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Chapter 1




Adrian paced out the width of the excavation. Today was a good day. Going home to the family after two weeks on site made it a good day. There was nothing better. Two hours to go, and he would be flying.



The rock on the cliff face was dusty as his fingers glided across the grain. It was nothing special, just standard sandstone, the same as all the roads he had driven along. Cut as it was through the different layers of the rock that had solidified millions of years ago, multiple twists of colours were visible.



The last check completed. Preparations for stage two were humming. Within a month, stage one would go live, and the solar plant would light up half the state. There would be parties and bonuses.



Smiling, he flicked to the call function on the phone in order to summon a taxi.



There was a sharp explosion of light, or feeling, or change, or sudden shocking energy. Everything became weird and strange.



It was like existence was being reformed. Air was expelled from his lungs as he felt suspended in the middle of a mosh pit with the loudest speakers thumping, the bass taking over his body. His eyes squeezed shut to minimise the attack of the strobing lights. His ears were screaming, and it felt like the ground itself was wriggling. What felt like rods of steel were spreading through him, robbing him of all movement. Yelling was no option; lungs were completely unresponsive. Not even his fingertips were taking orders.



And then it got worse.



Something collided with him. It felt alive: It was heavy, affecting all parts of his body. Eyes flushed with a strange light and a humming sound penetrated through everything, drowning out the noise and the flashes of light and the screaming of rocks and the moving of earth that seemed to happen all around.



Green text flashed in front of his sight, hovering just in view.



Adrian Fitzgerald.



Don’t Panic.



What the hell?!
 Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy
 ?



A thrum of agreement and a bit of sheepishness, like the joke was a bit juvenile and maybe it had not been the best introduction.



Don’t Panic is very useful advice.



WHAT IS HAPPENING?



Noise, lights, vibrations; all the senses were going haywire. He was feeling everything but no actions, no blinking, no toe wiggles, and definitely no moving.



There was a pause, like something was thinking or pondering how best to explain to an ant what hydrogen fusion was and how it related to the magnifying glass that was being held above it.



Then it was reconsidering the explanation, deciding it was all too complicated, and maybe a lecture on refraction was more appropriate. Sunlight comes in, and the shape of the crystal focuses light into one point, creating heat. The ant smolders under the magnifying glass.



Reassess.



Optics is also too tricky. A simpler explanation was required.



The magnifying glass is responsible.



Ok standard text it is.



There was a pause, like it expected a response.



Sure



Adrian Fitzgerald.



I am an interface.



Somewhere on your planet an Armageddon event has occurred.



What the...? An Armageddon event? What happened?



The scrolling text did not slow down.



We know that most sentient species, when attempting to unravel and understand the science behind the beginning of the universe, will trigger this Armageddon event.



This has happened to millions of species before your own and will continue to happen. Many attempts to warn species have been tried. However, the physics of the base universe has thwarted these attempts. So, an advanced help system was created to reduce the likelihood of extinction.



A sense of sadness and helplessness accompanied the dry text. However, the text kept rolling so fast that he could barely follow it.



Armageddon, extinction, the words rolled around in his head. How was a project manager supposed to follow, and how did this relate to him?



Within a particle accelerator somewhere on this planet, an “Alpha Particle” was just created.



This Alpha Particle has divergent properties and physical rules relative to the base rules of physics your race has been aware of to this point. The alpha particle, once created, acts as a catalyst to duplicate itself and establish new rules of physics. These new properties spread at the speed of light throughout the physical planet and atmosphere.



The emergence of new rules of physics almost always creates an extinction Level event. We design our help system to prevent extinction from occurring.



The new rules of physics are substantially different from the physical rules that previously existed.



The scrolling text stopped, and Adrian froze in shock. His mind was racing, trying to understand what was happening. New rules of physics would change everything. Technology, life, it could all change.



He was being regarded with impatience.



Anxiety built up in his stomach and wanted to burst. There was no way to hold it down or suppress it. Butterflies erupted and blood flowed from his limbs. A bed. To crawl into a bed and pull the covers over his head.



There was a feeling just at the edge of consciousness. A man with a dodgy mustache throwing his hands up and saying, “I knew the Don’t Panic warning was important.”



The words of the text just hung there as his brain shut down.



More information. I need to know more.



Desperately grasping for knowledge to cling to.



The alpha particle
 has altered various material properties.



1)
 
 Conductivity of metals has changed, rendering useless most electrical devices.



2)
 
 Some exothermic reactions occur differently and will no longer produce the same level of force. This will affect firearms, combustion engines, chemical processing plants.



3)
 
 High energy waves or particles have reduced ability to impact the world. What was dangerous radioactive material will now be safe to handle.



4)
 
 The event has altered quantum physics, rendering nanotechnology useless. Conductivity modifications also contributed to this.



5)
 
 Various chemical bonds have reduced strength which disproportionately impacts advanced ceramics, significantly curtailing their effectiveness and strength.



All life forms remain viable along with structures which are not dependent upon nanotechnology or advanced ceramics.



Civilization was dead. Cars would no longer work, phones would stop. How could life go on? Everything was going to crumble.



Too much. Too much.



Skipping the important but boring bits…



Wait, what important bits?



A couple of paragraphs of text flushed their way past his eyes before stabilizing.



What did I just miss?



There was no response.



Adrian Fitzgerald, I am one of those n
 on-sentient
 interfaces, and my purpose is to help you navigate the alternative world that you exist in.



I will help you gain skills.



I will help you understand magic.



I will help you survive.



Sentient hosts must indicate acceptance for help to be provided.



Do you accept an interface?



Adrian gulped. He was struggling to get his head around this.



Apparently some stupid scientist somewhere had destroyed the world, or at least changed it beyond recognition. Evidently lots of races did this, and some ancient benevolent race had created an interface to help sentient creatures survive the alpha physics conversion.



Was it plausible? Adrian would have said no, but the floating text told him differently. There was no further information available to aid the decision. It required a decision. Could he trust the interface? Could he afford not to trust the interface?



Do you accept an interface?



The text flashed, and it added a new bit



(Please note: While relative time has slowed, it has not stopped. Indecision may cause unwanted fatality.)



The additional note was ominous. Was the interface rushing him to trick him, or was it telling the truth? There was no way to tell. However, the interface was asking permission, and Adrian suspected that if it had tried to merge without consent there would have been no way to stop it. Instead, there had been an explanation and a request for acceptance. His best bet was to just go with the flow and make choices based on the information on hand.



Selecting. Yes.










Chapter 2




New words flashed once more in front of his face.



Starting full meld...



There was little pain associated with the merge, but he could feel it. He could feel the interface crowding into his skull; he could feel it sinking thirstily into his skin, running down his fingertips, jerking into his bones but with no pain.
 It was almost soothing.



Everything hummed in a satisfied fashion. There was a feeling that the interface was approving of him, a general sense of encouragement and hope.



Probably his imagination, Adrian thought, after a moment of consideration. The interface had specified that it was
 non-sentient
 .



The humming stopped. The crashing, bashing world with an explosion of lights returned in full force.



Interface merge complete.



You are in an active mana storm.



You need to focus on improving aspects of yourself.



The world crashed and hummed, and Adrian felt the surrounding energy: alien and strong and impossibly full of potential.



Eye performance is not optimal. Physical state is underdeveloped. Joints have wear and tear. Reaction speed is slowed.



A focus on getting younger will improve the chances of survival.



Could the interface really make him younger? Could the clock be turned back? Would this nightmare end with him being a fit twenty-five year old?



There was no harm in trying.



Get younger. Imagine self-getting physically younger. There was no sign of progress, but he focused anyway. Get younger, denser muscles, extra flexibility. Lose wrinkle lines around the eyes.



Improvement to additional skills is also optimal.



Suddenly there was a wrenching sensation. It threw him into memories, but they were not his memories. They were memories of something else and somewhere else.



The body was different, more gangly, stronger, and vicious.



Tucked up against a cliff. Focusing on hiding himself. Watching the world go by. Observing everything that moved past the hiding spot. As strong as he was, he would die if noticed. Focusing on hiding.



Hiding was imperative.



A big black panther. It was the size of a bus. It was sneaking around, sniffing. Focus on blending into the background. The panther had previously demonstrated its keen sight; it had spotted a deer hiding in the bush, ten and twenty days ago. A deer that had somehow avoided his notice.



Needing to blend into the background. Focusing also on hiding his smell. Focus on hiding his heat. Focus on suppressing his magical aura. The panther was a predator that used all those senses to find its prey hiding in the forests and grasslands.



The panther was looking around.



Holding dead still. Hoping that the panther would not notice. Praying that his craft was sufficient. Forcing the world to ignore this little section of cliff face. His magic was hanging out, creating a weave to hide behind. Manipulating it to be stronger. Anything in order to vanish. To be noticed was to die.



Hazing the lines, camouflaging against the cliff face. If the panther got into the right position, he would attack and kill it, and then break the fast. There had been no food for days, but he held his position knowing unintended movement was death. Keeping muscles primed and ready to act while slowing the metabolism. It was the way of an ambusher.



Two more steps, and then it would be at the right spot. Saliva flooded his mouth in anticipation. The cat must have sensed something because it spun away before its feet touched the mark. The opportunity passed. That did not matter, he was alive. He had hidden successfully and avoided the gaze of something stronger. There would be other chances to hunt.



There was another wrenching sensation, and he found himself back in the present.



The world was roaring again, and his bones were shaking. The text was still hovering, encouraging him to improve aspects of himself.



Eye performance is not optimal. Physical state is underdeveloped. Joints have wear and tear. Reaction speed is slowed
 .



A focus on getting younger will improve the chances of survival.



Younger, younger, younger, Adrian thought, remembering the years that had gone by: getting slower, suffering sport injuries, his stomach and weight increasing.



Get younger, fitter and stronger. Replace fat with muscle, replace slow with quick. Younger, younger. He repeated the same words endlessly while wondering whether it was working.



There was a feeling that it was working, but accepting the thought would just be faith. There was no feedback to confirm progress. The text was the same, and the noise, light and vibrations had not changed.



Another wrenching moment.



Crouching against the cliff wall. Another memory that came from something else. The feel of skin, bones, posture was like before. It was a memory from the same creature as earlier. Watching the world staring at it, being invisible, fading into the background.



Watching a massive bird circling above him. The sky was more purple than blue. Observing its deadly talons and the dense energy that flowed through every movement. Even with the element of surprise, it would be too strong to ambush. The Adrian part admired the bird’s beauty. It had flames dancing over its feathers. Is that a phoenix? Do phoenixes even exist?



He focused exclusively on hiding. This bird was the ultimate predator. It saw everything. Movement, static images, magic, tracks that animals left, the Bird would see it all.



There were different methods of fading.



Depending on how the light hit you, you could use it to fade differently. In the dark it was easier. But even when lit by the sun, as he was, there were tricks for those clever enough to utilise them.



Not too much magic. The bird in the sky could observe it after all. Keep it all natural, just fade into the background. Keep absolutely still. Movement was death.



When lit by the sun, you had to force your skin to match the surrounding colours, be a chameleon and blend into the background.



Don't use magic. If he did, the magic bird would see and catch him. Huddle against the cliff face. Be nothing to see. The cursed bird kept circling above for hours.



Focus switched to his body. Who knew how long the bird would keep hunting in the sky above? Getting muscles to conserve energy. Also, being ready to move at a moment's notice in case the bird left an opportunity to hunt. Continually flexing energy from toes to knees to hips and then in a line all the way to the fingertips. Keeping muscles warm and ready to go. Subconsciously lowering metabolism because life never guaranteed successful hunting. Once, it had taken over a week for the gods of the hunt to deliver a successful ambush. So many creatures large and small slipped away through damnable luck and amateur mistakes. Then there was a miserable rat. Even raw, it was delicious.



Adrian’s conscious mind recoiled at the memory. Sweet, bloody, like biting into a tender steak. Then the bones got stuck in his teeth. They were so crunchy.



The Bird suddenly spied something. It plunged to the ground and swept upwards, holding a large lizard in its claws. It crawled in triumph as it winged east whence it came.



Relaxing now, only slightly, though. The danger had passed, but there was still the hunt. Time ticking by, holding himself still. Patience was rewarded when a deer emerged from the bushes in front of him. The deer was cautious. Just like him, it had hidden from the deadly predator. But now, it thought it could emerge safely to feed. It took a couple of steps. Its ear’s twitched. It lowered its head to take a bite of grass before quickly flicking its head up to watch for predators. Another step. This time, when it put its head down, its body blocked its vision of the spot where he hid.



Instantly power flowed through his legs, and he leapt with explosive silent force towards the deer. Over ten meters separated them, but that was not far enough to save the deer. Its head came up just as his claws descended. Panic flashed in its eyes, but it was too late. With a massive blow from each arm, he tore through the neck.



He was not going hungry today
 .



Another wrenching moment.



Adrian struggled to work out what had happened. The memories were very specific, and they felt purposeful. What was the purpose? A mental shrug. Maybe they were random memories from a previous user of the interface. Maybe all that was happening were reflections of the past, memories of another world where everything was more powerful than he was. Maybe it was a warning of what earth was going to be like with new monsters everywhere, a subtle reminder to get stronger and more powerful.



Get younger. Push the disturbing flashbacks to the back of his mind. Get younger, get stronger. Survive and win.



Discipline. Focusing on getting younger. Senses were all still screaming in protest. Sight was strobing lights ranging from painful white to sickening green, yellow, and then a random pale pink. Hearing was an assault from a Boeing 747 on the left and an annoying gym coach armed with an air horn on the right. Touch was crushing pressure combined with worms under the skin. Taste and smell, not so much from them.



Still no way to measure progress. Was this going anywhere? A huge mental effort seized back control. Get younger. Younger still. Was this working? There was a dim sense of approval.



His surroundings shuddered. Pressure gripped both shoulders and pulled in opposite directions. Skin, bone, and muscles held, but all it would take was one little failure point for him to be a bloody mess. Fear started rising. The pressure was not relenting: It was intensifying.



The prompt flashed again.



Mana storm is still active. Focus on getting younger.



The prompt surprisingly calmed Adrian and helped manage the fear. The only valid path was to do exactly what it suggested and try to get younger. If he died because of what was happening around him, then trying to get younger now will hardly make it worse. After all, dead was dead.



I will survive this.



Best play was to let the interface guide him. Get younger. Was he really going to end up as a 20-year-old? Did that mean that immortality was a thing now? Excitement flooded through and concentrated the mind. Let the age drop away. The joy of running around like an idiot kicking soccer balls, the freedom of youth.



There was another wrenching sensation.



Hiding next to a tree this time. Things were searching, looking everywhere, and he was their target. It was hard to hide when something was actively seeking. Ambusher’s Fade only did so much. The tree was young, still tall, but insubstantial. Age thickened their trunks. The diffuse moss light exposed his silhouette from multiple angles. It was a dangerous position. In a moment of desperation, he abandoned stillness to pull himself up into the tree. His Audiogos were humming!



The reflexive stress response was like a beacon and robbed him of hearing at the same time. The organs quietened as his hands clutched them.



Professors had hypothesized Audiogos humming under stress was a genetic adaptation that enabled their distant ancestors to survive when hunted by the deadly Voquana Bats. The humming would simultaneously protect against acoustic shock and disrupt the sonar vision of the Voquana Bats. Before alpha physics had crashed through Ambusher society, the Audiogos had been no more useful than a crude social cue for thousands of years. Now they were the worst. Now it was a flashing red flag in front of the Alpha monsters. How many people had died because of their stress letting their Audiogos hum and give away their position? Betrayed by something that once had been a benefit.



The humming quietened. They had not seen him. There were no loud Coo Ko, Coo Ko calls, which meant it had not revealed him. As tenuous as the position in the tree was, it seemed to work. One creature searching for him passed directly underneath, completely unaware that what they searched for watched from just meters above its head.



It was bright orange and small. One on one, he knew that he could destroy this creature, but the creature had friends. Attacking it would make noise, and then he would be discovered. Instead of attacking, Ambusher’s Fade got a workout. Keep still, hunched over in the tree and focusing on physically fading away. His psychic magic also worked overtime, encouraging the things to stay away.



To be seen was to die.



The orange thing and others of its kind passed on beneath him. They were methodically searching and were taking over the area. He would have to move soon and escape, but it was a matter of hiding for now. They could think for themselves and would know if one went missing. His fading skills were highly effective against near mindless beasts like the noble bird of fire, but that benefit plummeted against thinking creatures.



There was another wrenching sensation, and he was back in his body again



Adrian panted in fear from the intense feeling of being hunted. However, logic took hold, and he put it out of his mind and focused once more on getting younger.



Optimal physical self achieved.



Mana storm is still active. Focus on alternative improvement paths.



Calculating optimal path to pursue…..



Adrian wondered what alternative improvement path would be best. Maybe strength leaving muscles bulging like a weightlifter or agility to skip along tree branches or magic or hiding skills like in the flashbacks.



Suggest a focus on understanding magic.



Confirmation. There was magic now. Of course there was magic now. Adrian remembered the firebird. It had been the apex predator, but beautiful, like he used to find tigers, which after seeing the firebird, tigers were now a weak kitty.



Focus on understanding magic. It felt like a superb choice. If he could understand magic better, then maybe he could become a powerful wizard, just like he liked to be in computer games.



There was still a part of him that wanted to develop his brawn. Maybe strength was more important than magic. Was he going to trust the interface or not? The fact was that the interface knew what was happening, and he did not. Take the recommendations of experts seriously.



Okay, he thought to himself. How to understand magic better? What is magic? What is my point of reference?



There was another wrenching sensation.










Chapter 3




Once more on a cliff. This time he stood in a shallow depression outside the home he had acquired from a pack of wolverines. The entrance was now heavily camouflaged: There was no way he would make the same mistake as the wolverines. He was proud of his cave. A narrow passage eventually widened into living quarters. Home. Sleep here and hunt elsewhere. No blood or gore allowed nearby to risk a predator's attention.



Touch the stomach. Being satiated was a good feeling. There was no need to hunt. Instead, it was time to observe and learn. Focus carefully on the surrounding life.



