid and bestial at the same time. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Forty mana concentrated into one punch of air. Right under the giant’s bum, deliberately targeting the one closest to the elemental trap. Its toes hardly left the floor. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    This one added to the momentum of the first, and the beast teetered forward, arms and one leg windmilling. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Adrian forced it higher and faster to make sure it landed in the centre of the elemental’s trap. 
 
    He was standing behind them still. The edges of the first gust rebounded off the other two giants. At such close range, the wind even had Adrian almost stumbling as it snatched the air from his mouth and made his eyes water. Then the peripheral blasts from the second and third gusts hit him. He stumbled two paces backwards to regain his balance. 
 
    The first giant was airborne and another one was on its knees just outside the elemental’s range. The third was wobbling halfway off the safe patch of sand. There was panic in its eyes. 
 
    Adrian did not have time. Adhava would have seen the magic by now and was probably about to strike. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. 
 
    Move! 
 
    Step, step, step, step. 
 
    Look back. 
 
    From the safety of the room’s entrance, the team had a clear view of the targeted giant as it landed with an explosion of sand ten metres from safety. Even from a distance, Adrian watched the terror fill its eyes. It turned around to scramble back to the other giants. 
 
    Sand rippled from the centre of the arena outward, knocking the fleeing giant and its flailing companion onto their backs. The sand ricocheted off the four walls and rolled back into the centre like four tsunamis, washing the giants into its depths. A deafening roar shook the room. Unlike the thundering crackle of the deadfall, it rumbled low and steady like a subwoofer. Then, suddenly, it settled. Somehow, there wasn’t even any dust in the air. On the island, only a single giant remained. It was down on its hands and knees, huddling in the safe space. The other four giants on their own section had assumed the same position. 
 
    Then, Adrian saw magic roiling above that lone giant. 
 
    Adhava was here. 
 
    His goosebumps persisted. Thankfully, he was back with his team and safe. His paranoia was right. She was shielded from their arrows in this room, so it made perfect sense. 
 
    Bubbling streaks of fire rained down around the isolated giant as she attacked the area in case Adrian was still there. They were each the size of a broadsword. When they struck the sand, there was a puff of liquid as the grains melted together. They fell all around the giant, and the few that reached the beast fizzled away, deflected. The giant stood, and a spear hit its loin cloth, which promptly burst into flames. 
 
    It threw its head back and howled in distress even as its feet sank into the pool of burning liquid glass. 
 
    The power of that spell was impressive. It was too strong to be just one of Adhava’s standard spells. She must have been using a scroll, rock, or trinket to boost it. With his eyes, Adrian followed the trails of magical energy to the corner of the room where she stood. The ugly countenance of anger consumed her face. Fury, hatred. Insanity would be too kind of a label. 
 
    “We’re coming for you!” he yelled while waving mockingly. 
 
    Childish? Absolutely. It was deliberate. Just like Jules’s obnoxious outbursts, his insults were calculated. Sparking her rage had to be better than letting her be cold and logical. Angry people made mistakes. 
 
    Her eyes focused on Adrian. He raised the bow threateningly and immediately regretted it; instead of flinching, she smiled. In this room, she was perfectly protected from arrows. He lowered the bow and fired an imaginary gun with his hands, pretending to blow smoke from the barrel. 
 
    Annoyance flittered across her face before she faded from view. She was still present and watching, as Adrian’s Magic Focus could pick up the distortion. If he had not known she was there, he might have missed it. Adrian shook his head in annoyance. That was another powerful ability that he had to watch out for. 
 
    “Is it done?” 
 
    “No. The sand elemental can probably attack once more time.” 
 
    As they watched, the sand where the two giants had been swallowed distorted and shifted. It was only slight movements, but all of them imagined being trapped under there. Gasping for air and inhaling only sand. Those desperate struggles barely registered as a disturbance on the surface. 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot, but some of these monsters are brutal,” Ollie said with a sad laugh. 
 
    Adrian tuned out their banter. Adhava’s sick deviousness made his head hurt. Hopefully, she had already exhausted her tricks. But he would have to keep watching. She may not be done in this room. She didn’t expend all that fire power for nothing. 
 
    The real question was whether she had figured out that his Shadow Step ability was blink-related. The badge cranked those percentages, returning a result in the high nineties. She had seen him step, so she must know. She probably assumed that the skill used portal magic. Now, she must be wondering how to block that sort of skill. When he glanced back to the distortion, she was gone. Traders carried blocking mechanisms. With money and access to a trader, stopping his Shadow Step was not a difficult proposition. All he could hope was that she did not have a fast way to get to a trader. The badge ticked away, and he nodded to himself. All the methods were limited; none that she would have access to, for example, could blanket the entire room. 
 
    The first time he had gone over the sand, he hoped she would notice and incorrectly assume he lacked the agility to traverse the wall. Adrian carefully scanned a new route along the wall. No new traps had been placed. She may just be waiting to unleash a fast-casting anti-portal spell as he ventured back across the room. She would try to trap him like a worm on a hook for the sand elemental. In that case, he would just need to stay high up on the wall and maintain his grip so the rippling sand couldn’t drag him under. 
 
    He would need a resting spot high on the wall. He spotted an alcove above one fountain. That was where he would go. If the anti-teleport spell caught him, then the sand elemental attack would miss him and, hopefully, Ambusher’s Fade would keep him hidden long enough for the others to get to him. 
 
    It was a pretty flimsy contingency, but it was the best he could do. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Momentarily, he was perched high above the giants. 
 
    Wind Gust, Wind Gust, Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 
 
    He released the magic behind his target. He felt the spells struggle with the distance. Without all the air mastery he had earned from the feather, it would have failed. The giant lifted off just like the previous one and launched forward. 
 
    Adrian’s feet were slipping. He gripped the fountain with both hands to stabilise. Good. Humans were not really designed to stick to walls. As far as he could tell, no anti-teleportation spell had enveloped him. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Just like that, he was next to his friends again, safe at least for now. 
 
    He had only targeted a single beast. One was all it would take to trigger the elemental. Just like the last victim, the giant understood what lurked beneath it. It was desperate to get back to the safe zone, but Adrian noticed a more pressing concern: a glowing dome over the five remaining giants. 
 
    Anti-Teleportation Dome 
 
    Blocks all movement and teleportation spells from entering the dome. 
 
    Remaining duration: 15 seconds. 
 
    It would have stopped his magic dead if he had landed on the giant’s safe area like last time. He smirked to himself—she was so predictable. Lightning descended, lashing the ground between the giants inside the dome. He winced. 
 
    Behind the crackling electricity storm, he could see Adhava preparing another spell. The third spell descended right as the lightning storm stopped, and an inferno broke out over the space. The giants, of course, shrugged it off, but more sand melted and added to the lava-like substance. Then the monsters started howling. Adrian saw one yank its foot out of the molten sand and stumble forward to escape the pool of hot, liquid glass. Adhava stood in the room’s corner, still chanting. 
 
    The inferno morphed from orange to blue. One giant slipped and fell into the viscous liquid. It sank. 
 
    Adrian winced again, but there was nothing he could do. The blue flames turned white and the downed giant kept sinking under the liquid as more and more sand melted around it. The beast was at the centre of the inferno. Its companions on the edge leapt out. They landed on the surface above the sand elemental, both deciding that was better than getting entombed in boiling glass. 
 
    The spell finished, and Adrian could see that Adhava was exhausted. If only ranged weapons were usable in here! They could have finished her. Her shoulders were slumped and her chest was heaving, but she grinned with triumph. 
 
    She looked up to Adrian, and he waved lazily. The smile vanished from her face, and he smiled instead. 
 
    The sand at the centre of the room depressed, sending two waves blasting to the edges of the room and up the walls before crashing down on the giants. Adrian and his mates remained untouched. When the wave settled, Adrian watched Adhava drink a mana potion and then walk casually toward the wall. 
 
    He hesitated. He was too short on Shadow Steps to reach her. Jules’s hands landed hard on his arms. Her strong fingers closed around his arm like a vice. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid,” she warned him. 
 
    “My Shadow Steps . . .” 
 
    She arched her eyebrow. “Are mostly used.” 
 
    “Umm—” 
 
    “I can count to ten, and there has not been long enough for any replenish.” 
 
    Adhava phased through the wall, and any potential opportunity was gone. 
 
    The intense flames ringing the helpless giant faded, but its plaintive screams echoed through the cave. It was encased in rapidly cooling glass. It struggled to push itself upright, but the pit of liquid was too viscous and the suction pulled it back down. Both arms and legs were encased, leaving only its head and squat neck free. Its anti-magic resisted the direct magical flames, but it was helpless against environmental damage. It reminded Adrian of that first mud wolf he fought and eventually defeated by burning down the house around it. 
 
    The sand settled back into its initial innocent, smooth expanse, but they could see where the three buried giants thrashed. Close to the safe area, there was a small hill where a giant clearly struggled. Towards the centre of the room, there were two other eddies and swirls where another two giants fought losing battles. Miraculously, the one under the hill was making progress. 
 
    A hand punctured through the sand, grasping for support. There was another ripple as the sand elemental closed in and swamped over the hand, pulling it under. When all the surrounding sand was running downwards, there was not much to do to escape. It was easy enough to imagine the poor giant being dragged down once more into a current of sand deep under the surface. To be eaten slowly. 
 
    The hill reduced, leaving a smooth surface once more. Absolutely barbaric. 
 
    Finally, Adrian’s magic regenerated. 
 
    Wind Gust, Wind Gust, Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 
 
    With Adrian using each of them like a shovel, sand went flying, revealing the elemental itself. Now that he could see it, a glow infusing the sand, Adrian sighed in relief. The monster was depleted, and they could walk across the room safely. The elemental would be satiated for weeks with those five giants. 
 
    “All right, let’s put down the last giants and move on.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Adrian stepped out onto the sand. It felt like the softest of beach, his foot sinking to the ankle. That certainly explained why the giants had struggled so much. “Keep an eye out for Adhava.” 
 
    With that, he slogged forward. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    When they reached the first giant, the heat rising off the opaque glassy surface was oppressive. Adrian activated his ice magic and wrapped himself in a chilled bubble as he walked across the glass. Every step froze the surface solid with a crack that splintered off in all directions. 
 
    The giant tried to twist its singed head away, but all it did was expose its own neck. Adrian lunged forward with a jab and threw himself upward to crash down and rip the wound open. Blood poured out, and it died within seconds. 
 
    He returned to the others. As a team, they approached the last giant. It had been roaring at them constantly, trying to threaten them from the safety of its own island. It died almost as swiftly as the last. Charlotte got its attention, and as it spun to follow her, Steve sliced the jugular with his axe. 
 
    They crowded into the safety tunnel with more than a few backward glances at the now-solidified pool of glass. 
 
    “How did she do that?” Charlotte asked finally. “The inferno, I mean.” 
 
    “Scary,” Susie interjected. 
 
    “Incredible,” Charlotte added hesitantly. 
 
    How? 
 
    Adrian asked the interface and badge even though he suspected he knew the answer. The badge responded sluggishly, presenting various options. There were generic spells that could accomplish the scorching flames, but the badge doubted Adhava had the mental statistics to pull them off. There were thousands of shortcuts. There were single-use items that could mimic the effects of the spell, but different grades demanded different levels of input mana. They all required a high mana pool, but the exact amount varied. They were costly of course, but probably not for someone who controlled a city. 
 
    It was the same explanation for that anti-teleportation dome and the fire spears. These were not spells in her portfolio; she was using single-use items. 
 
    “She has access to a trader,” he said out loud, tasting the words and feeling the flow of agreement from the interface. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She has goddamn trader access,” he snapped in frustration. Somewhere deeper in this facility was a trader selling Adhava the goods she needed to defeat them. “It’s the only explanation. She’s using one-off spell objects, and the anti-teleport dome was tailored to me.” 
 
    “She might have bought it months ago,” Susie reminded him quietly. “She could just carry them around everywhere.” 
 
    “She adjusted mid-battle. While I was recovering after the first giant,” Adrian told them, waiting for Jaracol to alert him if he was wrong. “She saw my movement spell and purchased a way to stop it. Then she cast the lightning to try to hold me in place, and then the inferno. It was a deliberate strategy. She probably burned two hundred thousand energy just then.” 
 
    “Our taxes,” groaned Ollie. “Frickin’ apocalypse and the government’s still wasting them.” 
 
    There was a loud snicker from Susie. 
 
    “Spending energy won’t save you!” Jules screamed down the echoing tunnel. “Just like it didn’t save your kids. When they begged for Mummy to save them, where were you?” 
 
    “Do you think you’re going too far?” Adrian whispered to her. 
 
    “No.” Jules grinned. “Get her mad. She just wasted two hundred thousand energy. Doesn’t matter how rich she is. That has to hurt. We want her furious so we can bleed her dry.” 
 
    With a deep breath, Adrian peered into the next room. 
 
    The next room was simply bizarre. The themes seemed all out of place. The floor was hard, clumpy dirt and grass that reminded Adrian of when he was running from the shintopurs. “Watch your footing,” he warned while carefully scanning every surface. 
 
    Wood panelling adorned the walls while the ceiling was covered with elaborate crystals that would suppress magic and ranged attacks. 
 
    The expected opponents were there: some type of cow with especially long horns, yet not a bull. The animals were spread over the entire field, which was larger than the previous training rooms. Two basketball courts long and four courts wide. 
 
    Duelling Cows 
 
    Duelling cows have four eyes. Their defining feature, however, is their horn(s), which they use to engage enemies. They use the horns for both offensive and defensive purposes. Their necks are multi-jointed, allowing a uniquely broad range of movements. 
 
    “Melee only, as usual. Low risk of Adhava attacking, as her magic won’t work here,” he reported. More scanning. The cows were spread across the ground, not suspiciously confined like the giants in the previous room. 
 
    After at least fifteen minutes of inspecting, Adrian determined that the room was clear. No one dared complain about the wait. The walls and roof looked unaltered, and the ground could not be trapped; the heavy, freely roaming cows would have triggered something already. 
 
    Adrian checked the ceiling once more, but this time with only Magic Focus. He traced the way the magic fields overlapped and was relieved to see that there were no breaks. There was no way that Adhava could have tampered with those structures and kept the fields intact. 
 
    “No traps,” Adrian concluded finally. “This fight should be easy, but don’t think of the cows as being like bulls, because they’re not. They won’t charge and try to gore you. See those long, curved horns?” He pointed at the highly noticeable horns. They spiralled out directly in front of their heads. “When they get close, treat the horns like spears or swords. Be ready for it and then block or dodge before counter-striking. We’ll do a star formation. Squishies and myself in the middle.” 
 
    “Am I a squishy?” Eboni asked. 
 
    “Because of your level, yes,” Adrian confirmed. 
 
    “I am not a squishy,” Stevo complained, swinging the otacalstuc’s magic swords through the air in a manner that did nothing to alter anyone’s opinion. 
 
    “Stay in the middle. If there’s ever a gap in the formation, then attack away. Slow and steady.” 
 
    And with that, Jules assumed her position at the front-most point of the star and led the pack onto the grass. Of course, the cows attacked whenever they got close, and they were hardly more intimidating than the giants. Steve, Charlotte and Jules all downed their respective first opponents in one shot and moved forward to let the new guys get the kills. It let them get their weapons bloody, but the whole fight was unsatisfying for all of them. The greatest challenge was not rolling an ankle on the uneven ground. Steve seriously struggled. Not that he complained. 
 
    Without Adhava and her traps to contend with, the first floor was ridiculously easy. In fact, at this rate, Adrian doubted that even the third or fourth floors would pose a challenge. 
 
    “Too easy,” Jules complained. 
 
    “’Til we go down a couple of floors,” Adrian reminded her. 
 
    “Do you think there’ll be stairwells? What could even be on the other floors?” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “Don’t know. I reckon we’re kilometres under Albury, and the training facility could be anything Adhava imagined. It seems like she just dumped different monsters into gymnasiums. I bet we’ll just see more of that.” 
 
    The last of the cows buckled and died. The easy battle felt refreshing after all the looming pressure of Adhava’s traps. 
 
    They rounded the corner to the next room. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    This one followed a scientific theme. Both ranged attacks and magic would work as normal in the room. 
 
    “Good lord,” Stevo said from behind them. “Who the hell designed this shit?” They all gawked at the perfectly polished white walls and chic, futuristic lights. “They’re just trying too hard.” 
 
    “I like it,” James disagreed, elbowing his friend, “I was getting bored with all that nature.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll have lightsabres?” Stevo joked. 
 
    Adrian glanced at the mob that they were about to fight. 
 
    Magically Immune Soldier Automations 
 
    These golems have been shaped to meet science fiction and fantasy tropes. Complete with sword and shield, as any guns are too unrealistic. 
 
    Adrian did not find it funny at all, even if the interface did. He reread, scratching his head in confusion. 
 
    Are you practicing jokes? Because if so . . . 
 
    The amusement faded abruptly. Suddenly, he felt Jaracol accessing his memories, and he clamped down hard. 
 
    More scanning. The finish was the same shade everywhere on the walls. The unusual feature was that air vents above his head were open in this room, yet they were closed in others. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said finally. “You can use arrows, but the automations will block them.” 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The golem moved its shield to block, and the arrow clanged off. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    This time he put a solid amount of earth into it. The enhanced arrow split the shield like a cafeteria tray and slammed into the automation. 
 
    “Weak,” Susie commented. 
 
    “That was heavily infused.” 
 
    “Still weak.” 
 
    Yeah, they were. Over fifteen golems were approaching. They looked like futuristic robots that should have used lasers, but instead they wielded swords and shields. 
 
    “Engage!” Adrian ordered. 
 
    All nine of them charged forward in a tight clump, the front-line melee group leading the way. Jules struck a shield effortlessly, distorting the metal and sending the attached automation staggering. Ollie threw his full strength into an attack, but the robot parried him expertly—it feinted and cut Ollie deep enough to draw blood. Nothing life-threatening, but hopefully enough to remind the older man to be more careful. Even with their shiny swords and shields, the robots were weak. They shouldn’t have been able to get a single strike in. 
 
    Steve split a robot in half and Jules’s club ripped through another. 
 
    Alarm bells started ringing in Adrian’s head. The air felt wrong. It was just too heavy and had a slightly bitter taste to it. Adrian looked more closely at his companions. Stevo, who was just entering the fight now, staggered laboriously. 
 
    That taste. His eyelids drooped ever so slightly. He shook his head vigorously. The pathway of poison kicked in, banishing any thought of sleep. The bitter air, his tired eyes, Stevo’s struggling. There was an airborne sleep potion, Adrian realised in horror. With each breath, he could now feel his body fighting to counteract the poison. In the space of two breaths, he gained complete immunity, but everyone else . . . 
 
    Adrian looked up at the air vents. They were open, and that was bad. Evidently, his fifteen-minute initial inspection wasn’t enough. Now that he was aware of the knockout gas, Adrian could see the change in air density as it flooded in. It was clearly designed to be manually triggered and Adhava had seized the opportunity when they ran onto the field. 
 
    “Retreat!” he screamed automatically, snapping his attention back to his team and the battle. Five of the automations were down, but they were now almost thirty metres from the safety of the entry point. A single swing of Steve’s axe carved another two robots into pieces before he could even react to Adrian’s command. 
 
    Everyone pulled back. Stevo stumbled, his eyes unfocused. Susie looked wobbly. They were only a short distance from safety, but it might as well have been a kilometre away. They couldn’t run. Even Charlotte’s feet were dragging, and she was usually the fleetest of foot. 
 
    “Stop! Just fight!” Adrian ordered instead. Running would just spread them out and strain their networked anti-magic defence. 
 
    This has to be against the rules! 
 
    A shrug from the interface. There was indeed a small loophole, and she had driven a semitrailer through it. 
 
    Eboni fell face-first onto the ground and Stevo followed suit a moment later, tipping back onto his bum. Steve looked drugged, and Susie swayed violently. 
 
    Very bad. 
 
    Step, Phantom Edge. 
 
    Sometimes the spell worked and sometimes it didn’t. 
 
    Adrian swivelled anxiously, searching for an easy way to kill the remaining robots on his own. If there was a weak point, he could target it. However, if he had to break them in half like Steve and Jules did, then his weapon was useless. 
 
    Steve’s axe went flying as he collapsed unconscious mid-swing, yet his brief burst of energy had done significant damage. Out of the fifteen opponents, only four remained. Charlotte fell next, followed by Susie, who had obviously tried to heal herself through the poison. James and Ollie lasted only a few seconds longer. 
 
    Jules started laughing. She was not hurt, only stifled by the poison. That mad look in her eyes drove away the tiredness that had been creeping across her features. 
 
    One automation targeted the fallen Susie. 
 
    Step. 
 
    There was a clash as Adrian blocked the descending sword. Two more robots advanced towards James. Jules was close enough to protect her mum, having already shifted to attack the automation that hovered over her. Adrian was not at all surprised to see Jules shrug off the poison that had knocked everyone else out. Regeneration could do that. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Clang. 
 
    He felt the impact as the spear vibrated in his hands. James was still intact. Around him, magic flared—their networked anti-magic defences were activating. 
 
    The bitch is here. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    The robot’s sword shivered as he blocked it. The air high above him lit up as missiles of light flashed down, blocked by the team’s networked defence. He needed to focus on Adhava, or else they would have no chance. That meant Jules would have to singlehandedly protect the others. James may be in trouble. He had to abandon trying to save James and focus on driving away Adhava instead. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adhava had phased in near the exit, hugging the perimeter as she ran. She was a coward; casting over this massive distance was sapping her strength. If she had the nerve to attack from closer range, then this fight might already have ended as she would already have short circuited their defences. He remembered what she had done to the giants. 
 
    Earth and air finished infusing his arrow. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He drew back the next arrow even before the first one hit. For some reason, her shield absorbed the heavily infused arrow rather than deflecting it. It was incredibly inefficient. Inside, he smiled. Her shield would fail faster this way. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    She dropped a small object and his Magic Focus detected power radiating out from it. A wave of power that washed over the room. 
 
    He glanced around, trying to piece together what was happening. Suddenly, out of the corner of his eyes he could see that power sinking into the broken automations. 
 
    What? No. Whatever it is, this is bad. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The second arrow sank into Adhava’s shield, though the impact still jolted her body. 
 
    “This is for my kids!” She was smiling at him. She cradled a new device in her arms. The badge stirred, processing what he was seeing. There was not enough information for it to firmly identify the device, but it could offer a guess. 
 
    Golem Enhancement  
 
    This enchantment can be cast on an automation and improve its intelligence, strength, speed, and magic. Use of this enhancement will remove any control structures that have been put in place. 
 
    The removal of control structures was good. Once she had cast this magic, the created golem would be wild and not under her control. He skimmed the rest of the badge’s lengthy report. It was serious shit. Worth one to five million energy, one-time use, and it released the golems from their confines. They would do whatever they wanted, out of control of the caster. They could even turn on her, but she could easily escape through a wall. 
 
    Adrian’s breath caught in his throat. 
 
    It’s bad. Terrible, in fact. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The third arrow slammed into her. A sliver of energy kept her ranged defence barely intact. 
 
    Adrian cursed his lack of foresight. She had calculated how many arrows she could tank and prepared accordingly. Had he known about the dungeon, he would have hidden his strength above ground. 
 
    Adrian knew the next arrow would kill, but so did Adhava. She had timed things perfectly. The golem enhancement was already activated. 
 
    The second device she had thrown lay at her feet. This one he knew would buff one of the four undamaged golems. Energy from the device arced over his shoulder to something behind him. 
 
    Adhava’s eyes widened in horror as she looked at her crumbling shield—a possibility she had not calculated as precisely as Adrian had assumed. She waved her hand and magic swirled up to form a basic shield in front of her. Her retreat spell kicked in. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The fourth arrow slammed home. The new shield quivered and then shattered as she sailed backwards. His arrow slammed right through her into the smooth, plastic-like wall in an explosion of chipped stone. He had another arrow ready, but she was already gone, along with the arrow embedded in her shoulder. That, at least, was good. It would take her time to extract it. He would have to put some poison on the points of his arrows to finish the job. A simple healing spell would remove the arrow and patch her up within a minute. But a poisoned arrow . . . 
 
    It was too late now, and there was no point crying over spilt milk. He would upgrade some of his arrows in the next tunnel. At least he had hurt her. That should keep her scared. 
 
    Assessing the battlefield, less than ten seconds had passed. 
 
    James was shredded but still alive. Adrian only had eyes for the thing that Adhava had created. 
 
    Dear God. 
 
    It was huge. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Adhava’s first spell had created a massive golem. All the dead automations had been incorporated into the monstrosity in front of him. He had half noticed something happening to the automations but he had not expected something like this. It was huge, but not yet complete. Adrian could see magic hard at work around the creature, melding bits and pieces into the main mass. Both the creation and the upgrade spells were still active. 
 
    Another glance at James. The last living automation was lifting its blade to annihilate him. With Jules having killed the other three. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian arrived before the arrow. The monster was already swinging for James’s chest, but Adrian intercepted with his spear. Then the arrow arrived, knocking the robot onto its side, sinking deep into its chest.  
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    James lay still, bleeding from dozens of wounds. Whether he lived was beyond Adrian’s control. One glance at Adhava’s massive creature told Adrian he would need every ounce of his magic to fight it. 
 
    Using telekinesis, he poured two potions, one into James’s mouth and the other over his wounds. That was the best he could do in the few seconds he had. 
 
    The robot on the floor next to them twitched. Instinctively, Adrian stabbed his spear through the monster to pin it in place. He did not want it to add to the new monster’s mass. The energy that filled the mechanical parts glowed and the creature melted into a shiny substance. The spear dislodged and clattered to the floor as a section turned into a puddle oozed toward the giant golem, freeing the automation. 
 
    “No!” Adrian yelled while fruitlessly grabbing the legs. They became slippery the moment he touched them, and the main body of the automation flew towards the giant golem. It hit the larger golem with a clang. In moments, it fused with the main body and vanished. 
 
    All fifteen smaller automations had been sucked into it, and it was huge, elephant sized. Adrian couldn’t see where the first spell ended and the second began, but he didn’t need to. All the bits and bobs were mashed together into the body, the new metal additions bubbling before they smoothed over. The nature of the materials was changing. The stainless steel from the automation was altering, becoming darker, denser, and somehow more . . . alive. 
 
    He used identification. 
 
    Class 4 Golem 
 
    This golem can adjust its shape and independently control up to five limbs simultaneously. 
 
    Currently, the monster had four triple-jointed arms that ended in a shield, a sword, an axe, and a cluster of spikes, respectively. 
 
    As usual, extra information flowed across Adrian’s vision. Jules could block a blow if she needed to, but he could not. It was roughly as fast as him, and resistant to earth and crushing damage. It was also class four, whatever that meant, which worried him. The wyrm was only a class three monster, so this thing was formidable. 
 
    Adrian remembered the wyrm when it slammed into the ground in its last attempt to kill the bug that had bitten it. To kill him. That suicidal attack left a crater that a meteorite would have been proud of. This monster Adhava had created was just one level down, weaker than the wyrm but still scary. It made no sense to him. One, two, or five million energy. That fact that she could create something so powerful was terrifying. 
 
    At least Adhava would be out of the picture while she was busy healing. Still, if Steve and Charlotte were awake and Jules wasn’t berserking, he would feel more confident. 
 
    We can still win this, Adrian promised himself fiercely. Their quest would not end here. For Albury! 
 
    The creature was still changing, but it was squirming to life. And there were seven helpless bodies on the floor. 
 
    Adrian ran towards the golem to distract it. The enormous axe flashed toward him. He leaned back and slid briefly across the ground like a baseball player to dodge it. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    If they were going to win this, Adrian had to steer the colossus away from his friends. To do that, he needed to be perceived as the principal threat. He had to hurt it. 
 
    The Triple Blade spell formed and was partially successful. The air and ice chipped into the hard black metal while the fire blade sheared off to the side, dissipating into nothing. He kept running. The monster tried to step on him, so he rolled under it. Upon standing, he was nearly greeted with the swinging spike appendage, but Shadow Evasion helped him slide under it before he even registered the threat. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    All three fizzled, and the attack failed. 
 
    There was an “oof!” and out of the corner of his eyes, Adrian saw Jules go flying. He ran backwards, and the golem turned to face him. Great. If it targeted his unconscious companions, they would die almost instantly. He sprinted away and it thundered after him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Weapons swished through the space he had just occupied. 
 
    Jules’s laughter reached him. 
 
    Adrian reviewed options as his footsteps echoed on the smooth, polished concrete floors. He could fight it, revive the others, or move them to the entryway. While carrying the unconscious fighters out of the room felt like the smart choice, he could not move seven bodies at once. Adhava would appear and take out whoever he didn’t grab first. That meant he could either kite the monster or revive his mates. 
 
    The poison was still flooding through the air vents. If he created some sort of wind funnel to clean the air, they would wake up once the existing gas left their system. Lay of Hands theoretically might work, but given that Susie had succumbed while self-healing, his minor spell didn’t seem promising. It would take too long, and he was not sure he had the mana to sustain the funnel for long enough to make a different. There were a couple of substances in his bag of holding that could combine to make smelling salts. Enough for one or two doses. That would probably work. 
 
    Jules charged the mechanical beast from the side. Adrian screeched to a halt and then immediately jumped and twisted as the spikes swept through where his head had been. The sword, meanwhile, swung and just missed his legs. Shadow Evasion triggered as he changed his trajectory in midair to avoid the axe descending towards his head. 
 
    Triple Blade targeted a joint on the axe arm. 
 
    Where’s the shield? 
 
    It was heading straight for his head. 
 
    Step. 
 
    There was a loud clanging noise behind him as the axe hit the floor. Stuffing the spear back into his bag, Adrian was running once again. When he glanced back, he saw Jules labouring under the dual assault of the shield and spike arms. Frustratingly, the limbs were thickening. Even the severed axe arm was already regenerated. 
 
    It was adapting on the fly. Repeating the same attack would not work. 
 
    If healing was too weak and a wind funnel was too uncertain, then alchemy was his only option. He knew several antidote recipes. According to his inventory, he had ingredients for only one of the recipes and only enough for two people. Get Charlotte and Steve up and they could help turn the battle, or at least help cart the others back to the tunnel. While sprinting away, the bag of holding flopped open, and he telekinetically plucked out the ingredients he needed: 
 
    
    	 Buffalo Pokeweed 
 
    	 New Duscle 
 
    	 Spanish Stag Horse Nettle 
 
    	 Bank Swallow Wart 
 
   
 
    The four ingredients and some water tumbled out. He snagged two vials with his hand and the rest he manipulated with telekinesis. Getting pokeweed and duscle into a beaker and using his mind to scramble, it was slow. He could go faster. With a burst of inspiration, he resorted to a tiny, destabilised Wind Gust. A cyclone briefly erupted in the beaker, whisking together the contents perfectly. It was almost better than what he could have done with a stone and pestle. 
 
    Magic-assisted alchemy was the best. 
 
    Flash-heating the beaker until the paste bubbled, it then immediately cooled. The liquid frothed and expanded in size. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He held the bank swallow wart. It was like a shelled walnut the size of a peanut. He crushed it in his hands and added it to the solution. One more flash-heating and cooling cycle, repeating the process five times in twenty seconds. Finally, the crystallisation he was waiting for crackled through the liquid. A flick of his mind chased away the excess water. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Adrian crouched over Steve. Working quickly, he crushed the newly created crystals under Steve’s nose. They glowed as they shattered, creating a pink mist. Another step and he repeated the process with Charlotte. He barely had enough antidote for the two of them. 
 
    Step. 
 
    His chest heaved from the exertion. 
 
    The golem changed course away from his friends and Adrian kept running. He was headed straight for a wall, and his Shadow Steps were already down to two. Another lap of the oversized gym and then he would have to retreat. Hopefully, with Charlotte and Steve in the mix they could fight the monstrosity together and he could get some of his steps back. 
 
    Reaching the wall, he briefly fantasied about running up the wall and doing a flip but decided that was stupid. Instead, he just crashed into it, using his arms to absorb some of the momentum and push himself to the side. 
 
    Crack. To his right, the axe was embedded four inches into the wall. 
 
    No time to think. He dropped to his belly. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    He heard the paint scrape off the wall and pepper his back. Instinctively diving into a forward roll. 
 
    Another crack as the sword slammed down onto the floor. He was already off running. 
 
    You would stop time if I was in trouble, wouldn’t you? 
 
    There was no answer. Behind him, the construct was struggling to pull its arms out of the rock. Jules was back on her feet, hollering and thumping her chest while waving the club above her head. Steve and Charlotte were both on their knees, vomiting. 
 
    Yep, that was one of the side effects of his potion. Oh well. They would get over it. 
 
    There was a crinkling sound, and the monster turned to face them. A quarter of the axe was still embedded in the wall. It had abandoned the mass when it failed to yank it out. The golem was still chasing him, but slower than before. 
 
    Adrian realised the interface had not responded to him. 
 
    Hey? 
 
    Silence. He would just assume that it would look after him like it did when the shintopur nearly delivered a fatal blow. 
 
    Still nothing. It must be actively trying to stay out of the fight. 
 
    The golem waddled towards him, but he knew it could easily outrun him if it tried. A glance to the others. Jules was on her way, Charlotte was standing shakily on two feet, and Steve continued to vomit. They needed more time. 
 
    Adrian faced the monster with the posture of a mystical monk: feet planted wide, palms pressed together in front of his chest. It looked ridiculous, but he was ready to move at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The construct paused, clearly a little confused by his strategy, but then its arms changed. The axe and sword both broke down into multi-pronged metallic whips. 
 
    Class four. 
 
    That was all he had to say about this thing. He understood what it was thinking. Adrian was good at dodging, so it would make itself harder to dodge. Adrian, however, saw the manoeuvre as a dreadful mistake. 
 
    The creature wound the whips back and brought them down like a hammer. 
 
    Adrian kept waiting. 
 
    The whips whistled towards him, lines of glittering metal that filled the space. There must have been twenty strands in each of them. 
 
    Wind Blade, Wind Blade. 
 
    Released at the last moment. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Clang! 
 
    The Wind Blade hit each strand of metal individually. The chains snapped away, tangling and slamming into the wall behind where he had been standing. 
 
    The construct ground to a halt and looked in confusion at its damaged hands. It rotated to face Adrian, who stood calm and ready. 
 
    No need to rush things. If the golem wanted to think about how to kill him efficiently, then he would give it that time. It would just give the others time to enter the fight. 
 
    “You probably have the strength to block one arm,” he yelled out. Jules probably already knew that, but Steve and Charlotte would need as much information as possible. Steve was standing and wiping his mouth. A strand of vomit and phlegm briefly linked between his sleeve and his lips. Unfazed, he stood and an axe appeared in his hand. The three of them advanced. 
 
    The golem hesitated, its eyes flickering between Adrian and the new threats. After a few seconds, with no visible strain, six extra eyes appeared. They were red like the others. A pair for each of its new opponents. That was one way to avoid blind spots. Two eyes like glowing demon orbs regarded Adrian. 
 
    Almost in response to an unspoken signal, Charlotte, Jules, and Steve spread out so they could approach from different angles. Even the hysterically cackling Jules adjusted her strategy to match the team. Dark metal arms rotated to face each of them, each limb ending in a sword that put Steve’s massive broadsword to shame. 
 
    “Let’s see how you do in a fair fight!” Adrian blurted. He started his approach at the same time as the others. A giant sword swished menacingly through the air before he was even within reach of the creature. 
 
    The world froze. 
 
    Artifact of the Sentient Construct 
 
    Converts a construct into a classed monster. 
 
    
    	 Sapient-level strategic overlay 
 
    	 Four to six independent control units 
 
    	 Internal body shaping 
 
    	 Reinforcement of materials 
 
   
 
    Overall strength depends upon starting components and the quantity of magic invested into the spell. 
 
    Their opponent was sapient. They were lucky to only be facing four instead of the six possible independent control units. 
 
    Time unfroze. 
 
    Another aggressive swish. Adrian’s heart pulsed with nervous adrenaline. A blade that big should not be able to move that fast. Then again, he had dodged three working in concert, so how hard could this be? Stopping just outside its range, the point flashed by his nose. If he had kept walking, he would have needed to block or dodge it. 
 
    They were in a fight, so his eyes never deviated from the battlefield. The sword he was facing lengthened slightly as it drew back. The blade swept back at him and he retreated, being careful to keep his balance. Once more, he felt the wind on the tip of his nose as it just missed. 
 
    The entire creature suddenly launched in Adrian’s direction. Without hesitation, he reversed his momentum and charged under its guard. Quickly approaching the body. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    The spell played out perfectly. Another stride forward. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    The second volley unleashed just inches after the first. 
 
    Another two steps in. He was just half a metre from the metallic body. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    The ice wobbled and provided a rush of cool air on its way. 
 
    He saw the first volley hit the monster in the front, promptly followed by the second. The red line and blue line two inches away from each other dug into the metal. 
 
    Ambusher Step. 
 
    The creature pulled to a stop to search for him. Within a second, its eyes locked onto Adrian standing near the wall. He nodded in satisfaction. Charlotte was tanking her respective arm. Steve was trading strikes with his. They were parrying each other with massive blows. Jules was ahead of the others, having bent her target arm alarmingly out of shape. 
 
    A sword flashed at Adrian. The thing might be sapient, but he doubted it was programmed to fight any opponents four-on-one. 
 
    He ducked. 
 
    Please. 
 
    Confusion radiated from the interface as he almost fell over in Ambusher exhaustion. He had used too many steps too quickly. 
 
    The interface raised a proverbial eyebrow, wondering why he had said “please.” It did not understand that he was standing in the same spot Adhava had emerged from earlier. She was almost certainly watching from the other side of that wall, healing her wound. Surely, she would see him standing there vulnerable a metre in front of the bloodied and cracked wall. Bait. 
 
    Please. 
 
    The sword scraped along the wall over his head. There was a scream of agony that was cut off almost instantly as Adhava snapped back through the wall again in retreat. 
 
    A hand fell to the ground where she momentarily appeared. Sometimes luck was more important than brilliance, but the brilliance had created the opportunity. He hastily shoved the body part into his bag of holding. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    Step. 
 
    The sword Jules was fighting suddenly shattered. Simultaneously, Steve slid underneath his foe and attacked an arm joint. The red eyes found his new location, but he was difficult to reach and the other arms needed support. Adrian watched for a few seconds while he sucked in breaths. They clashed back and forth, multiple blows landing that against anything lesser would have finished he battle. Finally, his charges were above four again. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    His previous volley had gouged out a basketball-sized hole in the metal. He peered into the gap; the dark outer shell was about two inches thick, covering a thin, silvery metallic layer. Under the two solid shells, the innermost substance looked crumbly rather than metallic. 
 
    The dark metal was visibly closing over the wound, but it was too slow. 
 
    The first volley crashed home. It didn’t even matter that the Ice Blade failed. The other two blades dug deep, disappearing into the crumbly material, leaving gaps in the monster’s internal structure. He inched closer to the wound. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    The monster started to fall onto its stomach to preserve itself. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian could barely stay standing, but he had probably done enough. 
 
    It had fallen onto the hole he had created, sealing it against the ground. Its legs buckled and splayed out, and its head lay on the floor, vulnerable. 
 
    Steve attacked the head while Charlotte hacked at a leg, and Jules tangled up and destroyed two arms. Magic sputtered within the body, pulled in several directions at once to heal itself. 
 
    They kept beating the creature. Even their magically enhanced metal and super strength were hardly damaging the skin of the golem. Jules hammered its arms to a pulp, and they regenerated before her eyes. Adrian stood back and watched, recovered enough to intercede if needed. 
 
    Two more replacement arms sprouted out to replace the ones Jules had butchered. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Standing on top of it. 
 
    Wind Blade, Wind Blade. 
 
    Adrian targeted the thin joints of the sprouting arms. The magic sheared through the metal. 
 
    There was a sickening crack behind him. Glancing back, Adrian saw that Steve had split open the golem’s skull with his axe. The metal under Adrian’s feet started to liquify, and he felt himself sinking into the monster. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Right under his feet. It propelled him off the creature. He didn’t trust his Shadow Steps to activate on such a sticky, unstable surface. He had made that mistake before. 
 
    Adrian hurled towards the ground. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    A small one just in front of him to nudge him into a safe landing position. He hit the ground and rolled. Without the tiny Wind Gust, the impact may have broken a bone or two. 
 
    Adrian stood, grabbing his bow. The monster was still alive, just redistributing its mass. He didn’t want to engage the monster up close until his steps replenished. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    They had it under control. Adrian tossed Buffs of Strength to Jules, Steve, and Charlotte. 
 
    The golem kept reshaping itself, but its magic stores were finite and emptying by the second. Using his arrows to slam into joints, focusing on reducing the creature’s combat efficiency, two arrows plunged into the same joint of one of its active arms. When the arm stretched towards Jules, the damaged section buckled. 
 
    Adrian sighed, waiting for the limb to regenerate, but it didn’t. With all the other attacks, the beast’s magic was stretched too thin. It tried bouncing around to different positions, but the three central fighters followed it with brutal blows. Each strike they landed was like a wrecking ball now. The hard metal of the creature distorted and any newly regenerated limb was hacked off before it could fully form. 
 
    Scattered fragments surrounded it. The monster was half its initial size. When the last of its magic faded, it reduced to an undaunting lump of metal. 
 
    They were all breathing heavily, and Jules’s berserker rage had completely dissolved. She rubbed her bicep, groaning. “Well, at least I know what it feels like to be a blacksmith.” 
 
    The others were still unconscious, which did not surprise Adrian. The air was still heavy with the knockout gas. 
 
    “They’re alive, yeah?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Knock out gas and . . .” He waved at the lump of metal. “Adhava spent well over a million to create that. Maybe three or four.” 
 
    “Cow,” Jules stated simply. “She’s spending all my money.” 
 
    He bit down on a smile. “There’s no point in her saving money if she dies.” 
 
    “I know that. But I hope she’s almost broke.” 
 
    “Who knows? It feels like she’s spent a fortune several times by now. That could be it—she could be all out—or we might fight one of these in every single room.” 
 
    “Does it feel weird that her spells and traps have been so effective?” Susie asked finally. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She had less than half a minute, and there were the mimics, the roof, the treants, this.” She waved at the dead hunk of metal. “It feels like it’s too much.” 
 
    “She had months to prepare,” Steve said. 
 
    “The twenty-five seconds was just to activate the traps,” Adrian clarified on Steve’s behalf when his comment was met with confusion. “The actual design was completed in advance. Unfortunately, she is paranoid and clearly spent a long time thinking about this situation.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    They carried their unconscious companions into the tunnel to the next room. The thin, winding corridors between rooms were safe from just about everything except for Adhava herself. Adrian suspected, though, that she would steer clear of the tunnels to avoid exposing herself to an easy attack. There was clearly a second set of tunnels beyond the gym walls. When Adhava retreated by phasing through the stone, that was where she went. That she disappeared and reappeared in the same spot confirmed his suspicions. Jaracol’s silence was also validating. If Adrian was wrong, he would have been mocked already. 
 
    Wry amusement floated up. 
 
    Curiously, he pulled out Adhava’s severed hand, smiling at himself for the clever timing that sent the golem slicing into her. A little to the left—or maybe it was to the right—and she would have been decapitated, finishing the quest. What a pleasant thought. So simple! That would have taken a ridiculous amount of luck. He was lucky enough to have baited the golem into maiming her. He wasn’t sure whether to credit his brilliance, pure chance, or some subtle manipulations from the interface. 
 
    Holding a severed hand was surreal. Sickening. It was warm, the skin still flexible, like it was still attached to someone. Blood dripped from the wrist and three fingers were adorned with rings. 
 
    “Gross,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “What is it?” Jules asked curiously. “A new fetish?” 
 
    Adrian looked annoyed at her. “It’s Adhava’s hand. The golem cut it off when she was spying on us.” 
 
    “What a pity!” Jules chirped mockingly. 
 
    Ring of Mana 
 
    Grants two hundred mana 
 
    Ring of Fire Immunity 
 
    He stared at the rings in shock. There were two rings of mana, absurdly powerful compared to his own purchases. 
 
    How much? 
 
    The badge ignored him, obviously deciding this was not its domain. That meant he needed to play a guessing game with the interface. 
 
    Five guesses later, he had worked out that each ring was worth around two hundred fifty thousand energy. The exact amount was irrelevant. 
 
    Absently, he dropped the hand back into his bag of holding. He would worry about disposing of it later. Maybe just drop it in the wilderness when no one was watching. Conveniently, it was biodegradable. 
 
    Should he share or keep the rings? There was something to be said for giving one or both to Susie. Keeping the healer’s mana full was pretty important, even for him now that his regeneration had been so severely nerfed. That said, he could heal just as well as before, and he regularly ran out of his magic. 
 
    Finally, after internally debating it, he slipped both mana rings on his fingers. He was their most powerful magic dealer and doubling his mana was worthwhile. 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 3.36 (0.5 spear, 4 mana rings, 0.83 air mana) --- Plus 4.0 from mana rings --- Population - 1.17 (+.02) 
 
    He thought longer about fire immunity. With Flame Sprout and his own resistances, he already had a fair bit of natural defence. 
 
    Should I? 
 
    Affirmative. 
 
    He slid the ring on. Hopefully, it would never have to save his life. 
 
    “Spell caster rings?” Jules asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Lots of mana and fire resistance.” 
 
    “Good,” Jules said firmly. 
 
    The others were still not awake and since he had time, he set about coating the arrows with different poisons. 
 
    Will these work? he asked the badge. Grudgingly, it responded and affirmed that three of his options would be effective based on what they knew. It took him four minutes to coat the first quiver of arrows and everyone was stirring by the time he finished. With them all awake, Adrian let Jules explain what happened, as he had already moved up to examine the new room. 
 
    It was easily a full ten metres shorter than it should be. 
 
    Fake entrance! 
 
    Try as he might, he could not see how the fake opening was formed, but he was certain of his conclusion. There was no other logical reason why this space would have different dimensions from the others. Luckily, he had been expecting this for some time. 
 
    The potentially fake exit was a problem for later; first, they needed to clear the room safely. Carefully, he studied the layout. It was complicated. There were a dozen shallow ponds, each with its own weeping willow tree growing on the bank. Four or five crabs occupied each pond. 
 
    Anti-Magic Crabs 
 
    These crabs are immune to all basic magic and have significant inherent resistances to higher magical forms. 
 
    That was predictable. The dungeon was designed for melee fighters, and it trained them by restricting ranged and magical fighting. The crabs themselves were weak, and even if all fifty of them charged simultaneously, he would trust his team to finish them without getting hurt. Not that they were set up to aggro all at once. Each pool would react separately. 
 
    Adrian’s primary concern was that the fake entrance was a diversion to hide a larger threat. So he scanned the space and the dirt floor, leaning heavily on his high Perception and Magic Focus to find any tricks. 
 
    Finally, he shrugged. “Don’t go near the exit, but the rest looks safe.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the exit?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Adrian admitted. “I think it’s fake and trapped. I need to check it out before anyone gets close.” 
 
    Cautiously, they stepped out, and the front-line crew easily disposed of the crabs one pond at a time. They were small for Alpha creatures but still larger than any crab pre-event, including the terrifyingly large deep-sea species.  
 
    Throughout the process, Adrian kept his eyes up, searching for Adhava. He did not expect her to show herself. By this stage, he was sure she was worried about his arrows, and this room had nothing to protect her from them. Her calculation was simple: Can I hurt one person before I need to retreat? And the answer, as far as Adrian could tell, was a firm no. Therefore, she would stay away. Despite the flawless logic, he stayed alert. 
 
    With an unnecessarily intense battle cry, Stevo, followed by Eboni and James, charged at a pool to the side of the group. Undisciplined for sure, but Adrian imagined they were feeling sidelined in these fights and wanted to participate. These crabs were mostly harmless. 
 
    Stevo was surprised by how quickly the crabs crawled out of the water. His feet tangled over each other as a crab skittered into them. The ranger and dual swordsman stabbed down, and those fiercely sharp swords slid through the carapace like butter. Mission accomplished but still reeling with momentum, Stevo toppled headfirst into the pond. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian’s spear knocked away the crab pincer that was aiming for Stevo’s throat. He followed it with a hard stab that penetrated the brain stem easily. 
 
    “ARRhhh,” Stevo half-screamed, half-spluttered. 
 
    Adrian stepped over the prone man and skewered a second crab scurrying through the clear liquid. 
 
    Healing washed over Stevo even as his blood leaked out, dyeing the water crimson. 
 
    Buff of Strength. 
 
    With one hand, Adrian dragged Stevo away from the pool in case there were any more crabs, though he saw none. 
 
    The cavalry was around them—Steve on one side and Charlotte on the other—but the danger had passed. Adrian dropped Stevo now that he was safe. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian drew his bow, ready in case Adhava emerged. Sure enough, she appeared briefly near the exit but withdrew before he could fully rotate the bow toward her. He saw her face. The distinct rage, the likes of which he only ever saw in Jules when she was berserking. The glare communicated one clear message: she wanted to kill them. Slowly. Then again, they had meticulously killed her kids one by one, so he couldn’t really blame her. 
 
    “How is he?” Adrian asked without taking his eyes off the exit. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Susie said tersely. “What were you thinking?” This was directed at Stevo. “If they were a little faster, you’d be dead.” 
 
    “I just—” 
 
    “He’s an idiot,” Ollie interrupted. “Good guy, but always impulsive.” 
 
    They cleared the final pools, and Adrian examined the back wall up close. It was too perfect. Definitely a trap. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Susie asked, coming up beside him. 
 
    “It’ll kill us,” he told her while marvelling at the workmanship. All his senses informed him that the stone in front of him was flawless. Even the merge with the ceiling was seamless. 
 
    For a while, he threw ideas at the interface and felt out the responses. The training facility did not allow perfect traps. It did not let the dungeon master create a situation with no way out. That falling rock in the first room teetered on the edge of the rules. Once they identified the trap, it only took a few arrows to bring it down. The same pattern would apply here. Then what was the trap and how would they deactivate it? 
 
    “Do we need to go in and solve a puzzle?” Jules asked. 
 
    “No!” Adrian yelled as the interface almost seized his vocal cords to say the same thing. “We go in, we die.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Adrian walked over to the entrance, and Jules followed. He traced a line that was just two inches into the threshold. She watched as his fingers followed the cut across the top. With a brief use of Flame Sprout as a torch, he showed her a line extending down both sides of the corridor. “I think she can collapse the ceiling whenever she wants.” 
 
    “We could prop it up.” 
 
    “We could,” he agreed. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s a trick.” Yet the wall was solid. “Let’s do another circle.” 
 
    “The line could be that trick,” Jules mumbled. “It might not be a trap.” 
 
    Adrian stopped, dragged her hand back and held it in the tunnel. “Can you feel that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Exactly. When you’re in the safe area, you can sense it. That tunnel just looks like a safe area, but it’s not. It has to be a trap.” 
 
    Jules nodded, understanding, and he saw the rest of the team bobbing their heads along with her. They all curiously stuck a hand into the tunnel to understand his point. Satisfied, they walked around the cavern, knowing that there had to be another exit. He examined the stone walls carefully. The most likely option was a secret passage. One careful sweep and then, if they still couldn’t find anything, they could try propping up the walls of the false exit. Maybe the treant summons could hold up the ceiling collapsing and let them get past the deadfall trap to the exit that was probably behind it. 
 
    Just two steps to the left of the entrance to the crab room, Adrian noticed something about the wall. A familiar sense of security in the air, if only for a second in passing. Like a metal detector, he zeroed in on a narrow spot just wide enough for a doorway. The space was visibly indistinguishable from the rest of the stone wall. 
 
    “Come with me,” he ordered, hurrying back to the previous room and shivering slightly when he saw the mangled little pile that remained of the golem. “Stay there! Don’t come out.” 
 
    They waited at the mouth of the tunnel and he repeated the experiment. He found that the safe zone stretched out for one large step in each direction. 
 
    “Back,” he ordered. “The exit is hidden right near the entrance,” he told them. “She was clever hiding the safety feeling right next to the entrance so they overlapped and made it not very obvious.” They all started looking. 
 
    “Hey, I felt something!” Jules yelled out in excitement. “Over here.” 
 
    Everyone else startled and, while they crowded, Adrian looked up. The rock was subtly different, starting about two metres up. Adrian could barely believe that he had missed it. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow went straight through the space. 
 
    It was an illusion and not a cheap one. Jules jumped up and thrust her hand through the gap. 
 
    “There’s a secret entrance here,” she proclaimed. Before Adrian could even think to stop her, she leapt up and pulled herself in through the opening. “Clear some space,” she called, and then a simple set of stairs unfolded and dropped to the floor of the room. The others followed Jules up and Adrian stood there guarding their backs. 
 
    A scream of frustration echoed through the cave. He looked around. Adhava had emerged only forty metres away on the opposite side of the cave near the fake exit. She was missing one hand, but the stump already appeared healed, not the bloody mess one would expect from a fresh wound. 
 
    He waved and sported a silly smile on his face. She had indirectly killed Kozzie and countless others. What he was looking at was the epitome of evil. He pulled out his bow, and she flinched but made no move to run. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Her voice was quivering. 
 
    “To save Albury.” 
 
    “My kids—” Her voice was filled with anguish. 
 
    “Their deaths are on you,” he responded bluntly. 
 
    “No. You killed them.” 
 
    “Because it was the only way to stop you. Plus, except for Eleni, they were all rabid dogs.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” 
 
    “You’ve tried and failed. We’re still here.” He winked at her. “I wonder if you’ll die sobbing like them.” Her face went red, and he retreated up the stairs. 
 
    “Nicely done,” Jules said quietly. 
 
    Adrian realised the moment he passed through the illusion that the entire team had been watching and ready to jump down to help. 
 
    “All is fair in war,” he answered internally, feeling more than a bit guilty for baiting her. Then he remembered the tax collectors and the rock trap. 
 
    Slowly, they walked along the safe path. It appeared to loop around the crab room. If Adhava kept running, this might prove difficult. How many rooms would they have to fight through and what other traps had she planned? 
 
    His interface flashed. 
 
    
    	 25 seconds = 25 changes 
      
      	 Mimics = 1 
 
      	 Roof Deadfall = 2 
 
      	 Treants = 3 
 
      	 Sand Elemental = 3 
 
      	 Knockout Gas = 2 
 
      	 Fake Entrance = 4 
 
      	 Total changes remaining: 10 
 
     
 
 
   
 
    They had already survived fifteen of the twenty-five changes. More than halfway through. There was a second clue in those numbers: there had to be one or two floors at most in this training facility. That would make it weak on the usual scale of these places, but any training facility was a tremendous bonus. If they could wrestle it away from Adhava and give it to an Albury native, it would be an amazing boost for the town. The sort of gift that would equip Albury to fight a couple hundred shintopurs themselves, for example. 
 
    Jules bumped him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He looked up. “Nothing. Trying to work out how many more rooms there are.” 
 
    If Adhava was spreading traps evenly, then they were almost finished. Somehow, he doubted that would be the case. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The tunnels linking the rooms were always curvy and lined with those shiny white tiles. Charlotte led the way through the twisting tunnel up the stairs. Up ahead, Adrian could see the size of the white squares change. It was subtle, with each row of tile being only ten percent larger than the previous one. Conditioned by the thief’s knowledge to note any changes at all, Adrian grew more concerned with each step. 
 
    “STOP!” he screamed, but Charlotte may have already stepped too far. 
 
    Instinctively, he rushed up next to her. She stood before a suspicious bend in the path, just as the tiles started to expand. He wanted to yank her backwards, but he hesitated. He had no idea yet what the trap was. 
 
    Charlotte froze. 
 
    What should I do? 
 
    Magic Focus switched on, but nothing stood out. There was just the normal glow that infused everything in the training facility. 
 
    Charlotte stared wide-eyed at him, startled. She shook her head and diffused the tension immediately with her confident smile. “It’s okay,” she said, stepping back farther into the tunnel to create space. “Everyone, come through.” 
 
    What? 
 
    He had grown so accustomed to the interface’s intervention that when there was no protest or concern, he did as she asked. 
 
    The feeling of the air altered immediately, an even stronger feeling than the usual tunnels provided. Text scrolled over his vision. 
 
    You have entered a safe zone. 
 
    Your well-being is guaranteed. 
 
    You are, in turn, forbidden from physically or magically harming any entity within the space. Any transgressions will be met with severe consequences. 
 
    Everyone is protected from hostile elements by the power of the safe house. 
 
    There was no subtlety in the designation. The protection went both ways. Adhava, despite being the training master, could not hurt them here. Once they all entered this space, Adhava could not touch them. 
 
    The others pushed him softly out of the way so they could follow Charlotte’s instructions. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian found himself two metres in front of the group. James was wiggling past Adrian and stumbled slightly when he moved. 
 
    Adrian glanced down the corridor. There was a bend in front of him and he started walking towards it with Charlotte at his shoulder. Turning the corner, they both stopped. A plain wooden door was set in the wall. It swung open. What the door opened to was nothing at all like he expected. 
 
    It was like a portal door to another world. They were staring out across an idyllic village square. The doors were tall enough so they could see the blue sky, though when he squinted at it with Magic Focus, the wavy lines of a powerful illusion were visible. Several trees dotted the square, and the wind ruffled their leaves. 
 
    Charlotte stood stunned next to him. “Wow.” 
 
    From the looks of it, there were three different traders. When his eyes focused on them, text once more scrolled across his field of vision. 
 
    Specialist Trainer Melee Offensive Skills 
 
    He looked more closely at the other two traders. Nothing triggered for the first one, but for the second . . . 
 
    Specialist Trainer Melee Defensive Skills 
 
    The third was just a normal trader. Then there was a group of humans sitting under the tree and what looked like opposing inns flanking the other two sides of the square. This was the safe zone proper, complete with inns. 
 
    After hours of painstakingly moving through the caves, it was just so unexpected. Civilised, even. 
 
    Then he saw Adhava finishing a transaction with the general trader. The trader’s magic must have obfuscated her initially. The text only mentioned physical and magical attacks. It said nothing about mind games. Only visible strikes would be met with severe consequences. 
 
    “Give me your axes,” he whispered. 
 
    Charlotte handed them over without hesitation and then her eyes fell on Adhava. 
 
    “No!” she cried, trying to grab him, but it was too late. He was already moving as she reached for him. 
 
    Step. Step. Step. 
 
    Both axes above his head. Solely for the sake of theatrics, he cloaked the two weapons in flames. Adhava was five metres in front of him with her back to him. 
 
    “DIE!” he bellowed. She flinched at the noise and turned. Alarm filled her eyes. He nailed the timing. Charlotte was screaming at him, which probably helped him sell the illusion even more. He twisted his face with fury, channelling his inner Jules. 
 
    “COW!” he finished the scream. 
 
    Adhava threw her hands forward, magic flooding them. With a triumphal smile he stopped dead in his tracks, extinguished the Flame Sprout, and threw the axes over her head. 
 
    An explosion of energy—a punch of air from one hand and a lightning bolt from the other—blasted toward him. He stood like a statue, trusting the system fully. Nothing in his experience suggested for a moment that it did not have power to protect him. If it could create loot chests, it could do anything. 
 
    Adhava channelled a uniquely massive burst of light and energy. Adrian found himself five metres away from where he had been previously standing. 
 
    Adhava had likewise been thrown backwards, and the horror on her face told him that his gamble had paid off. 
 
    Text started scrolling. 
 
    Altercation between Adhava Yanney and Adrian Fitzgerald requiring intervention detected. 
 
    Adrian Fitzgerald (Instigator) 
 
    Psychological attack only. 
 
    Penalty: Active immediately. Access to all safe zone facilities suspended for four hours. Suspended penalty—permanent ejection from safe zone (24-hour probation). 
 
    As he read through the details of the penalty, his panic reduced. For a moment, he thought he might have gone too far. While the permanent ejection was a serious threat, it would only be triggered if he hurt someone in the safe zone over the next day. Adrian was confident he could avoid that. 
 
    Adhava Yanney (Participant) 
 
    Active use of magic with intent to harm or kill Adrian Fitzgerald. 
 
    Guilty of intent to kill. 
 
    Guilty of force exceeding self-defence. 
 
    Currently holds the rank of training facility master. 
 
    Permanent ejection punishment adjusted. 
 
    Penalty: Active immediately. Ejected from the safe zone for 24 hours. Removal of all facility buffs for 24 hours. 
 
    There was a crackle of energy, and she was gone. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    With the training facility listening, he suppressed his victory chants. He did not understand all the implications of those penalties, but they seemed significant. At the very least, she would be denied access to the traders until this fight was finished, and it also looked like she had been stripped of several buffs. 
 
    Suddenly, the entire group was around him and he was surprised to see the new guys looking as concerned as the others. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Susie asked. 
 
    “What were you thinking?!” Charlotte growled, punching him lightly in the arm. 
 
    “I’m okay! I got a minor penalty for breaking the peace and Adhava got in big trouble.” He tried to keep his voice calm, but some of his self-satisfied excitement leaked out. He saw understanding in Jules’s eyes, and Steve was as unjudgmental as always. 
 
    “Why do you sound so bummed?” Stevo asked abruptly, slapping him on the shoulder. “That’s great news!” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have lost my temper,” Adrian said, trying to sound contrite. 
 
    The laughter bubbling from the interface was not helping his acting skills at all. 
 
    “We should strip the bodies and take the goods to the trader.” His eyes fell on Charlotte. No matter what Jules said, it was time to stop treating her like some hormonal teen with a grudge. A lot had happened since Adrian probed her with his mind magic and mistakenly dredged up her secret feelings for him. Either she was over it by now or this was their last fight together. “Charlotte’s in charge of trading. I’m banned.” 
 
    He pulled out his bag and transferred all his trading goods to her. There were other humans sitting together nearby, so he nodded farewell to his group and wandered over towards them. Both Jules and Steve followed him like bodyguards. Hopefully, this would go peacefully. Fighting had consequences in here. 
 
    There were seven men and women. Three of them looked like they were working, scribbling notes on pages of numbers and other information. They each had a collar around their neck. 
 
    Armed Explosive Collar 
 
    This device has been armed and will explode within five seconds if tampered with. (Explosion suspended by safe room.) 
 
    They were prisoners constrained to the safe room. Based on how the room worked, he suspected that the collars had been put on just outside the door before they were shoved in. They had been imprisoned for some serious reason. 
 
    His identification flashed amongst them. Healer, accountant, financial investigator. His attention went to their Mind attribute. One woman had a Mind of twelve, which was astronomically high. Carefully, he re-examined the entire group. They all held a Mind attribute above eight or possessed natural defences that bumped their defence value into the teens. 
 
    Adrian checked the classes again, and then the story became obvious. They all had Mind defences that protected them from Adhava’s control, but they were physically weak and represented classes she wanted. To solve the problem of control, she had trapped them and was probably forcing them to work for her. He took a deep breath. If they were slaves, then he hoped he could free them and recruit them for his cause. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “Hi, my name is Adrian.” 
 
    They looked at him blankly. 
 
    “Adhava’s been banished for twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Yes, we saw the fight.” 
 
    Adrian’s throat caught a little when he looked at the girl who had spoken. She was unmistakably the sister of the otacalstuc he had fought outside. She had the same eyes and remarkably similar features. 
 
    “And everyone in the safe room got the notifications,” a younger man answered. He was a battle strategist. 
 
    “I lost control for a second, but she lashed out—” 
 
    “Don’t you think it was moronic to provoke her?” the sister asked. “She’s going to be pissed and you can’t hide from her in here for long.” 
 
    Adrian smiled. He knew he looked like a maniac. “I stand by it. After all, we are here to kill her.” 
 
    Adrian watched all their eyes. He was hoping for support, but everyone except the two he was talking to flinched away. They were all broken. All but the sister and battle strategist. When he had first seen that they were prisoners, he hoped that he would have been able to double his numbers. It would have completely tipped the scale in their favour. He relished the idea of seven new recruits, all of them desperate to get back at Adhava for enslaving them, but it would not happen. 
 
    Two were better than none. He studied the sister. 
 
    Level 2. 
 
    She had a non-standard interface, so there was no class designation he could use to summarise a skill set. Luckily, his identification could dig much deeper. The information flowed through; she was a healer with a couple of useful combat healing spells and limb growth magic. 
 
    “You can restore limbs?” 
 
    She almost jumped. 
 
    “It takes a long time, but yes.” 
 
    That explained why Adhava would have kept her, even though she was clearly unbroken and presumably a continual security risk. It begged the question, what about the battle strategist? Why was he important enough to leave unbroken? 
 
    “And you?” Adrian asked the man. 
 
    “I’m a battle strategist.” There was a pile of paper in front of him. 
 
    “Human or Alpha?” 
 
    “Both,” the man answered without hesitation. 
 
    Level 14 Battle Strategist 
 
    This class has access to a substantial amount of knowledge and can purchase data packs directly from the system without a trader. 
 
    “And why are you still alive?” 
 
    “Because I’m weak,” the man told him flatly. 
 
    The extra information flowed through. All his attribute points had been dedicated to Intelligence. That seemed like a terrible choice, given that it only granted a bonus to learning things. 
 
    “Why just Intelligence?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to live,” the man said simply. “Because if I had gone for a combat ability, even magic, I might’ve become a threat.” 
 
    “How does Adhava use you?” 
 
    “She doesn’t yet,” he answered with a sigh. “I’m just insurance.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Anything.” The man shrugged. “An enemy army or an Alpha monster. If that happens, I’ll be the difference, and she’s smart enough to know that I’m always going to protect the town.” 
 
    “Are your skills that good?” 
 
    “You have no idea. My class gives me secret information, strengths, weaknesses . . . everything.” 
 
    Adrian nodded to be polite but thought to himself that he could imagine exactly the breadth of knowledge the battle strategist had access to. He himself had been using the badge and was quite familiar with just how much data existed in the depths of the system. It made the Internet pre-event look like a bucket next to an ocean. 
 
    “So how does she keep you under control?” 
 
    The tax inquirer sucked in his breath at that question. 
 
    “She pays us,” the battle strategist answered, ignoring the tax inquirer next to him. “These”—he tugged on the collar on his neck—“keep us here where we get food, and we need food to live. We play ball or we don’t eat.” 
 
    “And you?” He raised an eyebrow at the battle strategist. 
 
    The man blushed slightly. “I just get fed. I promised to help if she needs me, but with her resources the only thing that could threaten us is a wandering monster.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The man gave a secret smile. A third man nearby sneered at Adrian. 
 
    “You seem to be hesitant to talk.” 
 
    Another smile. 
 
    “I assume one of them is a snitch?” Adrian stated. 
 
    “I would assume so too,” the battle strategist said casually. “But not much anyone can do about that in a safe zone. It’s not like we can self-discipline.” 
 
    Adrian considered it and then decided that the Mind skills would probably count as an attack. He was already on thin ice. 
 
    Without asking, he reached forward and touched the collar around the battle strategist’s neck. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Mike,” the battle strategist said. “Michael Beaufort.” 
 
    He held out a hand to shake. Adrian accepted. 
 
    “Mike, I can get the collar off you. Then you can help us beat Adhava.” 
 
    “Might be safer if I stay here.” 
 
    “Sure. If you can live with that choice, then go for it.” 
 
    Mike had the grace to wince. It didn’t take long for him to mull it over. “Please just get it off. I’ll come along, but I won’t help you kill a human.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” 
 
    Adrian employed a touch of magic to stabilize the mechanism, followed by some telekinetic lock-picking, and then more power to stop the lock from fusing. The collar fell open. 
 
    “Just a touch?” Mike said in disbelief. “You can unlock an explosive collar with a touch?” 
 
    Adrian could not help himself. He winked. The short answer was no; it was only possible because the safe zone stopped the circuit from blowing up. With a bit of effort, Mike could have cut it off himself. The thief’s knowledge had given him the skills to circumvent the protections, but it would have taken hours, and put Mike at risk. But here? Well, he was always a fan of using the tools at his disposal. 
 
    It was time to deal with the healer and sister of the otacalstuc he had killed. Hopefully, he could recruit her, but he understood this discussion would not be pleasant. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Adrian turned his attention to the healer. The otacalstuc’s dying wish was for him to save this girl, her enslaved sister. Her mind is her own. Those last words still echoed in his head. 
 
    He took a deep breath to steady himself. “Hi, I’m Adrian.” She did not respond. Just stared sceptically. “I can get your collar off, too.” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    She kept assessing him. He really should’ve sent Susie to do this, but that would have been cowardly, and the poor dead girl had asked him to do it. 
 
    “It’s Joanne,” Mike volunteered. Both Adrian and Joanne glared at Mike for interrupting. 
 
    “Joanne,” Adrian continued steadily. “I have news about your sister.” 
 
    “She’s dead,” Joanne responded dryly. 
 
    “Why would you guess that?” he asked carefully. 
 
    “Logic. There’s no other way you would’ve gotten in here, and Adhava keeps coming back injured. If Leslie was alive, she would be next to Adhava, protecting her.” 
 
    Leslie. That was the otacalstuc’s name. It was incongruous. It felt wrong for such an extraordinary fighter to have such an ordinary name. “Yes, Leslie is dead, and she asked me to save you.” 
 
    Joanne ran her eyes over him, speculative. “And you expect me to believe you killed her?” 
 
    “We fought to the death,” Adrian told her. “I’d like to think that I freed her.” 
 
    Despite her stoic expression, a tear ran down Joanne’s face before she wiped it away. “I need to process.” 
 
    Adrian nodded and turned back to the other five. Every one of them had visibly flinched when he spoke casually about killing Adhava. 
 
    “You guys have a choice,” Adrian told them. They avoided eye contact, looking instead at the ground. “You can continue to be slaves, or you can come with me and fight for your freedom. The more people we have helping us, the higher our chances of killing her. We’ll leave here in half an hour. If you want to save yourselves, come see me before then.” 
 
    None of them looked up. Surely, they would not all be too cowardly to participate. Or maybe they would. Sometimes, Adrian thought he could have avoided a great number of conflicts if he could have found the right excuse. 
 
    Adrian gazed solemnly at the group, got up, and walked away. An extra seven bodies, even if it was only to improve their networking defences, would be helpful. He paced around the courtyard and paid attention to the traders. These were humanoid but elemental. In fact, they all appeared to be the same race. He wished he was not barred, as he would like to chat with them. The specialist’s defence was distracted, so he drifted closer. 
 
    “I know I can’t buy anything, but do the restrictions also mean we can’t talk?” 
 
    The trader peered down at him curiously. His skin looked like chunks of rock sliding over a more flexible mud layer. 
 
    “We can talk.” The voice was squeaky and not all the deep bass that Adrian had been expecting. Adrian couldn’t contain his look of surprise. The alien smiled. “Not the voice you were expecting,” it squeaked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Your lungs.” It ran its hand over the space that human lungs usually occupied. “Ours.” Its large hand clamped into a fist and emulated two tennis ball-sized organs. “Pre-event, we had denser oxygen levels than most worlds.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve seen enough to understand how different all the worlds are.” 
 
    “Did your race always look like this? I mean pre-event?” 
 
    There was a slight hesitation, then a high-pitched laugh. “My race did indeed look like this before the tragedy.” There was a big wink at the end of the sentence. Then it tapped its skin. “Though the Alpha chaos strengthened the dead flakes.” It listened curiously as it tapped itself again. “The sound isn’t that much different, but now there is less give. In some ways, this form is a post-event creation, but visually it’s very similar.” 
 
    “You never used to be rocky?” he guessed. 
 
    “Yep. Our home world was very humid. Dry stone would’ve been a disadvantage. This was”—another wave over the torso—“to provide camouflage against the native trees. The wet patches allowed us to blend in.” He pressed the area between the slabs of rock. “Historically, anyway. Once we got technology and mastered the planet, we didn’t really need camouflage anymore.” 
 
    “I’m Adrian.” He offered his hand for a shake purely to feel that hideous skin. There was no surprise when it felt like he was shaking animated stone. 
 
    “I am Pleeoorual.” 
 
    “Nice name. Your home sounds lovely.” 
 
    “It was and is,” Pleeoorual responded. “I serve in joyous thanks.” 
 
    His race had survived. Adrian was thankful for that. “Can I ask about what you do?” 
 
    “I provide defence training. For example, I know how to train your Shadow Evasion up.” 
 
    “What? How much? How long?” 
 
    Pleeoorual held up a hand. “Two thousand energy and a day-night cycle.” 
 
    He deflated slightly. Cores were faster and cheaper, but of course, there were none available for him. 
 
    “Expensive, yes. Time consuming, maybe. But the result is better than what you’d get with a core.” 
 
    That got Adrian’s interest. “Why?” 
 
    The earth elemental shrugged. “Muscle memory, and it’s more tailored to you.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have a whole day right now.” 
 
    “Before your trip to Melbourne, then.” 
 
    Adrian nodded, surprised at how quiet the interface was through it had clearly already chatted to Pleeoorual. “Yes, after I finish my current quest, I’ll definitely do that.” The interface felt happy. “While my companions are trading”—he waved over at Charlotte engaging with another trader—“Pleeoorual, would you mind telling me a story of your home planet?” 
 
    The elemental’s face distorted, growing to twice its size. It was hideous. The soft sections expanded, and the teeth spread and grew. A nightmarish creature. All of Adrian’s muscles tensed. What had he said to set it off? Adrian took a cautious step back. 
 
    Safe zone. 
 
    That thought was the only thing stopping him from running or counterattacking. Plus, traders were on their side. Weren’t they? Was asking for a story really such a taboo in this race’s culture? Almost instantly, the face deflated to its normal size, and the elemental had a small tentative smile. One that was noticeable because of the lack of teeth. The entire process was like a bull frog expanding his vocal sac and then releasing a croak. Blink and you might miss it. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sorry,” the elemental squeaked. “I forgot my human sensitivity training.” 
 
    Adrian’s heart was still beating lightning fast. 
 
    “Believe it or not, that was our version of a smile,” Pleeoorual continued. “I would love to tell you a story.” 
 
    “Great,” Adrian answered, hoping that his voice was not trembling. “Seeing you happy is something I will never forget.” His panic finally started to subside. The alien face expanded slightly before deflating back. This time, Pleeoorual smiled broadly, showing off pointy teeth. 
 
    “So, a story. My race loves stories. This is a simple fable, the Newlong Rot. The kingdom of Newlong rested in a giant valley. Its trees were the envy of all the surrounding kingdoms. Gigantic! Thick enough to live in and unlike most homes of the Electorta, my species,” he clarified, waving at his stone exterior. “The Newlong civilisation could make a home right up in the canopies. Most of us lived on the ground. Living so high lifted the Newlongs above the occasional destructive floods and the Crataoola , a fearsome hunter that plagued our societies until after our own version of the industrial age and guns. It was a prosperous time for them. In hindsight, to be honest . . .” The elemental hesitated. “The ruling family had time and opportunity to indulge in vices. Rumours ran riot: the family was engaging in . . . unnatural acts . . . and hooked on a drug called Loupka. We lived in a close-knit hive structure, so those rumours were devastating for the royals and their followers. The Loupka lowered intelligence and caused paranoia. Since ancient times, it was known as a death spiral drug. Once you were hooked, there was no escape. The rumours spread and with the royal family self-destructing, everyone knew the entire civilisation would soon fall apart. But they were large and strong, so the surrounding kingdoms could do nothing but wait.” 
 
    Pleeoorual paused, stuck on a thought. “All our medieval societies were analogous to your monarchies,” he explained. “But also very different for one key reason: the population itself was genetically subservient to the rulers. The citizens had to obey the royals, no matter how stupid or self-defeating their orders might have been. That said, the royals needed to keep their population happy or the society would shatter. For ten previous generations, the Newlong royals maintained a symbolic relationship with their giant, life-giving trees. They conducted annual hunts to identify and cut out Rludact fungus that would destroy the forest if left unchecked. The hunt was tedious work for the commoners, and they loathed it, oblivious about its importance. With the family openly indulging in their vices, the royals had to do something to keep their people content. So they cancelled the hunts by royal decry. Every year they avoided the hunt, they saw a boost in morale that offset the rumours. It kept the fragile society intact. 
 
    “There was a young prince named Yadago who argued against the cancellations, but his elders were on Loupka. They were paranoid and saw his dissention as traitorous, undermining them. They banished him. Yadago was free! He had a commoner wife, and she pleaded with him to abandon the kingdom together in case the royals saw him. They would be happy in another civilisation, she would tell him. They could have kids and be part of a community. She wanted to save him. Yadago, despite the pleading, despite his own self-interest, could not do it. The giant trees were suffering. The rot was setting in and unless he did something, the entire Newlong population was doomed.” 
 
    Pleeoorual hit the side of his head like it was knocking water out of its ears. “It’s how we express sadness,” the elemental explained after seeing Adrian’s curious look. “Anyway, Yadago could’ve left the kingdom and lived happily ever after, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Even banished, he was still a prince, so he built up a following of fellow outcasts. A group of holy warriors to maintain the Rludact fungus hunt. There were few of them, but they worked long hours every day. Despite everything, the fungus spread. Pretty soon, all the giant trees were infected, and his team couldn’t clear the rot. Yadago entered the base of the royal tree and discovered the truth with his own eyes.” There was a long pause. “In the next flood, the giant trees would fall, and once one went, the rest would follow like dominos. His wife pleaded with him to flee. She begged, promised litters of cheerful kids, reminded him that the trees were already lost. Newlong was doomed, and all they could do was run. Yadago held up a hand and said, ‘Beloved, I have no choice but to try. We must climb the tree and save the future.’ With his wife in tow, he climbed the royal tree. At this point, guards were instructed to kill him on sight, but Yadago disguised himself as his own cousin and had his wife pose as an old manservant. A single slip-up would doom them, but he bluffed everyone who challenged him, showing his royal chest as proof.” Pleeoorual yanked open his own coat when he said this, showing a swirl of intricate lines contrasting the random patches that covered the arms. 
 
    “And then, once he got to the giant tree’s crown, Yadago raided the nursery to save the innocent youngsters from the corrupt Newlong royals. Storm clouds raged above them, and the penalty of death loomed. He ordered every citizen to flee on the flying foxes they had linked between trees. Now, besides organising the exodus, he had to avoid guards searching for the traitor, as he had been named. At each tree he organised and then followed the running civilians. After their eighth trip, the first giant tree fell. They were at the edge of the territory and almost to safety. ‘Please run, Yadago. You’ve done all you can,’ begged his wife. ‘I will do my duty,’ Yadago answered her. 
 
    “He mobilised the people in the last tree and evacuated the young royals on the flying fox. More trees fell. Crashing trees, howling wind, pouring rain . . . it was another flood. But Yadago’s presence inspired calm, and the people got away safely. Just as he helped the final elder from the tree, the flood hit his tree. It splintered and fell with an almighty crash.” 
 
    Silence. “And?” Adrian queried. “What happened?” 
 
    “Yadago died a hero. His acts inspired the population to believe in the Newlong royals. The Newlong children he saved grew up to become the new leaders, and they rebuilt their kingdom on the slopes of the mountains. Yadago’s sacrifice kept the community alive and reaffirmed the Newlongs’ position as royalty. He saved them all.” 
 
    “What do you mean, saved them all?” 
 
    “Our race can’t function when it loses its royalty. The trees crashing only killed sixty percent of the population, but it would’ve made everyone lose faith in the ruling family if not for Yadago. Our society can’t survive that. If we believe in a royal family and that family dies, then splat.” The elemental’s fist hit his open palm with a smack. “They’ll die too. Painfully. Their organs all shut down at once. Anyway, in Newlong’s Rot that didn’t happen, thanks to Yadago. He is a mighty hero, one that all royals look up to.” 
 
    “But he died.” 
 
    “It’s the greatest sacrifice we can do, dying to save our people.” 
 
    “Are you a royal?” 
 
    The head expanded to full size for a moment before shrinking. This time, only the teeth stretched. “Yes, yes, yes,” Pleeoorual said happily, “and this—being here to help new races—is my personal sacrifice.” 
 
    “Thank you. That was an amazing story.” 
 
    The head puffed up again slightly. “It was my favourite to tell my kids. Sacrifice and duty are the royal way.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Adrian backed away and checked on Charlotte. Unsurprisingly, she was still hard at work negotiating. It was necessary; they needed to spend what little they had carefully. 
 
    Susie and Jules were both talking with the slaves. Feeling a sense of obligation, he walked over to join them. 
 
    “Adrian!” Susie said brightly. “They were just telling me what they know about the rest of the dungeon.” 
 
    “Oh.” It had been on his list to ask. 
 
    “A couple of things. The difficulty increases in the next room and there are six more known rooms to go. Adhava hasn’t finished the seventh, so I can’t speak to that one. The theme is all about moving while fighting. Lots of area-of-effect spells and features. If you don’t keep moving, they kill you. The best advice is to learn the patterns and stick to them.” 
 
    “That might be hard with Adhava upsetting the apple cart,” he observed. 
 
    “Well, that’s how we fight. Enemies are about fifty percent stronger than anything we’ve seen so far, and the rooms are four times as hard because of the environment.” 
 
    The promised increase in difficulty did not bother him. Without Adhava’s intervention, the rooms they finished already would have been ridiculously easy. 
 
    “And?” Susie asked with a strange look in her eyes. 
 
    “What?” he asked after a long silence. 
 
    “What’s changed?” Susie asked. 
 
    He looked closely with his eyes first, going automatically to the ugly scar tissue on her hand. It was the same ugly, painful red as he expected. Part of him had been wondering whether Joanne had taken the time to heal her, but there was no change. No fingers miraculously regrown. She was wearing the wyrm armour still and the same staff. 
 
    Physically, Susie was the same, so he started identification, figuring it would reveal something new. The usual information on her skills and strength flowed through to him. There were no notable new spells. The connection to her pet was there but frayed. The portal was closed, so while Susie still had mental access to the owl, it was only a vague link. He wondered whether that absence would disturb her. He had not examined Susie since she had bonded the owl, and he was surprised by how strong that bond was. He would have to keep a close eye on her. He could see that forced separation creating irrationality or even a touch of madness. 
 
    He tore his mind away from Susie and onto the new goodies from the trader. Stronger networked anti-range and anti-magic defences, and a new personal defensive shield. Surprise and excitement flowed through Adrian. This was how the Patriots did it! 
 
    “The shield!” 
 
    “Level one completion reward.” 
 
    “It is the same as what all the Patriots had. How?” 
 
    “The trader will grant it once your four hours are up. They can’t give it to you while you’re barred from interacting with them.” 
 
    That stung slightly, but when he remembered the magnitude of Adhava’s penalties, he smiled happily. Worth it. 
 
    “This is why the Patriots are so strong,” he concluded. “This safe room.” The shield and levels were intertwined. Now that he was looking for it, he could see that Susie had jumped up two levels. While they had earnt the shield the hard way, through Adhava’s traps, the rest of the Patriots were simply handed the levels and the special ability. “We all have lifesaving shields?” 
 
    Susie nodded happily. 
 
    “That’s amazing.” No longer were they at risk of one-shot kills. Finding and killing Adhava suddenly felt like a done deal rather than a mere possibility. There were just six rooms to go, and then she would have nowhere to run. He could taste success. She had already spent most of her trap points. She clearly wanted to kill them before they got these shields. If Mike and Joanne joined them, then their odds were even better. 
 
    “We’re going to win.” 
 
    “Of course,” Susie said dismissively, giving him a wink as she did so. 
 
    “Do we know why she never finished the last room?” Adrian asked. He tried to conceal his anxiety. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “No one knows. When she first tried to clear it, she sent through a powerful adventure team of lackeys to defeat the room, figuring the group was strong and wouldn’t have any problems. They were wrong. All ten died. Since then, she’s lost another two teams and for the past month she’s just avoided it. I think it’s supposed to be the last room of the facility and it changes format every time.” 
 
    “Nothing for us to learn from them?” 
 
    “Whatever’s in there is dangerous. The teams sent in were strong,” Jules told him. “Like, a full team above level twenty.” 
 
    Adrian remembered the new guy with the title of battle strategist. He was supposed to be useful against humans and Alpha creatures. “Mike?” he asked, turning to the young man. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mike said with a shrug. “It doesn’t make sense that the last room should be easy enough to clear with a bunch of level fifteens, let alone a team of twenty. How they could fail is a mystery.” The man shook his head, perplexed. “It’s not logical.” 
 
    “We’ll kill Adhava first, then deal with it after we get the experience boost,” Adrian declared finally, thinking of that annoying restriction Adhava had included when she locked the dungeon. He knew she had included that poison pill to hopefully get revenge from beyond the grave, in case they defeated her. In his head, he imagined Jules with an extra twenty levels. Whatever was in that room would not stand a chance. “Actually, do we know if there’s another floor? I know Adhava thinks it’s just two floors, but is that right?” He stared at Mike. 
 
    Another shrug. “Does it matter? You just have to kill Adhava, and then she can’t run any deeper.” 
 
    “Yes, it does matter,” Adrian countered. “Adhava set it up, so we have to get through the training facility before we can leave. The whole thing is locked down.” 
 
    Mike groaned. “But no one’s ever beaten that room.” 
 
    “We are not ‘no one,’” Adrian responded and then shrugged magnanimously. “We need to kill her first before we worry about it, anyway. On that topic, Mike, what strategies should we use?” 
 
    Mike was startled by the question. “What penalties did she get?” 
 
    Adrian listed them. 
 
    Mike nodded. “I think that was a good ploy. Guys, how much energy does Adhava have?” 
 
    None of the slaves said a thing. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Mike said, turning to face Adrian. “I can guarantee she has millions left. For now she’s blocked, but”—he raised a finger in warning—“the facility master can teleport to a safe room at will. That means that the moment the buffs fade, she can come back here, and there’s no way to stop her. If she plays her cards right, you’ll never find her where you can hurt her. At that point, it’s just a matter of time. She has unlimited energy, and you don’t. If you get out, she’ll engage you on more and more favourable terms. Wear you down over months if necessary.” 
 
    Adrian felt a chill run up his spine at that thought. He could not afford for this to take months, but he understood Mike’s logic. It was what he would do if he were in Adhava’s place. Live a life of luxury here in the safe space and only venture out to eliminate a pest hacking through her fortress. 
 
    “We have eleven hours to kill her,” Adrian said, suddenly realising. “We have to go.” 
 
    “Stop,” Mike ordered, holding up a hand. “Sleep for three hours. Get your buff. Then we hunt.” 
 
    “We need to get her now.” 
 
    Mike shook his head. “I’m the battle strategist. You need to trust me that this is the best way.” 
 
    Adrian understood. Waiting until he had a shield was in his own best interests, but if everyone else had a shield first, they could push things. It would feel like wasting three hours. 
 
    “Believe me, there will be time.” Mike promised. 
 
    “You need to let me read your mind,” Adrian shot back. “For all I know, you could be a spy.” 
 
    Mike hesitated. “Or?” 
 
    “We do this without you.” 
 
    “Adrian!” Charlotte snapped. 
 
    “What’s the difference to me?” Mike retaliated casually. 
 
    “Sure, you’ll be safe and sound in here,” Adrian admitted, “but when we win, we’ll tell everyone that you did nothing. And if we lose . . . well, you’ll have to live with that.” Mike seemed trustworthy, but Adrian wouldn’t put his life or the future of the enslaved town in his hands without proper vetting. 
 
    “Adrian!” 
 
    “What?” He turned to Charlotte. “We can’t just trust him. What happens if he is a spy?” 
 
    “He’s not.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Mike declared. “You can read my mind. I give you permission.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Charlotte assured. “Adrian is just paranoid.” 
 
    “I should,” Mike said gently. “You guys don’t know me. Adrian, do whatever you need to.” 
 
    Mike had a Mind score of nine and a half. It was too much even with Adrian’s increased level. “You’re going to have to help me. Actively cooperate.” He reached out a single thread toward the man, weaving it as thick and strong as he could. Mike’s mind was like a lump of crystal, impenetrable. Adrian reeled the thread back. 
 
    “I need you to focus on lowering your defences.” 
 
    Mike’s face scrunched up comically, but the Mind barrier did not budge in the slightest. 
 
    “Not like that. Imagine rolling the defences down.” 
 
    The wall of crystal trembled and shifted, presenting a new face. Still rigid. 
 
    “That’s good. Keep that up. Relax.” 
 
    Not much was happening, but the mind in front of Adrian was churning and his thread maintained constant pressure. Slow progress. 
 
    “You need to want me to see what’s in your mind. Even if you lower your defences, I’m only going to see your surface thoughts. Just like with Adhava, you’re too powerful for me to do much.” 
 
    The crystal hardened, and Adrian could feel the blood in his brain hammering in his temple. Then the surface softened as Mike clearly absorbed the words. 
 
    “That’s great. Keep doing that.” 
 
    Every time he spoke, there was a backlash that hurt Adrian’s brain but chipped away at the barrier. Mike’s thoughts were visible to him. Mike was chanting in his head. Relax. Let him. Relax. Over and over again. 
 
    “I’m going to ask some questions now.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “Are you working for Adhava?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    Truth, unvarnished. 
 
    “Will you work for her again?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Relax. Let him in. Keep the answers simple. If they fail, you’re dead. They need to trust you so you can help. 
 
    “What do you hope to get from joining us?” 
 
    “To help you beat her.” 
 
    Save my life. The girls are cute, especially Charlotte. But mainly survival. He doubted Mike realised Adrian could hear all his thoughts, not just the select few necessary to answer his questions. 
 
    “Will you be able to help?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I’m a goddamn battle strategist. You can’t even comprehend the bonus that you’re going to get. 
 
    Mike smiled up at him. Adrian smiled back, pretending that he wasn’t reading his mind. Mike was as arrogant as anything. Hopefully, it was not misplaced. 
 
    “Do you think I’m an idiot?” 
 
    “I don’t have enough information.” There was a wry smile on the man’s lips. Adrian suspected he realised that either his thoughts were slipping through or that Adrian’s intuition was sharp enough to figure out what was left unsaid. With his thief’s knowledge, both were true. 
 
    “Will you betray us?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Adrian completely believed that. Mike was apparently an honourable man who would keep his word. 
 
    Adrian’s head was pounding, but he had everything he needed. He released the Mind thread. “Thank you. Welcome to the team.” 
 
    “See?” Charlotte nudged. “You’re just paranoid.” 
 
    “Safety first,” he answered absently. “What were we talking about?” 
 
    Mike chimed in. “Apart from me being a mastermind double agent?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Timing and delivery?” Mike reminded him. 
 
    “How do we stop her from looping around us and just delaying for a couple hours?” Adrian asked. If she could phase through walls, it was going to be hard to pin her to a single spot. 
 
    “The trader,” Mike answered simply. “There are methods we can use to block that phase ability. Then we just have to push through the rooms fast enough to kill her before the timer expires. Plus, given the restrictions, she is on she won’t be able to use the facility access tunnels. She needs to be in common areas.” 
 
    “And we have time?” 
 
    “Even if we place the anti-phase formations, it should take us a couple of hours to push through to the final room and force a confrontation.” 
 
    The anti-phase formations were a good plan, but his thief memories also stirred. There were trap detectors he had learnt that would be useful in this situation. While they couldn’t stop her, they could at least determine if she looped behind them. 
 
    “What happens if the traps slow us down?” 
 
    Mike shrugged. “I don’t think they’ll delay us for five hours.” 
 
    “Is it worth taking the risk?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Adrian asked in frustration. 
 
    “My class shows me the probability of success for different options, and it’s higher if we sleep first.” 
 
    “If I go to sleep, can you work with Charlotte to buy what we need?” 
 
    The man smiled. “Absolutely. You should use a sleeping aid.” 
 
    Susie tossed Adrian a vial of blue liquid. 
 
    Shortened Sleep 
 
    With only two hours of sleep, this blueberry-flavoured spirit provides the mental and physical benefits of eight hours of sleep. 
 
    “You can buy a room,” Susie told him, nodding towards the nearby pub. 
 
    He was exhausted. Now that sleep was so close, he stumbled into the tavern, tripping over the slightly raised threshold. A server greeted him. She was a satyr in a long dress that almost covered the hooves. 
 
    “A room. Please.” 
 
    She smiled and guided him up some stairs. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “We can worry about that after you sleep.” 
 
    The room felt like a hotel, complete with soft sheets, excessive pillows, and an elaborately draped window. He immediately drank the potion, which tasted like a lolly. The first potion that didn’t make him nearly gag. Within seconds, dreamless sleep claimed him. 
 
    He woke with a start and after a moment of disorientation, he remembered everything that had brought him to this point. The need to hunt down Adhava and their encroaching time limit. 
 
    How long? 
 
    25 minutes until safe room embargo drops. 
 
    Groggily, he looked around the room. The inn was plain, but with a quality finish. A single bed with barely enough space to get dressed next to it. He jumped up and opened a glass door across from the bed. It was a modern bathroom, complete with a shower. Ecstatically, he set the water to scalding hot and luxuriated in the hot water that blasted his shoulders. The privacy was amazing, but all too soon he turned off the wonderful water and got dressed with a sigh. There were things to do. 
 
    He headed outside to make the purchases. Improving his Shadow Evasion was off the cards until after they won or lost, but there were plenty of other supplies to buy in the meantime. 
 
    The trader granted him a bonus shield for completing the first floor of the training facility. The alien tacked on five thousand experience and another two thousand energy from sales of his meditation technique. He was going to end up rich at this rate; lowering the price was clearly the right call. Once the world stabilised, he might correct that pricing. 
 
    After finishing up with the first trader, Adrian meandered off and chatted with the offensive melee specialist. He was unsurprised to find that while he could upgrade his spear skills, it was a long and pricy course that did not fit his build plans or timelines. Once he was in Melbourne, he would have no need for the expert-level skills of a roving adventurer. If he had his way, he would settle down as an alchemist. Make the most of his non-combat skills. 
 
    Five more minutes before his access unlocked. Still feeling sleepy, he slipped into his meditation exercises, figuring there was no time for strength training. 
 
    Then the others arrived. First Jules, looking happy and relaxed. Then Steve and Susie, with the former limping slightly on his wooden peg, Joanne could replace limbs but at this point it was literally weeks of continuous effort. At least long term, Steve would get looked at. Speaking of the healer, she emerged and then finally Charlotte and Mike. Their body language caught Adrian by surprise. 
 
    “You’re staring,” Jules whispered, startling Adrian. 
 
    “Are they . . . ?” he asked. Thankfully, his thief’s knowledge alerted him to the obvious social cues. Mike’s arm was drooped pointedly around Charlotte’s shoulder, which was ridiculous given the disparity between his and Charlotte’s builds. She slouched slightly to help his reach. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Jules said, and then elbowed him. “Who thought violating someone’s trust would have such a positive outcome.” She guffawed. 
 
    He was genuinely happy for Charlotte. The girl’s feelings towards him had never been real. It was just a product of circumstance. Yes, there was some mutual attraction. Being stuck together twenty-four hours a day made the pressure lurk constantly. And now it was apparently over, despite the way she had doted on him just a few days ago. Adrian was relieved but still surprised. Maybe Jules was right. That moment of indiscretion, that proof he was not perfect, had evidently been enough to break the charming image of him she had built in the not-so-safe confines of her own head. 
 
    “Good,” he whispered. 
 
    “Was that jealousy I heard?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Jules laughed and then surprised him with a hug. “Don’t worry. You’re still my favourite punching bag.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Okay,” Charlotte called out, walking to the front of the group to get their attention. 
 
    Adrian noticed that a merchant class had joined them along with Joanne, the healer. New bodies meant extra networked defence. It was a win if it was real. 
 
    Charlotte began. “We all know what we’re going to do. There’s only success or death. Stick together. Adrian and Mike will scan each room. They provide the battle plan, and you obey it. If they tell you to ignore the monsters and look out for Adhava, that is what you do.” 
 
    “I have to assess the newcomers,” Adrian said quietly. While Mike had been clean and he was confident about Joanne’s loyalties, he was not sure about the new merchant. They could not afford to have one of them betray them mid-battle. 
 
    “No need,” Charlotte told him. “After how much you struggled with Mike, we purchased some one-time-use lie detectors and Joanne and Yuri are both on our side.” When Adrian nodded in acceptance, she made a point of making eye contact with everyone. “I don’t think I need to say it, but we all have a grudge against Adhava. Let it fuel you, but stay in control.” Her voice was harsh. “We are soldiers and if you fight as instructed, we will catch her.” 
 
    “Woo-hoo!” Jules yelled out. “Let’s kill the cow!” 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “Oh, and Jules.” Charlotte paused for a moment and Jules looked up, startled. “No berserking.” 
 
    Susie and Steve chuckled out loud as Jules sulked a little. Even Adrian smiled. Mainly because of the red spreading across Jules’s cheeks. 
 
    With that, they moved towards the exit, knowing that somewhere in the next six rooms there was going to be a fight to the death between them and Adhava. One party would triumph. Freedom or slavery for Albury. Death or experience and glory for them. 
 
    When Adrian got to the next room, all those thoughts disappeared as the familiarly sized cavern reminded him of the traps he had to find. She still had trap points, and they would be hidden here somewhere. Whatever she had chosen next was likely to be as just as creative as the last. With trepidation and while firmly within the safety of the tunnel, he looked out. 
 
    The nature of the training facility rooms had changed. The previous ones, excluding Adhava’s adjustments, mainly had mobs of creatures to worry about; this new floor carried the fight to a whole new level. 
 
    Massive, glowing gem arrays were affixed to the roof. Adrian focused on them briefly and it was clear they were not a recent addition. The entire light cycle of each array took around a minute with a twenty-second period of activity. During that time, the light would grow brighter and brighter before it dissipated into rippling heat energy. 
 
    The arrays—of which there were over thirty—were not synchronised in their cycles. That created a continually changing landscape of deadly energy. 
 
    “Got it,” Mike declared. 
 
    “Wait. I haven’t finished checking for traps. You wouldn’t believe some of the traps she put together.” 
 
    “Charlotte told me,” Mike said quietly, glancing back to Charlotte, who was right next to him. 
 
    It was awkward, and it shouldn’t have been. 
 
    Adrian looked at her. She met his eyes somewhat tentatively. 
 
    She started to protest. “It’s not—” 
 
    “What I think?” Adrian interrupted with a smile and an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “Guys, I’m not sure this is the time,” Mike said uneasily. 
 
    “Yeah, that,” Charlotte said, looking Adrian in the eyes as she rested a hand on Mike’s arm. She was subtly telling him to stay out of it. 
 
    “But it is?” 
 
    “It is . . . it might be,” she confirmed, maintaining eye contact. 
 
    “I’m very happy for you.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    Adrian noticed Jules moving towards them and it was his turn to raise a hand, asking her to stop. 
 
    “Why not? I want you to be happy too. I’m married anyway.” She looked away, clearly scarred by the memories he stole when killing Tony. “What I did was unacceptable.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “I’m not that man you were imagining.” 
 
    She looked hard at him. “No one ever is.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    He glanced at Mike, who was looking extremely uncomfortable, and then decided it was time to channel some of his protective, paternal energy. He pictured his daughter Natalie. She was too young now, but she would grow up and there would be teenage boys coming around and he would scare the bejesus out of them. “Don’t hurt her. You can think of me as the crazy old uncle with a loaded shotgun.” 
 
    Mike gulped. 
 
    “Hey,” Charlotte said, stepping between him and Mike instinctively. 
 
    “What? I look after my friends.” 
 
    She looked hard at him. Again. “Crazy old uncle?” 
 
    “Yeah, mental age is more important than physical.” Then, before she could respond, he swung his gaze back to the room. Sneaking one more glimpse, he was grateful to see a small smile on Charlotte’s face and her hand holding Mike’s. 
 
    Slowly, he studied the details of the room, letting his subconscious examine everything even as the interface churned along in the background, doing what it could within the constraints that his levels allotted. Charlotte gave him peace and let the subject drop. She still dragged Mike away from him, probably to discuss what had happened. Honestly, all that Adrian felt was a sense of enormous relief. She was moving on, and that was all that mattered. It made him feel sick knowing that she had that depth of feeling for him when he would never reciprocate. 
 
    Just like Jules said, it was just a crush. 
 
    Are you taking relationship advice from a teenager? 
 
    The question hung in his mind for a while before he nodded internally. He guessed he was. The situation was new. In his prior life, he never really had this problem. 
 
    Every part of the room had been examined in depth, so he finally turned his attention to the monsters. 
 
    Incombustible Mauler Bears 
 
    A bear that has evolved on an Alpha planet to hunt in volcanic flats. Completely immune to fire damage and heavily resistant to magic. 
 
    The second stage of information reached him. They were weaker than he was on the mass index but weighed three times as much. That meant that despite their relative weakness they would hit harder than he could. Maybe he could match them if he fully buffed himself. Their skin, outside of the magic-resistant benefits, was not that impressive. There were fifteen of the creatures. This room was probably tailored for at least level fifteens. The bears were dangerous, but only in certain ways. Without Adhava’s extra additions, one or two of the bears would have been able to clear any of the previous rooms. Fifteen of them constituted a jump in raw power, but fights did not scale proportionally to compiled power, and these monsters would not swarm them. They would saunter about the room doing their own thing. The light displays around the room utilised fire magic, which they were immune to. 
 
    “No traps,” Adrian called out, finally having found nothing at all suspicious. “Arrows work. Sort of. The air will sap their energy. Every twenty metres will cut the speed in half. Mike, how are we doing this?” 
 
    Even while asking, Adrian kept scanning the room to ensure Adhava did not sneak up on them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    “This is how it’s going to go,” Mike said. “Jules is benched.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Winning this fight is all about movement,” Adrian heard Mike explain to Jules. “If you berserk, you’ll get fried by the magic. One beam of power isn’t quite strong enough to one-shot kill you, but multiple in quick succession will.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as Mike stared down the woman who could crush him with her little finger. Adrian would’ve liked to turn away from his Adhava lookout post to watch, but that was not his role, and Charlotte’s speech earlier still resonated in him. If they kept their discipline and functioned as soldiers, then they would win. If they slacked off or tried to fight independently, then Adhava would tear them apart and whittle them down. 
 
    “Okay,” Jules said finally, with an enormous sigh. 
 
    “Benched means you stay in the safe zone,” Mike clarified. 
 
    “Sure,” Jules said calmly. Maybe she really was growing up. 
 
    “The rest of us go into the room proper.” 
 
    “Why don’t you stay back?” Ollie asked curiously. It was a fair question. Compared to the rest of them, Mike was like a glass figurine. A sturdy gust of wind would break him. 
 
    “Because there will be bonuses at the end of this. While my personal shield is intact, I might as well try to get it.” There was amusement in his voice. “Mainly because I need to be with you in order to help shepherd you through. Anyway, battle plan. Charlotte, Steve, and Ollie up front. Then the archers, followed by the healers and Yuri. We draw the bears to us with arrows. Everyone looks out for Adhava once they’ve killed their respective bear. When I tell you to move, you move.” 
 
    “Is that it?” Adrian couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “Yes. This room is simple. The fact that we can use archery makes it a lot better.” 
 
    Drawing the monsters to them would be the safest approach. Adrian wished he could turn his head and meet Mike’s eyes. So much of communication was nonverbal, but he had a job to do. He kept looking out. “Why don’t we just draw the bears to us and ignore the light show?” 
 
    “That’s a good question.” From the tone, Adrian could hear Mike was genuine. “And if this was the only fight today, that’s what we would do. But it’s just one of many, so I want to see how we function as a team first.” 
 
    With just enough room, they got in formation in the tunnel. Then, when instructed, they marched forward. Three bears immediately charged them. “Ranged, watch for Adhava,” Mike ordered. 
 
    After a moment, Adrian noticed that the intensity of the light was increasing. It all felt warm. 
 
    “Everyone, move to the left. Your other left, James.” 
 
    Adrian did as ordered while keeping his head swivelling in all directions, ready to shoot Adhava if she showed herself. Ollie was struggling with his bear, but Charlotte shifted to help. It went down a moment later. 
 
    “Move to the right!” 
 
    The entire group moved. 
 
    “Adrian, shoot!” Mike pointed at the target. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He threw two parts air and six earth into the attack. When the atmosphere of the room slowed the arrow slightly, the air magic kicked in to propel the arrow up to normal speed. It landed with a large squelch, burying itself up to its feathers. In theory, there was nothing special about the shot. Adrian watched the air magic completely disintegrate over that thirty metres. It was not as extreme as he feared; with a six-times air infusion, he could still hit Adhava on the other side of the room but not with any material force. 
 
    “That projectile dampening is annoying.” 
 
    “Yeah. Multiple arrows on the same path wears down the effect. Which means you need to coordinate your shots if Adhava comes. Forward five metres.” 
 
    The pattern repeated as they crisscrossed the room, drawing bears one at a time and avoiding the flashes of light. It was a slow and methodical process. They moved when told and the light rarely reached even a low level of brightness. 
 
    Despite how successful the attack was from the start, Adrian still sighed in relief when the last bear went down. 
 
    “No time to relax. We need to place the traps,” Mike told them. “Right five paces. Charlotte, right there.” While Adrian scanned, out of the corner of his eyes he saw Charlotte pull an item out and slowly start manipulating it. 
 
    “What is it?” he could not help but ask. 
 
    “It’s an array that builds a trap Adhava can’t phase around.” 
 
    Charlotte finished, and Mike had them moving instantly to the right. The light was intensifying, and it flashed down where they had been standing. It was like a spotlight that got brighter and brighter till it transformed into a couple seconds of burning energy. The trap piece seemed to be unaffected, as planned. 
 
    Setting up the array, Adrian realised, was unexpectedly the hardest part of the room. Some components took almost sixty seconds to place, an eternity compared to the rapid cycles of the lights blasting out of the ceiling. Fighting the bears doubled as practice for this level of coordination as a group. 
 
    When they were close to the entrance to the safe room, they detoured to pick up Jules. Apparently, Mike considered it important that she practice teamwork too. After all, if Adhava added too many summons, they might need Jules’s firepower even at the risk of her berserking. 
 
    They found her napping peacefully under a tree in the safe room. After some jostling, she woke just enough to hobble into the room, grumbling under her breath the whole time. By the time they got into the room, she was still complaining about missing the chance to bash. Adrian nudged her, trying to cheer her up. 
 
    “I’ll break your ribs again.” 
 
    He laughed and pulled her in for a hug before she could protest. 
 
    “I’m serious.” She flared her elbows out against his embrace, and he tumbled to the ground. 
 
    “Easy,” Mike warned. “Five seconds before we need to move.” 
 
    Jules pulled him up, her cheeks a little red in embarrassment. “Sorry. Still getting used to my strength.” 
 
    “Move.” Mike’s voice was insistent, and Adrian shifted as instructed. 
 
    They continued crisscrossing as a large group through the floor. Pausing every five metres for Charlotte to put down another component of the trap, Adrian’s respect for the battle strategist rose with each step. He effortlessly manoeuvred them into the correct spots and had them exiting consistently just seconds before the beams shot down. 
 
    “We’re done,” Charlotte said finally. He saw the mana patterns had changed in the room. A series of rotating vortices spun off into the walls. 
 
    Then, following Mike’s instructions, the entire group synchronised, and forty seconds later, they were in the safe tunnel moving toward the next room. No trap, no Adhava, and no near deaths. It was a definite success. 
 
    “Good job, guys,” Mike said with some strain in his voice. “That was intense, but good practice for the harder rooms.” 
 
    “What?” Adrian asked, surprised. That room was not easy. 
 
    “That room was simple,” Mike pointed out. “The environmental effects were simple to avoid, and the bears were a non-issue. It’ll get harder. The next one will be fun. There are supposed to be snakes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    They got in the same formation. Adrian and Mike at the front. 
 
    “Are we worried that Adhava hasn’t interfered yet on this floor?” Adrian asked finally. If there were only six rooms before she would be trapped, he would have expected more aggressive counters. 
 
    “You’ve been hitting her with arrows, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then she’ll wait until you can’t. Not the snakes, but the three rooms ahead stop all projectiles.” 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    “Yep.” Mike’s voice was grim. “Adhava will be susceptible to melee and magic, but . . .” He trailed off. 
 
    “She just phases through walls to dodge the arrows.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And her magic shields are too strong for us to burst quickly.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “So, Mr. Battle Strategist, what do we do?” 
 
    “We adapt to what she does.” 
 
    Pah. . . .That was not a helpful answer, but Adrian knew better than to throw a fit. Maybe all his supposed insight abilities were designed for Alpha beasts, not humans. It would make sense. Humans had less information available. 
 
    Adrian stopped theorising and focused on the task at hand. The next room. 
 
    “What the hell?” The whole things seemed like chaos. It was another gym-sized room but filled with randomly arranged columns. It was a maze of disorder. The only constant was that there were no large spaces free from pillars. The columns were different heights, width, colours, and materials. If he squinted, he could see that there was an attempt at a grid pattern, but there were so many errors that the result was almost chaotic. 
 
    The columns were the primary obstacles. They each emitted a line of energy. He could see fire, ice, force, and lightning all radiating into the room. Some of them had one ring of energy and others multiple. Some overlapped with each other, spurring little explosions that crackled and fizzled in thirty-second cycles. 
 
    “Jump, duck, and dodge,” Mike told him. “If Adhava wasn’t a threat, this would be easier, but we still have to dodge these environmental effects as a group.” 
 
    Adrian could see their challenge clearly. For a level-headed individual, the lines and explosions were simple to evade. It would be quite different for the team. Plus, there was the threat of Adhava to top it off. 
 
    “I thought you said she wouldn’t attack.” 
 
    “I can almost guarantee that she has eyes on us. If we split up, she’ll pounce on whoever gets isolated first. Now, let me focus.” 
 
    Adrian let the battle strategist get to work while he looked for any traps. The problem was his lack of vision. He could confirm the visible area was safe, but there was no way to see what was beyond the columns. 
 
    There were two types of monsters in the room: 
 
    Battering Cobra 
 
    These giant snakes are non-venomous and instead subdue their prey by lunging and hitting them with the pointed protuberance on their face. They are immune to most magic attacks and use an air projection spell to protect against ranged strikes. 
 
    Each of the snakes was as thick as Adrian’s thigh and at least a four metres long. When fighting, they would prop up like a cobra to his eye level. From that position they would lunge forward and try to hit their victims with an almost metallic-looking pyramid on the nose. They were fast, and that nose was hard enough to block a sword. 
 
    Personally, if he was restricted to only using his spear, any more than three snakes would cause problems, and there were a lot more than three. Of course, he could just shoot them all from afar. Their air protection spell could not counter his air magic. 
 
    There was another species of snake. They wrapped themselves around the columns and attacked from above. They were skinnier than the cobras but just as long. After whipping down onto their prey, they used their powerful bite to attack. Their teeth, from the brief glance he caught, were small and razor sharp. 
 
    Taroc Tree Snakes 
 
    These long snakes are non-venomous and immune to magic. 
 
    There was not a great deal else to be said about them. They did not have anti-ranged defences, but they were fast enough to dodge incoming arrows. With a dense shower of arrows, some would hit, but a single arrow without air magic would not land. 
 
    “I think I can kill both types of snakes with my bow,” Adrian said finally. Using six times air, he should be able to land a blow against the agile tree snakes. After the first hit, they were delicate enough that a single blow would finish them. 
 
    “Yeah . . . nah,” Mike muttered. “They’re not that dangerous to melee. Block the first strike and while they’re slightly disoriented, just lop their heads off. Don’t forget that we’re on the clock, too.” 
 
    Mike’s summary was not wrong. 
 
    “The magic damage is going to hurt, unfortunately,” Mike continued. His eyes drifted away as the mental calculations ticked away. 
 
    Adrian started a second sweep of the room, not wanting to disturb him when he was deep in thought. 
 
    “This is going to suck,” Mike said finally. “Charlotte?” 
 
    Charlotte pulled out a small stone. She channelled energy into it, and a dome encased the group. It was briefly opaque but faded to transparency. “We can talk now,” Charlotte announced. “We can see out. They can’t see in.” 
 
    “This floor forces people to fight by themselves. Because of Adhava, we obviously can’t do that, so this will be hard. Listen for my commands to jump and duck. But.” He held a finger in the air. “It has to be coordinated. Jump left means the person on the far left jumps first, and then the next person follows until it ripples across the whole group. As clear as mud, yeah?” 
 
    There were shakes of the head. 
 
    “We’re going back to the last room to practice, but first, a few things.” Mike pointed. “Right there—that’s lightning. Avoid it.” The light he pointed at was whitish blue and they could see the crackle of energy. “The pink ones are harmless, but definitely stay away from the pale green.” 
 
    “What does the green do?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Pain.” 
 
    In the snake room there was suddenly a mass of the green beams. They behaved differently than most of the others. They triggered simultaneously but at random times. Multiple pillars would suddenly generate a web of the beams. In this setting, they did not explode when they connected with other colours. 
 
    One of them reached close to the edge of the magic dome Charlotte was creating. It was just pain and Adrian knew there were different flavours. Was it really that much of a problem? 
 
    Before anyone could stop him, he stuck his foot in the beam. It went straight through his armour and burned like boiling water. Concerned, he yanked his leg back. With a thought, his armoured boot and socks disappeared. Despite that initial flush of pain, the skin was unmarked. Mike was right: they only created pain and did not do any physical damage. 
 
    “You were seeing if you can tank it?” Mike asked. There was respect in his voice. Adrian nodded grimly. “And you think you probably can. I might use that.” 
 
    “No,” Charlotte blurted. Adrian and Mike shared a look, and Mike’s lips turned up, slightly amused at Charlotte’s response. His face switched quickly to doubt. 
 
    “Only if Adrian is okay with it,” Mike clarified. “As I was saying, avoid lightning, including the green pain ones. Even one beam can cause problems, except the pink ones. Now, I don’t expect Adhava to show up unless we spread out, so focus on staying together. If she does show up, we’ll counter with ranged attacks. Hopefully, she’s still shaken up enough to stay away. I don’t want her to know that she can cause problems here. When this dome goes down, none of you mention her. Don’t give her ideas.” 
 
    Everyone nodded as he looked around the group. 
 
    “Let’s practice.” 
 
    Charlotte lowered the rock, and the dome vanished. They retreated to the previous room. With the anti-phase magic in place, this area, at least, was safe from Adhava. She would not be silly enough to challenge them here. 
 
    The next thirty minutes were embarrassing. They might mostly have high Agility, but that did not translate into synchronisation. They would make progress and then Mike would confuse them all by ordering one side to jump while the other ducked. 
 
    They stuffed up every way they could. Heads clashed, the left side did what right was supposed to do, and so on. Stevo, Jules, and James started some game where they deliberately mucked up. Mike got angry at them, but they just laughed and kept playing to howls of laughter. 
 
    Despite it all, they improved. Having to avoid the intensifying lights helped the process immeasurably because not even Jules messed around when it came to keeping her teammates out of those beams. 
 
    “We have to be flawless,” Mike snapped. “In the next room there are going to be snakes, too.” 
 
    “Let’s do it properly,” Jules added. 
 
    Stevo whimpered, but the following minutes went flawlessly. 
 
    “Time to go to the tunnel. Everyone run. Now!” Mike ordered. Everyone sprinted to the exit in a blaze of adrenaline. Adrian, who was bringing up the rear, felt a beam crash right behind him and another next to him 
 
    “Hey, Mike, what were you before?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Physicist.” 
 
    “Really?” Charlotte said. “What field?” 
 
    Adrian tuned them out as they launched into a complicated summation of fluid dynamics. He could not follow it. Instead, he focused on the tunnel ahead, the white tiles breezing past him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    They returned to the snake room, moving out in the same formation as previously. Melee in the front, followed by archers, with Adrian in the back to watch for Adhava. 
 
    “There are a lot of snakes,” James said nervously. 
 
    “Yeah, too many,” Mike admitted. “Adhava did something.” 
 
    Adrian was not sure why Mike was so sure of manipulation, but he guessed there were too many of the creatures for the standard difficulty of the room. It seemed to be less creative than what he had grown to expect from her. Then again, without Mike’s guidance, the room would have been significantly harder. 
 
    He counted down, and they stepped out once more, listening to Mike’s instructions. Adrian did what he was ordered to do while making sure Adhava was not sneaking in. Waiting for Mike to assess the new areas of the room slowed them down more than anything else. 
 
    “Left jump now!” 
 
    Adrian jumped at the right time, but a red beam hit his feet, burning him despite his boots. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The wound closed with his magic. For wounds classified as minor, magic was the only remedy, as regeneration was barred. Even as the burn healed, he cursed himself for being too slow. 
 
    Mike kept them shuffling slowly forward to kill the snakes and let Charlotte place her traps. They were regularly cursing whenever someone missed the timing, but somehow, they avoided the frequent catastrophic explosions around the rest of the room. Snakes approached and the melee ring destroyed them without difficulty. 
 
    Adrian ducked, jumped, moved left. He wondered how Mike kept it all in his head. To him, the movements all seemed random, but Mike had clearly recognised a pattern of some type. 
 
    “Adrian to the front.” 
 
    Step. 
 
    His entire body exploded into pain and he slumped, briefly overwhelmed. People moved past him and firm hands picked him up and dragged him along with the rest of the group. The echoes of the pain dissolved. By the time the next order to jump arrived, he completed it perfectly. 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    The thought rang in his head, but he did not express it. It was unfair. He had volunteered to absorb some of the beams, but he almost regretted it. He could take the brief flashes of pain if it kept them together and moving. 
 
    Keep listening, focusing, wondering if he would have the courage to move the next time he was called forward to block. 
 
    Before he knew it, they were back in the tunnel at the entrance of the room. Adrian collapsed onto the cold tiles. He didn’t realise that maintaining this level of focus on top of pain could sap him like that. The aches lingered in his joints and muscles. 
 
    “Good,” Mike said. “Two-minute break before we go again.” 
 
    “Do the monsters replenish?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Yes, but slowly and a break now is worthwhile.” 
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    He looked up at Mike with great effort. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you do it again?” 
 
    “If I have to.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    The cycle repeated. Soon, they were halfway through the room, this time jumping over snakes’ corpses. He had taken to spending half his time scooping them into his bag. Not for loot, but simply to clear their path. The cobras were tricky to pick up, but with his strength active and with either James or Eboni’s help, it was achievable. 
 
    “Adrian, left!” 
 
    He could see the beams careening towards Ollie. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Agony filled his body, but he swung his arms and intercepted most of the beams, leaving him with just enough energy to stumble back into formation. The cavern was too bright for him to even open his eyes. 
 
    “Adrian, front right.” 
 
    What? 
 
    His eyelids felt glued shut. Even though he wanted to see, he couldn’t. 
 
    Step. 
 
    It failed, of course. 
 
    Charlotte screamed in agony. Then there was a series of thuds, yells, and cries. When he opened his eyes, their formation was completely shattered. Three cobras were attacking from front right. Steve had shifted to drive them back. 
 
    Charlotte was down, as was Mike, who was draped over her head. From the way his back was deformed, he had taken a few cobra hits to protect her. 
 
    Adrian had double vision, so fighting was not a great option. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Buff of Strength, overpowering it by expending all his mana. 
 
    Strength --- now 4.74 (+3.56) --- Plus 3.56 from Buff of Strength --- Population - 1.11 (+.02) 
 
      
 
    The power flooded through him. This was Jules’s level of Strength and maybe even stronger, but there was no time to think about it. He snatched up Mike and Charlotte like they were balloons. “Retreat!” he screamed at everyone. 
 
    They reacted slowly but steadily. 
 
    Looking around. Ollie was caught up in fighting a snake, too far away for Adrian to help. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    There was no way to affect the snakes directly, so he targeted Ollie. He flew away from the fight and into the small mob of retreating fighters. Steve must have been watching, because he somehow bolted over and half-caught the flying man. Steve staggered backwards, positioning Ollie in the direction they had to run. 
 
    Fire rained down upon them from above. A torrential downpour of it. The shields over everyone glowed. Adhava had chosen to join the battle. 
 
    Yuri, whose only purpose was to add to their networked magic defences, went down as one of the lightning beams touched him. Barely breaking stride, James and Stevo grabbed him before he could hit the floor. Fire bit into Adrian’s own leg from a different beam, but he kept running. 
 
    Adrian was bringing up the rear, stepped out of the AOE flame spell, their shields got a respite but he knew it would not last. The safe zone was metres away. “Catch!” he screamed before tossing the screaming Mike at Jules and shoving Charlotte into Steve’s arms. 
 
    Bow in hand, he spun and to face an intense glow of power above one column. That was where she was. She might be using a simple illusion spell, but it was nothing that his Magic Focus couldn’t pierce. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian picked a spot to the right. Without worrying about his mates for two glorious steps, the bands of light were easy to avoid. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Adhava recoiled sharply as the arrow slammed into her shield. Panic filled her face. Adrian knew she had to be calculating how long her shields would hold against his arrows. She had a spell half formed in her hands, packed with energy but clearly a long way from completing. She had miscalculated the timings, probably because she thought her invisibility spell would work better. Adrian had seen spells fail mid-spell and from her expression, so had Adhava. The result was never pretty for the caster. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Another arrow slammed into her. The protective shields rippled and he saw the decision. She shot upwards at the roof. The massive ball of energy she had been constructing split and failed. There was so much power in it. A chunk shot straight downwards but the majority arced back into her. 
 
    Ouch! 
 
    The floor where she had vented the power toward cracked as chaotic power assaulted it. If a proportion of the spell had done that much damage, it was hard to imagine what the backlash Adhava experienced would have been or the result if the magic had fully formed and then hit them. Absently, Adrian jumped over a line of colour. With full vision, it was not terribly hard to avoid them. 
 
    How long was Adhava out of action? Failing to control a spell of that size was unexpected from her. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    While it was tempting to send Steve and Ollie forward and try to clear the room while Adhava recovered from the spell backlash, doing so was more than a bit risky. If she came back, she could chain enough near-instant cast spells to pop anyone’s shield if they got separated. Jules was only safe in the linking tunnels because the safety zone stopped Adhava from phasing into the area. 
 
    One snake that had been following their retreat saw Adrian and advanced on him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    From the new vantage point, he could see the confusion in the snake. He turned away and leant down to cast a Lay of Hands on Mike. 
 
    He frowned. His mana had not recovered enough, and regardless, the spell was unnecessary. Joanne and Susie had already mostly fixed him. 
 
    “Did you get her?” Steve asked. 
 
    “No, but her spell backlash did.” 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    “Hopefully.” Adrian shrugged and looked around at his group. They had survived. He switched his magic trinket out for a fully charged one. “Switch trinkets,” he ordered. That inferno had burned through about two-thirds of his protections. 
 
    Charlotte was peeling herself off the floor. She had not been injured, only incapacitated by the pain beams that had caught her. The impact must have been profound, considering that her class blocked pain up to an incredibly high threshold. Then again, those beams had nearly turned him into a quivering vegetable and he doubted there was anyone in Australia and possibly the world with his pain resistance. 
 
    “Sorry, guys,” Mike blurted. “I stuffed up there, exposing us to the pain beams, and then I panicked when Charlotte went down.” 
 
    “Yep, that was stupid,” Susie agreed. 
 
    “It was instinctive,” Mike snapped back, obviously willing to admit to mistakes but not willing to be heckled for them. 
 
    Charlotte touched him lightly on the shoulder. “I can take a hit.” 
 
    Mike shuddered slightly. “I made a mistake,” he told them. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “What? You won’t protect me?” Charlotte teased with mock outrage. 
 
    “I . . . am not . . .” A long pause. “Answering that.” Then, Mike looked straight at him. “Adrian. Are you—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Sorry for sending you into the beam.” 
 
    “We’re a team. We do what we have to.” Given how long the pain beams had taken out Charlotte, he felt that his decision to tank them was for the best. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s the right call, and we need to beat the psycho.” 
 
    “Yay for the Non-Psycho Cow Team!” Jules cheered. 
 
    “Go Non-Psycho Cow Team,” Adrian said weakly to more than a few chuckles. 
 
    “Bit clunky on the tongue, isn’t it?” Susie said. 
 
    “Seriously, while our mana recovers, what can we do to avoid the green beam?” Charlotte asked, sending concerned glances Adrian’s way. 
 
    “It’s unfair to rely on him to do that,” Jules said firmly. 
 
    “Working on it,” Mike said before standing up to examine the columns. After five minutes, he turned around. “Time to go,” he told them. 
 
    They lined up and went as directed; they needed to stay together for the benefit of the networked defences. Maybe it was because their first attempt had thinned out the snake ranks, or they were more practiced, or Mike was sharper, but for whatever reason, there were significantly fewer close calls with the beams. Mike also had them rushing sideways more often. 
 
    After a while of pondering, he saw what Mike had worked out. The green pain beams would build and then sweep over half of the room. If anyone got caught on that side, it would be almost impossible to avoid all of them. Once they saw the pattern, it was easy enough to switch sides of the room to avoid the new sweep. 
 
    Finally, all the snakes were dealt with and they started placing the trap. This time, the components clicked in a lot faster. 
 
    “These link into the other array,” Mike told him. 
 
    Adrian shook his head, suspecting that the system had probably chosen the components they were using carefully. After all, in this room there were no opportunities to crouch for fifty seconds to install the traps, so what had worked in the last room would not work in this one. “Makes it faster to put in,” he added unnecessarily. 
 
    “That’s lucky,” Jules deadpanned. 
 
    “Sure is,” Mike agreed, totally missing her sarcasm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    The moment the last component clicked in, magical eddies swirled between their room and the previous one before growing in power and curling into the walls. There was a continuous circular loop that rippled on a mana level. Adrian knew he was not an expert in magic, but he could see those shearing forces tearing apart anything using a phase-style ability. The swirling currents washed through the clear space, growing in power as they passed each of the objects they had placed down. The currents swept out deep into the surrounding walls, ceiling and floor, providing protection not just for the immediate area but into the enveloping stone. If the energy worked as he expected, there was no way Adhava could touch them in this room. 
 
    With the room secure, Mike rushed them into the next tunnel exit. They were still on the clock. 
 
    “Stop,” Mike ordered. “Jules, go back.” 
 
    While it was nice having her available, it was not the right choice. They could not afford her to berserk and with the way the rooms were established, eventually she would make a mistake and the berserking would be inevitable. Without Adhava, it would be dangerous but not insurmountable. With Adhava floating around, however, if Jules ran away from them, then Adhava would get her alone, and that was not acceptable. Better to lose her services in battle than to risk that. 
 
    Jules frowned, but retreated as instructed. 
 
    The next cave system was a familiar size. Adrian shook his head, looking out on the space. He didn’t feel like he was kilometres underground and surrounded by solid rock. 
 
    “Easy,” Mike concluded, after only a moment’s study. 
 
    Adrian ignored him; it did not matter how simple it appeared. It was his job to carefully scrutinise every centimetre of exposed rock to find the hidden trap. Like with every other room, he was sure something nasty was out there. It was just a case of finding it before it killed them. With his first pass of the room turning up nothing, he studied the space in more detail. 
 
    There were the coloured downlights from the first room, which acted the same as the previous room. They even flashed with a similar frequency about a minute between each blast of power. Then, to complicate things further, there were roving spotlights. They swept around the room and when they overlapped, the beams warped and exploded in the air in a way that screamed a disappointing result for anyone caught in the blast radius. 
 
    Sure enough, when those spotlights split once more, there was a blast similar to his Wind Gusts that would knock anyone standing too close off their feet. They would need to stay a couple of metres from the colliding beams. 
 
    A big Wind Gust hit him, almost making him step back. That one had come from an overlap over four metres away. The spotlights packed a punch. 
 
    Any closer than three metres away and those gusts would blow Susie and their new companions off their feet. They definitely needed to stay clear of them, but Mike already knew that, and Adrian’s responsibility was to find the hidden dangers. With Mike’s skills, they would be able move to avoid the spotlights, which crept along the ground far slower than a walking pace. 
 
    “Do these speed up?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Mike answered him. “No tricks in the room design.” 
 
    There were no obstacles anywhere in the room and the boss monsters did not represent a significant threat, despite their name sending a chill through him. 
 
    Shintopur Mage Hunters 
 
    This subspecies of the shintopur race has adapted for areas with high elemental damage, making them immune to almost any magic below expert-level. They are advanced mace users but have no proficiency for any other weapon. 
 
    They did not even look like the shintopurs he had killed before. They had no armour, no hair, and an oily black skin. It was hard to tell, but they also appeared to be slighter than their cousins and possibly shorter. Their main defining feature was a magic resistance. Considering he was their group’s only true offensive magic user, that strength was almost useless against this room. 
 
    The last component of the wall truly worried him: the largest gems dangled from the ceiling between the setups that created the oscillating colours. 
 
    Anti-Projectile Currents 
 
    Magical constructs that shoot down arrows. Charges available: 300. Recharge rate: 10 per minute. 
 
    Basically, he might have been able to burn through one of them if he dedicated the time, but against the twelve that were visible, they had no chance. 
 
    “Ready?” Mike asked. 
 
    Adrian startled slightly. “No! One more sweep.” 
 
    The second search revealed nothing new. It all looked safe. After all, the smooth-tiled floor turned out to be innocent. It worried him, as it meant that this was another room without a trap. It was too suspicious—consecutive rooms without interference. She still had trap points after all, but try as he might, his Perception was getting nowhere. “Clear.” 
 
    Instantly, the dome that protected them from eavesdroppers clicked into position. 
 
    “This room is easy, but bows won’t work, so put them away. That also leaves us exposed to Adhava.” Mike looked straight at him. “Adrian, I think you can see her off. Use your Steps and don’t stay still for more than a second. You just need to pull her focus long enough for us to get over there and threaten her.” 
 
    Adrian pulled out one of the poisons that would work on Adhava and coated the tip of his spear. He doubted he would get a chance to wound her with the weapon, but if it presented itself, he wanted to be ready. 
 
    “Will this happen every room from now on?” Susie asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. But from an Adhava-threat perspective, this is as bad as it gets. The next room is full of magic dampeners, which negates Adhava as much as us. After that, there’s another room like the last one, which should be fine. The mobs defend themselves against ranged attacks, so we can hit her with arrows if she tries to fight us there.” 
 
    “So, she’s going to go all out here or in the second-to-last one?” And there are no traps here, Adrian thought to himself, feeling his heart racing. He looked again but saw nothing. 
 
    “Yes,” Mike answered grimly. “James, bow away,” he snapped in annoyance. 
 
    They moved out. Mike ordered them to go faster than they went in the first room. Swinging from one safe spot to another, the sweeping lights did not tag them once. Without Mike’s help, they probably would have managed the battle, but this way their healers barely had to work. 
 
    Shintopurs threw themselves at them regularly, but they were hardly intimidating compared to the real ones Adrian knew well. Even the rangers could hold their own, and Stevo with his magical swords seemed to take them out quickly. 
 
    Adrian kept his focus on the wider room. If this was her penultimate chance, he expected some nasty trick to materialise. She appeared directly in front of him but twenty metres away. His instinct was to charge in and try to kill her, but he paused to confirm that there was no teleportation protection in place. There was nothing there, and he needed to take the risk, or else Adhava would blow them apart. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    He thrust with a weak, one-handed swing. It was more of a distraction than anything, but with the spear hooked under his elbow it would at least look scary. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    The spell formed and failed. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Step. 
 
    From in front to behind her. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    The blades coalesced perfectly and shot out at point-blank range. Her shields glowed as they absorbed the power. Electricity started gathering around her. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He was now five metres away from her. There was a flash of light where her lightning bolt struck where he had been standing. 
 
    Wind Blade.  
 
    Fire exploded out in a ring from her, followed by a wave of gaseous green power. She felt him dodge around her, so she resorted to the area-of-effect spells. 
 
    Way ahead of you. 
 
    The previous Wind Blade swept through the flames and gas before striking her shield. Her eyes snapped towards him. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    Step. 
 
    A thunderclap exploded where he had just been. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    The others were charging in his direction and then a shintopur leapt at them. Instead of landing, it fell straight through the floor. 
 
    What? 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    He heard Mike’s roar from where he stood. They all reacted instantly, trying to end their momentum. Eboni fell. Steve teetered forward, and Mike reached out to grab him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    There was a trap. 
 
    He had missed a trap! Earth spikes exploded out where he had been standing. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    He could hear Eboni screaming ever so briefly before it cut out. 
 
    He missed a trap. 
 
    Step. 
 
    This time right next to her. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    Success. Immense power built up around her with a dark focus. The energy was intense and more than he could summon. Hairs immediately stood up on the back of his neck. 
 
    Run. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Looking back at Adhava: she had activated her retreat sequence, and she was being dragged backwards even as a dark cloud ripped out from her. It boiled with malevolence. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    He shot for the wall she was retreating towards. He suspected it was a futile attempt, as he had not noticed her shield failing, but it did not cost him to try. He had mana to burn. 
 
    Adrian felt movement next to him. His Shadow Step landed him deliberately on top of a shintopur just in case there was another trap. He dodged its instinctive swing of its mace with contemptuous ease, shoving his hand close to its neck. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    The spell blasted in but deteriorated far faster than he expected because of the anti-magic properties of its skin. The expert-levelled Wind Blade spell was not fully thwarted, but it lost a lot of its power before landing. Blood exploded, but it was just a nasty gash versus the decapitation he had been expecting. The monster dropped its mace as its hands went towards its throat. Adrian immediately grabbed its shoulder and through the spraying blood, he pushed it into the gap in the floor. Right at the spot that Eboni had fallen through. Like the others, it crossed the invisible line and then plummeted straight down, leaving a trail of blood that terminated abruptly where the illusion was. 
 
    Adhava jerked away. Adrian wondered how close he had gotten to bursting her shield, but it did not matter. They had driven her off. 
 
    He looked down at the floor. That line of red that led up to the pristine surface where fake tiles glistened innocently. Devious. 
 
    It was a very high-class illusion, he realised suddenly. She set this up. The flash of anger was so strong that he almost lost it. Luckily, he was not a berserker and instead threw a furious glare in the direction she had retreated. There was some blood on the tiles. Adrian smiled at the evidence that his Wind Blade had got through her defences, but then he frowned. If she was vulnerable to Wind Blades, then he could have killed her earlier in the fight if he of taken more risks. Instead, she was out there and still threatening them. 
 
    “Adrian.” Mike’s voice was desperate, pulling him out of his self-reflection. The surrounding light was getting brighter. Tapping with his spear, Adrian moved to the side, out of danger. The whole time, he was thinking about the fight. Really, the only thing that had gone wrong was Triple Blade failing. All his other decisions were correct, including running at the end. Whatever that dark power was, it was so intense that staying to fight would have been stupid. 
 
    Across the immaculate floor that was the drop pit, Mike was looking at the line of blood that abruptly terminated. 
 
    The light in his new square was also intensifying. Despite Eboni having just died, they were still in the training facility. The environment remained deadly. They needed to keep moving. 
 
    There would be more deaths if they were not careful. 
 
    At least she was not a friend. Adrian hated himself for that thought. He did not know her, but she had volunteered to fight, followed orders, and still perished. But at least she was not a friend. That was a fact. 
 
    With his spear in front of him tapping, he kept moving. A shintopur lunged at him and he had to use Shadow Evasion to avoid it, delaying his Shadow Steps from replenishing. For the monster’s next blow, he used his spear to deflect the club while stepping forward. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    It reeled away, bleeding from the throat. It had thought itself safe, as his hand had been over a foot short. That was the problem with hubris. Blood kept flooding out, confirming that the magic had penetrated far enough to pierce something important. Inherent healing started to kick in and the flood slowed. It was distracted, though, so Adrian’s spear easily went through an eye. 
 
    Adrian startled and looked around more carefully. He continued towards Mike, tapping with his spear as he moved before retreating as two spotlights collided between them. Mike had the weaker members tapping the ground in front of them to feel for traps. James and Joanne were placing down the components to create the barrier to trap Adhava, freeing up Charlotte to dispatch the shintopurs they were still attracting. 
 
    Kozzie, John, and Eboni. Those names thundered in his head. There had been lots of others, but those were ones who had fought properly alongside him. 
 
    Fuck Adhava. 
 
    Those deaths were all on her head. 
 
    Finally, he fell back into formation. Positioning at the front so that he could tap with his spear like a blind man to find any further illusion holes. 
 
    Somehow, he kept his focus. They all did. Setting up the barrier and when it flared into existence, they all sighed in relief. 
 
    “Should we try to collect the body?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Later,” Mike said angrily. They angled for the exit so they could talk without the threat of traps or imminent death. 
 
    Plus, they were on the clock to kill. 
 
    What’s to stop her from hiding in the walls? 
 
    A mental shrug came from the interface that seemed to say it was not a problem. 
 
    “What stops her from hiding in the walls?” he asked out loud. 
 
    “The rules of the contest,” Mike answered. “She can go through them but not stay in them.” 
 
    How did he know that? Adrian thought to himself, and then shrugged internally. This was another one of those things that wasn’t worth worrying about. If she could hide, they could never defeat her unless they got lucky. Plus, both Mike and the interface believed it was impossible. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “A hundred percent.” 
 
    Mike was certain or a damn good liar. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    “What the hell happened?” James roared at Adrian. Both Charlotte and Steve stepped forward to hold the man back. 
 
    “Enough,” Mike said. “It wasn’t Adrian’s fault. He’s saved our asses a dozen times.” 
 
    “But Eboni!” 
 
    “Died,” Mike said flatly. 
 
    “I couldn’t see it,” Adrian admitted. “Even when I knew the hole was there, and the blood stopped at the edges, I couldn’t see it.” 
 
    Mike’s eyes defocused as he read the information. “Illusion trap,” he concluded. “Quality was off the scale.” 
 
    “She just—” James’s chin crinkled and tears started to flow. 
 
    “And we were lucky it wasn’t more of us.” Adrian said. 
 
    “Now we know to watch for it. We need to feel out the floor as we go,” Mike mused. 
 
    Susie shook her head in denial. “No, she hasn’t used the same trap twice before.” 
 
    “Are you willing to take that risk?” Mike asked. No one answered that question. The answer was obvious. 
 
    “We need to get her body,” James croaked through tears. “We don’t even know for sure if she’s dead.” 
 
    Mike answered without hesitation. “She’s dead.” 
 
    “You keep saying that, but you don’t know,” James argued. 
 
    “She’s dead.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Stop!” Adrian interrupted. “This argument is pointless. We need to focus on finishing this. We’re cutting it too close with Adhava, and getting the body would just expose ourselves. We can’t use ranged and she can use all the magic she wants. We can’t stay in the room.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit. She can’t phase into the room anymore. We’re safe.” 
 
    “James, we’re not going!” Stevo yelled at his friend. “We’re on a timer. We kill Adhava, then we can go back.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Mike said. Accordingly, he stalked over to the tunnel exit and looked out at the next room. Adrian joined him, still shaken by his failure in the previous room. 
 
    Was that trap normal? 
 
    There was hesitation from the interface and then a faint shrug. Nothing different from the other traps. His interface flashed. 
 
    
    	 25 seconds = 25 changes 
      
      	 Mimics = 1 
 
      	 Roof Deadfall = 2 
 
      	 Treants = 3 
 
      	 Sand Elemental = 3 
 
      	 Knockout Gas = 2 
 
      	 Fake Entrance = 4 
 
      	 Additional Snakes = 2 
 
      	 Illusion Trap = 2 
 
      	 Total changes remaining: 5 
 
     
 
 
   
 
      
 
    That small space less than two square metres had cost her the same as the entire roof fall. Not as damaging, but harder to detect. The good news was that there were not many surprises left. 
 
    Three rooms, but the fight would end in the second. She could not afford to make her final stand in the last room because Adrian’s bow would be too dangerous for her at that point. So, in this room and the next room, there were five spell charges to worry about. 
 
    Adrian peered into the room in front of him. It was like looking inside a giant clock. Countless rotating gears and platforms. Once they entered the room, they would have to move constantly or risk getting knocked over or squished by the moving pieces. Through the metal parts, he spotted their opponent, a dwarf-sized section of clunky metal. There were lots of them; most had three legs and a single offensive arm. 
 
    Just as Mike had promised, neither external magic nor projectiles could function in the room. The place was designed purely for melee. 
 
    “Good news. I don’t think she can place traps,” Mike announced. 
 
    Adrian cocked one eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    “Against the rules.” Mike shrugged. “Besides, all the moving parts would trigger a trap prematurely.” 
 
    “I’ll check anyway.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mike said. “And I’ll learn the pattern so we can stick together.” 
 
    “If she can’t use magic, we can split up. Might be safer.” 
 
    “I’m definitely considering it,” Mike admitted. Before Adrian could stop him, Mike jumped out onto a passing platform. It was so solid it didn’t even rock when he landed. Then it slowed and reversed, and Mike leaped back next to him. “I thought so,” he proclaimed and pointed at a spot in the distance. There was a big black cat that looked out of place in the room. It was looking warily at all the moving platforms. 
 
    Adrian focused on it. 
 
    Terrifying Panther (Summons) 
 
    This creature obeys simple commands from the person who summons it. Panthers coordinate attacks with pack mates. Duration: 12 hours. 
 
    Then the attributes flowed through. Adrian gulped a little. It was incredibly agile. Dark energy encased its claws, and it possessed a version of his Shadow Evasion. He wondered whether even the combined efforts of Steve and Charlotte could beat this thing. 
 
    “There are going to be more, aren’t there?” 
 
    Mike nodded. “Adhava is capped by the floor level, but I’m estimating at least three more will be summoned. There!” He pointed. There was a second one on a platform that briefly rotated into view before it was lost behind further moving parts. 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Adrian admitted shakily. Slow was easy enough, but fast was deadly, particularly if they couldn’t use magic. In contrast, the actual monsters of the floor—the small metal beasts—would be easy for their team to destroy. 
 
    “We have no choice,” Mike reminded him. 
 
    “That one panther alone might rip us to shreds. If I had magic . . .” Adrian’s voice trailed off at the helpless situation. 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” Mike reassured him. “Let’s go discuss with the others.” 
 
    Mike led him back, and Charlotte used her stone so they could speak privately. 
 
    “The room itself is easy, but Adhava summoned a pack of panthers that we need to take out. They’re not used to this room. We’ll lure them into the safe zone. Adrian draws them into the spotlight room, and we let that room kill them. If Adhava follows, she might even get caught by the phase trap.” 
 
    “No,” Susie said. “The rangers are almost as fast they can draw it.” 
 
    “They’re not as fast,” Mike disputed. “I’m not re-litigating history, but Adrian is better to do this. No one else has a similar movement ability.” 
 
    “But he’s always the one putting his ass on the line,” Susie complained. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Adrian told them tiredly. Mike was right; he was best suited for it. “Let’s try it.” 
 
    They left the safe tunnel, navigated the length of the spotlight room, and set up at the next safety tunnel. Charlotte and Steve at the front followed by the rangers and then the weaker healers. 
 
    “Adrian,” Mike called out just as he was preparing to cross the tunnel once more to go draw the cats. “Don’t waste your Shadow Steps. Our phase trap isn’t perfect. Adhava might try to circumvent it and if she does, you’ll need your shadows steps available to counter.”  
 
    He was not so convinced about that. If Adhava targeted him, then she would probably disrupt his power first and stop the Shadow Steps. It did not matter—there was no choice here. They needed to fight these cats in a room where they had magic. Fighting without magic wouldn’t be pretty. 
 
    What do you think? 
 
    No advice was forthcoming, but the danger of his Shadow Steps being stopped was low. He was pretty sure that spell took time to cast. Providing that he was vigilant and moved fast, even if she tried to trap him, she would fail. He could do this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23  
 
    Charlotte produced that stone that secured them from eavesdropping. “Wait,” she ordered. “Be careful.” 
 
    “This is the only way,” Adrian reiterated. 
 
    “We know,” Mike said, gently linking his hand with Charlotte’s. “Still, what you’re doing is brave.” 
 
    “But it shouldn’t be that dangerous,” Adrian continued. “The spotlight room is pretty low risk, since Adhava can’t phase in, and she won’t be able to use her magic in the gear room.” 
 
    “Watch the safe tunnel,” Mike warned him. “That’s the only really dangerous part of the trip. If she’s smart, she’ll try to trap you in there.” 
 
    “Why did you have to say that?” 
 
    Mike rolled his eyes at Charlotte. “Take care in the tunnel. If there’s a trap, call us as soon as you see it.” Mike slapped him on the shoulder. “I don’t think it’ll happen. Just be prepared.” 
 
    Adrian nodded, took a deep breath, and stepped out through the hazy security dome that Charlotte had created. He felt nothing as he went though. There was just a slight sharpening to his sight as he crossed to the other side of the distortion. That Adhava could set a trap in the safe zone was problematic, but Mike was right. It probably wouldn’t happen, not when she would be exposed to his magic and arrows. She had avoided safe zones so far because it would be too easy in the winding tunnels for them to pummel her. Adrian also suspected that her phase ability did not work within those confines. She was too much of a coward to take the risk. Against a more aggressive opponent . . . not worth thinking about. If that was Adhava, more than one of them would already be dead by now. There were several close calls when an extra second would have ended the battle. Her cautious style worked both for and against her. 
 
    Prudently, he crossed the room, avoiding the spotlights and easily navigating the intensifying patches of light. Then, before entering the safe zone, Adrian was careful to check that there had been no changes, flicking on Magic Focus to ensure that Adhava’s anti-teleportation dome had not been cast. The tunnel was clean, so he was not in danger for now. As far as he was aware, the rules stopped her from trapping these safe spots, yet he would not take chances. 
 
    Once more, he was looking out at the clockwork gear room. There was still only one panther visible, but there would be more. Adrian knew that deep down. 
 
    He leapt onto a moving platform. He was not sure how he would get the cats to follow, but he was prepared to experiment. Herding cats was tricky, so he had heard. The lone panther spotted him and stood. Another appeared behind it. While monitoring the animals, he hopped to a moving gear that was no larger than a rubbish can lid. It swung back towards where he entered. The bloody thing was rotating. Slowly, for sure, but it was like an amusement park ride that would eventually make him dizzy. 
 
    That first panther was moving with alarming ease. It casually jumped a five-metre gap between platforms. With a start, Adrian realised it would be upon him in seconds. 
 
    He leapt off his tiny platform. The moment he landed at the lip of the safe tunnel, he chained three Steps through it and emerged in the room with the spotlights. Two of the beams collided just near him, and the wave of air made him stumble slightly. Cursing, he looked back at the tunnel. No panther yet. With a sigh, he jogged forward. 
 
    “Run!” Mike’s yell caught him by surprise. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Glancing back, Adrian saw not one but two panthers had entered the spotlight room. The first was streaking toward him. The second hadn’t seen him yet. 
 
    Sprint. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Then he was safely behind Steve in the safe tunnel. The man had his sword above his head, waiting for the cat to reach him. It pulled itself to a halt, slinking down to get ready to pounce, and then a downlight sizzled over it. 
 
    Its fur smoked, and it squealed and leapt sideways, landing in a bright patch of light. 
 
    There was a flash and the power of the deadly, intense beams burnt into it. The damage was immense, but not mortal. The fur was gone, eyes burnt out, skin blistered and even burnt through in some areas, but it was hardly incapacitated. Adrian expected it to charge them in retaliation. Instead, it cowered down, covering its damaged head with its paws, forgetting the hunt. 
 
    It was howling in pain, a hostage to its instincts. Adrian assessed the damage; the burns were deep but nothing the inherent healing couldn’t fix. Its healing was strong but no stronger than Adrian’s and nowhere near that of the Bird. There would be no eye growing back in seconds. 
 
    It looked like it intended to stay. Adrian looked away. He was not willing to bear witness. 
 
    The stench of burnt fur reached him. 
 
    Adrian jumped despite himself as the other cat screamed in pain. He looked up and cursed himself for his stupidity. There was another cat, and it had made the same mistake as the first. It had run and gotten caught by one of the bright lights. Its face was ruined, though one eye still functioned, unlike the first cat. It was able to dash away from the beam rather than stopping and absorbing the entire strike. As a result, it fared better. 
 