He zoomed his vision in on a simple fluttering bug.



A Qacost. When both he and his siblings had graduated from juvenile to adult, the nine of them had gone to Heartwood Eatery. Six part-time jobs had let them afford a single plate of the restaurant's special between them. Sauteed Qacost, a delicacy. The memory of when the spicy flavour hit his throat for the first time. Jeniexc over the top with excitement.



The memory of the past made him immeasurably sad. So much was lost in the upheaval's chaos. All of his clan was gone and all their achievements destroyed in the unleashed apocalypse.



The qacost survived and prospered. They never used to have magic. Previously, they were rare, basic, and harmless. Now, they were no longer simple: They hummed with energy. Clinically, he examined how the energy played across the wings and how it gathered together in a point just near the bug’s antenna—and then with a flash—the bug moved ten meters in an instant.



Attention switched to a different bug. As from previous observations, the bugs could only use their powers occasionally and never within a couple of minutes. Another of the insects had a bird chasing it. As always, there was a buildup of energy. This time, he noticed another buildup of energy ten meters in front of the insect. There was a link between the two energies: the one on the antenna and the other in front. Just as the bird was about to catch the bug, there was a familiar flash. The insect disappeared and popped into place at that new point.



That was how they did it. That was how the magic worked to build up energy. Then you brought the energies together before the entire body moved.



That was a specific memory; it was almost perfect to understand magic. The interface was guiding him with these memories and its prompts. He was not sure if that was normal or whether the interface was helping more than it should.



There was a feeling of approval, a human patting their small puppy when it peed outside for the first time. There was also a feeling that the interface thought it was being both immensely clever and a little naughty.



The text had claimed non-sentience, but if that had not been stated so explicitly, Adrian would have thought otherwise. The interface was sentient, you could bet the house on it.



The human suddenly started yelling in anger at the puppy which had peed on the special rug in the front room.



Non-Sentient



The puppy was getting patted for being a good little puppy, having done a wee outside.



Fuck you.



The byplay vanished with no more images emerging. Apparently, swearing was where the line was drawn. Focus on understanding the magic.



Whether it was sentient or non-sentient did not matter. Whether it was on his side definitely mattered. And if it wanted him dead, there was nothing he could do.



A trick he had learnt in childhood. The distinct memory of hiding in the covers with a storm raging outside. The fragment of nightmares of the book he had read earlier in the evening playing through him. There was a gigantic wolf outside his room in the dark, prowling and sniffing and staring at his window. Its jaws were larger than his head, and at any moment it would get bored and leap through the window. After that, his parents could not save him. A big gust of wind. Was that it? Was that a snort? A growl?



Pillow over the head, but what would that do against teeth that were longer than his finger? If it is going to kill me, then I’m already dead. So why worry? Put the pillow under his head instead of over. There might be a wolf. If there was, then he was dead. There was no point in being scared and worrying.



It was one of the pearls of wisdom from his childhood. The same logic applied to the interface. If it wanted to harm him, it would. So, he might as well assume the best and move on. For now, that meant focusing on understanding magic flows and then hopefully duplicating them while becoming a mighty wizard. Understand magic.



He repeated it over and over. Understand magic flows, understand magic flows.



There was another wrenching sensation.



Once more he was standing outside his home watching qacost bugs playing in their meadow. Every now and again, one of them would charge up and zip to a new location.



The movement of the magic was clearer now. Every time the bugs performed their magical miracle, the knowledge crystallised. Pretty soon he could duplicate it.



Watching, absolutely enthralled. Trying to capture the moment one of the closer bugs was going to use its magic. The magic spread in a diffuse cloud over the entire bug’s body. Then there was an additional focus area where a slightly different flavour of magic concentrated onto the antennae. Finally, there was a third dense point of magic, of the same type as that in the antennae, ten meters in front of the bug. The diffuse magic throughout the body activated and pooled towards the antennae. When it reached the antennae, it merged, and both the diffuse magic and the concentrated antenna magic instantly transposed to the other dense point of magic. Then the diffuse magic flowed away and the bug’s body reappeared in the new position.



Time to test the magic? Lick of the lips. It felt like a lucky day. Definitely time to test.



Practice generating the diffuse magic flow and then release it. Separately create a concentrated point on his nose, then a concentrated point another meter in front of him. Ten meters was too far. Every now and again, watch a bug in action. Align what the bugs were doing to his experiments. Duplicate exactly what the bugs were doing, watch the bugs as they played, learn their patterns and calibrate his own.



A mistake. It was a simple missed texture change. Practise again from the start. His forms mimicked the bugs’ subconscious control as they charged up and instantly teleported from spot to spot.



Finally, he was ready



With a rush of excitement, he brought the magic together, letting the diffuse energy flow out through his body from his Audiogos to his claws to his taloned feet, concentrating the slightly different energy on his nose and another point just twenty centimetres in front of him. Then he clicked it all together.



Perspective changed.



He had done it!!!



The insect teleport was his.



His entire body screamed in excitement. Do it again. Do it again. Prudence won out, eyes flicking around to make sure that there were no monsters nearby, that it was safe. Satisfied, he retreated to his cave silently, promising himself to only experiment in its safe confines in the future.



His reality wrenched.



Mana storm is still active



The prompt hung there, providing structure upon the random strobing lights. Adrian nodded. Focus on understanding how magic works. Focus just like the ambusher whose memories were being shared. Watch others use magic, learn the exact details, and then duplicate their magic. Repeat the same phrase endlessly in his head with intent. Focus on learning magic, remembering the zooming in to see the details of the magic being utilised around him. Focus on understanding magic and being able to zoom in to see more.



His reality wrenched once more.



Back outside his home with the entrance at his back. It was a different time of the year, the dark period. There were no bugs dancing in the idyllic meadow. Instead, the previously vibrant plantlife had rotted away, and what it left looked diseased. It had always been like this during the dark months. This cycle at least was natural, unlike everything else that had happened since the event.



Winter toads played in muddy water ponds. They were not playful like the insects, instead they moved ponderously. A small cat, though small was relative as this beast was larger than a horse, stalked among a group of toads. They used their magic, and he focused on zooming in. The toads gathered their magic like they moved. It was vastly different to the delicate, ethereal nature of the bugs. Solid lines spread through defined channels. Everything was concentrated and controlled. Drawn up from the earth, the magic spread from the toes up to the legs, focusing up and into the mouth.



A toad flicked its tongue and a wad of earth energy launched itself at the cat. The cat did not react in time to the magic, and so the power struck a hind leg.



Immediately, the magic flowed over the cat and then down to each of the four feet. It interacted with the ground, multiplying and creating a bubbling energy field. The cat roared in clear, surprised distress and splashed down into the earth like it had stepped on water. It plunged into the earthy liquid till submerged to its chest, and then the earth became solid, holding the trapped cat in place.



The cat was struggling, but the earth was unyielding. It tossed its head violently, but it was clear there would be no escape.



The other toads summoned similar but different energy. Like before, it came up from the feet and into their mouths, but this energy soaked through different channels on the way to the mouth. Their mouths gaped, and their tongues flicked out, sending a hard pulse of energy at the cat. When the energy hit, it ripped out a small chunk of flesh and returned the mouthful to the toads.



They gobbled it with big meaty thumps.



The toads kept flicking their tongue and snacking on the returned flesh and blood. Round after round, each expenditure of the energy scouring into the cat till even the pained cries of the cat went limp. Blood stopped pumping, and the cat died, having been literally eaten alive. The toads kept flicking their tongues, spending their magic till most of the visible proportions of the cat vanished. Then, appetiser over, the toads hopped over and started eating their main course.



He was back in the present once more.



The memories were illuminating: They perfectly matched his desire to understand magic. Maybe this was one thing interfaces allowed. Maybe they let people borrow memories from the past to help in the present.



Understand magic, zoom in on magic. See and then differentiate between the different flavours of magic. See the flows and gain the skills to learn how to duplicate them.



Mana storm shows signs of abating.



Adrian's reality wrenched once more.



This was not home. The smell was wrong. The horizons were different. The branches of the tree he perched in prevented the extraction of more information about where. Then again, the Where hardly mattered. There was no hunger. There was no need to hunt. Curiously, he watched the creatures going past. This time, he was not focusing on magic. Instead, the focus was on the creatures themselves.



Sensing their strengths and weaknesses, he tried to understand what would happen in a fight. He was all alone, safe in his invisibility, trying to see where and how to damage everything that passed by the tree. It was on a beast path that linked the only water around with the fertile hill slopes. Almost everything needed to drink. As they slunk, ran, hopped, or glided, he was assessing their strengths and weaknesses and what tricks their magic allowed them to utilise.



Most yielded a wealth of fascinating information. The bear had thick skin, and its fur was like armour. Even with his claws, he could not pierce that armour. Maybe attacking the eye would work, but, realistically, fleeing was the best option. The cat, which looked more powerful, would not be such a challenge. While it was faster and could do more damage than the bear, it was vulnerable. With his battle movement skills, he could exploit that weakness. A quick surprise attack would sever the backbone and would win the battle.



Adrian was once more back outside the memory. The world was not crashing as much as it was. There was no longer any risk of being torn apart, and the previously strobing light storm had abated.



The text promptly flashed once more.



Mana storm is abating.



From the mana surge, you have gained the following abilities.



Ambusher’s Fade



Ambusher’s Fade enables the user to disappear, providing they stand still. It is very strong against non-sentient life forms through far weaker versus sentient life forms.



The ability uses physical camouflage, magical camouflage, and psychic abilities in order to draw the eye away from the subject.



Ambusher’s Stasis



Ambusher’s Stasis enables the user to hold still for an extended period, having none of the usual drawbacks associated with a lack of movement. While holding stasis, the user needs half the food of normal and no sleep. Stasis greatly reduces damage from environmental effects such as cold and heat.



Identification (Rank 3)



Standard skill to understand the strengths and weaknesses of enemies.



Rank 3 provides an understanding of latent magic abilities in addition to the standard relative strength and movement metrics.



Magic Focus



Magic Focus enables the user to slow time when looking at a magic weave and identify its underlying components.



Adrian was unsure of how to think about these new skills. Did everyone get starting skills? If not, then it was an amazing set of skills. However, if the answer was yes, then the lack of choice was frustrating.



God, his family!



They were in Melbourne, and he was in Wagga Wagga. What was happening to them? He wanted to be the one out there protecting. In gaming speak, he wanted to be their tank or, better still, a holy paladin able to heal and tank. He’d be the one who would stand in front of enemies and stop the rest of his team from getting hurt, yet the skills it had given him were for skulking in the background. While they felt powerful, he was not sure they were things that he wanted to use.



He would have preferred being able to pick the skills himself. It was like being in an RPG / MMORPG game that, instead of letting him choose his class, forced him to be a magic thief while everyone else got whatever they wanted.



We have assessed your biological age at 22 years.



That was good. Maybe the whole getting younger thing had worked, though he would wait till he had access to a mirror to confirm.



Calculating personal statistics and expected planetary norms immediately following alpha particle physics conversion.



Calculating…



Inherent Healing - Capacity to heal wounds using energy reserves… 1.2



Vitality - Measurement of physical prowess, damage absorption, criticality of enemy attacks, strength, speed, poison resist...1.1



Physical Resistance - The resistance provided by hardness of skin and bones… 0.5



Magical Resistance - Damage mitigation your aura provides on magical attacks… 0.0



Strength - Amount of force muscles can apply to attack, defence, jumping, speed… 0.8



Agility - Balance, fine motor control, dodge, stealth, speed, accuracy of weapon attacks… 0.82



Perception - Observation strength, reaction speed, spotting hidden details, weakness and strength analysis, improved crafting… 0.94



Intelligence - General cognitive capacity and ability to absorb extra information… 1.3



Mana Control - Capacity to learn and control magic… 1.5



Mana Pool - The amount of magic power you have available to cast spells… 1.3



The descriptions were interesting to Adrian. So, he had a natural healing called inherent healing and then a lot of broad categories that, apart from mana pool, affected lots of distinct elements. From reading the descriptions, how much damage he would do when hitting someone with a club would depend on Vitality, Strength, Agility and potentially even Perception.



It was a lot to take in.



Summarising in Comparison to world norms







Inherent Healing --- 1.2 ---Population - 1



Vitality --- now 1.1 --- Changed by 0.15 ---Population - 0.98



Physical Resistance --- 0.5 ---Population - 0.5



Magical Resistance --- 0 ---Population - 0.05



Strength --- now 0.8 --- Changed by 0.08 ---Population - 0.85



Agility --- now 0.82 --- Changed by 0.07 ---Population - 1



Perception --- now 0.94 --- Changed by 0.02 ---Population - 1



Intelligence --- now 1.32 --- Changed by 0.07 ---Population - 1



Mana Control --- now 1.5 --- Changed by 0.4 ---Population - 1



Mana Pool --- now 1.3 --- Changed by 0.2 ---Population - 0.8







The summarised statistics were very interesting. The first thing he noticed was that he was way above the normal, mainly because in magic categories he was significantly stronger than average.



The base statistics sort of matched him pretty well. He was a large guy, hence the good vitality, but his strength had always been lower than his size would suggest. Everyone had always benched-pressed more than him. The low Agility score also made sense. At school, they rarely picked him early in sport. “Awkward Adrian” were the continual jeers whenever he failed to catch the ball. Intelligence… well, when he was not being modest, he always knew he was smarter than most other people.



Quickly Adrian’s attention turned to the statistics from mana surge. Did everyone benefit from a mana surge? Logically, they must not have. If they had gotten a similar boost, then population statistics would be higher. At least some of his attribute increase must have been driven by getting younger. The physical stats, at least. The magic stat boost must have resulted from those memories.



An image of an awkward teen with bottle glasses giving a massive thumbs up.



That took Adrian back for a moment, causing him to lose his train of thought. Where had that come from?



An image of a stick figure surrounded by sparkling lights. A brilliant three-dimensional diamond coming through the sparkles to join with the stick figure.



The interface could communicate with him through images.



An image of an awkward teen with bottle glasses giving a massive thumbs up. This time it was a girl with pigtails.



Focusing on statistics. All the small increases in all of his base metrics were driven by getting younger. While the increases in mana control and mana pool were probably part of the magic focus training.



In terms of magic, he was over fifty percent higher than average in all categories. That was outstanding.



Mana Storm is finishing.



Adrian felt alarmed and panicked at the message.



Expect an overwhelming number of hostile enemies.



Engaging Ambusher’s Fade and Ambusher’s Stasis



The world stopped ringing and flashing, and Adrian felt his muscles lock. He felt the desperate focus on hiding, blending into the background, hiding magic glow, and the press of his thoughts going outwards, pushing for everything around him not to notice.



Opening his eyes,
 the world had changed.










Chapter 4




The entire landscape had changed, destroying the almost complete solar energy plant. Two years of work wrecked. Miles of panels ruined. Adrian’s lack of emotion around the destruction of the solar farm was puzzling.



Do I care?



He did not.



Its destruction did not matter. Survival and family. Emily and the kids.



The ground was ripped up as if a giant had been snatching handfuls of dirt and throwing it randomly to create little hills and pits all over the previously smooth levelled area. The cliff beside him was similar but different. It was like there had been a thousand years of weathering applied along with biological growth. Thick moss and fungus had sprung up.



The beautiful solar plant, to which he dedicated the last two years of his life, and its soothingly regular rows of solar arrays were trashed. Most of the nice neat panels had been bent and twisted and often forcefully detached from the ground. Out of the hundreds of rows, there were only two that were partially intact. There was even a section of smooth grass that just moments before had been covered with orderly rows of electronic panels. Where the panels had disappeared to was a complete mystery.



Those were first impressions, but then everything about his surroundings rushed from his mind.



There were monsters!



Imps!



Next to the cliff, with ambusher skills forcing invisibility, there was an unobstructed view of hundreds of imps. They were real life monsters: small, barely a meter high with tiny wings on their backs and thin gangly arms and legs on a shrunken torso. Their skin looked like tough, wet leather. Watching them, they were moving mindlessly. Stumbling and disjointed, it was a random walk forward for 5 to 20 meters then an abrupt change of direction, sometimes just 10 or 20 degrees, other times almost a full 180. Endlessly repeating. It was eerie behaviour, their intelligence had to be below animal level maybe they were at the level of some insects. Whenever they would run into a different coloured imp, they would attack mercilessly.



An imp was hopping right at him, each hop bringing it closer. It was suddenly so close that, with a small stick, he could have reached forward and poked it.



With a successful suppression of the desire to jump, the new skills proved their worth. With their help, the instinctual response to scream and flee had been mastered. Up close, the imp skin was in accordance with first impressions. It was wet, wet leather. The eyes were yellow, contrasting with the reddish skin. The imp’s arm ended in two sharp claws, each about three inches long. They were how he imagined bear's claws would look, dark and impossible to see through. The imp’s claws were longer than a bear’s, which was ridiculous as the imps were so much smaller. The claws in front of his eyes twitched, and a fireball floated between them like movement in a lava lamp. Slow and tranquil, but chaotic. The fire itself crackled, and the ball went from a smooth sphere to leaking spikes of plasma. Slowly it drifted to one hand and then to another. A slow juggling.



Despite the situation, Adrian’s magic focus zoomed into the magic the imp was using.


There was so much detail available, much more than the ambusher had ever achieved. Then again, the ambusher had never been this close to any of the creatures it was observing. The imp used two types of mana: a red mana that meshed together with a silvery mana to create the flames. Time slowed; the interplay of colours was intense. When the imp tossed the fireball from one hand to the other, the silvery mana led the red mana fractionally. There was a lot of energy in the ball: Adrian could hear the sizzling of flames and feel the heat.



The imp’s eyes flicked straight towards him, and it took another small hop in his direction.
 Try not to be noticed
 . Thinking hard about blending into the rock. Thinking about sending prying eyes away from him and staying stock-still. Motion attracts the eye.



The interface was facilitating the Ambusher Fade ability, taking his intense thoughts and applying calculation power to achieve the required results: psychic ward, physical camouflage, suppressing heat and smell, billions of calculations and actions carried out on his behalf. Stay frozen. Do nothing that might draw the eye.