    The second cat was still moving, but in a tragically wrong direction. It was as if its instincts were dynamically wrong for this room. Like it was attracted to the light instead of running from it. A moth drawn to a flame. 
 
    “This is cruel,” Susie stated. 
 
    The second cat screamed in agony as it absorbed a full pulse of the light. It shifted its paws. Its one remaining eye glossed over them, but it saw nothing. Defeated, it tucked its head down, further arching its back, blocking out any awareness of the spotlights. 
 
    “I agree,” Ollie replied to Susie. “We should put them out of their misery.” 
 
    “No.” Mike’s voice was urgent. “Even damaged like this, they’ll kill us if we get too close. The moment we expose ourselves, they will hunt us again. All predators are hard-wired like that. Now they are not thinking of us, but if we move to attack then they will forget the pain and just go for us.” 
 
    Adrian agreed with his assessment. The cats would die and all they could do was listen to the death throes. It may be agonising, but it was the safest option. 
 
    “Maybe we should move back farther,” Susie suggested, looking back the way they came. 
 
    “No,” Mike said. “Look at them.” Adrian snuck a glimpse at Mike’s face. He looked as disturbed at the sounds and sights as the rest of them, but he was keenly focused. “The one with the eye is still fixated on us. Cats chase anything that runs.” 
 
    Mike was right; that working eye was focused on them. The other cat he was sure they could have escaped safely. The group stood still, unwilling to test their luck. 
 
    The lights flashed. Once, twice, three times. The smell changed from singed fur to roasted pork, hauntingly appetising. The inherent healing was barely keeping them alive, thought there was no hope of long-term survival. One source of whimpering stopped. The other cat realised that writhing in place was not working and started crawling towards them. Skin stuck to the ground, and it inched toward them despite it. It was clearly doomed. The light blazed around it and it kept trying to move forward. There was a bright flash and bits of the cat briefly burned. 
 
    It lurched forward, spurred on by the pain, desperate to reach them. In front of Adrian, Steve stirred and shifted into a defensive stance. Whatever tricks the cat still had in store, Steve would meet them with a brutal counterattack. 
 
    A few pained, oozing steps later, the poor cat’s energy ran out, and it cowered onto the floor. For the next two minutes, they waited as the light built up and repeatedly burnt the panther. The inherent healing weakened steadily. It finally succumbed without a whimper. 
 
    “Great,” Mike said. “Adrian, go get the next ones.” 
 
    Mike’s voice sounded as broken as the rest of them felt. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Adrian went across the room, skirting along the wall to avoid the mess of roasted charcoal that used to be the panthers. When he reached the clockwork gear room, he hesitated for a moment. It was bigger than the other rooms. Fifty percent larger in all dimensions, which sort of made sense given how the platforms soared up, down, and across in random patterns connected to the roof with bands of metal. Two more panthers waited for him. They met his eyes and sprang to attack. 
 
    A chain of Steps and he arrived back behind Steve. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Nothing happened. The cats did not follow. “There were two,” he told the group. “They saw me and started to attack.” 
 
    Another minute passed in tense silence. 
 
    “Again,” Mike ordered. He was chewing his lips in concern. Adrian nodded and went to take a step. Mike’s hand clamped hard down on his shoulder. “Be careful in the safety tunnel. Adhava or the cats might be waiting there.” 
 
    He walked across the floor between the spotlights and once more made a point of avoiding the smouldering cats. At least now they only smelt of smoke and ruin. 
 
    By the time he reached exit to the spotlight room, his Steps had fully regenerated. Adhava would not be waiting; he was sure of that. The cats, however. That was a different question. Spear in front of him. A half-formed Wind Blade in the other palm. Mind threads sweeping out, searching for an ambush. Ambusher Steps and his thief’s silence concealed him perfectly. Against flesh and blood, the ambusher skills and artificial silence would almost certainly cloak him, but who knew what magic was in play? 
 
    Every step filled him with dread, but he kept moving. Halfway through, he placed a grandmaster detection ward. Nothing would follow him without him knowing it. Then he kept going, creeping forward, expecting a surprise at any moment. 
 
    They were not waiting. Before revealing himself to the wider room, he placed another ward right at the exit. Anxiously, he backtracked to lay down another couple of traps to ensure the entire tunnel was riddled with them. He would do all he could to prevent Adhava from sneaking up behind him. He had erred in not doing this earlier. 
 
    When he reached the clockwork gear, the two other panthers were in the same corner as they were before. They saw him instantly, piercing through the ambusher skill. 
 
    They studied him. They were waiting to attack, unlike the last two. Magic did not work in the room, which protected him as well as the panthers. They watched him and his eyes flicked continuously from one to the other. After a minute, it was clear that they were waiting for a mistake. Their yellow eyes bored into him relentlessly. 
 
    Screw you all. 
 
    With a deep breath, he stepped onto a passing platform. They watched as the platform dragged him through the air. He let himself be carried, ready to run at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The one he was watching sprang at him and there was another flash of motion out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    Step. Step. Step. 
 
    Adrian stopped right at the edge of the spotlight room. The panthers had not followed him. Not a single one of his detection traps had triggered. Adrian stood there and counted slowly to a hundred and then hurried back through the tunnel. Now that he was monitoring the safety tunnel, he no longer had to worry about ambushes. 
 
    Once more, he looked out into the clockwork room to find the two panthers gazing out from their favourite locations. Both watching him. 
 
    With a breath to steady himself, he stepped onto a moving platform. It swung him up and away from the safety zone. The panthers did not react immediately this time. He stepped onto another disk. Their eyes tracked every movement he made. Judging when they could attack him and trap him in the room. He was playing chicken. 
 
    Adrian stepped onto another spinning chunk of metal, wondering if he straying too far from safety. 
 
    They burst into action. One went for him and the other for the exit, trying to block him in. 
 
    Adrian had kept his retreat vectors in mind as he moved. A string of seven Steps had him exiting the safety tunnel into the spotlight room. Yet again, he turned around to find an undisturbed tunnel. 
 
    It was useless. They weren’t following him. Adrian jogged carefully back to the others, avoiding the environmental hazards. Without fighting anything, dodging the beams was pretty easy. 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Mike said. “I saw. Battle strategist.” He tapped his temple. “She’s clearly ordered them not to leave.” 
 
    “If there are only two of them, we can probably beat them,” Adrian suggested. 
 
    Mike shook his head. “No. We need Jules.” 
 
    “No,” Susie and Charlotte objected instantly. 
 
    Mike hesitated. 
 
    “Why?” Adrian asked. He was more on Mike’s side than the girls’, whether they were aware of that or not. 
 
    “Because she improves the odds of us winning the fight,” Mike answered. 
 
    “She’ll go berserk and die,” Susie objected. 
 
    “We need her,” Mike insisted. 
 
    “No!” Charlotte said. “It’s sacrificing her, and I won’t stand for it.” 
 
    Damn! 
 
    Ever since they had sent Jules back, Adrian had been bracing for this moment. There was no point in keeping Jules in reserve if it meant Adhava won. After all, if they lost, then Jules would die, eventually. 
 
    “Charlotte.” Adrian’s voice was harsh. “Look at Mike. Does he look happy to be suggesting this? No, he looks scared and helpless. He’s done the calculations.” 
 
    “Adrian’s right—” Mike agreed. 
 
    “But . . .” Charlotte interrupted. 
 
    “It’s the only way. She’s the only one who can hope to fight them and succeed.” 
 
    “The berserking,” Charlotte finished. 
 
    “It may only last until the panthers are dead,” Adrian told her. 
 
    “Or she could run into the next room to her death,” Charlotte countered. 
 
    “We have to make the gamble,” Mike stated. 
 
    “But she deserves better.” 
 
    Adrian assessed the body language. “Give her a hug.” 
 
    “What?” Charlotte and Mike simultaneously blurted. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Sneaking right behind Mike, Adrian shoved him enough to launch him into Charlotte. She caught him and he stood frozen for a moment before encompassing her in a giant hug. 
 
    “I know,” he whispered into her ear almost too softly for Adrian to overhear. “I don’t want to do this either.” 
 
    “Should I get her?” Adrian asked Susie. 
 
    Susie shook her head. “No. Better if I do.” 
 
    Five minutes later she came back with Jules in tow. “She was sleeping. Again,” Susie grumbled. “Teenagers. We’re out risking our lives, and she’s sleeping.” 
 
    Jules had a big grin on her face. “I get to go bash-bash.” 
 
    “We all get to go bash-bash,” he corrected. He stopped her before she pushed past to rush the cats. “Planning first.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mike called out. “The plan is simple. Jules tanks one and Charlotte tanks the other. Adrian helps Jules and the rest of us take out the second with Charlotte before we reinforce the other team. These creatures are terrifying. They’re faster than you can imagine and more than capable of one-shotting you. Once your shield pops, retreat.” 
 
    There were nods and more than a few hard swallows from those who had watched how long the explosive lights had taken to kill the cats. Not only were they deadly, but they were also hardy. 
 
    Below them, the platforms, gears, and cogs shifted, spinning and rearranging the room. The two panthers watched, occasionally leaping across to a new platform with ease to maintain their silent, creepy watch. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    “Jules and Adrian, jump on the next platform,” Mike ordered. “And then everyone else follows me.” 
 
    Adrian felt like telling everyone to be careful, but it was too late. His disk was still swivelling towards them and Jules was already leaping onto the platform, which was about three meters across or the size of a small bedroom. She sported a tremendous smile as she got ready for battle. No maniacal laughter, at least for now. 
 
    “I don’t know if it helps, but keep your bloodlust contained to this room.” 
 
    “It doesn’t help,” she said, grinning. Despite the risk, she seemed to be inspired by the chance to do something helpful. 
 
    Mike had picked his moment well. The panthers responded to the two teams by splitting up. One focused Adrian and the other on Mike. 
 
    Adrian cracked his knuckles nervously. The creatures were physically powerful and immune to magic in this room. Out in the wild, he would have confidently torn them apart with his Triple Blade and Shadow Step combination. Here was a different matter, especially considering how long it had taken the cats in the other room to die. In this room, they had all their strengths and none of their weaknesses. 
 
    The panther leapt across to Adrian’s platform with a roar. Jules lunged in front of him. Her club went to work. The cat blurred, moving at a speed that Adrian could not hope to match. Sparks cascaded. Another blur followed by a distinctive pop. A line of red blossomed on Jules’s leg—Adrian didn’t even see that strike. 
 
    Two potions in his hand with the corks manually removed. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian poured the potion out onto the thing’s back. The environment may stop magic, but telekinesis at these levels was beneath the crystals’ notice. He felt exposed and weak standing there, but Jules put on a good show distracting it with ferocious club swings. 
 
    While the potions drained, he grabbed some more. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Popping the corks some distance from the monster to play it safe, he had Shadow Evasion at his disposal, but something told Adrian it was still risky to linger around the panthers. 
 
    This time, he threw the potions from his safe distance. One vial hit its head, and the cat shifted backwards out of Jules’s reach and glared at him. Yellow eyes, displeased. 
 
    Adrian summoned a matchbox from his bag into his hands. In the absence of magic and therefore Flame Sprout, matches were notoriously more reliable than any lighter or electric sparker. 
 
    It pounced on him, and he lit the matches, measuring its trajectory, tracking the big cat’s landing strip. 
 
    Right on top of him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The step just took him a couple of feet away, leaving him within arm’s reach. He threw the matches. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Even as he appeared in the new location, Shadow Evasion triggered, and sparks spread out in every direction. His shield popped. Stumbling to the floor at the edge of the platform, there was a stinging pain in his leg. The cat was above him, having followed him. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Flames exploded around the cat and across half the platform, courtesy of several misplaced drops of potion. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Off his back and standing at the far edge of the platform. The cat was swinging its head to track and then chase him. It burned bright. He leapt up onto a gear before it could knock him off the platform, then jumped to another. 
 
    Jules had gone berserk and was attacking the cat with everything she had. She was laughing. Of course she was. There were bloody slashes all over her. Her blows were landing even against the agile panther. Flames wrapped around it, the terribly potent Dragon’s Breath eating through both skin and muscle. 
 
    Cursing, Adrian tried to fish out his spear. The weapon was awkwardly long, too long to extract in a single movement. Steve’s skill looked appealing at that moment, though he knew he should channel any upgrade points into improved telekinesis for situations like this. 
 
    Spear in hand, he looked up. 
 
    The dark, flaming shape was flying towards him. Yellow beady eyes focused on him, flames silhouetting it and claws outstretched. A vicious hellcat fixated on his destruction. 
 
    All his training came together at that moment, the advanced spear work, even his Shadow Evasion skills working in a seamless whole. His spear dipped and aligned faster than it should have, the butt slotting into the uneven surface of the gear. Positioning between the paws, lined up with the heart even as its claws swept towards him. 
 
    Shadow Evasion triggered in an unfamiliar way he had not known it could, flinging his upper body backward. He bent so far back that his head dipped below his feet over the edge of the platform. Despite the superhuman effort, there was a still a stinging pain in his chest. The cat had landed a blow. 
 
    Another jerk of Shadow Evasion, and he was rolling to his feet. In the flurry of motion, he abandoned his spear that was still stuck to the floor. 
 
    There was still pain, first one leg and then the other. How fast was this thing? 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The spell occurred without conscious direction. What the . . . ? He knew that internal magic would still work despite the room, but he had not triggered the healing. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Jaracol cheated. He wasn’t flawless, but he didn’t realise the fight was going quite so poorly. Adrian turned to face the panther. Sweat or blood was in his eyes. 
 
    He should probably be fleeing. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Lifted right off his feet, the air whooshed out of him. One of the shifting platforms had come from his blind side and whacked into him. It did not yield even slightly. Suddenly, he was flying. 
 
    Tumbling down before face-planting on a surface below him. 
 
    The world went white, then black. He opened his eyes with his head pounding. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    Adrian tried to remember what happened. He had fallen on the platform. He touched his chest. There was blood everywhere, but the wound did not feel as bad as expected. The cat apparently could compete against Shadow Evasion. Despite his impressive series of dodges, the bloody thing hit him hard. 
 
    A large shape was over his head, followed by a shadow descending towards him. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    He rolled to the side. 
 
    The two platforms met for a split second before changing directions. He narrowly avoided getting crushed between them. 
 
    He felt the wound on his chest tear further in response to the movement. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    This time it was him using the spell. 
 
    How deep is this? Not that it mattered. Looking around blearily to spot any descending threats, he felt woozy. Nothing. There were broken parts from the mechanical dwarves. Apparently, the cats had been busily eliminating the natural defenders of the room. 
 
    Cats? 
 
    Searching half-heartedly for them, Adrian saw the platforms had clearly carried him far enough away that he could focus on survival. 
 
    A small step up. 
 
    His leg buckled slightly. He looked down to see his previous platform slam into a series of other platforms. The disk he shakily stood on was only four feet wide, but he had room to shuffle aside and avoid a gear gliding towards his head. It breezed past and flakes of dried blood fluttered off his skin. 
 
    Adrian knew he needed to go help the others, but whenever he stepped, magically or otherwise, his wound reopened. 
 
    What happened? The cat was flying at him, encased in flames like a hell beast. Then the spear dipped, and he had flopped backwards, then sideways, and ended up almost torn to bits, despite his defensive dodging. Shadow Evasion had gone above and beyond, and apparently it was enough to save his life. Barely. 
 
    He was caught up in an image. Big flashing letters glowed in the air: Battle Re-enactment. There was a man on the platform holding a spear. And beyond him was a woman, clearly not Jules, who was busy swinging a sword at what looked like a lioness. The cat spun and leapt at the man. It was over in the blink of an eye. The man comically dropped the spear, fell over backwards, and rolled to the side. For a moment, both the man and cat blurred with improbable speed. When they separated, the cat faded into the shadows and left the man lying on the ground with massive gashes on his chest, arms and legs. The gash looked deep enough to tear the heart. 
 
    Adrian’s hand went to his chest, touching the wound. It didn’t feel that bad. 
 
    More words flashed: Ridiculously Slowed Battle Re-enactment. The image rewound and the mystery girl was fighting a lioness this time with a club. It was normal speed for a few seconds before slowing down as the lioness soared through the air halfway toward Adrian’s doppelgänger. At this speed, Adrian could see that the man did not drop the spear but positioned it perfectly to align with the cat’s chest. Adrian remembered attempting that manoeuvre, but he didn’t think he was successful. Even as the cat slammed into the point, the figure fell backwards. What followed was an extraordinary sequence of moves. While the man was falling, the Shadow Evasion took over. He counted eleven separate attacks and subsequent dodges in that blink of an eye. From experience, Adrian could only remember two of them, but the others were there. They had just blended together too closely for his conscious mind to register. 
 
    The most important detail in all the frantic movement was that the spear had rammed home right through the chest, impaling the heart. The cat was as good as dead, and that lucky stab also saved him from the monster’s claws. The shaft braced on the platform stopped the cat’s momentum when the tip of the weapon snagged on the backbone. Then the spear broke, and the cat fell close enough to slash the surface of his chest. He rolled to the side defensively, but fleeing was unnecessary. The monster’s ability to fight had already drained away. 
 
    The image faded away and Adrian quickly pieced together that the interface had cheated somewhat. Nothing excessive or obvious, but it was something. He only noticed it because he was watching for it. How did he put that spear into position so perfectly? He aimed directly for the heart. The falling, the dodging, and especially that Lay of Hands at the end. 
 
    His attention snapped back to the present. His platform flew through air. His Step counter was at eight, which was better than expected, so he had flexibility to move. First, he needed to keep himself alive. Watch for cats, Jules, metal monsters, and platforms that might crush him. Everything seemed deceivingly calm. A platform in the distance moved, revealing one at a lower altitude. There was a dead panther on it with its haunches having been flattened post-mortem. 
 
    There were no signs of Jules and no sounds of fighting, he realised suddenly. There was only whistling wind and the low-grade, continuous grinding of the platform mechanics. Touching his chest wound and then his leg in quick succession, he found his healing spell had at least clotted the wound and partially knitted the skin together. Not enough for him to exert himself too much, but enough for a Shadow Step. Another platform was spinning by in the direction he wanted to go, so he carefully jumped across to it. Throughout the process, his neck swivelled and his eyes searched for the remaining cat. If it came at him, he knew he could not kill it, but he should be able to run. 
 
    He had only been out for a few seconds, so it was doubtful that his mates would have been able to kill the other panther that quickly. It had to be out there. He just hoped he reached safety before it found him. He looked towards where he last saw the others. Even with the sweeping and shifting platforms, if they were there, he should have seen them. There couldn’t have been time for them to move very far. 
 
    There was a sense of disagreement from the interface. 
 
    There won’t be bodies? 
 
    Laughter greeted him. What then? he wondered. His mouth was dry; he felt like he could drink a river. 
 
    Was I out for a while? 
 
    Agreement. 
 
    Twenty seconds? 
 
    Nothing. He started counting, waiting for any sort of emotion at each number. When he hit seventy, there was a stirring. 
 
    How did I survive that long while I was unconscious? 
 
    There was no fully discernible response, but there might have been a touch of guilt there. Was this another of its mind games, or had it cheated to keep him alive? There was a mystery there, but the details didn’t matter. Adrian shuddered, realising that if his chest wound was this bad now, it must have been even worse initially. He remembered the bloody image the interface shared with him and his stomach churned, woozy from hunger and thirst—a side effect of blood loss. He checked the relevant regeneration sections. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration - Broken 
 
    •Major wounds will close in 206 seconds. 
 
    •Major injuries will heal in 600 seconds. 
 
    Seventy seconds made sense. Enough time to be brought back from the brink of death, but not long enough to be healed completely. 
 
    If he survived unconscious for seventy seconds, then the second cat must have also died. It surely would have found him otherwise. In fact, that partially squished cat he saw was probably the second cat. Sure enough, he had not noticed the fragments of his spear impaling it. 
 
    Adrian felt his health steadily improving, so he examined his surroundings more carefully. There was a path between him and the safe zone. It went up and around, retreating slightly before looping to the safe tunnel, but it was a clear pathway. Considering how these platforms moved, it might be a while until he got a similar opportunity. 
 
    He chained eight Steps and collapsed in the safe zone, exhausted. The journey took more out of him than he expected, but he figured that even if Adhava saw him in this position, she would not risk attacking in case he was just feigning weakness. 
 
    The tiles under him felt wet, and he knew it was blood from his chest wound that had opened once more. His eyes rolled. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    The healing rushed over him, pooling in his chest. He still gasped for each breath as he lay on the cool floor. 
 
    Voices reached him. His detection traps registered the movement of friends. There were multiple. He exhaled with relief—at least some of them had survived. 
 
    Additional healing washed over him, helping to shore up his Lay of Hands. 
 
    More voices. He heard Steve, Joanne, and Stevo. They must have killed the cat. How? It was viciously fast, too fast even for Charlotte. He would find out soon. Hopefully, all the panthers were dead, and he was not hearing the last words of helpless victims. 
 
    More healing hit him, though it was unnecessary. The spell just slid over his healed chest and legs. There probably wouldn’t even be a scar left. He was still gasping for air, but each breath no longer pulled at the wound. 
 
    “Why aren’t my spells doing anything?” Joanne asked. Adrian heard her voice and carefully rolled over to greet them all. 
 
    “Step exhaustion,” Susie answered. “He’ll be all right in a minute.” 
 
    “How is . . . ?” Adrian stuttered. 
 
    “I’m alive,” Jules said, and relief flooded through him. There was a touch of sorrow in her voice. 
 
    “Who?” he gasped. 
 
    A comforting hand on his back. “Yuri.” 
 
    He had never felt so relieved to hear about someone’s death, and he immediately cursed himself for the thought. Yes, he had been relieved that it was not one of his friends or even one of Adele’s volunteers. He felt embarrassed by that brief flash of relief. 
 
    “Accountant?” he gasped. 
 
    “Financial investigator,” Jules corrected. 
 
    He was dead. He was brave for coming with them. Adrian’s profound exhaustion from overextending his Steps was lifting. 
 
    “We were supposed to keep him safe.” 
 
    “He knew exactly what he was volunteering for,” Mike said brusquely. “We both did. In war, things go wrong.” 
 
    “How about you?” Adrian asked, turning to face Jules and regretting it as his lungs roared painfully again. “What . . . happened?” 
 
    “They killed me. Aspect of troll saved me, the second chance bit,” Jules explained. 
 
    “But the platforms.” 
 
    “Yeah, nothing squished me while I was paralysed. I did get knocked around twice, though.” 
 
    It felt like the interface was whistling innocently in a manner of someone pretending they hadn’t done something naughty. Like cheating to keep them alive. 
 
    Bullshit. You did not. 
 
    It was a very brief image of the swirling platforms with the caption, “Is it even possible for someone to be knocked out for a whole minute and survive?” 
 
    “Our fight was harder,” Mike said quietly. “The panther clearly didn’t know about the personal shields, which was the main reason we survived.” 
 
    Mike paused, and Adrian was well enough to sit up and look around. Everyone was alive, even the ones who had said nothing. The only one missing was Yuri. 
 
    More relief. 
 
    He could not help his emotions. It was wrong, but he was glad it wasn’t any of the others. 
 
    “It popped most of our shields with one hit, but it took a little while for it to realise that it needed to keep going. By the time it was doing real damage, it was pretty hurt. Charlotte and Steve were the most dangerous, but it turned to attack her. Her shield popped, and it kept going. She got knocked to the ground hard.” 
 
    “The frickin’ thing ripped my leg open, so I couldn’t dodge,” Charlotte said dryly. 
 
    “It tried to jump over to her to finish it, but Yuri and James beat me to it. They both still had the shields, but it was really impressive. The panther was furious. You know how a cat throws a mouse and then whacks it? Well, it did that to Yuri. Then tore him in half. While it was distracted with that, Steve skewered it. It wasn’t dead, but it was pinned to the platform. The cat’s healing was so fast that it could turn around on the sword, but it was still pinned down. All we had to do was get out of the way and another platform crushed it.” 
 
    More innocent whistling from the interface. 
 
    “I need another sword,” Steve said solemnly. 
 
    “I think you need a subscription service at this rate,” Jules agreed sunnily. 
 
    “That was it?” 
 
    “Yep, but we all had bad wounds. We hobbled back. Joanne and Susie could use touch healing, but there was a lot of triage initially while jumping platforms. Stevo grabbed Jules right when she was about to get squished.” 
 
    The whistling stopped. 
 
    “I was lucky to see her.” 
 
    The whistling tentatively started back up. Adrian internally rolled his eyes and externally smiled. 
 
    “The room’s clear then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mike answered. “You guys rest. Charlotte, Stevo, and I are going to set up the trap.” 
 
    “Adhava?” 
 
    “What can she do with magic suppressed?” 
 
    “Another panther?” 
 
    Mike looked hard at Adrian. “If there was a fifth one, it would already be active and we would be dead. Remember, there were already four.” 
 
    Adrian nodded, understanding. “Okay, go, but stay together.” While something as powerful as a panther might be beyond her, she still had summoning abilities that could cause a problem. But of course, Mike was probably already factoring that in. 
 
    Adrian closed his eyes to process everything. 
 
    Adhava had outdone herself with that choice of trap. Robbed of both magic and archery by the environment, she had picked the perfect opponent. Luckily, she made two mistakes. The first was letting him draw the first panthers into a room where they were vulnerable, and the second was letting them kill the native denizens of the room. If those metal contraptions had not all been torn apart, Adrian was sure that both he and Jules would have been killed while waiting for help. 
 
    There was only one room left, and if the calculations of the interface were to be believed, she would not have any elaborate traps waiting for them. The system would not be wrong. There were only two points left. The deadly trap that had cost Eboni her life was two, and then the panthers were three. 
 
    It seemed ridiculous that here, as they entered the final room, Adhava had no traps in reserve. Terrible planning. If they beat her, it would be because she had squandered her most valuable resources, because she had assumed they would’ve succumbed a long time before this. Not that her traps were lacking. Except for the false exit tunnel, every one of her traps had almost killed them. 
 
    They were going to kill her, but it would not make things right. 
 
    Kozzie was still dead. 
 
    That one hurt the most. That poor kid. 
 
    Yes, Eboni, Yuri, Jamal, and the others who died outside would be missed and honoured, but they were killed fighting a war for their families. Kozzie was just buying grog. 
 
    He slumped over and hit the ground, not hard but audibly. Susie was still nearby and sat next to him. She patted his leg silently. 
 
    There were no words to be said. They were emotionally scarred, just like the rest of Albury and the world. 
 
    Thank God for Wagga. At least in that town humanity had come together. It was the same way with the Rock and hopefully Melbourne. Adrian reminisced about Sally, how vastly different she was from Adhava, though they held the same amount of power. A non-career politician versus the matriarch of a criminal family. That summed up the divergent outcomes of the towns despite the extra danger Wagga had been born into. 
 
    “One more.” 
 
    “One more,” Jules said fiercely. “And I’m with you from the start this time.” 
 
    “Probably,” Adrian agreed. “I doubt there’ll be a tactical reason to hold you back.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Susie protested. 
 
    Jules performed a tremendous eyeroll that only teenagers are capable of. She argued with her mother while Adrian sat quietly, patiently. Susie was wrong and she would lose. They were headed for gruelling battle, and they needed Jules even if she no longer had a Get Out of Jail Free card. None of them had much protection left, but they were all going to fight. If it went wrong, so be it. 
 
    Adrian shut his eyes and savoured the taste of air, the comfort of being in his own skin. Alive. For the time being, he could lie here. 
 
    The argument simmered down as Susie buckled, and Mike’s stern, calculating voice returned to the forefront. 
 
    “You guys need replacement weapons?” Mike asked. He didn’t wait for an answer. “Charlotte, can you take Adrian and Steve back to the safe zone? Buy what they want and spend the rest on consumables.” 
 
    Looking up, Adrian noticed Charlotte was using the dome to keep what was said secret. Her attention to detail was impeccable. In contrast, all he could remember to do was sit and breathe. 
 
    “Any preference for consumables?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “The last room is filled with bugs that resist magic and most projectiles, which is why Adhava is fighting us there. So, you’ll want to grab magic defence and some magic that can target Adhava, and then anything concussive that can take care of the bugs.” 
 
    Adrian wobbled his way to standing, and together they traced their way back through all the rooms, first the gears, then spotlights, the hedge of columns with the beams of light they needed to dodge and then finally the original room with just the downlights to worry about. Adhava’s unwilling lackeys looked up in surprise as they entered. 
 
    “Is she dead?” 
 
    Charlotte and Adrian ignored them. They were not worth the oxygen. They had the chance to fight for their freedom and they had refused. Surprisingly, Steve went over to talk to them. 
 
    “No,” Steve said. “We’ll see after the next fight.” 
 
    Adrian and Charlotte quickly found the elemental trader. 
 
    “Can you handle the transaction?” Charlotte asked him. 
 
    As usual, he tried not to look too closely at the girl, but she genuinely seemed to be over him. Jules described it as a fleeting, juvenile crush, and she was probably right. Those memories of hers he had seen were real, but he was just as guilty of daydreaming about girls in the privacy of his own head. Some of those crushes lasted little more than a day. Affection was a fickle mistress who could switch targets almost at random until The One came along. 
 
    She was over it. Phew! Relief rushed through him. He felt no jealousy. He was happy for her. 
 
    “Of course I can,” Adrian answered after a brief awkward silence. 
 
    “This is going to be a last stand, isn’t it?” the elemental asked. 
 
    Adrian sighed heavily in response. “It’ll be decided within the hour. She has nowhere to run.” 
 
    The creature nodded. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “I don’t have time for a story this time, sadly. A spear for me, a massive sword for Steve, and stuff we can use for the last fight.” 
 
    “And how are you paying?” 
 
    “With everything we have.” He dumped both bags on the counter. 
 
    “Including poisons?” 
 
    His pathway itched desperately. He nodded anyway. 
 
    The elemental smiled its giant, terrifying smile, clearly recognising the expression. 
 
    “And the herbs?” 
 
    The itch increased. Most of those herbs were dispensable, but some were intended to help with the poison pathway. Maybe they were too valuable to give away, but then he remembered his meditation technique. If that sold as well as he hoped, he could buy them back from the traders later. 
 
    That reasoning dropped the itch to a more tolerable level. He nodded. 
 
    The elemental smiled again and pulled out an enormous sword. “This is enchanted with piercing abilities. It’s effective against insects.” Next, the trader produced a wooden spear. It was longer than what Adrian was used to. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s a level three sapient seed spear.” 
 
    What is that, fifty thousand energy? More? 
 
    “I don’t need that. I just need to replace my old one.” 
 
    “It’s the only spear I will sell.” 
 
    “What? You don’t have the power?” 
 
    “We do, and I do.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    The elemental shrugged. “Because.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    It smiled at that, its teeth stretching and spreading demonically. “And this,” it said, abruptly pulling out a number of items. “These are all stored magic, and anyone can activate them. Personal magic defence barriers.” There were maybe twenty of the blue rocks that looked suspiciously like camp stones. “They can’t overlap, and they produce a small dome to hide behind. The domes can absorb a lot.” 
 
    The elemental paused and pointed to another set of pebbles, with a variety of dull colours, there was almost double the quantity of the blue ones. “These you hold and imagine the target you want to attack, and they will send out a magic attack. They’re easy to use and hit hard. Takes two seconds to fire and does damage equal to around an advanced forty-mana non-generic spell.” 
 
    “In other words, a lot.” 
 
    The trader nodded. “Finally, these here”—he pointed to an intricate set of plates—"are summoning stones. There are three. One for Stevo.” He pointed. “Then James and Mike. They’ll have to bottom out their mana, but it’s worth it.” 
 
    “Do you think this is overkill?” 
 
    “I hope so,” the trader responded with grave seriousness. “But . . .” 
 
    Adrian nodded at that response. It was always better to over-prepare than under-prepare. 
 
    “How much are his herbs worth?” Charlotte asked suddenly. 
 
    Adrian gulped, barely able to register some of the rare components of poisons he had dumped on the counter. He earned them, scavenged for them with the gathering skills he gained from travelling through the bush just after the Alpha event. He understood intuitively how valuable his prizes were. Probably irreplaceable. 
 
    “Two hundred thousand energy.” 
 
    Charlotte blinked in astonishment. “Why do you still have them?” she asked indignantly. “If you had sold them earlier, we could’ve bought those fire resistance potions we needed. The fight against Bruce would have been so much faster, Steve would still have a leg, Jules wouldn’t have almost died!” 
 
    “Easy,” the trader said. “I don’t think you understand how insidious that poison pathway is. Look at him. That trembling is real.” 
 
    Charlotte stared at him. His entire body was shaking, a little like Maxwell used to do. 
 
    “It looks almost like drug withdrawal,” Charlotte observed. 
 
    “Good analogy,” the trader agreed. “The pathway effects are physical.” 
 
    Stop talking about me! He wanted to scream the words at them, but mainly he wanted to grab his bag and run before the trader could pinch his precious herbs. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” Adrian grumbled. “I can’t lose them forever.” 
 
    “Consider me to be a pawnbroker then,” the trader said simply, immediately sliding half the stones off the counter. “I’ll hold your herbs as collateral. Bring back something of equal value and you can have them back.” 
 
    Sweat trickled down Adrian’s face. The itch was terrible. 
 
    “Just the high-grade poisons and ingredients,” he said. The itch worsened, but he ignored it. All the other components were easily replaceable and they would hopefully get them more of the weapons he needed. 
 
    The elemental’s face softened. Then it dumped most of the rocks back on the counter. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I can’t believe someone sold you that pathway,” the trader said finally. “She shouldn’t have. The poison pathway is too dangerous.” 
 
    “I accepted the risk, and I don’t regret it,” Adrian told him honestly. “Most of time.” He mustered an awkward chuckle, raised his hand above his head, and tried to hold it steady. It was like he had Parkinson’s. “We have a deal,” he said with as much clarity as he could. He immediately looked away, unable to watch as the trader sucked everything out of his bag of holding. 
 
    Adrian counted backwards from ten. If he looked, his cravings would take over and try to stop the transaction. He needed to buy these tools. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    Charlotte’s hand was suddenly on Adrian’s shoulder. “It’s done,” she told him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.” 
 
    He was still trembling. “I should’ve given them up earlier.” He stuttered slightly. 
 
    She smiled at him. “No. You’ve been selfless throughout this. I don’t regret having a crush on you.” 
 
    He looked at her sideways. “You’re over it?” 
 
    “Like you said, you’re an old man. I have standards.” 
 
    They laughed together. 
 
    “The trader wanted you to have the spear.” 
 
    He straightened up and turned toward the counter eagerly. 
 
    The point appeared to have been crafted from a tooth. On the shaft, there was a stylised tree engraving with an ornamental D around it. Some sort of maker’s mark. 
 
    He switched on his identification. 
 
    Level 3 Sapient Spear 
 
    This spear is bonded to Adrian Fitzgerald. 
 
    Level 1 Ability - Increases potency of wind-based spell forms - 30% improvement in efficiency. Increased potency of fire-based spells - 20% improvement in efficiency. 
 
    Level 2 Ability - Improved dodge, evasion, shadow, and self-wind buffs. 
 
    Level 3 Ability - Friendly wind - Creates Wind Gusts to aid wielder and allies in fights. Takes the higher of its own air affinity or its wielder’s. (Passive skills) 
 
    This spear was constructed in the hope that it will help shield humanity against the ravages of the Alpha event. 
 
    Adrian read and then re-read that last line. “Humanity.” A human had created this. Somewhere in the world, a crafter could generate sapient seeds and assign levels to them, and that crafter was selling them to the trader. 
 
    Adrian traced that stylised letter D and the tree within it. Then he studied the skills that the spear imparted. 
 
    It was tailored for him. There was no denying it. Coincidence could only stretch so far. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    The trader looked at him. 
 
    “When did this become available for purchase?” 
 
    The elemental opened a drawer and checked some papers. “Two weeks ago.” 
 
    “This was tailored for me.” 
 
    The elemental hesitated. “It definitely suits you really well, but tailored?” Its voice soared high, incredulous, even as it refused to make eye contact. “Impossible!” 
 
    Adrian forced out a laugh. “Of course. I’m just being silly.” He set down the spear and took a couple of steps away, thinking. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Umm . . . I’m not sure.” In theory, he should be fine with all of this. His precious herbs were protected and with the money he would get from his meditation technique, he could repurchase and complete the pathway. It would be expensive, but that sacrifice was worthwhile if it let them survive. Why, then, did he feel this anxious pit in his stomach? 
 
    The manipulation? Nope. He was past that fear. If someone was tweaking things in the background to keep him alive, then he was happy with that. 
 
    Adrian re-read the skills the weapon granted. 
 
    The first stage was a direct buff to the spells he employed most regularly. The next level was a huge upgrade to Shadow Evasion, or at least that was how Adrian assumed it would work. The spear was, indeed, specialised in the exact components Shadow Evasion used. That last skill, “friendly wind,” was curious. Despise being level three, it felt weaker than the other two. He guessed he would have to wait until he saw it in action. Hopefully, it would be like Bruce’s fire aura skill, but instead of flames causing problems, little puffs of wind would unbalance the opponents. If it could simultaneously destabilise multiple enemies, then its utility might far exceed its apparent power. He had seen battles decided by the tiniest of margins; a simple Wind Gust could nudge someone into a killing strike. Adrian also wondered if “friendly wind” extended to outside of a fight. Perhaps it could be used like Shadow Step to stop him falling, or it could grant him extra control when practicing alchemy. 
 
    Time. Time would reveal all. 
 
    Adrian stopped pacing and turned around to face the trader. “Will this spear help against Adhava?” 
 
    The trader shook its head but smiled. “We can’t interfere in a dispute inside a training facility. What use will that weapon be against flying bugs?” 
 
    “Thank you.” There was more in those words than the trader was letting on. It had buried a clue in them. How would those spear skills interact with the bugs to make the fight easier? There was an answer there, but it slipped away from him. As elusive as his understanding of this system. 
 
    Adrian walked away in a slight daze. 
 
    “You deserve good stuff,” Charlotte told him. “We all talk about you being too selfless.” 
 
    “Sometimes I feel like a pawn. There’s so much happening in the background of the system and I’m part of the planning. This spear is not to fight Adhava. They can’t interfere with this fight. It’ll still help, but it must be important for something else later. That’s what scares me.” Adrian shivered. The forecasting models could be wrong. He remembered the plant. Some things could not be predicted, so it might not be tailored for a single battle. Maybe this was a utility tool, like a tradesperson’s pocketknife. He would find out eventually. All that mattered was them winning the next fight and the one after that. 
 
    “You think the system has plans for you beyond getting to Melbourne.” 
 
    Adrian traced the stylised D once more. “That’s what I’m worried about. You don’t put in this much effort to help one person get to Melbourne. This was more than just my interface. This was the system.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just a payment for past services rendered. I mean, you have killed extinction-level stuff.” 
 
    Adrian laughed at that. “Have I? Maybe the tentacle bear, but everything else was barely a local threat.” 
 
    “The shintopurs?” 
 
    “Eh. By the time they time they would’ve gotten strong enough to threaten Wagga and Albury, both cities would’ve grown enough to beat them.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” Charlotte agreed. “So, what do you think the system is trying to do?” 
 
    “It’s building to something and . . .” 
 
    “It wants you there.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Adrian conceded. 
 
    “You’ve been pretty lucky so far,” Charlotte teased. 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” he said sarcastically, clutching his heart, pretending to be hurt. 
 
    “Nothing.” She trailed into silence, her smile dropping. 
 
    “Thinking about death?” Adrian guessed. 
 
    “All the time. Don’t you?” 
 
    “I try not to, but Kozzie gets to me. The others, too, but he just . . .” His voice started to break. 
 
    “I wish I knew him.” 
 
    He swallowed. “I know we all have our own ghosts.” 
 
    They gathered their purchases and walked in silence the rest of the way back to their group. Upon arrival, Adrian let Charlotte hand out their new toys. 
 
    “This is it,” Mike announced. He seemed energised by the coming confrontation. “Adrian, let’s scout.” 
 
    Together they stood looking out into the last room. There were remnants of a small town, with waist-high stone walls marking what used to be houses. Something ferocious had destroyed the place. 
 
    There was no point even looking for traps. It was clear what Adhava had planned. She had clearly channelled her remaining two changes into a summoning stone. A giant fire elemental reared up above her and then various elements on either side. The massive one must have been generated from a summoning stone like what he had in his bag of holding. His identification clicked on and confirmed his hunch: she had used personal summons to create the rest of them. The personal summons given their number must have all been created using one off consumables from the traders rather than relying on her personal power. 
 
    “Overwhelming magic attacks,” Mike observed. 
 
    “And the bugs to shield against our offence,” Adrian added, pointing them out. 
 
    “I noticed. The moment we step across this line, they’ll swarm. By that point, Adhava and the elementals can blast us while we’re busy with the insects.” 
 
    “Bait, then retreat?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not? We can take the bugs easily and once the bugs are taken care of, then she’ll be open to a counterattack.” 
 
    Adhava either saw or heard them, because she turned towards them and rocketed a wave of elementals their way. 
 
    “Back!” Mike ordered. 
 
    Having practiced their group coordination enough times, they smoothly retreated into the corridor without breaking formation. Only a single volley of the magic crashed into them. 
 
    “That’s a problem,” Adrian said. 
 
    “Which you needed to experience,” Mike elaborated. 
 
    “You knew what we were going to face.” 
 
    “We checked while you were shopping.” 
 
    “And let me guess: you have a plan.” 
 
    Mike tapped his head. “Of course. It’s my job.” 
 
    The dome that protected them snapped into position. 
 
    “And let me guess: I am key.” 
 
    Mike grinned. 
 
    “I assume you know what the trader gave me.” 
 
    The smile grew wider. “It’s a nice spear.” 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “That’s just invasive—” 
 
    “Wait,” Mike said, holding up a hand. “No need to sulk. You’re part of my party, and I’m a battle strategist. Of course I get that sort of information. I get to see everyone’s abilities and protections.” 
 
    Some of Adrian’s anger faded. As his chat with Jaracol had shown, the interface was probably serving his best interests. Yet the broader system clearly had its own agenda. A benevolent god working within a set of restrictive rules, but still a god. These deities could influence things just by leveraging the information discrepancy. 
 
    The system was working for him, but he was a pawn, and his life was ultimately fragile. Accidents could happen. It could easily have been him instead of Eboni who had fallen into the invisible pit. He needed to treat everything with the respect it deserved, as only a single mistake could kill him. 
 
    “Is the spear good?” 
 
    Mike shrugged. “It’s not perfect, but it’ll help. The basic plan is to leave the bugs alive. Adrian, you need to use them to block the elemental attacks.” He produced a piece of paper. It was a list of elementals noting how often and which methods they used to attack. “Their attacks are predictable. Study this.” 
 
    Mike handed the pad to Adrian. Next to each elemental was a number marking the seconds between attacks, followed by their attack route: ground level, chest height, or looped. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Knock a bug into as many of the attacks as possible. That’s what the spear can help with.” 
 
    “The spear that’s not perfect is the centrepiece of your plan?” 
 
    “It’s a level-three sapient seed,” Mike said. “If you’re lucky, it would’ve given you an ability to one-hit Adhava.” 
 
    “They can do that?” 
 
    “Sapient weapons have a range of abilities. Your spear is good for you, and if you develop yourself around it, it’ll get better and better. That said, there are lots of other versions that would be better for right now. We can only work with what we have.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Adrian’s job is to use the bugs to block the elemental attacks,” Mike said loudly, addressing everyone else. “The rest of us are going to charge down the centre and focus fire on Adhava.” 
 
    “Magically or physically?” James asked. 
 
    “Magically,” Mike answered, which surprised Adrian. “She almost certainly has something nasty planned if we get close to her. Jules, Steve, and Susie, keep the bugs off but try not to kill them. We need their cover. When we’re close, everyone turns on their new personal shields.” He waved the shield rock around. “After that, you’re in charge of your own protection. When we’re in position, Adrian, you use your treant. Its job is to protect us from magic. Questions?” 
 
    “Chances?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Close to a hundred percent.” Mike nodded confidently. “Hopefully, we won’t lose anyone this time.” 
 
    “That seems too easy,” Adrian said, remembering the terrible odds that the badge and interface had implied previously. Then again, they had survived some horrendous fights to get here, so it made sense that they were the new favourites. He held his tongue out of anxiety and superstition. 
 
    “She’s only one person. She lost access to her facility master bonus, and she’s been cut off from the shop. If those restraints weren’t in place, I would still put us at eighty percent. Practically, Adrian, you’re almost as strong as she is, and you have us to back you up. She’s alone.” 
 
    They spent the next ten minutes fine-tuning their plans. 
 
    Mentally, Adrian prepared for his job in this fight, to create a shield using the anti-magical bugs. Killing Adhava was going to fall to the others. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    Charlotte held the magic gem up, to prevent Adhava from observing them while Adrian studied the scrap of paper Mike had given him. He was quite impressed that the battle strategist had extracted this level of detail from what must have been a couple of quick checks. Carefully, he memorised both angles and frequencies, trying to build a mental image of the battle. He had always heard that athletes would rehearse the routine in their mind to help their performance. 
 
    There was a soft cough next to him. 
 
    “Sorry,” Charlotte said. “The dome is about to fail.” 
 
    Mike put a hand on his shoulder as well. “We’re out of time, anyway. We need to kill her. We all know the plan, so let’s do it.” 
 
    They came sprinting out of the tunnel, and Adrian’s mind kicked into gear, temples pulsing with adrenaline. There were three cadences of the elementals. The smaller fire elemental and the light elemental were the fastest ones, striking every second. The light strike moved in a deadly straight line while the fire bolt had the slightest curve to its attack. 
 
    Then there were the more problematic ones. No less than five elementals every two seconds, three every four seconds, and one that took five seconds to power up. Adrian had mentally rehearsed how the flying projectiles would come in and how he could send bugs flying on intercept courses. For the first three rounds, he was confident. After that, the exact timing would matter, down to the tenth of a second. The two-second cyclers ranged from 1.8 to 2.1 seconds, realistically. Once a couple of volleys were unleashed, the attacks would no longer be coordinated. 
 
    There was a sense of support from the interface and a new feeling that he was sure was coming from the spear. 
 
    There are two of them and both have my back. 
 
    He smiled. The spear, at least, had no mixed loyalties. When he died, it died. They were a true team. 
 
    The moment their feet crossed that invisible edge of safety, the wave of bugs exploded into action. Mike and Adrian had diligently observed the bugs’ flight patterns leading up to the battle. It was suspicious; either Adhava had positioned the insects’ starting point or placed her elementals carefully, because none of the cloud of bugs were crossing the flight path of Adhava’s first volley of attacks. 
 
    Focusing his magic through the spear. A thirty percent bonus was nothing to sneeze at. Best of all, that percentage was after all his other bonuses. Adrian checked his profile. 
 
    Air magic efficiency --- now 3.0 (+0.69 from spear) --- Population 1.0 
 
    Using the spear increased his damage by sixty-nine percent versus the base spell. The numbers also explained why his Wind Gust spell was proving so useful. It was unique and therefore started probably twice as powerful as a standard class spell. Beyond that, his efficiency increased its power by another factor of six. Then, of course, there was his spell cost reduction bonus. 
 
    Cost of air magic --- 16% of initial cost --- Population 100% 
 
    What did that mean? Someone who purchased a Wind Gust spell would need to channel thirty-six times his power into the spell to get the same effect. His ten mana gusts were equivalent to Adhava throwing three hundred and sixty mana around. Put in those terms, it was no surprise that his spells packed the punch they did. 
 
    Wind Gust, Wind Gust, Wind Gust. 
 
    Ninety mana whooshed out through the spear and the streaming convergence of bugs exploded apart. The wildly scattered anti-magic bugs intercepted Adhava’s incoming burst of magical attacks beautifully. As the fighters ran, the cobblestones ahead started glowing. 
 
    “Stop!” Mike yelled. 
 
    They froze. Besides everything else, they had to deal with the environmental challenges of the room. 
 
    Wind Gust. Wind Gust. 
 
    These were smaller, just enough to toss up some insects and intercept a couple of higher arc spells. 
 
    Independently, he felt that third level power of the spear unleashing: it pushed bugs around sometimes to protect one of his companions from a descending bug by knocking it aside and other times to cut off an attack that had slipped through his blind spot. 
 
    The glowing cobblestone in front of him erupted in a blaze of light. 
 
    “RUN!” Mike screamed. 
 
    And they charged forward again. 
 
    Ahead, Adhava held her position. She had a self-satisfied smirk on her face. 
 
    “Stop! Attack!” 
 
    Instantly, everyone halted. Adrian tipped over his bag of holding and the treant summoning stone fell with a clang. Mike, James, and Stevo had their own plates in hand. 
 
    All that effort directing multiple Mind threads was helping him. He had three distinct connections running as he propelled tiny Wind Gusts to reposition the insects exactly where they needed to be. Despite his efforts, magic attacks were sneaking through and hammering personal shields. 
 
    “Everyone, three metres right.” They moved as instructed. Their synchronous movements had improved massively since the beginning of the facility. The treant moved with them as ordered. It was waving its arms around to push the bugs back, and on one occasion it even caught an ice bolt heading for James. Its health plummeted by a third as a result. 
 
    A few seconds later, he realised that his group’s combined summoning plates had conjured several wind elementals. They were now sending regular blasts of air up to keep the insects away from the fighters. 
 
    Everyone activated their attack stones. Unlike Adhava’s elementals, these could time their magic to fire when Adrian was not obscuring the enemy with a cloud of magic absorbing insects. The single-use weapons blazed with energy and when they hit Adhava, the shields around her crackled ominously. 
 
    Charlotte’s defensive spell shield failed as a wave of orange lightning zapped over her. She fell screaming, her hair lighting up. Adrian’s spear reacted sucking the air away from her to extinguish the flame even as healing from both Joanne and Susie cushioned her. The treant lumbered forwards to shelter Charlotte and then fell into pieces as some massive attack spell tore into it. 
 
    One more second and she was back on her feet with a new defensive stone being activated. Another blast of orange lightning came from the ceiling and struck her but rolled off the shields. That was Adhava firing personally. Unlike the elementals, her attacks were unpredictable. 
 
    Adrian’s small army flung more volleys at Adhava, and multiple shields around her failed. Adrian kept blocking the oncoming elemental attacks, but he watched her enough to smile as she redirected her magic into a new defensive shield. 
 
    A spell formed above Steve. It was identical to the orange lightning that had destroyed his treant and almost cooked Charlotte. The power crushed into Steve, overwhelming his magical defence. The residual energy pummelled him, making him stumble as his club leg slipped off the rock he was standing on. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Fifty mana rushed out of Adrian and lifted fifteen bugs up into the air. The blow that had overpowered Steve’s shield was disrupted by the cartwheeling insects. 
 
    Adhava scowled. Steve recovered and another single-use shield popped into existence around him. 
 
    Theoretically, Adhava was totally unpredictable, but that failure of Steve’s shield was like waving a red flag at a bull. She was obviously going to attack that weakness. 
 
    Steve was upright again. Another volley slammed into Adhava. Her shields held. She had so much mana to use, but her shields were inefficient. That was giving them a chance. 
 
    Adrian remembered Mike’s instructions. They had four volleys. After the fourth, he would create a Wind Blade, shadow step closer, and then flee after he released it. He was convinced that Adhava had a melee trap in place. If the fourth volley failed, then it was up to Adrian to make the kill. 
 
    He destroyed his own existing magic barrier and put up another because it was down to sixty percent charge. It might be considered wasteful but he was convinced that her trap would be magical; he knew that and wanted as much protection as possible. 
 
    Triple Blade formed with sixty of his remaining eighty mana. 
 
    The final volley shot out towards her. Adrian did not wait to see if it would work. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    Optimal distance. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    Now he had to run. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The attempt failed, just as Mike had expected. She wanted him dead and had of course taken the time to place a portal lock. This one was new—his identification did not pick up on it in advance. 
 
    Adrian collapsed into a ball. 
 
    A Mind thread waved toward Adhava, not close enough to trigger her defences but close enough to scratch the surface of her consciousness. Turmoil, disbelief, fear, and pain filled her mind. Adrian could see the reflections of the damage his attack had done. She was dying. She had been torn to shreds. 
 
    The floor was glowing with power. She had triggered a pre-set spell. A ludicrous amount of energy was compiling. He needed to get out of here. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Right under him. He soared into the air and away from the concentrating energy. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    This one turned him around and propelled him back toward his team. The magic behind and around him combusted. The floor rumbled, and thick clouds of energy filled every square foot of the room. His personal shield failed just from the exposure. It was a bomb. Luckily, he had escaped its epicentre in time. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A secondary ignition. Heat and wind struck him with concussive force, throwing him higher and faster. The ceiling was fifteen metres above his head, and he hit it hard enough to blow the breath right out of his lungs. 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    He fell straight down. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    Only two mana. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    It slowed him slightly. Adrian uncurled as the floor rushed at him. Wind streamed over him as the spear leapt into action, arresting his momentum. He felt his foot hit the ground hard enough to break a normal ankle, but his strengthened body absorbed the shock. 
 
    Step. 
 
    His mana was zero but he was relieved that Shadow Step, like always, used what he imagined was a stamina pool even if its value was invisible. Adrian paused only to orient himself. 
 
    Step. 
 
    His interface was flashing brightly. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Back amongst his companions. 
 
    The elementals Adhava had summoned were gone. Jules was looking a little charred as she picked herself off the ground. There was a significant crater where she had been. 
 
    “No rush. She’s dead,” Mike called out nonchalantly. 
 
    Before Adrian could process the news, he noticed that everyone had started killing the bugs. He followed suit. Mike was still directing them carefully around the glowing cobblestones before they blew. 
 
    Adrian helped with his spear, but the main contribution was his sapient weapon unleashing defensive Wind Gusts; while the intelligent spear could use his mana, it also had a small store of its own. The gusts combined with the three summons kept the bugs at a comfortable distance. With the battlefield simplified, it was easy to kill them one by one. 
 
    In minutes, it was over, and Mike guided them over to where Adhava had been. 
 
    Adrian’s interface was still blinking, but he ignored it. All that experience from the quest was waiting to be claimed, but they needed to get to safety first. 
 
    “Did you see what happened?” Adrian asked. They needed to focus on moving together to avoid the dangerous cobblestones, but he couldn’t contain himself. 
 
    “The fourth volley burst her shields and then your blades ripped her to bits. She triggered a contingency when they first hit. I think it was phase shift? It detonated backwards and angled down.” Mike nodded towards a rubble-filled pit. “I’m guessing there’s a safe room down there with her body. We’ll deal with it later.” 
 
    Adrian looked dumbly at where Mike had indicated. They had won. His notifications were still flashing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    Adrian stared down at the hole in the ground and the wide grins on the faces of those around him. Stevo and Jules were whooping in delight, jumping and down. After everything they had done in Albury, it was over. She was dead. 
 
    They stood openly in the training room floor, and they were safe. The town was free. All those weeks of planning and scheming to draw out every member of the Junta, one at a time, and now there was nobody left. 
 
    Adrian released a heavy breath, a tension that had seized his chest when Kozzie was killed and only compounded with the loss of Jamal, Eboni, and finally Yuri. He could finally rest knowing their sacrifice was not in vain. “Are we sure she is?” 
 
    “Check your notifications,” Mike advised. They continued celebrating even as their eyes blurred to read the updates. The insects were dead, but the room was still active. The ground under Adrian was lighting up, so he hurriedly withdrew backwards. There was a bright flash of light as multiple cobblestones erupted in energy, reminding everyone of the danger of staying in the room. They all retreated into the safety tunnel. The moment he was out of danger, Adrian sat down against the wall and opened the notifications. 
 
    You have slain the existing facility master after challenging her. As a reward for your murderous actions, you have inherited the right to her title. 
 
    Training Facility Master 
 
    The master directs the functioning of the facility, including: 
 
    
    	 Directing themes 
 
    	 Adjusting rooms and monsters 
 
    	 Determining completion rewards within parameters 
 
   
 
    Training facilities are the ultimate resource to prepare sapients for the rigour of the universe spawned by the Alpha Event. Used wisely, they can safeguard a population from the monsters around them. 
 
    Personal Rewards: 
 
    
    	 Buffs of 50% to all stats up to physical limits when inside the training facility 
 
    	 2% of all experience earned in the dungeon of everyone will be dedicated to you personally 
 
    	 30,000 bonus experience upon acceptance of the title 
 
    	 Neutral relationship with all monsters in tamed sections 
 
    	 500 energy per day 
 
   
 
    Those personal rewards were extraordinary. It was a massive initial chunk of experience and then a continual flow thereafter. Regardless, Adrian fixated on the bullet point about buffs. A fifty percent kicker to all stats was incredible, and his decision to provoke her and get her in trouble in that safe zone was the only reason their losses had been so low. If she had hit fifty percent harder in that last battle, then Charlotte would certainly have died. 
 
    Restrictions Inherent in Role: 
 
    
    	 All rules of the training facility apply 
 
    	 Acceptance is permanent until death 
 
    	 Restricted to facility vicinity (Fifty metres per standard levels, two hundred metres once facility is complete) 
 
    	 First clear of the facility must occur within six months 
 
   
 
    Do you wish to accept? 
 
    Adrian re-read the restrictions and the prompt to accept. There was no reason to even consider it. 
 
    Absolutely not. 
 
    Despite those bonuses and benefits, it was a horrible decision. He would be trapped in Albury forever. Maybe he could organise for Emily and his family to be transported up to Albury, but realistically, that was no longer an option. It did not matter that he would get thirty thousand experience and a continual stream of more, because he could not use the windfall to save or protect his family. 
 
    No, he thought firmly. 
 
    “Training facility master,” Susie squealed. “What?” she muttered. “It says I got this, since you rejected the position.” She turned to look at him. “And I was the only other person to hurt Adhava.” 
 
    “Read the restrictions,” Adrian suggested. 
 
    “Oh, I see why you refused it.” 
 
    “Are you going to?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Adrian bit his tongue. He would not resent her for this. Even if it was unfair. He had assumed that Susie would come all the way to Melbourne with him. She had all but promised him, which led him to spend countless energy bolstering her as the team’s healer. And now she was going to turn her nose up and abandon him. 
 
    “But I might sleep on it,” she finished. 
 
    Adrian grimaced. After everything he had given her, just like that, she was gone. Susie would not turn down this offer. It was clear for some time that she wanted out and only stuck around for Jules, but now there was a genuine alternative, a good reason to stay in the town. 
 
    Adrian looked around at all his companions. Susie was going to become the administrator. The benefits were too good for her to refuse. Plus, adventuring did not suit her. Jules would almost certainly choose to stay with her mum. Surely, her mum in Albury would be a bigger draw than any friends and family in Melbourne. Steve had lost his foot and would have to stay in Albury until it healed. Charlotte had her brother in Melbourne, but she might want to stay with Mike here. Kozzie and Jamal might have continued to Melbourne with Adrian if they were still alive. 
 
    His grand plan to travel with companions, to help grow their stats in exchange for safe passage to Melbourne, was a colossal stuff-up. Would he have to complete the last stage of the journey by himself? Would it really be that bad if he did? A good camp stone and Ambusher’s Steps meant he could avoid a lot of fights. It might even be an advantage. 
 
    They were going to stay. It was fine. He did not need anyone and was probably safer by himself. Then why was he feeling so disappointed? 
 
    Adrian shut his eyes. 
 
    He had saved them repeatedly. But they had also saved him. He remembered the feather. Without them, he would have been dead. Susie’s healing kept him alive despite his stupidity. They had a right to live their own lives; it was selfish to expect them to defer to his wishes like he was more important than them. 
 
    But . . . it felt like good people would not abandon him at this juncture. 
 
    The interface still flashed. He sighed and kept reading. 
 
    Quest Completed. 
 
    40,000 experience granted for your contribution. 
 
    That was over a level and confirmed that Adhava was dead. 
 
    He clicked through to the next set of screens, absent-mindedly going through the motions. 
 
    Just a high-level summary, please? 
 
    Recommended Knowledge Pathways 
 
    Enhanced Battle Wraith 
 
    This is the next evolution of Shadow Evasion and Ambusher’s Steps. Enhanced Battle Wraith combines air, shadow, and physical skills to co-opt the evasive abilities and use them offensively. Increases Agility by twenty standard points during battle and enables nearly unlimited Shadow Steps. 
 
    The enhanced form of Battle Wraith leverages Mind skills to create a passive paralytic fear aura that intensifies with proximity. The form also randomly generates a Mind Spike, confusion or paralysis every two seconds. The effects depend on the difference between the user’s Mind stat and the opponent’s. For use against both sapient and non-sapient opponents. 
 
    Battle form lasts for ten minutes and takes seven hours to fully recharge once the pathway is mastered. 
 
    The additional upgrades made the battle wraith unbearably tantalising. The fear effect by itself would probably sway him to take it, but the Mind attack every two seconds was as overpowering as a skill could get. That was deadly. 
 
    He flexed his attention further to learn the more subtle flavours of the ability. It was not a pathway in the traditional sense he had experienced. Instead, all the benefits were gained immediately, but their duration was initially only forty seconds instead of ten minutes. This would grow as he used it. While part of him wanted to snatch it right then, he had matured beyond making impulsive decisions, and at the very least, he needed to read through the remaining options. 
 
    Wind Master 
 
    This skill will allow the user to harness the power of the winds. It builds on the user’s extensive experience with Wind Gusts by strengthening existing powers and adding the ability to influence air within a radius of fifty metres. While not technically granting flight, it also enables cannonball-style movements. 
 
    Adrian smiled internally at the last quip. “Cannonball-style” referred to how he had survived Adhava’s final trap. 
 
    He concentrated on the skill. His first thought was that it was not as good as battle mage, but air magic was indeed helpful against the bugs, and he suspected that scoropids would have been defenceless against the level of wind mastery that this would grant. Unless the monster was massive, it would struggle to hit him from midair. Even though the cannonball quip had been slightly mocking, it would be an effective movement technique. He would have a bastardised version of flight available. 
 
    One thing he had learnt was that all the classes and options had similar strength. For wind master to be comparable to battle wraith, it would have to do a lot, especially since Jaracol was recommending it. Adrian was confident that he could already launch himself fifty metres through the air. With the wind master ability, he was sure that would extend to hundreds of metres, potentially even an indefinite distance. 
 
    Not quite flight, but it would still be effective. 
 
    Would it help him reach Melbourne? Maybe? Self-powered flight was not as huge an advantage as it might sound. Unfortunately, the skies were almost as dangerous as the ground, and he could imagine the Bird actively hunting him if it saw him cannonballing in its territory. It was a useful skill and it sped up travel, but it came with a risk. Finally, it would be as useless as the wraith form once he settled in Melbourne. Battle wraith was ultimately more powerful. 
 
    Unless . . . 
 
    Unless he could use it to suffocate animals by sucking the air from their lungs. 
 
    Will it? 
 
    No response. Surely, it would not be that powerful. Carefully, he examined the details of that air domain. No. There was no way he was suffocating an animal to death, not at this level of the skill, anyway. A couple more levels and then absolutely! 
 
    God, how powerful are people going to get? 
 
    Adrian shivered and looked around, stunned. That was a real power that he could gain over time, the power to suffocate anything within a hundred metres of him. Nope. It felt far eviller than the battle wraith line, which involved flittering around a battlefield, paralysing the enemy in fear while he stabbed them to death from behind. 
 
    Shadow Form 
 
    This furthers Ambusher’s Steps and Shadow Evasion. It allows the user to convert their body into a shadow form. Bright light will reduce the duration of the ability. 
 
    When in shadow form, Agility is boosted by 100% and all physical damage is reduced by 90%. At initial levels of mastery, this form can be sustained for twenty minutes and recharges over a nine-hour period. 
 
    No quip? 
 
    An additional sentence was promptly added to the end. 
 
    This ability, in synergy with mind control, is great for spying on girls. You can invade both their private physical moments and private thoughts. Yay. 
 
    Instantly grants grandmaster levels in Peeping Tom. 
 
    It was picking fun on what he had done to Charlotte. She was over it, but that accident still haunted him. 
 
    Not funny. 
 
    An apologetic feeling immediately floated up. 
 
    Adrian ignored that and decided shadow form was less attractive than battle wraith. If he wanted to be a tank, the latter was the best choice. He could couple shadow form with a strength upgrade and some taunting skills that complemented his existing mind attack abilities. Then, he would emerge as a top-line tank. 
 
    Adrian laughed internally. He couldn’t possibly think of anything worse than deliberately choosing to be a punching bag. Battle wraith was better if he was going to fight. He wanted to zip around, effortlessly dodging attacks. Thinking back on his previous fights, he frowned; for a glass cannon mage, he certainly got cut up a lot. 
 
    He kept reading. 
 
    Available with neutral recommendation 
 
    Pathway of Mind 
 
    This extends the existing pathway and allows you to gain an additional two ranks. 
 
    Adrian stopped reading. The implications of that ability were clear. An extra two ranks would give him an unparalleled ability to change memories and control people. Even the Yanneys’ devices would probably struggle to stop him with that level of skill. 
 
    No! 
 
    Fierce agreement came from the interface. It did not want him to go down that path, either. 
 
    Pathway of Expert Spear Mastery 
 
    No! 
 
    Adrian did not need to explore it further. It did not interest him—the mobility of battle wraith suited his style of fighting better. 
 
    Disagreement emanated from the interface, so he read further. 
 
    Pathway of Expert Spear Mastery 
 
    At higher levels of mastery, spear fighting morphs to be more about magical enhancements than physical movements. Expert mastery enhances speed and strength permanently when using the spear. Expert mastery also teaches several individual magic-infused strikes, primarily those dealing with piercing damage or concussive force. 
 
    The interface was right; the pathway was more interesting than he had first thought. 
 
    It’s never easy, is it? 
 
    A shrug from Jaracol. Ultimately, it could make recommendations but not decide for him. 
 
    Pathway of Poison Mastery 
 
    This pathway builds upon the poisons ingested across lower levels of poison pathways. The resulting skills may be used to fight both sapients and non-sapient creatures. This class allows the user to master poisons, providing the option to re-create them for multiple uses. 
 
    He scanned the details to get an impression of the depth and flexibility of the pathway. The possibilities were endless in terms of what he could absorb and what he could produce. It would not be like a snake generating a few drops per day. It would be closer to milk bottles full of the most potent substances imaginable. 
 
    Two thoughts went through Adrian’s head. First, that was icky and almost as bad as his mind powers. Second, it was possibly the most overpowered thing he had seen, because the underlying data told him he could create clouds of poison similar to what the demonic smoker when he was assassinating Joshua had created. He could also use the skill as many times as he wanted. There was even an exploit that allowed him to produce poisons to sell to others. It might be slow at first while he worked towards mastering substances, but once it was done? Absolutely bad-arse. 
 
    Agreement from the interface. 
 
    If he tailored poisons to what he was fighting and shadow stepped around them, he could kill most things without giving them an opportunity to strike a blow. Magic would become his back-up and if he used identification accurately, he could ensure he picked only the battles that he could win. Poison his arrows with a high-class concoction and then watch the monsters die without ever risking himself. It sounded silly, but the exploit was there, as he could make poisons that would cost more to use than what most monsters were worth. But he could create them for free, which was basically cheap experience. 
 
    It meant he could fight with poisons when no one else could afford it. The class could snowball quickly both by the wealth it would generate and the ability to assassinate powerful monsters in the wild. It would boost his levels faster than anyone else could improve. Which would give him opportunities to upgrade faster . . . which could . . . 
 
    More agreement. 
 
    If he did not have a family to return to, this is what he would choose. He would grab it and go out to the wild and kill. Ravenously jump to the next level and grab a similar upgrade. Soon, he would be so deadly that nothing could stop him. 
 
    He stopped that thought; it was a silly, immature dream of grandeur. Emily and the kids were waiting, and that class was better for the long term. Whatever option he chose had to be ideal for breaking out of the dungeon and getting home. Adhava might be dead, but she had locked them in here until they completed the facility with its mysterious number of levels. At this size, the group was strong, but that would surely waver around the fifth level, if it went that deep. Still, it was a hard class to abandon. It guaranteed power now and a profession later, as he could generate, use and sell poisons. Even as a side hustle, selling poisons would be incredibly lucrative. 
 
    Other options were listed, but they were old offers he had long since declined. Shadow fighters were still there, and he knew he would never use it. While it was powerful when upgrading from level one to level two, it was less useful between levels three and four. In a different timeline, he might have taken them and upgraded them multiple times by now. At his new level of four, who knows what extraordinary power they would grant? 
 
    His interface flashed, and he clicked through, ready to be amused. 
 
    Shadow Companion (Shadow Fighter Upgrade #3) 
 
    Requires shadows or darkness to function. 
 
    Companion starts with 
 
    
    	 100% of physical attributes 
 
    	 70% of mental attributes 
 
    	 All physical and magical skills* 
 
    	 +20 to starting agility 
 
    	 3x base Shadow Step capability 
 
    	 Immune to 80% of physical damage 
 
   
 
    *Excluding summoning abilities 
 
    That was after three upgrades. If he had chosen shadow fighters earlier, this would be the tool at his disposal. It was powerful. It basically created a stronger, more robust Adrian to send into a fight in his stead. 
 
    The interface flashed again. An alternative option. 
 
    Shadow Army (Shadow Fighter Upgrade #3) 
 
    Only functional at night. 
 
    Summons an army of shadows to fight. Two shadow forms are summoned. 
 
    
    	 Shadow Fighter: starts with 100% physical attributes and 20% of mental attributes 
 
    	 Shadow Mage: starts with 100% of mental attributes and 40% of physical attributes 
 
   
 
    Number of shadows summoned equal to mana control divided by 10, plus summoning proficiency. 
 
    He was not sure what summoning proficiency meant, but it probably mirrored the Mind ability ranking system. If he was correct, he would have been able to summon between four and seven shadow fighters and potentially more if he had focused on mana control. That meant he could conjure seven personal clones or mages to fight alongside him. It would have been a fearsome force. 
 
    None of that mattered, as nice as those evolved spells sounded. It was not something he would ever get access to. At least battle wraith, if he accepted it, used his Ambusher and Mind level-up abilities, so it would grant him some of the synergy that a more directed path would have offered. 
 
    The choice came down to battle wraith or expert spear. Then, his eyes fell on the trainers. Maybe he could end up with both. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 31 
 
    Susie created a portal to the safe room. Adrian made a beeline for the offensive trainer and realised that he was penniless when he reached the kiosk. 
 
    “Energy is not a concern,” the earth elemental said, immediately catching his frustrated expression. 
 
    “Why?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “I’m confident that your credit is safe.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The elemental laughed that horrifying, outstretched laugh. 
 
    “One, your cut from Adhava’s belongings is at least two hundred thousand energy and arguably you should receive a bigger percentage. And second, we have the collateral from your meditation technique.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. I’m Adrian.” 
 
    “You can call me Third Rock.” 
 
    “Do we shake?” 
 
    Third Rock shook his head hurriedly. “It’s unnecessary.” 
 
    “If I was a noob, what would your advice be?” 
 
    “Spend two days with us to improve your spear rating up to advanced—officially—and complete Shadow Evasion. After that, complete the facility and spend another day gaining a thrust technique at an expert level.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Adrian asked with an easy grin. He had just murdered multiple people; he should not be feeling so at ease. No, he corrected himself, not murder. He had killed evil tyrants in order to save tens of thousands of people. A noble violence. 
 
    “The first two, I would say are critical. The thrust technique, less so.” 
 
    “But?” he asked and then cursed himself internally for being tricked into asking. 
 
    Third Rock raised some rocky eyebrows. “The ‘but’ is that getting an expert penetration to link to your spear thrusts helps you deal with enemies that you would otherwise struggle with. Basically, monsters with high natural armour negate your entire attack set right now.” 
 
    “Apart from Mind,” he pointed out. 
 
    The elemental shrugged. “True . . .” It paused for a few seconds, and Adrian resisted the temptation to fill in the silence with another but. “But!” the elemental continued, finally sounding slightly disgruntled. “Monsters are mostly animalistic and your Mind threads won’t work.” 
 
    “If I train with you?” 
 
    “Two thousand energy each and a day-night cycle.” 
 
    “Thank you. I need to talk to my friends.” 
 
    Susie was sitting down, her eyes unfocused. Everyone else had turned to face him. “We won, but we’re stuck here until we complete the dungeon. The next room has killed everyone who’s gone in it.” 
 
    Mike nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to play this,” Adrian admitted. “On one hand, we want to finish as quickly as possible because my guess is that it’s all gone to shit up there.” He pointed upwards to where he presumed Albury was. 
 
    “I think we need to let Albury deal with this themselves,” James volunteered. Adrian looked at him curiously. “We appreciate all you’ve done,” James continued hurriedly. “But the oaths have broken. We have to clean up our own mess. It’s not hopeless. The underground is prepared to step up.” 
 
    “What does everyone else think?” 
 
    “I’m with James,” Stevo said instantly. 
 
    “Same,” Joanne agreed. 
 
    Even Steve was nodding along. 
 
    “Then the only question is how long we train for.” 
 
    “How long do you need?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Two days,” Adrian answered. 
 
    “Then we do that unless someone else needs more time.” She looked around at the rest of their team. No one was objecting or raising other ideas. “Everyone talks with the trainers. Anyone who needs less than two days is going to come and help pick up Adhava’s belongings.” 
 
    Mike cleared his throat. “We need to talk about the distribution of any assets she had.” 
 
    “Adrian gets fifty percent,” Jules said simply. “Plus first pick on all of her gear.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Steve seconded. Susie, Charlotte, and even James nodded. 
 
    “And the rest we split evenly?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Maybe give Adrian sixty and then we all get five each,” Charlotte suggested. 
 
    “Technically, that energy belongs to the people of Albury.” The whole group turned to the financial investigator, one of the men who had refused to fight against Adhava. Jules took a threatening step in his direction. 
 
    “Wait,” Charlotte said, jumping up and grabbing Jules before she could do anything stupid. “Was Adhava going to use it for the city?” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “So, it was Adhava’s energy, not Albury’s,” Charlotte pressed. The investigator nodded. “And are you going to argue that it should go to her beneficiaries?” 
 
    The man shook his head even quicker this time. 
 
    Charlotte smiled sweetly. “So you agree it’s our energy. I need to hear you say it.” Her voice sharpened. 
 
    “Yes,” the man squeaked. 
 
    “Good. We’re settled, then. James? Stevo?” 
 
    “Sounds fair to me,” James said. Stevo nodded in agreement. 
 
    They’re really going to give me sixty percent of the loot. That’s a lot. 
 
    “It should be enough to get your poisons back, at least,” Charlotte told him. He nodded as tears of relief started to well in his eyes. He looked at the trader and then the offensive and defensive trainers. 
 
    “I should—” His voice broke slightly. He cleared his throat. “I need to train.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    I chose battle wraith and I’ll select strength when my training routines get stale. 
 
    The interface acknowledged the message. Adrian could feel the changes start to take hold: Shadow Steps and air control upgraded to permanent parts of his movement. Rather than it all being consciously managed, he allotted some control to the interface and, to some extent, his personal air core. Now, his system would automatically speed him up when the situation demanded it. No focus needed. 
 
    The knowledge kept growing. The Mind ability that accompanied battle wraith form was similar. A sizeable portion of his subconscious was split into creating the attacks. There was even an additional bonus that at face value might not have seemed that special, but that passive skill spooled out Mind threads constantly, scanning for enemies. They would gather information about location and even intent and worked even when the form was not active. Now, not only would he have a perfect mental map of his opponents, but he would also be able to essentially read weaker minds. It was not something to rely on in every battle, but against humans and certain near-sapient monsters, it would reduce a battle to a leisurely target practice. He would perfectly predict their every move. It was a massive advantage. 
 
    There was also a pathway to follow. The first step was, unsurprisingly, mastering Shadow Evasion, which would extend the time he could use the form instantly to two and a half minutes. Apart from that, it was just a matter of practice. Apparently, when you were inexperienced, you used too much power and so the duration you could sustain the magic for was heavily reduced. As he practised, he would only use the minimum amount of energy. The subtext of that information was disappointing. He would not end up with ten minutes of battle form; instead, he would be trained to have a certain level of capacity that would usually take ten minutes to use up. In an intense battle, he might have significantly less time to work with than expected. 
 
    The defensive trainer nodded when he came up to him. 
 
    “I take it you want training.” 
 
    “Yes—Shadow Evasion.” 
 
    The elemental smiled. To Adrian, it was the sadistic smile of a drill sergeant welcoming the fresh recruits. 
 
    “Training is pretty simple. I belt you and you defend. Come around.” Adrian did as he was told. “And now get your spear out.” 
 
    He retrieved the sapient weapon and looked at it more closely. The maker’s mark had not changed. Its length was the same as was the width, but the shaft seemed more solid somehow. 
 
    “It’ll do that,” the trainer said, seeing his slightly perplexed gaze. “You just got a big burst of experience as you levelled, which means the spear got the same amount. Its next upgrade will probably be when you hit level five.” 
 
    “That soon?” 
 
    “Do you understand how much more experience you’ve got than most people have?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Adrian admitted. “What’s the average level of the population at the moment?” 
 
    “Around nine.” 
 
    Suddenly, Adrian’s Shadow Evasion triggered as the trainer’s wicked quarterstaff flashed past his nose. Then the trader was yelling at him. 
 
    Staff to the head. Stomach, feet, right arm, head again. The high-pitched commands jolted his body into position. Shadow Evasion kept triggering, but occasionally, he dodged the blows himself. 
 
    His Shadow Step reserves dropped to two and then lower still, but the trainer pressed on. 
 
    Several slashes later, the trainer stepped back. “Get rid of your armour.” 
 
    Adrian’s chest was heaving, but he did as instructed. Within seconds, he was under attack again, the thick shaft whistling through the air at his vulnerable body. The trainer barked locations milliseconds before striking. Left shoulder, right thigh, chest! Adrian struggled to process the words in time to dodge. The staff slapped against his shins, elbows, ribs, each blow bruising painfully. Adrian suspected the bones had at least chipped in a few spots. 
 
    “Heal yourself.” 
 
    He reeled from the sudden stop and frantically cast a series of Lay of Hands spells. The trainer was relentless. 
 
    Every twenty minutes, the trainer had him stop for a five-minute break and a quick meal. The practice was so exhausting that Adrian pounced at the food every chance he got, trying to ignore the blood dripping onto the cobblestones from where the blunt weapon had broken his skin. It all blurred together. Continual pain and a struggle to survive. Twenty minutes of fighting without armour as his mana and Shadow Steps depleted to nothing. He persevered anyway. 
 
    One blow caught hard on his chest, and he collapsed, all the momentum draining from his body. His Step reserve hit zero. He lay like he had with Bruce, paralysed. His vision was taken up by the elemental’s ugly, talon-like toes. He had not realised just how different from humans the creatures were. While at first glance their form loosely matched humans, with their general proportions, up close it wasn’t just their skin that was different. The anatomy was all wrong. The foot, for example, was closer to a chicken’s foot, with three long, sturdy toes splayed out. 
 
    “You train hard. I can see why you’re as high a level as you are.” 
 
    A flask hovered above Adrian. He recognised the drink, blurry as everything appeared. “Skoal, when you have energy. Then, have this.” The trader waved a small vial filled with green liquid above Adrian and set it down next to the skoal. “Sleep here and I’ll protect you.” 
 
    Sleeping Potion - Expert 
 
    This potion circumvents poison resistance to induce a natural sleep cycle. Moving or hurting the consumer will wake them immediately. 
 
    Barely recovered, Adrian grabbed the flask and drank as ordered. Like a high-end liquor, the stuff was tough to force down at this desperate speed, burning the back of his throat as he guzzled. 
 
    “I underestimated you,” the elemental said while he drank. “It only took you nine hours to acquire Shadow Evasion, but I trained you for an extra ten hours. Added a few extras.” 
 
    Adrian was stunned. He had not realised almost a day had passed in that blur of staying ahead of the trainer’s devil staff. 
 
    Adrian wanted to check the updates, but in his crumpled state, the world was swaying too much. He choked down the bitter green liquid instead. 
 
    Darkness and a floating, drunken sensation enveloped him, and he fell onto his back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    Adrian woke up staring at a different set of elemental feet. These had longer claws that looked like they could tear a person to shreds. 
 
    After nineteen hours of labour, he was expecting some pain, but his body felt so refreshed that he practically jumped up to his feet. Adrian looked up and instead of the defensive trainer he was looking at the offensive orientated one. 
 
    “Good,” the offensive trainer said. “Mimic everything I do.” 
 
    And he did just that. At first, it felt like he was just going through physical motions without purpose. But after a while, the trainer started to communicate. 
 
    “My words contain memories like a memory stone, so don’t think you could’ve figured this out on your own.” 
 
    Adrian grunted and put all his force into a spear thrust. 
 
    “You might’ve worked out that in Alpha physics, absolutely everything depends on the processing power of your core, interface, or both.” 
 
    The trainer wrapped his knuckles around his spear, moving faster than Adrian could see. 
 
    “Keep it straight,” the trainer warned, still moving through the forms which Adrian mimicked. “In fighting, fundamentals are important, which is what we’re doing now. But there’s plenty of magic out there, and the person who uses it best will win most fights. What I’m going to teach you is how to use internal magic to fight with the spear. The basics, anyway. This isn’t the same as your Shadow Evasion. That skill is external, driven by air and shadow, but pairing that with internal force modifiers gives you an advantage. Why?” 
 
    “Because if I’m fighting someone who’s using internal magic for both offence and defence, they’ll tire more quickly,” he speculated. 
 
    “Correct. In time, you can take the techniques you learn today and add to them. How powerful will you be on a battlefield when your internal defensive skills match your external ones?” He lunged forward once more. “I know you meditate, so that’s the memory that we’re going to use. At a very basic level, you are using what you think of as force magic to grab hold of your limbs and perform the movement.” 
 
    “Sort of like what I do with growth and strength buffs.” 
 
    The elemental burst out laughing. “I think you’ve either been lucky or your interface plays the long game.” 
 
    “Lucky,” Adrian confirmed. “I have literally tossed a coin to make some of my decisions.” 
 
    It was technically true. Sure, he had tossed a coin, but he ultimately decided not to use the outcome. 
 
    Amusement radiated from the interface. 
 
    “Well, it worked, but maybe you should be more considered from now on.” There was a touch of reproach in the trainer’s tone. “Now, I want you to practice a power thrust. As you move, empower force through your muscles.” 
 
    For the next day and night, Adrian listened to the deceivingly calm voice explain ludicrous concepts that came together so beautifully in practice. He had spent so much time already manipulating magic within his body that the trainer’s nuances made immediate sense to him. 
 
    “What’s next?” 
 
    “We’re done,” the trainer said quietly. “We’re out of time.” 
 
    Those words were the catalyst to unlock all the pain that had been building up in his joints and muscles. It was like he was a middle-aged man again who had forgotten his age and played tennis for too long. Everything hurt, especially his elbows. 
 
    “Thank you. I think I learned a lot.” 
 
    “Too much,” the trainer agreed. “I am charging three times what we agreed to, and even that is not enough.” 
 
    Adrian did not bother arguing. He already knew that was the case. The session was supposed to teach a single skill, but on his count, he had learned five. 
 
    Empowered Thrust - Increases the power of a spear thrust by five times. 
 
    Spear Lunge - A short-ranged movement skill. The user may blur straight forward five metres almost instantly. Slower than Shadow Steps but devastating in battle. 
 
    Shift - The ability to move at five times one’s normal speed between different spear stances. Intended primarily for offensive use. 
 
    Beautiful. He just had to assume a spear stance, and then he could move as fast as lightning. 
 
    Wind Penetration - A combination of internal power and wind magic to sharpen the edge of the spear far sharper than phantom blade. Also may be used to extend the length of the spear up to two feet. 
 
    Projected Thrust - An upgrade of wind penetration that allows the user to detach and throw the edge of the spear forward. Range: 10 metres. 
 
    The best thing about the skills was that they burnt the same pool that Shadow Step used. Well, that was not quite true; the last two skills used air mana but so little as to be almost negligible. 
 
    “Thank you for your generosity.” 
 
    The trainer waved his praise away. “I don’t know what you’re going to be facing, but you have a gift. If you have time, you should continue to develop it.” 
 
    “If I do have time, what would you suggest?” 
 
    “Two options. Develop crushing blow techniques or augment your movement speed defensively.” 
 
    Augmenting movement speed defensively would upgrade offence as well. They were two sides of the same coin. Defence and offence transitioned seamlessly from one to the other. Crushing blows were also enticing and lacking from his repertoire. There was a reason Steve had trained himself in axe, sword, and mace. 
 
    The trainer handed him a flask and a familiar green vial. “Do it,” he ordered. “The sleep will help commit all this information to long-term memory.” 
 
    He obeyed and once more slept deeply on the hard, rocky ground. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    When Adrian awoke, he felt refreshed and was not surprised to find that breakfast had been set up under the tree. He wandered over, and the whole team was there. They were all relaxed and smiling for the first time in ages. Charlotte was sitting next to Mike, their hands entwined and resting on his lap. 
 
    Adrian smiled. It felt peaceful. 
 
    Steve and Susie chatted away together, catching up on lost quality time in the dungeon. Jules was holding court with Joanne, Stevo, and James. 
 
    Charlotte saw Adrian first and waved sweetly before clutching Mike’s hand to her side. 
 
    Adrian’s smile grew broader, but he did not approach them, choosing to let them have their privacy. Instead, he went to the table. There looked to be a mix of delicacies from both the trader and human cooks. 
 
    “Courtesy of Adhava,” Jules said behind him, making him jump. “Eat up,” she encouraged. “It’s safe. We even ran a poison detector over it. Not that you would care. There was a roast pig, but it was poisoned and so was one of the twenty-five-year-old wines.” 
 
    There was absolutely no wine on the table. He looked at her quizzically. 
 
    Jules shrugged. “My courses with the trainer were shorter.” 
 
    Curiously, he used identification on her. 
 
    Level 35 Barbarian Berserker 
 
    This class specialises in strength and provides many buffs that substitute the Strength attribute for other attributes. In battle, members of this class can activate a bloodlust that grants damage mitigation and increased output at the cost of self-control. 
 
    He focused longer, interested in just how strong she was now. Troll aspect came up, followed by club mastery and bard skills. Then the attributes rolled in. She was all Strength, nothing gained in Agility or Vitality. But with her class, why bother with Agility or Vitality? Her Vitality already defaulted to seventy-five percent of her Strength, and once the battle started, Agility was linked to Strength as well. Then he saw that she had invested points into Intelligence. Hers was lower than his, but not as much as he expected. 
 
    “You increased Intelligence?” He resisted the urge to say it’s about time! 
 
    “Oh, yes, I did.” She turned away from him and scooped some ice cream onto her plate. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She grinned wryly at him. “You don’t know everything, Mr. Bookworm.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “There is a Strength cap.” 
 
    The words hit him by surprise. 
 
    What does that mean? 
 
    His interface was not flashing, but he clicked through it anyway. There was nothing waiting for him. 
 
    When he looked up, Jules had taken her ice cream and was heading back to her little picnic group. 
 
    Cursing internally, knowing that she was playing with him, he grabbed a few pieces of what looked like fried chicken and followed her. 
 
    “What did you mean?” he asked, sitting down opposite Jules. 
 
    “Hi, all! Nice to see you. How are you, Jo?” Joanne said sarcastically. 
 
    “How are you, Jo?” Adrian said, smirking at the girl who had just sassed him. He barely knew her, but she bore several similarities to her sister. Adrian still felt a pang of guilt for killing that otacalstuc, even though both she and Joanne were clearly at peace with it, having felt the loss long ago. 
 
    “I’m great. How was your training?” 
 
    Adrian grinned. “Painful but rewarding. And how has everything been out here?” He caught a glimpse of Jules smiling as she dug into her ice cream. 
 
    “Amazing,” Joanne admitted. “With energy to do stuff and no collar”—she touched her neck—“this place isn’t half bad.” 
 
    “How’s it been for you guys?” Joanne asked, addressing James and Stevo. 
 
    “Leave the man alone,” Stevo said. “I saw you when Jules mentioned the Strength cap.” 
 
    Jules burst into giggles and even Joanne cracked a rare smile. 
 
    “What do you mean that there’s a cap?” Adrian tried again. 
 
    Jules kept eating. To distract himself, he bit into the fried chicken. It was the real deal. Batter, chicken, grease, and all. 
 
    “It came up when I was placing my fifty-sixth point.” 
 
    Fifteen starting attributes, eight from troll aspect, six from mana surge, and presumably twenty-seven from level-ups. Adrian summarised it in his head, which meant she had probably put every other point she had received into Intelligence. That lined up with his identification’s report. 
 
    “A big warning came up: ‘You have hit the physical Strength limits. Additional points placed into Strength will have a reduced impact.’ There was more, but basically it said that if I keep increasing Strength, I would turn into a bodybuilder. Five more points would make me look like one!” She shuddered at the thought. “And every five after that would make me grow a foot.” 
 
    Adrian spent a moment trying to imagine Jules as a hulking bodybuilder. 
 
    “I almost vomited when it showed me what I would like at seventy strength.” 
 
    Adrian choked on his food. “Wow,” he said instead. 
 
    “If you think about it,” Jules continued. “It makes an awful lot of sense. Everything truly powerful is massive.” 
 
    “I assume there are limits for everything.” 
 
    Jules nodded at Joanne. “Jo said that Stephanie, her sister, hit Agility barriers when she borrowed from Adhava.” 
 
    “I already know mana and magic control depend on the size of your core, your interface, or both,” he mused. 
 
    “What?” Joanne asked. 
 
    “Your interface is the human equivalent of a core. But instead of being concentrated, you have a lot of tiny grains spread throughout you. When my mana increased, I got all this extra volume that increased the size of those grains. We are limited. I wonder if levels are too?” 
 
    Jules shrugged a little. “We’ll find out, but there are monsters like the wyrm out there. If we get stuck on level fifty, I’m not sure we’ll be able to fight them.” 
 
    Adrian thought about that for a moment. With battle wraith and spear, he was getting close. “I think at a level fifty equivalent, I can hurt it.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Jules was suddenly engaged in the conversation. “What superhuman skill did you get on your level-up?” 
 
    He summarised the battle wraith’s abilities. Everyone’s jaws dropped. 
 
    “I chose the wrong class,” James said finally. 
 
    Level 26 Ranger 
 
    This class is a physical-based nature specialist. It can be customised to suit various paths, including archery, wild upkeep, and movement. The class receives a bonus to perception every five levels. 
 
    The ranger had unsurprisingly thrown his points into the physical categories, focusing primarily on Agility and secondarily on Strength and Vitality. Adrian concentrated more. James’s archery was high-advanced to low-expert, and he held a chunk of forest stealth abilities. 
 
    “Non-standard interfaces are stronger, but all the combat classes are equally useful,” Adrian stated modestly. 
 
    “But the battle wraith Agility bonus is just ridiculous,” James countered. 
 
    “Adrian’s not normal,” Jules said quickly. 
 
    “Not normal at all,” Susie agreed, joining them. “I’ve seen him voluntarily melt his own legs.” 
 
    “That was not voluntary,” Adrian argued playfully. The mere reminder of the poison pathway reignited his withdrawal symptoms. He needed to get those ingredients back. His tone sharpened. “I need my cut of Adhava’s energy and the trader.” 
 
    He stood abruptly. 
 
    “Wait!” Charlotte called out. “I already bought back your poisons.” 
 
    Already three steps away, he froze and wrestled his bag open, holding it out for Charlotte to transfer the items back across. Charlotte was smiling sadly. “This was your solution to beat the scoropids, wasn’t it?” 
 
    He nodded tightly. 
 
    The bag tipped, and he checked the contents. The poisons were back! Along with four hundred thousand energy. Relief washed through him. 
 
    “Thank you.” His voice was clipped. She ruffled his hair and then pulled her hand back nervously, as if she had crossed a boundary. 
 
    He sat down shakily and grabbed his plate to keep eating. His symptoms would subside soon with a healthy distraction. 
 
    “Adrian does what needs to be done,” Steve said quietly. 
 
    “We all do,” Susie said. 
 
    “Some more than others,” Steve disagreed gently. 
 
    “Wow, that took a turn,” Jules interjected cheerfully. “What would you have thought of me if I turned into a giant bodybuilder?” 
 
    “I don’t know if your laugh going into battle would be more or less terrifying. I’m not sure if I’d rather have a chuckling giant charging me or a cackling petite woman.” 
 
    “I know right,” Jules said, all smiles again. “Mind you, I like how I look now.” She produced a mirror and studied herself for a moment. “Definitely better than the alternative.” She put the mirror away. “So! What do we do next?” 
 
    “I assumed you guys already had a plan,” Adrian said with a shrug. “I’m guessing we finish the dungeon and then go see what’s happening in Albury. Not sure what other choice we have.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    As they went back through the familiar rooms, Adrian found the defences had been turned off. 
 
    “How?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Part of being the training administrator,” Susie told him. “I can deactivate rooms. Just the ones we’ve cleared,” she clarified when she saw his incredulous look. “If no one’s defeated them yet, I can’t do a thing. I can’t even access any information on the uncleared rooms.” 
 
    They arrived at the new room, past the debris from Adhava’s bomb, and peered into it. 
 
    “Everyone knows the history. Multiple teams have been wiped in this room. When it engages, the doors shut, and that’s all we know.” 
 
    “Do we know how Adhava survived when she went through it herself?” 
 
    “She didn’t touch it,” Mike answered. “The family breezed through the first floor and then in that last room she lost one of her sons. After that, she used expendable resources and got other teams to go ahead of her. She lost two level fifteen teams and then a level twenty-one. As far as I can tell, she was going to send the best of Yosuf’s group through next.” 
 
    “Good thing she never did,” Adrian commented absently while studying the room. The function of it was a complete mystery. Currently it was an empty room with painted white concrete floors and walls. 
 
    “I’ll bite. Why?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Because unless I’m grossly mistaken, there will be another reward like the personal shield when we complete this room. If Yosuf’s crew had beaten the room, they would’ve beaten us ages ago.” 
 
    Susie nodded vigorously. Adrian kept staring into the room, trying to see if there was a hidden feature he was missing. He let his Perception get to work. 
 
    “Why are we waiting?” Jules asked finally. 
 
    “I’m seeing if I can find anything,” he answered. 
 
    “I can tell from your face that you don’t see anything,” Mike said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “Theoretically, we’re ridiculously overpowered, but the room has been killing people. Something’s up.” Mike continued, “I figured we have three choices. We all go in, Adrian’s core group goes in, or just Adrian goes in.” 
 
    Adrian weighed the options. If he went in alone, he could concentrate more easily. Battle wraith form would give him an immense advantage, and thanks to Shadow Evasion, it would last for two minutes. Given he could toggle it on and off, two minutes was actually a long time. Unless there was a horde of monsters, fights usually only lasted seconds. But the room was unknown. If it forced a protracted battle, then he would be in trouble. Plus, Mike was too useful to leave behind in case there were environmental traps he had to navigate. 
 
    “I think all of us,” Adrian said finally. “We’re all above level twenty-five. The battle should be easy.” 
 
    “You heard the man,” Mike called out. 
 
    Together, they all filed in. The moment they were inside, the doors rumbled shut. 
 
    “Prepare for anything!” Mike yelled. 
 
    There was a long pause of nothingness, but Adrian felt like they were being watched. 
 
    “Your party is over-levelled,” an automated voice called out. “Would you like to increase difficulty for additional rewards?” 
 
    The interface was screaming YES at him. 
 
    “No,” Mike said firmly. 
 
    “Wait!” Susie yelled out. 
 
    “Current difficulty maintained.” The monotone voice thundered from all around them. 
 
    “Damn it,” Susie cursed. The interface flared up in rage as well. 
 
    “What?” Mike asked in confusion. 
 
    “The other parties didn’t wipe,” Susie explained. 
 
    “Encounter starting,” the calm voice of the training room boomed. “For additional rewards, do not use ranged or magic attacks.” 
 
    “Jules, take care of them,” Susie said. Whatever information Susie just learned had clearly changed her opinion. 
 
    A door opened and a copper golem trundled out. 
 
    Level 15 Copper Melee-Based Warrior 
 
    Identification promptly told him that hit had no other special characteristics. It was level fifteen with boosted Vitality and Strength. He could have beaten it back in Wagga, possibly even on the first day with the crowbar; it was that unimpressive. 
 
    Meanwhile, sections of the floor started lighting up in a familiar manner. 
 
    “Don’t let them hurt you, and don’t go berserk,” Susie ordered her daughter. 
 
    Jules took off. “As I was saying, the other parties did not wipe. Some survived. Adhava never attempted this room herself. She lost one of her sons in the previous room and decided not to take any more risks. After that, the first party that came in here was oath-sworn against its will and that triggered a protocol. The room checks intent, if you’re there under duress or oath-bound. It offers a choice. You can break the oath and be transported elsewhere. If they all accept as a group, they get teleported as a group somewhere distant. Melbourne, Sydney, or Adelaide, it looks like. Otherwise, they’re scattered.” 
 
    There was a crash, and the first copper creature disintegrated under a single one of Jules’s blows. Two more emerged. 
 
    “Move left!” Mike called out, and they all reacted instinctively. 
 
    Susie continued her report. “The other groups took that option to run. To Adhava, it looked like they had died, and she was too scared to go in.” 
 
    Another sound of collapsing metal. Jules had made quick work of another golem. More emerged, and there were now ten around her. 
 
    “Should we help?” Adrian asked, gesturing at her. 
 
    Jules grunted and revved into an almost cinematic hyper speed. Arms, legs, and entire golems went flying. A few seconds later, she was standing amongst rubble. 
 
    The entry and exit doors reopened. Adrian’s interface started flashing. 
 
    “Done?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    “Yep,” Susie confirmed. “And that’s why we should’ve gone for the harder option.” 
 
    He clicked through his interface. 
 
    Permanent Movement Speed Buff 
 
    Passive forty percent increase in movement speed out of combat and twenty percent increase in speed in combat. 
 
    “That buff can go up to fifty percent in and out of combat,” Susie told them with regret in her voice. 
 
    “This is still powerful,” James said. “If I’m reading this right, I can shoot my arrows twenty percent faster.” 
 
    “Yes. It could’ve been fifty percent.” She glared at Mike. 
 
    Adrian was glad he wasn’t the one in trouble. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    “Do we continue?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Susie?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “We have to complete all the levels before I can do anything. The next floor’s theme is perception with a melee overlay. It’s supposed to be difficult for level twenties.” 
 
    With a shrug, Adrian took the lead and walked into the exit tunnel. He promptly exited into another safe room. It had the same look as the previous one, but with only one trainer instead of two. Adrian ignored the trader and approached the trainer. 
 
    He paused for a moment just a metre in front of the bird-like creature with big wings and then two smaller arms coming out of its hips. The stubs of the arms were feathered, but four finger-length tentacles came out the ends. Adrian got an impression of strength and dexterity from them. They looked more useful for manipulating things than human hands. There was a small dip of its head, acknowledging him. “Hi, I’m Adrian.” 
 
    It trilled and tilted its head and Adrian saw a necklace with a speaker similar to the one Charlize the crab wore. “I’m Blue Bell.” Her voice was friendly, dainty. 
 
    “Really?” he asked, reasonably confident that it was just an Earth name. 
 
    “Nope, but you lack the vocal range to pronounce my name.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have time to stay. Are you a trainer?” 
 
    She trilled and sounded amused, but no particular answer was forthcoming. 
 
    “What do you offer?” 
 
    More trills. “Movement skills and some of the more basic observation and pattern recognition skills.” 
 
    There was a theme. The first floor was all about fighting and the training was designed to improve that aspect. The next floor was about moving and avoiding traps, and unsurprisingly, the trader here would boost those skills. 
 
    “I can teach you some movement skills, but nothing on the observation side.” 
 
    “Because my Perception and identification are too advanced?” 
 
    There was a trill of agreement. 
 
    “Then I guess we’re prepared for the next set of rooms.” 
 
    “I can’t say.” More amused trills. “But honestly, you could probably just send your berserker to clear it all. She would get absolutely ambushed in every room, but I’m not sure anything in there could actually kill her.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Jules would appreciate that.” 
 
    Even higher-pitched trills and laughter came from the bird’s neck. “Ahh, warriors of my race would not be so protective of their mates.” 
 
    “She’s not my mate.” 
 
    The bird’s head tilted to the right, examining him curiously. “They would care even less about someone else’s mate.” 
 
    “I guess humans are different.” 
 
    Another trill. “All races have their quirks. I won’t hold it against you.” 
 
    Adrian stared at her, speechless, surprised at the tone. She sounded like she thought she was so superior. “Thanks for your time.” 
 
    The bird had already turned her head away, preening her feathers. 
 
    “What did she say?” Charlotte asked the moment he stepped away. 
 
    “That we shouldn’t have any difficulty.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “She trains movements and observation,” he corrected quickly. “But my observation skills are already above what she can teach, so there’s no reason to linger here.” 
 
    As one, they walked towards the exit to the safe room. The faster they could finish, the sooner he could plan the next stage of his journey. He just prayed that Albury had not self-destructed while they were down here training. There was always the chance that the Patriot guard had fragmented and warlords now had the freedom to tear the city to bits. 
 
    He hoped that would not happen. He hoped that Adele and the resistance had a plan for any malfeasance. A way to quell discontent and rebuild the town. Adrian was not willing to go to war again against any new warlords. 
 
    Fortunately, he would not have to. He could not imagine that any group in Albury could intimidate Steve even with his peg leg. It was clear that Steve and Susie’s journey was ending here. Susie would stay to fulfill her new role and Steve simply didn’t have many options. With their control of the training facility, any aspiring warlords would be in for a nasty surprise. Adrian was not interested in society-building. He would leave that to people more competent than him. 
 
    Wagga and Albury were both going to be okay. Emily was alive, and that gave him hope that Melbourne and the other bigger cities were functioning. Humanity could do this. 
 
    Walking through the exit threshold to look at the first room of their next series of challenges, he was beaming. 
 
    “What’s up?” Jules asked, jostling him from the side. Her astounding strength made him stumble. She caught him just before he tripped fully into the room. “Sorry.” 
 
    Adrian didn’t care. “I just realised humanity is going to be okay. Wagga and Albury are surviving.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jules agreed. “We’ll get everyone through even if we have to drag them kicking and screaming.” 
 
    Mike was already studying what they were facing next, so Adrian joined in. 
 
    The first room was boring. Smooth, even floor with the occasional stalagmite. Adrian switched to Magic Focus and almost burst out laughing. At the top of each upthrust of rock was an ambush predator. 
 
    He switched out of Magic Focus. Even with his advanced Perception skills, he could not break through the illusion. Mike was still looking around, trying to see what Adrian was laughing at. “I can’t see anything,” he admitted. 
 
    “One sec,” Adrian told him, switching on Magic Focus so he could properly identify them. They were perched on every third spike or so. 
 
    Camouflaged Cave Predator 
 
    This predator hides itself in plain sight and attacks with razor-sharp claws. Has a limited flight ability. 
 
    Adrian kept focusing, knowing that more information would become apparent. They were man-sized but flew a bit like a bat and used echolocation. No head to speak of, but multiple mouths decorated the main torso. When they opened their wings, their wingspan stretched over two metres across. 
 
    Not huge by Alpha standards, but not small. They were highly flammable. James and Stevo could beat them, providing they were the ones instigating. 
 
    “Ambush predators,” Adrian told everyone. 
 
    “Where?” Mike asked. 
 
    “See if you can find them.” 
 
    Mike squinted out into the room, but he was clearly still confused. 
 
    “I can see them,” Charlotte said finally. 
 
    “Where?” Mike asked, annoyed. 
 
    “How are your amazing battle strategist abilities treating you now?” She nudged him playfully. 
 
    “Where?” he demanded. 
 
    “Frustrated, are we?” Charlotte’s eyes were sparkling. 
 
    In a different timeline. 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “On the tip of most of the stalagmites,” she relented. 
 
    “They’re only dangerous if they surprise you,” Adrian assured them all. “And I can burn them out. This is an easy room.” 
 
    Ten mana Flame Sprouts activated, jolting the monsters into action. Instantly, they swept through the room. Everyone pitched in to slice down the cave predators, including James and Stevo. There were a couple of scratches, which Susie quickly healed, and within a minute they were looking out into the next room. 
 
    The challenge of the next room was the same, but the ambience was totally different. It had a tropical rainforest theme with twenty-metre-high trees and a network of draping vines. Adrian was incredibly relieved to not have to worry about Adhava’s extra traps, because they would be impossible to spot. 
 
    He scanned the vegetation, trying to find the enemy creature that he knew was lurking somewhere in plain sight. One leaf had edges that were a little too regular. Adrian focused on it, and the creature revealed itself. 
 
    Venomous Camouflaged Frogs 
 
    Ambush predators that secrete both a debilitating venom through their saliva and a poison through their skin. Their fundamental mode of attack is a tongue strike enhanced to cut through armour. 
 
    The camouflage was nearly perfect, but not good enough for his Perception—or depth perception. A slight slip-up triggered his identification, and now the damage was done. Its venom was nothing particularly unique, just a combination of paralytic and decay mechanisms. Either could kill, but it would take more than a graze to hurt anyone on the team, and Adrian had antidote ready for that scenario. 
 
    When they moved, the frogs would be immediately visible. The interface, his mind, or maybe identification calculated how fast they would move when ambushing. From the point of springing to landing, roughly half a second would pass. Pre-event, that might have been too fast to react to, but it was slow for Charlotte, Jules, and probably even the rangers. Ten levels ago, it might have been different, but now it would be a cakewalk. The tongue was a problem, however. Luckily, it could only extend a couple of inches before it could pierce through armour and into flesh. After the ratigoifs, Adrian knew that losing flesh in small chunks was hardly an issue. 
 
    Unless it’s in a critical area. 
 
    “They’re ambush frogs,” Adrian explained as they stared around, trying to find the enemy. “Venomous and poisonous, but low doses won’t be a problem, and I have antidote, anyway. Only danger is their tongue. They can poke that thing into you a couple of inches. Protect your head and heart and you’ll be fine. If you get stabbed a few times in the leg, it doesn’t really matter.” 
 
    “Adrian.” Susie’s voice was indignant. “We’re not all masochists.” 
 
    “Mostly, in this world if it doesn’t kill you, it’ll strengthen you.” 
 
    “How’s your regeneration?” Jules asked, laughing. He tried to flick her nose in response, but she swayed out of the way with a smirk. 
 
    “That was low, Jules.” 
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can you show me a frog?” Jules asked earnestly. 
 
    Adrian pointed at a house-cat-sized frog sitting where a branch met the trunk. Its camouflage was significantly more advanced than just a change in colour; as he shifted his head to the side, it disappeared. With the sharp demarcation between the brown trunk and the green beyond it, Adrian knew he would have seen a simple change of skin colour. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Right where I’m pointing. That pink flower.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s about dead centre in its chest.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “You know I’m not.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “When they move, you’ll see them easily. Their camouflage only works when they’re still.” 
 
    “How quickly do they die?” 
 
    “Pretty much instantly,” Adrian answered. “They’re about the weakest Alpha creature that I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Can you make it move so I can see?” 
 
    “For goodness’ sake.” Adrian stepped forward, spear leading, Shadow Step prepped. He queried the weapon, and it responded with an affirmation. Magic brewed in its depth, and Wind Gusts formed at the tip, ready to react to any unexpected threats. If a frog got the jump on him, he was confident it would be blown away. 
 
    Another step. “Watch the flower,” he called backwards while watching the frog. As far as he could tell, it was the closest one to him. As far as he could tell. 
 
    Confirmation flowed up from the spear. The intelligent weapon sent a subtle puff of air in front of Adrian, causing several spots along the forest floor and low-hanging branches to twitch conspicuously. He was not going to accidentally step into their range. Not that it would matter if he did. 
 
    The frogs launched, their average jumping distance just over two metres. One more step and Adrian repositioned his weapon slightly. The closest monster leapt, and he spun the spear to intercept it. The blade dug in and cut it in half. Poison splattered him. 
 
    It was too weak to hurt him, but it would add up quickly with more messy kills. “You guys should probably cover any exposed skin.” Adrian wiped the gunk away from his face. “I’m not sure we can avoid the splatter.” 
 
    “Ahh, a venomous camouflaged frog!” Mike exclaimed, looking at the two body halves. “The attacks are fast, but we’ll have time to react.” Adrian felt like rolling his eyes. “Use bandages to cover yourselves and then we only have the tongues to worry about. This is going to be easy. Everyone,” he called out louder, “cover up, protect your heads, stay together, and support each other. Healers in the middle. This’ll be really easy.” 
 
    Jules nudged Adrian. He looked, and she mouthed the word “Easy” with outrage. Mike was right; it would be straightforward, but he was overusing that term. He was just asking for an unexpected trick. 
 
    “We just need to zigzag across the room to make sure we get all of them. Easy.” 
 
    Jules snickered. 
 
    “No need,” Adrian assured him. “You do the left side.” He pointed. “And I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “Oh, Adrian wants to go bash-bash,” Jules cooed. 
 
    He rolled his eyes in response but did not dispute it. 
 
    “She’s right, isn’t she?” Susie said. 
 
    He glared at Susie only to have Mike, of all people, punch him in the arm. 
 
    “You go do your bash-bash,” Mike said, grinning at him. 
 
    “Fuck you all,” he said, wincing slightly at the vulgarity, though it felt appropriate. 
 
    There were appreciative laughs all around him. 
 
    “We doing this?” Adrian asked excitedly. These frogs had good but imperfect protection against Magic Focus. 
 
    “Let’s make it a game,” Mike suggested. “You kill everything on that side of the stream, and we get the other side and see who wins.” 
 
    “You just gave me three-quarters of the room!” 
 
    “Barely two-thirds,” Mike countered. “A wager. We win, you pay us a thousand each. You win, we pay you a thousand each.” 
 
    “Hey,” Jules grumbled. “I haven’t agreed to that.” 
 
    “But are you in?” 
 
    She looked at the trees, frogs, and the two different areas. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Everyone’s in?” Mike stated. No one objected. “Well.” 
 
    “Like taking candy from a baby,” Adrian teased. “If you don’t kill every one of them, you lose. If you get them all, whoever gets to the other end first wins.” 
 
    “Deal. On the count of three. One . . . two . . . three! Go!” 
 
    Battle wraith. 
 
    The magic rolled over him and he felt a rush of new connections to shadows, along with a firm grounding to the earth. He was sure he could comfortably bend his body like a Krazy Straw without losing his balance. Then came the familiar, sprawling Mind threads floating out from him. It wasn’t a perfect net of awareness, but he knew where his team and several nearby enemies were. 
 
    Step. Strike. Step. Strike. 
 
    He chained ten in a row without feeling the slightest strain on his reserves. The Mind threads whipped around, highlighting the frogs for him. Appearing right next to a frog and slaughtering it before it even noticed him, Wind Blades joined the massacre as they snapped from his hands to hit frogs higher in the trees. Flame Sprout struck two hiding behind trunks. Adrian was not sure if that was the spear or the Mind threads taking the initiative—regardless, the magic to target the frogs flowed perfectly. His fear aura hung around him, a formidable skill though his incredibly fast and powerful new abilities overshadowed it. The aura triggered only once, making a frog hop, terrified as well it should have been because his spear was already swinging. 
 
    Retreating slightly and then holding. His spear and magic had chewed up over twenty frogs, and the first victims still had not hit the ground. It all happened in a blink. 
 
    Spinning around, Adrian looked for a frog that might have survived. Nothing. A full second passed and the automatic Mind Spike did not generate. All clear. 
 
    God, this is good. Extraordinary. So much power that was sitting there waiting to be tapped. Sure, the oversized frogs were hardly the most powerful monsters out there, but they were monsters nonetheless and would have required more effort to fight just three days previously, before he spent two days training and before his level up. Suddenly, the spear jolted and a Wind Gust dislodged one from high in a tree that he had not noticed. Flame Sprout fried its brain with little more than a thought. 
 
    Adrian chained another fifteen Shadow Steps. Each one with the slightest of pauses to allow his whirling spear to destroy the frogs. 
 
    One of his automatic Mind Spikes hit a frog on the other side of the stream. It hopped across to his side, driven by confusion. 
 
    Contemptuously, he shadow stepped next to it and squashed it under the heel of his boot. The rest of his team was running, but they had barely traversed half the distance that he had. 
 
    Another chain of Steps and he was feeling the exertion a little, but his share of the room was almost cleared. The spear was helping him knock invisible frogs into view. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    He landed right next to the others as they jogged down their path. 
 
    “Hi, guys!” 
 
    They were smashing frogs every which way. He saw one hop to Steve’s leg that Charlotte promptly cut away. Susie closed the wound so quickly that it barely bled. 
 
    “Keep going!” Mike yelled at everyone. “What are you doing?” he shouted over to Adrian. 
 
    “Having fun,” Adrian answered. “I’m all done.” 
 
    Jules’s club lashed slowly towards him with mock fury. Rather than stepping, he ducked underneath it. Her eyes narrowed. The next swing was much faster. 
 
    He stepped away, laughing, and then chained Steps until his side was completely clear of the vermin. Between the spear and his observation, he was confident he caught all of them. Not one of them had even had time to launch their ambush attack. 
 
    Just inside the tunnel, he expelled the battle wraith form. Even a casual experiment with it ended a fight in just thirty seconds. The power was absurd. To think he had seriously considered taking the poison path! This ability was so much brighter and more thrilling without the torture of mastering a poison. 
 
    His friends arrived about a minute later. The room registered as cleared when Ollie smashed the last frog that leapt at him. 
 
    “You cheated!” Mike said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You didn’t tell us about your new skill.” 
 
    “First off, you offered the bet. Secondly, I did tell you. Third, you’re a battle strategist! You can see my skills.” 
 
    “He’s sort of got you there, Mike,” Jules said. 
 
    “He definitely does,” Charlotte agreed. 
 
    “What? You’re turning on me now, too?” Mike asked the redhead with mock affront. 
 
    “Definitely,” Charlotte replied, stepping up and kissing Mike on the lips. “Don’t you know Adrian and I are revenge buddies?” 
 
    Adrian found himself looking concerned at Jules, but she was laughing with everyone else. 
 
    Good. 
 
    “Not my fault you made a ridiculous bet.” 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Mike asked, turning back to Adrian. “That was . . .” 
 
    “Yeah,” James nudged. “How?” He shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    Adrian smiled. It felt so satisfying and he still had another two minutes to show off. It was still sinking in how overpowered he was. He and Jules—if not for the berserker penalty—and maybe even Charlotte all sported new upgrades that he had yet to see in action. And Steve! God, what could Steve do now? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    Still on a high, Adrian assessed the next room. It was another cave layout, but brighter than usual. The stalagmites and stalactites were covered in thick, patchy moss, and there was an occasional vine looping across the space. There was a flicker of movement as birds swept between columns. 
 
    Blur Sparrows 
 
    These sparrows protect their nests by dive bombing intruders, accelerating to just below the speed of sound. They harden their body with magic to prevent damage upon impact. 
 
    They were moving too fast for identification to gather any more data. Eventually, Adrian forgot about the flying sparrows and instead scanned the exposed surfaces, figuring they had to rest somewhere. He noticed one flittering completely into the moss wall. Curiously, he examined the wall further and then smiled. 
 
    The blur sparrows did not use magic to hide themselves like the frogs or cave predators. Instead, they simply utilised hiding spots. Behind a thin layer of moss, they were almost invisible. In fact, Adrian missed them multiple times despite his elevated Perception. Now that he knew where to look, he could see them. Just like the frogs, there were hundreds. They were a threat because of their numbers, but individually, they were hardly a concern. 
 
    While he stood there, identification fed him more information. There was nothing particularly new. They would attack once an opponent entered their sensitive area, which was linked to their chosen nesting spot. Adrian checked multiple birds’ sensitivities. Five metres to a little over twelve. In other words, they could cover a distance between the length of a car and a city bus to launch at him. Although, they were one-trick ponies. Their special charges were only useable once per day. 
 
    “You see them?” Adrian asked Mike. The battle strategist nodded. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Mike shrugged. “Feels like the last room.” 
 
    “Nope. I need to keep battle wraith in reserve. I’ll stay with you this time.” 
 
    Mike nodded. 
 
    “Everyone, we move as a unit. Step, wait, and block any attacks. Rinse and repeat. I wish we were trained in shields.” 
 
    “We can do that,” Jules said. “There’s no deadline.” 
 
    Mike hesitated for a moment. “Ollie, James, Stevo, Susie, Joanne, and myself will get shields and training. You four are fast enough to not need one. But it’ll be easier on all of you with shields.” 
 
    “No,” Charlotte told him. “My class doesn’t like shields.” 
 
    “And I have no learning capacity,” Adrian said with a smile. 
 
    “Nope,” Steve said, not choosing to elaborate. 
 
    Mike threw his arms up in the air in mock exasperation. “Fine, you guys stay here and the rest of us will go.” 
 
    Adrian nodded at Mike as he gathered his group to head back to the trader. That was a good call. It would make the coming fight a lot easier. 
 
    While watching their departure, Charlotte pulled out some freshly baked biscuits. 
 
    “Tell us about that,” Charlotte requested, waving toward the previous room. 
 
    “That?” 
 
    “Your magic form—it made you look like a dementor.” 
 
    Jules burst into laughter. “It so did.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a cloak,” Adrian objected. 
 
    “Or a mirror,” Susie piped in. 
 
    “Really?” Adrian asked, directing the question at Steve. In response, there was a small shake of the head. 
 
    “Yes, really,” Charlotte said. “It looked fun.” 
 
    “You have no idea. I just felt like a gust of wind with big teeth, a spear, and flames. Complete command of the battlefield. If I think too much about it, it’s terrifying.” 
 
    “What?” Jules exclaimed in disbelief. “Terrifying maybe for the little bunnies you’re squishing.” 
 
    “I will not be squishing any bunnies.” 
 
    “If they have horns?” Charlotte asked innocently. 
 
    “Bunnies don’t have horns.” 
 
    Regional knowledge kicked in. 
 
    Uni-horn Bunny 
 
    Cute, fluffy, and enjoys charging enemies and transferring a blast of energy with each blow. Colour of horn reflects damaging effect. 
 
    Green – Poison; Black – Withering; Grey – Force; Blue – Ice; Red – Fire; Brown – Slow; Multicolour –combination effects. Beware the gold-horned! 
 
    He wasn’t even sure if they were real or if it was just the interface pulling his leg. Though, from the looks of everyone else, they read the same description. “You didn’t know they existed,” Adrian said. 
 
    Charlotte winked with a little smirk. “Of course I did.” 
 
    “I want to pat one so bad!” Jules exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Or adopt one!” 
 
    “My god,” Adrian groaned and dramatically put a hand on his head. 
 
    “Wait,” Jules interjected. “You’re distracting us. Why is the magic terrifying?” 
 
    “With great power comes great responsibility.” Both girls rolled their eyes. “I’m responsible, but I’m really worried about what powers Jules is going to get,” he finished dryly. 
 
    Charlotte laughed. Even Steve chuckled. Adrian had already estimated the distance separating him and Jules and figured he was probably safe. He saw Jules’s brow furrow–she obviously came to the same conclusion. 
 
    “Beware of anyone who dare hurts a uni-horn,” she proclaimed extravagantly and all of them burst into laughter. 
 
    A short time later the rest of the team returned with their new shields and basic training to use them. 
 
    “Forward,” Mike ordered. 
 
    Collectively, they shifted and a couple of birds blurred towards them. Adrian intercepted one with a spear. There was a series of deep cracks. “Kill them while they’re down,” Mike instructed. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Forward.” 
 
    Another shuffler. This time, about twenty birds hurtled at them. Triple Blades took out two, and Adrian’s spear blocked another two while it channelled air to deflect another. He spun the spear around, executing a couple that were on the ground. 
 
    “Forward.” 
 
    It was a slow, meticulous advance, but a bloody one nevertheless. There were just too many of the critters for them to go completely unscathed. Everyone apart from Charlotte and Adrian got hit, but with the shield bucklers the bulk of them were using, there were no dangerous head shots to worry about. 
 
    Finally, they reached the end of the room. “That was challenging,” Steve said. 
 
    “I think we’re probably supposed to kill them in their nests rather than letting them attack us,” Susie mumbled as she nursed her shallow cuts. 
 
    “Really?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Yes, now that the room is completed, I have the details on its construction and purpose.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we try that?” Jules asked. 
 
    Mike shrugged. “I thought about it, but we were good enough for this method, so why not? It doesn’t matter now. Let’s see the next room.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    The next room was a semidesert with a patchwork of plants spread across it. The roof was adorned with different coloured crystals. 
 
    “No ranged attacks or magic,” Adrian told them and then examined the ground more carefully. 
 
    Sandworm Strikers 
 
    This creature lurks under sand and explodes out to bite its opponent. Its bite delivers an electric shock to incapacitate the target while the sandworm constricts its body around its victim. 
 
    The strikers were anaconda sized, which was small for post-event creatures. They could easily constrict a human and crush them if given time, but they were not dangerous to anyone in the group except the healers. Even if a sandworm got someone like Stevo in their clutches, it was doubtful the thing could finish him. Stevo was just too strong for them. As far as Alpha monsters went, they were pathetic. Just a distraction. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes kept scanning for the real enemy. 
 
    Puff Fulgurous 
 
    These fungi, when stepped on, release a noxious stench. 
 
    Venus Mammal Trap 
 
    This plant instantly grows to entomb and suffocate anyone who steps on it. 
 
    Sticky Washspout 
 
    On contact, the plant secretes a sticky paste that coats the offender and restricts movement until the substance is removed. 
 
    Adrian read ahead in the description and smiled. The sticky goo could be cleared away with the application of his ice magic, but water would have no impact. 
 
    Laughing Daisies 
 
    This plant, when disturbed, releases a gas that causes fits of laughter. 
 
    All the plants, even the mammal trap, were only the size of his hand. Then there were others with similar themes. Thorns, slippery slime, and one that would just release puffs of dye that would stain the victims with a random bright colour. 
 
    “I’m sitting this one out,” Adrian declared. “I don’t see anything dangerous.” 
 
    “What am I looking at?” Mike asked him. “Crappy snakes and mildly irritating plants?” 
 
    “That’s what it looks like to me,” Adrian confirmed. “You’ll need to kill each of the sandworm strikers to finish the room. I’ll be in reserve if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “And avoid the plants . . .” Mike said. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Which plants?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Most of them,” Adrian told her. 
 
    “They’re everywhere.” 
 
    “Yep,” he replied. “I think it’s designed to be annoying and teach everyone to watch where they place their steps.” While the rooms felt ridiculously underpowered, against a team under level twenty it would be difficult. All of them were well above that with the core group in the mid-thirties making the fights insignificant. 
 
    “And why aren’t you coming?” Charlotte’s eyes narrowed at him. 
 
    “Yeah, Adrian,” Jules joined in, eyeing him suspiciously. 
 
    Adrian straightened up. “Jules should sit out too. These plants might cause her to go berserking and we don’t want that happening.” 
 
    “But why are you sitting out?” Charlotte pressed. 
 
    “Too many bodies will make it harder, plus with my stealth training, I’m already good at not stepping on things.” To demonstrate, he activated internal haste and danced across the grass. A sandworm launched itself at him, and he easily skewered its brains and threw it into the safe area with a Wind Gust. 
 
    Adrian looked down to see his foot was millimetres from a slime plant. 
 
    Too close. 
 
    But they did not need to know that. “See,” he said brightly, “there’s no challenge for me.” 
 
    “I’ll sit out too,” Susie declared, “and Steve, because of his leg.” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “The five of you will do fine,” he assured Charlotte. “Just don’t step on any plants.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded, still frowning suspiciously at him. 
 
    Adrian’s communication necklace clicked on. Before she said a word, he knew it was Susie. She had only linked Adrian, Steve, and Jules into the conversation. 
 
    “You’re evil,” she whispered so the others did not hear. 
 
    “I thought it would be funny. Wish I had some deckchairs though,” he replied. He saw Jules smile, and the four of them sat down against the wall of the exit tunnel. Absently, he grabbed the skewered sandworm and processed it. According to regional knowledge, its meat was delicious. 
 
    Mike was chatting with his team. Steve pulled out a keg. 
 
    “When did you get that?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “First day in Albury,” Steve answered, handing out glasses. They were icy cold. 
 
    “Chilled.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Ahead, Mike’s team tentatively set off. 
 
    “So evil,” Susie repeated. 
 
    Mike looked back at them. “Are you guys placing bets?” 
 
    “No!” Adrian said, trying to be nonchalant. 
 
    “Got a cold one for all of you once you finish,” Steve toasted. 
 
    Mike stuck his finger up in response and turned back to his humble team. “Careful where you step.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can watch,” Susie said, covering her eyes. 
 
    “So, now that you’re the facility master, you know what is about to happen?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Enough . . .” Susie winced. 
 
    Adrian followed her eyes and saw that Joanne was encased in a soft green membrane. She had stepped on a Venus mammal trap. James was close enough to glide over and cut her out. She emerged spluttering and glared at the beer drinkers. There was a gasp of pain as someone trod on a thorn trap. Then a squelch as a sticky washspout was triggered. 
 
    “Oh god,” Susie grumbled. 
 
    Adrian fully agreed. They hadn’t even faced a sandworm yet. 
 
    “Calm! Stay calm!” Mike shouted. 
 
    Another Venus mammal trap was activated, and this time Charlotte cut her own way out. 
 
    “It’s a slow-motion train wreck,” Susie said with a hand partially covering her eyes. Steve was chuckling. “At least they haven’t stepped on a puffer.” 
 
    “God, what is that stench?” 
 
    A moment later, the waft of rotting fish reached them. With a wave of Adrian’s hand, wind whipped the fumes away. 
 
    Mike’s group kept moving. Very slowly and carefully. They were now pointing out the mammal traps and the puffers. A sandworm exploded from the ground near them. Stevo went down with lightning crackling around him and fell across several plants. Colours exploded. Charlotte swiftly chopped off the sandworm’s head with her axe. 
 
    “Damn, it’s another puffer!” Ollie bellowed. They were close enough. Adrian waved his hand, blowing the fumes away from them again. Next to him, mother and daughter were giggling together. 
 
    Stevo stood up. His head was stained green and his chest pink. 
 
    Adrian took a sip of his beer. “This is a great show.” 
 
    They watched with amusement as slime covered the flailing fighters, promptly followed by sand and then brightly stained sand. 
 
    At last, they reached the end. 
 
    “Wait!” Susie yelled and stood up abruptly. A path two metres wide formed through the room where the plants were sucked away. “Temporary path,” she pointed out. 
 
    The other six stamped over to them. “We need a shower,” Charlotte declared. 
 
    Susie waved a hand and created a portal. They marched through with no complaints from the newcomers. 
 
    “That was fun,” Steve said. “Anyone want another beer?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    Adrian nursed his beer with the others. “We should probably check the next room.” 
 
    Jules immediately jumped to her feet. “You two go ahead,” Susie suggested. Steve poured himself another drink and shrugged. Fair enough. It wasn’t like Steve contributed much in the previous couple of rooms. 
 
    Adrian walked across the sandy path, grateful to Susie for clearing it. 
 
    Next to him, he felt Jules grab him and use her immense strength to launch him straight towards a patch of plants. A big grin lit her face. He should have seen it coming. 
 
    Wind Gust. Wind Gust. Wind Gust. 
 
    His spear lent its power and skill to help him. The wind rushed past him, catching his clothes, hurling him upwards and away from the devious plants. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    He tried to both slow himself down and redirect his momentum so he would roll along the sand path. The spear’s power stabilised him and straightened his trajectory with an extra gust. He slammed into the sand, somersaulting several times before he pulled himself to a halt. The spear had positioned him to roll straight down the centre of the path. 
 
    Jules’s laughter died. 
 
    “Joke!” 
 
    “Jules!” Susie yelled. 
 
    “Right back at you.” 
 
    “Don’t you . . .” 
 
    Wind Gust. Wind Gust. 
 
    The howling wind stole the words from her mouth. Despite her attempt to keep her feet grounded, she was lifted and dropped onto a nearby plant. 
 
    There was a gulp and Jules was suddenly encased by a Venus mammal trap. Her club swung, ripping the membrane, and she spilled out, laughing. 
 
    “That was fun. You should’ve seen your face,” she told him brightly. “That was good. No hard feelings.” She walked casually toward him. 
 
    Battle wraith. 
 
    She lunged at him. 
 
    Shadow Evasion. He swayed backwards, her reaching hand missing his shoulder and just grazing the leather armour. 
 
    Step. Step. Step. 
 
    Adrian looked back from the safety of the far end of the room. 
 
    “Damn you, Adrian!” Jules yelled. “It tastes like Brussels sprouts.” 
 
    “You started it.” 
 
    “True,” she said, jogging over to him. 
 
    “Are you going too?” 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    Adrian braced to launch another Wind Gust, but there was no need. She no longer had the dangerous expression that he had learned to associate with a prank. She fell into step next to him. “Let’s see what’s next.” She spat onto the sand, her face pinched in disgust. “I hate Brussels sprouts.” 
 
    Adrian glanced cautiously into the new room. There were no ranged restrictions, but the familiar anti-magic crystals embellished the ceiling. Like the room of the final fight with Adhava, it was a tiny, abandoned village. The stone walls still stood, but the roofs were collapsed. The window frames and doorways were hollow. 
 
    “Spooky.” 
 
    Adrian ignored Jules and searched for the enemy. 
 
    Ambush Orcs 
 
    These non-sapient creatures deploy basic tactics to bring down their prey. They possess a variety of different internal magic effects. 
 
    The “orc” label was apt for these bipedal barbarians. Their skin was not green but rather a splotchy patchwork of dark greys and browns to blend into the stone-filled environment. Adrian focused on the closest one to gather more information. It possessed a camouflage spell and extra speed. Their base attributes appeared to be around twenty Strength and fifteen Agility, but with its boost, this one was closer to twenty-three Agility. They had no special healing and used basic weapons with little to no proficiency. 
 
    With all the stone walls, it was hard to estimate how many were out there. “Weak humanoids,” he told Jules. “Should we wait?” 
 
    “Any objections if Adrian and I clear the next room?” Jules asked into the open channel. 
 
    “None from me,” Mike answered immediately. 
 
    Jules closed the channel, obviously taking Mike’s neutral response as permission. “Here’s the bet. I can’t go berserk. You can’t become a dementor.” 
 
    “It’s not a—” 
 
    She smiled at him. “Most kills.” 
 
    Adrian hesitated at that. It was a tough fight for him; with the anti-magic crystals in the roof, he was basically reduced to using his bow, stealth, and spear while Jules would be barely restricted. 
 
    “It’s not that unfair. I’ll need to be careful and only take them on a couple at a time, or else . . .” She shrugged. 
 
    “I’m betting on you berserking.” 
 
    “Therefore, based on my track record you would be stupid to not accept the bet.” 
 
    She had a point there. Jules still ended up going berserk in most fights. “Okay.” 
 
    “Ten thousand energy?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Jules marched off. For a moment, he considered cheating and using an arrow to hit her and force her to berserk and but decided that might backfire. Archery it was. Of course, he would concentrate on stealing kills away from Jules. 
 
    Jules stalked towards a hut. Three orcs moved to intercept her. 
 
    Thawk! Thawk! 
 
    Two went down to his arrows. She crushed the third one with her club. 
 
    “Cheat,” she called back, laughing without a care in the world. Then she took off at a run. Adrian followed, firing constantly, but despite his skill level, he could not match Jules’s speed and strength. They stopped, panting, the room cleared. 
 
    “I don’t think we have to count,” Jules said, holding out a hand. He handed over the energy. “It’s nice not being benched.” 
 
    Together, they moved up to check the next room. It was yet another forest. “I see nothing,” Jules announced. 
 
    “There.” Adrian pointed. 
 
    Treant Ambushers 
 
    An ambush predator that creates immense upfront damage with their strong physical attack. Treants coordinate with surrounding treants to rapidly destroy enemies. 
 
    Jules nodded. Even with his instructions, it still took her a full minute to recognise the creature. 
 
    “Plus one to Perception,” she declared happily. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. These are going to be annoying to fight.” 
 
    “Why?” Mike asked, catching up to them. 
 
    “Burst damage,” she explained simply. “Treant ambushers.” 
 
    Mike’s eyes unfocused, and then he nodded. “Damn, they’re nasty. They could one-hit me.” 
 
    “And two at once could take out everyone but Jules.” 
 
    “Yep,” Mike agreed. “We can’t heal through their damage like in the other rooms.” 
 
    Adrian assessed them longer. While they opened with immense power, they were not that fast or strong after that first burst. “Why don’t I draw them over and you guys finish them?” 
 
    “That’s for the best,” Mike agreed. “You still have your shield, so there won’t be any true damage, at least initially.” 
 
    There was no deadline, and Adrian did not want his shield to burst, so he proceeded slowly, using his arrows to engage them and a moment later a step to avoid their burst of power. Adrian took it carefully, treating the room like he did not have a magic shield. The treants were everywhere, but once he identified one, it was easy to bait it out for the others to kill. 
 
    The next room was another rock-filled cavern, complete with spiders spilling out of every crevice. While they were hard to spot, they were harmless. Mike led them for a leisurely walk through the mass of spiders. They simply killed the pests when they attacked. 
 
    The lizards in the following room were more challenging, as they shrouded their bodies in lightning energy. They controlled the cloak of power, and the more Adrian watched the more he realised how clever and insidious the spell was. It was significantly more than just a passive defence that would shock you if you hit the lizard. It appeared unblockable, as it would bypass magical defences and personal shields. If any of them interacted with the lizard then, the electricity would cling to them. Once there, it would strengthen. Without further stimulus, it would reach the peak of its power before draining away abruptly as the energy got to concentrated and the magical weaves became strained. The problem began if you approached someone else with the same debuff on them. If that happened, the two sources of power would interact explosively, and even for his team with their elevated levels, it might be fatal. 
 
    That would make lizards suicide bots. Nope, Adrian rejected that idea. It felt unnatural and not how the facility worked. Identification continued to blaze out, studying the strange monsters. The lizards were continuously reinforcing their own shrouds. They had a connection significantly beyond a normal shield, which was cast and forget. While they were alive, they could prevent their own defences exploding and destroying them. 
 
    “Spread out,” Mike yelled suddenly. “If you have lightning clinging to you, retreat till it dissipates. It will take—” 
 
    Mike looked at him. 
 
    Adrian rolled his eyes. “About a minute.” 
 
    Mike was clearly piggybacking off his identification skill. 
 
    “About a minute,” Mike thundered, and you need to stay clear of everyone for that time.” 
 
    Adrian ignored him and studied the fountains that lined the walls. They were the same design as previously and would shoot his arrows right out of the air if he shot them. The training room design was preventing ranged attacks. “And,” Adrian called out loudly. “We can’t use ranged, or—” Annoyed, he looked up at the ceiling and the magic dampeners. “External magic.” 
 
    Those dampeners would stop him from using any of his magic abilities. If he could cast lightning, it would be different. The crystals had been configured to have a reduced impact on that particular magic source, for obvious reasons. They still affected electricity, but nowhere near as much as the other flavours of magic out there. It meant lightning was at least useable. As for the clinging version that would jump to them that was so close to the skin that the dampeners would basically treat it as internal magic. 
 
    Whatever had designed this room had made sure it was a challenge even for an advanced group. The clinging lightning used the power of the person it was on, which meant if you were stronger, then so was it. The room was harder than he would have liked. 
 
    “Adrian, tell me if I get this wrong,” Mike ordered. “We are fighting individually. Eliminate one and then retreat till the lighting fades. Then move forward and kill another.” Adrian nodded confirmation. “If you have lightning on you, don’t get within three meters of anyone else or else boom!” 
 
    Adrian nodded. The dangerous proximity was closer to two meters than three, but he guessed Mike had exaggerated deliberately. 
 
    “The lizards should not swarm,” the battle strategist continued. “But we need two people at all times ready to intercept a new lizard. That is the healer’s role. Jo?” Mike asked, looking at the healer. Everyone already knew Susie would get involved. Joanne nodded bravely. She was clutching a spear tightly and Adrian hoped she had the training to use it. “All right, we can start, but slow and steady.” 
 
    Potentially, because of the difficulty of the room, the area in front of the entry to the room was clear of lizards and so they entered and spread out. 
 
    “Just James for now,” Mike yelled. 
 
    Till we confirm the clinging lightning is not a death sentence was the unspoken reason behind the command. 
 
    Adrian smiled to himself at the way Mike was taking charge. At least, in this instance, he fully agreed with the battle strategist’s approach. James attacked the closest lizard, his sword scoring its side. Lightning flared out and James’s muscles locked briefly, and that gave the lizard the opportunity to bite the fighter’s lower leg. James’s red blood joined the purple blood coming out of the lizard. The muscle lock faded even as the lizard gnawed on the leg, but failed to make much progress beyond the initial punctures through the skin. James, the moment he could, brought his sword down, splitting the monster almost in two. Once you mitigated their magic, they were weak. 
 
    James retreated even as healing magic reached out and healed him. Lightning danced on his skin. Adrian watched in amazement as it started strengthening, exactly like he had predicted. Still, he studied the effects on a non-lizard and watched the power build up. Already, he could see the fraying of the weave and only ten seconds had passed. Preventive heals hit the man, and the electricity built up, steadily intensifying. Finally, after almost a minute, the power discharged harmlessly into the ground. 
 
    Adrian was not the only one to sigh in relief. 
 
    “One at a time,” Mike yelled, and then the others started moving forward. 
 
    First Jules. Her target got squished with the first blow before the lightning shroud zapped and she fell. These lizards would be deadly if they swarmed. Luckily, the same thing that made them so deadly stopped them from working together, as while they could prevent the resultant explosions, Adrian got the impression that it would be difficult.  
 
    The same pattern repeated, though Mike was the only one apart from James to fail to kill the lizard before the electricity struck them down. Finally, it was his turn. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    The two steps took him right next to a lizard, and he was already thrusting. The crackle of electricity hit him, locking up his muscles, so he fell to the ground. But it did not matter; the lizard was skewered with his spear through its brain. 
 
    Almost two seconds later, a small eternity in combat, Adrian felt his muscle control return and a couple of steps took him to safety. 
 
    From then on Adrian helped sporadically, just like everyone else. While waiting, he studied how the energy gathered into those crackling shields surrounding the lizards. The mechanism seemed to be geared towards fighting shields. The way the energy pooled it bypassed them completely. It would infect something and when that infection exploded it would be within side the defensive shields, and impact flesh directly. It made it a deadly weapon, especially since once on a living animal, the energy kept getting stronger for up to a minute, passively using the energy of its host to expand until it had sufficient energy to be fatal. 
 
    Ideas fired off in his brain. He could use this mechanism to extend the life of his projectile barrier buff. Or he could create something similarly explosive using air or fire as the base. Lots of options lay before him. It was a unique application of Alpha magic that he had not considered. Of course, he did not have the time to explore the opportunities now, but when he was in Melbourne, it might be an interesting side project to keep working on. 
 
    Once the last lizard died to a Charlotte strike, the electricity faded away. 
 
    “That debuff was just to force people to fight separately?” Adrian asked Susie once he had finished. 
 
    “Nope, just another minor challenge.” 
 
    “Are the lizards natural or created by the dungeon?” 
 
    “Natural.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 40 
 
    “Last room on the floor,” Susie declared. There were cheers. 
 
    Adrian studied the room carefully. It was going to be a pain. That was immediately clear. There were large boulders everywhere. Sometimes, they even piled to the roof ten metres above them. That was equivalent of a three- or four-story house. If Adhava had set traps in this environment, then they would have lost people for sure. It looked too tempting to booby-trap one of those piles to collapse. 
 
    “I can’t see any monsters,” Adrian warned them. “Is it like the second level where they’ll only appear once we go in and tell the room how hard we want it to be?” 
 
    Susie shook her head. “They’re already out there. This room isn’t set up to let us choose a difficulty level. Most aren’t. The fact that we had an option back there was unusual.” 
 
    “Yeah, it sucks that we missed that bonus,” Adrian agreed. Across from him, Mike squirmed. Adrian squinted into the room. “Where are they?” 
 
    Susie shrugged. “That’s all the data I got.” 
 
    “Jules, with your bonus Perception, can you see anything?” Adrian teased. 
 
    “My Perception is, like, eleven. If you can’t see it, then I have no frickin’ clue.” 
 
    “Will those rock piles fall?” he asked anxiously. He couldn’t shake the image of the boulders tumbling down mid-fight and crushing all of them. 
 
    “They won’t fall,” Susie assured him. “Training facilities don’t allow that.” 
 
    “Unless the administrator is mad,” Jules observed. 
 
    “Obviously,” Susie said, “but there’s no administrator for this section, so there won’t be traps.” 
 
    Adrian finished his first detailed inspection and still had not caught a trace of the predators. Maybe they were out of sight, but given how much of the room they could see, that was unlikely. “I can’t find them,” he admitted. 
 
    Susie’s eyes unfocused. “Yeah, it’s the last room. It should be harder.” 
 
    “Is this it?” Stevo asked excitedly. 
 
    “Of this section,” Susie clarified. “I can’t see ahead, but because it’s three floors, this is already rated as an expert dungeon. There might be no more floors or up to four more. You want as many as possible for growth. I’m getting tired of the dungeon lock, so I hope there’s only one more after this.” 
 
    “We’re not strong enough to complete two more floors,” Adrian elaborated. “And a fifth floor could be totally beyond our capabilities.” 
 
    “If it comes to that, we’re a little screwed,” Susie agreed. “But three floors is already well above the norm, so this is probably the last one.” 
 
    “So, battle tactician,” Adrian said wryly. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    Mike fidgeted, and they were all amused to see him look over at Charlotte. “I’m not sure she can help you, mate,” James interjected. 
 
    Mike frowned, deep in thought. “I think there are two options. All of us together with Jules leading. Or, let Adrian zip around the place. Then, once we find out what we’re facing, we take extra precautions.” 
 
    “Or this,” Adrian said. 
 
    “What?” Jules asked. 
 
    “The American classic.” 
 
    “Oh, boy,” Stevo said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Yep,” Adrian continued. “If you can’t see them, just blow the whole place up.” He stepped forward. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    In fact, he unleashed ten of them at a cost of a hundred mana. He targeted the closest rock pile. Unleashing his Wind Blades close enough together that every stone was lashed by multiple edges, there was an explosion of yellow. A number of meaty-looking chunks fell off the side of rocks. 
 
    “Jesus,” Stevo said in awe. He crossed his heart. “What the hell are you, man?” 
 
    “Battle mage,” Adrian answered while focusing on the lumps of tumbled rock and organic matter. 
 
    Rock Springers 
 
    Consummate ambush predators that live in mountainous regions. When ambushing, they propel themselves with immense speed and envelop their victim, drenching them in a potent acid. Effective attack range is eight times their width. 
 
    More information flowed through, and Adrian nodded, not at all surprised by the details. As Triple Blade had demonstrated, they were glass cannons. Some of the bite strength measurements he read were frankly frightening. 
 
    “Treant ambushers on steroids,” he told the room. 
 
    How many are there? 
 
    Adrian ignored his teammates and drilled his Perception into all the rocks separate from the pile of rocks. The rock springer that had died when his magic cut into it looked like another stone. Noting its appearance, Adrian concentrated on a single rock. It was one of the larger boulders, three-quarters of the way to the ceiling. There was something off about it. 
 
    It was precariously perched and seemingly wedged into the structure. While it looked like it was nestled firmly in the structure, the more he studied the formation, the less load-bearing the rock appeared. The colour was likewise slightly off. A bit too yellow, the grain a fraction too regular. Identification kept telling him it was just a rock, but he was convinced otherwise. 
 
    Then he saw a drop of yellow blood leak out. He pulled out his bow. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The arrow slammed home, penetrating deep into creature. It shifted. Definitely a rock springer—and a big one, which apparently meant it had thicker skin. His Wind Blade barely damaged it. 
 
    Adrian looked around for more springers. If one landed on Jules, troll regeneration or not, she would be lucky to survive. 
 
    “I thought this was supposed to be a melee dungeon,” Adrian said to Susie. “So why the hell is there a pure ambush predator here?” 
 
    “This section is more Perception than melee and”—Susie waved her arm vaguely—“there are rules.” 
 
    “Always the bloody rules,” Adrian muttered. 
 
    The interface laughed but not at him, for once. 
 
    “Anyway, that thing that moved was a rock springer.” 
 
    “They look easy enough to kill,” Jules said. 
 
    “Harder than you think. If you get too close, you’re going to have a bad day. The smaller ones we can take risks with, but that thing could kill any of us.” 
 
    “We’re mid-thirties now,” Charlotte pointed out. 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “It’s fast. I’m not willing to play bait.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re bad news,” Mike corroborated. 
 
    James and Stevo already had their bows out and ready. Susie pulled hers out, too. Charlotte, Steve, and Jules didn’t move to produce their own weapons. 
 
    “Really?” he asked them. “After depending on me and Susie to burn down the shield, you didn’t upgrade your skills?” He turned to Steve. “I expected better from you.” 
 
    Steve grinned back at him and then suddenly he was holding the largest weapon Adrian had ever seen. It was almost twice as tall as Steve, the limbs of the bow thicker than his arms. 
 
    “Can you even fire that thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s tricky.” 
 
    Steve pointed it at the sky, pulled back, bending it down and back to aim. It was too tall to fire directly forward; the upward angle was not by choice. He balanced on his tiptoes, his wooden peg hovering off the ground, but he did it. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    An arrow thicker than Adrian’s spear blasted away. As it shot through the air, the tip expanded. When it hit the monster, it was wider than Jules’s club. The creature, all two tonnes of it, blew off its perch. 
 
    Steve returned to a grounded stance. The injured springer started to creep towards them with the deceptive speed that they had seen in the rock slimes. Another spear-like arrow appeared, and he pointed it at the sky before swinging it down into a firing position. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    The second shaft hit the springer’s chest and completely obliterated its momentum. Two arrows had almost finished it. 
 
    Arrows started flying from several bows among the group, and Adrian brought his own up. But the monster was already dying. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Another perfect hit straight into the abdomen of the springer. 
 
    Geez. 
 
    “Yeah, wish I thought of a bow earlier,” Steve mused. “I’m in love.” 
 
    Adrian looked at his friend, and they nodded at each other. No words were necessary. 
 
    “Have you hit your Strength limit?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And you get three times Strength even when you’re at the limit?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “That’s awesome.” 
 
    “Yep. I wish I got this thing sooner. I think it could’ve taken out the wyrm.” 
 
    Jules was laughing at him, waving her own bow around proudly. “Did we surprise you? Did you think we hadn’t bothered getting a ranged weapon?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Adrian stared at Steve and shook his head. Good god, he was a monster, and he was sure that was how others saw him. They were both monsters, but he had magic speed and Steve had devastating power. And then there was Jules. 
 
    No matter what upgrades Charlotte collected, Adrian knew she was not in the same league. Her class, while strong, was nothing against a non-standard build or Jules’s ludicrous berserker abilities. The others, including Susie, were even further behind the power curve. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Mike asked. 
 
    “We go slow,” Adrian answered. 
 
    They inched forward. Ten minutes of observation, a wave of small Wind Blades to draw blood and reveal the springers, and then a brief flurry of arrows. Rinse and repeat. 
 
    “This is a lot easier than I expected,” Mike admitted. 
 