The imp was within arm’s reach. Beady yellow eyes looked right at his crotch. Theoretically, he could leap out and attack and catch the imp by surprise. He imagined getting his hands around the neck and squeezing. Then, the crackle of fire reminded him of the fireball in the imp’s hand. There was a smell of soot and sulfur.



If he possessed the ambusher’s claws, he would have attacked. It would have been so easy. Quick sidestep and slash. A one hit kill while avoiding the fireball. If wishes were horses, beggars would ride. His soft human hands meant cowardice was the better part of valour. It was not the official saying, but it was appropriate. He was just a human being with below average strength. Staying still, frozen by abilities. Very still, silent, not even blinking.



Then the imp spun around almost a full 180 degrees and started hopping the other way. Adrian almost expelled his breath in relief, but the ambusher skill enforced his silence.



Monsters?



It was all mentioned in the important boring bits.



What?



Absolute indignation filled him. How could the interface choose to skip such important information?



Can I read them now?



There was no response.



I need to know what is happening! CAN I READ THE IMPORTANT BITS?



There was nothing for a moment.



Please.



A sense of slight guilt came to him, and then he got the distinct impression that there was an imp problem that probably should be dealt with before lazing around reading.



Trying to growl, the ambusher skill stopped him. The instructions from mind to throat failed. Probe the skill for a moment to understand the strengths and limitations. When Ambusher Fade was on, it was on absolutely. For now, at least.



The imp was hopping away. An opportunity to learn more. Information was power… ambusher claws were… a virtual headshake. Need to focus on now. The imp was weaker than him, physically. It was difficult to interpret the information, but Adrian felt he was at least twice as strong. In a fight, with a firm grip, he could tear the little thing apart. Wringing the neck would take just seconds. An extended grapple would be a win despite the imps’ long claws and teeth. Wrestling, of course, was a bad idea. It would fight back and use its claws, and Adrian knew those claws and teeth would cut deeply into his flesh. However, once the distance was closed, hands on the imp would allow his overpowering relative strength to carry the fight. Grab the neck and twist, and it would be game over.



The problem was, it was not just a physical fight. The fireball tossed back and forth in the imp’s hands. The fireball would do damage. Looking at it closely, it would hurt him, probably not enough to kill outright, but a direct hit would get awfully close even with inherent healing. The imp also had another ability that would allow it to pump flames to its skin. That might make hand to hand fighting more than a little uncomfortable. Treacherous imagination was happy to supply images of blackened scorched hands. He needed a weapon to allow him to avoid the fire aura.



If it used it.



They are stupid. He had to keep reminding himself of that: stupid, mindless animals.



Adrian tried to rise above the fear that was gripping him, the fear of the pain, the fear of death. Concentrate. Survive. Get stronger and get home, even if it was a thousand kilometre hike. He would endeavour to think rationally. Organise everything into a logical framework. Applying logic always helped him to function through stressful situations. End of the world, Armageddon, counted as a stressful situation. So apply a logical framework. The interface had called it alpha physics. Physics was logical, right?



The Ambusher's Fade was working. That meant that there was time to think things through. Space to plan and try to work out what to do. The imp was ambling away. Every meter of distance increased his safety. The ability to fade into the background would keep him safe. That imp had been right in his face, so close that its personal scent had saturated his nose. He noted the small blood vessel lines against the yellow colour in its eyes and the lack of intelligent spark. The flare of its nostril slits had been near enough to pat, yet fade had worked. It had more than worked: it had been almost like an invisibility cloak. Absolutely awesome.



Identification skill rank three was functioning as well. Being able to assess the imps’ strength and the magic it could use was a literal lifesaver. He needed more tests before trusting absolutely, but the assumption would be that everything worked as advertised, for now. Trust but verify. Identification plus fade would let him plan when to attack and when to retreat. Continually analysing imps. Their neck was a weak point and vulnerable to blunt force trauma. The ugly things had delicate bones.



With the immediate danger having passed, Adrian looked around more carefully. There were lots and lots of imps. Looking across the solar site, there was an unobstructed view of around six football fields before buildings, hill ridges, or trees limited vision. In that relatively small area, there were over one hundred imps. The imps were everywhere. Some were like the fire imp that had been next to him; others appeared to be ice imps. And, right over near the oven were some air imps. The oven, which had been a key part of his power plant, looked broken. It was a building where the sunlight would be focused in order to heat steam. Now, the glass panels were shattered, and the heavy concrete walls were chipped and cracked down towards rubble.



Even if it was intact, it was useless anyway. Electricity no longer worked.



Further up the slope near the treeline, there appeared to be imps with dark magic flavour. Without fail, every imp was tossing around a ball of energy as they meandered around in their weird jerky way.



A pair of dark imps ran into a single fire imp. The moment they got within ten meters of each other, they all reacted. The fire imp squealed and rushed towards the leftmost dark imp. Its fireball split in two, with half on each clawed hand, and they intensified towards their normal strength.



A detached part of Adrian watched the magic play out. The silvery magic mostly disappeared while the red magic expanded and was concentrated in the two new spots. Adrian switched focus to the wider fight rather than just the fireballs. The dark imps had split up instinctively. The one on the left, which the fire imp was targeting, hopped away from its companion. The fire imp stayed focused on the original dark imp, ignoring the second dark imp. A fireball launched from its hands. The dark imp, using its own missile to stop the fireball, counteracted it. The two forces crashed together and cancelled out. They were too far away for sound, but, based on recent closer fights, the clash would not have been quiet. Imps did not appreciate the quiet sounds of nature.



The second dark imp stopped moving and, safe from attack, focused on the dark ball in its claws. There was a slight intensifying of dark energy. A diffuse tendril of energy no thicker than a hand length drew a smooth arc from the ball in the imp’s hands to the enemy imp’s leg. The instant it made the connection, the ball of energy turned into a missile. It shot along the painted line and struck the imp’s leg.



The fire imp, busily focused on its target, did not see the second attack. The result was devastating. The entire side of the imp from knee to waist seemed to shrivel. The fire that had been in its claws splashed away with the red mana, dragging the fireball down to coat the ground at the imp’s feet. The energy contained dissipated: Some became heat, but most of it just faded into the ground.



The imp, meanwhile, screamed in agony. It tried to hop forward, anyway. Its leg buckled, and it fell. Its short arms could not break the fall, and its head smacked into the loose dirt in front of it. If it had landed on a rock, the fight would have ended then, but it was a moot point. The dark imp that had initially been running stopped moving. It drew a line of energy between it and the downed fire imp. The second dark missile targeted the fire imp’s head. The missile shot away, hitting exactly where the dark imp had aimed.



The dark imp did not even bother to wait for the flight time. The moment it fired, the imp started a jiggling dance. Adrian had seen the performance before and labelled it the victory jig. All the different colours did it after winning a fight.



As before, the dark energy was concentrated and then sped along the created pathway. The fire imp died instantly. Life just left it, and its entire body became a husk. The skin on its skull desiccated, and then the effect washed across the entire body. Nothing left but a husk.



The two dark imps rushed the body and scooped something out of the chest cavity. Even from seventy meters away, what they had grabbed glowed with energy. With normal vision, he could barely see the small stone the imp held, but with magic focus the thing sparkled.



Adrian's attention snapped back to his immediate area by an explosion of force.










Chapter 5




An ice imp and fire imp were fighting in front of him.



They were not charging each other. Instead, they were throwing magic balls of energy. Each attack collided at the midpoint point between them and negated each other in an explosion of noise. He had missed all but the noise of the first volley. The second was in his face, just twenty meters away. See, hear, and feel. The explosion of energy made the wind stir against his face, a noise like throwing water into an oil pot and a wave of heat followed by cold.



Just three seconds later, the third set of magic attacks launched. This collision seemed smaller. The sound was as intense, the light-show just as impressive, but there was no buffeting wind.



Less power. He looked closely at the two imps, and there was a thinness to the magic in their bodies. The imps were out of magic.



They had no magic left. The two imps looked stupidly at each other for a moment, and then they both charged. It was a slow, comical charge. The imps, even while rushing, only reached a fast walking pace. They hopped till they were right in each other's face and then stopped at a distance where either could have leant forward to kiss the other one.



There was no kissing involved. Instead, they both snarled, revealing small thin teeth. The mirrored actions made the encounter feel ritualistic. Then their stubby arms and claws flashed at each other. The claws were doing minor damage with each swing, but they fought ferociously. Black ink-like blood oozed out of the scratches that formed from each slash. While the progress in the fight was slow, Adrian could see the damage building up. The ice imp had the advantage. It would be a Pyrrhic victory because when it won it would be near death itself.



With a start Adrian looked around more carefully. There were no other monsters near him. The fire imp visibly died with its body shriveling up slightly as life left it.



An image from the interface. It was a wimpy cartoon stick figure leaping forward and using a rock to bash the head in of a cartoon imp, a cartoon imp that was far cuter than the one in front of him. The imp died and the stick figure grew muscles. Next it fought a giant snake and afterwards the cartoon man could cast magic. A kaleidoscope of similar images followed, ending in a knight in shining armour who had lasers coming from its eyes.



There was a pause, and then he got the impression of a lengthy legal disclaimer. Images not created to scale. Lasers coming from the eyes was creative license and probably not workable in the actual world.



The images had only taken fractions of a second. The ice imp looked dazed, standing over its defeated opponents. Thick black blood was leaking from the dozens of slashes criss-crossing its arms and chest.



It was clear what the interface was telling him. Fighting equaled power growth. Maybe this was some of the important but boring bits the interface had skipped. The interface was telling him that, in some ways, life was like a game. Killing monsters would cause increased power, maybe levels, maybe something else, but it would definitely result in power. He needed power if he was ever going to get to Melbourne to save his kids.



Approval washed over him.



The fire imp’s body completed its collapse to the ground. The ice imp was weak and devoid of magic, and no other imps were near it.



At some point, he would need to gain the courage to fight against the monsters. Time to man up. You have to start fighting sometime. Heart beating a million miles per minute. Pep talks, even internalised, where just that.



Cold logic. There must be millions of humans being forced to make this same choice. Yet it was not an actual choice. Cowardice in the new world was not viable. The hundreds of imps in front of him reminded him of that.



It was survival of the fittest. Life had always been survival of the fittest, at least outside of civilised cities and social welfare. Now, the world was back to a more primal state. Survival meant striking back at the invaders. These imps did not belong to Earth. Killing the imps was not murder. It was not animal cruelty. It was humans against the aliens. Killing the invaders was the righteous choice and, logically, the only choice.



Hear still thumping. Peaceful upbringing made him shy away from blatant violence. The imp looked like it was about to get the shiny thing from the downed foe. Not today, you alien monster.



Yet… I am not a killer. How can I…? The imp started its obnoxious victory jig.



The thump of every heartbeat. He couldn’t… The imp dancing, alien, ugly, horrible.



It was out of ice magic and hurt.



He charged.



There was a desire to scream while charging Braveheart-style, but he worried about attracting unwanted attention. So, instead of shouting, he resorted to his fiercest scowl. The imp turned, alerted by the noise of each step.



It was near dead, though inherent healing was at work. And, without intervention, it would survive and be at full health within an hour.



It still tried to gather some of its magic. It was slow going for the imp, and Adrian could see with his magic focus that it was going to fail. Adrian clenched his fist and threw a wild swing, aiming to hit the side of its cheek as hard as possible.



The imp was already close to death, but even if the imp had been healthy, the punch might have been enough. Adrian felt the bones of the cheek crumble under his strike and the head snap back with a loud crack as the imp's neck broke.



With his magic focus, it was easy to see life flee its body.



It died far easier than he expected.



First blood Humans!










Chapter 6




Adrian wanted to get back to the safety of the cliff face. Indecision warred within him as all of his real life instincts said hide. But his gaming ones said loot.



Not a game...but there are imps. It is actual life...but I have a statistics page. They can kill you... but I have an interface.



Looking around. There was a sizable safe zone. He could take his time.



Kneeling next to the imps, his knees sunk into soft dirt. It was like it had been recently ploughed. Shake the head. Examine the bodies. Now that they were dead, they were pathetic, all skin and bones. From observation, the dark imps had grabbed something magical from the chest area. With magic focus, it was easy to locate the glowing point under the skin.



I need something to cut the skin.



Looking around, trying to work out what to do. Would his superior strength let him just tear open the chest? If he tapped the chest, would the loot just appear like in a game? Tapping the chest experimentally.



An impression of hysterical laughter while a pig flew from one side of a yard to the other. Flapping wings that were mysteriously similar to the imps wings.



No loot system then
 .



The bloody interface could have just said it. Shear strength would have to do. Placing his hands on the chest of the imp, the skin was wet and felt tough.



Just need to dig in a little.



The skin around the chest was smooth and taunt. Pulling it apart was going to be challenging.



Another impression of laughter. The image of a knife.



Did he have a pocketknife? He patted himself down, then stopped. Eyes flicking up to ensure that there were no imps approaching. There was nothing near him yet.



No knife. Why did I even look? I have never carried a pocketknife
 .



The impression changed. The knife changed, curving like a scimitar.



The image hung there, puzzling him for a moment.



So, so stupid. You are supposed to be smart. Uni degree and a white-collar job. And still so dumb.



The imp's claws.



Quickly, he grabbed the nearest arm. It was like holding a bamboo stick wrapped in a thin layer of foam, a chicken wing without feathers that would shatter with a hard squeeze. There were already several cuts from the fight in the tougher skin around the shoulder, so it was a simple matter to tear off the entire arm. There was little blood, just some black oozing substance that, with a squint, looked like oil. The arm dangled in his hands. Its robust strong claws linked to delicate skeletal structure that was no longer than a foot. A quick rotation and an adjusted grip later, the base of the claw was in the palm of his hand with the useless arm component sticking out the back but not interfering.



Time to work. Ignoring the gory nature of the tool's origins, he admired the new device. He cut along the chest just off center. The claw cut smoothly. It even went through two rib bones: Each time there was a slight resistance before the bone gave way. Oil welled up. Making another cut at right angles and then using the claw, it was a simple matter to peel back the flap of skin. The skin was thick, but right under where he cut was the shiny object that the imps coveted. Bones did not even protect it. The cut through the rib cage had been unnecessary.



After collecting the object from the second imp, he examined them. They were no bigger than a one dollar coin. The fire imps had a dull red colour and the ice imp’s a slightly blue tinge. What were they? Some inherent power of the imps.
 Remembering the cultivation books that he used to read in his spare time. Are these magic power cores?



A mental shrug in response. It’s complicated. A pause associated with an annoying professor about to launch into an incomprehensible, boring tangent. Alpha physics enables the creation of computational biological engines, lots of complicated equations flashed by. What the hell do four concentric circles with writing between each layer mean? Droning voice. Parallels to interfaces, computing power, but not really. A pause in the lecture. Yep, describing them as cores is good enough.



Adrian quickly moved back to the cliff face before resuming his skill assisted stillness. He was pumped. It was exhilarating: a one punch victory.



So what did he know? Hiding from the imps was easy, they would never notice him. Attacks of opportunity were a thing. Wait for the imps to fight, and then finish the survivors after they had exhausted their magic. Unfortunately, it was not enough information. There was so much about the world that was a mystery. He needed to know more.



Interface. Help me?



Nothing happened.



Experience.



Instantly text came up. It was his statistics from earlier, with an experience line added to the bottom of the table.



Experience earned 10 / 5000 required to reach level 1. Current level is level 0.



That simple piece of information generated mixed emotions. It would take five hundred imp deaths to progress up one level. From gaming days, that was an absurdly high number. Usually, level one would have taken under ten kills. On the other hand, level ups were possible. What skills could he get? And what about physical attributes, would a level boost his body?



Where could he find more information?



There were tabs under the floating text. He was on the statistics tab.



Alpha Event



Interface



Traders



Experience



Levels



Skills



And then dots showing more options.



Adrian made himself look away from his interface screen. He was in an active war zone and needed to focus on what was around. After careful study, there were no nearby threats.



First things first. Was there any more information about interfaces?



The interface tab clicked on in front of him.



Interfaces are always
 NON SENTIENT.



There are thousands, potentially millions, of different versions of interfaces. Multiple species have designed, created, and changed existing interfaces to help future species.



The interfaces primary purposes are:



	

 Processing power to facilitate the acquisition and use of skills and magic


	

 Physical and mental augmentation of personal attributes


	

 Conduit for boosting





Boosting applies to both to skill acquisition and personal attributes whereby experience is exchanged for knowledge and/or personal attributes. The exchange rate applied for the use of knowledge is heavily regulated and all interfaces must conform. Bulk purchase discounts apply. For dumb humans, this means the amount of experience per level varies between interfaces.



Experience is granted for defeating both sentient and non-sentient creatures.



Adrian stopped reading for a moment as some imps were approaching.



There was a balance to strike. Immediate survival versus long-term survival: a need to stay alive and a requirement to learn more about the game metrics.



Ambusher skills were up.



With identification, he could now observe the aggro range of the creatures. The skill was growing with usage, granting more and more information every time he used it. It was a weird feeling. At a glance, the knowledge now came to him that, providing it was over 20 meters away, an imps would not see or react, no matter how much he moved, because their eyesight was that bad. He could do a full-on Irish jig and they would remain oblivious. That 20 meters extended out at a 45-degree angle in the direction that they were looking. If you were outside that arc, you were safe. However, the imps' heads swayed as they moved, giving them a wider practical field of view. But if you approached from the side or behind them, they would never see you. Of course, Ambusher's Fade meant they would never see him even if they physically ran into him.



Likewise, their hearing was poor, so even with his city skills he could probably sneak up to within a couple of meters of them with a bit of effort providing no annoying leaves or sticks crunched under his feet. With stealth skills, or even soft slippers, he was confident he could sneak up and tap an imp on the shoulder before they even noticed him. Imps were like ants, unaware of their wider surroundings. For example, they would not react suspiciously if they came across a recently killed imp or wonder what caused a shout if, after they investigated the exact spot, they could see nothing.