    “Yeah, that first giant one was scary, but all the others have been barely big enough to be a threat.” Adrian was still studying the results of his latest blade storm. “There’s another big one.” Adrian pointed at a misshapen rock with a minor cut that leaked yellow blood. 
 
    “Even though it’s bleeding, my eyes keep telling me it’s a rock,” Mike said. 
 
    “My identification does the same thing every other time I look at it. Steve?” 
 
    CRACK. 
 
    The arrow slammed into the rock springer. Yellow liquid splashed everywhere, but the monster still charged toward them. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Adrian’s arrow slammed home, and it collapsed into a huddling mess as the Mind Spike took hold. 
 
    CRACK. 
 
    Chunks of flesh exploded everywhere. 
 
    “Too easy,” Steve boasted. 
 
    “We’re not finished.” Adrian pointed up at a smaller rock. It too had been nicked by a fire blade. The burned flesh appeared more charred than the surrounding rock. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    “Thank you, Steve.” 
 
    Adrian walked forward, watching carefully. Another careful step. “Can someone other than Steve take out that?” A flood of arrows struck the offending monster. It died just as fast as if Steve hit it. They reached the exit, but it was clear the room was not completed. “Susie?” 
 
    She shrugged. “We haven’t killed them all.” 
 
    “The first sweep took us two hours. Is there a way to cheat?” Jules asked. 
 
    Susie shook his head. “Nope, but we can go faster this time. If there’s a big one out there, it would’ve attacked already.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Mike asked. “Because—” 
 
    “Size determines how far they can leap. We’ve been all over the room, so we’ve been in range of anything big enough to hurt us. It would’ve already ambushed,” Adrian said definitively. There was no response from the interface. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Isn’t that your job?” Adrian snapped. Mike always made such a big deal about how special his class was, yet he was pawning off the strategizing on Adrian. 
 
    “Let’s do another sweep. Loose formation. Look out for an ambush.” 
 
    Within ten metres, a rock springer the size of a softball launched itself at Jules. She squatted it away casually. They kept moving. 
 
    Stevo diced up a soccer-ball-sized critter and then Charlotte squashed a basketball-sized one. Jules, James, and Steve took care of five smaller ones. 
 
    They rounded an outcrop, and Charlotte screamed from the back of the group. Adrian spun to see a rock springer had landed on her head and shoulders. 
 
    Wind Blade. Spear thrust. 
 
    The magic hit one side and the thrust hit the other. Jules was also reacting, dropping her club and reaching out to rip the thing apart with her bare hands. The gashes Adrian created provided hand holds, and she yanked the body off Charlotte. 
 
    With a thought, his gauntlets disappeared, and Adrian crouched down next to Charlotte. Her skin was covered with a light blue liquid. He telekinetically plucked out the Ruatica root paste he had prepared for this. It poured into his cupped hands and he immediately transferred the paste to her face and neck, spreading the heavily basic solution to neutralise the acid. The root burned his bare hands. Healing spells showered Charlotte, one of which hit Adrian. He kept shovelling paste onto the acid. 
 
    “Water!” he screamed. Steve dumped a bucket of water over Charlotte’s head, and Mike scrambled over to help. The acid and Ruatica root paste washed away. Charlotte was not screaming, but she should have been. Most of the skin on her face had been eaten away. 
 
    Another downpour of water hit her along with more healing. As far as Adrian could tell, the acid was no longer burning her. He glanced down at his own hands. They were already blistering from the medicine, but the healing spell Susie had cast was closing the wounds. 
 
    Susie crouched down on his other side, checking Charlotte over. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Charlotte said. “It’s fading.” 
 
    Adrian looked at her closely and agreed her inherent healing was winning. “Did anyone see what happened?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Stevo answered. “It jumped all the way down from there.” He pointed to the very top of one of the piles of boulders. “I saw it out of the corner of my eye.” 
 
    Charlotte was standing once more. “There are more. I’m ready. Let’s finish this.” 
 
    “Same formation. Stevo, James, and Adrian. You’re watching the sky.” 
 
    They kept walking. 
 
    Whack. 
 
    Jules swatted away the smallest rock springer yet with her club. 
 
    Adrian’s interface started flashing. 
 
    “Done,” Susie proclaimed, and Adrian clicked to see what he had earnt. 
 
    Rewards for completion of Stage 3 of Susie’s training facility: 
 
    
    	 Perception --- +25% (six standard points) 
 
    	 Identification --- +2 ranks 
 
    	 Ambusher Identification skill acquired 
 
    	 Master Ambusher predator information stone acquired (collect from any trader) 
 
   
 
    Adrian knew everyone gained the same skills, though they were clearly biased towards people with already-high levels of Perception. It was fair; without him, they would have lost more lives. Two whole levels of identification was no huge feat for a level two identification, but at level six, it was a massive bonanza. 
 
    Agreement resounded from the interface. 
 
    Adrian focused on the fine print of the reward. Ambusher identification enabled one’s interface to take a more active role in finding hidden threats. It was like when the interface had ensured that he would miss none of the shintopur traps. Providing he was alert and looking for anything strange, the interface could now overlay its own threat assessment. No cheating, no breaking rules. It would become a core functionality. 
 
    The information stone delivered knowledge in the same way that regional knowledge did, but rather than covering everything for a specific climate like regional knowledge, it applied to all ambusher predators no matter where they lived. When the interface spotted them using regional knowledge, this new knowledge stone would grant him detailed advice on how to avoid and, if necessary, fight whatever monster he discovered. As long as the monster was an ambusher type, he would get a name, skills, and common methods of fighting it. It meant that the trip to Melbourne had just become a lot less dangerous. Information was power. Adrian could already see most of the threats out there, but it only took one mistake, and that was less likely now. 
 
    “I’m happy,” Adrian said finally. 
 
    “Great skills for you,” Charlotte agreed. 
 
    “And for me,” Mike said. “It filled in some of my gaps.” 
 
    “What’s your identification at?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Rank six now,” Mike responded. “But the bonus is on top of my current skill level. At level thirty, my identification goes up to five natively, and this boosts it to seven.” 
 
    “Even better,” Adrian said, looking at his new skill with appreciation. 
 
    “I’m glad you guys are happy,” Susie said. “Because we’re done here.” 
 
    “What?” Jules asked in surprise. “I was sure there were going to be more floors.” 
 
    “Three floors is enough. I’m not sure if you were tracking experience, but it’s about twenty thousand for completing the dungeon. That’s enough to take you from level one to twenty. I need to optimise it, but we should be able to get thirty people through per day. Do you know how powerful that’ll make Albury?” As she talked, she strode towards the last exit. “Come on, guys. Time to do some actual work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    Adrian followed the team. Thinking. 
 
    Should I leave now? 
 
    Strong negative. 
 
    Will anyone come with me? 
 
    Tentative hopefulness. 
 
    But not Steve. 
 
    Instant agreement. 
 
    Or Susie? 
 
    A metaphorical roll of the eyes for that question. Being the facility master meant she could not leave. 
 
    What about Jules? 
 
    The interface might as well have said, “Why the hell are you asking me? I’m a goddamn computer.” 
 
    It sort of had a point, but only sort of. It knew the answer, but Adrian didn’t press for it. 
 
    One day? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Two days? 
 
    Yeah, probably, but who could say? 
 
    Three days? 
 
    Too long to wait. The extra day is unnecessary. 
 
    You sure are talking a lot for someone refusing to help. 
 
    The essence of a shrug. “There is little benefit in hiding and pretending. Changes are coming. What I’m doing is technically wrong. For now.” 
 
    The responses were still only emotions, but they flicked through so quickly that the interface could effortlessly impart simple sentences. Adrian knew it always had the capability but with restrictions, and now those restrictions were being lifted. He was sure that was bad news. Something to worry about later. 
 
    Adrian thought hard about what the interface had just said. He had two days until he had to leave for Melbourne, and some people would come with him. What did he want to achieve in that time? Fix up Albury in case warlords had taken over, and if the town was stable, he could focus on training. 
 
    They had entered the final safe room, and it was the same as the others. There was a general trainer and another trainer that was a comical ball of eyes. It did not take a genius to work out that the latter creature was a Perception trainer, given the themes of the preceding rooms. 
 
    Curiously, Adrian wandered over. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Adrian.” 
 
    “Call me Bob,” the creature said. 
 
    “Hi, Bob. What’s your role here?” 
 
    “I’m the Perception trainer,” Bob declared proudly. 
 
    “And what can you teach me?” 
 
    “I have three courses that I would recommend.” 
 
    Adrian was surprised. He assumed that the creature would have nothing new to teach him. 
 
    “The first course will increase your base Perception by 0.53.” 
 
    Adrian blinked, impressed. “Did you just say 0.53?” 
 
    “I’m not much of a trainer if I can’t work out how your attributes are displayed,” the creature said dryly. “That course requires four days and costs twenty thousand. I can see by your reaction that the time frame is a problem.” All the eyes wiggled. “I already knew that.” The monster’s voice was confident, contrasting the shiftiness. It was just pretending to be omniscient. “But I wanted you to understand how much capacity you have to improve just by training.” 
 
    “Fair enough. And the other two courses—should I do them?” 
 
    “Probably not. One trains recognition of human tells, but even with your thief mastery boosting, it’ll take forty days. Most people would need almost a year. The other course is trap identification. I only teach the identification, but if you can see a threat, your other skills will deal with it.” 
 
    Absolutely, Adrian thought to himself. The thief knowledge would let him disarm anything near him. “Is that useful?” 
 
    The creature hesitated. “Situational,” Bob admitted after a moment’s thought. “In thirty years’ time, your race will have expert and master trap-makers and it might be useful to get ahead of their work. More immediately, there’s always the chance of you finding a rogue training facility that the skills will be useful in.” A single eyestalk peered at him hopefully. 
 
    “Rogue, eh?” 
 
    “Undiscovered and specialised in traps.” 
 
    Is that likely? 
 
    The interface sighed obnoxiously. Emotions conveyed clearly “it’s about as likely as the world ending in a week.” Adrian had his own way of interpreting that. The subtext was clear. There was a chance of the world ending in a week. 
 
    “You really have nothing for me, do you?” 
 
    “No.” Bob gazed at him. “I think the other trainers will meet your needs better than I can.” 
 
    “I think you’re right, but before I leave, I have one question.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “What’s with all the eyes?” 
 
    The creature laughed. “I only have one eye.” The big stalk stretched out. “The rest are illusion projectors.” A glow appeared on one of the smaller stalks, and a simple bear trap materialised on the ground. It was a simple illusion that Adrian could pierce easily enough. Then, other stalks lit up and the illusion grew more complex until at nine eyes, his senses were convinced that the trap was there and if he stepped on it, he would lose a foot. 
 
    “Amazing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can train twenty low-levels simultaneously, or about four people at your level.” 
 
    Smiling, Adrian walked away towards where the others had gathered in front of a set of glowing portals. 
 
    “Ready?” Susie asked. “Let’s go find out what’s happening outside.” 
 
    “Jules, then me,” Adrian instructed. “I’m going up with battle wraith activated.” 
 
    The portal glowed with bright blue rippling energy in front of Adrian. “And this takes us outside?” 
 
    Susie nodded. 
 
    “Can you make it two-way so we can look through it?” 
 
    A firm shake of the head. “Why do you want that?” 
 
    “I’m worried about we’ll be . . . received.” 
 
    Jules shrugged. “No point worrying. There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    Buff of Strength on both himself and Jules. 
 
    “One . . . two—” 
 
    Jules charged into the portal. Cursing, Adrian followed behind her. 
 
    The instant they re-emerged, he crashed into her back. It was like hitting a wall. Fortunately, he was tall enough to see over her head. 
 
    They were still in the warehouse, but there was now a mass of timber, both sapling-like logs and planks of wood nailed at odd angles, criss-crossing the space. The logs were clearly laid out in a purposeful design. There was a story here. There were too many gaps. Where it would have been easier to build a wall, someone had used shaped timber to restrict, not block, movement. Each log was no thicker than Adrian’s leg, which allowed him to see through the spaces but not transverse them. 
 
    Why? 
 
    The construction was not logical, but the rules of the training facility led Adrian to think there were similar rules enforced out here. Potentially, there was a restriction on the amount of material that could be used, which would be a good reason to leave gaps. Or maybe the spaces were there to confuse and trap people. While theoretically he could crawl through the gaps, it would be torturous to pick through the maze of timber. 
 
    Perception pinged on potions, visible only from his lucky angle. They were set up to be hidden on shelves behind beams, but the edges were visible from where he stood. Adrian searched for more. There were also suspiciously placed rocks, because why else would a rock be on a wooden beam two metres up from the ground? 
 
    Combustible Rock 
 
    This bomb has been treated with alchemic potions and magic to increase its flammability and resemble a rock. 
 
    There were nine in just the space he could see. While they were inert until exposed to naked flame, they had clearly been placed to set off a chain of reactions. 
 
    Dragon’s Breath Potion 
 
    There were three bottles. 
 
    Zacana Solution 
 
    When exposed to air, this solution combusts to create an intense blaze of heat. 
 
    The bottles containing it were thin, delicate glass. If he knocked one over, it would certainly shatter. These would spark the explosions. 
 
    Adrian’s mouth went dry, and his eyes widened. It was a trap. To their left, there appeared to be a path that wound back into the warehouse, but the entire contraption of wood was designed to collapse, contain people, and burn them to death. He had a flashback to the Alpha mud wolf. That could be Jules if this death trap collapsed on her. Doomed despite her strength and healing. As for himself, Adrian suspected he would survive. Wind Blades and Gusts would blow away enough of the timber for him to Shadow Step; plus, he could use the fire aura to reduce the heat damage on his way out of the danger zones. 
 
    Jules, on the other hand, could not teleport. 
 
    “Retreat,” Adrian ordered as he grabbed Jules by the arms and tossed her back through the portal. Wind Gusts shoved her firmly through the threshold, lest she find her balance and try to claw back across. 
 
    He stepped into the training facility. Everyone else had swords drawn. “It’s trapped. Primed to blow. I’m going to break out. Don’t let anyone follow.” 
 
    Without waiting for their response, he ducked out once more through the rippling energy of the portal. He heard a furious “No!” from Jules just as he exited. Jules would not follow—Susie would disable the portal to stop her. Adrian had bigger things to worry about now. He needed to get out of the warehouse. Battle wraith form activated like a comforting blanket. The jumble of wooden struts greeted him. Adrian looked up and spotted a space two metres higher up. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Perched across four logs, spreading his weight. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Standing on the joint between three beams. Telekinesis caught the zacana solution as it started to fall and transferred it into his bag of holding. A bead of sweat ran down his face. There had been no alarms . . . yet. He needed to go slower. A single mistake and this whole thing would burn down. Part of him wondered whether this was the right choice or if tripping the trap and retreating inside the facility to wait out the flames was, in fact, the more intelligent manoeuvre. 
 
    Get out and worry about it then. Given how precarious the warehouse was, it wasn’t like he could blow it up later. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Legs spread almost into a split between two struts. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He had to pause momentarily to regain his balance and plan his next move. They had clearly designed the beams to be as restrictive as possible. He angled up and to the right towards a skylight. He was no closer to an exit, but the move surely was creative. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He telekinetically snatched up a Dragon’s Breath potion. It was a lesson he learned when he killed Raj: don’t go the obvious route. Whoever was in control of Albury would almost certainly have trapped everywhere they thought someone would flee to, but up? 
 
    Step. 
 
    He gripped the spear in his hand. The wooden struts stretched to the ceiling, but he could see the skylight above him. That was a weakness he could exploit to escape. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    Adrian launched an empowered thrust from just under his chosen exit point, adapting the skill to soften the attack. Utilising the butt of the spear instead of the point to be even more careful. 
 
    He punched a hole through the skylight despite his precautions. He had been hoping to blow the whole thing away, but it was brittle with age. Pre-event, it was ready to be replaced and then aged further as the chaotic energies of the event coursed through it. The plastic was ready to crumble to dust under the slightest blow. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Sixty mana rushed underneath him, scooping him up and throwing him. There were sounds of items dislodging and falling, but hopefully not the zacana bottles; he had been grabbing those as he went. The thin plastic felt like sharp tin foil as he blasted through it, and suddenly he was flying, free from the death trap. 
 
    It was pitch black outside. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Flying farther from the warehouse, Adrian glanced back. There were no flickering flames. He wanted to be as far away as possible in case it blew. 
 
    He was slowing down, but the warehouse had been ringed by people, and he was still inside their picket line. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    A third gale of air picked up. He had already soared well past the warehouse. Another gust and then he was hurtling down toward the road. There were people and they were reacting, turning to face him. There were around fifty guards in front of the house. He imagined more on all sides, but his flight had let him clear most of them. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Landing and rolling, the spear helped him find his feet. 
 
    A chain of five Shadow Steps. 
 
    Behind him, the world exploded in light as the mages among the encroaching group tried to figure out who Adrian was and how to expose him. It was like an artificial sun had risen, but he was already on the airstrip and outside the illuminated area. Conveniently, the blast was so bright it must have made him nearly impossible to spot in the darkness. People were talking and pointing in his general direction, but no one was running to follow. 
 
    Adrian started jogging away regardless while dropping battle wraith. It would be best to save that power for an emergency. He had no idea what to expect up here. 
 
    “Adele,” he called into the communication device. 
 
    “Who’s this?” a girl’s voice said back to him. She sounded incredibly inexperienced. 
 
    “Get Adele,” he snarled. 
 
    “Who is this?” she repeated. Considering all the trembling in her voice, he had to respect the courage to ask the question. Twice. 
 
    “Tell her I’m the man who just slaughtered the Junta and ran into a kill squad when leaving the warehouse. I will ring back in half an hour.” 
 
    He turned off the communication device and threw it into his bag of holding. While he was unsure whether he could be tracked remotely, he was sure after Tony that his bag would block any problematic signals. Better safe than sorry. 
 
    He kept running. He was still battle ready with half of his mana and eight Shadow Steps remaining, and most of the battle wraith form in reserve. 
 
    As he jogged, he remembered the sensation of rocketing himself off the log structure’s roof. Flying over all those waiting warriors. It was awesome. The landing was less impressive, but the new method of retreating was a nice addition to his arsenal. 
 
    The spear in his hand agreed with him. It enjoyed the flight and with more practice, it promised that the landing would improve. In a year, for all intents and purposes he was going to be able to fly. 
 
    Where’s the best spot to set up? The airport terminal was ahead of him and offered a perfect line of sight. If it was devoid of humans, it would be the perfect location. He glanced back—no one was following. He slowed to a walk. 
 
    Time? 
 
    2:21 a.m. 
 
    Their sleep cycles must have been completely out of whack. He had not realised it was the middle of the night, but the contrast of the vibrant explosion against the pitch-dark night was quite helpful. 
 
    Approaching the terminal, Adrian slowed. It was too obvious. He looked around and spotted a nearby hangar. The line of sight was probably superfluous, as people would not be looking there for him. Hopefully. 
 
    Time? 
 
    2:48 a.m. 
 
    Close enough. 
 
    Adrian retrieved the communication device and re-enabled it. 
 
    “Adele?” 
 
    “Speaking.” The voice came back immediately. 
 
    “What the . . . ?” 
 
    “‘What the,’ yourself! How the hell did you escape like that?” 
 
    “Escape?” 
 
    Adele laughed. “We had a trap to stop Adhava, and you worked around it. So yeah, you escaped. I—we—will not let Albury become enslaved again.” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I’m doing.” 
 
    And you couldn’t stop me now if you wanted to. 
 
    Adrian knew his Mind capacities. It would take him under two minutes to convert someone, to change their past so they saw him as their boss. That was five hundred people per day. A couple of thousand people could seize Albury, so in a week’s time, it would fall. The most devious part was that he could continually move from spot to spot, and with his stealth abilities, they would never catch him. 
 
    “We weren’t willing to take the risk that Adhava won.” 
 
    “But the Patriots must have felt the bond fail.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “She could be playing some sort of game, and we will not be enslaved again.” 
 
    “My friends are still trapped.” 
 
    “We just need to confirm that you’re not under her control.” 
 
    “I’m not feeling very trusting right now.” 
 
    He thought about the traps placed in the warehouse. The whole thing had been designed to collapse into an inferno rather than blow up. It would have indiscriminately killed them all if Jules had accidentally triggered it. Worse, Adhava would have just phased through the wood like it wasn’t there. 
 
    “If you let me, I’ll come to you,” Adele stated quietly. 
 
    “Mark my words: if my friends die—” 
 
    “They won’t,” she said tiredly. “I’ll come to you. Two minutes is all it’ll take to confirm that you’re not under her control.” 
 
    “Airport terminal. Come alone.” 
 
    He clicked off the device, and it was time to see if she was genuinely scared that Adhava was still lurking, or if this was another grab for power of Albury. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
    In short order, Adrian repositioned to the roof of the terminal building. It wasn’t the most luxurious setup, but it offered a full view. 
 
    After less than ten minutes of watching, a horse came galloping in from the centre of town. The rider did not look skilful, but she got the job done. As requested, no one followed her, and she rode right up to the terminal. 
 
    Adrian jumped off the roof and shadow stepped just before crashing onto the hard concrete. Once on the ground, he froze, using Ambusher’s Fade to hide him in the alcove next to the door. 
 
    “You can jump off,” he called out. 
 
    She let the horse go. The horse stayed where it was. “Are you going to come out into the light?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He waited for his identification to wash over her. He could feel the benefit of the extra levels. Additional detailed information flowed through to him with unprecedented speed. He could also sense if the communication device was active. 
 
    “Turn off your comms.” 
 
    “I’m going dark,” Adele said into the necklace and then the energy he could detect went inert. She had used no tricks and after their last encounter, he wanted to trust her. That took courage. He finished his screening and then checked the horse to make sure it was not some sort of living bomb. It was not. 
 
    “We’re sorry about the warehouse.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” he said coolly while walking out of the doorway. Adele was already looking at him. Of course, it was easy enough to follow his voice; he had not been actively hiding it. 
 
    “We snuck a team in and set up the trap right after you went in the dungeon. The Albury Patriots had ringed the place but they were willing to look the other way. We wanted to board the portal up, but when we tried, there was a flood of magic that destroyed the wall. It took almost forty thousand energy, but we worked out how much timber we could put in place. There were so many restrictions, but our engineers came up with what you saw . . .” 
 
    “It was clever.” 
 
    “Not my idea,” she admitted, “but locking it down was. The Patriot guards knew something was wrong, but they were forbidden to approach the warehouse, so we could do what we wanted as long as we stayed out of sight. The Patriots, to be fair, were trying hard to let us do what we wanted. They helped as much as their oaths let them. All external communication from Adhava was blocked, so we made sure she would never get out.” 
 
    “And if we won?” 
 
    “After the oath bonds dropped off the Patriots, we would’ve disabled the trigger traps and switched to a manual approach only.” 
 
    “I almost set the whole place off when I was getting out.” 
 
    “That would’ve been unfortunate,” she explained. “It wasn’t the intention of the design. The plan was to hold anyone or anything that emerged from the facility until I could interview you. But then you escaped before we even realised you were out.” 
 
    “How is the city?” 
 
    “Volatile,” Adele admitted. “Several ex-Patriots got lynched. Most deserved it and some didn’t. I’ve been working through the survivors and deciding who to leave in their roles, who to discharge, and who to discharge with prejudice.” 
 
    “What does the last one mean?” 
 
    “Death or exile.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you’re getting it under control.” 
 
    “People are already talking about the new government structure, but I told them to hold off until we understood what happened to Adhava.” 
 
    “What kind of structure do you have in mind?” 
 
    “I think since you guys saved us, you deserve a say, but first we need to make sure you’re really you.” 
 
    Adrian nodded. “Okay, ask away.” 
 
    “Is Adhava dead?” He could feel pressure on his head. 
 
    His identification showed him Adele’s mechanism: 
 
    Compulsion to Talk 
 
    Encourages the target to express what they are thinking. 
 
    Truth Sense 
 
    Determines whether the speaker believes they are telling the truth. 
 
    Hidden Depths 
 
    Seeks falsehoods or evidence of hidden coercion. 
 
    Truth Force 
 
    Compels the target to tell what they believe is the truth. 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian answered. “Hidden Depths. Did you buy that specially?” 
 
    “Yes.” Adele smirked. “How did she die?” 
 
    “I killed her after the others weakened her.” 
 
    “How many people died?” 
 
    He choked up on that question. “Jamal.” 
 
    “I know what happened to him.” 
 
    “Ollie, Stevo, and James survived from your team. Eboni fell into a trap and died in the training facility. The others died in the battle outside.” 
 
    Regret and sadness flickered briefly in her eyes. 
 
    “Could you have saved any of them?” 
 
    “Could?” he asked even as her Truth Sense wanted him to blurt out “yes.” Ignoring compulsions was becoming one of his specialities. Or at least delaying them. “That’s a very broad question. For example, if I had not asked for backup, they would be alive. So yes, I could’ve saved them.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip, and Adrian realised that there was more to the question than she was letting on. She knew one of them. 
 
    “Did you knowingly let any of them die?” 
 
    “I did everything I could to keep them alive while not jeopardising the mission to kill Adhava,” he answered, figuring that was the information she wanted. 
 
    “Do you want to enslave the town?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Could you enslave the town?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you don’t want to?” 
 
    “Correct. I don’t want to enslave anyone.” 
 
    “Do any of the others want to enslave the town?” 
 
    Once more, Truth Force thumped against him. He wanted to say no, but it would not let him. 
 
    “To the best of my knowledge, they have no interest in it.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    The combined force of her skills beat down upon him, forcing him to divulge everything, but all his pathways pushed him to guard his secrets. 
 
    “Nothing material,” he ground out. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. She could sense his deception, but she was a clever operator. She understood how inappropriately broad her question had been. 
 
    “Okay,” she acknowledged after a moment. “That will have to be enough.” 
 
    She openly turned on her communicator. Adrian’s identification tingled the exact moment it activated. He hadn’t expected the new identification level to have this many tangible benefits. “Project Willow Road is active.” 
 
    The device deactivated. 
 
    “Willow Road?” he asked. 
 
    “It means to disable the traps.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Now, about my question?” 
 
    Her powers ran into him once more. 
 
    “What else you should know?” he clarified to buy himself time. 
 
    Sweat dripped down his face, but he smiled anyway. This was nothing. If he wanted to, Adrian could ignore the compulsion or even lie. If he lied, she might catch him or she might not. His skills almost matched her class-tailored tools. 
 
    Adrian licked his lips, procrastinating. Adele was not the enemy. She was just a woman trying to save her city. He remembered she had let him adjust her memories to increase the chance of beating the Junta. While he was not naïve enough to believe that their desires would always align, he knew Adele was undeniably one of the good ones. Adrian relaxed. 
 
    “At a high level, Steve and Susie will want to stay. Susie is the training facility administrator, and you need to put her in your new government. She believes she can get thirty people up to level twenty per day with some extra useful skills thrown in. Albury needs to help get as many fighters or potential fighters through the facility as possible. Trinkets, skills, and abilities to stop mind magic aren’t that expensive—you should get them for lawmakers and authority figures. You’ll especially want to focus on long-term skills you can teach children.” 
 
    “We’re already building mind defences. Why the middle of the night?” 
 
    “Our cycles got screwed up underground. I don’t want to sleep but I need to get back. Jules is probably mad at me.” 
 
    “Really?” Adele asked raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I sort of threw her back through the portal.” 
 
    “Dangerous.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    Adele laughed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
    Adele rode the horse at a steady canter, and Adrian sprinted alongside her easily. They were only half a kilometre from the warehouse, and there were no monsters to worry about. The de facto leader of the Albury resistance was giving commands the whole time through her communication device to her comrades. When they reached the wire fence which once separated the airport from the road, a group of people was waiting for them. 
 
    Despite Adele’s obvious trust in this group, Adrian was still jarred by what greeted him when he emerged through the portal. He was not quite ready to accept the obvious. 
 
    Battle wraith. 
 
    He chained six Shadow Steps to position himself behind the group. His identification swept over them even as he released the battle wraith form and transitioned into Ambusher’s Fade. The greeting party had magic lights illuminating their immediate areas; that very brightness that comforted them gave Adrian more shadows to hide in. 
 
    Adrian decided that the sixteen guards were not high enough in level to trouble him and only three of them had any Mind resistances. He checked the rest of the pack. There were no ulterior motives in any of them. 
 
    “Adrian is our guest of honour,” Adele called out before turning around and looking perplexed. “Adrian!” 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    He reappeared at the front of the crowd and dropped his battle form. 
 
    “Here,” he announced and stepped forward into their pooling light. With Alpha physics in play, the transition between light and dark was far more explicit than usual, like stepping into a sharp spotlight on a completely dark stage. Casually, he held his spear like a staff, trying to appear unthreatening. 
 
    “Adhava is confirmed dead!” Adele yelled out. Adrian saw smiles light up over the tired faces around him. 
 
    “God, yes.” An old man playfully slapped a younger man’s shoulder. 
 
    One of them, a man in his later twenties with a seemingly permanent scowl, cleared his throat loudly. Adrian realised when he saw his magic shield that he was an ex-Patriot guard. 
 
    “Confirmed?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. I cut her to pieces.” 
 
    The man covered his eyes as great wracking breaths shuddered through him. “God.” He collapsed to his knees. “Thank god.” 
 
    A woman his age knelt next to him and hugged him. She whispered to him while he started to cry silently, his body trembling. 
 
    Adele gazed at him with bittersweet, silent recognition. She dismounted the horse and stood stoically next to Adrian. It was a strange atmosphere, anguished celebration. 
 
    “He’s not the only one,” Adele whispered. “A lot of the guards are broken.” Her hand found his shoulder. “I’m sorry about the trap, but we couldn’t . . .” She swallowed a lump in her throat and briskly shook her head. “We couldn’t risk her coming back.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Logically, he did understand, but the trap still stung like a betrayal. There was no point worrying about it now. Susie and Steve would deal with any fallout if the replacement government was corrupt. He would be gone soon and this town would no longer be his concern. 
 
    The man on the ground picked himself up. “Commander, what are your orders?” 
 
    “I think we need to secure the warehouse and then have a council of war.” 
 
    When they reached the warehouse, it was clear why Adele had called it off. The entire place was a hive of activity. Already, workers were hauling away the densely packed wood that had extended out of the warehouse door to create the trap. 
 
    “How long?” Adele yelled, directing the question to an old man wearing a hard hat, presumably some kind of engineer. 
 
    “Three hours,” the old man answered. 
 
    “Is it safe?” Adrian asked from next to Adele. 
 
    “We’ve disabled most of the explosives and fire potions, but structurally, not yet.” 
 
    “I’m going in.” Adrian told them. 
 
    “Wait!” the man yelled behind him as he charged. “Please!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You want to use the portal, don’t you?” 
 
    “Then use the track,” he urged. “Let me show you. Personally, I wouldn’t go in there because it might collapse, but if you’re quick, you won’t be in much danger.” 
 
    “Why would it collapse?” 
 
    “It was designed to.” The old man shrugged. “Plus, it was a rush job.” 
 
    “It survived a couple of days, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes . . . no,” the man said, flustered. “We pulled out stuff that shouldn’t have weakened anything, but it might have. It’s sort of like a giant Jenga—just pieces of wood carefully placed to prime it to collapse.” 
 
    They arrived at a door. 
 
    “Here?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Yeah. The portal enforced an open path, so we had to create one.” The door was open. “Before Adele’s orders, this was locked, so even if Adhava made it here she would’ve been trapped long enough for us to collapse the whole thing on her. We also had the outside trapped.” He nodded towards a massive pile of timber nearby. 
 
    “Wouldn’t have helped,” Adrian told him while looking through the door into the warehouse. He could see perfectly, but he knew the man next to him would not be able to see a thing. 
 
    “Of course it would have.” 
 
    “Nah. Adhava could go through walls like a ghost. We’ll be out in four hours.” Adrian said the last bit louder so that Adele would hear. 
 
    In battle wraith form, he shadow stepped all the way to the portal. He would take no chances around the warehouse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
    Once more, Adrian found himself in the lobby room, greeted by drawn swords. Steve was the first to lower his blade. 
 
    Jules looked angry. “You’re back,” she said. 
 
    “You knew I was fine,” Adrian summarised from their expressions. 
 
    “Yeah. Mum bought something so she can communicate with her owl. We should’ve done it a while ago.” 
 
    “How much of my chat with Adele did you get?” 
 
    “Some,” Susie replied. “But my lip reading isn’t great. I could see everything was going smoothly.” 
 
    “So smooth that you greeted me with drawn weapons, eh?” 
 
    Everyone laughed. “That was Jules’s idea,” Mike said. 
 
    Jules’s lips quirked and then she beamed when she saw Mike couldn’t contain his own smile. 
 
    “They’re pulling apart the trap now,” Adrian told them. 
 
    “We guessed,” Susie said. She waved her hand and the portal behind them showed the warehouse from a couple of hundred metres up in the air. He could see the people scurrying around, carrying material away from the warehouse. 
 
    “That’s from Silverwing,” Susie clarified. It was an apt name for an owl. She waved her hand once more and suddenly he could hear the clunking of logs and more shouting. “I can’t make a true two-way portal that captures vision, but I can do sound, through the portal.” 
 
    “I’m glad you got in contact with Silverwing. I was worried you guys would try to follow me. It was pretty dicey.” 
 
    “We’re not stupid,” Jules snarled. “You!” Her voice trembled with anger. “What on earth were you thinking?” 
 
    “That I could get out safely and resolve the issue without bloodshed. Oh, look! That’s what I did.” 
 
    “It was dumb,” Susie said firmly. “You don’t have to take the risks. Stevo, James, and Ollie know the people out there. Silverwing could’ve relayed messages. Hell, just us shouting could’ve solved the problem.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Next time, think. We were worried.” Susie hugged him tightly. “I understand sometimes you need to risk yourself, but this was not one of those times.” 
 
    “I get it,” Adrian said, disentangling, feeling warmth in his cheeks. He hated the attention. 
 
    “Is it anarchy or . . .” James asked. 
 
    “Not anarchy. They know Adhava’s dead. Beyond that, it’s all up in the air, but Adele seemed in charge.” 
 
    “What is she like?” 
 
    “Competent.” They might not recognise it, but from someone who worked for years as a project manager, that was high praise. Few people fell into that category. “She used to be a spy and worked with Jamal.” Just saying his name made him frown. He hated the scientist who doomed them even if Jamal’s heroic death seemed to be inevitable. 
 
    “What’s everyone’s plan for when we leave the dungeon?” Susie asked. 
 
    “I want nothing to do with running Albury,” Adrian said instantly. “I’m still going to Melbourne. Two days’ training, then I’m going.” 
 
    He wanted to ask who was coming but he feared the answer. While he was not scared of being alone, without company he knew it would be lonely at the very least. 
 
    “I’m coming,” Jules said. 
 
    “What? I thought you would want to stay with your mum.” 
 
    “I have friends in Melbourne. Anyway, I said I would go to Melbourne, and I’m not a flake.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Mike and I are coming too,” Charlotte interrupted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Younger brother.” She pointed at herself. While all of her family in New South Wales had died, he knew she had a younger brother still at university in Melbourne. She pointed at Mike. “Family.” 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “It’s safer for both of you to stay.” 
 
    “We know the risks,” Charlotte told him. “We’re coming anyway. Why are you waiting for two days? Training can’t be that important.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “I figure if enough people want to contact Melbourne, we can build a stronger squad to help us, and maybe . . .” He hesitated anxiously. “Maybe get the numbers to trigger a quest. If twenty thousand people start to care . . .” 
 
    The twenty thousand was the number which let the system get involved. If nineteen thousand wanted the same thing then nothing happened but then if it ticked up to twenty thousand then suddenly quests and rewards became available. 
 
    The interface exploded in excitement. He felt it screaming with pride, delighted that he had worked it out for himself without asking for help. 
 
    “And I want to get access to my badge to plan the trip,” he finished, hoping no one noticed his long pause while he relished the interface’s reaction. 
 
    “Badge?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” Charlotte told him quietly. 
 
    “You want us to spread the word?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that would help. Particularly if you can get Adele on board.” 
 
    “I think Joanne wants to come, too,” Jules offered. She wasn’t in the room and neither were James, Stevo, or Ollie. 
 
    “A healer would be very welcome. But what about Steve?” He pointed towards the peg leg. Joanne could heal him, though it would probably take months. “Wouldn’t it be better if she stayed to fix him?” 
 
    Regenerating limbs was a pretty important skill now, as there were so many patients. 
 
    “I’ll get a limb restore at level fifty and I’m forty-four now,” Susie explained. Adrian had not even noticed that. He looked at Jules, but she had only increased to thirty-eight. “Soon enough, I’ll be fifty,” Susie assured him, “and I can fix up Steve then.” 
 
    He checked his own experience. 
 
    Experience: 48,172 of 55,000 required for Level 5 
 
    That was about what he thought; he was quite close to earning another level. He jumped a level with the experience he gained from completing the quest, and the remainder of the training facility provided a decent amount in addition. 
 
    Susie was only so high level because of the extra thirty thousand from accepting the role of training facility master and probably two percent of whatever everyone else earned. That bonus would keep delivering. 
 
    “The dungeon experience tithe?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Is that why your level so high?” 
 
    “I got twenty thousand experience for completing the training facility because I’m the administrator.” 
 
    “That’s a lot.” 
 
    “There was a bonus for the number of days Adhava had failed to complete it.” 
 
    “So this is goodbye?” 
 
    “Probably,” Susie said. 
 
    “Definitely,” Steve clarified with a grin. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you guys,” Adrian said genuinely. “The way you fought down here, you could come.” 
 
    “No,” Steve said firmly. 
 
    “We knew it would happen eventually,” Susie said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I wasn’t expecting it to happen until Melbourne. And Susie . . . I doubt I’ll be back. It’s not like I can travel with the kids.” 
 
    “True. Not much any of us can do to change things. I’m probably here for life.” 
 
    “I know, but still.” 
 
    Susie smiled brighter. “At least we have two days.” 
 
    Adrian nodded, yet he knew it was less than that. He would be training. 
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    “Yes, Jules?” he answered, knowing exactly where this was going. 
 
    “You’ll go to the party?” 
 
    “What party?” 
 
    “There will be a party.” 
 
    “If I’m not training.” 
 
    “Not good enough.” 
 
    He sighed sarcastically. “Sure. I’ll make an appearance.” 
 
    “Yes!” She squealed, and that reminded him of the party after they defeated the Bird, when Jules and Kozzie fought. Adrian looked away abruptly, keeping the sadness he felt in his chest from spilling out and infecting everyone else. 
 
    Everyone knew people who had died. He was hardly special in that regard. The poor kid. Poor everyone, really. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jules asked, catching his expression. 
 
    Adrian nodded, not willing to meet Jules’s gaze in case his melancholy was contagious. “I need to take advantage of the training.” 
 
    Susie waved her hand, and one mirror along the wall converted into a portal. “Which training?” she asked as he walked toward the portal. 
 
    “Internal energy movement,” he answered. “It’ll allow me to spend stamina—for lack of a better word—to move faster.” 
 
    She waved her hand again, and he saw the magic spin within the portal as she directed it to the safe room. 
 
    “Defensive or offensive?” Susie asked. 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow at her. The question was a little off. “Do you get extra information as the administrator?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you think I should do?” 
 
    “I was just curious which one you wanted. I assume you would’ve already picked and you wouldn’t want my advice.” 
 
    “But do you have an opinion?” 
 
    “Not really,” Susie admitted. “But I have access to a lot of knowledge. Offensive movement is generally considered to be better unless you rely on ranged attacks for damage or if you have a different movement skill. Given your Shadow Steps, spear lunge, and ranged abilities, you should probably focus on the defensive.” 
 
    “That was my thinking,” Adrian admitted. “The training will just make it easier for me to survive a battle.” It did not need to be said, but he was thinking of that shintopur ambush in the hay barn. At the time, he only needed a second to realise he could use Shadow Step to escape, and then the fight seemed trivial. But having now seen teleport locks, he was worried about being caught without Shadow Steps. As powerful as his build currently was, without Shadow Step he was quite disadvantaged. This training would rectify that weakness. Once he finished it, any hypothetical shintopur would be toast, with or without Shadow Steps. 
 
    The other goal of the training was to get a more active form of magic resistance. What he had was pretty strong, as he could see magic coming and dodge it, but it would be nice to block magic too. Next time. When he had more capability to absorb knowledge, he could pursue it. 
 
    “Good luck!” Susie called out. 
 
    He waved and stepped through the portal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
    The movement training was brutal. Adrian had known about force magic almost since the Alpha event. He had practiced using haste to tug on his extremities, but combining the two skills inside his body was horrific. 
 
    He nearly tore himself in two multiple times. Without healing, he would have been out of action ninety-five percent of the time. Unfortunately, he could heal, and the trainer abused that fact. Whenever his mana ran out, the bloody elemental produced a healing potion and told him to go again. 
 
    “You’re building secondary skeletal and muscular systems.” The words thundered into Adrian’s head. “Do it through your core, not your interface.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    Adrian bit the retort before it left his mouth. If he talked back, even to ask reasonable questions, the trainer would respond by speeding up the exercises. Adrian had learned to shut up and do what he was told. Building the system with the interface would have been easier. It would have simply been a matter of linking them all up, but the trainer was adamant that using his core was better. 
 
    “Time.” 
 
    He collapsed in release. “Why am I using the core?” 
 
    The elemental looked at him intensely. “Your core has a lot of growth left. The interface is static. For now, the interface would be slightly more efficient, but in a year, the core will be ten percent stronger and ten years after that, twice as strong.” 
 
    The core grew. That was important information and something to contemplate in his philosophising endeavours. This is what the interface meant when it had agreed that getting a core might have been better than gaining additional power immediately. In a year’s time, if he fought someone with the same training, he would be faster from all the slight advantages that would have snowballed. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m just doing my job.” 
 
    “How did I do?” 
 
    “You might not be the most talented, but you’re impressive. You are, however, the most stubborn.” 
 
    “I see the need to be powerful.” 
 
    His mind still flashed to that octopod. Why? After all this time and all the stronger enemies he had faced, why did he always go back to that moment? 
 
    It was a rhetorical question. That fateful night was when he chose power over his own comfort, when he decided that it was worthwhile to sacrifice for power. 
 
    “You should have a quick shower before your celebration,” the elemental said, nodding towards the tavern. 
 
    Adrian glanced down at himself. The simple tracksuit he was wearing was drenched with blood. He wasn’t exaggerating about pulling himself apart—this was his third set of clothes. He abandoned the other ones when the sprawling tears rendered them useless. 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    He expected to stumble when he started walking, but of course, his body felt perfectly stable. It felt like he had just done ten minutes of light stretching. 
 
    The cost was ten energy for a room, which he paid happily. He ignored the bed and jumped straight into the hot shower. It was a fully operational modern shower. He luxuriated and then reluctantly pulled himself out. After drying off, he put on some of the better clothes he had scavenged, dressing himself rather than using the instant armour function. After his day of training, the mundanity of those everyday movements was liberating. 
 
    Arriving downstairs, he asked the feline-human hybrid behind the bar whether they did laundry. A short conversation later, he resolved to burn the clothes, spend two hundred energy on ten sets of perfectly fitted jeans and sweaters and forty sets of underclothes and T-shirts. Somehow, it was cheaper than laundering and repairing his shredded training clothes. 
 
    A portal later and he was on the surface with the sun just setting. A young girl of about fifteen and a couple of her friends were waiting, and they jumped up to greet him. 
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We’re here to escort you.” 
 
    Then she was off, walking briskly out of the warehouse. No name, no offer of conversation. 
 
    She was a level four seamstress, one of her friends was a level three cleaner, and the last member of the group was a level five stun master. 
 
    Stun Master 
 
    At lower levels, members of this class have a few distraction techniques. They can develop powerful magic and physical-based stun techniques at higher levels. 
 
    At her current level, she could create sounds with her mind, shine bright lights, and summon a will of the wisp light that carried a slight amount of psychic distraction. While it lacked any direct offensive power when used right, stun master was quite a powerful class. If she bought combat abilities from the trader, she would be an impressive fighter. 
 
    They were heading straight towards the business centre of Albury. Adrian spent the whole trip absorbing what he was seeing. It felt like some people were walking with their shoulders a little straighter, but others were still slouched, depressed. Adrian guessed it would be weeks before they started trusting that their nightmare was truly over. 
 
    The place he was brought to was a large sandstone building that opened into a large dining room. The anonymous girls disappeared, and Adele immediately found him. 
 
    “Can you do me a favour?” 
 
    He was instantly suspicious. 
 
    “Hold off on drinking for a bit.” 
 
    “But that’s why I’m here. To celebrate.” 
 
    “I would just like to get your opinion on the other contenders.” 
 
    “Contenders? What are we doing? A game show to staff the government?” 
 
    “There’s a power vacuum, so basically, yes,” Adele answered grimly. In fact, she didn’t even sound angry at his snide tone. 
 
    “Do you want the job?” 
 
    "To test the contenders?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Adrian shook his head. “No, but if I’m best at it, then I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Adele!” a stern-faced old man called out. 
 
    Level 2 Leader 
 
    The leader class does not provide any set skills, but rather it improves the individual’s existing skill sets, particularly social skills, persuasion, and public speaking. 
 
    His opinion of the man died instantly. 
 
    “I take it this is one of our heroes.” 
 
    “I’m Albert,” Adrian said quickly. “I knew Adele pre-event, and I’ve been looking after the warehouse district.” 
 
    As Adrian hoped, the man immediately lost interest in him, dismissing him as irrelevant and instead focusing on Adele. 
 
    “Let me know when anyone important gets here.” 
 
    “Sure, Jacques.” 
 
    Now that Adrian knew what was happening, it was easy enough to spot the people who wanted to be in charge. They had an intense, focused air to themselves. 
 
    Adele pulled out a stone similar to Charlotte’s privacy stone, but more subtle. She activated it with a slight shift of mana. Suddenly, he and Adele were in their own bubble with no one near them or interested in bothering them. 
 
    “Unnecessary,” Adrian told her. “I’m already distorting the sound. Can you give me a rundown of who’s here?” 
 
    “Sure,” Adele answered, grabbing two glasses of wine from a waitress walking past. “Don’t drink it—just hold it up while we talk. It’s almost impossible to lip read.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he answered openly, deliberately ignoring her technique. He fought back the urge to mock her. He was a master thief! It would already be obvious to him if anyone was lipreading. If necessary, he could even use methods to hide keywords from watchers and mislead them. Alas, it wasn’t something he could teach quickly. 
 
    “The woman in the blue dress was on the local council in the faction opposite Jacques’s.” 
 
    Level 5 Merchant 
 
    “Were either of them the mayor?” 
 
    “Neither, but they were ambitious.” 
 
    “The young Indian guy is the federal representative.” 
 
    Level 8 Scavenger 
 
    “And the fat man he’s talking to is the ex-state minister.” 
 
    Level 0 
 
    The man could detect lies like someone of a the Justiciar class. He was also very close to level one, so he had not been running from fights. 
 
    “How close was the last election?” 
 
    “Just got taken out with the swing against the government. Those four are all players who want to establish a government based on pre-event voting.” 
 
    “Party lines?” 
 
    “Three to one against Jacques, but they’re all out for themselves.” 
 
    If push came to shove, Adrian would vote against Jacques. His low level grated at Adrian’s sensibilities. The others were better, but not by much. 
 
    “Now, the rugged gentleman in armour.” 
 
    Level 15 Brawler 
 
    With the personal shield that came from the dungeon. 
 
    “Patriot guard,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Yes,” Adele said grimly. 
 
    “And?” From her expression, there had to be more to it. 
 
    “He’s here in the room, so he wants power. But nothing too terrible popped up on his record and he has vigorous supporters among the guards.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but yes. Then there’s the young woman in armour.” 
 
    Level 14 Hunter 
 
    “She’s not a guard.” 
 
    “Nope, and nor was she in the resistance. She killed at least one Patriot.” 
 
    “And these are your picks for government?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she answered cryptically. “There are a couple of other movers coming later. Three from the resistance. Two were on the logistics side and the other one ran an attack squad in the Patriots. Monster-clearing. There are also two other merchants.” 
 
    “Fun. What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Assess and veto.” 
 
    “Why would they let me veto?” 
 
    “Because you saved us, you saved Wagga, and now you’re going to Melbourne. People trust you because of that.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want to?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’ve done lots of things you don’t want to.” 
 
    “Nothing like what you’re asking.” 
 
    She had the grace to look away. 
 
    “Give me an hour, then you can go drink. Maybe two,” she corrected. “I know you don’t want to use your mind-reading abilities, but we need them.” 
 
    Adrian stared down into his wine. Was she really asking too much of him? It was only an hour of his time, and presumably they would give their consent to be probed. He could make a substantial impact by rejecting any bad seeds. “Sure.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
    “Are you going to mingle?” Adele asked, grinning at Adrian. 
 
    “I . . .” he started and then he caught himself. He guessed he should have a chat with them. Familiarise himself with the candidates before he essentially polygraphed them. From a distance, he used his upgraded identification and Mind threads to confirm their temperament. Everyone that Adele had pointed out had protection. Good. If they didn’t, then he might have walked out. 
 
    After Adhava, he doubted that any of these people would let down their guard for him. Maybe they would. The lure of power just might be enough. Adele would not have suggested this approach unless she thought it was likely to work. 
 
    “Can’t you use your judiciar abilities?” he asked finally. 
 
    “If only it was that easy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “One, I’m a player on the board, so if I say someone is lying and they say they’re not, what then? The town will split along fault lines.” She shook her head. “It should work, but it won’t. Besides, most of them are protected against my abilities.” 
 
    “They can turn off their protections.” 
 
    “But then we go back to the first issue.” 
 
    “But there are truth-telling bubbles you can buy from a trader or even other people with the judiciar class.” 
 
    “It’s easy to tell half-truths. Especially for these people.” She subtly nodded toward the politicians. “Your abilities circumvent all those defences.” 
 
    He quirked his lips, thinking about that. 
 
    “If you can’t be trusted, why would I be?” 
 
    “An outside perspective.” 
 
    “Aren’t I your pawn?” 
 
    “I’m sure that will come up, but I have a solution.” 
 
    “And even if I can read minds, what makes you think my top picks won’t be disastrous?” 
 
    “You were a project manager, so you must be decent at assessing people.” 
 
    “Not for something like this.” 
 
    “None of us are perfect. You have twenty minutes until your friends get here, and when they do, I know you’ll ignore everyone else. Please go mingle until then.” 
 
    With one more stern look, she turned and abandoned him. 
 
    Reluctantly, he headed over to the closest cluster of his targets as they chatted. They were far scarier than the monsters in the training facility. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Adrian.” 
 
    The four potential leaders suddenly noticed him. 
 
    “Forgive my manners,” the fat man said, brushing some crumbs off his hand before offering it to shake. “My name is Edward Mackey.” 
 
    “And I’m Ashmal Kumar,” the Indian man said, also holding out a hand to shake. “And this is Barry. He was the local Lions Club president. And, of course, the wonderful Jennifer.” 
 
    Adrian shook the offered hands. 
 
    “What do you think of the new world?” Ashmal asked him. 
 
    “Terrifying,” Adrian answered without hesitation. “But I don’t have time for the bullshit.” 
 
    Ashmal arched an eyebrow. “Ahh, a man who doesn’t mince his words. I like it.” 
 
    “You know why I’m here?” 
 
    “A pitstop on the way to Melbourne,” Ashmal answered easily. Apparently, others in the room were not as easy to fool as Jacques. 
 
    “I’m a bit more involved than that.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jacques approaching. 
 
    “We’re grateful for what you’ve done for the town,” Ashmal said carefully. “However, I think the people of Albury should decide their future without outside influence.” 
 
    “And what would that look like?” 
 
    “Like chaos,” Jacques said, sliding into their cluster. “Albert,” he greeted Adrian with a grin. “I mean Adrian. You got me good.” 
 
    “I think you mean Adele got you good.” 
 
    Jacques laughed uproariously at that. “I guess she did.” 
 
    “Why are you here, Jacques?” Ashmal asked. 
 
    “I thought the conversation would be scintillating.” 
 
    “I was just asking Ashmal how the town should be run. Jacques?” 
 
    “You want my opinion? It’s complicated.” 
 
    Adrian realised that his first impression of Jacques might have been a little inaccurate. While he was certainly self-serving, he seemed like a good guy. 
 
    “But it’s not hard,” Ashmal said smoothly. “There’s a power vacuum, and we need to fill it with people the populace knows and trusts.” 
 
    “Only a politician could say that with a straight face,” Adrian said before he could help himself. Jacques laughed, and both Edward and Jennifer smiled. 
 
    “You joke,” Ashmal said simply, “but this is not a laughing matter.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Adrian agreed. 
 
    “You need leadership, and none of that ‘the most personally powerful should lead’ crap. There are fifty thousand citizens here, and installing a brawny warrior would be a disaster. Whoever is put in charge needs a softer skill set.” 
 
    “One person or a council?” Adrian asked curiously. 
 
    “Both have advantages,” Ashmal admitted. 
 
    “Why not a judge?” 
 
    Ashmal hesitated. His eyes turned to Edward. 
 
    “I was a judge for three years,” Edward said. “Judges don’t think like leaders. They’re trained to apply the rules, not to make them.” 
 
    “Do politicians think like leaders?” 
 
    All of them hesitated, avoiding eye contact. “We might be the best of the dregs,” Jacques said easily. 
 
    “Would you work together?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Adrian turned to look at Jacques in surprise. 
 
    “The world has changed, but party lines haven’t,” Jacques explained. 
 
    “Liberal and Labour were both the same,” Adrian protested before he could help himself. 
 
    “Not at all,” Ashmal argued. “We had stark policy differences.” 
 
    “Agree to disagree,” Adrian said instantly, knowing he lacked the energy for this argument. Labour had slightly higher focus on health and education, and Liberals cared about tax cuts, but their policies were almost identical. That was probably why they swapped power every decade or so. “Do you guys even understand what the new world is?” 
 
    “Apart from Adhava, and that shit, Albury is very much like before.” 
 
    “Wodonga is pretty much the same too, huh?” he asked, knowing that the town, their neighbour, was overwhelmed by some sort of animal. 
 
    “Well, not there,” Ashmal conceded. 
 
    “It’s a totally different world. Two months ago you didn’t have to plan for random monsters wandering in.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “So why wouldn’t you support someone from the resistance? At least they were doing something.” 
 
    “Because they won’t have the skills,” Ashmal answered. 
 
    “I disagree with Ashmal on most things,” Jacques said. “But on this one, he’s right.” 
 
    “What happens if we elect someone from the resistance and you guys act purely as advisors?” 
 
    Ashmal shrugged. “It seems like you’ve already decided. But if it’s about bringing people together with words, then this group”—he even included Jacques in the statement—“has the skills to do that. And after that bitch Adhava, we need to create a harmonious community.” 
 
    “Are you worried that your name sounds like hers?” 
 
    “Are you racist?” 
 
    “No,” Adrian answered calmly. “Just curious, and it had to be asked.” Ashmal and Adhava sounded similar. Some people would be sceptical, even subconsciously. 
 
    “I’m well-known locally. I campaigned against drugs, supported law enforcement and treatment. None of the locals would associate me with her. We’ve always been opposed.” 
 
    “I have to agree,” Jacques said, effectively ending the line of questioning given that he was part of the opposing party. “Ashmal was outspoken with his anti-drug and crime stance.” 
 
    There was a commotion at the entrance. Adrian looked over to find his friends had arrived. Thankfully early. 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    Thrilled at the excuse to leave, he hustled over to them. 
 
    “You look . . .” Jules said, struggling for the right words. 
 
    “Frustrated,” Steve supplied. 
 
    Adrian sighed. “Adele told you what she wants me to do?” 
 
    Jules laughed. 
 
    “Yes,” Charlotte agreed. 
 
    “You’re not drinking?” Jules asked innocently. 
 
    Adrian slouched and gave her his best annoyed expression. Which made her laugh harder. 
 
    “Not until it’s solved. Who should I pick?” 
 
    “Just pick a random one,” Jules suggested. Susie elbowed her. “So what if it’s the wrong choice? They’ll fix it up soon enough.” 
 
    “If it was easy, there would already be a solution,” Susie said more seriously. 
 
    Adrian turned to the others. “What do you guys think?” 
 
    “Politicians are snakes,” Steve said, eyeing the group that Adrian was just speaking with. 
 
    “Sally was a politician,” Adrian reminded him. 
 
    “She was not,” Steve objected. 
 
    “Technically, she was, and they might be like her.” 
 
    Steve looked at them and shook his head in disagreement. 
 
    “Thoughts?” 
 
    “Australia used to be a democracy,” Mike said from next to Charlotte. The entire group had already grabbed glasses that Adrian was sure were filled with top-shelf stuff. “Ignoring them might be a bad idea. They could have a surprising amount of support in the community. Especially given the upheaval recently.” 
 
    “Make a council to balance out the bullshit artists then?” he asked. 
 
    Mike shrugged. “Your call.” 
 
    “Unless I say no, in which case Adele will probably make it yours.” 
 
    “Susie’s call,” Mike countered, smiling. “I was under Adhava’s thumb too long for anyone to listen to me. Plus, I’m coming to Melbourne with you.” 
 
    “Susie’s call then,” Adrian agreed. “The most important thing is that the leaders of Albury can work with Susie.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s important they look after Mum, or else she’ll get crabby.” Another elbow from Susie, who winced from the impact more than Jules did. 
 
    “Agreed,” Mike said, frowning at Jules. “The training facility is exceedingly important.” 
 
    “Susie?” 
 
    “I don’t mind who gets the job. As long as they’re not corrupt.” 
 
    “Even them?” Adrian waved at the politicians, and he saw Ashmal’s eyes tighten slightly. He must have been annoyed that they were talking so openly about him and his colleagues. 
 
    “I think they’re better than you’re giving them credit for,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ashmal was my federal representative,” Charlotte continued. “He seemed genuine enough.” 
 
    “Much too polished for my taste.” 
 
    “The question is whether he can do the job,” Charlotte told him. 
 
    “What do you think this person—or council—needs to do?” 
 
    “Be nice to Mum.” 
 
    “Shush,” Susie said. 
 
    “Make decisions,” Mike suggested. 
 
    “Look after the people,” Susie said with a touch of finality. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Laws, taxes, services and military,” Charlotte said. “Those are the key functions of government.” 
 
    “Safety net,” Adrian said quietly, his eyes on the politicians. Ashmal, as a member of the Labour party, at the very least would ensure that the last requirement was taken care of. 
 
    “But it can’t be a popularity contest,” Charlotte continued. “There’s a big, nasty world out there. Albury needs to build a defensive force like it’s the Middle Ages.” 
 
    “In case there’s stuff out there like the shintopurs,” Jules mumbled. “And they’re probably out there.” 
 
    “Do you think the politicians will be too soft?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “That’s the risk?” 
 
    Adrian looked at Steve speculatively. The man’s heart was in the right place, and he would delegate the social stuff down to others. 
 
    “No,” Steve said firmly, catching his gaze. “I would be shit.” 
 
    “Whoever’s in charge has to be a local anyway,” Charlotte told him. 
 
    “Says who?” Adrian asked in surprise. “Adele didn’t.” 
 
    “Common sense,” she clarified. 
 
    “Dictator, figurehead, or council?” 
 
    “They’re all good options,” Mike agreed, stifling laughter. 
 
    It was a fair response, Adrian decided. Mike had probably only excluded children from his pool of prospective leaders. “I don’t know why I’m even involved in this.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Mike said, catching his eye. “You can pretend you don’t, but you know why you Adele found you, and it wasn’t because of your master’s degree in civics.” 
 
    “I don’t have a degree in civics.” 
 
    “We are well aware,” Charlotte said, bursting into laughter. 
 
    “She wants me to use my mind magic.” 
 
    Everyone nodded at him. 
 
    “And your reputation,” Charlotte reminded him. 
 
    Adrian spun around, spotted Adele, and marched towards her. She saw him coming and extracted herself from her conversation to meet him in a private space. A sound barrier went up as Adrian activated his skill. 
 
    “There’s no point waiting,” he declared. “Let’s do this. I assume you have a private room to use.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
    Adele nodded, caught the eye of one of her men on the other side of the room, and then led Adrian upstairs to a giant table. 
 
    Slowly, all the prospective movers and shakers filed in. 
 
    If he was going to do this, then he needed to take charge. When the last potential leader arrived, Adrian stood. “You all know why we’re here.” 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Ashmal said smoothly. 
 
    “We’re here because the Junta are dead and before Albury breaks apart, we need to put a new government in place as soon as possible and do it in a way that doesn’t piss people off.” 
 
    “That’s all true,” Ashmal said. “But it doesn’t explain why we’re here. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Because I’ve sacrificed too much to let you guys screw this up now. We’re going to walk away from here with a new government that everyone in this room supports.” 
 
    “Is this a coup?” 
 
    Adrian looked at Ashmal. He did not see the politician as an opponent; he was just a man who had a difference of opinion and was willing to express it. “Yes and no. No, it was not my intention coming here, but yes, I will consider it. And if I do, I or my friends will enforce it.” 
 
    Just remember I killed the Junta. 
 
    “And no, it won’t be me or any of my companions in charge.” 
 
    “Or her.” Ashmal pointed at Adele. 
 
    “That hasn’t been decided.” 
 
    “Or me,” Adele agreed instantly. “I’m not a leader,” she told Adrian. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    “I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to do this, but I often end up doing things I don’t want to do. These are my ground rules: I don’t give a shit about the power structure you put in place, but everyone in a position of power is going to have their mind scanned to make sure you have the town’s interest at heart. If I can’t read your mind, then you’re out.” 
 
    Adrian pointed at a level sixteen merchant who had just entered. “You are excused.” The man had a natural four extra points in Mind defence, besides his three in Mind. That was an obstacle he could never crack. 
 
    “W—why?” the man stuttered. “I can take off my Mind defence necklace.” His hands went to his throat.  
 
    Adrian shook his head. “Even if you’re not wearing that, I won’t be able to read your mind. Your natural defences are too strong.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It means you don’t get a seat on the council. Today.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit.” 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian agreed, “but it’s how this has to work.” 
 
    “I don’t think it should be up to outsiders to make these decisions,” Ashmal proclaimed. “We should put it to a vote.” 
 
    “No,” Adrian said quietly, intimidatingly. “I did not risk my life to let Albury self-destruct.” 
 
    “With all due respect, we collectively appreciate what you’ve done—” 
 
    “No,” Adrian interrupted again. He was angry now despite recognising that Ashmal meant well. Currently, he was either being self-serving or short-sighted and probably a bit of both. “I’m not here because I want to get involved. I’m here because I was asked to come. Because Adele could read the tea leaves, and the picture they’re painting isn’t pretty.” 
 
    “I think you’re being melodramatic.” 
 
    Adrian clutched his spear, which spun a small vortex in front of Ashmal that dragged the air from his throat. He could breathe but no longer interrupt. “I think . . .” Adrian paused to watch Ashmal’s eyes widen. “This room is full of a lot of competent people. Adventurers who have succeeded in the new world, merchants with the skills to grow this community, and public figures who can bring the populace together.” 
 
    Ashmal smacked the table with the table. 
 
    Adrian ordered the spear to cease its wind attack. “Please don’t interrupt until I’m finished,” he said calmly. “What I don’t know is how many of you have the town’s best interest at heart.” A babble of protest broke out. “Wait,” he ordered, holding up a hand. These words sounded so reasonable in his head, and yet none of them were being received well. “I don’t know you, which is why I can say this. We all know there have always been corrupt politicians, dirty cops, and cut-throat businessmen. I would be naïve if I assumed that all went away during the event. The way personal power works now, it’s even easier for the strong to abuse the weak.” 
 
    Everyone still looked annoyed, but now they were looking around the table, wondering how many of their opponents were genuine psychopaths. 
 
    “This is my solution. Adele and Edward both can tell if I’m lying.” He looked at the two of them. They nodded in agreement. “Can you please confirm what I’m saying is true?” 
 
    They both nodded, and he felt both of their skills claw into him. Edward’s was unsurprisingly stronger. It made sense, seeing as it was his only ability so far. 
 
    “I’m going to use my Mind skills to see who here is worthy of serving on the council. I will not change memories, and everything I see will be kept confidential.” 
 
    “Lying,” Edward said abruptly. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Adrian hesitated and glanced at Adele and Edward. “Fine. I won’t share secrets unless you’ve committed a major crime. Especially anything violent.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If you abused kids and I see it in your mind, I’ll kill you,” Adrian said, glaring at the merchant who had spoken. 
 
    “Truth,” Edward muttered. 
 
    “If you ran a Ponzi scheme pre-event, I won’t tell a soul, but I would block you from joining the council. If you’re committing adultery, it’ll count against you for a seat on the council, but . . .” Adrian shrugged. “I guess the rest just depends.” 
 
    “Truth,” Edward confirmed. 
 
    “So, assuming we’re not complete sociopaths, what kind of qualities are you looking for?” 
 
    “Competency and willingness to put the town first. If you’ve fantasised about getting power to get revenge on your neighbour, you’re not here for the right reasons.” No one laughed. 
 
    “Truth.” 
 
    Shut up! 
 
    Instead of yelling at the man, Adrian smiled. “Questions?” 
 
    “And you swear not to change memories, oath-bind us, or share personal information?” Ashmal asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Truth.” 
 
    “And you’re just determining eligibility?” 
 
    “You’re asking a lot of questions, Ashmal.” 
 
    “Truth.” 
 
    That made everyone in the room laugh. 
 
    “Just being cautious and making sure we know what we’re getting into. So, are you putting together the whole council or just ruling out the bad apples?” 
 
    “Tonight, just seeing who’s eligible. If there’s no agreement by tomorrow night, I’ll pick out the council members myself.” 
 
    “We might need more time to agree,” Ashmal continued. 
 
    “No. One day.” 
 
    Ashmal scowled at him, and Adrian met his gaze, not yielding. He would not budge. Ashmal nodded, his hands moving instinctively to his neck. “That’s fair. I’ll go first.” He pulled off his necklace and dropped it on the table. There was a tinkering of metal.  
 
    Necklace of Mind Defence 
 
    Passive Mind defence that adds three points to mind defence. Cannot be removed under duress or by force. 
 
    Adrian stared at the politician in surprise. “Why?” He couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “I think sitting down in a planning session knowing that everyone wants the best for the city is worth some personal discomfort.” 
 
    “No skeletons.” 
 
    “Everyone has skeletons,” Ashmal told him. “On your word and Edward’s, I’ll trust that mine will stay in the closet.” 
 
    “I apologise in advance if I bring up any deeply personal memories.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
    Adrian reached out with a mind thread. Even Ashmal’s natural level of 3.2 was no challenge to hack. He delved deeper, spending a moment to get oriented. Assessing the crux of Ashmal’s being. Manipulation resided in his heart. He was a politician. Should it be surprising? Whenever Ashmal looked at someone, he catalogued and evaluated everything about them. Were they useful to him now? Would they have value in the future? What facts could Ashmal use to smooth the conversation? What did they truly want? How could Ashmal best manipulate them? 
 
    That was Ashmal. 
 
    Adrian pushed slightly to find out how Ashmal perceived him. The dossier on Adrian Fitzgerald emerged. Of course, Ashmal’s key focus was how to manipulate the man who would decide the council makeup. It was not words but rather concepts and images, though he found them easy enough to interpret. Or at least the interface did. 
 
    — Stay calm. 
 
    — Do not present as weak. 
 
    — Always make logical arguments. 
 
    — Do not instigate arguments. 
 
    — Be reasonable. 
 
    It was all irrelevant to the task at hand, but Adrian couldn’t resist seeing how an expert manipulator would influence him. There was nothing surprising. In hindsight, Adrian could see that Ashmal had followed all five facets of his own plan. 
 
    Adele? 
 
    — Dangerous and internally strong. 
 
    — Publicly remind her that her role was to serve not lead. 
 
    — Sideline, isolate. 
 
    — Treat with courtesy while excluding. 
 
    Adrian smiled and wondered if Ashmal had succeeded with those strategies. With Adele? Yes. She had ruled herself out at Ashmal’s prompting. With him? Maybe, yes as well. He was just starting to see Ashmal as reasonable, respectable even, at least for a politician. Across the table, Ashmal was watching him, waiting, wondering when the proper investigation was going to start. Any semblance of calm in Ashmal’s mind dissipated as he subconsciously scrounged for control of the interview. There was no way Adrian was going to let that happen. “Why do you want to lead Albury?” 
 
    Adrian watched Ashmal internally consider and phrase the answer. For a moment, he considered hiding his power-hungry nature and then settled on a half-truth. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to lead so that I can make the city a better place for everyone.” 
 
    Ashmal wanted power, but then again, most people did. His answer, albeit carefully curated, was accurate. He had a burning desire to combat injustices. 
 
    “How do you deal with conflict?” 
 
    “I find that a reasoned approach can prevent conflict. I’ve never failed to use words to diffuse the situation.” 
 
    Combat to Ashmal was anything that escalated to screaming or physical violence. 
 
    As ridiculous as that statement sounded out loud, Ashmal was genuine. He had a honey tongue and always navigated around conflict, or at least pre-empted it. Ashmal was not shy in letting others solve his conflicts when calm words alone were insufficient. A sacrificial screamer, as Ashmal thought of them, could be sent instead. A peer or underling willing to yell and release the tension. Usually, that was unnecessary. Subtle threats delivered civilly could calm even the hottest of head. 
 
    “Do you believe in democracy?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Liar, Adrian felt like screaming at him. Ashmal only believed in democracy when it was convenient. He thought it wasn’t as bad as certain other systems. Given the chance to dictate, however, he would do a much better job than if he depended on maintaining his votes. 
 
    “You can just answer these mentally.” Adrian felt the rush of alarm in Ashmal’s mind, but nothing reached his face. Instead, he nodded in acknowledgment and Adrian felt the man internally scrambling to push him away, but it was like a toddler trying to fan away an elephant. That calm exterior remained unflustered despite the inner turmoil. Adrian could only respect that control. “Who amongst the contenders don’t you like?” 
 
    “I see why silence might be golden.” 
 
    Adrian nodded and was surprised to find that Ashmal did not truly dislike anyone. Edward was his least favourite. He found that judiciar to be frustrating because he was nearly impossible to manipulate. He was also wary of Adele for similar reasons. Ironically, Ashmal did not mind Jacques. A disagreement on policy but a grudging acknowledgement of Jacques’s commitment to his ideals and his integrity. 
 
    “Would you trust yourself in the council?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Would you use your role to create personal wealth?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Liar, but not at the level that concerned Adrian. Ashmal hoped he would get free meals from people sucking up to him and slightly better rates from plumbers and such. Nothing untoward. While he would accept the grease, Ashmal was not one to let it influence him while making council decisions. It was a slippery slope but one that Ashmal had fifteen years of experience traversing. 
 
    “Who should I exclude from the council?” 
 
    “As I’ve already said, Adele.” 
 
    His mind told a different story. Ashmal did not want any of the fighters at all to be allowed but figured he could not express that. There was a deep-seated fear that they would use their personal strength to take over the council. 
 
    “What are your deepest secrets?” 
 
    The man’s mind leapt to his fantasies about his sister-in-law, his brother’s wife. Adrian withdrew his Mind thread and sat back, looking Ashmal straight in the eyes. Thinking about what he had just learnt. 
 
    Manipulative? Absolutely. Self-serving? A little bit. Did he want the best for Albury? Yes. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ashmal snatched his protective necklace and threw it over his neck. His self-control was impeccable, but Adrian still saw the relief in his slouching shoulders the moment the necklace was in place. 
 
    “Was the last question necessary?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” the politician said. “Am I out?” 
 
    Adrian burst out laughing. “Nah, man. Every person in existence is guilty of that one. You’re eligible. Who’s next?” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Adrian walked out of the room, feeling like he had been far too lenient on some of the candidates. All four politicians squeezed through his filter, and that fact gave him an icy dread that his Mind thread ability failed. 
 
    “Not that bad,” Adele said beside him. “Two people self-selected out, and you rejected another couple. You prevented those disasters.” 
 
    “I keep thinking that I should’ve delved deeper.” 
 
    “I think the way you did it, you have guaranteed goodwill.” 
 
    “How could not one of the four politicians be corrupt?” 
 
    Adele laughed. “Yeah, that confused me.” 
 
    A server came by with glasses filled with a familiar-looking liquid. They were port glasses, and he unapologetically snagged the last two and took a deep sniff. Now that he was not using them as props, he could savour them. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll leave you be,” Adele told him and headed off towards the kitchen. “Food’s in twenty. I gave you guys a private room.” She nodded towards where his group was and the door behind them. 
 
    “Playing the hero again?” Jules asked in a mocking tone when Adrian reached their group. 
 
    He looked at her in exasperation. 
 
    “He was helping,” Susie defended. 
 
    “I just want to drink, sleep, then train.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so driven,” Jules protested. “You can just enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “I can relax when I’m home,” he told her simply. “Five hours here, four hours unconscious, then thirteen hours with a sadistic trainer, which is what he said he needed to bash me into shape. Then, tomorrow night we can do it again. You know we’re only, like, two or three hundred kilometres away now? It’s a three-hour drive to Melbourne.” 
 
    Jules rolled her eyes and walked away. Probably just to get another drink, but still. Childish. 
 
    “So why are you waiting?” Susie asked. 
 
    “I’m hoping you guys can get twenty thousand people who want to make contact with Melbourne.” 
 
    “It’s all about getting the quest?” 
 
    “Yep.” He didn’t feel the need to explain himself to Susie. 
 
    “What?” James interrupted. “How much experience are you expecting the quest to give? Since you’re manufacturing the quest, it won’t give much, will it?” 
 
    Charlotte cleared her throat loudly. “It’s not about the experience. It’s about his badge.” 
 