They were really dumb, instinct-driven monsters with very little awareness of the surrounding world. The only caveat was that ranged weapons would aggro them. If you shot an arrow 50 meters, everything within 100 meters would react, no matter how silent the arrow was. Likewise, if you shot magic from 50 meters away, everything within 100 meters would aggro. However, if you did the same thing within 20 meters, only those that heard the arrow / or saw the arrow would respond. It was some sort of weird spider sense combined with group telepathy. The arrow needed to get within a few meters of at least one imp, and that would be enough for all of them to know.



An imp just three meters away stared straight at him. His heart flipped, but then its gaze flickered elsewhere. He was safe.



The ambusher's skills were amazing.



Adrian's attention turned away from the close group, which was now walking away from him, and focused instead on a group further away. Now that he understood how the aggro radius worked, it was easy to see the full pattern. They seemed to hop randomly around. But then some random groups of the same type would run into each other every now and again and more often than not that would join. Occasionally, the larger groups would fragment, but then again it would look random. What excited Adrian the most was when groups of different types would interact. When this occurred, they would immediately attack each other aggressively. That behaviour was exploitable.



The results were always the same. If the numbers were even, the group that attacked first would always win. If the numbers were not even, the group with the larger number would always win and usually with no losses. In even battles, the imps would expend all of their mana reserves and become helpless if an enemy imp came close upon them before they recovered. It seemed to take about two minutes for an imp to recover sufficiently for a single use of magic and seven to eight minutes for full magic recovery. Physical recovery took far longer.



Seeing this behaviour and the imps’ aggro distances, Adrian realised that he could probably sneak away safely. He would sneak out of here, get back safely to the hotel, and see if any of the people he knew had survived.



Just at that moment, a lot of human shouting erupted from the opposite side of the oven.










Chapter 7




With a suppressed curse, Adrian’s attention focused on the noise. A young man dressed in modern clothes was running from the oven. He had an Arab’s olive skin tones and facial features but no beard. He was a fellow worker, and Adrian had dim memories of meeting him last week but could remember nothing about him apart from his being shy and reserved. The young man tossed a rock at a group of imps. His throw was a good one and went about forty meters. Instantly, most of the imps nearby aggroed on him.



The man ran hard for about twenty meters before veering away and throwing a stone at another group of imps. Another forty imps were turning to follow him. Then the man blurred forward, crossing ten meters in an instant.



What the hell, Adrian thought, before realising that the man had probably gained skills like he had gained the ambusher’s skills. Adrian focused his identification skill on the man.



Level 8 Courier.



The rest of the impression was just a feel of the relative attributes of the man in front of him. The man was faster, stronger, and quicker than Adrian, though not by a huge degree. He also had access to three unique skills; the first was the rush skill that he had just witnessed, the second was a dodge that would allow him to evade an attack every couple of seconds and the last skill was to create a very brief field that would effectively block a blow (magical or physical).



As he watched in amazement, the man was doing a zig zag run.



Just Run Straight! He felt like screaming the words.



The imps were not human. They guided their magic. The zig zag run would be effective against bullets or thrown objects, but against the imps it was pointless and just slowed everyone down. Just run. Adrian tried to project his thoughts, but it was useless: the man kept up his zig zagging. He threw another stone, aggroing another chunk of imps, before utilising the rush skill once more to keep the imps in front from hemming him in. The long throws were aggroing imps behind, beside, and in front of the man.



The man escaped the gathering imps. Maybe the mad rush would be successful.



For the life of him, Adrian could not work out what the man was trying to do. A big train of imps followed the man. Luckily for him, imps were slow, so, if he stopped zig zagging, he would escape. Over seventy imps were following the man, so Adrian kept his Ambusher Fade in place. There was nothing he could do against that many imps apart from run.



The man used his rush ability again. This time Magic Focus caught the action.



The rush ability was unique in his experiences. The imps’ powers were completely different, and even the ambusher had observed nothing like this. The power started early in the man's muscles. Every single muscle in the man vibrated with extra internal energy. The muscles were jumping with the energy, then all together they moved faster and sped the man forward. The ability was based on his internal strength and agility, as opposed to any mana expenditure. As the magic worked, the courier’s mana levels held dead steady.



here was sudden movement back at the oven, and a crowd of about fifteen men and a couple of women emerged. Adrian finally understood what the crazy man was doing. He was drawing the imps away to allow the rest of his co-workers to escape. Adrian felt humbled by the man’s courage and reassessed to see if he could help. The train of imps was catching up to the man, and there were so many of them. If Adrian got near them, they would just blast him to bits.



At the oven, Graham, the site supervisor, was leading and directing the group. He was talking quickly with firm commands. The old man looked bigger and stronger than he had previously. But when Adrian tried his identification, it failed as the target was too far away. Quickly, Graham’s men ran out of the oven through the area the courier had cleared. The entire group clutched improvised weapons. For most, it was a tool like a large metal wrench, but some had resorted to broomsticks. A couple just clutched rocks. They were clearly expecting to fight their way out.



Adrian would have loved to join them, but he knew at a glance they were too far away for him to navigate through the imps. It was a moot point, anyway. The courier with the crowd of imps following him had curved around and was now between Adrian and Graham.



The courier’s battle had descended to a struggle for every breath. He was using all three abilities, one after another. Magic focus highlighted the strain the effort was inflicting. The internal vibrations were becoming erratic. Worse for the man, he kept throwing rocks. More and more imps were aggroing on him. The vibrating energy was responding slower. When the man rushed forward, he only covered seven or eight meters as opposed to the previous ten.



The man threw another rock, this time aiming for a group in front of him. The rock travelled over thirty meters and aggroed all the imps he was heading towards. They started hopping towards him. He saw two of the closer imps launch fireballs at him, so he activated dodge.



The two fireballs flashed through the space the courier had been standing in. His previously composed face became panic-stricken. There were more imps in front of him and heaps behind. He looked left and then right, but there were imps approaching him from all directions. So, the courier did the only thing he could. He lowered his head and charged along the previous route. As Adrian watched, he prayed to a god that he had never believed in.



Please make it.



Adrian was a helpless spectator to the events unfolding. Like a ghoul, magic focus was actively extracting everything possible from the encounter. The familiar muscle vibration of the rush kicked in. Multiple imps were preparing attacks. The muscles vibrated, but there was not enough left in the tank.



The skill failed. Time had been dragging and seemed to speed up to normal. Air caught in Adrian’s throat.



The brave man stumbled slightly, almost falling to his knees. He caught himself and kept going, but a thread of dark energy reached between the man's knees and a nearby imp. The missile spun through the air, and time slowed. The dark missile was slow, but the courier had nothing left to stop it.



Someone, something, please help him.



Another step forward. The tendril of energy stretched without breaking. The missile adjusted to follow. It had already left the imp’s claws. Another step. Once more the tendril stretched, following the running man.



It hit just below the knee.



Vitality drained from the leg, and the courier stumbled.



He fell hard. The third skill which used magic activated, and a shield snapped into place over him. The man was trying to pull himself to his feet. Only one leg worked and his efforts were futile.



Another dark bolt hit and sizzled into nothing against the shield. The shield fell away in a scattering of energy. Three fireballs and one ice bolt rushed through the space, smashing into the man: two firebolts in the head, one ice bolt in the shoulder, and the last firebolt into the already dead leg. The courier died instantly; his face charred away to leave it unrecognisable.
 







Chapter 8



The crowd of imps were just thirty meters away from Adrian’s standing spot. Fury bubbled within him, yet Ambusher’s Fade stopped even clenched fists from expressing the anger.



Revenge now, safety be damned!



There were over 80 imps in the crowd around the courier. They were going to fight each other.



Another 30 to 40 were heading towards the courier. But the instant the courier died, the rage in each of the faces receded, and the imps turned around to return to where they had come from. No better, perhaps worse, than dumb stupid insects. Just a basic set of instructions.



The enormous group of 80 were a mixture of different types. They did not instantly disperse; instead, they saw each other and exploded into a frenzy of chaotic violence.



Adrian watched the fight in amazement as magic exploded everywhere in the group. They were so packed that, at one point, a chain of four imps in a row died simultaneously. The first one shot the imp in front while the one behind it killed it by point blank shooting the imp with its dark missile. The one behind that dark imp did not even attack deliberately; instead, the fire imp died a victim of an ice bolt from behind. With nothing constraining the fireball, it shot forward the thirty centimetres and hit the dark imp in the back of the head. The fifth imp got off scot free and had the perfect view to watch the other four keel over almost as one and collapse to the ground. Ice bolts flew as dark missiles launched and fire balls splashed into unexpected backsides, killing their target and singeing the other imps around it. It was chaotic and devastating, and imps were dying everywhere. Revenge for the courier was occurring without him lifting a hand. They were destroying each other.



The numbers of the gathered imp types were surprisingly balanced. Smiling a manic grimace, Adrian knew what he was going to do. Let them spend their mana and then start clawing each other, then storm in and finish them while they were weakened. Claim the day for humans! Violently avenge the brave courier’s death or die trying. Safe from any imps nearby, he bent down and picked up two fist-sized rocks. They would be his weapons.



Further away, the group that Graham was leading were escaping. Hurrying across the emptied space, they moved like skittish antelopes. A group of imps they were sneaking past randomly changed directions and looked straight at them. Fear gripped him. The three imps immediately reacted, hopping forward and summoning their magic.



The humans saw and went from deer to tigers. One of them launched a rock that flew like a missile and slammed into one imp, killing it instantly. Other rocks went flying, but most missed. Though one clipped an imp, doing minor damage. The rock counterattack was too late, too amateur, and too inept. The two remaining imps launched their fireballs unimpeded.



One fireball swung wide as some sort of magic shield deflected it, but the other one kept going unaltered and slammed into a man’s leg. He went down screaming. Graham was suddenly next to him, swinging the man over his shoulder, and they kept running, not pausing for even a moment to finish the two imps which were still standing.



Adrian stopped tracking the men, conscious of the coming fight. Magic focus tracked the energy levels of the imp battle royale. Over half were already dead, and the ones that survived had their mana levels plummeting to zero. The aggro range of the imps at the edge of the battle ended ten meters away. Two large rocks, one in each hand, ready for anything, he started sneaking forward. Like an angel of death, descending with exaggerated stealth. Surprise counted as a critical strategy. Invisible movement was effortless.



They were so focused on each other, they were not looking around. Instead of the normal 20 meters of eyesight, they had barely a five meter range. Better still, with their squealing and magic attack, sound was a nonfactor. Hell, a bull walking through a china picnic would have remained unheard. More magic flashed as they kept fighting, and fresh imps died. 15 meters away, and they still had not noticed. Then, only ten meters away, Adrian broke into a run; none of the imps he looked at had any mana left. His eyes kept flicking over every imp. Depleted. Depleted, dying and, depleted. There were thirty imps and one human left standing.



At the end of this fight, there would be zero imps.



Reaching the first imp, genuine joy filled his face. Releasing tension, getting revenge, swinging, and pushing all his weight through his right arm.



One big rock, one delicate imp head. There was a thud and a satisfying sound of cracking bones. The imp dropped instantly: There was no time to think as he was amongst them. Swing the two rocks as hard as possible while actively targeting the imps that were still on their feet. Keep moving, don’t pause, watch foot placements to ensure he did not slip on mangled imp.



Ice! Step around that. Eyes flicked from imp to imp. Depleted, depleted, half charge. He immediately bumped that imp up the kill order list. An imp charged in from his side, and then pain seared as a claw dug into his bum.



Basking in anger, fear, embarrassment. How was he so clumsy? He spun on the imp that had got him. Its other clawed arm was swinging into attack. Parry that claw with his right-hand rock while bringing his left arm down hard on the exposed head. They were the size of little children. Even using rocks as the principal weapon, he had a massive height and reach advantage. The imp that had clawed him could only watch the approaching rock. As far as Adrian could tell, it did not even register that the descending weapon was a problem. Instead, it focused on offense, its ugly mouth gaping wide as it maneuvered to bite. The rock ripped half the imp’s head off, and it might have lost some of its moss covering.



There was no time to gloat. There was no time to do anything but swing the rocks against the next imp. Adrian wondered whether he had been stupid to think one person could take on 30 imps. Even with their magic depleted, it was a monumental task. Imps died broken, but multiple claws were getting through. It was going to a Pyrrhic victory, with all the various cuts and gashes, if he survived. With these wounds, he would be out of action for weeks while they healed if he did not bleed to death first. Forcefully putting future consequences to the side to focus on now. A review was for post battle consideration.



Keep moving, keep killing.



Swing hard, cringe, and celebrate in even measure with each crack as arms, chests, and skulls shattered. Adrenaline kept him going, but there was red everywhere. It was not from the imps as their blood was black. The red running down his leg only had one source.



Most of the imps were dead. Bump, thump, whack. Keep going. Don’t pause.



Ouch Fuck.



A
 n imp’s claw plunged through his thigh. He could feel it grinding on the bone.



Back hand the imp and feel and hear the familiar crunch as the rock connected with the delicate skull. His overwhelming relative strength turned an inefficient fighting move into something you would see in a cartoon movie.



He took a step forward, and then his leg collapsed under his weight.



Not good.



He landed heavily. Inherent healing was working overdrive, but it was like a single window cleaner working on a skyscraper. Roll to the side just in case another imp was attacking, but nothing was in his face. He pushed himself to his feet. Testing the damaged leg, it was sore but would support his weight. No jumping.



Look around for enemies.



There was an imp on the other side of the battlefield. It was sitting up and Adrian could see a dark bolt forming between its claws.



NO! The dark missile was still forming.
 I was so close
 . Flashbacks of gym class, playing dodgeball. The team relied on him. Throw after throw going wide. The next day, being picked last after even snotty Terry. The rock was like a ball. There was no time. Baseball pitch? He’d only ever tried it in practice, and, after that, the coach had assigned him to the outfield for the rest of the season. Softball? An underarm throw? It would be more accurate, and the rock was heavy enough. Accuracy over speed. A slow arc. The imp was less than five meters away. It sailed true. The imp saw it coming and concluded that it was life threatening. Throwing itself to the side, the mass of dark energy fizzled away. Unable to help himself from screaming at the top of his voice, Adrian launched towards the imp, desperate to land a blow before it could regather and use its magic. Stumbling and sliding, he pitched forward, losing balance when his foot lost purchase on a mangled imp carcass still adorned with ice.



Trying to keep his feet, trying to keep going. He was partially successful.



The impact with the ground hurt as much as the claw through his thigh. It rattled his teeth, but all he could think about was the last imp. The last threat. On the ground. Keep moving. The imp was lying on its back, summoning its magic. feet towards him, too far away for a killing blow. But the feet. . . Like a snake lunging forward, instead of fangs, there was a rock covered with slimy black substances.



It was effective. The dark missile mostly reformed by the imp failed when he flattened the imp’s leg just above the knee. Pushing, slithering, dragging himself forward; it had been only a foot. It was enough. The spell the imp was creating fizzled into failure. The next blow left no room for interpretation.



Grunting in pain, he lumbered to his feet. His entire body hurt. Looking down, he was drenched in red and black blood. But, he was alive, and the battle was almost over. There were no immediate threats. Don’t stop. Look around calmly. The field was his.



Gingerly, he took two steps to bash in the head of the half dead imp that was closest to gathering enough magic to be a threat. Then, there was the looting. There was no hiding from magic focus. It was clear which imps were dead vs. half-dead and of the half-dead which ones were closest to gathering enough mana to be a threat. The half-dead ones got their head stamped on. It was easier than bending down to use his trusty stone. Heavy work boots helped along with the one good leg. It was like breaking Easter eggs. Six imps died quick, merciful deaths.



The battle was over.



He had won.



Humans had won. He had avenged the brave courier. Hurting and in pain, he looked around himself, but there was no danger nearby. All the imps nearby were dead. There were sore spots all over. Touching the gash on his leg, it was still tender but clotting. The cut was only a couple of centimetres wide and would not break open further, providing he made no jerky, sudden movements. Instinctively, he understood that, with the new alpha physics, everything would heal within hours. And while rest would help, most of the cuts were superficial.



There were dim sounds of fighting. It was Graham’s group; they were out of sight. He listened. The sounds stopped. No screaming. It sounded like they had won the battle. Please let them be ok.



There was no point focusing on them. They might as well have been on the other side of the country for all the help they could give him. Or vice versa.



I need to loot.



Despite the pain, he bent down to look at the courier. The face was gone, but the clothes were familiar. He had been an apprentice sparky, a man hired to wire every solar panel. Who would have thought that the shy man who had not even joked with his mates around the boss was the hero? The man probably had a family, or at least a mum and dad back in Wagga.



His sacrifice needed honouring.










Chapter 9




Quickly, Adrian checked the pockets and found a wallet. Perfect, identification.
 I will find the family and tell them what a hero their son or husband was.



The man was wearing a backpack.



Adrian felt no remorse in stripping it away from the dead man. Every resource was valuable. He needed everything he could salvage to get out of this alive.



Inventorying the backpack there were a couple of stones and what looked like a lunch box that would hopefully have food. The rocks were what the courier had used to gather the imps.



Keep the lunchbox and throw the stones.



Decision made. The useless pebbles were tossed away onto some nearby dirt. Then he let his ambusher skills kick in.



Glancing around cautiously, Adrian towered over the tangled imp bodies and stood guard over the human one. There were no imps sneaking up on him. There was a hundred meters of safe zone; the massive fight had cleared out all the nearby wandering imps. Every movement still hurt, but he got to work. Crawling from one imp corpse to another and cutting quickly through the chest cavity and taking the little shiny stone. He did not know what it was, but the core glowed with magic, so it was valuable.



After the third imp, the cutting process became substantially easier. It was like he had been processing imps for years. He held a detailed understanding of the imp's anatomy. It was not natural.



Is this your doing?



The interface flashed.



Adrian Fitzgerald, I am one of those non-sentient interfaces, and my purpose is to help you navigate the new world you exist in.



I will help you gain skills.



I will help you understand magic.



I will help you survive.