    Adrian nodded in confirmation. While he understood why the interface put him on this particular journey, and while the long route was secretly the shortest, the waiting around in small towns still got to him. Without the Bird ordeal, he would have died on the road. Without the pause in Wagga that got him the badge, Albury would have defeated him. And without levels and experience from the training facility, the path to Melbourne would be a pipedream. 
 
    Logically, it was clear. The waiting, even if he was completely engrossed in training, was still hard. The distraction of the trainers was crucial to his mental state. It was most of the reason he threw himself into training, though he would not admit that to anyone. As much as he appreciated a good party as a distraction, he found it less than helpful. 
 
    “Why is the . . . badge . . . so important?” James seemed to stumble over the unusual word. 
 
    “If he gets the quest, he gets a cheat sheet that shows him obstacles on the way to Melbourne,” Charlotte answered. 
 
    “Providing humans have seen the threats,” he clarified quickly. “So, if there’s a dragon in the way that roasted someone, then I’ll be warned. But if no human has seen it, well, I guess we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” James said. 
 
    “It’s actually even better; it seems to figure things out by inference. Like, if someone saw a dead mini-dragon, it might work out that something bigger is around. Then, it’ll observe that there’s no visibility over this hundred square kilometres, and tell me to avoid the entire area so I don’t come face-to-face with whatever killed the mini-dragon.” 
 
    “Is that how you beat the Junta?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes. . . . What do you mean, no?” Charlotte asked him. 
 
    “The badge helped, but it was a small part of it. We made almost a million energy from the wyrm, and that was important.” 
 
    “Worm?” James asked. 
 
    “Wyrm,” Susie corrected. “Think of it as a mini-dragon.” 
 
    “What? Dragons are real?” 
 
    “Probably,” Adrian responded. “Anyway, that energy helped. Then, we strategized and planned a lot. You were there when we killed Adhava. The badge did nothing then.” 
 
    They all drank in uneasy silence. 
 
    Jules returned to the room that had been put aside for their team. “Adrian, are you going to be a person or a hero for the rest of the night?” 
 
    “Person, hopefully,” he answered. 
 
    “Good.” She handed him a suspiciously oversized mug. He could smell the alcohol from where he sat. 
 
    “Just me?” 
 
    “I have one too,” she said excitedly. “Cheers!” She crashed her mug into his, but held off on drinking when he made no move to accept the toast. 
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
    “I figured their responsible better halves will stop them.” 
 
    He looked around. She was clearly referring to Mike and Charlotte. “James?” 
 
    “Bec will have my head.” 
 
    “Stevo?” 
 
    Another shake of the head. 
 
    Steve and Susie both shook their heads when he glanced in their directions. 
 
    “What’s in this?” 
 
    “I checked with the trainers,” Susie said from the other side of the table. “They thought the aftereffects might actually help. And for added incentive, if you don’t drink that, then I’m going to bar you from the training facility.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes.” She smiled angelically at him. Jules snickered. 
 
    His interface flashed. 
 
    The administrator has barred you from Albury’s Alpha Event Training Facility. 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    His interface flashed. 
 
    Drink the beverage and reduce your expulsion to a nine-hour suspension from Albury’s Alpha Event Training Facility. 
 
    “That’s blackmail.” 
 
    “Incentive,” Susie corrected. 
 
    “But this will block me for nine hours no matter what. I was planning on sleeping at the inn.” 
 
    Susie shrugged. “You might need to make new plans.” 
 
    Adrian’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Drink and relax,” Susie suggested. 
 
    “Thank you,” Adrian said, accepting the mug as Susie grinned predatorily at him. “How are you even here, by the way? It feels too far away from your facility.” 
 
    “I can stretch my leash for a little while. We tested yesterday and since I went up another level, I have even more leeway.” 
 
    “Adhava couldn’t.” 
 
    “I’m twenty levels higher and the training facility is fully mastered. That makes all the difference.” 
 
    “Here’s to a good time!” Jules offered, raising her mug. She was obviously getting bored with their chatter. 
 
    “To a good time.” The mugs clinked. Adrian noticed Jules was being careful not to hit them too hard and risk her strength breaking the mugs. 
 
    There was hardly any liquid in the mug, so he downed it all. Then gagged as it burned in his throat. It was like having poison followed by liquorice, followed by a mana storm; it felt like time stopped. 
 
    His interface blinked and he blearily opened the message. 
 
    You have been poisoned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
    The liquid kept burning, and the words hung there. He had been poisoned. The interface flashed again. 
 
    Stage 1 Elasca Liquor-invoked time dilation of twenty times for the next thirty seconds. Partial paralysis, disorientation, dizziness, hallucination, and noise sensitivity. 
 
    Warning: Attempts to move in this state will probably result in ridicule. 
 
    What the hell did I just drink? 
 
    Jules winked at him. Everyone else was frozen in time. He re-read the message. Even as the liquid bubbled in him it seemed to be trying to push itself out of his ears. Abruptly, everything was perfectly still, and it was an amazingly tranquil state. He shut his eyes blissfully, enjoying the moment. Kept them shut while counting to sixty. 
 
    There was a strange, drawn-out noise. He realised it was Susie saying something, but with the time dilation, he understood precisely nothing of whatever she said. The sounds stretched too long for his brain to interpret them. It was immensely funny, so he laughed. Slowly, as it took a while for his body to respond. 
 
    The interface was flashing. 
 
    You are poisoned. Do not attempt to move! 
 
    When he slowly looked around at his friends, they all were laughing. They obviously knew what he had been given. He would have asked them, but it was pointless; his voice would come out like a chipmunk’s, and he wouldn’t be able to interpret the answers even if they understood him. Mike was standing next to him and moved to slap him on the back. The movement was so comically slow. 
 
    Now that he saw the hand moving, Adrian smiled to himself. It would be easy to dodge, and it was always funny when someone missed a back slap. 
 
    He tried to shift slowly, doing his best attempt at tai chi. He understood that if he attempted to move as fast as his Perception, he would end up sprawled on the ground, guaranteed. Leaning forward slowly, he then kicked off with his closest foot, intending to step forward and duck under the slap. 
 
    Everything was wrong. 
 
    His leg was not responding properly. His forward lean was too exaggerated, and the liquid in his stomach was warming up. 
 
    It’ll be okay, he told himself. There was time to work through the problem and correct this. 
 
    The interface flashed even while amused feelings emanated from it. 
 
    An image of a deer on ice continually losing its footing. Soon, a lion tried to jump on the deer, lost control, and spun across the pond. 
 
    Not helpful. 
 
    Back in the present, he tried to strategize as to avoid falling flat on his face. His interface flashed. 
 
    Stage 1 Elasca Liquor-induced time dilation of twenty times for the next twenty-three seconds. Partial paralysis, disorientation, dizziness, hallucination, and noise sensitivity. 
 
    Warning: Attempts to move in this state will certainly result in ridicule. 
 
    I got it the first time. 
 
    “Then why did you try to move?” He could almost hear Jaracol asking that question as he laughed his barking laugh. 
 
    What the hell did Jules give me? 
 
    More amusement from the interface. It was having too much fun. Of course, it could have protected him by warning him not to drink. 
 
    In the real world, he knew he had a problem. He had bent too far forward and to avoid falling, he needed to move his feet, but the entire leg was not responding in the slightest. Gravity had him at its mercy. 
 
    Step! 
 
    Of course, nothing happened. The interface flashed; he suspected what it was going to show, but he clicked anyway. 
 
    Agility --- now 0.67 (–1.1 from poison, +.1 from item) --- +0.12 from training --- Population 1.25 (+0.01) 
 
    His base Agility was looking respectable, but that deduction from the poison was massive. He understood that there was no way he was going to avoid face-planting on the ground. With the time dilation, he had thought avoiding the pat on the back would be easy. His eyes flicked up to Jules. 
 
    She was standing dead still. James pretended to jump at her, and she did not even blink. Then he realised she was staring straight at him with a massive grin on her face. They were all laughing in anticipation. 
 
    The ground was coming incredibly slowly but certainly. 
 
    Shutting his eyes, Adrian tried to count down the moments until he flopped onto the thin carpet. His hands were there to break his fall, but he understood they would do little else. 
 
    He made contact and bounced in horrific slow motion. He could feel his nose compressing into the floor. It would have been a quick, sharp pain, but with the dilation it was the same intensity spread over a longer period. He tracked exactly what the fall was doing to his facial features. His nose bent but did not break. 
 
    A heal hit him, which he was grateful for as it immediately fixed the damage, but it did not affect the poison. That was still running rampant through him. 
 
    He bounced. It was sort of like he was in free fall, but soon his head thumped against the floor once more. He lay there counting in his head, listening to the slow roar of laughter above him. 
 
    Stage 2 Elasca Liquor: Walk the tight rope. Duration: 3 hours. 
 
    One of the following three buffs is in play: 
 
    
    	 Unsteady Legs – 50% less Agility. 
 
    	 Everyone Is My Best Friend – 95% more likely to tell the truth. 100% guaranteed to over-share. 
 
    	 I Laugh at Dad Jokes – Find everything funny. (Yes, even the dad jokes you have told in the past.) 
 
   
 
    Warning: Stage 2 will revert to stage 1 if blood alcohol drops below 0.16% 
 
    The last warning basically meant to avoid stage one poisoning he had to remain drunk. He stood up and was relieved to find all his body parts working normally once more. Everyone was laughing at his incredulous expression and spectacular fall. 
 
    “Thump!” Mike said. 
 
    Adrian laughed harder than everyone else. The “I Laugh at Dad Jokes” must have been triggered. 
 
    The interface was suddenly filled with glee. 
 
    The image snatched him up. Jaracol was on stage and immediately did his funny bow. 
 
    “I have a treat for you, ladies and gentlemen.” There was no one else in the room. “What do you call a factory that makes mediocre products?” Jaracol said in a dry voice. “A satisfactory.” 
 
    It’s not funny! Adrian screamed it in his head. It was a terrible joke, one that he would have felt guilty telling his kids. Not guilty enough not to say it, but still! 
 
    Physically, he was doubling over, laughing. It was how the interface delivered it. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re enjoying it. I have more beauties to share from the actual life of Adrian Fitzgerald. That’s right: these are all jokes Adrian actually told.” 
 
    No! 
 
    He needed to get out of here. He wanted to exit, but the image held him fast. 
 
    “What do you call a naughty lamb dressed up like a skeleton for Halloween? Baaad to the bone.” 
 
    He laughed. While collapsing a little inside. 
 
    “This next one might not have actually been meant as a joke. It could have been an accidental pun. It did, however, receive many eyerolls. Ready? I used to hate facial hair, but then it grew on me.” 
 
    Adrian hit the floor. It was funny, and he had totally intended it to be a pun when he had said it. 
 
    “I have sixty-eight more to tell, so don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    Jaracol shattered the image, and Adrian was back at the party. Mike was peering at him. “Are you okay in there?” 
 
    Was that a joke? He did not think so. The voice sounded serious. Doctor-level serious. They were at a party and Mike was being serious, which was sort of funny. A big smile crossed Adrian’s face. 
 
    He swallowed the joke he really wanted to make because an instinct told him it would end up with him slapping the floor and everyone else staring at him like he had grown a bunny tail and a clown nose. 
 
    “Whatever was in that mug is”—he chuckled uncontrollably—"making me think everything is funny.” 
 
    “Yeah, some of us had this yesterday. Let’s get you to a seat.” 
 
    He felt like protesting, insisting that he did not need help, but then he realised that the dampened Agility would almost certainly cause him to fall over. Charlotte bolstered his other side. He noticed Steve and Susie performing a similar service for Jules. 
 
    They were dumped next to each other. 
 
    “Pretty good, eh?” Jules said as James shoved different drinks into both their hands. 
 
    “Both of you drink up,” James ordered. “You really don’t want to slip back to stage one.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you did this to me.” 
 
    Jules laughed uproariously in his face. 
 
    Maybe I should try a dad joke. 
 
    Tempting as it might have been, there were too many other witnesses around. 
 
    Suddenly, Ashmal was opposite him. 
 
    “What are you on?” he asked, as prim and proper as always. 
 
    “Alcohol and some other stuff that’s . . . literally poison.” 
 
    “Will he remember anything I say?” 
 
    “Yes,” James said instantly. “You remember everything. Apart from the side effects, it’s pretty awesome.” 
 
    “Adrian, I just want to say I disagreed at first with Adele’s decision to involve you. And I know you dislike politicians, but thank you for putting your own biases aside and doing what was right.” 
 
    “Sure, man. For a politician, you’re a good guy.” 
 
    “Maybe we can have a chat when you’re sober.” 
 
    Adrian giggled. “Probably a good idea.” 
 
    Ashmal disappeared and a parade of other people approached. Both Jules and Adrian were confined to the chairs. When he told them he desperately needed to pee, he exploded into hilarity again. The “I Laugh at Dad Jokes” curse was brutal. 
 
    He was not allowed to go by himself, so Stevo escorted him to the urinals. His agility abandoned him halfway, and he was grateful for the shoulder. 
 
    The result when he went to the toilet was mortifying. Stevo found it hilarious. It was not he who fell into the urinal. 
 
    “This sucks,” he told Jules upon return. There was a burst of laughter from where Stevo was standing. He felt like disappearing into the chair, knowing how Stevo had made everyone laugh. 
 
    The parade of strangers swept into the room. Some more politicians, other council electees, and around twenty people who wanted to go to Melbourne. He might have been drunk, but he declined over half of them because they were not combat classes, ignoring their various sob stories. To the others, he said maybe. If they completed the dungeon before it was time to leave, he would bring them. That would boost them to between level twenty-three and twenty-five, at which point they were useful. 
 
    The poison effects expired abruptly. 
 
    He was still drunk. Jules was grinning at him. 
 
    “Wild, yeah?” 
 
    “Absolutely crazy,” he agreed. “Thank you. I think I needed that.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Now I need to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll walk him,” Mike said, coming to his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m okay now.” 
 
    “How drunk do you think you are?” Mike asked. Adrian accepted the help and was happy that someone had thought to give him a comfortable bed close to the action. It reminded him of Wagga. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
    Adrian woke disorientated. He tried to go back to sleep, but there was another knock on the door. 
 
    “Go!” He tried to yell “go away,” but the first half of the statement created so much pain that he finished with a whimper. The door opened and healing magic hit him. The agony in his head instantly receded. 
 
    “It won’t last,” Susie told him. “But get up. There’s a cart outside.” 
 
    He stumbled out of bed and followed her. He was nauseated; the world was rocking. Susie guided him the handful of steps outside. Luckily, it was still pitch black. Susie helped him into the cart and it took off. Every bump sent pain shooting around his head like a pinball. 
 
    “I know you hate me right now.” 
 
    Please don’t talk. 
 
    “But I ran this by the trainer. He approved it.” Her voice was jarring. “Close your eyes. We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    After a brief eternity, the vehicle stopped moving. Another wave of healing washed over him, and for a second the pain receded. 
 
    “Move.” It was Steve’s voice, and Adrian jumped to obey the command. 
 
    Susie walked Adrian straight through the portal, and the familiar cobblestones of the first safe area of the training facility greeted him. A short walk later, he was standing in front of the trainer. 
 
    “I see,” that awkwardly high voice hailed him. The high pitch never bothered him before, but in his current state it was like nails on a chalkboard. “For the next four hours, you’re going to hate me.” 
 
    Only four hours. 
 
    “And then for the four hours after that, you’ll try to kill me. And then, you’ll feel better and remember what an arse you’ve been.” 
 
    How can I learn in this condition? 
 
    Jules! Why did she do that to him? She was probably happily tucked under a blanket somewhere. As for James, he was going to have words with him. Bec was not the reason he refused to drink it. The consequences were the reason. 
 
    “But all that will be worthwhile.” The voice was arcing up his nausea. “We’re going to repeat the exercises from yesterday.” 
 
    He vomited onto the cobblestones with impressive force. 
 
    “Good! Now I want you to use the internal framework to run away.” 
 
    He tried and failed. Tripping pathetically on the cobblestones. 
 
    “Interesting fact: when you’re suffering from Elasca liquor hangover, your species is sensitive to high-pitched noise. Do you know I can do a falsetto?” 
 
    Adrian vomited again, this time onto his own legs. He couldn’t care less. The trainer demonstrating his soprano range tipped him over the edge. 
 
    “Now,” the trainer said in his normal voice, “focus on the form.” 
 
    Adrian focused on his internal energy. Building the force framework inside him and when it was ready, he ran in a circle to avoid the trainer. 
 
    “Good. Pause,” the trainer said. “I want to explain.” 
 
    His head throbbed and his nausea roiled. He did not want to listen to this. Using his speed ability had kept the trainer and at bay, so he ran. 
 
    “I said HALT!” 
 
    Adrian vomited a third time. The bloody alien sang it in falsetto as loud as he could. What sort of sadistic bastard did that? 
 
    “You’re utilising the technique adequately.” Adrian wanted to absorb into the ground and never emerge. “Arguably, dilating time while you speed up physical progress has its advantages. You experienced this last night in Stage 1 poisoning, but your body lagged behind your mind then. Playing with Perception is dangerous and precisely what you need to avoid.” 
 
    The image swept him up. He was in the library with all the rules in languages he could not read. He did not bother opening the random books, as he already knew what they contained. Why was he here? His eyes fell on an open book resting on a coffee table. Curiously, he walked over to it. It was written in that language he could not understand, except for one note in the corner of the page: “Part 384.” 
 
    Suddenly, magic glowed over the book and the page with the random characters rearranged into English. “Teaching time dilation movement skills directly is a forbidden technique. Any trader or interface that breaches this line will face immediate obliteration.” The image collapsed and plopped him back into reality. 
 
    “I can’t teach you that, and if you try to learn it, then I’m going to get cross. Remember, I can put you through hell for the next ten hours with just my voice.” 
 
    What? 
 
    He knew he would not get any more answers, but between the interface and those words there was a hidden lesson he needed to master. For a moment, that rush of hope eased his agony. 
 
    “Move.” 
 
    He started running and tried to experiment as he went. He was using his movement like Ambusher’s Steps. Picking his spot, engaging, and sort of teleporting to the destination. But was doing via the force bands running through his skeleton and muscles. There was no actual teleportation, just movement that was too quick for his limited brain to perceive. 
 
    It worked, but he wasn’t taking full advantage of his ability. Between each burst, he sat on the ground exhausted and took the time to think, remembering the time dilation. If he could combine his movement with dilation, he could move several times faster than normal. Link that with battle wraith form . . . 
 
    “Move.” 
 
    Hacking up bile, Adrian struggled to his feet, picking out the route to his next destination and activating. 
 
    Collapsing once more. 
 
    “Move.” 
 
    Gagging. 
 
    It wasn’t working, and he was in so much discomfort that there was no point playing it safe. Getting the step perfect did not stop the trainer from reaching him. 
 
    This time, he infused himself and tried not to plan the movement. 
 
    His legs slid into a split! Violently, like an inflexible forty-year-old would do. 
 
    Adrian forgot about his stomach, as he had a new problem to occupy him. Healing hit him. 
 
    It lifted his hangover briefly and stitched together the torn muscles. 
 
    “That’s not how I taught you.” The voice sounded deeper than usual. “You need to do it like I taught you.” 
 
    The trainer risked oblivion if he directly taught a dilation technique. Despite the scolding, Adrian felt better than he had the whole day, thanks to the deeper voice and healing. 
 
    He tried again, attempting to speed up his brain and direct the movements rather than programming the action in advance. Trying to use force in his brain to speed up and capture that dilation feeling from the previous night. 
 
    This time, his back muscles tore. 
 
    More healing found him before the full extent of the pain could sink in. His pulsing head was still the primary concern. 
 
    “That’s not how I taught you.” The alien spoke in a normal human tone, so surprisingly deep. 
 
    Nothing about using force in his head. No falsetto to make him sick. He tried to empower his brain to think faster once more. Then run. 
 
    He did the splits again. 
 
    Again and again. Healing washed over him. Every time, the elemental told him he was doing it wrong but only sometimes in the normal, squeaky voice. When he received praise in the falsetto, he knew he had mucked up the secret technique that he was being taught. When he heard the deep voice—despite it warning him that if he ever dared try that again he would be forced out of the training facility—Adrian just doubled down on that action. He was on the right track, being trained like Pavlov’s dogs. 
 
    He stopped tearing muscles, but he could not even tell if his time dilation was working. He had dialled down the power he was pushing through his body to avoid the massive amounts of damage he had been racking up. 
 
    As an experiment, Adrian replanned the route and hurtled across it at full speed, flicking from one spot to another with just body power. 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    He vomited yet again and crashed into a wall. There was no healing to greet him. “Bastard,” he cursed under his breath, though he had expected such treatment. 
 
    He focused on his mind dilation. 
 
    “Push harder.” 
 
    More gagging but nothing came up. 
 
    The next time, he pushed himself faster. More force in the body and brain. He somehow ended flat on his back and cracked his head. Healing poured over him. 
 
    Then he kept going. The pain came in continuous, thundering waves. Between his bursts, the trainer fed him potions of health, mana, and something that seemed to heal his brain. 
 
    Suddenly, the trainer was in front of him. Hand up, telling him to stop. Adrian stopped, confused, trying to work out what he had done wrong. The world swayed as he stood there. 
 
    “You can stop now. Well done.” 
 
    Adrian collapsed just like he had wanted to do every second since he got there. 
 
    “You didn’t live up to my expectations, and you haven’t achieved the rank of unassisted movement we were aiming for. For that reason, I’m refunding you five thousand energy.” 
 
    That was only a fifth of what he had paid. All that and the trainer had failed. It made him feel sick, not that he was capable of vomiting anymore. 
 
    His interface was flicking furiously. 
 
    “You might want to check,” the trainer told him. 
 
    Was that a smile on its lips? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
    Adrian’s head was still splitting, but he did as suggested and opened the interface. 
 
    Agility --- now 1.90 (0.18, +.1 from item) --- Plus 0.18 from training --- Population 1.25 
 
    He stared dumbly at those numbers. He had not been expecting that sort of jump. It had only been one day of training. 
 
    Strength --- now 1.26 --- Plus 0.08 from training --- Population - 1.13 (+.02) 
 
    Vitality --- now 2.3 (+.12) --- Plus 0.12 from overexerting the body --- Population - 1.28 (+.02) 
 
    Physically, he was elite. His Strength was far below his other stats, but at least he was finally exceeding the average. He was getting close to capping out the training methods, but it was slowing down and offering diminishing returns. Technically, he could probably get another 0.2 in Strength with two or three weeks of hard exercise, but he did not have the time. 
 
    He still had the attribute boost from his level up to apply. 
 
    Strength upgrade, please. 
 
    He felt the energy flood through him. His muscles did not increase in size, but their efficiency jumped. There was no pathway to complete; it was instant. 
 
    Strength --- now 2.20 (+0.94) --- Plus 0.94 from level up attribute boost --- Population - 1.13 
 
    The upgrade increased his Strength by 0.94, which was very similar to what he would have expected from a pathway, but instant instead of spread over time. 
 
    What happened to them? 
 
    Adrian understood the interface’s vague answer: it was no longer appropriate to play the long game. For now, Jaracol was focused on getting Adrian as strong as possible for the next step of the journey. Jaracol had as good as told him that the journey would get more difficult when he crossed the Murry, but this drove the point home. 
 
    If the interface abandoned the pathways, Adrian knew this leg of the journey wouldn’t be a cakewalk. Despite his gains, getting to Melbourne alive was not guaranteed. 
 
    Did all that strength training give you leeway? 
 
    There was the dinging of bells in his head of the exact tone the interface had used to mock a pathway of intelligence upgrade. Then the mocking tone was replaced by agreement. “Yes, it helped a lot.” 
 
    Adrian looked once more at his attributes. Agility, like always, was the lowest. But it was 1.9, which was probably as high as anyone pre-event. Then Strength and Vitality were at 2.2 and 2.3, respectively, beyond those previous human norms. 
 
    Everything was still flashing, so he looked at the next notification. 
 
    Master Internal Haste 
 
    This is a channelled skill that uses stamina reserves and currently allows forty seconds of five times movement speed. Perception of time is slowed when using this ability. 
 
    Stamina reserves take 74 seconds to recharge from empty. 
 
    Advanced Fast Movement 
 
    This is a channelled skill that uses stamina reserves to increase movement speed by twelve times. Perception of time is unaltered. 
 
    Stamina reserves take 74 seconds to recharge from empty. 
 
    Adrian took a moment to absorb the implications of these new skills. The increase in Agility was almost irrelevant, he realised. For one-third of the time, he could move five times faster than normal. An opponent like Joanne’s sister would appear to move through molasses instead of a darting blur. She would not last ten seconds against him with these upgraded abilities. Especially since he hit almost twice as hard as a normal human and could buff that power up to Jules’s levels. 
 
    The wealth of abilities he now possessed was brutal. Beyond brutal. 
 
    He thought about his physical competences in a daze. Physically, he was over twice as fast and strong as a normal person. Additionally, he had the skills to complement those raw stats. There were few people out there who had an expert rating in spear fighting with legendary weapons to wield. 
 
    Then he had these two new skills. Battle wraith increased his mobility and base speed, and now this internal haste. 
 
    No human could stand against him, and arguably his magic was far stronger than his body. Headlined by his Mind ability and the new, almost passive attack versions of them. If something could fight off both his physical attacks and his Mind threads, they would run afoul of his expert blade magic or even Flame Sprout. He could rain so much hell down on someone. 
 
    “You looked shocked.” 
 
    “Overwhelmed,” he agreed, looking up at the trainer. 
 
    “Did you know?” 
 
    The elemental smiled. “If I had known, I wouldn’t have taught you. It’s strictly forbidden. Besides! There’s no way that I would’ve encouraged you to drink Elasca liquor to help gain a skill like that. And when you were starting to train internal haste skills, I steered you away.” 
 
    Adrian remembered exactly how the trainer had done that. His words ordered him to stop, but he didn’t listen to the words. Instead, he focused on the frequency of the voice, so nauseated that he was doing everything he could do to avoid the high-pitched version. The tone had conditioned him to practise the internal haste. 
 
    “This course occasionally gives sapients basic internal haste. But it’s allowed,” the trainer said hurriedly. “I did nothing wrong by training movement speed.” 
 
    “Is the basic level a two times speed boost?” 
 
    “Yes,” the elemental answered, “with a significantly shorter duration and higher stamina impact.” 
 
    “Then how did I get to master?” 
 
    The elemental shrugged in confusion. “It should be impossible.” 
 
    “I think the building blocks have been accumulating for a while,” Adrian mused. “I’m sure it was just luck, like you said. Is master that rare?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it,” the elemental told him. “Or even expert, though I spoke to someone who had trained someone to expert once. Took the trainee four months or something.” He shook his head and his voice had risen in pitch as he reflected. 
 
    “I can tell you why I think I got it?” 
 
    The interface was very smug in his mind. 
 
    “You don’t have to share. That sort of knowledge is something that you could sell.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to profit from this.” 
 
    No objections came from the interface. 
 
    “I’m happy to tell you. I’m sure you’ll use it to help people.” 
 
    Maybe not humans but future Alpha victims. Still worth it. 
 
    The trainer nodded. 
 
    “While I don’t know for sure,” Adrian continued carefully, “I think almost all my experience to date helped. The struggle with my buffs, particularly strength and growth. Then, my meditation techniques taught me to move energy through my body, the poison training and the feather to push through pain, and I think the last contribution was, ironically, my Mind abilities.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “It taught multitasking and a type of time dilation.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Jaracol was almost preening. He was that smug. 
 
    “The pathway you took is recorded,” the elemental said in a small voice. “I’ll share it with everyone as a warning: avoid that combination at all costs!” The smug tone in the trainer’s voice made Adrian smile. “Now, go get some sleep.” He handed over another bottle of the special alcohol that would reduce the hours of sleep required and have him waking up perfectly rested. “Sleep well.” 
 
    With a nod, Adrian did what he was told, pausing only to have a long shower before collapsing into bed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 
 
    Adrian woke feeling restored and was thankful for the alcohol that the trader had forced upon him. 
 
    His interface was flashing. 
 
    Congratulations! You have met the minimum prerequisites for a quest. 
 
    QUEST – CONTACT MELBOURNE 
 
    Relief washed through him. On the bed, he did a small fist pump. 
 
    Because over twenty thousand people desire the same action, a general quest has been issued to anyone who meets the prerequisites. Multiple different parties may attempt the journey. 
 
    Prerequisites 
 
    
    	 You have a personal desire to make the trip 
 
    	 Your chances of success have been assessed at greater than 20% 
 
    	 Normal humans will not run and scream at the sight of you 
 
   
 
    Type 
 
    Non-Exclusive - anyone meeting the requisites can accept multiple different parties can attempt the journey. Can be completed in stages. 
 
    
    	 Stage 1. One-way trip between the cities - Reward 12 experience points, Badge of the Explorer 
 
    	 Stage 2. Two-way trip between the cities - Reward 10,000 experience points. 
 
    	 Stage 3. Establish a trading route between the cities - Reward 65,000 experience points 
 
   
 
    Rewards are distributed based on contribution to success and may be scaled down. 
 
    The interface had a plan. Again. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    Susie and Adele had spread the word for him to get the numbers up. 
 
    Badge of Explorer 
 
    This badge uses system resources to estimate the likelihood of success along an explorative journey of over one hundred kilometres. 
 
    So, even though the badge of the explorer would be useless to him and most people, to the right person it would be incredibly useful. If he wanted to keep exploring, it would help a lot. There were other decent incentives as well. Establishing a trade route was lucrative, even for someone at Adrian's level. For people whose only experience was the training facility, that quest reward was worth fourteen levels. For Adrian, however, given the journey and the fact that a trade route would probably require repeated trips, the experience was barely enough to be considered an incentive. The true aim of the quest was the interplay with the Champion of Humanity badge. That was important. 
 
    Badge: Champion of Humanity 
 
    The award grants access to system knowledge when the user acts in the role of champion for over 20,000 humans. It provides additional information pertaining to strengths and weaknesses of targets, routines, and real-time position and action. Available information is limited to the system’s knowledge. 
 
    He could now feel that the badge had activated. If he thought about it, information about the threats on the way to Melbourne exploded into his mind. 
 
    Time. 
 
    8:21 a.m. 
 
    He forgot to check the previous night, but that time meant he must have stopped training at four in the morning. That trainer had pushed him further than it should have, but it was totally worth it. 
 
    “Master Internal Haste.” Saying the words out loud. It was his second master-level skill, the first one being his thief skills, which he hoped to never have to use again. He wanted to be an alchemist and if he needed to resort to his espionage skills, it meant something had gone wrong in Melbourne. Thinking of skills, he was starting to feel balanced in what he could do through it would be nice to learn something similar in the anti-magic space. Adrian felt like that was his last real weakness. 
 
    Do I have any learning capacity? 
 
    There was a firm no from the interface. That was a pity. If he could have picked up an expert or possibly master-level magic defence, then what could stop him? Adrian shook his head. Just a pipe dream. 
 
    The interface started to laugh at him. He was reminded of the wyrm. 
 
    He could take on almost anything. There were probably some class three monsters he could fight but there were more among the higher classes that would be untouchable. Humans, on the other hand, he doubted would be capable of fighting him. 
 
    Surprisingly, the interface did not object to that. 
 
    He and his team were meeting at nine to have a quick strategy session and then get going. The lack of learning capacity annoyed Adrian, but he guessed that between thief mastery, Wind Blades, internal haste, and his spear skills, his capacity was well spent. 
 
    Hopefully, once they planned their journey and researched their likely enemies, he would still be satisfied with his current skill set. Then again, his companions had their own skills to contribute. 
 
    He still had around forty minutes until he was due downstairs. 
 
    Long shower. 
 
    If he was going to be on the road for a long time, he should definitely indulge in the pleasures of civilisation before leaving. 
 
    The moment the hot, glorious water started washing over him he organised the mass of information in his mind. Trying to understand exactly what he was facing. First, they had to get through the Redleaf hoppers that had overwhelmed Wodonga. 
 
    Redleaf Hoppers 
 
    These creatures’ most notable aspect is their breeding. They produce one hundred offspring per litter and grow five times as fast as rabbits. Adult Redleaf hoppers swarm any threat that enters their territory. Individually they are weak, but collectively they can overwhelm opponents. 
 
    As an enemy, they were not scary. A swarm was certainly a concern, but it was nothing a high-level team couldn’t handle. 
 
    There were images accompanying the descriptions. They were like the scoropids but less like scorpions and more like flying, hungry plastic bags. They were mainly composed of a single enormous mouth. The hoppers moved in a bouncing, gliding fashion, but they were deceptively fast, especially in straight lines. Not a monster that a pre-event human could escape from. For someone with Agility of 1.9, it would be easy, even without Shadow Steps. 
 
    Individually, they could be killed by most magic attacks and were very susceptible to edged weapons. They were sort of like the flying fish that had attacked Adrian’s group on the way from Wagga but even more delicate. And the fish had been delicate; once you popped them, they went off like a balloon. The hoopers were even more so. Even a minor cut was likely to be fatal. To be able to breed quickly, they had sacrificed a lot of defence. 
 
    Despite having caused the entire town to flee from them, they were not an extinction-level threat. In fact, the badge did not even consider them an obstacle. In its calculator they were labelled as a time drain, only worth exterminating to facilitate future trade routes. 
 
    Adrian sniffed under his arms and reached for more soap. 
 
    His team would eliminate the hoppers, but after that there were choices all over the place. Any desire to rush disappeared from him. Adrian might have been planning to set off immediately, but now that he had the badge helping him, he understood just how much of a mistake that would be. The direct route would not be the fastest. Besides the monsters, the landscape itself had changed in places. 
 
    He hit his head lightly on the tile wall in front of him in frustration. Steam filled the room. 
 
    Why can’t it be simple? 
 
    The badge was worried. There was no straightforward route to Melbourne. 
 
    The obvious path back to Melbourne along the Hume Highway had gaping areas of limited information, but the badge didn’t deem anything dangerous until they reached Seymour. There, the map showed an area of red that corresponded to the hunting ground of a territorial class two or three monster. That meant it would squash him even with his extra abilities. If they took one step into its area, they were doomed. 
 
    The badge conjured an image of the creature. It was an elephant-sized echidna. The only other detail the badge could offer was that it was powerful; class three monsters nearby respected its boundaries. 
 
    The next logical alternative was to loop east via Bendigo, but there were a couple of frustrating blank spots on the route and a spreading area of no information. Spreading? 
 
    A quick check of the detailed data confirmed the odd phenomenon. The map even adjusted to show how far it would spread in the coming days and weeks. It was expanding quickly. If he had started the journey a week ago, then he would have made it across in time. It was simply the better route. Unfortunately, he was leaving today or tomorrow, and he could not beat whatever was spreading. If he went via Bendigo, he would eventually have a choice between that blank space or the echidna. 
 
    What is it? What would’ve eaten up that information? Has it always been there? 
 
    The badge information let him scroll backwards in time, starting on the day of the Alpha event. The area of zero information started as a small moving dot that elongated like a tentacle until it reached Maryborough. Then there was a week pause and only after that did it expand circularly. 
 
    It was very confusing and alarming. That first two weeks made Adrian’s skin crawl. Whatever was causing the lack of information had struggled until it found a human city. It started expanding in Maryborough and it would hit Bendigo, a far bigger city, soon. In some manner, it fed off humans. 
 
    What is it? 
 
    Of course, there was no answer, but it did not take a genius to infer some details. Whatever that lack of information represented, it either meant it was killing everyone before anything saw it or it was hidden by the system because of another bizarre rule. The first seemed implausible unless it was a poisonous gas, but then how did Maryborough make it more powerful? Something that fed on interfaces? Probably not. Adrian suspected that the system would act against anything that challenged it blatantly like that. 
 
    No hints? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Should I fight it? 
 
    He was dragged into an image, looking down upon a young man. There was a beaker filled with a green bubbly liquid. “Smells sweet and yummy,” the young fellow said. Adrian recognised the classic signs of a powerful poison. “Could be poison,” the boy mused, touching it. “Not hot.” He seemed to consider it as the liquid kept bubbling. “Whatever! You only live once. It might give me superpowers.” 
 
    He drained the beaker in one gulp. He clutched his throat, veins on his head popped out, and he fell over. Dead. 
 
    Of course it was poison, and of course going into the emptiness was stupid. Mentally, Adrian crossed Bendigo off the map, knowing that eventually he would have to deal with whatever was there. If left unchecked, it would consume Melbourne and then it would be his problem anyway. 
 
    A sharp spike like a yelp shot up from the interface. Melbourne had time. With just that little jolt, Adrian relaxed. Jaracol retreated into silence. Adrian got the impression that even that tiny nugget of information might have been pushing the rules. 
 
    The final route to consider was heading south through the mountains to then approach Melbourne from the east. Pre-event, it would never have been a consideration, as it was all undeveloped mountain country. The badge showed that not much had changed. The mountains were passable, especially with his enhanced physical stats. The issue, as always, was the monsters. The entire area was classed as moderate danger with occasional splotches that signified class four and above monsters. 
 
    The echidna was a moment of extreme danger, while those mountains represented a longer, continuous risk. Every step would be dangerous, as there were creatures there that did not respect levels. His ability to identify ambushers would be helpful on the slopes, but there would be less predictable threats. Rockfalls and various fast creatures that would attack him when he was dangling off a cliff. 
 
    He turned the shower off. 
 
    This was not just his decision. It would be nice to hear everyone else’s ideas. 
 
    Mountains or echidna? That was the choice. If he had a large group, then the answer would surely be echidna, but if it was just him, then he would go through the mountains. Falling down a cliff face couldn’t even hurt him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 
 
    When he left his room, it was close to nine. The others were already in the courtyard. There was a wooden table laden, the remains of a massive breakfast lingering in the corners of serving platters. He looked at the people gathered. Steve, Susie, James, Stevo, and Adele were there, but they would not be coming to Melbourne. They were dressed casually, only here for farewells. Without armour. It was almost jarring to see pre-event clothing. Even cleaners in Albury usually carried a bladed weapon to defend against post-event rats. However, here in the training facility, everyone could afford to relax and not carry weapons. With a thought, Adrian changed into more comfortable attire. It felt freeing to be rid of the restricting armour. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes went from his casually dressed friends to the ones in armour, ready for the journey ahead. There was Charlotte, Mike, Joanne, and of course Jules. Jules saw Adrian’s change of clothes and abruptly changed into a summer dress. Charlotte saw her, and she too changed, opting for designer ripped jeans and a baggy T-shirt. 
 
    Then there were the others, the strangers who asked to accompany him on this trip. Two nights ago, almost twenty people had approached him, begging to join the journey, but now only eight remained. He wondered how many had withdrawn because of the training facility requirement and how many Jules, Charlotte, and Adele filtered out. Adrian guessed that it was more of the latter. 
 
    Before approaching the new teammates, he paused within the protective shadows of the tavern entrance. Automatically, Ambusher’s Fade engaged. All but one of the ring-ins were between level twenty-two and twenty-five, as he expected for people who completed the training facility. Oddly, the difference between those three levels was the same as the difference in experience between level zero and level fifteen. He would need to check the level twenty-twos more carefully. 
 
    As requested, they were all combat classes. One tank, one non-standard, two healers, three rangers, and an earth mage. It was a nice spread. The ranged fighters in particular would complement his and Jules’s explosive melee offence. He focused on the nonstandard class. 
 
    She was an older woman, a level three. He peered at her skills and smiled to himself. She was a lot like Elma, a tough fire mage whose battle kit was centred around a fire whip spell. A full attribute upgrade to Agility and Mana Control and a split upgrade between Strength and Vitality. It was a clever mix. In some ways, she was closer to a melee fighter than a ranged one. 
 
    With no reason to delay, he walked out. The fire mage was the first of the newcomers to see him. 
 
    “So, the hero joins us,” she crackled. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “From what everyone else was saying, we expected you to be here at dawn and dragging us all out. We all got here two hours early just in case.” 
 
    “We’re not going today,” he revealed. 
 
    “What? Is something wrong?” Jules asked instantly, looking concerned. “Is it Emily?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know anything new about home.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “The trip is not as simple as I was expecting. We need to plan and buy tailored knowledge to make it easier.” 
 
    “Just go down the Hume and we’ll get there eventually. It’s not like there’s anything along the way we can’t handle,” Jules said, sounding slightly confused. 
 
    “Maybe, but I think straight bashing”—Jules scowled—“in this case may not be the best approach. The quest enabled my badge and there’s lots of information we need to sort through before we head off.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Jules, we only got the quest this morning. I haven’t had the chance to read all the details. What I have seen is pretty serious.” She inhaled, preparing to argue. “Actual threats!” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Adele, Susie, what’s the chance of you having a large map of Victoria handy?” 
 
    They both jumped as Adrian suddenly interrupted their hushed conversation. One Adrian instantly suspected was conspiratorial. He did not care to know the details of what was probably gossip. 
 
    Almost simultaneously, they looked towards the trader. “Have you asked the trader?” Adele asked. His expression must have given away his impatience. “Eat,” she ordered. “Let me see.” 
 
    After the way he exhausted every muscle in his body yesterday, the only thing he craved was protein. He scooped the rest of the scrambled eggs onto his plate, followed by two slices of bacon and a heaping pile of mysterious meat that had been diced and fried up. It reminded him of the way Emily served leftovers. The meat had an orange aftertaste to it. 
 
    “Looks healthy,” Charlotte said with a slight laugh as he brought it over and sat on the ground next to the group. 
 
    “Hi, everyone,” he said eagerly, waving. Not one of them made eye contact. He started eating, then put a hand over his mouth. “Are they scared of me?” he whispered to Jules. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    “Just the impossible. That puts people on edge.” 
 
    Adrian shrugged and returned to his food. Impossible? Yep, he was definitely getting a reputation for doing that. It couldn’t be a bad thing. The interface helped, but something about this apocalypse had lit a fire in him. It was probably that octopod on the outskirts of Wagga. Since then, he could not help but drive himself at every opportunity to improve. Fortunately, the system responded well, snowballing his early advantages and new experience into a deadly skillset. The early ranks of gathering and the strength to leave the populated areas had also super-charged his alchemy, allowing him to gather herbs and resources that others could not touch. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” he said through a mouthful. “While I’m eating, can you all re-introduce yourselves?” 
 
    They launched into it, listing their names, classes, and why they needed to get to Melbourne. He honestly tried to listen, but the food was incredibly distracting. He was absolutely starving. Apart from Jules, they were all travelling for blood-related family. He absorbed that much. That made sense. To him, friends were valuable but not worth risking mortal danger to meet. 
 
    A short time later, he was finished and so were the introductions. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll remember everyone’s names, but . . .” He shrugged. “Now I know you were all expecting to leave an hour ago. That quest changed things. Did everyone get it?” There were nods from all except one. “Michael, did you get it?” Adrian asked suspiciously. Out of all of them, Michael was the person he trusted least. He had a ranger class but was built more for sitting in a cubicle. And he was the lowest level. His attribute assignment was all out of whack: instead of leaning towards Agility, he seemed to have concentrated on Vitality and Intelligence. It was a curious choice. 
 
    Adrian reviewed the quest. The line that stood out was that they each had to have higher than a twenty percent chance of survival. 
 
    “Of course, mate.” 
 
    Adrian’s mind thread reached out, but Michael had purchased one of the stronger defences out there. He couldn’t crack it without him noticing. 
 
    “Michael, what is the success criteria reward? Exact wording please.” He stared at Michael intensely. The interface helpfully brought up the line in question: 
 
    
    	 Establish a trading route between the cities - Reward 65,000 experience points 
 
   
 
    Michael tried to act nonchalant. “Um, it was to create a trade route and get a reward. Okay?” 
 
    “That’s not the wording I have.” 
 
    “Well, I was just reciting it from memory, mate. I don’t like to bring up the quest screen; it creeps me out.” 
 
    “Shame. Can everyone else bring up the screen?” 
 
    There was a chorus of yesses and nods. 
 
    “Did anyone else have that wording?” 
 
    “What are you doing, mate?” Michael interrupted. 
 
    “If you don’t have the quest, you’re not coming.” 
 
    “Is this because I’m fat? Because I have the same attributes as the rest of you.” 
 
    “If you have the quest, you’re in.” 
 
    “I’m just as competent, mate.” 
 
    “Just give me the quest text, mate,” Adrian shot back. 
 
    “My kid sister’s in Melbourne.” 
 
    “If you have the quest, you’re in. Otherwise? Nope.” 
 
    “This is bullshit. I’m level twenty-two, mate. I can kick anyone’s arse in Albury.” 
 
    “You didn’t get the quest, did you?” 
 
    A bead of sweat formed on Michael’s temple. “Create a trade route between Albury and Melbourne. Experience: fifty-five thousand.” 
 
    “Anyone?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t get to swan in here at the last minute, mate, and make the rules,” Michael snapped at him. 
 
    “Do you know why I’m not bringing you?” 
 
    Michael hesitated, frowning in confusion. 
 
    “I checked the prerequisites and the only reason you won’t get the quest is if you have under a twenty percent chance of surviving.” 
 
    “That’s a load of bollocks. I’m level twenty-two!” 
 
    “Yet everyone here could beat you, hands down.” 
 
    “No way. I can take a heavy hit.” 
 
    Adrian hesitated, looking over at his new team. His identification triggered instantly, listing all their details. The days of staring awkwardly at someone for twenty seconds were gone. Another undisclosed bonus of the recent upgrade, which had granted plus two to the skill. 
 
    Everyone else present had assigned their attribute points to lean into their class strengths. Of the two rangers other than Michael, they both had high Agility, with the woman having upped her Mana Control while the man developed Strength instead. While only two in the group had bought extra skills, he could see the hard work the others had put in. There was an asterisk next to the rangers’ archery skills indicating that they had trained beyond the raw granted experience. 
 
    “How many arrows have you shot?” Adrian asked a young man. He thought his name was Galan, but he did not want to say it and get it wrong. 
 
    “Arrows are expensive,” the young man said defensively. “And even shooting into straw, they break occasionally. But I try to shoot five hundred a day.” 
 
    “And that’s the difference, Michael,” he said, spinning towards the fat man. “Everyone else here is serious about their class and you’re not. You’re not coming. I don’t want your incompetence pulling us down.” 
 
    “And who the hell put you in charge, mate?” 
 
    Michael stalked up to Adrian so he could loom over him. Instinctively, Adrian stood to meet his level. Michael just took it as an opportunity to act like a bully. He poked Adrian in the chest. It was a ridiculous attempt at intimidation. While Adrian weighed less than the brute, that was the only physical or mental attribute that Michael had him beat in. Adrian was even taller than him. The man was an idiot. 
 
    Give me strength. 
 
    Looking up at the fake sky. They were in the safe zone, so he wasn’t even allowed to put the man in his place. 
 
    “You are not in charge, mate.” He punctuated each word by poking Adrian in the chest. 
 
    On the last poke, Adrian used internal haste to step back and out of the way, leaving Michael to poke the air. 
 
    “You’re out,” Adrian said with finality. “I won’t be in a party with you.” 
 
    “We don’t need some out-of-towner to come in late and make the rules. You take us all or none.” 
 
    Adrian struggled to comprehend the nonsense the man was spewing. How could someone be that oblivious? 
 
    “Anyone who wants to switch to Michael’s team, please raise your hand,” Jules said dryly. 
 
    “Stay out of this,” Michael snapped at the barbarian. 
 
    No hands were raised. 
 
    “Who wants to be on Adrian’s team?” 
 
    Every hand went up, including Adele’s and Susie’s. Adrian glared at them, but they just grinned non-apologetically. 
 
    Michael looked angrily over at his former friends. “I needed this to see my kid sister. Thanks a lot, guys.” 
 
    The angry man switched his attention to Adrian, who couldn’t help but smirk back at him. 
 
    The man swung a fist and Adrian knew he could have dodged, but he decided instead to test his new, fully charged shield. He stood still with confidence, and there was a crack that generated a couple of sparks. Michael cursed, shaking his hand in pain. 
 
    “Twenty-four hours,” Susie said quietly, and the man vanished. 
 
    “How did that douchebag even get here?” he asked finally. 
 
    “Politics,” Adele said after a moment, and Susie confirmed the answer with a nod. “But that was just to get him an introduction. Who goes on the trip was always up to you.” 
 
    “Is anyone else here because they know someone important?” he asked, trying to conceal his anger. 
 
    All eyes turned to the new healer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 
 
    The healer flinched and looked guilty. “I just asked Uncle Edward to help get me a spot.” 
 
    Adrian studied her. 
 
    Level 3 
 
    Her skillset and attributes appeared. Her mana pool was larger than his, and her Mana Control was upgraded as well. Physically weak, but that was to be expected given her class and where she had clearly directed her attribute points. She had burnt them straight away, but that was fair enough considering they were about to go on a life-threatening adventure. Even her apparent physical weakness was not something to be scoffed at for a pre-event human. She was fit with impressive strength and agility. Unfortunately, anything less than the professional athlete level was futile against anyone who had pumped ten levels into physical skills. All in all, her attribute allocation was a mark in her favour. 
 
    Adrian read through the skills she had acquired. Her healing abilities had gone in the opposite direction as Joanne’s. Her magic was focused on both burst healing to keep people alive and rough magic to support them fighting. In contrast, Joanne’s choice was all tailored for use outside of battle. 
 
    Like Joanne, hers was a very one-dimensional build that lacked limb regrowth, poison antidotes, buffs, or even anti-infection spells. It was all dirty and quick. Adrian noticed her ability to cauterise wounds. 
 
    Cauterise Wound 
 
    Rapidly burns open wounds to halt bleeding. Mana use varies. 
 
    That was a brute of a spell. Incredibly practical, but it reminded him of nineteenth-century military doctors who chopped off the entire leg if the big toe got infected just to make sure the infection didn’t spread. The low mana cost and the speed of the spell would save lives over time, but it would leave the recipients swearing at her. It would cause painful long-term scarring or at least the need for additional healing after the battle. He suspected she had picked it up as an offensive tool as well. 
 
    Adrian smiled. He already liked the girl. Her choice of abilities was sensible and spoke to independence and a strong will. In fact, she might even be willing to learn that evil healing technique they got from the dersbrawk. It required the healer to earn the badge of survivor, one that was tremendously hard to gain. Once the badge was acquired, the spells would save lives but result in permanent mutations. Extra arms, horns, elephant skin. When fighting monsters, the mutations might be helpful, but surely they were still unwelcome. 
 
    As far as Adrian was concerned, she was the perfect healer. “She’s in.” 
 
    Relief flooded the girl’s face. 
 
    “Omala’s in. Told you, Jules. The idiot would get kicked out and she would get in,” Charlotte said quietly from the sidelines. 
 
    Omala. Adrian repeated the name in his mind. He had forgotten it initially, but he would not forget it now. 
 
    “Unless someone has a personal objection,” Adrian declared. 
 
    Worry flashed across Omala’s face, but the rest of the team quickly shook their heads and expressed support for her joining. 
 
    Good, Adrian thought harshly. Because if someone was stupid enough to object to a healer, they would have been the ones getting kicked out. Probably. Unless there was something very wrong with Omala. Luckily, no one said a thing. In fact, everyone seemed happy. Given they had probably run the dungeon together, their supporting her was not surprising. 
 
    “See? Politics isn’t that bad,” Adele said without any conviction. 
 
    “She would’ve gotten in anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Adele agreed. She finished walking over to him, carrying an enormous piece of canvas. In Magic Focus, it glowed with power. 
 
    “How expensive was that?” 
 
    “We can afford it.” She laid the canvas down. “This is a magic map. Everyone in the party can copy stuff to it and then download details to their own personal maps.” 
 
    Adrian immediately tried to download the internal map. There was a growl from the interface and an apparent scuffle between the interface and whatever force oversaw the badge. Then there was a shift and a topological map of Victoria appeared with the major roads and towns marked. None of the monster-specific details showed up. Apparently, there were limits to what even Jaracol could force through the system. 
 
    It looked like a Google Map. When he concentrated momentarily, it zoomed in. 
 
    “I wish I knew this existed earlier,” Adrian muttered to himself, containing his excitement. It was very cool. 
 
    Mentally, he tried to project their three potential routes to Melbourne. Nothing happened. 
 
    He felt the internal shrug. “Sorry mate, my hands are tied.” 
 
    “Sorry, guys. I’m not a great artist, but I’ll give it a go.” The map provided Adrian with a pencil that drew in whatever bright colour he wanted. To avoid damage to the map, he deliberately used the eraser instead of the sharpened end. The bright line appeared as he started scribbling. “It’s pretty simple. The mountains are a bad idea.” The map already showed the terrain, so he did not have to highlight it. “We don’t want to do the mountains for a couple of reasons. The average monster level is higher and there are sizeable areas we know nothing about. Anything can and probably does live in there.” 
 
    He drew a cross over the eastern part of the map, switching the colour to red. 
 
    “The obvious choice is to trace the edge of the mountains.” He drew the route with the pen. “This is basically following the Hume Highway, and it’s the easiest path. There are a couple of minor problems, but nothing dangerous until after Seymour.” He circled Seymour. “That’s where we face our first proper obstacle.” He scribbled on the map. “The land between Seymour and Melbourne has some mountains now. But the real problem is that a mutated echidna has claimed the area.” He drew an L-shaped area on the map. “That, as far as we can tell, is its range. It seems to contain itself within the seismic disturbance that changed the landscape. There’s a plant that grows throughout the area called incoulate stems, and the echidna protects it.” 
 
    Incoulate Stems 
 
    A type of grass containing dangerous amounts of raw nature energy that, when disturbed, can act as a poison, mutagen, or healing spell. 
 
    The stem was a high-level alchemic ingredient but only useable by grandmasters or nature-specialised master alchemists. It was considered a noxious weed in most sapient-controlled Alpha planets. 
 
    “It’s just an echidna. How hard can it be to fight?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Only a few people have seen it, and its class is a low three or high two. That’s just assumption, because there are four different class three monsters that refuse to go near it. Oh, and one dead class three wyvern, which was clearly not as smart as the others.” 
 
    “Class two? Are you sure?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Borderline,” Adrian confirmed. “But the information is sketchy.” Which meant it was more powerful than the wyrm which had only been class three . . . when healthy. 
 
    “Worse than your drawing?” Jules asked. 
 
    “That’s terrifying,” Charlotte continued. “We’ll have to go around.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Omala interjected. “What’s a class three? What’s a two?” 
 
    “Adrian. We’re not fighting it,” Charlotte repeated. “We need to go around.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Jules said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Adrian replied. 
 
    “What does class three mean?” Omala echoed, becoming irate. 
 
    Adrian decided he definitely liked her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 
 
    All the women Adrian travelled with looked at him like he had grown three heads. 
 
    “No,” Jules argued. “This thing is more powerful than the wyrm.” 
 
    “To be fair, we killed the wyrm.” 
 
    “It was already dying, Adrian.” 
 
    He smiled at Jules’s passion. “Scared?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules answered immediately. “We all should be.” 
 
    “What’s a class three?” 
 
    Everyone ignored Omala. 
 
    “That’s why we’re having this conversation,” Adrian continued reasonably. 
 
    “What are the alternatives?” Mike said, putting a hand on Jules’s shoulder and his other arm around Charlotte, subtly shifting them back. 
 
    “If we’re avoiding the echidna, the next best route is to go through Bendigo.” 
 
    “STOP!” Omala yelled. “What the hell is a class three monster?” 
 
    “Can’t you use regional knowledge?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I don’t have it,” Omala admitted. “Can you please just tell me what class three means?” 
 
    “The system categorises monsters in what I guess you would call a world boss, raid-tier sort of level as a class. Class four is the lowest. We’ve only seen one class three monster. It was near death when we found it. It was about the thickness of a couple of elephants and as long as a cargo train. You know, the ones that go between cities, forty carriages long, seem like they never end?” 
 
    She stared blankly at him. 
 
    “About a kilometre long,” Jules supplied. She tried to sound bored, but even after all this time, her voice trembled slightly when she thought of that monster. 
 
    Omala’s eyes widened. 
 
    “To fight a class three, the recommendation is a hundred people above level thirty.” 
 
    Mike scrunched up his face. “Higher,” he suggested. 
 
    Omala finally spoke, glowering at Adrian all the while. “So, this . . . maybe . . . is a monster that’s more powerful than a creature that should only be fought with a hundred level thirties, and you’re telling me that our group of twelve underqualified people is okay killing it?” 
 
    “I said maybe we could fight,” Adrian repeated. 
 
    “No!” Omala exclaimed. “We are not fighting the echidna. We know you’re crazy lucky, but those odds are ridiculous.” 
 
    Adrian nodded. “The mountains are high risk, and the echidna is the issue with the Hume Highway, which means our only choice is to head west first before heading south.” 
 
    Carefully, he traced the route around the worst of the enemies on their way. As he drew it, the extra distance became glaring; they would start northeast of Melbourne and end up approaching it from the west. It was a significant detour, almost doubling the length of their journey, or at least it appeared that way on the map. In practice, it was around the same distance as the mountains but far longer than the direct passage. 
 
    Mike frowned at the drawing. “You don’t have to follow roads. You could cut down the distance here and here.” 
 
    The savings were clearly minimal. Everyone could see that. Adrian shook his head. “Won’t work. Swamp.” He pointed. “And these hills are a lot harder to navigate than they look. Lots of deep fissures.” Unless you can fly like a cannonball, he thought to himself but did not raise that point. 
 
    Mike hunched over the canvas, examining the scribbles. His eyes dropped to the echidna territory, which Adrian had labelled as a maybe. “The distance isn’t the only problem with the west route, is it?” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Adrian agreed before drawing a small circle southwest of Bendigo. “This was a month ago,” he explained. “I have no information about it. That, to me, is far scarier than a class two monster.” He looked at Omala, who looked back at him unfazed. He drew a second, larger circle. It was lopsided and he wanted to erase it and try again, but he stopped himself. The circle was not yet overlapping Bendigo, but it had expanded a long way, consuming Maryborough. “This is now. And this is when we reach Bendigo.” Adrian lazily drew an arrow from the edge of the circle into the echidna domain. 
 
    “What is it?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m guessing it’s not good.” 
 
    There was a surge of emphatic agreement from the interface. 
 
    “You don’t want to get anywhere near that, do you?” 
 
    “It’s bad,” Adrian rephrased. 
 
    “You have a theory?” 
 
    “Something worse than the shintopurs,” Adrian said with a shrug. “Someone saw some weirdly shaped humanoids and not much more than that. The badge treats it as an extreme threat.” 
 
    “Uncertain death versus certain,” Mike said, pointing towards the echidna territory, indicating it was the worse choice. “We might even be able to sneak through before whatever it is reaches the echidna territory.” 
 
    “No,” Adrian disagreed. “We can’t beat it. We won’t make it in time. If we go west, we’ll end up having to deal with this shit.” He pointed at the circle. “Or the echidna.” 
 
    “How sure are you?” 
 
    The badge spat out a percentage: one hundred. 
 
    “The badge thinks it’s a certainty.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t go to Melbourne if that circle is spreading so fast,” Joanne mumbled. 
 
    “It’ll stop shortly after absorbing Bendigo. The system must know what it is but won’t share it for this quest.” 
 
    “Third option?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Mountains,” Adrian said, once more tracing the route along the map. It was a jagged, meandering line, weaving around both animal threats and tricky terrain. “Lots of known powerful monsters along the way.” He drew circles of different sizes and started jotting numbers inside them. “According to the map, we can avoid the powerful ones, but they wander. We’ll end up fighting multiple class fours if we go this way, and possibly a class three too.” 
 
    “What class are the circles?” Mike asked finally. 
 
    Adrian finished filling in what the badge was telling him. “Best guess.” 
 
    Mike ran his hand along the map. “Four, four, four, five, three, four, four, two to four . . .” He stopped as his finger reached the two-to-four circle. It was one of the larger ones and would add days to their journey to go around. “What’s a class four like?” 
 
    “Killable,” Adrian answered. “But difficult.” 
 
    He thought about the Bird: it was probably a class four animal. Besides the wyrm, it was the most terrifying thing he had ever faced. 
 
    “Likelihood of casualties?” 
 
    “Maybe a ten percent chance of a wipe and fifty-fifty whether we lose a low level, even if the battle goes well.” 
 
    “We’re not taking any low levels,” Galan said. 
 
    “He was referring to you, dumbass,” Mike told him. 
 
    “He’s level four,” the hunter replied. 
 
    “Which is equivalent to level forty,” Mike said smoothly. “Adrian, like Omala, has a non-standard interface. You can’t directly compare. But he has got more experience than everyone else here.” 
 
    “Thirty-three,” Adrian corrected absently, “But I should reach five on the way.” 
 
    “The mountain route is definitely out of the question, right?” Mike asked finally. 
 
    “I think we have to check the echidna,” Adrian explained. “Find out more about it. If it’s only class three, we might fight it to a standstill or sneak past. If it’s invulnerable, we backtrack and go through mountains.” 
 
    “That adds at least four days compared to going the mountain route initially.” 
 
    “I want to get back to my wife and kids,” Adrian asserted with sudden heat. “Everyone here does, but we plan for safety, and safety means we check the echidna. It could be better than the mountains.” 
 
    Adrian looked down at the map, contemplating. They each had somewhere between a twenty and a hundred percent chance of making it. That might seem promising, but Michael, a level twenty-two, had less than twenty percent. Unlike Michael, the others were competent, but would being competent propel them as a group from a twenty percent chance of survival to fifty percent? Or even seventy-five? That was the question he wished he could answer. 
 
    They had to be careful, or they would drop like flies. 
 
    “We plan on going down the Hume. If we need to buy a specific knowledge to get past a monster, I’ll fund it. Anything else I’ll consider a loan.” 
 
    “I’ll chip in for some supplies,” Jules declared. 
 
    “Me too,” Charlotte added. 
 
    “So will the town,” Adele announced proudly. 
 
    He hesitated a moment before accepting that they must know by now that he had far more energy than they did. 
 
    “It’s fair,” Adele told him tightly. 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘specific’?” Omala asked Adrian. 
 
    “I’m going to buy extra knowledge on all the monsters we might encounter along the way. That’s what I mean by ‘specific.’ We might need to buy consumables to beat them if that’s what the knowledge tells us.” Adrian thought of the rock slimes. “I don’t have the capacity to absorb any more memory stones, so people who have space will need to step up and make the battle plan for each monster type.” 
 
    There were nods all around, so Adrian started drawing once more, this time filling in the details of the trip down the Hume. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 
 
    “Across the river, we’re facing hoppers,” Adrian told them. “The badge rates them as easy, but anything that swarms is dangerous. We need to get a memory stone for them and see if their corpses are valuable and whether there’s a value-add option, since there are so many.” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    He took a deep breath when he read the knowledge. “Next are shintopurs.” 
 
    “Oh!” Jules squealed. “Your last core.” 
 
    “Not even necessary,” he told her. “The trainers helped me complete Shadow Evasion. These cores can help the rest of us. Plus, the shintopurs are almost ready to start launching raids on nearby towns, so we want to crush them before they do that.” 
 
    “How many?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Three hundred.” 
 
    “God,” Susie said. 
 
    “The badge rates them as a lower threat than the hoppers. We were level fifteen when we last took them. Now we’ll just steamroll them.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jules jumped in. “I’m so much faster, even without . . .” Her voice broke. She mouthed the word Kozzie, but no sound came out. Tears started forming, and she brushed them away. “They’ll be easy.” 
 
    Charlotte was already moving to offer a tight hug. 
 
    “After that, the next threat is just after Wangaratta. A massive flock of birds. They’re called wild singing swoopers. There are so many of them that a memory stone with some advice would be worthwhile.” 
 
    Susie wrote a note on the pad of paper she had summoned from her bag as he marked their extended territory on the map. Of course, everyone could download it afterwards regardless. 
 
    “Then, around Violet Town there’s a type of pig-goat hybrid that fires fire bolts. They’re called fire goat gallopers. They’re fast and raid in packs. We need more details on how to counter them, too.” There was the sound of Susie scribbling even as his cheap pencil marked the map elegantly. “Then, between Euroa and Avenel there’s something a lot like spiders, but with twelve legs instead of eight. Numic spideroid spitters. Another memory stone for them and then for the eco slimes just outside Seymour. After that, we have to get past the echidna and then we’re into the Melbourne outskirts, which have been cleared by raiding parties.” 
 
    “Seymour is what, a hundred kilometres from Melbourne?” Galan asked. 
 
    “Seventy to the suburbs,” Adrian answered, reading the badge information. “But only forty once we’re past the echidna’s territory. Apparently, they’re sweeping out that far.” That last bit of knowledge was unexpected. If the northern suburbs and country areas on the outskirts were safe, then maybe Melbourne was going to be closer to Wagga and Albury than some of the other towns they had gone through. Emily was in those northern suburbs. 
 
    “That’s great,” Galan said. “Melbourne is like Albury.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Adrian answered with more than a bit of doubt in his voice. The interface was silent. After seeing so many shattered towns, it was hard to imagine that a big city would have escaped unscathed. “But the northern suburbs must be winning at least.” He tried not to smile. He couldn’t speak for everybody else’s loved ones. 
 
    “Can you see any farther?” Galan asked with an intent look in his eyes. 
 
    “I can’t even see that far. All I can see is that there are no threats after the echidna.” 
 
    The man looked disappointed. “Oh well. We’ll find out.” 
 
    His family was clearly not in the northern suburbs. 
 
    “So, what’s next?” Susie asked. 
 
    “We get the stones and prepare for the battles we know are coming.” He stood up and went over to the trader. 
 
    Adele held up a hand. “I got it.” 
 
    There was a quick conversation with the trader, and she emerged with a set of memory stones, which she promptly handed out to those who could use them. 
 
    The five volunteers with the memory stones split up to absorb the information and create a battle plan. Adrian noticed Mike was positioning himself as someone to consult. While he had not consumed a memory stone, his class would give him useful information to leverage. 
 
    Adrian turned to face Jules, Susie, and Adele. “More waiting.” 
 
    Abruptly, the floor changed, and three comfortable seats sprouted up. “High tea?” Susie offered as a table appeared with refreshments. 
 
    “Sure,” Adele said. 
 
    With a shrug, Adrian sat down in his chair and helped himself to a sandwich. It even had the crusts already cut off. Not as good as a plate of meat, but he would not complain. Without hesitating, Adele started talking about the new council and personality clashes that were happening in the town. While they might have come to an agreement on the power structure, behind the scenes it was not so cordial. 
 
    “How many hoppers are we expecting?” Omala asked, interrupting them. 
 
    “Over a million,” Adrian answered casually. 
 
    “Shit,” Omala said. “You understand that once you kill one, they’re all coming unless you cross deep water.” 
 
    The edge of fear made him check with the badge. The threat remained low. “The badge doesn’t see them as a problem.” 
 
    “It’s a million,” Omala emphasised. 
 
    “Can they hurt me?” Jules asked. 
 
    Omala looked at her. “I don’t know. But a thousand scratches add up.” 
 
    “She has regeneration,” Adrian clarified, “and presumably forty plus in effective Vitality. And then, when she gets bloodlust, that healing doubles and seventy percent of damage gets fixed.” 
 
    Jules shrugged. “And everything below a certain threshold ignored.” 
 
    Omala remained concerned. “But can they hurt her?” she demanded. 
 
    Can they hurt her? 
 
    The interface started giggling like he had told a funny joke. The badge was silent, but he understood it. Jules’s only threat against the hoppers was suffocation, if too many piled up on her. That, given her strength, was not feasible. 
 
    “I think if we let Jules loose, she’ll kill them all, eventually,” Adrian theorised. “But let’s not rely on that. We need to work out a way for the team to fight them safely even if they swarm us. We should treat it like some easy experience points.” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Omala said dismissively. “The stone says to build a wooden framework and close any gaps with leather. You treat it with a magical oil so they won’t touch the stuff, and you just fight from the structure. One other idea is that since we’re so high levelled, we could position right in front of the bridge. If their numbers get too dense, we just retreat.” 
 
    “Don’t count on me or Jules.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’ll berserk, and I want a bit of freedom to explore.” 
 
    “Charlotte?” 
 
    Adrian looked at the redheaded girl who had been listening in on the conversation. “I’ll stay with you and Mike,” Charlotte said to Omala. “I don’t need to do hero stuff.” She stuck out her tongue at Adrian. 
 
    Mike laughed and Adrian joined him. Charlotte’s hand was entwined with Mike’s. Adrian hoped they would last, but in this world, who knew? 
 
    “Good. Killing them won’t be a problem, but the next issue to address is what to do afterwards.” 
 
    “Why?” Adrian asked. “I assumed we would loot what we can and dump it on a trader.” 
 
    “Hoppers . . .” She hesitated. “Hoppers are a lot more valuable if we process them rather than sell them whole.” 
 
    “We have enough energy already.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Omala said. “But these hoppers are going to cost us ninety thousand energy to prepare for once we buy the oil to treat the mobile defensive structure. I’m guessing some of the other monsters are stronger and might need more specialised equipment.” 
 
    “So, you want to process them?” Jules questioned. 
 
    “Yes,” Omala replied. “Ignoring alchemy, a whole body goes for five energy. Split it into components and it’s more like forty. If we fight a million, that takes us from five million energy to forty.” 
 
    Silence descended on the room when she said the figure. 
 
    “The numbers are clear. Five for the core, three for the meat, twenty for the air membrane, five for the eyes and seven for the skin. Damage might reduce those slightly, but not by much.” 
 
    “We can’t process a million corpses.” 
 
    Omala hesitated, cracking her knuckles nervously. “Once you’re used to it, you can process a corpse a minute. Manual processing adds twenty energy on average once you account for likely damage. That’s over a thousand energy per hour.” 
 
    Understanding flashed through Adrian. This was about Adhava’s tax. The entire town of Albury had struggled to make five hundred energy every two weeks, and harvesting hopper corpses would generate that in half an hour. 
 
    “You want to recruit citizens to do it?” 
 
    Omala nodded. “Yes, for ten percent of the profits.” For five hours’ work, they would earn the tax, so Adrian was sure they would jump all over it. 
 
    “Have you figured out how many you need?” 
 
    “It depends on the kills,” Omala answered, “but I was thinking hundreds. Maybe thousands.” 
 
    “We’ll need to create safe zones,” he mused, trying to work out the logistics. 
 
    “What they do in the memory stone is that they send beachheads forward, then a round of scouts, then the processors. You set up some semi-moveable fallback structures and then the processors can follow you around.” 
 
    “Okay,” Adrian said finally. “It won’t hurt; it’ll help us and the town.” 
 
    “I have one other thing to talk about.” She looked even more nervous, if that was possible. “Some memories say to hunt hoppers for a different reason.” She stopped talking. 
 
    “Spit it out,” Jules said finally. 
 
    “High value alchemy,” she said finally. “A master alchemist can turn their adrenaline glands into vitality potions.” 
 
    Master level was beyond his current skills and Adrian suspected he was probably the best alchemist in the country. “We don’t have any of those.” 
 
    “I think you can do it,” Omala squeaked. 
 
    “I don’t have time.” 
 
    “Wait! I have a summary of what they do.” She pulled out a notepad. “It had a list of about thirty steps on it. Anyone can do these.” Her finger circled the first three quarters of the steps. “And they’re time-consuming ones. The bits that need master alchemy are these. I bet you can do them.” 
 
    He had a look at the note that she or Adele had swept from the trader when he had not been paying attention. 
 
    
    	 Heat solution A to 112 degrees (Boiling point). 
 
    	 Combine with solution B, which is pre-cooled to minus fourteen (Freezing point). 
 
    	 Infuse combined potions with air, stirring while cooling it until colour changes. 
 
    	 Heat to just below boiling (123 degrees) and mix with solution C. 
 
    	 Heat new solution until layers separate. 
 
    	 Pour and cool top layer, freezing it immediately. 
 
    	 Discard waste material (Explosive and creates a sticky, glue-like substance). 
 
   
 
    “That’s a lot of work,” Adrian told her. 
 
    Omala shrugged. “The master alchemists could do it in about thirty seconds for a batch of four, and I bet you can do better.” 
 
    “I’m not a master alchemist.” 
 
    “I heard you sold your skills in Wagga and that you were an alchemical genius.” 
 
    “I’m not a genius,” Adrian said and glared at Jules. She had probably told them that just to annoy him. “I have a few extra skills to make certain projects easier.” 
 
    “Cooling, heating, air, and remote manipulation of flasks.” Omala cocked an eyebrow. “That sounds exactly right for this.” 
 
    “We don’t have time.” 
 
    “Each batch of four, depending on quality, is worth between ten and eighty thousand energy. Every minute, you can make that.” 
 
    Adrian hesitated, his eyes wide. “There’s no way.” 
 
    “Most of the adrenaline glands will be destroyed, but there will be enough left over. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    “What about the waste?” 
 
    “It’s nasty, but one way they solved it in the knowledge stone was to throw them into a bag of holding and then just have someone who can fly pour them out over an unpopulated area, or the traders will dispose of it for, like, two hundred energy a batch.” 
 
    “Do you really think I can do that?” For that sort of energy, he would be willing to delay getting to Melbourne for a day or two. He couldn’t possibly turn his nose up at a couple million energy, especially for one or two days of work. 
 
    “We can check,” Omala said positively. “The town is already running a mini version of this for the couple thousand hoppers that drift onto the bridge every day. They’ve been putting the adrenaline glands aside in a special bag of holding. For . . .” She consulted some extra notes. “Ten thousand energy. I can buy material and hire alchemists to get eight batches prepared for you to test whether you can do it. Then we can see whether it’s the right move.” 
 
    “How the hell did you plan this?” 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    “You only got the memory stone forty minutes ago.” 
 
    “I worked as a harvester and healer on the bridge.” 
 
    “And this potion?” 
 
    “That was a surprise,” Omala admitted, “but a good one.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Adrian said finally. The battle with Adhava’s family had proven to him the value of having a bankroll at the ready. “Go solve the problems. I’ll buy the recipe and meet you.” 
 
    With a flick of his mind, two chips slipped out of his bag of holding and he transferred ten thousand energy to the empty one before floating it over to Omala’s hand. By the time it reached her, it had changed to gold. The purple and silver chip that still had over a hundred thousand on it vanished back into the bag of holding. 
 
    Omala hurried off to organise the components, and Adrian turned to the rest of them. “What other surprises do we have for me?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Praveen, their tank, said with a gruff voice. “Fire goat gallopers. There are three options. Launch a genocidal war—” 
 
    “I don’t think we want to do that,” Adrian said, quickly shooting a concerned glance at the others. 
 
    Praveen waved dismissively. “It’s what we were doing with the hoppers, so I thought you would be interested. You know, clear out the countryside to reduce the risks.” 
 
    “Any money in it?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Not millions.” 
 
    “Then we’re not doing that.” Adrian nodded decisively. He had nothing against wiping out monsters; he just didn’t want to waste the time. 
 
    Praveen held his hands up in defence. “Just presenting options. If extermination is off the table, then we can fight or stealth through. Both options have different costs of preparation.” 
 
    “What’s the fastest?” 
 
    “They’re pretty similar, actually. If you want to fight them for the cheap price of forty thousand each, you can buy magic cloaks and necklaces that give us a pretty solid defence. There are a bunch of different offensive options. Single-use attacks that’ll burn through energy but speed things up.” 
 
    “Cost?” 
 
    “Six hundred thousand to a million.” 
 
    Adrian stared at him in disbelief, wondering if the idea of taking people along with him was foolish. Surely, if he just took the original team, they would not need to spend so much. 
 
    Should I go by myself? 
 
    The interface said no instantly, while the badge spun up and started calculating probabilities. 
 
    “The single-use items would speed up the journey by a couple of days.” 
 
    “Is that two hundred and fifty thousand energy per day saved?” Mike asked. 
 
    Praveen nodded vigorously. 
 
    “And the stealth option?” Mike asked. 
 
    The badge stopped calculating and spat out an answer that he was not expecting. Travelling by himself would increase the likelihood of success by 0.02 percent, but it would increase travel time by almost fifty percent. Basically, going solo would only drag out the journey. 
 
    And if I just take Charlotte, Jules, and Mike? 
 
    “It’s actually similar to the offensive approach,” Praveen continued. “Just a wider range of costs and outcomes. Three hundred thousand to a little over a million.” 
 
    “Similar per-day costs?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The badge finished calculating. Taking just those three would reduce his chance of success by two percent and increase travel time by thirty percent. It was clearly in his best interest to take the wider group. He did not want to ask about how many lives it would cost; these volunteers understood the risk and were still here. Travelling with people ten levels above them would obviously be dangerous. Regardless, they were talking about journeying through hundreds of kilometres of post-event Australian bush. They knew what they were getting into. 
 
    “What would we need to buy for the stealth route?” Mike continued. 
 
    “Quick consumables to kill them if we’re spotted. Otherwise, we just need camp stones to protect us and wait them out.” 
 
    “If we fight, can we recoup our costs?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “I’ve already factored it in,” Praveen responded. “Upfront costs are higher.” 
 
    “Okay,” Adrian said. “I get it. Everyone else following?” There were nods. “I guess we need to get as much as we can from the hoppers.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 
 
    Adrian was bored, but he knew they were doing the right thing. A dull meeting was better than getting torn apart by an oversized echidna or a swarm of hoppers. 
 
    Mike loved the strategizing process. He seemed to enjoy discussing the most minor details, like which bloody potion was the best. Adrian, meanwhile, was blown away by the cost of the supplies they were talking about. If not for the hoppers, he would have travelled alone, unwilling to beggar himself to save a few extra days. 
 
    For all the monster groups excluding eco slimes, they were smoothing the journey with a truckload of energy. While they could bypass the eco slimes without spending anything, Felicity was adamant that they needed to eliminate the threat as they passed through. For a measly investment of one million energy and an extra day, they could destroy the infestation and get eighty percent of their investment back. Two hundred thousand energy and a day was a steep cost, but Felicity insisted. Adrian eventually caved. She was only a ranger and not a healer, so he should have ignored her, but he was soft. 
 
    “You should’ve said no,” Jules told him for the fifth time. 
 
    “Best not to let them get out of hand,” he argued more out of stubbornness than conviction. 
 
    “Not really. The echidna would’ve kept them away.” 
 
    “I haven’t agreed.” 
 
    “You sort of did,” Charlotte interrupted. 
 
    “Definitely,” Mike said, laughing. “Aren’t you, like, fifty?” 
 
    “Forty-two,” he said defensively. 
 
    “I thought you would have a backbone by now.” 
 
    “How old is Emily?” Jules asked suddenly. 
 
    “Thirty-four,” he told them. 
 
    “That’s a bit of an age gap.” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “We fell in love. I’m a lucky guy.” 
 
    “What will she think of the new you?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    Adrian hesitated. He had not really thought about the physical changes. He still thought of himself as a forty-year-old. “I guess she’ll like it,” he said finally. 
 
    “A bit of a reward for putting up with your fat arse for so long,” Jules said. 
 
    “I wasn’t fat.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You know, I think I’ve been subconsciously avoiding this topic. It scares me.” 
 
    The strategy meeting had broken up half an hour ago and they had moved to sit outside the warehouse to enjoy some sun. A young man came running in. He looked scared out of his wits and ground to a halt right in front of them. “Umm,” the young man said, panting. 
 
    “Spit it out,” Charlotte said encouragingly. 
 
    “I have a message for Adrian.” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Omala says it’s ready.” 
 
    “No time like the present. Let’s see if I can go make some extra money on these adrenaline glands. Who’s coming?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    “I can show you the way, sir,” the kid said. 
 
    “No need,” Adrian said, waving his hand. “I know where to go.” 
 
    “I need to go anyway to get paid, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll see you there.” 
 
    He engaged both internal haste and battle wraith form to speed away with a handful of Shadow Steps. Without breaking a sweat, he approached the bridge over four kilometres away. 
 
    The bridge had held up better than the ones in Wagga, but only marginally so. At one point, there were two bridges side by side, both wide enough for two cars to cross. One bridge had collapsed and the other one had cars piled four high in the middle, creating an impassable barrier. Men and women were gathered on the bridge in full battle armour. He saw the occasional firebolt launch from the top of the barrier, but overall, there was a sense of brooding calm. 
 
    Omala spotted him and waved, but Adrian hesitated. He shadow stepped toward the riverbank. Not too close, but close enough to see across the river to Wodonga, the sister town to Albury. To the locals it had been one city, with half in the state of Victoria and the other in NSW. That was until COVID hit, which split the town based on state rules. After that mess was over, they came together once again. Then the Alpha physics event occurred. 
 
    Adrian looked across the river. The other bank was only fifty metres away, less than a football field. He could see the hoppers; they were everywhere. Sort of like flies during a summer in rural Melbourne. More of the buggers than he could ever imagine. They were everywhere, and tomorrow Adrian and his team were going to kill them all. 
 
    With an improved understanding of tomorrow’s fight, he returned to where Omala was waiting. 
 
    “Satisfying your curiosity?” 
 
    “I had to see them. There are so damn many.” 
 
    “Yep,” she agreed. “Worse than mice during a plague, and I’ve seen those in person.” 
 
    “I’ve only ever seen videos,” Adrian admitted, remembering a clip in which a farmer flipped over a barrel and at least a hundred mice scattered everywhere. From just his limited view, Adrian knew Omala was right: these were plague proportions. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    Adrian nodded. He had purchased the recipe and even practised with water to get used to moving the right volumes around. “How are we doing it?” 
 
    “We have the ingredients boiling. We have runners to pass them to you. Waste products get thrown off the edge.” 
 
    “Really? We’re littering?” 
 
    “There’s already a rubbish pile there.” 
 
    Curiously, he looked over the edge of the road. There was land under the bridge. There was still a reasonable drop and the trench running down the side was filled with shards of plastic from the cars and various pieces of broken masonry. The locals had obviously dumped everything over the side in order to clear the bridge. There was even a small car down there. 
 
    His new Perception skill triggered—the hairs on the back of his neck stood up while the interface flashed. Shapes in his peripheral vision suddenly jumped into focus, painting a picture of a monster. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. He snatched up his spear. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 
 
    Adrian’s Perception kept focusing on the space below him and four shapes took form. 
 
    Youltiaic Ranging Humanoids 
 
    Ambush predators with significant stealth and mobility. They dwell on the edge of riverbanks and can foray up to two kilometres inland when searching for food. 
 
    Youltiaic ranging humanoids have a high level of magic resistance to most magical schools, but they are vulnerable to dark magic and neutral against light magic. 
 
    For once, his magic would not be useful. 
 
    Despite the risk, many humans built their homes within range of the river. There might be no one silly enough to live within a stone’s throw or even a couple hundred metres of the river, but after that line, every house was filled. 
 
    These things would explore inland to find victims, and Adrian knew he had to deal with them. Even if they were weak, a typical family would still struggle against any Alpha monster. 
 
    His identification went to work. Adrian needed to know whether he could kill them without taking any risks. If not, he would go get the team, but he figured that most challenges were well within his skillset. 
 
    The first results came in: they were twice as agile as him. That meant that they could easily dice up most humans they ran across. They could probably overwhelm even an old Patriot guard who specialised in Agility. Adrian, however, knew that he had them covered. Battle wraith elevated him to their level and then internal haste blew him ahead. 
 
    Their strength was a wash, and aside from that they had a variety of water-based attacks. One nasty attack allowed them to extract the water out of a person’s body. The others were water jet spells. None of them worried him. Particularly with Shadow Step, the jets wouldn’t touch him and his standard magic defence could theoretically tank several water-extracting spells. 
 
    They would fight with tooth and claw, but with his spear skills he would more than match them. The question was whether to fight solo or collect the others to help him. 
 
    “Guys?” he said into his communication network. It was just for his old team and was not the necklace from the set that Jamal purchased and then gifted to the town to help re-establish law and order. He was debating whether to charge Albury council for the cost, but he knew Adele was trying to at least even the ledger. 
 
    Silence greeted him. 
 
    “Adrian here. Anyone listening come in.” 
 
    One of the Youltiaic stirred, and he was sure that it was looking straight at him. No one was responding. His identification skills alerted him that the creature was assessing him in turn. Suddenly, his decision to fight alone became much more pressing. There were a variety of combat classes and non-combat classes on the bridge behind him. However, none of them were likely to help in the fight and calling them over would just put them in unnecessary danger. There would be no help from them.  
 
    If he left, it was likely they would move and possibly escape across the river. They would probably retreat, the cowards. That only meant that they would come back in a week once he was gone. The fight should be easy. There was no reason to give them an excuse to escape. After all, there were only a couple of them. If his teammates had responded, he would have waited, but he would not let a monster this deadly to humans escape. 
 
    Battle wraith. Internal haste. 
 
    The two abilities activated, complementing each other. 
 
    Buff of Strength and Size. 
 
    Likewise, the two buffs combined were greater than the sum of their parts, and suddenly he had an overwhelming Agility and Strength advantage. Even as he stood there, he planned the battle. The one Youltiaic that was watching would not be surprised, but it was possible that he could finish a couple of them before they realised they were under attack. The observer was still pretending that it was camouflaged, but it knew it was caught. 
 
    Mind threads shot out to it. The creature was nearly sapient, but the alien mess of structures that greeted him was not something that his interface could interpret or even come close to influencing. He felt the alarm in the creature’s mind. Not from the threads, but from what it was seeing. 
 
    Step. Phantom Blade. 
 
    He was still growing as he appeared above one of the prone monsters, his spear braced overhead. It had the broken bonnet of a car protecting it. While the car hood provided excellent camouflage, it was hardly effective as armour. 
 
    His empowered spear came down right over the creature’s heart. The bonnet split like paper and the spear sliced through the creature. As he had been taught, Adrian arrested the motion of the spear so it would not get stuck in the ground. 
 
    Spear lunge. 
 
    He used it just because it was new and the stakes were low. Shadow Step could achieve the same outcome. He needed to get used to spear lunge in case he ran into something that could perform spatial distortions. 
 
    The clattering of the metal and the dying beast’s squeals spurred the other creatures into action. But Adrian was functioning so much faster than them that their reactions seemed comically slow. The one who had spotted him on the bridge and the one he had hit were both groaning in long, droning tones. A “RRRRRR” from the Youltiaic he first spotted and a more high-pitched “EEEEE” from the dying one. 
 
    His new opponent scrambled to hide in some discarded tyres. Once more, Adrian empowered and slammed down his spear. This time he could see the head, so he targeted it. The spear was so sharp and his power so great that he did not even feel the impact as the spear slid effortlessly through the skull. 
 
    Two down. Two more to go, plus however many were still lurking, camouflaged. 
 
    There were at least five. The refuse pile shifted in four additional spots. Meanwhile, one of the hidden Youltiaics he had already found was not moving. It was the shintopurs all over again with monsters lying in wait, but the power difference was acute this time. The shintopurs had the advantage at the time in a physical one-on-one fight, but this time there was no contest. If it was him against one of them there were a hundred ways for him to kill it and its claws would not get close to cutting him. 
 
    Projectile barrier. 
 
    The magic wrapped around him. He was worried about why the one monster had not moved. Maybe it was planning to ambush with magic or it was hiding an improvised projectile weapon. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The Youltiaic exploded out from between car parts, a tyre, a car door, and a leather seat. Now that it was away from its camouflage, he could see the beast more clearly. Regional knowledge had given him general impressions and images, but the breed evidently had several phenotypes. They came with and without horns and in a range of sizes and colours. The species he was fighting was an unpleasant brown, yellow, and green colour that reminded him of some nappies he had changed. Flat faces and no horns. 
 
    The monsters themselves were human sized, with a dog-shaped head that was covered in those ugly brown scales. They were loosely bipedal, with a fifth limb coming out of their chests. All the appendages ended in twin digits with long claws, their toes far thicker than their fingers. 
 
    All of this one’s limbs were active, and it had no right, left, or central preference. The Youltiaic used its chest limb to push away a tyre while the right arm shoved a leather seat clear. The left scraped the camouflaging pieces of plastic off its head. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    While the beast was still busy uncovering itself, Adrian appeared in its shadow just centimetres from it and drove the spear up straight into its small brain. Between his Perception and regional knowledge, he knew where to hit to kill it. 
 
    Yanking the spear out, Adrian stepped back. As the monsters were emerging, ready to fight, his Shadow Step had confused them. They did not know where he was, just that he was around. They would use area-of-effect attacks in response like the molubs in Wagga. They unleashed their magic in all directions, and out of the corner of his eyes he could see power gathering. It was time to disappear. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Bow in hand. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    A bit of him wished the trainers had helped empower his archery skill. It would be so convenient to fire multiple arrows right at this moment. 
 
    In front of him, water spouts exploded in multiple directions as the Youltiaics used their magic to try to hit him. He was already fully clear of their attack range. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He let the bow drop onto his back. Time to move. The sound had exposed his position and that nasty water-extracting spell flashed towards him. His high Vitality and magic resistance meant the spell failed to penetrate his skin, but if multiple hit at once, Adrian knew they would start getting through. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Studying the battlefield. A torrent of water jets hit the spot he had abandoned, and they were all coming from the three Youltiaics who had emerged from camouflage. His Perception caught water-draining spells originating from the hidden Youltiaic and then from a spot he hadn’t noticed yet. 
 
    It was time to stretch his battle wraith form. 
 
    He exploded into a whirlwind of destruction. Stepping between them so that any witnesses would have just seen a fluttering shadow and the monsters exploding, Adrian unleashed a passive Mind Spike. Debris flew aside as one beast burst to the surface, its three arms waving erratically, the confusion taking hold. It was smaller than the others. He killed it without hesitation. 
 
    The battlefield was still for a moment. Another Mind Spike fired. This target was buried deep and Adrian paused, not sure of the best approach. His patience was rewarded when it exploded out of the ground. 
 
    He speared lunged and pierced through it like a pig on a spit. The battle wraith raged on. There was a scream and more rubbish shifted. A dwarf Youltiaic cradled its head in all three of its arms. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Nothing happened. There were no further spikes and his active Mind threads found nothing. The area was clear. He dropped the battle wraith form. The threats were eliminated. Blood was still pumping out of the corpses and one Youltiaic was crawling away, not as dead as he had assumed after the spear strike. He glanced at it like he used to glance at bugs. Could he be bothered to get up and squish it properly? Its inherent healing was losing as its side had been torn open. There was no coming back from that. 
 
    Adrian reviewed what had happened. Apart from that brief moment that his magic resistance had triggered to divert the water-draining spell, nothing had touched him. Not a single block with his spear, and Shadow Evasion had gone unused. And these monsters would have been a threat to the town. The battle lasted less than ten seconds, but it was noisy. People were running over to look. 
 
    Adrian ignored them, dropping to his knees and pulling out his special dagger. 
 
    Butcher’s Dagger 
 
    This dagger is designed for butchering corpses and has the following enchantments. 
 
    Passive: Sharpness. Biological cutting (extra sharp against dead biological matter). Ultimate cut knowledge. Reduced blood splatter. 
 
    Active: Chitin piercing. Reinforced skin-cutting. Disrupt magic. 
 
    The active skills had to be individually triggered to help butcher creatures with strong physical or magical defences. There were monster corpses out there that a normal dagger could not cut. Using those active abilities, he could process kills that would otherwise be beyond him. 
 
    It slipped into the Youltiaic skin as easily as he imagined. Maybe they were weak creatures and any knife could have done the same, but it felt remarkably easy. 
 
    Pretty soon, he extracted the core from the first monster and moved to the second. Beyond the cores there was nothing he wanted from the creatures. 
 
    Nine full-sized objects along with the three smaller ones. He frowned at those, but like with the shintopurs, the Alpha world had no room for mercy. Killing them now meant one less threat in the future. Regardless, the fact that they were even on Earth implied that they existed elsewhere so they survived at least some predators. 
 
    “What the . . .” Omala was above him, looking down at the dead monsters. Her eyes focused as she used her new regional knowledge. She just shook her head. “Unless you have any other deadly beasts you want to fight, maybe we can get going.” 
 
    Adrian nodded and glanced once more at the cores, feeling sad. Eleven probably was not enough, but it might have been sufficient to at least start it off. That water-draining spell would have been damn useful for his alchemy. The air core stopped any external water magic, but it still might allow him to use the spell through physical contact. 
 
    Thoughts? 
 
    “Stop being greedy.” It was not a no. Just a reminder that he lacked the learning capacity. 
 
    That’s not an outright rejection? 
 
    He got the distinct impression that the interface rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Are you coming?” 
 
    He looked up and then dropped the cores into his backpack. He would decide after talking to the traders. If he could supplement the core knowledge somehow, then he would use it. Warnings be damned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 
 
    There was no reason to delay. Adrian was itching to find out whether the process Omala recommended could work. High-value alchemy was his dream, but performing it in a production line certainly felt like a cheat. Then again, that was how the system functioned, with thousands of exploits available for anyone smart enough to grab them. 
 
    It should work . . . but . . . 
 
    The potion was master rated, and that made him suspicious. He was nowhere near that level, but his combat build offered unique skills that would help. His formal alchemical abilities could best be described as advanced, but what Omala wanted him to do leant heavily into his unique skill set. 
 
    Do you think I can do it? 
 
    The image sucked him up. He was on a stage surrounded by the furniture from his lounge room. His kids were looking at him. 
 
    “What did one wall say to the other?” 
 
    “I’ll meet you at the corner.” 
 
    Not one person in the audience laughed. His elder kids rolled their eyes. Toby, his youngest, looked confused and the audience looked restless. In the back of his head, Adrian could hear Jaracol snickering. 
 
    What was the point of that? he felt like screaming after the image faded. My attempt is going to fall flat? Even trying this is a poor joke? Or maybe . . . this is not a laughing matter? 
 
    The interface snickered a little harder. Adrian knew he was not getting any help. 
 
    Omala had assembled almost thirty people for this test. Adrian’s energy had paid for them, but provided he could make a single plus-three Vitality potion, the expenses would be balanced out. Now that he was ready, the huge production line went to work. 
 
    People passed him the components and he applied his trader-bought knowledge to the process. Heating, cooling, tracking colours while looking for the first sign of boiling or freezing and all the while mentally keeping the ingredients suspended in the air. 
 
    A flick of his mind sent the first batch flying into the trash. 
 
    He heard a small boom. He had only overheated the potion for a second, but that had allowed twenty percent of the volume to evaporate, and his proportions were off from that point on. 
 
    “Next,” Adrian ordered. This one immediately fizzled, turning the wrong colour. It too landed in the trash, but thankfully there was no explosion. He paused to think about what he was doing wrong. It was a sample size of two, so hardly enough to draw any sweeping conclusions, but he was clearly missing the split-second timing. Master alchemists’ timing must be off the chart, or maybe their versions of the same skills were just better. 
 
    “Next.” 
 
    Same result. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    Another failure, but he made it further along, not screwing up until the fourth step. “I can do this.” Adrian repeated the mantra, not caring if people thought him crazy for muttering under his breath. Each batch made it one step further in the process. He tossed away another reject. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Burnt chemicals. A puff of artificial wind sent the toxic cloud floating away. 
 
    Heat, cool, heat, shift, dispose of the waste, save the liquid. It was in the vial, suspended. He halted it telekinetically. 
 
    Potion of Vitality (basic) 
 
    Plus three to Vitality. (4 doses) 
 
    Potions that affect major attributes can only be used once before the returns diminish. 
 
    Adrian studied it and nodded. It wasn’t perfect, but it was a success. 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “Plus three.” 
 
    Omala frowned at that but grabbed the potion regardless. “Oh well. It’ll cover today’s costs. We have material for three more tries. It’s all profit from now on.” 
 
    The next three batches failed. 
 
    “What do you think?” Omala asked with audible concern. 
 
    “I think once I get the hang of it, I can make eight every five minutes. Maybe more,” Adrian mused. With some more practice, the assembly team could speed up certain steps. 
 
    Omala crunched the numbers. “At plus three, you need a nine percent success rate, seven at plus four, and, like, one percent at plus five. Can you pull that off?” 
 
    “I think with practice I’ll get up to fifty percent success and at least half will be higher rarities.” 
 
    She looked down anxiously at the single potion in her hand. 
 
    “Trust me,” Adrian assured her. “Those last three batches were almost right.” 
 
    She still did not look convinced. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Can you organise some storage for the adrenaline glands? We’ll start fighting an hour after dawn and do this”—he waved at the mass of people packing up—“the day after.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure we have enough volunteers,” she promised before she spun and hurried away to start organising. 
 
    Curiously, Adrian went over and looked at where he had been throwing the failed batches. Even though they had only used an armful of input materials, the waste product had expanded enough to have filled a small bedroom. A blue, foamy substance. He touched it. It was still sticky and hot. In fact, the plant matter touching the waste material was starting to smoke. 
 
    Nasty, but he could imagine using it on the gallopers. While it would leave an area unusable, that would be better than letting the monsters control it. Maybe. At worst, it could be a very effective fall-back plan. The idea of launching himself off a mountain to drop the stuff over a valley was not completely ridiculous. 
 
    When he returned to the training facility, Susie met him and escorted him to a small, upscale eatery in the middle of Albury. This one had three professional Alpha chefs and five pre-Alpha ones. They served up an amazing variety of alien cuisine. 
 
    The restaurant was trying out a new business model in which they only served the imperfect dishes. The food that they cooked perfectly was considered too valuable to eat for pleasure. They were all attribute-boosting meals, so it was best to save them until an adventurer or the town needed the boosts to fight something terrible. 
 
    Despite what was served being classed as a failure, it tasted spectacular and even imparted buffs that lasted a few brief moments. “We should see if we can buy some finished products,” Adrian whispered to Jules before sliding his chair out to talk to the owners. 
 
    “Adrian, wait!” Mike yelled out from the other end of the table. “We already bought their inventory plus everything they cook tonight.” 
 
    Adrian stopped. He stood, halfway to the kitchen, feeling slightly silly now that he had nowhere to go. “Was I that transparent?” 
 
    “Not really. We all just had the same reaction. You know we were waiting for it.” His thief skills noticed energy being discreetly passed around the table towards Jules. 
 
    He sheepishly sat back down. “You’re too predictable,” she told him. 
 
    “Everyone, if you’re betting with Jules, I will accept bribes to make sure she loses.” They all laughed. Two servers brought out something that looked like a suckling pig on a trolley, but the proportions were slightly wrong. Adrian ignored his identification and accepted a sizeable chunk of meat. The juices burst in his mouth and his Mana Control surged by plus five standard attribute points before declining moments after he swallowed. 
 
    If they could get that buff to last even five minutes, it would be amazing. 
 
    Andrew, their earth mage, came over and slid into the seat next to Adrian. Like all of them, he was drunk on the alien liquor that mimicked alcohol but would leave them alert and ready in the morning. “Here’s to the big fight tomorrow.” They toasted. 
 
    “Thanks for the saving the town.” Another toast. 
 
    “You’re a good guy.” There was a crashing sound on the other side of the table and Andrew stumbled over to investigate. 
 
    “Confident and inspiring,” Adrian quipped at the departing man. 
 
    Jules shrugged. “In a fight, he’s reliable. Oh, I bought a new skill.” 
 
    “What?” Adrian asked drunkenly. 
 
    “Hold my hand.” Her eyes were devious. He was drunk, but not stupid. Everyone else had moved away from her. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But I want to show you.” She pouted. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s—” 
 
    “Don’t be a wuss. It won’t kill you.” 
 
    The image interrupted him. He was in a chook pen and the hen was running away, clucking. 
 
    Are you calling me a chicken? 
 
    “I’m not worried about you killing me.” 
 
    Cluck, cluck. 
 
    He jumped at the noise, then mentally cursed the interface. 
 
    “What?” Jules asked, looking puzzled. “Are you scared?” 
 
    Cluck, cluck. The interface was howling inside. 
 
    This was going to be bad. Adrian knew that. “Fine.” He reached for her hand, already feeling regret. 
 
    Zap! 
 
    “Far out,” he cried as he involuntarily grabbed his arm back. His entire arm from palm to shoulder was deadened by the shock. “What the—” 
 
    “Lightning.” She clapped her hands gleefully. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Charlotte reminded her. 
 
    Jules’s face reddened. “Precursor,” she said proudly instead. 
 
    “She and Steve spent an hour chatting with a trader and buying bits and pieces of knowledge.” 
 
    “Barbarians living to level forty are sort of rare, especially with an evolved sapient seed.” She had the weapon at her side. She never put it away, just like Adrian with his spear. It did not enjoy going into the bag of holding. 
 
    “It’s static electricity,” Charlotte elaborated. 
 
    The entire table lurched a foot in the air as Jules tried to kick Charlotte under the table and missed. “Spoilsport.” Jules stuck out her tongue. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. “Actually, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Adrian wasn’t in the mood to have an in-depth build discussion. His entire arm still tingled. 
 
    “Until my mastery improves, I need to actively suppress it,” Jules told him, ignoring the fact that he wasn’t interested. She obviously wanted to talk about it. “It means when I go berserk, I get all sparkly.” 
 
    “It didn’t seem that powerful.” 
 
    She held out a hand to him, and electricity crawled over it. His identification analysed its potential. If he were to touch her finger, he would be thrown across the room. He looked her in the eyes. “You held back earlier?” 
 
    “You think?” Her hand was still outstretched. “I’m sure I didn’t.” She was smiling at him. “Come on! Test it!” 
 
    He made a show of sitting on his hands, and everyone laughed. “So, you’re even more deadly now when the bloodlust kicks in.” 
 
    “It’s a stepping stone. When I get control of my powers . . .” She patted her club. There was a glimmer of light on the handle, and his eyes were drawn to the maker’s mark. It was the same as his, that tree inside a letter D. “Then I’ll have some extra memory stones to consume. My passive zapper skill will help me master this kind of stuff later” Sparks illuminated her, running over her whole body. It was beautiful and more than a little scary. The electricity faded. “Plus, it’s a great fit for right now. Useful in a fight and a party. What more could you want from magic?” 
 
    “Hi, guys!” Stevo shouted as he entered the room. “I heard you were around for another night, and I thought I should stop by. This is Mirabel, my wife.” 
 
    Jules stood up and kissed Mirabel on the cheek. That was unusual. Adrian smiled into his drink. 
 
    “Jules,” Susie said sternly. 
 
    “Glad you’re here,” Jules said and leant in to kiss Stevo as she did for Mirabel. 
 
    Zap! 
 
    Stevo went down like someone had sucker punched him. Susie was already sending healing his way. 
 
    “I know, I’m shocking,” Jules said to her mum dryly. 
 
    The entire table burst into laughter. 
 
    Stevo got up slowly. “What the . . .” 
 
    “Have a seat,” Jules said, shoving closer to Adrian to make space on the other side. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “As I said, I’m shocking!” The table cheered in response. It was damn funny to a bunch of drunks. 
 
    Stevo looked even more confused. 
 
    “Jules got a static electricity spell,” Mike managed through his laughter. 
 
    “It hurt! It wasn’t funny,” Stevo complained. Everyone cackled harder. 
 
    “She got me too,” Adrian told him. 
 
    “And me,” Mike admitted. 
 
    “Just the boys, eh?” Charlotte pointed out. 
 
    “Taken boys,” Jules corrected primly. There was a joke there, but her self-satisfied smile fell. She must have remembered Kozzie. 
 
    “Come on, give me a proper blast,” Adrian said, holding out his hand. 
 
    “Really?” Her face lit up again. 
 
    Subconsciously, he engaged his internal haste and yanked his fingers away in a panic as her hand came toward his. 
 
    Cluck, cluck. 
 
    “Hey!” Jules said, frowning at him. 
 
    He took a deep breath and offered his hand again. The clucking started up in the background. 
 
    Shut up. 
 
    The interface was laughing, and the clucking continued. Internal haste activated. He could not help it as Jules reached over to him ever so slowly. He could see the electricity crackling around her hand relentlessly. He had willingly drunk deadly poison, suffered through troll cores. He could do this. He shut his eyes. Unable to watch. 
 
    ZAP! 
 
    The energy blasted him off the chair and a fountain of blue sparks painted the space around him. His entire arm was numb. She had bypassed his hand and poked his shoulder. 
 
    Everyone burst into hysterics again. Jules looked a little worried, but mostly proud. “Well, you said it was useless, so I amped it up a bit.” 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    He got up gingerly and glared at Susie for not bothering to heal him. 
 
    Ashmal strode into the room with Omala following behind him. 
 
    “Adrian, we need to talk,” he said simply. “It can’t wait.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 
 
    Adrian shakily approached Ashmal. He smiled to himself when Jules followed him. He could not think of a more intimidating image than being accompanied by Jules. Then again, Ashmal had never seen her in action. 
 
    In short order, he found himself in a little break room for the staff. 
 
    “The council heard about your plans for tomorrow,” the politician said quietly. “And we have voted not to give you a permit.” 
 
    “Why would we need a permit?” 
 
    Ashmal held up a hand, forestalling him. “I know Susie will support you no matter what, so we’re limited in our ability to enforce, but the council sees hoppers as a key resource of the town.” 
 
    “They’re a pest.” 
 
    “No, they’re a key resource.” 
 
    “They are a plague. It’s like saying diseased mice are a key resource.” 
 
    “And if mice bodies were worth forty energy each, that’s exactly what they would be,” Ashmal countered as smoothly as ever. “The council believes that over time we can turn them into a valuable, sustainable resource.” 
 
    “I have a knowledge stone for this exact issue and what you’re suggesting has been attempted many times, never successfully,” Omala informed them. 
 
    Ashmal shot her an annoyed glance. “That may be the case, but we don’t want to be denied such a lucrative opportunity.” 
 
    “And if we just go ahead and do it?” Adrian challenged. 
 
    “We can’t stop you, but we can stop people from helping you.” 
 
    Adrian’s mind whirled. 
 
    “You know you brought this on yourself,” Ashmal told him. “Making sure the council had the town’s interest at heart. If we were corrupt, you could bribe us.” 
 
    “You want your cut,” Adrian stated. 
 
    “The town wants its resource maintained, but considering all your services to us thus far, we’re willing to overlook that and just take our share.” 
 
    “How much?” he said flatly. 
 
    “Eighty percent.” 
 
    “You want twenty percent? That’s a bit much, but maybe.” 
 
    “No,” Ashmal said firmly. “We want eighty percent of all revenue.” 
 
    Adrian’s Mind thread snuck out before he could control it. It only got close enough to scratch the surface. He smiled. Ashmal had upgraded and purchased himself an internal Mind defence mechanism that was stronger than the one the Yanneys had used. 
 
    “At that rate, we buy storage bags and sell them straight to the trader.” 
 
    “What would you offer?” 
 
    “We get a flat ten energy per corpse and then split the value-add fifty-fifty between us and you.” 
 
    Ashmal hesitated. “That doesn’t seem like a great deal.” 
 
    “We’re not risking our lives killing your problem and getting nothing for it,” Adrian asserted. “It’s not a strategic resource; it’s a goddamn extinction threat. If the river disappeared today, that resource would sweep through Albury and kill every man, woman, and child in the city.” 
 
    “Whether it’s a strategic reserve or a threat is a matter of opinion.” 
 
    “You just want to eat your cake and have it, too.” 
 
    Ashmal smiled at him ravenously, like a shark. “Maybe. I know you’re a decent man and you know I’m a politician.” 
 
    “I’ve been in your head.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but that means I know what you’ve seen. I like your deal, but costs come out of your share.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We’ll see. What about the adrenaline glands?” Ashmal asked shrewdly. 
 
    “They are ours.” Adrian glared at Omala and she looked away, embarrassed. She knew she had stuffed up. Her only crime was trying to deal with the Ashmal problem without his help. She had let too much slip. 
 
    “No.” Ashmal smiled broadly. The bastard was enjoying this. 
 
    “What’s your offer?” 
 
    “We do the base component split like you wanted, but we pay you ten thousand to do crafting and then we control the proceeds. Bumping up everyone’s Vitality in town will make a big long-term difference.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You can get the twenty best potions.” 
 
    “No,” Adrian repeated angrily. “I’m not selling my crafting expertise.” 
 
    “Well, it looks like we’re at an impasse.” Ashmal sat back comfortably. “My birdie tells me that you need the energy and my gut tells me you won’t fight them if we don’t give you permission.” 
 
    The man smirked. 
 
    Adrian wanted to hit him. While Ashmal had the best interests of the town at heart, Adrian did not need to like him or cooperate. 
 
    Adrian stood. 
 
    “We’re going to kill them in the morning, with or without your council’s ‘support.’” He made exaggerated air quotes. “My deal is simple. First, we get ten energy per corpse and anything beyond that gets split. Second, I control the alchemy. The town can buy all the vials I don’t want at seventy percent of trader price. Third, the town supplies me with bags of holding to throw the waste products in.” 
 
    Ashmal sat in silence. Adrian turned to leave. 
 
    “Sit,” the politician ordered. “Negotiations 101. If you storm out, you’ve lost the debate. It was a good first offer that we can work with.” 
 
    “I’m not negotiating,” he clarified. “Take the deal or leave it. Now, I’m going back to the party.” 
 
    Ashmal stood stiffly. 
 
    Adrian offered his hand. “Do we have an agreement?” 
 
    “No, I don’t have the authorisation to accept. I’ll need to get the rest of the council over the line. Do you have a sweetener?” 
 
    “Again, this was not a negotiation. You can buy the potions at seventy-five percent of the trader price and agree to not re-sell them.” 
 
    “That’s not how you negotiate.” 
 
    “Do you want to make it eighty percent?” 
 
    Ashmal shook his head quickly. 
 
    “You might not like it, but this is how I negotiate when I get blindsided,” Adrian snapped. “I’ve told you my offer. Do what you want.” 
 
    Ashmal sighed. “It doesn’t need to be this adversarial.” 
 
    “That was your choice,” he said. He turned to leave the break room. Jules looked at him with big, hopeful eyes. He gave an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Jules. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She held out her hand to Ashmal. 
 
    Zap! 
 
    “Sorry.” Jules sounded flushed. “I just got this new skill and I lose control sometimes.” 
 
    Served him right. Fifty percent of their profit gone to taxes. He could have said no, but it was not worth the argument. Given the number of people they needed to process the corpses, they needed the support of the town. 
 
    “Here, let me help you up.” 
 
    Zap! 
 
    “Oops, I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    Jaracol howled with laughter in his head and Adrian wanted to join him. 
 
    “Sorry! New skill. Let me—” 
 
    “I can get up by myself.” Ashmal’s voice was frosty. Adrian stifled his laughter and turned to face the politician. He had to see. If only he had a camera. Ashmal’s perfectly maintained hair was standing straight up, a tiny column of smoke rising out of it. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jules repeated. She sounded remorseful even though Adrian knew it was all an act. 
 
    “Just go and enjoy your party,” Ashmal said, one arm hanging limp. 
 
    “Okay,” Jules said, grabbing Adrian’s elbow and dragging him out. Omala followed behind them. He couldn’t help but look back at Ashmal. He was definitely smoking. Laughter rippled through his chest, and he forcefully suppressed it. Jaracol was not helping his composure. Adrian refused to look Jules in the eye until they were back in the party room. When he glanced at her, she was smirking and he burst out laughing. 
 
    “Good job,” he told Jules. 
 
    “What did you do?” Susie called out. 
 
    “Nothing inappropriate,” Adrian said, waving away the suspicious question. “Did you know about the council’s little scheme?” 
 
    “No, what have they done?” Susie asked innocently. 
 
    “They want to tax us for the hoppers.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Omala interjected. 
 
    “It’s okay, Omala,” Adrian said quietly. “I don’t think you did anything wrong.” 
 
    “I was just trying to get us some more support, and it sounded like he was on my side, and then he . . .” 
 
    “Breathe,” Adrian advised. 
 
    “Then I was talking about the potions, and I had no idea.” 
 
    “It’s okay. We’re not blaming you.” 
 
    “How much?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I offered fifty percent of the value-add as a tax and first dibs on the potions.” 
 
    “Enough,” Jules interrupted. “Let’s drink.” 
 
    “Yeah! Here’s to mass-murdering hoppers,” Mike toasted. 
 
    “Omala,” Adrian said sharply as she went to leave. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I was just going to check on things.” 
 
    “Sit down and have a drink,” he ordered. “For the amount of energy on the table, the town will help with the logistics tomorrow. Let them earn it.” 
 
    She sat. They drank, laughed, and Adrian got to know the new guys. He quietly hoped that he could keep them all alive. 
 
    After a couple of hours, they retired to the training facility. The trip back to the facility reminded him of his university days. He and his mates pub crawling, drunk, loud, and obnoxious through the streets. Jules and Susie started singing and a particularly stupid mutated rat tried to make a meal out of Jules. It was the size of pony, which just made the eventual splatter larger. Still singing, she switched the improvised lyrics to an ode about how disgusting rats were. 
 
    They sat down as a group and continued their drinking in the tavern in the first safe room. Charlotte and Mike peeled off first, and before Adrian knew it, he was alone with Steve. 
 
    “Two beers,” Steve ordered from the satyr girl. 
 
    Adrian shrugged and accepted the massive flagons when they arrived at the table. “Last one,” he told Steve. He received a grunt in reply. 
 
    “So, are you staying?” 
 
    An affirmative grunt. 
 
    “Permanently?” 
 
    Another grunt, but more uncertain. 
 
    “How long until your foot will get fixed?” 
 
    “Susie reckons five weeks.” 
 
    “That quick?” 
 
    Grunt. 
 
    Adrian smiled at the inflection of those simple sounds and took a long drink. 
 
    “Thank you for coming.” Another long gulp in silence. “Did we do the right thing getting involved here? We murdered people.” 
 
    “Someone had to.” 
 
    “I still feel guilty.” 
 
    “Most people in the town think you’re a hero. I do too. It’s easier for me to fight because I had nothing to lose, but you did. It’s been an honour.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    They clashed mugs and drank. 
 
    “I feel out of my depth,” Adrian said finally. “That everything is out of control—me, the world.” 
 
    “Mate, Armageddon happened. If anyone is okay with it, they’re either lying or insane.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61 
 
    Adrian woke up, knowing it was too early. As far as parties went, the night was subdued. 
 
    Time? 
 
    4:52 a.m. 
 
    That was not as bad as he had expected. It felt like the party finished quickly, but apparently, they lasted past midnight. 
 
    The big day was upon them. He jumped out of bed, suddenly excited. First, a hot shower while he was in the training facility. He was going to take advantage of their heavenly plumbing and new clothes, though that was a little pointless. He could almost guarantee that within two hours they would be soaked with gore. 
 
    When he arrived downstairs, the area was buzzing. Everyone was already up. 
 
    “You’re all here,” he stated unnecessarily. 
 
    “How late did you guys keep going?” Mike asked. 
 
    Adrian frowned. He drank with Steve after the rest of the group went to bed. “Not much longer than you.” 
 
    “Buff food,” Mike said. “Eat it and then we can go.” 
 
    He grabbed one of the offered tacos, and they left together. There was a sense of optimism in all their steps. Ahead of him at the apex of the group, Omala was the only one of them who looked worried. 
 
    Step. 
 
    “Relax,” he said calmly. 
 
    She jumped. 
 
    “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Of course. I’m just concerned about how long it’ll take to kill all of them.” 
 
    “I think you might be surprised at how deadly we are.” He finished the taco appreciatively as his interface flashed. 
 
    Buff of Georgine’s Special Taco 
 
    Plus two to Vitality and Strength. Duration: 12 hours. 
 
    Mike wasn’t joking when he called it buff food. Twelve hours would hopefully last him the entire fight. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” Omala continued. “If we kill one per second, it’ll literally take a week.” 
 
    “I thought they swarmed.” 
 
    “They will, but one per second is still a lot. Especially sustained over a long period.” 
 
    Adrian crinkled his nose and waved a hand, dismissing the objections. “My air blades can take out twenty or thirty at a time. If they’re really packed together, then each spear will add another five. Add in Jules and the rest of you . . .” He shrugged as they exited the warehouse and started walking towards the bridge. 
 
    “I don’t understand how.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Jules go berserk when she was far weaker than what she is now. My magic has also killed hundreds of creatures in seconds.” It was an exaggeration but still feasible considering his latest upgrades. “I think it just depends how nicely they clump for us.” 
 
    “They’ll clump,” Omala promised. “So many they’ll be the only thing you can see. It’s what makes them so fearsome.” 
 
    When they reached the bridge, it was thrumming with activity. Several large, leather-bound wooden structures were already in place. 
 
    “Ours.” Omala pointed at the smallest of the structures. It sort of had the dimension of a truck trailer but was only two meters tall. “It’s called a rebout.” 
 
    She led them to the shelter. It was a strange design, but Omala disappeared inside of it and the folds of leather swung inwards behind her. “You open it up to fight, then close it if you’re getting in trouble.” She quickly demonstrated. 
 
    “What happens if you can’t shut them?” 
 
    Omala hesitated. “Hoppers aren’t very agile and they don’t have hands, so it doesn’t matter too much. It should be fine if the flaps don’t close all the way. Everyone, come in.” 
 
    Adrian grabbed Jules to hold her back. 
 
    “Are you guys coming?” Omala asked. 
 
    “Jules and I won’t be in the structure, so don’t worry about us.” 
 
    Once everyone else got a good look, Adrian went in anyway just to see what they had put together in less than twenty-four hours. There was no floor. Their feet were on the grass and everything seemed to be light. The supportive wood looked to be flimsy and the roof was just stretched leather skins. 
 
    Omala continued her briefing. “When we’re ready to move, we have key people. Four weight bearers.” She pointed at the fabric handles that were attached to the major support structures. There was one pair was close to the front and another at the back. “And the spotter.” She nodded at the front of the structure. For the first time, he noticed wooden slats that could be opened to let the spotter see outside. “The hoppers can’t get through those gaps.” Mike went to stand in the spotter’s position and the others spread out. “Everyone can help, but the four lifters are critical.” 
 
    “Lift,” Mike instructed. Instantly, all four handles were grabbed, and the rebout rose off the ground. 
 
    “Note the weighted-down flaps,” Omala pointed out. Adrian looked at them curiously. They were rolled up along the bottoms of the walls so that they unfurled when the structure lifted. It was not an airtight seal, but it covered most of the space under the rebout. “They’ll stop the hoppers from getting underneath us.” 
 
    Very clever. 
 
    “Forward march.” 
 
    They started moving and Adrian kept pace easily enough. The whole thing was designed to have people fighting next to each of the window spaces, so there was plenty of room to move. After the training facility, he was used to coordinating his movement with others. 
 
    “Down.” 
 
    The lifters put the structure down. They had moved ten metres forward. 
 
    “Our biggest threat is being overwhelmed by either a swarm or too many dead hoppers,” Mike explained. “This structure is designed to be moved regularly to avoid either of those scenarios. When the dead pile up to waist level, we lift and move.” 
 
    Curiosity satisfied, Adrian exited the rebout. He would let Omala and Mike train the team in peace. The rebouts were a clever idea and would serve them well. He moved right to the edge of the bridge. Omala joined him. “Why aren’t you helping Mike?” 
 
    “Mike knows what to show them. Two bosses just cause confusion.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I think when we start the fight, Jules and I will go first.” 
 
    “That’s not a—” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Adrian said, tired of the misplaced concern. It was understandable for someone who had never seen him in a battle to be worried. “Charlotte would be fine by herself, too. But she will stay with that crew”—he nodded back to Mike—“to keep you guys alive in case it goes to shit. Jules and I, in the meantime, can draw the hoppers away from the rebout. Then, you guys can get your bearings and attack while Jules and I keep the swarm busy. We’ll buy you some time.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “If I get in trouble, I’ll retreat to the bridge.” There was nothing he could promise about Jules, but with her new static electricity, he doubted these things could hurt her. 
 
    Omala nodded. “Good luck.” 
 
    Spear in hand, he walked forward. His plan was simple: switch between internal haste, hiding, and spell-casting. If he got in trouble, he would bring battle wraith out to clear the way. 
 
    “Wait for me!” Jules yelled behind him. 
 
    He kept walking, hopping easily up to the top of the barricade. One jump and he could grab the bonnet of the top car to pull himself fully up. He knew he probably could have used wind to achieve the same outcome, but this method worked just as well. On the Wodonga side of the barricade, the construction was sturdier. Leather skins stretched down, and he knew they were treated with the same material as the rebouts were. It was a perfectly smooth ramp with no stairs. Adrian looked around and found a manual winch lift on the other side of the platform. 
 
    With a shrug, he jumped off the side. It was a solid three-metre drop onto concrete. 
 
    A Wind Gust from the spear caught him and slowed him down just before he hit the ground. He had been planning on stepping, but that worked almost as well. Despite slowing down, his knees jarred slightly upon impact. 
 
    A hopper jumped at him. He stabbed it through the centre. Individually, they were flimsy creatures, all mouth and teeth. They were plastic shopping bags out of a nightmare. 
 
    His target deflated slightly and slid off his spear when he flicked it. There was a bit of mass near the short legs that propelled them, but the rest of the body was delicate. Somewhat relieved, he kept walking, thrusting the spear through each one as he passed them. Because they were close to water, none had sounded their summoning call. However, he knew it was only a matter of time. 
 
    Behind him, he heard a thud followed by a curse. Jules had seen him jump and done the same thing but had no air cushion to protect her from her own foolishness. He stabbed another hopper and with Magic Focus he saw the call finally go out. The hoppers nearby jolted in response. Another Step, spear flashing out. More alarm signals flared, and more creatures reacted to the summons like massive ripples stretching across a pond from a single stone. 
 
    That was how it worked. Each one might only emit a modest signal, but the chain reaction they set off would have hoppers kilometres away turning toward him. 
 
    Adrian kept walking, unfazed. They were coming. Now his spear thrusts were killing two at once. One kill per second on average, and he had not even exerted himself beyond light warm-up exercises. Given his recent training, this might not even be considered a warmup. 
 
    Jules jogged up to his side. Arcs of electricity were shooting out of her. 
 
    “Don’t get too close,” he warned her warily. 
 
    “Boo,” she said, jumping over and grabbing him. “No sparks.” 
 
    “What about Ashmal?” 
 
    “When I don’t like someone, my control just . . . slips.” They both laughed, walking shoulder to shoulder, easily swinging their weapons. The buzz in the air grew louder as the hoppers summoned more of their brethren to attack the interlopers in their territory. 
 
    It was taking increasingly more effort to keep the space around them clear. Adrian found he needed internal haste running just to keep up with the number launching at them. 
 
    Jules drifted away for a moment, and Adrian wondered why until he saw arcs of electricity bringing down the hoppers. It felt like they were coming from everywhere; the air was filled with them wherever he looked. He spun the spear like a quarter staff, not caring which end hit the creatures. Wind Gusts created fleeting pockets of space around his body. Knocking away hoppers trying to attack his back and pushing others into the path of his spinning blade, it felt like he was fighting underwater. Each body that he crushed created only a tiny bit of resistance, but the volume quickly added up. 
 
    Standing still was not an option. If he paused for a second, the swarm would bury him. The battered, torn corpses were piling up everywhere, creating the new dilemma of where to place his feet. 
 
    “See you when they’re all dead!” Jules yelled. She was not laughing yet, but it was only a matter of time. 
 
    They were everywhere. Adrian swung furiously. He had wanted to clear the area around the bridge. Not that he could see the bridge anymore. Just hoppers everywhere he looked. 
 
    Maybe if I move away, they’ll follow. 
 
    Triple Blade sailed out. Air, ice, and fire. It slashed out in a blaze of power for twenty metres in each of the three directions. It instantly killed maybe a hundred hoppers, but it hardly reduced the swarm. The gap he created was filled almost instantly from all directions. Sometimes they hopped and occasionally they floated down from above. Gravity seemed to have only the slightest control over them. 
 
    He used his spear lunge to move and then stabbed and spun for a while. A small part of him wondered whether he could sustain this level of focus and energy. A mouth bit on his calf. Adrian smacked it away instinctively. Its teeth only grazed his armour. An ambitious hopper tried to swallow his head, briefly encasing his skull within its flimsy body. It was like looking through a jellyfish; mucus was everywhere, and it smelt of carrion, but as he swung the helmet, the sharp edges he never noticed near the ears cut the creature apart from the inside and ripped him free. Luckily, his skull was too large to bite down on. It had come from his blind spot. A larger one would have been a problem, especially if its teeth reached his neck. 
 
    His spear pulsed in support. It would stop that from happening again and protect his blind spot. 
 
    Adrian kept moving. He was no longer trying to hold his position. Instead, he was targeting less dense areas to retreat into. Squeezing into the space next to the wall. Manoeuvring through a house. There were hoppers indoors, but for the first time since they swarmed, he could be clear of the crushing claustrophobia. They boiled after him through the door. Some even started eating the wall. Biting in and spitting out chunks of wood the size of softballs. 
 
    Houses were not safe, but they provided a brief respite. He kept moving, absolutely stunned at the numbers that he was facing. Millions. He remembered how casually he reacted to that number during his preparation; easier said than done. The wall behind him crumbled away, and he walked calmly out of the house on the other side. He killed the pair of hoppers he ran into, but the vortex of calls echoing throughout Wodonga meant they did not immediately swarm his new location. 
 
    Then they wised up, and he was inundated once more. 
 
    He fell into a cycle. Use the forty seconds each house bought him before the place was torn apart to recover his energy. Then use spear skills until the swarm grew too dense. Finally, explode with magical attacks to create space to retreat into a different structure. Over fifty houses must have been trashed in his wake. 
 
    The sun set, and he kept going. After all, light made no difference with his vision. Often, he followed the dense patches rather than running from them. It was not a small town, but it was large enough that he did not run into his teammates. Of course, he heard Jules in the distance regularly, laughing away. That unhinged laughter must have been infused with some of her bard skills, because it seemed like it found him wherever he was fighting. Now that it was night, he could see the sparks of her lightning storms two blocks away. 
 
    His arms screamed with pain, and his body wanted to collapse unconscious. Finally, he headed back to the bridge. He disappeared into a house and then, in battle wraith form, bolted through three more and completely lost the hoppers that were following him. 
 
    When he consulted the map, he discovered he was on the far side of town. It was almost five kilometres to the bridge. Jules was even farther from Albury, judging by the electricity. Throughout all that desperate fighting, he had not realised he had travelled so far. He assumed he was spinning in circles. 
 
    As he returned, he counted the hoppers that he passed. There were nowhere near as many as earlier in the day. All the hoppers he saw were drifting toward those distant sparks of Jules’s magic. That summoning energy filled the area, instinctively drawing them to Jules. Given enough time, she would kill all of them. He understood her build enough to know she would not get tired when there were monsters to kill. 
 
    With a sigh, he continued back to the bridge. As he walked, he was stunned by the number of corpses in the street. They were dense enough that he had to consciously navigate around them. About three kilometres from the bridge, he saw the glint of torch light ahead of him with no living hoppers within its reach. 
 
    When he got closer, it was clear that he was observing a massive recovery operation. There must have been almost a hundred people in the street using knives to process hopper bodies. He did not recognise anyone, so he kept walking, keeping Ambusher’s Steps active so that he did not accidentally scare the workers. One street over, he saw another collection group, then a third. 
 
    When he reached the bridge area, he finally found Omala standing next to a trader. 
 
    “You must be exhausted,” Adrian said to Omala. 
 
    She looked at him and startled. “You’re back? You’re the first!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I left the others once we could expand the operation.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “At last report, Jules was roaming in the southwest side of town and the rebout is in central West Wodonga, protecting the scavenging parties.” Given how the monsters swarmed any threats, just being there killing hoppers would ensure that the work groups were protected. Adrian realised he was about to be sent out to fight for a little longer. 
 
    “Where do you need me?” 
 
    Omala studied the map on the table next to her. It was an old satellite image of Wodonga with faded lines and drawings still visible from past uses. A treasure trove of Legos had been repurposed to mark the different groups. “Gathering parties, rebout, Jules,” she said, moving a Lego person slightly farther west. “The scattered red dots are active hoppers.” 
 
    “You want me here, don’t you?” he asked, pointing towards a spot between Jules and a gathering party. 
 
    “Maybe here.” She pointed. “And I’ll get the rebout to move.” She shifted the rebout block of Lego up. “Mike?” The communication clicked on. “Can you move two hundred metres north?” 
 
    “Confirmed.” 
 
    “You disabled your communication,” Omala said with a tone of reproach. “It would’ve been nice to coordinate with you.” 
 
    “I was kinda busy.” 
 
    “Yeah, when they swarm, they sure are intense.” 
 
    Her finger was tapping the spot she was sending him. Reminding him that he had places to be. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 62 
 
    Adrian initiated battle wraith and in only thirty seconds he was standing at the spot Omala wanted him to guard. He touched his communication device. “I’m in position.” 
 
    “Roger.” If Omala was impressed by his speed, she did not show it. 
 
    “I’m going to gather them.” 
 
    The density of hoppers was reasonably low. With no undue exertion, he slaughtered enough to elicit the thrumming call that would peel all strays towards him. 
 
    For the first few minutes, it was altogether too easy. His Shadow Steps were fully regenerated, and he did not have to use magic. But slowly the numbers increased, and he started moving in a circle around the school grounds that he was occupying.  
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    “Listening.” 
 
    “Head half a kilometre south.” 
 
    “And keep all these on my tail?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He did as instructed, heading south with regular zig-zags to build up a processional of hoppers behind him. The hoppers’ angry hum was starting to sound like comforting music. If he kept going in the same direction, they would sweep past him and then swarm. Each time he zigzagged, it seemed to disrupt that pack hunting instinct as they slowed briefly to make sure they were on the right path. 
 
    Happy with his position, he walked a long rectangle while killing the gathering masses. Walking along one side of the road, then crossing it. Rinse and repeat. While it did not get easier, it certainly felt a lot less oppressive than it had at the beginning of the day. There was no longer any need to duck through houses, so either he had improved remarkably or there were considerably fewer hoppers than there were earlier. It was almost assuredly the second, he realised. 
 
    The surrounding volume steadily decreased. 
 
    “Adrian, you can withdraw. Rebout, move a kilometre south.” 
 
    By the time he returned to Omala, he was exhausted. She handed him a flask. “Find somewhere to sleep until the morning. You’re going to craft.” So that was why he had been summoned back first. 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    “All safe,” Omala looked at the map. “Or at least not hurt.” 
 
    Adrian looked around. He was tempted to just collapse where he was. Too tempting, he decided after considering running back to the training facility. “Someone wake me up if anything nasty is coming.” 
 
    With a deep sigh, he collapsed on the ground. He pulled out his sleeping bag and camp stone, downed the flask, and shut his eyes. 
 
    Adrian woke up with a start. Sun streaming into his eyes. It was like a carnival around him. There were people everywhere; he was amused to find he was not the only person who had crashed in the open in front of the river. Others had followed his example, trusting camp stones and sheer numbers to keep them safe from threats. 
 
    He sat up and looked around more carefully. Things looked even more organised than they did last night. Three extra traders had appeared. There was even a picket of sentries protecting the outside of the makeshift camp. Many tables had been put down and corpses were being processed upon them. Lines of workers expertly dumped the hopper bodies out of a bag of holding and stripped them. They separated and placed the different components into various other bags. 
 
    His gaze switched to the other side of the camp. A quarter of the space had been dedicated to crafting. Big cauldrons boiling the precursor reagents for him. There were around sixty people active and several more floating in and out. It was an incredible effort and Adrian understood the volunteers would all funnel towards him. 
 
    They needed all the energy they could get. Extra energy to spend meant both a faster and safer journey. A day of crafting was the right decision. 
 
    Standing up and walking towards the alchemists. Before Adrian took six steps, a young boy clutching a hamburger ran up to him. “What?” 
 
    “Instructions,” the boy squeaked. “Everyone gets a burger when they wake up.” 
 
    “Do you know how the fight went?” 
 
    The kid looked scared at being addressed. “We won,” he stuttered. 
 
    “Any deaths, injuries.” 
 
    “One of the gathering parties got partially swarmed by a pack when opening up a house. Luckily no one died.” 
 
    “Amongst the fighters?” 
 
    The kid shook his head vigorously. “No, they were fine.” Then he spotted someone else waking up and went running off.   
 
    Adrian ate while he finished striding over to what was clearly the alchemical area. Instantly, a woman with a gold sash approached him. 
 
    “Adrian.” 
 
    He tried to recall the name. “Sam?” 
 
    “Jenny,” she corrected gently. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m just bad at names.” 
 
    “We won’t be ready for ten minutes, but first let me introduce you.” She proceeded to introduce the twenty runners whose job it was to keep a bag of holding open and the right chemicals flowing to him at the right times. 
 
    Experience: 54,512 (plus 6,340) of 55,000 required for Level 5 
 
    It was a significant jump in experience, but given that he had killed potentially hundreds of thousands of hoppers, he had expected more. 
 
    The interface flashed. 
 
    Slayer of Hoppers (Level 5) 
 
    Having killed over 400,000 hoppers, experience gained from the species is reduced by a factor of 800. 
 
    Adrian searched for the battle logs. A cut from the last group was presented. 
 
    Killed 100,000 Hoppers 
 
    Slayer of Hoppers (Level 5) active. 
 
    Base experience: 200,000 
 
    Minus level adjustment —187,123 
 
    Minus slayer adjustment —12,860 
 
    Total experience awarded: 16 
 
    No wonder the experience rewarded had been so low. Each hopper was worth just two experience each, and after level adjustments he needed to kill ten hoppers just to get a single point of experience. Factoring in the penalties for the slayer title, it was no surprise that he had not jumped up to level five. 
 
    Adrian sighed. He had expected something like this. Oh well. The system would give him a boost for generating all the energy from the corpses. 
 
    “You look exhausted,” Jenny said. 
 
    “Physically, I’m fine, but being out there and having those things swarming you for twelve hours . . . mentally . . .” He shrugged. “Even with the sleep, I’m still feeling it.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” Jenny admitted, looking out at the mass of activity. “There were only the three groups.” She shook her head. The number of people working was incredible and while Ashmal’s decision to screw them over had rankled, they ended up with far less waste and more energy by engaging with the town. Adrian wanted to hate the politician, but his heart was in the right place. If Adrian was in charge of Albury, he probably would have done the same. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Jenny said brightly. 
 
    “Time for more work,” he said with another heavy sigh while standing up. The last thing he wanted after the previous day was hours of focus, but it was necessary. Theatrically, he stretched and cracked his knuckles. “I need solutions A and B.” 
 
    Careful hands passed him both solutions, and his telekinesis whipped them into the air, hanging right in front of his eyes. Solution A, a thick yellow sludge, heated as he focused on it, even as the pale blue Solution B cooled and approached freezing. Both were ready at the same time, and he threw them together into a spare clean beaker. A tiny cyclone stirred the fluid. “Solution C,” he requested while heating the green liquid up. 
 
    The third ingredient was thrust at him and he added it to the green solution. He mixed and started cooling it until the layers separated. The beaker tipped under his focused control, pouring the valuable top layer out into a vial. He tossed the rest of the beaker into the open bag of holding designated for the expansive waste. 
 
    No bang. Good. 
 
    “More Solution A and B and a clean beaker, please.” His instructions were unnecessary, as three kids were already holding out what he requested; they were excited to help the local hero. Adrian restarted the delicate dance. Each batch took all his concentration. Repeat, repeat, using his magic almost constantly. 
 
    “Jenny, I need mana potions!” he yelled out. A fourth kid was holding out an open flask. “Can you just pour it down the hatch for me?” The young girl giggled and did as instructed, her arms barely reaching high enough to feed him the potion. He could have used his telekinesis but this way was more fun. 
 
    He kept going. Kids rather than adults were assisting him. None of them had an adult class, which meant they were under thirteen. He made a mental note to check how classes worked before getting back to Melbourne. After all, he would have to advise his own kids. 
 
    He mixed more potions. Balancing heat and cooling, throwing the waste product into bags of holding. Gulping down the now bitter-tasting mana potions when he needed them. 
 
    “Break,” Jenny declared. 
 
    “What?” He stopped and spread his legs to stop the world from swaying. 
 
    “Your quality is going down.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come over here.” She was standing next to a desk on which an open ledger book lay. “Have a look.” 
 
    Surprised, he examined the open page. There were two columns: time stamps in five-minute blocks and results of those batches, from failure to plus six. He had really been powering through the whole thing, completing eleven to twelve batches per five-minute window for about three hours. Judging from the report, however, it was obvious why Jenny had called a stop. For the last fifteen minutes, he had only created four plus fives and no plus sixes. Before that, he had been averaging twice the number of plus fives and at least one plus six. Failures had also increased. 
 
    “Good call,” he admitted. 
 
    “Thirty minutes,” she announced to everyone. “Go for a walk,” Jenny quietly suggested to him. 
 
    With a nod, he walked away, trying to wrap his head around how much potion he had just made. Every five minutes he had an average of eight successes, which was thirty doses with an average quality a little over four. He did the maths. That was over a hundred thousand energy every five minutes. Even if they were paying the support staff a fortune, his profits were huge. 
 
    An absolute mint. 
 
    “Adrian! Guess what!” Jules shouted excitedly. She was cradling her club like it was a precious baby. “We did it,” she crooned. She was bouncing up and down in excitement. 
 
    “Did what?” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and lightning snapped from them to strike a patch of ground twenty metres away. There was a crack of thunder. A few people jumped, but Jules did not seem to care. 
 
    “You learned the next stage of lightning.” 
 
    “Yep.” She beamed proudly, as if she didn’t just learn the new trick from another memory stone. 
 
    “Congratulations. How did it go last night? Did you get into trouble?” 
 
    “I learnt lightning,” she answered. 
 
    “Yeah, you told me.” Then he realised. “There’s something else, isn’t there?” 
 
    She jumped up and down in place and hugged her club tight to her chest. “It’s fixed!” 
 
    “Your bloodlust?” 
 
    “Yep! I can turn it on and off at will, full engagement or partial engagement.” 
 
    “Oh fuck.” Barbarian without the curse of bloodlust was the most fearsome class he could imagine. 
 
    “Yeah,” she chirped. 
 
    Adrian focused on her once more. 
 
    Level 40 Barbarian 
 
    This class earns bonuses to Vitality, Agility, and healing at the expense of bloodlust. 
 
    A barbarian does not rest until all their enemies are dead. 
 
    Then he looked closer. When bloodlust was activated, her Agility bumped up to almost three times her very low base; Vitality and healing doubled. All those stats in addition to her regeneration made for a deadly combination. But there was also a partial bloodlust option now, which lacked the healing and Vitality boost but kept the Agility. 
 
    His brain nearly short-circuited. When partial bloodlust was engaged, she still got twenty levels of Agility bonuses, the bonus twenty Vitality that she got from every other level from the class, the mana storm, troll aspect. It all added up. Without any downsides, she had at least an additional fifty levels of attributes. Expert club, expert lightning, advanced dodge. The last two were new. There was also a version of his internal haste that she had gained probably at the same time he had, though hers was only the basic level. That was all physical. On the magical side, she had poured fifteen status points into magic, which made her equivalent to a level-twenty spell caster. 
 
    “Like what you see?” she asked with a grin. 
 
    “Yeah.” His jaw was still hanging open, incredulous. “Magic still has a bit to go, huh?” 
 
    “I’ll get there,” she said. “Another ten levels and whoosh.” She clicked her fingers and lightning exploded up into the sky. 
 
    “Maybe just the two of us should go to Melbourne . . .” 
 
    Even as he said that, his thoughts went to the badge. 
 
    Chance of individual success 
 
    
    	 Group - ??? 
 
    	 Jules and Adrian - minus 4% 
 
    	 Adrian – no change. Estimated duration of journey doubles. 
 
   
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Nope,” he said with an apologetic smile. “The badge is convinced that our full group has a higher chance of success.” 
 
    “The monsters in the way must be brutal.” 
 
    “Yep.” They stood in silence for a moment. “When did you lose the bloodlust?” 
 
    “Just after it got dark.” 
 
    “Did you use your bard skills?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said with a wink. “The energy boost from the bard really made a difference.” Then she frowned. “But I couldn’t keep it up. When they got too dense, the damage would build up and force me to switch to full bloodlust for the Vitality and healing. I just had to balance the two. I mainly used partial after buying time by going through a house.” 
 
    “I did the same thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, once I could control bloodlust, I needed to worry about burning out mentally. That’s new for me.” 
 
    “I thought I was finally stronger than you.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” she answered. “Good thing we’re friends.” 
 
    They sat and had some pastries Jules had bought before he returned to Jenny. 
 
    After that, they cooked up potions in shifts of fifty minutes followed by a ten-minute break. Finally, the seemingly inexhaustible supply of glands dried up, and he was finished. Omala found him. The sun had just set. 
 
    “I’m going to sleep and in the morning, we leave at eight,” he told her abruptly. “I’m wrecked.” 
 
    He was not even planning on using a sleeping potion. His body craved natural sleep. 
 
    “Don’t you want to take inventory?” 
 
    “No,” he said with a heavy wave of his hand. “Just make sure that we keep a plus six for everyone coming to Melbourne and everyone who helped in the training facility,” he added after a moment’s thought. 
 
    “That’s very generous.” 
 
    Too tired for social niceties, Adrian simply walked away. He was then surprised when Jules fell in lock step beside him. With his thief skills, he blanketed them in privacy. “Take three hundred thousand from the profits,” he told Jules, “for both you and Charlotte.” He hesitated a moment. “Give her four because she’ll share with Mike. Spend it all on whatever you can buy that gets you stronger.” 
 
    “Everyone else?” 
 
    Another pause. Did he want to spend money on them? Not really, but the journey was dangerous and their company improved his chances of success. “Twenty thousand each.” 
 
    “Mum?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Just teasing. She can print money out of the training facility. She doesn’t need any charity.” 
 
    They had reached the training facility. 
 
    “Tomorrow then.” He departed and collapsed onto his bed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 63 
 
    Ten glorious hours of sleep later, Adrian woke, his body rejuvenated but his mind foggy. 
 
    How much time do I have? 
 
    45 minutes. 
 
    It was time to get going. He did not want to be late today, and he still needed to shop. 
 
    He was not sure what he could purchase that could help him; his Intelligence levels were capped. Probably potions to boost his attributes, replacements, rings, some knives, a necklace. Maybe if he had an Intelligence potion, he might be able to use the capacity to absorb some sort of anti-magic shield spell. 
 
    A quick shower and then he was out. 
 
    Omala was there. He waved and deviated. 
 
    “Jules had me distribute some of the money,” she said, flustered. “I wanted to say no.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Adrian interrupted. 
 
    “But she’s scary,” Omala finished sheepishly. 
 
    “Sorry, I should’ve warned you, but I was a bit out of it last night. How did it all go? What’s my cut?” 
 
    “Twelve million.” She handed him a stone, not a chip. It glowed a brilliant aqua. 
 
    “That looks impressive.” 
 
    “I’m so glad to get rid of it. It was burning a hole in my pocket.” 
 
    “This is after Jules’s adjustments?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I guess potion-making was lucrative.” 
 
    “Very,” she agreed. “The town ran out of capacity to buy them, which helped a lot.” 
 
    “I need to upgrade.” He apologised for his abrupt exit and walked over to the trader. This was going to be interesting. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “You’re here to trade,” the earth elemental said to him in his usual squeaky voice. 
 
    “Yes. What can I get?” 
 
    The trader hummed to himself. “An almost infinite number of things.” 
 
    “What can I get that’s useful?” 
 
    “Ahh, always with conditions.” The trader chuckled to himself. “For a start, I would go with plus seven primary attribute potions. A hundred thousand energy each. A plus one standard attribute mind potion for three hundred.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The trader looked up at him. “They are very rare. Then you can get an advanced anti-magic shield memory stone. A taraliginc feather for a million.” 
 
    “What will that do?” 
 
    “Expand your air core and improve your aura,” the trader explained. “Maybe as much a hundred extra mana, but also improved air abilities. A second feather and ten cores from a tornado hawk for your spear. That would be another four hundred thousand. More cores would be better, but that’s all we have in stock.” He shrugged. 
 
    “What?” Adrian had not imagined for a moment that he could spend this much so quickly. 
 
    “Both of them will improve the next upgrades. It’s worth the investment, since the spear is right on the cusp of getting more power. The results are variable with something so complex, but hopefully it can develop the equivalent of your Wind Blades or maybe improve its Wind Gusts to air mastery. Then you’ll be able to fly. What else . . . let me see.” He dug out a ridiculous set of sunglasses and put them on. “Like I thought, there’s not much else to do on the personal front. As for gear, for seven million, we can give you a slight upgrade on your armour.” 
 
    His eyes almost fell out at that cost. 
 
    “Not sure it’s worth it to be honest. Some knives, some rings, and a new pendant would be reasonable. But I’m wondering if you just want to boost your attributes, or do you want to get more creative?” 
 
    “What does creative mean?” 
 
    The elemental rubbed its hands together in glee. “We choose rings to cover your weakness or improve a strength. If we’re going the creative route, I would recommend the following.” 
 
    His interface flickered. 
 
    Ring of Short Distance Teleportation  
 
    Passive skill. Activates upon detection of an incoming mortal blow. Teleports the user ten metres in a random direction. 
 
    Five charges. 19-hour recharge time per charge. 
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
    Ring of Friendly Shield 
 
    Active skill. Creates an invulnerable shield around an ally for one to four seconds. 
 
    One charge. 21-hour recharge time. 
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
    Ring of Magic Reflection 
 
    Active skill. Upon contact with an expert or below spell will reflect at caster. 
 
    Three charges. 18-hour recharge time. 
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
    Ring of Magic Deflexion 
 
    Active skill. Deflects expert-level or lesser spell. 
 
    Fourteen charges. 6-hour recharge time per charge. 
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
    Necklace of Spell Form Borrowing 
 
    Active skill. This necklace can absorb a single spell form at expert level or below at a time used by an enemy or ally. When mana is channelled through the necklace, the trapped spell may be used. Absorbed spell form can be used as often as mana permits until it decays between 4 and 15 hours after absorption. Expert spells have the shortest shelf life. 
 
    Mana control uses the user’s values. Ignores restrictive effects of auras. 
 
    “Wow.” The last line was important. Ignores the restrictive effects of auras, meaning he could use a spell from any school of magic. There was no need to restrict himself to his four magic flavours. 
 
    “If you want attribute boosts, then for the same price we can boost your mana by almost a thousand. Not an easy choice, is it?” The trader said. “If it helps, the creative solution requires a high skill level.” 
 
    “Skill is good,” Adrian confirmed, thinking about his internal haste ability. With that active, it should give him a chance to use the active skills effectively. Given that Jaracol would cheat, Adrian was sure he would use the active skills at the right time. 
 
    Thoughts? 
 
    Of course, there was nothing. If there was an obvious best answer, then the trader would have shared it with him immediately. 
 
    “What about the knives?” 
 
    The elemental looked him over. “For fighting, I recommend knives that include advanced knife fighting as part of their makeup, rather than just damaging modifiers.” 
 
    “Definitely knife fighting,” he concluded after a moment of thought. He toyed with the idea of having his daggers apply poison or fire damage, but it would be useless unless he could land a blow. He would only use the knife in desperation and if he was in a fight for his life, he wanted to know how to wield it. 
 
    “Can I also get something to stop magic?” 
 
    “Sure, but take the Intelligence potion first. And the rings?” the trader asked. 
 
    “Creative.” 
 
    The trader hummed happily and gathered a pile in front of Adrian. “We’ll round down. Five and a half million.” 
 
    Adrian pulled out his glowing rock. Once the trader was finished, the stone had shifted colour to sapphire. 
 
    Adrian downed the potions and then checked his statistics. 
 