It was almost the first thing he had read. When it said, “I will help you gain skills,” not even a bloody oracle would have predicted the first skill learned was one to butcher imps. Not something to complain, though, because cutting the imps had become almost soothing, like doing washing sorting.



Six of the imp corpses did not have stones. All the empty ones had been hit in the chest with some form of energy, whether fireball, dark missile, or ice bolt, it did not seem to matter. All three magic types destroyed the cores.



Simple routine. Grab five stones. Freeze, then engage Ambusher Fade. Search the surroundings, paying careful attention to trajectories. Confirm a period of safety and rinse and repeat. By the time the last of the dead imps were processed, the live ones were circling closer. They were still over twenty meters away, so he had plenty of time to retreat. However, they were encroaching, and the space would not last.



A group was coming towards him no faster than a walk. That was all the imps could manage, but it was eating quickly into his buffer. They would probably turn before they got to close. Time to get to safety and heal. He was done with the dead imps, anyway. It still hurt to move, but he made the cliff face with a quick hobble. The rush was unnecessary as the imps turned aside, doing a 120-degree turn and heading back the way they came.



Ambusher Fade and Stasis worked in tandem with the latter making standing still for long periods of time comfortable. Apart from the immediate space in front of him, there appeared to be more imps than ever. Briefly, he toyed with counting the imps, but then decided they were too much like sheep and sleep now would be a bad idea. No need to count them. He could see that there were lots. There was no doubt they were coming from somewhere.



Where are they coming from?



Was there some form of demon actively summoning them? Or was the entire country inundated with so many imps that they were everywhere? Or were there female imps laying eggs and hatching them by the dozens? No point going to Wagga till he solved the mystery.



Alternative plan. Delay going home, find out where the imps were coming from, and then stop them. Demon summoner, imp queen, or something else, he would find out and destroy it.



An interface icon button flashed. Curious, Adrian clicked on it, and the interface flicked up. His statistics page was almost unchanged, with the only alteration being the experience. It had risen to 390 points. Apparently, he had killed 38 imps when he attacked the group. He looked closer and noticed that a new tab labelled “Identification” was flashing slightly.



Still curious, Adrian clicked on it, and it suspended a chunk of text in front of him for him to read.



Identification skill is a vital skill for people to pick up. It enables accurate assessment of enemies and your surroundings. For example, it can determine whether a herb might have specific useful properties or, at the very least, a sign of whether it will have any value in alchemy.



If a sentient creature with a nominal high intelligence was smart enough to acquire such a useful skill. Well, you would expect they would use it religiously to understand the world around them.



That was oddly specific and biting.



You might even expect them to use it sufficiently to avoid making potentially fatal mistakes. You know mistakes like throwing a lot of random things into a bag and then draping said bag over their shoulders. At the very least confirming that said random things are not explosive!



Realisation flooded through Adrian. What did the rocks do? Did the different types react to each other? Fuck. Ambusher Fade only barely prevented the backpack from being thrown away. The stones had not blown up yet. Time! There was still time. No imps were in aggro range. With a shrug and a twist, the backpack slid off his shoulders. Cautiously he opened the zipper and looked inside at the rocks utilising identification on the first visible stone.



Common Zipper,



This device is machine created and enables the easy opening closing of bags.



Cursing, he focused more carefully on the little pebbles he had extracted from the imps.



Imp Monster Core (Fire)



Monster cores often contain a part of the monster's memories and can occasionally be utilised to learn skills and abilities that the monster possessed. Alternatively, they can be sold to merchants for profit.



He checked a dozen other cores, and they all had the same message. His blood pressure dropped, and he sighed in relief. What was the warning for?



The image he received was crystal clear. It was a single enormous banner. Don’t Panic!



Anger flushed through him.



A little girl with pig tales hysterical giggling. His interface was still flashing, so he switched through to the text.



Luckily for any silly sentient that might show such a lack of prudence, most items are not explosive, corrosive or deadly, and Monster Cores are definitely inert.



The giggling had not stopped.



Non-,sentient, my arse, Adrian thought dismissively. His interface flashed. He opened it and the interface tab flashed. Adrian was interested in where it was going. The text had not changed in the slightest, though. The first line that said All Interfaces are NON - SENTIENT seemed to glow a bit.



Adrian snorted, amused despite himself. Putting aside the question around what the interface really was, he thought furiously on what he had just learned.



Imp Monster Core (Fire)



Monster cores often contain a part of the monster's memories and can occasionally be utilised to learn skills and abilities that the monster possessed.



There were over seventy monster cores in the backpack. If the description was correct, then maybe it was possible to gain some of their magic skills. Combining this with Magic Focus skill, it felt like he could get magic spells and become strong.



Adrian refined his plan. Use cores, magic focus and rinse and repeat till he could practise the magic he had learned. Then keep going, use cores, watch imps, practice magic and repeat till he gained the skill. With magic under his control, slaughtering imps would become even easier. Kill imps, find the source, kill the source, and then the courier and anyone else that Graham had lost would be revenged.










Chapter 10




The plan was set. Get strong! Abuse magic focus like the ambusher had, use the cores, and then kill.



The Ambusher had not used a single core in gaining the insects' ability. In theory, observation alone was sufficient. However, how many observations would it take? His family was out there. It was not like he could spend weeks learning a single spell if that was what it took.



A metaphorical snap of the fingers. He would have done it physically, but the Ambusher skills had locked his muscles. The last couple of hours of observation should be quantified, that might inform him of how many hours it would take to learn spells purely from observation.



Summoning the interface screen, he flicked through the tabs. Eager to see the quantification of progress. Hours of studying the imps’ magic had hopefully unlocked some skills. Navigating to the skills page, his heart fluttered with hope.



Disappointment. The only skills listed were the four gained from the mana storm.
 Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Stasis, Identification,
 and
 Magic Focus
 . Where were the others? Were there others?



A scene from his childhood. Kung Fu. Patience, young grasshopper. Another little titter



He ground his teeth.



The screen in front of him shimmered, and suddenly there was another tab called “Partial Skills” next to the original Skill tab. Excited once more, he clicked through.



Fireball



The ability to create a fireball and launch it at an enemy.



Underneath the description was a progress bar that looked like it was sitting stubbornly at 0%. As he watched, the scale changed from the initial 0 to 100%percent bar down to 0 to 50%.



There was no sign of progress.



Then the scale changed further reducing the scale to 0 to 10%. This time he could see a tiny bar indicating progress.



Then the scale zoomed in further to show 0 to 1% and he could see a small bit of progress.



0.2% progress made in acquisition of the Fireball skill.



Crushing disappointment hit him.



Magic focus was not the cheat code to master all the magic in the world. It had been a couple of hours, but, despite that, magic focus had effectively delivered nothing. At this rate, it would take him a year to gain a single ability.



His inquisitive mind turned back to the monster cores.



Imp Monster Core (Fire)



Monster cores often contain a part of the monster's memories and can occasionally be utilised to learn skills and abilities that the monster possessed.



The description suggested they could be used to acquire monsters’ skills. For imps, that would mean fireball, ice bolts, and dark missiles. With seventy cores… he mentally rubbed his hands. With seventy, maybe it was not all hopeless.



Safety first.



A quick glance around confirmed the lack of imps in aggro range. There would be no stupid mistakes through inattention. Grabbing three fire imp cores from the backpack, he rechecked the surroundings. No imps were nearby.



Now all he had to do was to work out how to use the cores.



How do I do this?



He waited a moment, but there was no answer.



Trying to form a query in his brain and put it through to the interface.



Activate Monster Cores.



Once more, there was no response. The interface that had seemed willing to mock him mercilessly was completely silent.



Focusing on the cores. Check their magic. Energy sparkled within the depths: tiny vortexes of light. There was power trapped in the cores, and the trick would be to work out how to extract it. Channeling thoughts into them. Trying to make them release the information to him. After a couple of minutes, he looked up in disgust. A single fire imp was wandering along in front of him. It was so ugly, with sharp wicked claws and mismatched teeth that were clearly designed for rending.



A rush of fury. He remembered the courier, Asad Shaer, just nineteen years old. The fury intensified.



Should he risk jumping out to kill it? It would probably be safe as there were no other imps near, but he suppressed the temptation. Cold and ruthless was the only way. Safety had to come first, no giving into anger. Strike cold and calculated because he needed to get back home to his family and did not want to die in the middle of abandoned land over a thousand kilometres away.



The statistics of the new world meant that it had built him for magic use. Or, at least, he would be tailored for magic use once he got some usable magic. If the cores let him master fireball, for example, he would instantly become so much stronger. Then, with that power, he would take the fight to the imps. The fire imp continued to hop, moving away from him.



Once more, he studied the tiny stones in his hand. Even without magic focus there was light dancing in its depths, light beyond the sun’s reflections. Would the stone glow at night? What else? What do I need to do to unlock your secrets? Feeling a little an idiot he pressed the stone hard into his forehead. Imagining himself absorbing the power.



Nothing happened.



Without removing the stone, he imagined that he had a third eye, and it would open and absorb the information.



Nothing happened.



Repeating the same motion, this time over his heart.



Nothing happened.



Next, he clutched the monster core as tightly as he could, squeezing it as if he was going to crush it with his bare hands. He imagined it crumbling to dust.



Again, nothing happened.



He stuck the monster core into his mouth, then paused, realising the stone had been carved out of an imp’s chest. That weird flavour was imp blood.



Gagging, he spat the core out. It sat there innocent and looked clean.
 In for a penny, in for a pound.
 He popped the stone back into his mouth.
 Maybe it needed more time.
 When there was no change after a long minute, he tried to suck on the core. The funny taste was still there. This time he resisted the gag reflex.



Still nothing.



There was no way he would risk swallowing it.



Frustrated, he opened his statistics page, hoping that one tab would flash and provide him with additional information. Adrian thought furiously about activating monster cores. There was no change to the interface.



He flicked the page away and then glanced around. He was safe. Going back to the statistics page, he whispered out loud. “Activate Monster Cores,” there was no change. “Help,” he tried. “You are the best interface ever.” There was still no response in the tabs in front of him, but he felt a purr of approval. It was pretty clear the interface would not help.



He dropped the core to the ground and tried to stomp on it. When he picked it up, it had not changed at all.



In frustration, he slapped his leg. “Ouch,” he hissed, having accidentally slapped one of the still forming scabs on his legs. Lifting his hand, there were some drops of blood on it. He held the blood up to his eyes, trying to work out if it looked any different with the changed world. Something was healing him faster. Was it the blood? Then he rubbed it together in his fingertips. As far as he could determine, nothing had changed. Blood was still blood... Absently, he shuffled the cores between his hands. One of them suddenly glowed with energy.



Visions came to him; it was a collage of images from the life of the fire imp playing constantly with its magic. The world it came from before Earth was a desolate wasteland. The imp hardened its skin against the constant waves of flame that slithered through the air of the home planet. It tossed fireballs for fun. A whole rush of similar memory flashes, using his fire aura to burn off unwanted hands, throwing fire against little whirls of wind. He groaned under the rush of images, squeezing his hands together to prevent himself from shouting out.



In his hands the other cores warmed up. They were activating too. First, a different imp with similar images all about using the same less than unique skills. Then the third core activated. Collapsing to his knees, Adrian was shocked by the force of the images. When he came to, there was an imp just fifteen meters away. It was hopping in the excited gait the imps get when they have partially aggroed.



Ambusher’s Fade!
 The skill shifted on. Ambusher’s stasis followed a moment later. Energy flowing through joints to allow a sideways leap if the imp tried to throw a fireball. Magic focus concentrated on the imp’s fireball to let him track any changes and give advanced warning if it planned to throw it. It hopped forward, ten meters away and then five meters.



Tensing, imagining the combat. Dodge the fireball, leap forward, and try to tear the imp’s head from its shoulder. Unfortunately, because of the core experimentation, he was not holding his trusty rock. It hopped forward to within two meters. Adrian realised that there was a high probability that there was going to be a fight. Starting from his knees was not ideal.



Options?



Duck to the side, lunge forward, grab its neck, and wring it like you would a rabbit. Try to grab a rock, then use it both offensively and defensively.
 Could a rock stop the fireball?
 Only partially, the fire would easily wash over anything that he could reach and fry his hands. Ears were ringing in anticipation, muscles gathering energy to leap, and then the imp spun around. Adrian only barely caught himself from falling forward. The imp, oblivious to him now that it faced the other way, continued to hop.



You did not need to be a genius to understand just how close he had come to being committed to a stupid fight: a fight not on his own terms where death was a real possibility. Stupid and inexcusable.



Why hold the three cores?



One should have been enough for experimentation. The three cores had just been laziness. A few more seconds trapped in the memories, and that imp would have been frying him before he even knew he was under attack.



One core at a time.



Stop being so stupid
 .



There was a sense of agreement and the image of a gun, a single bullet going into one of six chambers. The chambers spinning and the gun being held to a head.



Yep, playing Russian roulette seemed like a bad life choice.










Chapter 11




The imp continued to hop away. Once it moved back out of aggro range Adrian flicked open his skills to the “In Progress” tab. For the first time since the world went crazy, a smile split across his face, or at least tried to. Ambusher Fade stopped even that movement.



It had added two additional skills.



Fire resistance (9%)



Permanent 10% resistance to fire damage.



Fire aura (2%)



Create an aura around your skin that will do additional damage to anything that contacts it. Only one aura can be active.



Best of all, the fireball skill had risen to fifteen percent. With enough cores, he could master everything the imps could do. The greed monster in him told him to wait. It was too early to just plough into consuming the cores because he might waste a valuable trade good. Before going down that path, he needed to understand if additional use of magic focus and practice could bridge the gap and save cores. If there were lots of spare cores, they could teach someone else to throw fireballs. He wondered what people would give him for the chance to master a spell. There was no way to know. Were there even people out there? Stopping thought: That way was madness. Best to assume that his area was more dangerous than most and that society would still function elsewhere.



Getting down to work. There was an invulnerability associated with Ambusher’s Fade. Invisible next to the cliff, there was an opportunity to super charge his education. Pretty soon, he was going to become a badass mage able to throw fireballs and who knows what else around. There were lots of imps to study, so it made sense to experiment and see whether observation could help master the fireball skill. He spent the next period watching the fire balls forming and being thrown. In addition, there was a focus on fire resistance and aura. This involved lots of staring very, very intently at patches of the imp’s skin. The memories from the cores helped sort the knowledge.



Then, very carefully, he dialled down the psychic deterrence ability. This allowed the imps to get closer and let him learn more. When the first group hopped on a direct line towards him, it was nerve-wracking. After the fifth group, it was sort of like reading in the library but different. Nice and relaxing. The pleasant breeze and sun totally trumped the still and oppressive library atmosphere any day. The other components of fade, along with the imps’ poor eyesight and hearing, kept him safe. They now regularly moved within touching distance, all the time oblivious to the gift of power they were bestowing upon him.



It was addictive, continually checking progress and seeing it tick up. After an hour, the rate of progress slowed.



Fire resistance (20%, from 10%) and fire aura (8%, from 2%) had both jumped in level, however they were just nice-to-have extras. The fireball skill was the one he was most excited about, and it had moved from 15 percent to 25 percent.



Changing track to practising the magic. Occasionally, there was a flare of energy and other times a flash of searing heat when the spell worked particularly well. There was, however, no control; all of his efforts were chaotic and burned him more often than not. His healing kicked in, but fire burns still hurt just much as they did in the old world. After twenty minutes practising the distinct skill sets, progression tailored off. Switching again to watching imps, then another five minutes practising.



Fire resistance (25%, up from 20%) and fire aura (10%, up from 8%) and fireball skill (35%, up from 25%).



The improvements all encouraged him to keep working, repeating the magic focus and then practising his magic. However, the next check of stats showed no measurable progress, so he decided it was time to use another core.



Picking out a single fire imp core he tried to remember how it had activated. Did it involve clutching them in both hands?



Nothing happened. What had he done before that? Adrian thought backwards. He had hit his leg and looked at the blood and then accidentally transferred the stones to his bloody hand. That was when they had activated. Maybe it's blood activated! Press the core hard against the dried blood on his leg.



Nothing happened.



Damn it.



He grabbed the handy imp claw. It was still sharp. In some ways, it might even be better than metal. Repositioning himself in his hiding spot, he confirmed that no imp was within twenty meters. He had turned psychic deterrence on the moment observing the imps was no longer showing progress.



Claw check, stone check. Ready.



No, there was a pair of imps that were hopping towards him a little too close for comfort. Amping up his psychic deterrence, it was amusing when they randomly changed direction and moved away from him.



Do it now.



The sharp claw cut easily. It was like a terrible job when giving blood, a singular sharp jab of pain. Blood bubbled out instantly, and he put the core against the blood. The colours swirled as it activated.



A brief flood of memories assaulted him. At the end of it, the stats in all three skills had jumped by seven to eight percent and a fourth skill, called, “Fire Hands” had activated. Another round of focus and practice gained him another five to eight percent in all the skills. He could taste success. He wanted to dance in delight, but…. Ambusher’s fade enforced stillness. Another imp glided past him only meters away. It had come from the blind spot along the cliff face.



It was mid-afternoon, and, using max psychic skills, he created enough space to open the recovered lunch box. It was a plain tupperware container. Did the boy make lunch himself, or did someone make it for him? Was this the loving creation of his mum? Now he was dead, and whoever made this lunch did not know. How many people were going to die? How was Emily going and Natalie and…. He came down hard on the thoughts.



In most ways, it was too late. They were so far away. The despair crashed into him. Don’t think about them. Think about survival. Ponder how to get stronger. Contemplate the weaknesses of everything around him. They were not here. There was nothing he could do to protect them. They were in Melbourne, and he was a thousand kilometres away fighting fricken imps.



Some imps were hopping past, fifteen meters away, three more fire ones. A slight pause let them clear the immediate area, then his eyes turned back to the late lunch or dinner. The morning had acclimatized him to the imps’ continual presence. The container contained a sandwich, a muesli bar, and half an apple. Poking the sandwich, he found tuna, not the best. Tuna sandwiches were always soggy, and fish left an unpleasant aftertaste. Food was food.



Take a bite. Warm, soggy, tuna.



He ate half of it anyway, and then, thinking about temperature and food spoilage, ate the rest.



Once the small snack was finished, there were still slight hunger pains.
 Need to ration food
 . The hunger pains were easier than expected, almost non-existent. Ambusher's stasis was having a measurable effect in lowering the amount of food required. A small but important mercy. He had no idea what food supplies would be like with this new physics. Being able to go hungry for days on end could very well save his life someday. Head up, looking around. Imp steak did not feel very appetising, or healthy. The wretched things were probably poisonous.



The lunchbox went back into the bag along with an emptied disposable water bottle. That would be filled back up at the first chance opportunity. It was going to take a couple more hours to master the fire skills. By that time, it would be almost dark.



He needed to strategise. Should he seek shelter? Did he need to sleep? Ambusher stasis might help.



Ambusher’s Stasis



Ambusher’s Stasis enables the user to hold still for an extended period, having none of the usual drawbacks associated with a lack of movement. While holding stasis, the user needs half the food of normal and no sleep. Stasis greatly reduces damage from environmental effects such as cold and heat.



This was a skill that he had held active almost constantly. So, providing it was active, there would be no requirement for sleep. The prudent course would therefore be to stay awake. This was a battle zone after all. If he slept and was surprised by an imp or something worse… he shivered.



No sleep. No sleep till it was safe. Day or night, the aim would be mastery of magic. Standing in a corner, watching, till attacking became workable. First fire, and then the other types.



Do imps sleep?



Adrian glared
 suspiciously at a passing imp with identification. The creature did not need sleep. There would be no sneaking around and killing them all while they slept. Further examination, they could see in the dark. Night would not grant a reprieve: Their threat level increased.



No sleep then. Use the time to consume the cores while keeping fade and stasis active. He flexed his hands subconsciously. In the morning, armed with magic and some handy rocks, then it would be time to channel his inner murderhobo. Four hundred and sixty-one imps were going down.



As predicted, after a little over two hours, fire mastery was his. There were no imps nearby. The flames formed like he had been doing it all of his life. Responsive to the thought. It exploded into a nearby rock. None of the imps noticed. Walking over curiously, he checked the rock.



It was hot to touch.



Was this enough to fight back? It was tempting, but ultimately foolish. He suppressed the urge. There was a plan to follow. Work through the night. In the morning, it would game on. The sun was getting low in the sky. There were only two hours of light left. In front of him, fire imps wandered chaotically. They had seized dominance of the surrounding area.



Looking over the wider space, there was a delightful spot on the other side of the excavation that was closer to the oven. Ice and Fire imps were often clashing there, and, if he positioned himself correctly, then the victors would be vulnerable after the fights. For his planned night activities, the new spot would get him closer to the air, ice, and dark imps. And from that, he’d get a chance to abuse magic focus. That skill may end up being overpowered.



Time to move. He spent the next 40 minutes laboriously walking across the 100 of open space to the targeted vantage point. Dash forward ten meters and then stop, engage ambusher’s fade while actively pumping up his psychic deterrent. This would eventually create the room to scamper forward another ten meters. Just as twilight was setting, he was standing straight, watching with a pleased smile as three dark imp hopped by. Fire imps were so an hour ago.



Skill progress: Use a core, watch, practise, then use another core. The imps’ behaviour did not change with the onset of darkness. Unfortunately, it was a cloudy night. Usually, the city lights would have lit up the place, but now there were no city lights. In fact, the only lights were the crackling fireballs. Outside those overly bright sources, it was pitch black. The magic fireballs were weird. They did not act like a standard light; instead, darkness pooled around the light sources. Given how bright the flames were, he would have expected to see details of the area around the imp using it. That did not occur. Instead the imp's face and hands were lit up like normal, but all other details were obscured. It went against everything he knew: creepy weird. It was possible, despite interfaces, magic, and monsters, that this subtle change to the behaviour of light was the most disturbing. The rest was sort of possible: interface as an integrated computer chip, magic as some form of advanced napalm bombs, and imps as genetic mutants or maybe robots. The light! That was fundamental. It was impossible. The behaviour of light at night was the most visceral reminder that the very physics he had grown up with were gone.



He stared at the weird effect. It grossed him out. Everything was different. How could the behaviour of light change? The rules of light were fundamental. An irrevocable constant.



An image. Don’t Panic.



He appreciated the effort, but it was weak and lackluster.



He shut his eyes and suppressed the desire to scream. Don’t panic? What sort of advice was that? He wanted to panic, wanted to express his emotions in the actions of screaming and yelling. His life was gone. He had been successful. His family… God. His nails were drawing blood in his clenched fists. Somehow, the light had subconsciously let him break the oppressive stillness of the ambusher skills.



Were they dead? No! Do not think about them. Jack, how was he coping? He was eight. Would he understand what was happening? Was he looking confused, trying to understand what was different about the candle he was using? Was he missing his dad?



Tears were streaming down his face. Ambusher skills could do nothing against that. The creatures whose memories he had experienced had lacked tear ducts to suppress.



An enormous bear giving a tiger a comforting hug. Feelings of protection and togetherness.



The interface projected him as a tiger. Was it symbolic? Probably not. The interface was just weird.



Think about now. There was a plan. Focus on the plan.



Focus on the plan and suppress everything else. Was he being missed? Ambusher fade allowed no sobbing, only tears. Ambusher skills were refusing to let him express the anguish, and that, of course, was saving his life.



Think about now.



Over an hour passed as he stood there like a statue, eyes clenching shut and denying the world. Fade ability worked overtime to stop the vomit from spewing out and revealing his position. Adrian’s head swarmed with memories, tattered dreams, and plans that would never come to fruition. Remembering and discarding. If light was no longer light, a Tesla was no longer a dream.



Long deep breaths, drying tears, and a reminder of the first encounter with the interface. Don’t Panic.



Raucous noise snapped his eyes open. Just five meters in front of him, a massive battle had erupted: ice and fire, five on five. The imps were screaming, fireballs were negating ice bolts with explosive effect. Imps were mindlessly charging each other. An ice imp went down with a fireball washing over it. There was a sixth fire imp. Fire was going to win.



Four fire imps emerged victorious. He wanted to join the fight and finish them, but it was too dark to move safely over the uneven ground. Holding the position and focusing on the plan, there was only now. World changes and family were for later. Now had to be about survival. When there was space, he activated cores. When there was no space, he watched the different magics being utilised. Eventually, the level of darkness faded. And even though the sun had not risen, it would soon Adrian took a moment to examine his new skills.



Fireball



C
 reate a ball of fire, adjusting heat, movement speed, and size at the cost of additional mana.



Ice Bolt



Throw ice bolts with varying density, size, and speed at the cost of additional mana.



Dark Missile (Rank 1)



Fire a dark missile that will do 20 points of damage and apply the withering effect for 30 points of mana.



(20% progress to Rank 2)



Wind Gust



Generate a gust of wind that will knock objects off balance and has the chance to disrupt spell casting and ranged abilities. Strength of gust depends upon mana used.



Fiery Hands



Embed the power of fire into your hands to do additional fire damage with every touch. Enables the direct channeling of flames.



Fire / Cold / Dark Aura



Create an aura around your skin that will do additional damage to any creatures that contacts it. Only one aura can be active at a time.



Fire / Cold / Dark / Wind Resistance



R
 esist 10% damage from specified elements (passive).



There were also partial skills that he had learned: Wind Aura, Earth Spikes, and Earth Resistance. Killing more wind and earth imps was high on his list to master these skills. Adrian looked forward to the sunrise. The moment there was enough vision to move safely across the ground, the imps were going to die.










Chapter 12




Full daylight was not the trigger. A single fire imp attacked a single ice imp in front of him. The ice imp won though it was now half dead. As it leant down to extract the core, Adrian tossed his first fireball in anger.



The half dead status ceased to be relevant. After throwing the fireball, he held his position. Nothing reacted. This feeling must be what superheroes feel. Summon the energy and wham…no more enemies. He was a goddamn wizard.



Viewed with yesterday’s eyes, the sunrise coming up before him would have been beautiful. There were bright pinks and oranges, but Adrian only found it slow. Finally, it got light enough to start actively looking for imps to kill.



There had been battles all night just in front of him where the fire imps and ice imps had continuously clashed. There was no need to go looking. Patience was a virtue. Within five minutes, two fire imps ran into two ice imps. They did their standard tactics, both squealing in indignant surprise at the other pair. Then they squared off. Fireballs negated ice missiles in the space between them. From a magic perspective, they were evenly matched, and the two projectiles would cancel each other out in a bright violent display.



After three volleys of magic, the two pairs hopped towards each other and had at one another with their claws.



It was time.



Adrian started moving smoothly, jogging towards the fighting imps. There was no fatigue or pain. He was moving like he had been warming up for the last ten minutes as opposed to spending the entire night standing in the one spot. While running, he channeled fire
 hands. His fingers lit up with glowing light, and even his legs warmed from the crackling energy. The two imps closest to him did not see him in time. He placed one hand on each of their heads and channel fire into them.



The ice imp instantly died from the fire that penetrated straight into its brain, frying it. The fire imp was a different story. Its natural fire resistance kicked in, and Adrian needed twice as much mana and a critical two seconds to kill it. The other pair spun their attention to Adrian. He had two choices: Leap in and attack both simultaneously, or step to the side and attack one of them.



He chose the safer option and stepped behind the ice imp, putting its body between him and fire imp. Then, using his superior reach, he slapped the ice imp on the face, channelling fire magic at the point of contact. The imp did not even scream as its face blackened and it stumbled sideways. Magic focus showed that it was already dead, and the stumble was just like a chicken running without its head. Adrian stepped back. The fire imp was trapped behind the collapsing ice imp body and could not follow immediately, buying Adrian a couple of seconds. Dropping fire hands, he switched to an ice bolt. Deep black scratches marred the imps sinewy arms. Not wanting to spend a lot of mana, a weak ice bolt shot from his fingers. The missile dealt the fire imp a glancing blow to the shoulder, and the creature stumbled but did not fall. Unnecessarily rushing magic was foolish. The second bolt was no stronger than the first. But, with a focus on accuracy, it hit true, slamming through the right eye.



The battle was over.



He had won. Four imps, dead by his hand!



Quickly falling to his knees, he collected the loot. There was a twinge of pain as his knee accidentally landed on a sharp rock. He chuckled to himself at the irony. After taking out four imps effortlessly, his clumsiness had injured him. Hands almost blurred as he opened up chests and slid out the cores. In moments it was done, and the ambusher's fade started. The battle rush over, he assessed his options. None of the annoying imps were within thirty meters of where he stood.



Safety first.



He reminded himself, before quickly checking his stats. The battle, though brief, had used 50 mana out of his 150-mana pool. The two ice bolts used 25 and fiery hands the other 25. He stood and counted quietly to sixty and then rechecked the mana pool. 15 mana had regenerated, and so Adrian guessed his recharge rate was ten percent of mana per minute. That would have to be his routine. Fight, rest five to ten minutes to regain mana, and then fight again.



He reviewed the battle, concluding that he lacked the strength to fight multiple groups at once with just magic. For safety, he would only engage groups that had already depleted themselves against other imps. Then first preference would go to rocks with magic as a last resort. Picking up two decent sized stones and not bothering to retreat, he waited for his next opportunity.



Two fire imps approached three ice imps, and Adrian smiled macabrely to himself. This was another opportunity. He prepared himself to attack and then felt a blast of annoyance as, just before reaching aggro range, the fire imps switched directions. Stupid animals and random movement, Adrian thought to himself. Impatience gnawed at him. And so without thinking, he threw a rock hard at a space between the two groups but closer to the fire imps. He needed them to turn around. The rock hit hard on top of part of broken solar paneling, generating a metallic ring. The fire imps spun around to investigate the noise. They took four hops forward toward the sound, and then both opposing groups of imps noticed each other. Position wise, he was between them, though a bit off to the side. His ambusher’s fade worked perfectly. They did not sense him as they focused exclusively on each other.



Fight immediately or wait?
 Waiting was less experience, but far safer. Decision made: The ice imps could have their fun before he would clean the remainders, either by rock or fiery hands. Fire hands were the perfect weapon against ice imps who had exhausted their mana. The battle was shorter than hoped. The first wave of missiles negated each other fully, with no damage to any imps. The explosion that occurred when three clumped up ice missiles collided with two fireballs was eye opening. Unfortunately, the second wave of ice missiles resulted in one missile sliding through and striking the chest of one of the fire imps. It died instantly. With the next wave, the ice imps got smart. Only one imp fired a missile; the fire ball countered it. Then a second ice missile launched, taking out the fire imp. From Adrian’s perspective, it was bad news, as one imp still had magic.



Thinking quickly, Adrian threw a fireball at the imp with magic. It reacted exactly how you would expect, launching an ice missile that eliminated his fireball. Then it was game on. Charging forward with his hands glowing, he engaged. With fire hands, he had both the longer reach and the more deadly attack. Better still, there was no wind up required. A quick bitch slap enhanced by fire was enough to smoke any ice imp, but he was outnumbered three to one. So, Adrian used his long legs to flank them rather than allowing them to come out to him all at the same time. A step to the side turned the battle into a one-on-one skirmish. After that, the battle was easy. He used one fiery hand to turn aside the imp’s laws and the other one to reach out and pat the imp’s head. Using the same technique, the first one died easily, and the other two followed. Total cost was sixty-five mana.



Things fell into a routine, provoking one group into attacking another group. Adrian was careful to ensure the pebbles he tossed never travelled further than 15 meters. After the imps engage one another, wait till they used their mana up, and then eliminate the remaining imps. Switch elements to avoid any magic resistance the imps might have. So, he used ice for fire ones, and he used fire for everything else.



After three hours of wandering slaughter, Adrian headed towards the oven, curious to see what had happened in the building. A series of temporary work shelters comprised toilets, a large common room with a vending machine, and a small kitchen. He headed towards the common room.



The signs of combat in the common area were clear: Lots of desiccated imps had been piled roughly in the corner with one human body set to the side. Graham and his team had placed a jacket over the man’s head. They had obviously fought several pitched battles in the room. That would be a story for when he caught up to them. Straight after the mana storm, all the workers must have retreated to the temporary office to defend. One door had been ripped away and taken a section of wall with it. They might have hoped that the common room could have acted as a safe room, but the state of the walls must have dashed that dream pretty quickly. After establishing themselves, the desperate group then would have had to fight every imp that wandered in. Eventually, they must have done the maths and figured staying and trying to survive a war of attrition against the massive numbers of imps was suicide, hence the breakout.



“Waste not, want not,” the mantra echoed in his head.



Quickly monitoring the outside, it was time to loot. There were fifteen imp ores in the discarded bodies. He had expected more. Strangely, a lot of the imps were missing their cores even though their chests were undamaged. Graham’s team would kick themselves if they knew what they had failed to collect. After the imps, he continued his methodical search. Adrian almost yelled in joy when he located a crowbar on the ground. It was a farmer’s crowbar as tall as he was, thicker than a broom, and solid iron. A fugitive glance out the open door tempered his excitement. An imp was hopping straight at him and just entering aggro range.



Psychic deterrence went max strength. Stay away, nothing to see, stay away. The imp looked confused and then turned to hop elsewhere. A bitter smile. On some level, he was now like an insect repellent. Safe once more, he hefted the crowbar and gave it a quick experimental swing. It was heavy but usable. Imagining ugly imp heads. Swish. The bloody thing had so much mass it would not even slow down. With its long reach, the hefty weapon would devastate the hollow imp bones. It was a better weapon than the rocks.



With his weapons sorted out, he noted the crowbar had alternative uses. A row of lockers looked inviting, the majority secured with cheap combination locks.



Once more there was no hesitation. There was no such thing as personal property outside of dwellings now. Something whispered to him that humans' focus from now on would only be on survival. While awkward to use, the crowbar easily leveraged open the locker door once it was under the lip. First movement created the space to get the crowbar fully in, and the next movement would almost rip the flimsy doors off their hinges. Every locker he broke into made a loud squealing noise. On two separate occasions, he activated ambusher’s fade when imps came to investigate. Standing stock still with the crowbar in his hand until the imps got to within two meters, he would swing the crowbar hard at them, caving in the skulls. The goal was to kill them quickly before they could activate any magic. Both sets died within moments. Adrian’s worst result was a bit of second hand heat.



The technique worked.



While breaking open one locker, a small mirror caught his reflection. It was not his face looking back at him: It was far younger. Twenty-two, he thought ruefully. He should sing and yell, silently of course. But the good news was barely a footnote against everything else: more dead bodies in a day than the rest of his lifetime. Compared to that and the thrill of baiting and eliminating imps, getting younger was small fry.



After forty minutes of searching, he had found a scattering of food: some apples, one orange, three muesli bars, two water bottles, two packets of chips, and one Mars bar dislodged from the bottom of the vending machine in the corner. It all went into his backpack. Graham and his people had already stripped the machine which buoyed Adrian’s spirit. At least they had recognised the seriousness of the situation. Hopefully, the food they had gotten from the machine would help them survive.



With his scavenging finished, Adrian had to decide whether to follow Graham's group or whether there was anything else he wanted to do at the building site. He checked his experience. It had risen to 1250, which meant Adrian had killed 125 imps already and needed to kill 375 more to go up a level. There would be bonuses to going up a level, and determining what they were was important. With his lower metabolism, he had enough food for days, and he might kill enough to gain a level in that time. It was no matter, all choices led back to the fact that he needed to get stronger. Imps, now that he understood them, seemed to be a good risk verses return. The imps were scary on paper. Deadly magic and nasty claws. In a straight-out fight, Adrian doubted he could kill a pack of any more than three. Once you worked out the rules they followed, once you understood how to ambush them, once you saw how to play them against each other, they became easy kills.



In the gaming parlance, the imps represented a magnificent opportunity to grind experience.



One more day. He would take one day to destroy as many imps as possible and then he would follow Graham. For now, it would be a matter of exploring the remaining structures, killing imps as the situation allowed, and searching for alternative salvage. It was possible that there might be clues revealing where the imps were coming from, and, if there were, then he would update his plan.