    Attributes: 
 
    Inherent Healing --- N.A. Replaced by troll regeneration --- Population - 1.12 (+.03) 
 
    Vitality --- now 2.88 --- Plus 0.68 from Vitality Potion. Plus 0.02 from overexerting the body --- Population - 1.30 (+.02) 
 
    Physical Resistance --- 0.63 --- Population - 0.54 (+.02) 
 
    Magical Resistance --- now 0.18 --- Population - 0.06 
 
    Strength --- now 2.85 --- Plus 0.65 from Strength Potion --- Population - 1.15 (+.02) 
 
    Agility --- now 2.50 (+.1 from item) --- Plus 0.6 from Agility Potion--- Population - 1.27 (+.02) 
 
    Perception --- now 3.0 (+.1 item) --- Plus 0.6 from Training Facility --- Population - 1.12 (+.01) 
 
    Intelligence --- now 2.99 --- Plus 0.8 from Intelligence Potion --- Population - 1.13 (+.02) 
 
    Mana Control --- now 4.76 --- Plus 0.92 from Mana Control Potion --- Population - 1.2 (+.02) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 9.22 (4.5 items, 1.18 air mana) --- Plus 0.81 from Mana Pool Potion, Plus 0.12 from Mana Pathway (+.06 air mana), --- Population - 1.18 (+.01) 
 
    Mind --- 2.0 (+0.14) --- Plus 0.1 from Mind Potion, Plus 0.04 for extensive use --- Population - 0.207 
 
    Pathways and skills in progress 
 
    Identification Rank 7 (+ 2 from training facility) - Complete 
 
    Pathway of Regional Lakes and Waterways - 92% (+26%) 
 
    Pathway of Poison Resistance - 71% (+4%) 
 
    Wind Blade - Complete 
 
    Triple Blade - Complete 
 
    Mana Pathway - Complete 
 
    The time for training his physical attributes was gone. His power now was unimaginable relative to pre-Alpha levels. Unfathomable. Pre-Alpha, he would have been the strongest, most agile man in the world. 
 
    “How do I use the feathers?” 
 
    The trader handed him a memory stone. He placed it on his forehead. There was a familiar flood of information. 
 
    There were multiple ways to extract the power from the feather, but the method with the best yield was like a meditation technique. He could consume the feather raw but use air magic and telekinesis to pluck each fibre individually. Then when he had the right mass, he would curl it into a tight ball before soaking it in circulating air mana for five minutes. Then swallow. He could have about a fifth of the feather each session and absorb them over the next four hours. He had to maintain the right flow in his body while it was absorbing, though he could suspend the process for up to an hour. That was useful if he got caught in an unexpected battle. 
 
    The solution for the spear was quite different. It involved a complicated process of attuning the feather and then dissolving it in a special oil. 
 
    “I need . . .” he started, but the trader was already pushing over the components. “Thank you.” 
 
    Adrian hesitated, looking down at the last memory stone before lifting it to his head. Information blazed in. The anti-magic shield leached energy off the attacks that landed on it. It felt counterintuitive, but if he blocked earth attack with the earth-aspected shield, then he could suck some of the energy in to reinforce the shield further. As the tutorial continued, he realised that earth was a terrible example to use because earth had to be blocked before it could be incorporated into the physical material. Basically, he would have to catch Earth Spike power while it was in the ground. There was also the simple fact that he could only use earth magic internally. He had his limitations but also strengths. Now, if anything was stupid enough to attack him with fire, air, ice, or nature magic, he could stop their magic indefinitely. The ward snapped in place, and Adrian smiled. No matter how powerful a fire mage might be, they would be helpless while he stood behind this. 
 
    The absorb ability was nice, but given most magic types were not useable, its utility would be limited. He could block four types using the preferred method, and the others he would just need to handle with brute force. The memory stone also showed him how to create a general, all-purpose magic-blocking skill, the sort of thing he wished for when he fought Adhava. The general shield mostly deflected magic and blocked on average four times the magic that was pumped into it. 
 
    Good. 
 
    It was an excellent addition to his defence. Unless he fought a powerhouse mage, he should be able to outlast an opponent in a magic fight. He lowered the stone. It was a start, and it compensated for some of his weaknesses. Finally, he collected the rings and put them on. He would need to figure out what spell form was the best to incorporate into the necklace, but he would have several options to choose from. 
 
    He stepped away from the trader. 
 
    Everyone was standing there waiting for them. He smiled. 
 
    Not again. How long do I have? 
 
    3 minutes. 
 
    Closer than he would have liked, but he didn’t show it. “Great. We’re all early. Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 64 
 
    They headed west out of Wodonga. Thanks to the hoppers, everyone in Adrian’s crew boosted themselves up to level twenty-eight or twenty-nine. Adrian, of course, was displeased that he received the least experience and singlehandedly slaughtered the most hoppers of anyone in the group. His level penalty was brutal, especially with the addition of the slayer badge. He knew it made sense; the system would not want a single person clearing these infestations and getting unlimited experience from it. It was one of the controls the aliens had put in place to help the new Alpha physics sapient race survive their environment. They didn’t want to let humans’ culture and way of life get destroyed by a few overpowered individuals. It felt like the exploits usually worked in his favour, but not this time. This time, the rules sucked. 
 
    Adrian forced himself to breathe deeply as they walked. The resentment was misplaced. His group was now far stronger than it was before. One glance told him that. While four or five Strength may not seem huge, the level upgrades brought new skills that would help their team far more than raw attribute improvement would. It was almost the first thing Jaracol had taught him. Knowledge was power. 
 
    Besides their levels, they had spent a chunk of energy upgrading their gear. The half of them who used wooden weapons bought seed versions, thanks to whoever that mysterious crafter was. 
 
    “What’s with the sapient seeds?” Adrian asked Mike. 
 
    “Price,” he answered. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Wooden ones are cheap. The metal ones are way too expensive.” 
 
    Charlotte walked next to her boyfriend and admiringly patted the weapons at her belt. Twin axes that were clearly a sapient pair. “These are organic. Mainly wood, except for the edge. It’s made from some sort of shell.” She pulled it out and passed it to Adrian. 
 
    He studied the weapon, fascinated. The sharp axe edge Charlotte had described as a shell might have been part of a tooth, one designed for shredding rather than piercing. If that was the case, it came from something that was at least the size of the Bird. He swung it experimentally. It whistled nicely through the air, but it felt imbalanced. “Lacks weight in the head.” 
 
    “Yep,” Charlotte said. “I’m more of a speed build, so it works out, but Steve would need real metal. It would’ve cost him twenty times more. The lightness just makes it easier to get more slashing attacks in. It’s perfect for me, really. Oh! And the edge is enchanted to cut through anything. I can put on an affliction every time I slash.” 
 
    As Adrian handed the axe back, it seemed to almost leap into Charlotte’s hand. He could see that familiar maker’s mark of the tree inside the letter D. 
 
    “We should’ve bought them before we fought the hoppers.” 
 
    “Most of us did,” Mike told him. “Remember, I’m a strategist.” 
 
    “How do you reckon the towns are going to be?” Adrian asked as Jules moved up beside him. 
 
    “We’re completely blind,” Charlotte answered. “You’re not, but we are. But we’re all hoping it’s like how you guys described Wagga or the Rock.” 
 
    “It won’t be that easy,” Jules said. 
 
    “No,” Mike agreed. “That’s pretty obvious just from the monsters your badge knows about so far.” 
 
    They walked in silence. A small part of him considered looking for rare herbs, but it felt pointless with all the money in his bag of holding. What was a couple thousand energy to him now? 
 
    Instead, he processed the feather, following the instructions precisely. Extracting a thread of the feather, marinating it in air magic, and then swallowing. It was only a small piece of it, but the alien power roiled in his stomach, threatening in its intensity. He ignored the prickling sensation and instead focused on his meditation technique, modifying it to incorporate the alien power that was still throbbing in his gut. Running rotating streams of air magic over the alien energy and funnelling it up to his core. 
 
    Energy flowed from the feather. Some reached his air core and seemed to settle there, while other bits slipped into his aura. Adrian went slowly. If it took a day to absorb it, then so be it. 
 
    His energy rolled past the feather and swelled with its power. Instead of a manageable stream, it converted into a wild flood that hit his core, battering and improving it, increasing its mass, exactly as the trader promised. Adrian tried to moderate the flood of power and slow things down, but he worried about tampering with it. The feather was already smaller; it was going to take significantly less time for him to digest than the memory stones had indicated. Some factor of his meditation technique was speeding things up. It was only going to take six three-hour sessions to absorb the whole feather. While the flood of energy was unexpected and slightly uncomfortable, it was neither dangerous nor getting worse. With the meditation routine committed to muscle memory, his thoughts drifted once more. 
 
    When he got home, he would have more money than he would ever need. But just being home mattered more to him. A couple of minor obstacles, one major obstacle, and then he could hug his kids and sleep with Emily in his arms. He could not help but smile. 
 
    Jules nudged him lightly. “I know that look.” 
 
    “So why interrupt?” 
 
    “Tell me what you were thinking about.” 
 
    “Just getting home and seeing the family. Hugging the kids. That sort of stuff.” 
 
    Her smile was whimsical. “I pray every day that they’re safe.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why are you coming?” 
 
    “For you and Kozzie, of course.” She kicked the ground hard, and a lump of dirt flew ten metres before landing with a thump. Across from them, Omala startled. “It’s amazing what we can do now,” Jules said as they walked past the chunk she had casually blasted out of the earth. It was the size of a human skull. 
 
    “It sure is. Kozzie?” 
 
    “He wanted to see you to Melbourne, and he had a big family there. They should know that he died a hero.” 
 
    “You have friends there?” he asked. Jules waved a dismissive hand at that. “How about family?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We might catch up, but . . .” Another shrug. “I’m close to Alice, but that’s all. Honestly, what’s the chance of her still being alive?” It was cold, brutal pragmatism and without the plant’s gift and the interface’s hints, Adrian would think the same about his own family. 
 
    She was really coming all this way to Melbourne just for him. Leaving her mum to see him home safely. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m going for Kozzie.” As evidenced by the flush of her cheeks, she recognised that she was lying to herself. “And you better get a happy ending. Otherwise . . .” She stopped herself. 
 
    “Thank you,” he repeated, wrapping her in a small, one-armed hug. 
 
    They made amazing time. The Alpha beasts that saw them clearly considered them too dangerous to fight. In less than four hours, they walked around a large hill that was covered with critters that looked like turkey-sized frogs from a distance. Barnawartha, their first pitstop, was just beyond the hill. 
 
    “I want to kill them just to see what their legs taste like,” Praveen said. 
 
    “I had frog legs once,” Adrian volunteered. 
 
    “Like chicken, right?” the older female ranger said. “Boring and bony.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wasn’t a fan.” 
 
    Mutated Growling Frogs 
 
    This native Earth creature has mutated by increasing in size and developing a devastating sonic-based attack. 
 
    Without the sonic attack, they were trivial, but Adrian kept searching. Deeper in the colony, there were frogs with growth and illusion abilities. One frog combined sonic blast with a rush ability. There were more with many different types of earth magic. 
 
    His badge of hidden intelligence kicked in. It allowed the interface to share patterns that might indicate when something sapient was directing a group of monsters. The distribution of frogs was purposeful. The more powerful ones were central, with the disposable, weaker frogs on the edge of the colony. 
 
    “We don’t want to go near them,” Adrian told the others. 
 
    “But frog legs,” Praveen said, sounding wounded. 
 
    “They’re a lot more powerful than they look.” 
 
    Mike appeared perplexed. “You’re going to have to explain how. All the ones I see are weak.” 
 
    “Can you identify any in the centre?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Trust me. The weaker ones are on the outside.” 
 
    Mike still looked sceptical. 
 
    “They’re projecting conformity and weakness to lull prey in,” Adrian told him tiredly. “I can see earth frogs with the power of around a level-twenty human. Other ones can grow to the size of a horse. That small one?” He knew Mike could not check, but he pointed to a small frog with an orange tint. “That little shit can breathe fire.” 
 
    It might have had that ability, but it was too far away for even Adrian’s identification to trigger. 
 
    “We should avoid them, then.” 
 
    Luckily, the highway went around the hill. Not that it was easy to tell; the road had crumbled to the point where it was almost non-existent in some places. A variety of weeds, grasses and the Alpha equivalent of both had taken over the former multi-lane road. Two months had been more than enough time. How quickly the vestiges of civilised society had been stripped away was sickening. Then again, Adrian’s own development was even scarier. 
 
    A short time later, the town came into view. 
 
    “It looks populated.” 
 
    Had been and probably still was. Adrian inspected the route into town critically. The flora was tamer than usual, maybe because of the extra concrete or better craftmanship of the houses or roads. The road they walked on went from a flat overgrown track to real bitumen, though it was perforated with potholes. 
 
    Something was wrong. A note out of place. Adrian’s Perception triggered and screamed at him. The new skill, Ambusher Identification, was buzzing out of control. He focused harder, trying to find the source of concern. 
 
    His blood went cold. “Shintopurs!”. There was a jerk of surprise from Jules. She, unlike the others, had fought them. “They set up an ambush.” 
 
    Now that he had seen one, his ability kept triggering. 
 
    “At least twenty in ambush,” he reported. His mind was racing to understand what had happened. They were expected to be half a day away from here. Was this the same group? A different tribe? Did the badge know they were here? Or did it know but had decided they were too weak to warrant continuous monitoring? And why would the trader tell him they were rare on Earth? There were not supposed to be any others in the world, let alone such a large party so close to Albury. 
 
    For whatever reason, they were here and had set up an ambush. Did that mean that the town had already been wiped out? 
 
    Fuck them! Vermin. He would personally wipe them out. 
 
    “Plan?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Working on it,” Mike said quietly, intently focused. “I can only see five, but I guess my Perception isn’t as high as yours.” 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian agreed. “And we need to assume that I haven’t spotted all of them.” 
 
    After a few more seconds, Mike turned to face the group. “Okay, this is what we’re doing.” 
 
   



 

 Chapter 65 
 
    “Galan,” Mike said, spinning to face the young archer. “I need you up the hill. You’re a spotter to make sure none of them sneak away.” 
 
    “Rinky-dink.” 
 
    “The rest of us group together. Ranged defence out. Adrian, put a projectile barrier on as many people as possible. Charlotte, Jules, Praveen, and Adrian out front. Healers are in the centre. We throw the first punch and then counter hard.” 
 
    “Or we can shoot them from afar,” Adrian suggested. “Not risk ourselves.” Something about Mike’s plan was not sitting right with him. 
 
    “We want to finish them off,” Mike disagreed, “not scatter them. This gives us the best chance of preventing any escapes.” 
 
    “It seems risky.” 
 
    “At worst, we lose someone’s personal magic shield.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Adrian replied. He reached up to touch his new necklace. “Jules, can you share your lightning spell?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You need to cast it without power so my necklace can learn the pattern, and then I can cast the spell.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Mike asked, staring at his neck. His hand twitched as he resisted the urge to reach out and grab it. 
 
    “It’s a tool that can absorb a spell form and use my mana to cast it myself.” 
 
    “That’s an impressive piece of jewellery. But honestly, did it not occur to you to ask your battle strategist for advice?” 
 
    “No,” he said defensively. “I’m more than capable of making my own decisions.” 
 
    “What other toys do you have?” Mike asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Rings to block or reflect magic, self-teleport to avoid a mortal blow, and a shield for an ally.” 
 
    “Okay, use them however you want. But lightning is wrong for the free form spell. Omala’s strong heal is the best choice.” 
 
    Adrian hesitated. Boosting a team’s healing was not the dumbest suggestion, especially given the fact that Omala’s healing spell would probably be four or five times more efficient than his Lay of Hands. 
 
    “We don’t need more offence for this battle,” Mike continued, clearly seeing that his persuasion attempt was working. “We have the firepower to take out a hundred shintopurs. What we need to do is prevent tragic accidents.” 
 
    Adrian nodded. “You’re right.” He turned to face Omala and without prompting, she showed the skill. He felt the necklace go to work, absorbing her healing spell. “Oh,” Adrian said in surprise. “It didn’t imprint completely. You’ll need to do it again. What level is it?” 
 
    She cast the spell once more. “Expert.” 
 
    Internally, Adrian whistled at that piece of information; the heal was ten times more efficient than his Lay of Hands. 
 
    “Done,” he confirmed. “We should test it out.” Adrian looked around hopefully. To test it properly, they needed an accidental injury. 
 
    Everyone shook their head or avoided eye contact. Mike grimaced and then broke the silence. “We need to test. I’ll do it.” 
 
    Jules was swinging even before he finished the sentence. She targeted his lower leg and there was a sickening crack. Mike howled. 
 
    Adrian activated internal haste and cast the spell almost instinctively. It was easy. He just needed to feed the power through the necklace and the magic washed out. Mike’s foot was briefly facing the wrong way and then it snapped back to normal with a sparkle of white light. 
 
    Mike’s scream shut off instantly. Charlotte gripped her axes and marched towards Jules, who had stepped back, holding her hand out in a pacifying gesture. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Charlotte went flying. She hadn’t done anything yet, but it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    “It worked,” Adrian said quietly. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Mike snarled. “You could’ve warned me.” 
 
    “It’s like taking off a band-aid,” Jules said defiantly under their stares. “You just have to rip it off.” 
 
    “So you hit him without asking?” Charlotte accused. 
 
    “I understand you’re mad,” Jules said hurriedly. “I know it looked an attack, but it wasn’t! And look.” She pointed. “Mike isn’t even upset.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at her boyfriend. Some of the tension left her. Jules was exaggerating. Mike was still angry but not violent. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” Adrian said, trying to calm the atmosphere. “Now we know we have an extra healer.” 
 
    Mike, meanwhile, was looking down at his leg and flexing his foot. “Yep, healed perfectly.” He looked up. “We move out in two minutes.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Charlotte asked him. Mike nodded stoically. Adrian stifled a snort. 
 
    Jules was smirking slightly and moved to stand next to Adrian. “Young’uns these days don’t know what real pain is,” she said in an exaggeratedly husky voice. 
 
    He laughed at that, remembering their shared experience of the troll cores. “Probably should’ve hit Charlotte. She wouldn’t have screamed.” 
 
    “Nah, she would’ve dodged. Plus, hitting Mike was sort of cathartic.” 
 
    Jules had not moderated her voice at all, and everyone including Mike turned to gawk at her. 
 
    “She was joking,” Adrian said hurriedly. “She has a weird sense of humour.” That was a lie. 
 
    They moved forward. Falling into the positions that Mike instructed. Praveen had pulled out his giant shield to prepare for arrows. 
 
    Walking into the ambush, Adrian wondered what the shintopurs were thinking. They must know that they had been turned into the hunted. They must have seen his team pause and re-position, Praveen bringing out the shield and Adrian casting his magic on everyone. They must have watched it, but what could they do? They were dug in, so it was best to wait for an opportunity to shoot their arrows even if they were exposed. 
 
    Adrian pondered their tactics. Approaching shintopurs like this felt wrong. He remembered when the arrows of a much smaller group had surged toward Jules. “Mike, are they going to target individuals?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What?” Adrian asked. Internal alarm bells were ringing. If they focused on one person, then the risk skyrocketed. The closest shintopur was just metres away, and he realised he should have had this conversation before they started moving. 
 
    “They won’t know about our personal defensive shields from the facility. If their arrows land, a shield will get popped, but only one.” 
 
    Adrian’s mouth went dry and his blood thundered. Mike had not thought things through. Mike’s plan relied on an immense amount of faith in the shintopurs’ ability to coordinate. Everything would need to hit simultaneously for the shields to work as Mike imagined. Adrian could remember all too clearly when Jules and Steve had coordinated their strikes, one hitting just before the other so that the second blow sailed through unimpeded. The massed projectiles would not hit simultaneously. 
 
    Battle wraith. Internal haste. 
 
    The two abilities expanded, combining and speeding up. He would not wait for a volley of arrows to hit him—he would already be moving. 
 
    Adrian watched the camouflaged spot closest to him intently. An arrow would burst out and then he would step. 
 
    A glint of metal. 
 
    Step! 
 
    Buff of Strength and Growth. 
 
    Who did they target? Close to thirty arrows hammered through the space he was just standing in. 
 
    Anger filled him. 
 
    What a fuckhead. Who was Mike to gamble with their lives? If that had been Charlotte or even Praveen, despite his giant shield, they would have been in trouble. Luckily, the shintopurs had targeted him alone. Probably because they had seen him using magic. 
 
    Idiot! 
 
    Human lives had to come first. There were safer options. Obvious ones! 
 
    That was a conversation for later. They were already exposed. Right now, the vermin needed to be swept aside. 
 
    He could feel the Mind abilities of his battle wraith form activating. The shintopur fighters exploded into action. Jules charged the closest one to her. Praveen moved ahead ponderously as Charlotte danced forward. 
 
    Several arrows that were intended for Adrian had struck the central party, but most flew wide or got knocked away by their ranged defences. There were a few blue sparks, but no massive cascades that he associated with a proper blow. 
 
    Step, stab, step, stab. 
 
    Adrian was a whirlwind around the edge of the battlefield. With his magic weapon and ridiculous power, the shintopurs’ plain armour parted like silk. He punctured hearts with the ease and precision of a surgeon, and then ripped the blade to shred them. Inherent healing didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He paused for a moment. He stood behind a shintopur with a magical metal breastplate. He had forgotten they could do that. With his spear, he knocked the helmet forward and the creature’s chin dropped into its chest, exposing the back of its neck. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    Released just a finger’s width from the purple fur. The skin parted, and the backbone split open. The head flopped, held to the body by a strip of armour. Precise execution. 
 
    These bastards had to die. That artificial directive that controlled them meant he had no choice. 
 
    Step, stab, step, stab. 
 
    Another one with magic armour. When he landed next to it, it was already spinning, neck exposed. Convenient. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    The head went flying as the blade sliced through completely. The extra three mana paid for itself. 
 
    Step. Stab. 
 
    He stopped to look around at his teammates. It had been six or seven seconds at most, and no one looked hurt. He was breathing heavily, having chained so many Steps that he had depleted even the extra ones granted by the battle wraith form. 
 
    The battlefield was calm, but he stayed tense, scouring for surprises. There were a couple of arrows protruding from corpses, so Felicity had obviously landed some shots. No signs of magic wounds, which meant both the Beatrice the fire and Andrew the earth mages had not had time to enter the battle. Fair enough. 
 
    Perception triggered. There was another shintopur hiding behind a rock. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. 
 
    A Mind thread lashed out at it, and he could feel its surface thoughts. They were completely alien, so he tore himself away. Getting lost in that mess would trigger a migraine. His offensive Mind abilities would work, but the more nuanced varieties were pointless. It did, however, give him an idea. 
 
    Mind threads spread out. As a surveying technique, they were powerful, scanning over fifty metres away from him, unimpeded by trees and rocks. 
 
    The threads tagged the hidden monsters. Seven in total and all of them were close. With so few of them, they were hardly a threat. Adrian suspected even Andrew, their earth mage, could take on the remaining ones by himself. 
 
    “That was quick,” Jules said, looking curiously over at a group of the creatures she had hit with a lightning bolt. Her club had flattened one of them. “I guess they’re not a challenge anymore.” 
 
    “There are more.” Jules’s eyes shot up, alert. “Seven,” he clarified. 
 
    “Where?” Mike asked. 
 
    Adrian held up a hand. “Just give me a second. I’m out of Steps.” While he did not think they could escape, there was no point in taking chances. 
 
    He saw movement at eighty metres. Separate from the seven hidden ones. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    He loosed the arrow almost instantly. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Two shintopurs were running, abandoning their hiding spots. One was out of his range but angled close to Galan, so Adrian let the kid take care of it. A single shintopur would be easy enough for the ranger to take out. Adrian eyed the second one. It was bolting to carry news of the threat back to their main group. 
 
    His first arrow hit. Mind Spike had it clutching its head and keeling over. 
 
    Thawk! Thawk! 
 
    He watched both arrows strike the creature perfectly in the back. At his level, hitting a stationary target at eighty metres was an easy shot, especially with a touch of air infused to guide the arrows. 
 
    Adrian glanced over to the other running shintopur, which went down abruptly as arrows slammed into it. No noise, he noted absently. Smart kid. Without any warning, the shintopur had no time to dodge. Adrian frowned, annoyed at himself. He had not thought about suppressing sound when firing an arrow, and with the thief’s skill it was simple. Adding stealth arrows to his repertoire was a huge upgrade for hunting in the wild. 
 
    He shrugged the bow back to its spot on his back. The seven shintopurs had not moved and his mind thread yielded nothing about their motivation. 
 
    What’s the best way to flush them out? 
 
    Mind magic was probably the best technique to use. But if they were staying still . . .Adrian smiled. Then there was time to prepare. 
 
    He made eye contact with Charlotte and Jules and nodded toward a bush about twenty metres to their left. His steps were perfectly silent. If the shintopurs wanted to stay hidden, he might as well encircle them. 
 
    None of the shintopurs had moved. Surely, they knew they had been spotted. Their plan was clear. They had tactically conceded the battlefield and were dedicating all their remaining resources to sounding the alarm around the compound. They were going to fail. 
 
    From his new position, Adrian sent out another wave of scouting threads. There was an eighth. It had been just outside his range, but not any longer. Now it was also within the smaller reach of his offensive Mind attack. 
 
    Once he was in place, he pulled out his bow. Everyone’s hands tightened on the handle of their weapons. He built up a giant Mind Spike and let it loose. It shot across the space, slamming into the hidden shintopur. He expected it to burst out clutching its head, but nothing at all happened. 
 
    Confused, he extended a scouting thread, and what he discovered felt completely unfamiliar. The animal was fractured, broken, and weakening by the second. With a start, Adrian realised he was witnessing a dying brain. 
 
    The signals grew weaker until they faded completely. 
 
    “Hey!” Jules yelled out. He tensed, expecting the seven remaining opponents to jump out, but nothing stirred. 
 
    If he could kill them silently, he would. 
 
    Another Mind Spike formed. It crashed into the beast closest to him. This time, he was monitoring the process and saw the brain crack but not fragment. Without hesitation, he hurled a new spike into it and watched the thought structures disintegrate. Each of the pieces of broken consciousness faded away. 
 
    “Two down,” he announced. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mike asked. 
 
    “Mind attacks,” he answered calmly, already walking to a better position in order to hem in the remaining enemies. 
 
    The third victim took two spikes as well, though a single one probably would have sufficed. He was being cautious. 
 
    The fourth exploded from the ground, gripping its head. Charlotte instantly blocked the frantic beast, her axes moving in a blur. Then the rest tried to flee. 
 
    Step. Stab. 
 
    Then Adrian looked back, trying to decide which one to attack, but there was no need. The one closest to the main group fell prey to a combination of earth spikes and fire whip. Jules had taken out her two, though one had an arrow sticking out of its hamstring. Charlotte slaughtered a second as well. 
 
    “Good job,” he shouted. “Can you scout?” he asked, pointing at the older female ranger. 
 
    “Felicity,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Sorry. Felicity and I will scout. Everyone else can process the shintopurs. We’ll decide how we want to distribute them once they’re all collected.” 
 
    Adrian moved quickly, forming wider loops around the ambush point, looking for signs of any shintopurs. His mind threads supplemented his more traditional abilities, and a thread triggered on the hidden shintopur before Perception kicked in. The Ambusher identification skill went to work, but it felt pointless. The monster was crouched in the middle of a hollowed-out dead gumtree. 
 
    He used Flame Sprout to flush it from the tree and then killed it with his spear. The processing took a moment and he moved on. 
 
    “How are we splitting them?” Mike asked the moment Adrian returned. 
 
    The question made Adrian see red; there was something about the battle strategist that riled him. It was mostly that Mike had been willing to use him as bait. Yes, it had worked, but that was only because Adrian changed the plan. Battle strategist or not, he was no longer getting the final say in their decisions. Adrian was mature enough to recognise that his history with Charlotte was probably affecting both of their perceptions of each other. He did not care. Mostly. 
 
    “They belong to whoever got the kill.” 
 
    “What?” Charlotte asked in surprise. Adrian usually split everything evenly. Mike blanched, hearing the warning in Adrian’s tone. 
 
    “I think I killed at least twenty, actually more, but the others you can consider payment for your help. Jules got six, and the rest . . .” Adrian shrugged. “You know who got which kill.” 
 
    “Are you still pissed about the plan?” Mike finally asked. 
 
    “We’ll talk about that later,” Adrian said frostily while grabbing his cores from piles. Without hesitation, he handed four over to Jules. “You probably want dodge and evasion.” Now that she was no longer a true berserker, those previously useless skills would help her fight. His four cores added onto her six, which would bump both skills to the advanced level. 
 
    He grabbed a core from the pile and checked the options once more. 
 
    Nothing had changed. There was very little that he wanted, but he had thought it prudent to check in case something jumped out as important. There was nothing intriguing. His Perception and spear work were already immaculate. The offensive selection was useless, as he had no desire to learn any further weapon skills. Even the utility bits did not appeal to him—trapmaking, tactics, hunting. None of them would help him. Evasion and dodge were a different matter. They were no huge prize, but everything helped. He would use the cores to upgrade evasion closer to expert. 
 
    Once more, when he used them, the images swamped him. His interface took the unique physiology and converted it into useful pieces. There was no mucking around with pathways this time. The Agility boost sank straight in, and he knew his raw evasion ability had improved. Some of that new power flowed nicely into Shadow Evasion, improving it albeit only at the margins. After the fourth core, he concluded he was unlikely to get anything extra. After his training with the elementals, there was just not much more to learn. 
 
    In his interface, evasion was now marked as Expert, with “physical” only in brackets. He could probably do the same with dodge. A sudden slap of rejection from inside his head. Jaracol was warning him of danger. 
 
    Adrian understood what the interface was conveying. The thief stone filled his remaining learning capacity, but even as that knowledge was successfully embedded and made more space available, he had already used it. All that training. Then the potion created more, but his new magic shield had immediately consumed that. The system had limited storage for information. 
 
    With a sigh, he put down the core that he wanted to use. He had twelve left. 
 
    Agility --- now 2.48 --- Plus 0.08 from 4 shintopur cores, minus 0.1 from removing necklace --- Population 1.27  
 
    No pathway was offered this time. Instead, the benefit took effect right away. Which was fair enough. 
 
    “Joanne, Omala,” he called out, grabbing ten cores. “These are for you. I recommend the dodge ability.” 
 
    They beamed. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” Keeping the healers happy was always important. If they had a choice between healing him and someone else, he knew who he wanted them to heal. 
 
    “Charlotte?” 
 
    He gave her the last two cores. 
 
    “Why? I thought you wanted them for yourself.” 
 
    “I wanted a fair say,” he said simply. “And for them to go where I think they were needed.” 
 
    And if I had extra capacity, I would’ve used more. 
 
    Agreement welled up from the interface. 
 
    Interesting. Something had changed in Jaracol’s approach to the journey to Melbourne. It was subtle, but the equation had swung away from group strength to personal. He suspected that the Albury project was smoother with a strong, coordinated group, but the burdens along this trip to Melbourne were better placed on his shoulders. 
 
    For the life of him, Adrian still could not understand what the interface was worried about. The hoppers and shintopurs were hardly challenging. There would be more minor obstacles the entire way until he hit the echidna. Then things would get dicey. Maybe that was the reason. Maybe everything he gained now was needed for that fight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 66 
 
    “We’re all done,” Jules said. 
 
    There was a noticeable shift in the attitude of the various team members. Adrian felt only a hint of guilt. Those who did not get cores looked noticeably annoyed. 
 
    “There are going to be lots of cores,” he called out. “Everyone will get a boost then. For now, we’re upgrading the key roles, the front line, and our healers.” Glancing around, he couldn’t tell if his speech made a difference. “Come on, let’s see if any humans are left. Galan and Felicity, can you flank me while I go point?” 
 
    Without any further hesitation, he pushed forward toward the town. There was a sense of déjà vu in the approach. The obligatory car wreck was a hundred metres out from town. Abandoned aged houses. The big misshapen gumtrees that lined lawns and sidewalks. The trees were completely normal, unaltered. That felt strange, so he analysed them more closely. 
 
    The gumtrees glowed in Magic Focus, having absorbed the power of the event. Even with his identification it took him a while to work out what had changed about them. Suddenly, only the fade discipline incorporated into his Ambusher’s Steps stopped him from bursting out laughing. The Australian gumtree had always been a thing of fire. It was why a bushfire in Australia was better described as a firestorm. The trees’ life cycle depended on those infernos, their seeds hatching from the ashes just days after a fire. This group of trees had taken that one step further. They would voluntarily combust like a phoenix if threatened. Burn up and then reawaken from the ashes to start rebuilding their power. 
 
    Fascinated, he investigated further. They could combust and respawn three times and that power would grow further. Eventually, they would be able to burn a single branch to kill an enemy. And sapience? Not yet, but give them ten thousand years and maybe one day. 
 
    There was a flash of movement on the lower branch. In the blink of an eye, Adrian grasped his bow, an arrow strung. A yellow bark monkey looked over to where the rest of his group moved. Adrian relaxed. Nothing was harmless, of course, but that breed was not something he considered a threat. 
 
    Veering right, away from the Hume Highway and into the town. A hundred metres later, the houses became denser. He slowed and noted signs of recent passage. A footstep in mud that could have been weeks old at the most. It filled him with joy and then anxiety. Logic told him that whoever made that print was probably dead already. The party of shintopurs they had killed came from southwest. The direct path would have been through the town. Maybe they skipped around the outskirts, but common sense begged to differ. Shintopurs were nothing if not brutal. 
 
    He remained on high alert, using his power to move quicker than the rest of his party. He wanted to know. Were they too late? And if so, was it only by a day or two? Could they have moved faster and prevented the tragedy? 
 
    Adrian froze. Ahead of him was a wooden wall. Proper fortifications. Hope fluttered. 
 
    If humans got their act together, Adrian knew his species could do extraordinary things, but usually they were too busy blaming each other or ignoring serious problems. 
 
    Yet, those roughly constructed walls meant hope. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Adrian cursed himself and looked around, embarrassed. There was nothing to be afraid of. The town was still alive and on a war footing. He eagerly searched for more signs and his special Perception skill kicked in. Humans were hidden almost as well as shintopurs. Regular lookouts were camouflaged by the sharpened tree trunks that comprised the wall and another couple hid in the two closest watchtowers. 
 
    A town on a war footing. They made it in time! 
 
    “Humans are alive, in the centre of town,” he whispered into his communication device. “I’m going to sweep the nearby houses. Keep a perimeter of at least fifty metres.” 
 
    With his new abilities, there was no need to enter a house to sweep it. His Mind threads spread out around him, touching completely alien minds with none of the confusing framework of a shintopur consciousness. If he had this on the dairy farm, the whole debacle would have been a breeze. 
 
    Within ten minutes, he was confident that there was no secondary ambush for them to be concerned about. 
 
    “Felicity and Galan, I need you on oversight on the approach.” They both nodded militantly in affirmation. Adrian sent Galan up a large phoenix gum and boosted Felicity onto a roof. “Everyone else, go make some new friends,” he finished. 
 
    “Are you joining us?” Mike asked. 
 
    “No. I need to make sure we’re not ambushed by another group of shintopurs.” He had deliberately placed Galan and Felicity to protect one flank, so he jogged the other way, spreading out to make certain that no shintopurs were coming or already hidden, ready to ambush. 
 
    The town was tiny. In what felt like moments, he had checked every house and moved onto the fields. He backtracked, looping right around the palisade. It was roughly circular and had been built around four buildings, including a classic Australian pub inside the remodelled old Cobb & Co. way station. One watchtower was a crow’s nest on top of the pub. The other two were standalone structures. 
 
    It was an impressive fortification, particularly considering how small the town was. If everyone survived, that meant three hundred households were now packed into that shrunken space. 
 
    There was the sound of shouting. 
 
    Battle wraith, internal haste, and a chain of twelve Steps left him standing in the shadowy, broken doorway of a house just metres from the fortification. While the town had done many things right, leaving this structure so close to their wall was a mistake. At least they had taken down the roof. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” a large man yelled from the watch tower. 
 
    “We’re from Albury,” Charlotte yelled back. 
 
    “Pull the other one, mate.” 
 
    “We killed the hoppers.” 
 
    The fat man laughed. “There were millions of them.” 
 
    “We’re all rich.” 
 
    “Mate,” Jules yelled. She marched forward, completely unafraid. “Any of you got identification?” 
 
    His hilarity vanished. “Of course.” 
 
    “Run it over me.” She walked until she was just metres from the base of the wall. It was only three metres high. For the first time, Adrian wondered if Jules could jump over the top of the fence. 
 
    “Get Denise,” the fat man whispered to a young girl in the tower. Adrian used his sound control from thirty metres away to listen to every word. The girl ran off. 
 
    “Come on, you know we’re human. You can let us in,” Jules said reasonably. 
 
    “The shintopurs . . .” 
 
    “Charlotte earlier already told you we killed that raiding party. Forty in all.” 
 
    That must have been part of what was said in the earlier shouting, Adrian realised. 
 
    “And I’ve already told you to pull my other one.” 
 
    “This is bullshit. I’m coming in.” 
 
    Jules took five steps back, turned, and ran at the wall. She leapt high, her hand snatching out to grasp a crack in the woodwork about twenty centimetres from the top. There was the sound of splintering as the pressure from her grip deformed the wood. She used that handhold to pull herself up and over the wooden wall. 
 
    “Hey!” the fat man yelled. 
 
    Adrian was already running. 
 
    Step. Wind Gust. 
 
    He blasted off the ground with only enough force to get halfway over the wall, but the spear went to work with a series of smaller gusts. 
 
    He easily kept his balance as the wind whipped around him. Suddenly, those pointed stakes that adorned the top of the town defences were below him. He promptly plummeted toward the ground, wind cushioning him on all sides. 
 
    Not for a moment did he feel out of control. There were more puffs of wind and he felt himself slowing. Just for fun, he went full on superhero pose when he landed. A fist and one knee into the ground and the spear held triumphantly above him. At his easy descent speed, there was not even a puff of dust upon impact. 
 
    “You look ridiculous,” Jules said before looking back up at the watchtower guard. “Are you going to come down and open the gate for my friends, or do you want me to do it?” 
 
    In front of him, Adrian saw the girl sent to get Denise disappearing into a house. Now that he was in the compound proper, his opinion of the town improved. It stank, but that hardly mattered. There were dirty people everywhere. It looked like a good portion of the town had made it inside. He was relieved to see that they even had the numbers for a trader. 
 
    “You can’t do this,” the big man blustered down at them from three metres up. 
 
    “If you don’t want people to jump the fence,” Jules said sweetly, “then make it higher.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 67 
 
    The fat man was lost for words. The girl sent to fetch Denise emerged, leading a middle-aged woman. 
 
    “We just want information,” Adrian shouted up to him. 
 
    “What sort of information?” the fat man asked. He seemed torn but eventually climbed down from his perch on a repurposed aluminium ladder. There was no pointing guarding the wall now that they were already inside. 
 
    “Start with the shintopurs.” 
 
    “Wild beasts,” the man answered. “They were in the national park north of Chiltern. We knew there were some weird humanoids out there, but they kept to themselves and didn’t seem threatening. So we ignored them. We had bigger fish to fry. About three weeks ago, one of the O’Sullivans went out to check on them. Test his stealth sort of thing. He came back worried. They should’ve listened, but the town sent a diplomacy party instead.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Jules said. 
 
    “Yeah,” the fat man said. “Went bad. Chiltern lost a third of their fighters. A small group came back here, and the rest went south.” 
 
    “Do you know how many shintopurs there were?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “O’Sullivan’s boy thought there might’ve been a hundred adults, but they breed like rabbits. Might be two or three times that now.” 
 
    Not quite. Adrian calculated. Some cubs would have matured, but most would not have. 
 
    Jules sighed and turned to Adrian. “What do you think?” 
 
    Adrian looked up at the sky. The days were shortening, but they still had four hours of daylight. “I think we kill them off as soon as possible. The only question is whether the two of us go or if we take a larger group.” 
 
    “Guys,” the fat man protested, “shintopurs are tough. If you’re going to fight, you need all of us, and probably reinforcements, from Albury.” 
 
    “You would have a point if you hadn’t just seen us jump the fence,” Jules said confidently. “But still, we could use more bodies. The hoppers gave our teammates some experience, but they need more.” 
 
    “Okay,” Adrian said. They had decided. “I’ll tell them.” 
 
    He took a step towards the wall and deployed two more Wind Gusts before the spear took over. Once more, he sailed over the sharpened points. 
 
    “What the hell are you guys thinking?” the fat man shouted at Jules as Adrian smoothly descended to the ground outside the wall. The rest of the group was close by, waiting. 
 
    He tried the dramatic landing pose once more. The air seemed to thicken and resist him. He channelled his Agility and Strength to bend into position, but he drifted to the ground so softly that the effect was completely lost. Charlotte snorted. 
 
    “You look ridiculous, Adrian,” Mike said, struggling to contain a laugh. 
 
    “Just trying to cheer everyone up,” he admitted, jumping to his feet. “Plus, I have good news. We’re going shintopur hunting.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yep.” The gate opened and Jules strutted through. “Let’s—” 
 
    “Wait,” Jules interrupted. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I invited friends.” A group of about fifteen, mostly young men, wandered out after Jules. 
 
    “You had, like, twenty seconds.” 
 
    “Yep,” Jules agreed. “Just asked who wanted to kill shintopurs and got about thirty volunteers. I told them I’d take combat classes only.” 
 
    “Who?” Adrian started to ask as identification gave him the full report he was seeking. Most of them were useless, under level seven, but there were some gems. A level-nineteen paladin and a level-eighteen ranger, which without the training facility was a genuinely impressive accomplishment. 
 
    “Sebastian knows where they live and everyone else is coming for a chance to kill the cubs.” She leant in closer. “Excellent experience for them,” she whispered. Whether or not that was true, he would use the extra sets of hands. At least the scout would be useful. Adrian scanned the gathered people. 
 
    “It’s going to be dangerous,” he warned. “I can’t guarantee your safety.” 
 
    “We don’t care,” a young teenage girl yelled out from the crowd. 
 
    “Revenge?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Adrian nodded respectfully. “This is how it works. We will kill the adults, and then you can slaughter the cubs.” 
 
    “I’m in!” the same teenager shouted enthusiastically. 
 
    “We’re up for it,” one of the older men said earnestly. 
 
    “Great. Keep up,” Adrian suggested. 
 
    With their expanded caravan, they moved out. Honestly, Adrian had little choice in the matter. They had to kill the shintopurs because he wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing they were out there. As much as he trusted the camp stones, something told him that the shintopurs would overwhelm them quickly. The bastards might even come after him if he left them fully intact. Or maybe he was just a victim of peer pressure and this fight was only a couple hours out of his day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 68 
 
    They travelled slowly. Some of the newest recruits were not as fit as the rest of them, with averages even below pre-event levels. It was only a three-hour trip to their target and Sebastian guided them away from the highway, opting for a back road known only to the locals. 
 
    “There are some wolves along the way, but I don’t think they’ll bother you. A week ago this path was clear.” The young man chattered happily but Adrian noticed his eyes were dead. Another person who had lost more than they could cope with and now lived for revenge. He would heal. They all healed eventually, if the monsters did not get them first. 
 
    “Are you from Chiltern?” Adrian asked him. 
 
    “Yes.” He looked down angrily. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself.” 
 
    “How can I not? I should’ve made them do something.” 
 
    Adrian put a hand on his shoulder to calm him down. “The world isn’t fair and sometimes there’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “I should scout,” Sebastian said, suddenly pulling away from him and jogging off. 
 
    “Good try,” Charlotte said next to him. 
 
    He walked in silence, not sure what to say. He felt sorry for Sebastian. One more victim in a constant stream of people who suffered horrifying losses. As for Adrian, Kozzie was a colossal blow, along with Jamal, but he was relatively lucky to have his family intact. 
 
    That gift the plant had given him, the confirmation that Emily and the kids were alive and prospering, was enough. To top it off, the interface had since promised that she was protected. 
 
    They were safe. 
 
    The guilt started to sink in. He was a multimillionaire and everyone he loved survived the apocalypse. To be fair, he had earned his riches by repeatedly risking his life to save tens of thousands of lives. In any case, he was awfully lucky. 
 
    “I need to help scout,” he declared. Sebastian’s bad mood was contagious. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Adrian did not intend to scout. While he remained hyperaware of his surroundings like everyone else, Adrian instead abused his Magic Focus to search for herbs, fruits, fungus, and anything else that might prove useful for alchemy. The ingredients were abundant and just the act of bending down and getting his hands dirty helped to calm him. Why the idea of being lucky ate away at him was a mystery. He had launched himself so suicidally at every enemy he saw. That flash of the beak, the agony of the troll, the blood in his mouth as the poison went through his body, bringing him to the brink of death. The path had not been easy, but he took the poison willingly. Despite knowing what it could do. How many other people in his situation would have done the same? Why did he live? 
 
    His wealth was well-earned and just like he needed to get over the octopod he also needed to let go of the survivor’s guilt. He did not want anything weighing on him in Melbourne, overshadowing his precious family time. 
 
    Watercress Carnivorous Mushroom 
 
    When disturbed, these fungi release a powerful poison that paralyses their prey. They can be used in a variety of alchemic recipes. 
 
    Estimated Value: 400 energy 
 
    A cluster of those spores surrounded him and only barely progressed his poison pathway. It was dangerous stuff and fast-acting as well. Three dead wolves lay among the fungi, too decayed to identify further, testifying to the poison’s efficacy. The first had succumbed, and from what he could tell, the other two had tried futilely to drag the first to safety. Only to perish when they absorbed too many of the spores. The mushroom disappeared into his bag of holding to join the forty others he had harvested. They were expensive because so few gatherers were immune enough to their poison to harvest them. 
 
    There was an abrupt change in the atmosphere. It took Adrian a moment to figure out what had happened. He could no longer hear the main group. 
 
    Battle wraith form activated for the duration of four Shadow Steps. An old gumtree stood next to him, providing shade and coverage as Ambusher’s Fade clicked on. 
 
    The large group that he was escorting had stopped and Sebastian was emphatically addressing them: “We’re on their main hunting grounds now. They saw you. We need a plan.” 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    “I think—” Mike began. 
 
    “No,” Adrian said, cutting him off. “I think Jules and I should do this.” 
 
    “The rangers will be helpful,” Mike argued. Adrian glowered at him. “They will,” Mike assured. 
 
    “Let’s say there are two hundred of them. Is that enough to threaten either of us?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mike said without hesitation. “That sort of firepower can overwhelm Jules.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Only if you’re stupid.” 
 
    “That settles it. I’ll attack from the back. You give me ten minutes and then you can send Jules or a group. By that time, they won’t be worried about ambushing anyone. And Mike?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do me a favour and keep our lives in mind when you strategize. None of this ‘acceptable loss’ bullshit.” 
 
    Mike’s face reddened. “I’m still getting used to the extra levels and figuring out how to use the skill properly. That time was a mistake.” 
 
    Adrian ignored the apology and jogged away. In short order, he was in the nature reserve surrounded by trees. Two facts helped him breathe easy. The first was that this forest was controlled by the shintopurs. Any large mobile threat would have been eliminated. The second bit of reassurance was that shintopurs, for all their animalistic fury, had no defence against his Mind abilities. As a result, Mind threads sprawled out in front of him, ensuring that there would never be an ambush. It was not an excuse to abandon caution; there would still be static traps. But, with his Perception, thief, Agility, and Step combination, it was unlikely even grandmaster trap-layers could catch him. The shintopurs were miles from that level. 
 
    Perception triggered on a deadfall trap. Well-laid and deadly. It was definitely placed by an expert, but despite that, he could see the edge of the trap sunken ever so slightly under a thin layer of soil. 
 
    Tripwire, neck wire, a trapped rock, a tree that would break violently if anyone leant on it. He skipped easily past all these potential hazards. There was almost a pattern to how the traps were being placed. 
 
    Step. 
 
    But not a precise pattern. Every now and again, there was an anomaly. The deadfall was huge and set up with the same pedantic care as the rest of them. Wide enough to make a challenging jump and as long as a bus. It was an impressive feat of engineering. 
 
    Once more, he ran and then slowed down. There were three hidden beasts facing Chiltern. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Maybe the massacre in Chiltern was not as bad as the people in Barnawartha thought. Or, perhaps they feared a counterattack from Wangaratta or whichever town was southwest of here. 
 
    His feet glided silently over the forest floor. 
 
    The shintopurs had dug into the ground with clear viewing ports, partially hidden under rocks. His Mind skill had already pointed them out, but his Perception triggered anyway, needlessly. The structure might have fooled a casual glance, but Jamal would have noticed it from hundreds of metres away. Even Jules would have been alarmed by it. 
 
    The fact that it was so obvious told Adrian that the shintopurs were more worried about something coming from the southwest than from the north. Considering that Adrian’s team had cleared the hoppers from Wodonga, they made the right call. Barnawartha was not a threat to them. 
 
    Anger filled him. That raid party they had taken out had been sent to wipe out the other town. Brutal, systematic, and relentless. That was how they used their power. 
 
    Adrian snuck up until he was standing almost on top of them. Mind Spikes flashed out and the shintopurs’ brains crumbled under the strikes. He struck them one after another. A central powerful spike followed by two at half-strength less than a second later. He was not sure if the additions were needed, but the combination did the job. They died without shifting from their dens. 
 
    He moved on, laughing inside at their choice to make a tree-filled area their base. It left them helpless against him as he surfed among the plentiful shadows. Outside in the grassland they had a slightly better chance, but Adrian drifted easily around their camp eliminating another two watch stations and four wandering shintopurs. His spear tasted blood only once. 
 
    How long? 
 
    Thirty seconds until the group mobilises. 
 
    Adrian responded by taking an alternative pathway. He engaged a Buff of Strength but not size. The bushland would only entangle him further at that size. He would come down hard upon them like the angel of death. He would . . . 
 
    Pain speared through his leg. 
 
    What? 
 
    Looking down. A snake had bitten down on him. 
 
    Earth Tiger Snake 
 
    Native Earth snake mutated in the Alpha event to avoid detection and deliver fast-acting venom. 
 
    It was invisible with his Magic Focus and Perception. Its venom was no longer related to pre-event lethality. Despite all his poison resistance, he could feel it spreading, and it was moving fast. Pre-event, a tiger snake bite would have taken hours to kill. Now, without his advanced poison path he might already be dead. 
 
    He crushed the snake’s skull with his spear, releasing the grip of its jaws. He tried to activate his communication necklace to order the team to abort the attack, but his vocal cords would not produce sound. Frantically, he looked for the spell necklace but cursed internally when he realised he had not recharged it since yesterday and it no longer knew the pattern. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The image snatched him up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 69 
 
    He was on a trolley bed in a hospital. With a jerk, he sat up and found Jaracol sitting opposite him. The alien looked uncomfortable, half-sliding off a padded chair. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The alien shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “Am I dying?” 
 
    Jaracol said nothing. 
 
    “I can’t be. We were winning.” 
 
    Another helpless shrug. “We were, and it was glorious.” 
 
    “Are you crying?” 
 
    “No,” Jaracol answered stiffly. “This species can’t cry.” Then he did his barking laugh. Forced and awkward. 
 
    “But I’m dying?” 
 
    Jaracol was pointedly flipping a red pill in his hand. “You know I detested you initially.” 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    Jaracol waved his interruption away. “But I was wrong. You have courage and humanity, and that’s a commendable combination.” 
 
    They sat in silence. 
 
    “I’m dying.” 
 
    “You are dead, but . . .” He trailed off, his expression melting into pure anguish. It made Adrian’s heart thud and throat dry up. “Fuck you, Alpha event,” Jaracol whispered so quietly that even just two metres away Adrian could barely hear it. 
 
    Genuine tears swelled in Adrian’s eyes, unscripted by Jaracol’s simulation. Jaracol felt real, like a hurt human, a being of empathy. That was not how the interface was supposed to behave. Adrian replayed those words. 
 
    You are dead. 
 
    The snake had bitten him. Everything had been going so well and now it looked like his interface was having a breakdown. “I’m scared,” he admitted. 
 
    Jaracol flipped the red pill. 
 
    Adrian wanted to ask about the pill, but he held his tongue. He was afraid of the answer. 
 
    “It was all in place. Against the odds, we were winning. You had done so much right, more than you realised. You saved us from the dersbrawk, you chose pain to win and sacrificed for the team so many times, until it mattered.” Jaracol smacked the seat next to him, his nails shredded the fabric. “Luck and hard work made you into something special, and . . .” 
 
    The wailing scream made Adrian’s ears hurt and the hairs on his arms rise. One fluorescent bulb in the ceiling exploded, yet Jaracol did not even look transfixed by the emotions captured in that howl. 
 
    “A random detail. A stupid snake. A fucking Earth creature.” 
 
    Another wail. Two more of the bulbs shattered, leaving only one intact and lit. Adrian touched his ears. It was only a simulation, but his finger came away bloody. If this was real life, he would have been deafened at least until magic fixed it. 
 
    Twin tracks of saltwater ran down Adrian’s face. He was dead. He knew Jaracol would be crying too if his anatomy allowed it. “I’m sorry,” he choked. 
 
    Jaracol flipped the pill again. “Not your fault.” Another barking laugh, but this one was bitter. “It wasn’t even something impressive, a dragon or a dread unicorn or even a whitlsprout. None of that. Just a stupid Earth snake.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I let you down.” 
 
    “I thought you were being stupid back in Wagga, wondering if Australian snakes could be threatening in new Alpha worlds. I think I was wrong. That snake that bit you . . . I didn’t see it. Your Mind threads missed it. It was invisible.” 
 
    “Can we cheat?” 
 
    “What? You would bargain against inevitable death?” 
 
    “No. Yes . . . I don’t want to die.” 
 
    Jaracol stood for the first time. The species was bipedal with a tail. He was only about as tall as Adrian’s hips. 
 
    “I don’t want you to die, either.” 
 
    “Can someone heal me?” 
 
    Jaracol shook his head. 
 
    “Suck out the venom like we learned in school?” 
 
    “None of that.” Jaracol waved his hands dismissively. He flipped the red pill. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “Is it a Matrix reference?” 
 
    The colour changed to a sickly green. 
 
    “No. It’s a . . .” Jaracol was struggling to get the words out. “Something precious that I only have one of.” 
 
    It was not a trick. Adrian internalized that suddenly. This was not some elaborate play by the interface, not a practical joke. It was real. He was already dead. Or dying. 
 
    “Does the pill take me to the afterlife or make me a trader?” 
 
    “No, that comes later. It’s an involved process. Death is death, at least according to science. Who knows? There might be a god!” Jaracol did not sound convinced. 
 
    “What does the pill do?” 
 
    Jaracol stared at the sickly green pill. He flipped it. “I can’t believe you tried to remove me.” 
 
    “I was angry. I’m sorry. It was impulsive and stupid.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I admire the courage and willingness to stand up for yourself. You know I provoked you deliberately to get that sort of reaction.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I figured out later,” Adrian confessed. 
 
    “You need the hosts to be independent,” Jaracol explained. 
 
    “Otherwise, you end up controlling them, and that’s Evil,” Adrian finished for him. 
 
    “Yep.” Jaracol flipped the pill once more. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what that is?” 
 
    “It’s a piece of code, a panic button sort of thing.” 
 
    With those words, Adrian knew it was the cheat that would resuscitate him. “What are the consequences?” 
 
    “You really don’t beat around the bush, do you?” Jaracol kept flipping the pill. “There are two . . .” 
 
    Jaracol trailed off into silence. Adrian looked up. The place Jaracol had brought him was a typical hospital room with none of the artificial aging. The walls were white, the tiles an ugly brown, the fluorescent bulbs broken, their sharp flakes of glass now covering the floor. Impersonal furniture, a crappy TV. 
 
    “Go on,” Adrian said eventually. 
 
    “I use this, and I’m out. The system won’t let me contact you or influence you anymore.” 
 
    “And the second option?” 
 
    Jaracol looked sad at that question. “The second is irrelevant. We’re taking the pill. I’ve decided.” 
 
    Jaracol flipped the pill again, and Adrian rolled off the bed and snatched it out of the air. “Not until you tell me what the second consequence is.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 70 
 
    “That’s unnecessary,” Jaracol said quietly, and he produced a second pill. 
 
    “I get it. We both have to agree to take the pill, don’t we?” 
 
    “Yes.” The word seemed to be squeezed out of him. “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “So, what’s the other consequence?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you swear to take the pill.” 
 
    “No,” Adrian said after a moment’s thought. 
 
    “You need to live to see your wife and kids,” Jaracol said fiercely. “How can you say no?” 
 
    “I’m not getting bound to a decision unless I have all the information,” Adrian told him stubbornly. 
 
    “You can’t save the world if you’re dead.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “You can’t hug your wife if you’re dead.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “You can’t protect your kids.” 
 
    “I get it,” Adrian snapped. “My family is everything, but . . .” 
 
    “Don’t start,” Jaracol said quietly. “Do what’s right for you and yours.” 
 
    “Spit it out,” Adrian said, getting exhausted. “I’m tired of this.” 
 
    “Physically?” Jaracol asked, alarm flashing across the alien features. 
 
    Adrian nodded and realised he was indeed exhausted and sore. 
 
    “Shit. I take this. I get sidelined for a thousand alpha events and don’t get a replacement pill for another a hundred thousand.” 
 
    “And?” Adrian asked, noticing the interface’s hesitation. 
 
    “I need to face a tribunal.” 
 
    “And if they rule against you?” 
 
    “They won’t,” Jaracol said dismissively. “This is the first time I’ve used the pill. They know I’m good for it.” 
 
    “But if they do?” 
 
    “They won’t.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “Then I’m wiped and discarded,” Jaracol said matter-of-factly. “Which is the right move. Defective interfaces are too dangerous.” 
 
    “You’re executed,” Adrian stated grimly. 
 
    Jaracol looked him in the eye. “Not going to happen.” 
 
    “Why would you risk it?” 
 
    “Because it’s so unlikely.” 
 
    “And how likely is that?” 
 
    Jaracol hesitated. “With an unbiased tribunal, I’m safe.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you being straight with me?” 
 
    “I don’t have a single, straightforward model because it depends on too many variables. The worst model gives me a one percent chance of being switched off, but the average is closer to one in a million.” 
 
    “A one percent chance of dying!” 
 
    Jaracol looked unconcerned. “That’s cherry picking. The average is what you need to look at. One in a million.” Jaracol flipped the pill in his hands and Adrian noticed the one he had snatched had vanished into thin air. 
 
    “But still! You would risk that for me? I thought you didn’t like me.” 
 
    Jaracol scoffed at that. “I like you perfectly fine. Remember your family, Adrian. It’s been an honour to share this journey with you and it’ll be sad that I won’t be able to finish it.” 
 
    “But if you do this, you might die.” 
 
    “Bah. You humans just don’t understand what one in a million means. Plus, did you miss the bit about being sidelined? A passive rider for a thousand iterations? That’s the bit you need to feel sorry about. I won’t die, but I’ll spend a thousand lifetimes watching idiotic decisions from the background. That’s going to be torture. And that is almost a certainty.” 
 
    “Almost?” 
 
    “There is a chance that penalty for using the pill can be waived, but that only occurs if your Alpha event is declared catastrophic in the next month. The odds of that happening are vanishingly small.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You know what a catastrophic event is.” 
 
    “The bad one.” 
 
    “6.3 percent of all Alpha events are catastrophic,” Jaracol clarified. “Less than a one percent chance of being declared in the first ten years. Less than a one-in-ten-thousand chance of being declared in the first three months, which is what I need. Are you listening to me? With an average sapient life span of twenty years, we’re talking twenty thousand years of watching hosts do stupid shit and not being able to do a thing to help them.” Jaracol shuddered so much he fell out of the chair. 
 
    “Thank you,” Adrian said simply. 
 
    Jaracol nodded. Suddenly he was standing next to Adrian’s bed, his entire posture more business-like. “Have you felt any more tired in the last few minutes?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good. We have time to do this properly.” 
 
    The shock started to hit Adrian. The interface was sacrificing itself for him. Twenty thousand years as an observer—Adrian could only imagine how horrible that would be. After all he had experienced, it was surreal. He thought Jaracol did not care and now he was willing to submit to thousands of years of being a helpless passenger for him. And all because of an Australian snake. 
 
    “If we’re being punished anyway, then we might as well make the most of it,” Jaracol said. The hospital vanished, and they were back in the meadow where they had their first chat. Coffee was on the table. 
 
    “Let me,” Adrian said, leaning forward quickly to serve the alien. The blue liquid bubbled over, and he passed it across to Jaracol before pouring his own coffee. 
 
    “Your body is not yet dead, but to fight off the venom, we need to access skills and libraries that are locked. Hence the pill.” 
 
    “The venom is that bad?” 
 
    “It’s not necessarily unique, but if you were to class it, then it would be mythical.” 
 
    “I had no chance against it. How did it bite me? My shield?” 
 
    “Your shield activates against threats. If it never senses something, then it won’t activate. It’s not omnipotent. If I don’t see the threat, then the shield doesn’t either.” 
 
    “That’s a flaw.” 
 
    “We don’t control time and we can’t keep a shield in place forever. In the end, it’s just physics of the Alpha reality. It’s the best we can do with the resources available. Anyway.” He shook his head at the unimportant details. “We need to talk about what’s next. The moment we use this pill, I’m gone forever. Be ready for that.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You need to be more cautious,” Jaracol continued. “More analytical, less trusting. Look after yourself instead of others.” 
 
    “I’m not a baby.” 
 
    “Lean on Jules and Charlotte more. They’re your friends. Don’t trust anyone else you meet.” 
 
    “I’m a grown man,” Adrian protested. 
 
    Jaracol smiled sadly, reminding Adrian of the dire circumstances of this meeting. “Don’t stuff it up. Don’t be too proud to accept help.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “Psychologically, you’re going to find it hard,” Jaracol told him seriously. “I’ve been in your head, in your emotions, for two months.” 
 
    “I’m strong.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be having this discussion.” 
 
    “So, knuckle down and do sensible things.” 
 
    Barking laughter greeted that statement. “The last thing we need to discuss, then, is the transition. If we’re opening the library, we can probably make some more adjustments. If I’m only getting rapped on the knuckles, then I might as well cheat big.” 
 
    “Can you promote me to level one hundred?” 
 
    “Ahh, no. That”—Jaracol gestured at the pill—“sets off an emergency signal. You’ll be watched, so we need to keep you at your current level. Can’t have system controls getting involved. It’s always messy when they stick their nose in things.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting then?” 
 
    “Upgrade you, get rid of the stuff you don’t like, improve scouting, maybe add fire and ice into your air core, improve the spear.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Jaracol did one of his awkward winks. “Because they’ll look at you, not your spear.” 
 
    “Then how exactly can you upgrade me?” 
 
    “We tweak your Mind control. Make the scouting passive, improve Mind Spike, remove the ability to change memories.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “There are trade-offs. You’ll keep the important stuff that keeps you alive—you can still create illusions and tell if someone is lying—but get rid of the components that you were uncomfortable with. The net result is that we get capacity to improve other things.” 
 
    “It sounds like a nerf.” 
 
    “One that you’ll be happy with. It’s a repurposing of functionality.” 
 
    “Okay. I could approve that.” 
 
    Jaracol looked at him, the eyes boring into Adrian’s until Adrian broke eye contact in embarrassment. “I don’t need approval. I’m informing you as a courtesy. Then we use a tiny smidge of that liberated potential to strengthen Wind Gust. The rest we can throw into a broad-range scouting ability. I can extend it out to forty metres, and it’ll let you see everything, including that bloody snake.” Jaracol sighed. “A native species was my host’s demise. The other interfaces are going to laugh so hard.” 
 
    Jaracol seemed energised at this challenge. “Change your core to include a small amount of fire and ice. You can figure out how to adjust your meditation technique to take advantage of that. For now, we’ll just seed it. Do nothing for a few months. We don’t want it active when Big Brother looks.” 
 
    Jaracol was jumping with energy and ideas. “Now your spear. I’m going to enhance it more with a bunch of air spell structures. Wind Blades, barrier, fists, and air telekinesis.” In Jaracol’s hands, there was a glowing ball of energy that Adrian knew contained the gift for the spear. “That’s all we can do without tipping off the watchers. Mental stuff is on you, and you need to be ready for my absence. Don’t trust the badge unless you get hard numbers. It’s not going to plan anything for you. That was me meddling, not the badge. Stick to yes or no answers for it. It has access to lots of knowledge, but it’s unstructured and more likely to get you in trouble than not.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Why?” Jaracol asked brightly. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    Jaracol’s head bobbed. 
 
    “It’ll be at least a thousand events until you can help someone else.” That was significant. Jaracol was giving up the chance to save hundreds of lives over that time. 
 
    Adrian wanted to keep talking, but he bit his tongue. The sharp pain that reflected the deterioration of his body had almost reached his facial features and both him and Jaracol knew they were out of time. The interface was ancient. If it was willing to make this choice and let him see Emily, then so be it. 
 
    Jaracol bowed to him. “Adrian Fitzgerald,” he proclaimed with a toothy grin, “don’t panic.” 
 
    He started his barking laughter and Adrian found himself holding the sickly green pill and raising it towards his mouth. It was all theatrics. He placed it in his mouth while Jaracol barked in amusement. 
 
    And there was nothing Adrian could do to stop the process. His tongue lifted and his throat muscles contracted, forcing the lump down. 
 
    The world went white. The last thing he saw was Jaracol hunched over, barking madly away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 71 
 
    The white was replaced by the feeling of rough leaves against his skin and the taste of dirt. His whole body thrummed with energy. No exhaustion and no pain. As his eyes came into focus, he flinched. In front of his face was the carcass of the culprit. 
 
    The snake. 
 
    Jaracol? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Judging from the light filtering onto the bush floor, very little time had passed. 
 
    JARACOL? 
 
    He screamed the name in his head, but of course, there was no answer. 
 
    Jules! 
 
    He clambered to his feet. They were about to attack the shintopurs, and he was supposed to be there to help them. 
 
    “Jules,” he whispered into the communication device. 
 
    “It’s Adrian!” Charlotte’s excited voice came over the airwaves. He winced at the volume. 
 
    “Adrian!” Jules shouted. “Where are you? What happened? Are you coming?” 
 
    “I’m safe.” 
 
    And he was. Jaracol was serious about the new scouting range. He was aware of everything within forty metres of himself. It was a tremendously long way in a forest, a domain that extended far beyond what he could see. It was like sitting in his living room and being keenly aware of the goings on two houses away. Even in an area controlled by the shintopurs, there were thirty-five different things he could spot that could hurt him, but nothing deadly. None of those creatures would bother him unless they had a death wish. 
 
    “Are you safe?” he asked. 
 
    “Us?” Jules sounded confused. “Of course. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I guess. Wait, how long have I been out of contact?” 
 
    “At least half an hour,” Mike mumbled. “What happened?” 
 
    “I . . .” Adrian hesitated, but there was no reason to keep Jaracol’s secret any longer. By feeding him the pill, Jaracol had broken the fourth wall, so to speak. His secret was out and the system he had been hiding it from knew everything. “A snake bit me and I died,” he said simply. “My interface saved me.” 
 
    “Okay?” There was confusion in Mike’s voice. 
 
    “My interface fell on his sword for me,” he said, his voice suddenly breaking. “Where are you? I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘his’? We’re in the main camp. We think we got them all, but there might be strays.” 
 
    Adrian opened his internal map and checked. “I’ll be there in two.” 
 
    Adrian put his hands on his head and squinted up at the sky. There were tiny patches of blue through the clouds, dragged slowly around by the swirling breeze. He remembered Jaracol’s scream, that frustration, despair and pain. Alone in the woods, Adrian wanted to express himself in the same way. Make all the annoying birds, spiders, and possums flee in terror. Just let it all out. Primal and fierce, scream his own defiance at the world, at the rules that bound them. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have let . . .” 
 
    Adrian almost struck the tear off his face, then booted the cursed snake. It slammed into a tree five metres away. In another time and place, he might have admired the kick. 
 
    “Damn you. Goddamn nature. Why?” 
 
    He brushed off more saltwater. Losing that comforting presence in the back of his mind was a kick in the pants. 
 
    He punched the nearest tree. A solid thunk. His gauntlet vanished, and he punched again. And again. 
 
    There was a crack of bone. 
 
    He hit it again. Blood spurted. It hurt. He was being immature. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He scooped up the snake. If its venom was enough to kill him, it must have been valuable. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The bones clicked back into position, and the cuts closed smoothly. With a thought, his gauntlet reappeared. 
 
    What a shit day. 
 
    Out of habit, he waited for a response to his thought. Nothing. 
 
    Of course, Jaracol was probably still monitoring him. Disabled and unable to communicate, still directing his spells and running the complex calculations that they needed to function. 
 
    “Thank you, Jaracol. I’ll do my best to make it worthwhile.” 
 
    With a sigh, he activated battle wraith and sped through the forest. Now that he was moving, he could fully appreciate the gift from Jaracol. The Mind scouting was passive, unlike the active Mind threads. It was supplemented by four senses, as far as he could tell: sound, thermal vision, a topographic map created via his air magic, and lastly, a cluster of little magic eddies that identified sources of magic. Together they searched for minds, heartbeats, heat, physical location, and magic. And his own vision on top of that. 
 
    There was no delay. In an instant, all four effects fanned out. The magic sense detected something high in the tree, out of sight. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    From a neighbouring tree, he gazed at the source of concentrated magical energy: a thick patch of lichen. 
 
    Earth Foliose Lichen 
 
    This variety of lichen has absorbed a significant amount of energy in a mana storm that reinforced its fibres to resist both magical energy and physical attacks. 
 
    The tangles of green stretched along a thick branch. 
 
    Wind Levitate. 
 
    It was only a Wind Gust that was designed to carry him, but it was damn effective, and the spear stabilised him as he flew. He effortlessly alighted on the distant tree. Looking back, he judged that it was a solid four-metre jump. He may not technically have been able to fly, but it certainly felt like he could. 
 
    He looked down at the lichen. According to his identification, it was purely defensive. With a shrug, he pressed his knife down. Despite its synthetic sharpness, it did no damage. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    It slammed into the lichen. The branch rocked like it had been hit by sledgehammer but did not break. The lichen was completely unharmed. Hastily, he cut under the plant, slicing deep into the wood to pry each clump out. There was no need to rush. In the time he had spent either dying or dead, the others had killed the shintopurs. 
 
    He had been careless for no reason. He had wanted to crush the shintopurs himself so his friends would not need to risk their lives. That haste got him killed. 
 
    The last of the eight clumps dislodged, and he was off again. 
 
    The sensory upgrade was amazing. All the shintopurs’ traps were obvious even before he got a clear line of sight on them. 
 
    Battle wraith had also improved. Not only was the pathway finished, but its time limit had also been extended. He now had almost twenty minutes of use with only an eleven-hour recharge. Given the skill’s battle utility, those extra minutes were precious. 
 
    The space in front of him changed from dense bush to scattered trees, and two steps later he emerged into a large clearing. He was stunned by the size of it. Three or four football fields cleared in the centre of the bush. The entire area was covered with log houses, all of them with a ceiling too low for a human. 
 
    There was a row of dead adult shintopurs, including four that had died before reaching the failed defensive line. This was their last stand. The monsters must have been caught off-guard, scrambling. 
 
    Jules had clearly made a dent. Bodies were strewn wildly in the centre, and magical attacks had struck the sides. A few corpses were still smoking. The cleared area was a hive of activity with the men and a couple of women from Barnawartha in the centre of it. Even from where he stood, Adrian could see they were not holding back. Three of them were casting fire spells on the log cabins. 
 
    They had killed the shintopurs without him. He should not have felt surprised; the first raid party was pathetically easy to kill. Jules was standing casually in the centre with her back to Mike, looking out. Mike was surrounded by women: Charlotte, Joanne, Jules, and Omala. 
 
    Jules saw him and he watched the relief wash through her. She thought he was dead. 
 
    “Thank you, Jaracol,” he repeated through a thick throat. 
 
    Jules was running towards him at an impressive pace. She was using her berserker skills to mimic someone with forty Agility. Within three seconds, she scooped him up and spun him around. He felt like a toddler. 
 
    “I was so worried.” 
 
    “A snake bit me,” he told her once she set him down. “A goddamn tiger snake.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious? But you’re immune to poison!” 
 
    “Not this stuff,” he admitted. “I was running along, feeling invincible, and then bam.” 
 
    “But you’re alive.” 
 
    “Jaracol saved me.” 
 
    “Who?” There were tear streaks on her face. 
 
    “My interface.” 
 
    “You named your interface?” 
 
    “No, Jaracol was his name.” 
 
    “And he’s dead?” 
 
    ”Sort of.” 
 
    “What? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It was the only way he could save me. He’s helped hundreds of thousands, maybe millions of sapients before me, and now he’s barred from his duties, maybe forever. It’s just . . .” The tears flooded out. “I feel so unworthy.” 
 
    Jules started striding into the forest, pulling him along. “Let’s go somewhere nicer.” 
 
    He gestured toward the others. “What about—” 
 
    “They can handle it,” Jules said. 
 
    He collapsed down against a tree with Jules beside him, feeling the calming shelter of the surrounding forest. “We need to stop doing this,” he tried to joke. 
 
    “Talk,” Jules said simply. “Let it out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Authors Note 
 
    It has been an amazing journey. Eighteen months ago I was between jobs because of COVID and started writing because I needed to do something productive. I have now published five books, totalling over seven hundred thousand words, and got a full-time job for ten months before quitting to concentrate on writing. It has been a great journey, and that success is down to my readers. 
 
    I still have doubts and like every indie writer I depend on my fans to be successful. If you loved the book, please take the time to review the novel. Every review promotes the book in Amazon’s algorithms and gives it extra visibility. 
 
    While the Alpha Physics story will end with book 6, Home Bound, I am working on two new series. The first will be set in a high rise in Melbourne at the beginning of the Alpha Physics event with a new ensemble of characters. The second will be a sci-fi reborn LitRPG set in a new universe. Follow me on Amazon and when they are released, you will get an email informing you of their release. 
 
    Adrian’s story continues in book 6 of Alpha Physics, Home Bound. 
 
    If you want more of my writing, I publish future chapters on Patreon. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/alex_kozlowski 
 
      
 
    

  

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

  

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