As he stepped around the corner to face the south side of the building, Adrian froze.



He saw a stone frame with blue light shimmering inside. It was grey stone covered with intricate images and designs. Alien designs. Alien energy flowed through it. His breath rushed in and out. Thoughts deserted him.



It was a portal.










Chapter 13




The portal set up in the dirt was pristine, unlike everything else. It flared with energy and three dark imps popped into existence. Directly in front of them, on random patrols, were two earth imps.



Earth exploded from underneath two of the dark imps. The dark imps, obviously affected by the portal, did not have a bolt shimmering in their hands which allowed the outnumbered earth imps to brutally attack them.



The two dark imps hit by the earth magic got thrown off their feet, their health reduced in half. The one standing imp immediately started summoning one of its bolts. But, before it could finish, two more earth spikes exploded under the fallen dark imps. Those two died just as the standing dark imp launched his first missile. By this point, the earth imps were hopping forward. One of them launched an earth missile at the dark imp’s bolt, negating it, and another earth spike knocked the last dark one flying. Before it could get up and use magic, both earth imps hopped up and used their claws to tear the fallen imp apart.



It was the first time Adrian had seen an outnumbered imp group win a fight. Also, they had won it without cost, apart from the unlucky fact that he was there. Their mana was completely depleted.



Careful not to aggro any other groups of imps, Adrian took two steps forward to get within fifteen meters before launching two fireballs to finish the two earth imps. Both died with their heads encased in flames. Thump, thump, his heartbeat was still elevated. Finding a wall to put his back against, the welcoming safety of ambusher’s fade flicked on. The portal sat there, a shimmering energy field encased by stone columns. The undeniable source of imps. Identification showed nothing but the name “Imp Portal”.



His mind was scrambled. How many imps? Was this the moment to bravely run away? Could he destroy it? What other types of imps were there? Could he go to another planet?



The portal flared again, and two fire imps came out this time. Adrian sent two heavy ice bolts flying. Each of the heavy bolts cost thirty mana as he juiced them up in order to get a one hit kill. He had worked out that thirty-mana fire balls, or ice bolts were in the sweet spot. A direct hit to the head would finish an imp. More mana was wasteful, less mana did not guarantee the kill.



Both missiles landed before the fire imps could counter. The imps came out of the portal without their energy ready, leaving them vulnerable. Both imps jerked and flopped dead to the ground. There were three minutes between each flare. With the time on his hands, he used his magic focus on the portal, trying to track what it was doing. Maybe there was portal magic to extract.



His interface flashed, so he opened it quickly, hoping for some useful information. Sure enough, a portal tab had appeared and was flashing. He quickly clicked it.



Portals are dimensional rips that link one location to another location. Powerful wizards and magic users have been known to be able to harness sufficient energy to create temporary portals.



Permanent portals between planets can be formed during an alpha particle event. During a mana storm, excess mana can be directed to create a portal between the new alpha physics planet and wasteland planets. Wasteland planets are planets where all sentient creatures have been destroyed in a localised area or over the entire planet. This creates unstable dense mana flows, allowing portals to be linked.



Origin of alpha event portals is unknown; however, we believe that these portals are the catastrophic result of a failed attempt to provide help aside from the interfaces.



It is recommended to close portals when you find them, or else a new alpha planet may be overwhelmed with creatures from the wasteland planet.



Shit, is this a quest?



Adrian laughed at himself. No prompts appeared. It was not a game, not a dream. It was real life, there would be no quests. The interface was telling him that humans needed to get rid of these portals. As he was the only human around… the question was how?



The portal flashed again, and a single ice imp hopped out. Adrian destroyed it straight away with a fireball.



Intense use of identification on the portal yielded nothing of interest. No health, weakness, strengths, just the name. The interface had told him to destroy the portal. That meant it was within his means.



Mentally, he rolled up sleeves and rubbed hands together. Experimentation time.



His eyes continually tracked for threats.



Magic is the answer. But what type?



Fire first, then rotate through the others. Check for imps, make sure mana reserves never dropped below half. He sent everything in the arsenal at the stone barrier: Fire, ice, earth, wind, and dark all crashed against the stone barrier or energy and did nothing. The stone did not even show any sign of being hurt, not even a soot mark. He switched the target to the shimmering blue field. The results were equally unimpressive.



After forty minutes without progress, he wanted to pull his hair out.



Magic is not working. Physical?



The crowbar hit the stone frame with a satisfying thunk. He thumped it time and time again, generating noise and sparks. He kept his magic focus open the entire time so he would get warning before the imps would come through. During his frenzied attack, the portal flared three times. Each time, a quick swing of crowbar took out the single imp that emerged. When his arms started burning, he knelt to examine where he had been hitting. The stone did not even have a scratch on it.



The portal flashed, and four earth imps appeared. Adrian had already begun his crowbar swing. With a slight trajectory adjustment, the bar smashed into the second imp, decapitating it, while the bar continued on into the third and fourth. They were not dead yet, so Adrian dropped the crowbar and utilised fire hands.



The first imp had turned most of the way around, earth magic bubbling in its hands, when Adrian’s right palm caught its face. Blistering channel heat finished it. With brutal efficiency, he crouched down to grab the third and fourth imps. Another blast of heat, and they both perished before they got a chance to use their offensive magic.



Absently, Adrian collected the cores while he considered the portal. There were only three cores. He had been overzealous with his flames and destroyed the fourth.



Returning his thoughts to the portal, he acknowledged that everything had failed. Maybe he should go get some help and brick up the portal. With a shrug, he stood and decided he might head back and see if he could get Graham’s group to help.



As he walked away, his interface flashed again.



He opened the interface and, as expected, a portal tab was flashing. The first paragraphs of the text were exactly the same, but it had added new text.



Those with magic focus or detailed knowledge of the mechanics of a portal can often disrupt and destroy portals and objects made of magic. If you can understand what is driving the portal and how the portal works, then it is a small step to work out where in the process you can apply or deny magic to disrupt the natural flow within the portal and introduce a catastrophic failure to the magic which sustains it.



He spun around and looked speculatively at the portal, teeth clenched.



Bullshit, smart alec.



After over an hour of hitting the bloody thing with everything he had, the interface only then chose to give the useful information. All that effort could have been avoided if the interface had bothered to be a bit helpful.



The sense of smugness swelling up did not improve his mood at all. There were brief undertones of giggling.



He ground his teeth while thinking about what the text was saying.



Can I get a different interface?



The giggling vanished. Instead, there was a quiet anger.



The thought was not helpful. Yes, the interface was a prat. As annoying as its practical jokes were, it had actively helped him. The text talked about understanding how the portal worked. That was the hint that needed to be followed. Non-sentient interfaces probably would not be able to give hints.



There was an image of someone putting a golf ball. The surrounding gallery gave polite golf claps. The interface was slightly less unhappy with him.



Following the hint, he hurried back to stand next to the portal in a position to take out any new imps that emerged. In the lulls between waves, his focus was on the portal's inner workings. Power flowed up one side of the portal, around the top, down the side, and back into the ground. It utilised the same magic that he had already mastered, including dark energy that seemed to be integral to the device itself. The complexity of the flows was mind-boggling, clearly several orders of magnitude more involved than the simple spells he had been channelling.



When the portal activated, the flow into the ground stopped instantly. Instead of disappearing, it concentrated itself on the inner edge of the stone. After two seconds of building energy, the flows changed, and this accumulated concentrated energy spat out into the shimmering portal space. The shimmering field would then start vibrating as energy kept getting fed into it, the vibrations growing stronger and stronger till an enormous bubble formed and out popped two imps.



Adrian did not bother expending mana. With magic focus, the exact position where each imp was going to materialize was clear. A well-timed swing of the crowbar clipped one on the head, and it continued through to thump hard into the second imp’s neck. He added two more cores into his trading stash. Despite their sharp pointing claws, the imps were like tissue paper in a melee fight.



Repositioning and continuing to focus on the portal, Adrian had a couple of ideas about how to break the thing. Idea one was to feed energy into the stone while it was dormant and see if that could disrupt it enough to break the continual flows. The second idea was to do something to the vibrations when a portal was active.



In a meditative type state, he could track the different flows of energy. By pushing energy just so, it might be possible to block one of the dark magic flows. There was even a convenient notch on the elaborate stone frame. The flow he was targeting looked important. Just above where his hand rested, the inflow fed into a complex knot of energy before flowing out. The magic pushed into the stone. It floated there for a moment and then got swept up in the cycling energy. In moments, it had been swept through the knot of different energies and discharged into the ground. The energy flowing through the stone was an order of magnitude more than his 15 mana per minute recharge. 70 mana were discharged in a couple of seconds. That would take him five minutes to recover from, and it was less than a drop in the rivers he was trying to short.



Experiment one failed, he thought dryly to himself.



Once his mana had recharged, he directed a flow of energy into the stone, attempting to overwhelm the mechanism with extra energy. To his annoyance, the blob of magic was just swept up the stonework, across the top, and promptly back into the ground. There was no instability. That method would not work. “Experiment two failed,” he whispered out loud.



The portal began activating again. His mana was not fully recovered, so he only had a bit of energy to push into the stone. The extra energy did not appear to have much effect. As usual, it expelled the energy into the shimmering surface and vibrations started up. They kept getting bigger and bigger. Adrian was not fully convinced, but it looked like the vibration was not as smooth as usual. A group of six imps started to materialize.










Chapter 14




Oh no, too many.



He was already swinging his crowbar. There was no stopping the heavy thing mid-swing instead everything got put into the effort. Bringing the bar down, Adrian swung it horizontally at head height, hoping to knock the imps over like bowling pins. The bar struck with a series of jolting cracks. The attack was partially successful. Two imps died, one fell over stunned, and it knocked a fourth from its feet.



Quick.



Dropping the bar and lunging towards the imps, he engaged fire hands. One of the standing imps swung a claw to defend itself. Catch the arm just below the dangerous claw and channel flames. Fire crackled down the arm, into the shoulder, and then split to hit both chest and head. Catch the magic flow in the ground. Luckily, the short arse imps meant that he was looking down at his feet. The countering earth strike was faster than expected. Leap sideways. A well-placed earth strike was a fight ender.



Already unbalanced, there was no way he was keeping on his feet. He converted his momentum into a tumbling roll, channelled a fireball, and launched it at the last standing imp when he came out of his roll. Another earth spike was forming under him, but, in the race to gather magic, the fireball launched half a second earlier won the ribbon.



Adrian's attention then turned towards the two imps that had been clipped with the crowbar.



Trouble. One of the fallen imps was still in the fight. Earth magic was thrumming through it. Trace the energy. The bloody thing’s attack was on target. He tried to roll away, but when you can see magic, you can also see when you are moving too slowly to avoid it. Pushing himself into a sort of push up position to get out of the area of effect. The earth spiked up, slashing through his t-shirt leaving long scratches across his ribs and stomach. The spikes had mostly missed, but he screamed despite himself. Subconsciously, he had already been forming a dark bolt. The intense pain through his stomach was too much to allow fancy targeting. However, the imp was close, and its evil eyes looked gleeful. Releasing the missile, it shot true and straight. A successful strike on the imp’s shoulder. The withering effect would finish it. After all, the head was in range. Adrian started up fire hands and launched at the last imp, which was still on the ground. He grabbed its claw just as it was using its magic. The channelled flames burnt into the imp and disrupted the magic, and the new earth spike forming under him failed. His second hand came down hard on its head, and it died after a bit of channelling. Adrian pushed himself tiredly to his knees, his stomach stinging. He needed time to recover.



Close. Way too close.



Running his hands down over his stomach, he sighed. Less blood than feared, no deep lacerations. He had no major injuries, and he could walk.



Two nearby fire imps had heard the noise and were hopping over. They were in their distinct aggro stance. Despite the hundreds of imps he had slaughtered so far he had avoided head-to-head magic battles.



Magic focus kicked in and time slowed. This was going to be close.



The fire imps’ hands glowed, and he traced the trajectory the fireballs were going to take. They were not linked to a body part. He swayed to the side to avoid one and sent a small ice missile flashing along the second path to stop or delay the second fireball. The ice missile smashed into the fireball. Though the ice bolt was much smaller, the enemy fireball splattered against the ice missile and exploded. Even five meters away, the heat was intense. The second fireball flashed past Adrian’s shoulder and hit the ground behind him; there was another wave of heat.



First volley depleted, I can win this.



The two imps started forming another round of fireballs. This time they linked the magic to his chest. There would be no dodging this time. With a foolish yell, he threw a small ice missile towards the fireball that was the least developed. The ice missile flew slowly along the path the fireball would take. It was matching the path, and that was all that mattered. To stop the second fireball, he launched a bigger ice missile. It intercepted the second fireball just a meter from his head. There was no rush of heat this time as his larger missile overwhelmed the fireball. There was noise but no damaging explosive effects. The first fireball he had cancelled had partially singed him from five meters. The idea of a similar explosion from one meter sent a shudder through him, hence the overcompensation with the ice bolt.



Second volley.



He watched the two imps. One formed a fireball, but the other imp was hopping furiously towards him with its hands going fiery red. While launching a small ice bolt along the conveniently traced path of the fireball, Adrian glanced down and saw the crowbar at his feet. He snatched it up.



It was damn heavy. Crouched on the ground, he did not have the leverage to swing it with any speed. He barely got it above the height of the incoming fire imp before losing control and having it dip down. Propelled by little more than gravity, it hit the delicate imp, knocking it sideways and backwards and leaving a gash in its side.



Thank god they were so weak and puny.



There was no way to use magic while holding the crowbar, so it slipped from his fingers again. While it fell, Adrian used the last of his mana to create an ice missile for the wounded fire imp with the dangerous burning hands.



Adrian released the missile, striking the imp in the gash caused by the crowbar, plunging deep into the wound, and bursting out the other side. It was a fatal wound.



That left a single imp alive, and it was rushing. There was no time to grab a weapon, and his mana was depleted. Reach and strength were at his advantage. This time, he was on his feet. The imp’s nasty claws were waving in front of its face. His side and stomach burned from the earth spike. The wound was worse than realised, or lifting the crowbar had torn something. The feel of blood running across his leg was unmistakable. The clock was ticking. Brute force it was. His right arm was the sacrificial lamb used to deflect the two claws. The imp happily plunged its claws into and through the lower arm. The claws caught on his bones. Then, using it for leverage, he grimly punched the imp in the head.



It stumbled.



With adrenaline pumping, Adrian ignored the tearing sensation in his arm and hit the imp again. Usually, the punch would have knocked the imp back, but, attached as it was to his arm, it had to absorb his punch internally. The bones in the neck cracked. One more punch, and it was over.



The imp was still attached to him. They weighed less than ten kilograms; however, ten kilograms attached through his arm bones resulted in pain that flirted with blackout. He fell onto his bum, clutching the imp close to him with his good hand to reduce the pressure. With imp on his lap and the claws still in him, he peeled the claws out of his arm. His breath was raspy, he felt weak from blood loss. But it was a war zone, so eyes went up to check the enemy. There were no imps rushing him. You might get out of this yet. Stumbling up and over to the oven wall, Adrian Ripped off his shirt to use as a tourniquet to stop the bleeding on the savaged arm. Triggering ambusher skills.










Chapter 15




The world was swaying. Lying on the ground felt so appealing. Ambusher stasis kept him standing. Instinctively, it felt like the best choice. If he laid on the ground, then sleep might claim him. He couldn't think. Maintaining the ambusher skills took conscious effort while the ground begged at him to join it.



I am soft, I am comfortable, join me.



Resolutely standing still, he hoped that he would heal. The portal flared multiple times, but he ignored everything to focus on staying upright and keeping his ambusher skills active. The pain reduced. There was no longer any bleeding, but the world kept swaying with the desire to lie down.



Blood loss.



Carefully checking all around. There were no imps around him.



Must eat and drink.



Adrian shrugged out of the backpack, dropping it at his feet before collapsing next to it onto his bum. Ambusher skills would still work in the new position, and there was no way he could force himself to stand again. Both the poorly healed arm and stomach complained at the movement. It felt like his shirt got wetter. The cuts reopened. Breathing heavily and using only his good right hand, he opened the front zipped section, grabbed a Mars bar, and ate ravenously. Before he could go back for more food and drink, two imps came around the corner.



He was injured, and, while his mana had regenerated, there was no way he wanted to fight. His entire focus went to not moving and breathing shallowly, psychically pushing out the command. Nothing to see here, go away, go elsewhere.



The imps hopped towards him. Maybe the ambusher's fade was weakened by his condition. They kept coming. He expected them to lose interest any moment and go elsewhere. Coming close enough to touch, one hopped forward and one of its clawed feet lit on his backpack. With another hop, its wings brushed against his face. He stopped himself from flinching. Another hop, and it was past him. He stopped himself from breathing out sharply in relief. Another hop and the danger receded.



Another gap in the dense imp mass. Drink, then more food. Healing abilities kept kicking on. Everything was sore, but the enhanced healing of the new world was in full swing.



An hour passed.



The wound to his right arm was deep as were the gashes in his side, and they would take time to close fully. He ate an apple quietly while he waited and recovered. Biting very slowly to avoid the crunch, he’d shear off a tiny bit with no noise then devour it slowly. The sweet taste extended for ages; he used his teeth as a juicing machine. When the apple was reduced to a tiny core, he ate a muesli bar.



The fight was on replay in his mind.



You are an idiot,



He should have been aware of the second group of imps. There was no way he should have been playing with the portal when a group of imps were so close. God, his arm hurt.



There was no way he was going to fight till he was fully healed, so he used his earth cores to learn the earth magic abilities. After an hour, the process was complete. Earth resistance and aura were the same as the other elements; however, the other two abilities he got were interesting.



Earth Spike (Rank 2)



Use 60 mana to create a spike of earth.



Having been hit by an earth spike, Adrian could appreciate the skill. Used properly, it was an awesome tool.



Earth Missile (Rank 1)



Use 30 mana to create an earth missile that will damage the target and apply the slow effect.



The earth imp magic differed from the other types. For one, the Earth Spike was rank 2Secondly, there was no flexibility to adjust mana for power. Earth spikes had become his most expensive spell. But, still feeling its impact first hand, he knew it would serve a purpose. Likewise, Earth Missile would be useful because of the slow component. If he was fighting something faster than him, it would be a good opener to slow the creature down and let him land additional attacks.



The time spent acquiring earth magic had given him time to heal fully. He undid the improvised tourniquet. His shirt was a wet red brown. The choice was whether to keep wearing it, wear no shirt, or to take the clothes off one of the dead people. He put it on. Sections of the shirt were crunchy, other sections were wet. It was disgusting. Was it worse than cutting up imps? Maybe, Maybe not. Lots of firsts and lots of worsts.



Mental note. Always pack bandages and changes of clothes. Who cares how you look? It’s not like the imps care.



It was time to solve the mystery about how to destroy the portal.



Safety first.



He kept saying it to himself but not applying it effectively.



Safety first. Cull first then investigate
 .



His general approach was to pit one group against another, but, when he caught one or two imps walking by themselves, he was happy to resort to magic straight up. A surprise fireball or ice missile could finish one of them before they could react. After that, he could burn thirty mana to exhaust their magic, and then they were easy pickings for a physical attack.



Once more he stood at the portal, letting his ambusher’s skills start up along with magic focus. When the portal flashed, it was clear that three imps were coming though. It was an easy battle. The swinging crowbar took out two, and the third went down a moment later in a blast of flames.



Next time the portal started up, he would test it with more power, inserting a sizable chunk of dark magic. He was hopeful that would be enough to unbalance the vibrations. Three minutes passed quickly, and the portal flared to life once more. The moment it sealed itself and the magic stopped flowing from the ground, he pumped dark magic into the stone. One hundred mana drained from his fingers in a trice.



The energy concentrated on the inner edge of the stone. As expected, vibrations started through the shimmering portal. They kept expanding, and there was a clear wobble this time. He got ready to swing his crowbar, and he counted the number of imps coming through. There were five.



Oh shit.



There was a choice but to prepare to attack the imps when they came through. It was better to ambush them than to risk them aggroing on him once they emerged. If fade failed once they had their magic up . . . .



Better not think about that.



He wished he had not expended his mana. Just as the final vibration came through, the whole frenetic field wobbled. The slight wobble became chaotic, and the shimmering portal burst.



Four of the imps exploded in a cloud of blood, and the last one stumbled away, stunned. Adrian found himself thrown backwards by the concussive blast. The blast of air picked him up and threw him a good two meters. He rolled and twisted just enough to land on his shoulder to protect his skull and backbone. While the shoulder bore most of the weight, his head still hit the ground.



Damn this world.



Light was hurting his eyes.



Concussion.



The crowbar was lost. The imps, they needed to die. Peering around, the imp was still dazed and had not yet summoned any magic. It was vulnerable. With a throbbing head, Adrian wobbled out an ice bolt.



Thank god for safety first. I only have to worry about this one.



His bolt hit the imp on the shoulder and knocked it back off its feet again. It was not dead. It was an ice imp. Stupidly, he had fired an ice bolt at an ice imp. His mana was down to just twenty. Cursing he stumbled to his feet and charged it.



The imp was forming its own counter bolt. It seemed to struggle.



Go faster.



While he would survive an ice bolt, it was not something that he was eager to experience. The imp faltered; its magic weave failed it.



Maybe it was concussed too.



It started forming the bolt again. It was still touch and go, but his longer reach was just enough. His outstretched hand tapped the imp on its shoulder just as the ice bolt became formed. Channelled flames sent a wave of searing heat through to the imp's chest. The ice bolt half-failed as some energy bled away, but the remaining chunk of magic shot towards him. It struck him hard in the knee, and he felt the kneecap explode in blood and pain. Ironically, the icy nature of the missile stopped the bleeding as the entire wound froze solid.



Off came his shirt once more to apply pressure and stop bleeding. Crawling was not an option. An outstretched hand could just reach his crowbar, and he pulled it to him. Using it as a crutch, he forced himself to his feet and stumbled back towards his spot on the oven wall. He pumped up ambusher’s fade. Standing on his left leg, he supported himself with a crowbar as a crutch, eyes shut, knee aching, and head wringing. He was doing something wrong.



Idiot, idiot, idiot, he kept repeating to himself. You need to leave this place. You're an idiot, trying to do this by yourself. Repeating the same things over and over in his head. The sound of hopping nearby made him shiver. Was this going to be the end? The hopping passed by him, and his leg progressed slowly to a dull ache.



Leave this place.



It would not happen. There was no way he was going to leave and admit defeat. A bloody portal would not beat him. The experiment had not failed. The one hundred mana had almost been enough.



Wounds healed. If it did not kill him, it made him stronger.



There was an image of a car hitting a person and then the person ending up in a wheelchair.



It’s a saying.



Now that the world was no longer jumping with each heartbeat, his leg was healing quickly, and he had recovered enough to get back into action. There was an imp eight meters away, back turned, hopping away. Adrian looked in the other direction and saw nothing there. The fireball exploded from his hands, and the nearby imp died. Briefly safe, Adrian tested his leg. It was still ginger, but he could walk on it.



It’s killing time. Imp killing time.



He corrected. Thirty minutes later, the knee was completely healed, the rest of his food was consumed, and the area around the stone portal was once more cleared of imps.



Back at his customary spot at the portal, he prepared himself for what was coming. The portal flared to life. From the energy signature, only a single imp was coming through. The crowbar dispatched it routinely while he reviewed his course of action. He was going to pump half his mana into the stone portal and then run. Each time, he would deliver a different element and see which one was the most effective. Determine which element the portal is susceptible to, and try to blow up the portal with that mana type. By timing it right, he could get ambusher’s fade up and working before the summoned imps became a problem.



The experiments went quickly. Each test took four cycles of the portal summons to complete. He spent one cycle for the test and the rest of the time recovering his mana and clearing away nearby imps. An hour and a bit later, the results were surprising. Air magic was clearly the strongest or most likely to destroy the portal. After that, it went fire, dark, earth, and ice, respectively.



Here goes nothing, he thought, when he was ready for his next attempt to destroy the portal.










Chapter 16




No imps, check.



Full mana, check.



Portal energy was low.



Adrian pulled his hand back from channelling, and instead grabbed the crowbar. One imp was not enough. It required lots of imps to destabilise the portal. The single imp came through and got taken out with a single swing of his trusty crowbar. Glancing at his experience, he found it had risen to 2450 out of 5000. Almost halfway to level 1, he had killed 120 imps more and only almost died twice.



When the portal’s next cycle started, it did so at full strength. At least five imps were coming through, maybe more. His heart rate rose. It was game time. With a hand, against the stone portal, he channelled air energy into the stone until all of his mana was expended. Then he dropped the crowbar and sprinted away.



One cat and dog, two cats and dog.



Running harder, trying to put distance between him and the portal. The explosion behind him launched him hard at the oven wall, and he hit it with a crunch.



Running to the wall was not a brilliant plan.



Head ringing.



Is that my third concussion?



Blood was running down his nose, and both his wrists were broken. Instinctively, he had gotten his hands out in time to cushion the impact.



He glanced back; the portal was gone. A rush of exhilarating joy swept through. It felt artificial. He wondered what the feeling was. He flicked open his interface to check. Was the rush experience? Had he just levelled up?



He had not levelled, but he had just increased his experience to 3510. The portal was worth 1000 points, Adrian concluded, and the six imps blown apart by the instability were worth another 60.



He was going to do this.



He was going to get rid of the imps.



He would have revenge for Asad Shaer.



The experience boost made his toes tingle. Lots of portals could mean multiple levels. The experience curve seemed less extreme.



For now, it was safety first. Locate food, shelter, and a defensible place to sleep. Those were the priorities. Ambusher stasis helped, but when fighting or recovering, the suspension of the need to sleep no longer functioned. Another all-nighter might be beyond him.



With respect to food, there were two obvious options: scavenge or hunt.



Geography limited the first option. When they had selected the land for the solar plant, one criterion was the lack of neighbours. There were no shops, houses or even sheds within five kilometres of the place. He had already stripped the temporary work office, so the only possible salvage place was the recently completed administrative complex. They had built the office next to turbine number two. It was to host administrative staff, maintenance workers, and the corporate office. It had been scoped for up to 80 employees. Five permanent staff had already started working, so there was the possibility of food.



The second option was hunting. Yesterday, the possibility of hunting would have been zero, but today he would back himself. Complete invisibility plus magic were a heady mix. The real question was, were there even animals to hunt? Surely there were, but he had not seen any or even any signs of one.



Administrative complex first. At worst, it should provide him a defendable location to sleep.



Plans swirled in his mind. Check the administrative complex first, establish a base to sleep in, find and eliminate portals and kill imps. Just normal activities. The snort escaped. Yep, just typical post apocalypse actions. What next, roaring to greet the morning sun?



With a shake of his head, Adrian had no time for flights of fantasy. Another snort. He was totally on fire, but his audience, the Interface, was not biting despite the gems that were coming out. If there was food, then great. If not, he would sleep on an empty stomach and then strike out to escape the imps and find somewhere to hunt.



It was mid-afternoon, so he had around four hours of daylight left. Three groups of imps blocked his progress. They were all ice imps, so there was not even the option of mischief. He paused with his back against the wall and pulled up his statistics.







Inherent Healing --- 1.2 ---Population - 1.03 (+.03)



Vitality --- now 1.15 --- Changed by 0.05 (Almost dying lots has its benefits. What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger?) ---Population - 1.12 (+.14)



Physical Resistance --- now 0.49 --- Changed by -0.01 (Everything hurts you.) ---Population - 0.5



Magical Resistance --- now 0.08 --- Changed by 0.08 (10 percent acquired resistance to Fire, Earth, Wind, Ice and Dark. ) ---Population - 0.06 (+.01)



Strength --- now 0.87 --- Changed by 0.07 (What can I say? Swinging a crowbar all day makes a difference. Exercise, hey. ) ---Population - 0.89(+.05)



Agility --- now 0.86 --- Changed by 0.04 (Been practising. A technique other than falling over might end up being more helpful. ) ---Population - 1.12 (+.12)



Perception --- now 0.99 --- Changed by 0.05 (Following the not-so-subtle hints should mean something. Shouldn’t it?) ---Population - 1



Intelligence --- 1.32 ---Population - 1



Mana Control --- now 1.7 --- Changed by 0.2 (Extensive practice.) ---Population - 1.03 (+.03)



Mana Pool --- now 1.5 --- Changed by 0.2 (Repeatedly emptying mana pool.) ---Population - 0.92 (+.12)







The overall gains made him feel like a rockstar. A slight frown crossed his face as he read over the comments. Really, he had gained additional agility because he was good at falling over and his perception gains resulted from a willingness to follow
 not-so-subtle hints
 .



He felt the throb of humour coming from the interface and some of his good mood just disappeared.
 Ignore it. Be happy with five to ten percent improvement without a level.
 He ignored the interface and was happy with what he was seeing. His skill gains had exceeded the averages, so that was good, though everyone seemed to do pretty well.



Are they doing well or are the weak dying?



That was not a thought that needed exploring. There was an imp clash ahead of him. Two fire imps got pulverised. Energy unthought of just two days ago was flying casually between the two groups in front of him. How long were the weak going to survive? What about his...? Eyes shutting hard.
 Don’t go there.
 Wanting to move. Not a chance. A group of six was just ten meters away and had him firmly within their aggro range. They would hop past him and never get within five meters of him. Encased in his cocoon of magic stealth, Adrian easily dismissed them.



His family?



Shit. The mind went there. Eyes shut, suppressing the reflective urge to do things faster.
 Safety first.
 There was nothing that he could do.



THERE’S NOTHING I CAN DO?



He felt a primary need to destroy imps, to eviscerate them all, imps and all the other monsters.



Follow the bloody plan
 .



Without actively hunting imps, he went along the oven wall towards the administrative buildings. Each of the turbines were 200 meters long, and the oven was about 100. The total walk was about 400 meters, but it was slow and stuttering. Several times, he paused for groups of imps to go past. If they were in a clump of three or more, he gave them free passage. Otherwise, he blasted them.



The violence felt soothing. The routine killing of imps must sort of be like how a pet control worker used to feel. Find the animal, put it down, and then move on to the next job. For the untrained, it was dangerous. But the job became easy, no matter how poisonous a snake might be, for someone who understood what the animal was going to do. Finally, he approached the doors to the administrative building in front of him.



The alpha physics conversion had affected the administrative building just like the others. All the buildings looked like time had ravaged them: lots of general wear, tear, and plant growth. Occasionally, they were rent, like something with enormous claws had used them as a scratching post. What should have been neat brickwork was often scored by deep pock marks as if someone had been using a sledgehammer. The conversion had covered other areas with dense lichen interspaced by a few stretches that were immaculate and undamaged. As was always the case, it was the unblemished sections that churned the stomach. It would be easier to accept if the whole thing were decrepit. It was like there was missing time but for the sparkly new sections. There was no rational explanation for those.



The administrative section looked harder hit than others. Most windows had been broken. But, as they were industrial strength, they still stood, bearing massive cracks throughout. The entry doors were busted completely open. One was missing altogether, and there was even a gap in a wall. The increased structural damage made logical sense as they had built the turbine walls tough enough to survive the throbbing of the engines. The administrative buildings had only ever been an addition.



The complex was larger than the temporary workers' common room. His memory for physical layouts had always been poor. Last week, the complex comprised a single large office, an open-plan kitchen, a reception area, toilets, and a couple of private meeting rooms.



There would not be a lot of food available as they had only just started staffing the place. They had hired less than a dozen permanent employees out of the 40 that were planned to run the plant. Most of the people working onsite at this stage were in the trades that Graham oversaw, installing all the complicated hardware to get the solar panels working.



Moving to the doors, he peeked into a reception area filled with imps. Some were looking towards him.



Oops.










Chapter 17




Swaying back with a quick step to get a wall on his back, Adrian held his crowbar over his head, ready to brain anything that followed. No hopping noise or pursuit came. Slowly, he brought his breathing back under control and shifted his approach to check through the windows.



He peered through one of the broken windows before jerking his head back. There were multiple imps inside the room. His fingers itched to take them out with his magic, but he hated that he did not know what would happen, whether shooting through the window would aggro lots of imps or just the ones he hit.



Safety first.



First, he needed to clear the imps outside the building where he had full control of the engagement. Then he’d attend to the ones inside.



Imp clean-up was uneventful, and most of the nearby imps had met either his magic or his trusty crowbar within half an hour. There was only one group left. It was six dark imps. Too many to take on.



Playing psychic cat and mouse to drive them away. He’d get close, amp up his psychic deterrence, and watch as they retreated slightly without even registering the manipulation and then do it again. It took over twenty minutes to establish sufficient space. Satisfied, he dashed across the now empty dirt to the administrative complex. Given the imps were restricted to twenty meters of vision, there was no need to hide till he approached the centre.



The first room was a reception hall for anyone entering the site. Whether it was receiving government officials, investors, or even loved ones, they had designed it to feel luxurious. A single day exposed to alpha physics had destroyed that feeling.



The reception was a large space with a heavy door securing the reception room from the main office area. From his viewpoint, the heavy door, which was usually secured with magnetic locks, was hanging open. No electricity, no magnetic locks. Something had trashed the rest of the reception, like wild animals had been using it as their den for years. Something had ripped the nice leather couches to shreds. They resembled the debris you see washed up at the bottom of rapids. The nice shiny TV was smashed and broken on the ground, and all the fake marble tiles were crushed and sometimes weirdly discoloured. Dull orange, red, blue, and even green patches spotted the floor. He wondered why, then shook his head. Why did not matter. Only his aims mattered.



Even from the doorway, the stench of imps was intense. Sulfur and rot. There were several dead imps scattered in the area.



Six earth imps in three pairs wandered around the room. There was no way he could aggro one pair without aggroing all six. They were too close together for that to be successful, but it did not bother Adrian too much. From fighting imps, he had learnt a lot about how to turn the terrain to his advantage. Hit the closest one with magic, step back outside to be hidden by the solid wall, and then hit them with a crowbar when they came out. The imps would charge out blindly and be easy pickings.



Fireball. He pumped 30 mana into the first one, and then fired a second one as quickly as possible. The first would be an instant kill, same with the second. He aimed his second one at the imp next to the first one targeted. The moment it left his fingers, he was ducking around the corner. The second one might not die instantly. After all, the aim had been at the center of mass, without time to control the path. He had attempted to maximise the hit chance rather than fatality. By their twisted nature, imps move erratically. Once its companion got hit, who knew what the second imp would do? Hence, it was pointless attempting a head shot.



Tucked in behind the wall, he gripped the crowbar hard and activated magic focus. Then he waited.



Nothing happened. Curious, he counted to sixty and then cautiously poked his head around the corner. Both imps were down. The other four continued with their mindless hopping. Jackpot. Randomly, the second imp had kept hopping in a straight line. There were four left. It was easy to feel confident now. In a one vs four pitched battle, he would bet on himself. When he dictated the battlefield, there was no question of the outcome. Picking a second pair, he repeated the process. Once more after firing the magic, he did not watch.



Safety first.



He waited out of sight, clutching the crowbar tightly, listening for any hopping in his direction.



One of them was coming. For such light creatures, each hop made a lot of noise. Crowbar prepared, his heart rate went up. It was life and death, after all. Plus, an errant claw hurt like buggery, and magic even more. His eyes flickered between his feet and the door. He hated earth imps. He watched carefully to make sure an earth spike was not about to pop out of the ground and ruin his day. The hops got closer, and then the imp emerged, not even bothering to look to its side. Worrying about rational thinking from an imp was probably like worrying about the sun rising each evening. A small part of him recoiled at that thought. Had he just jinxed the world? Nah, no one had that power. With no danger to himself, the crowbar fell down onto the head of an oblivious imp just as it started its next hop away from him.



Grinning to himself, he waited the two minutes for his mana to recharge and then stepped into the reception room. The two remaining imps were facing away from him. This time he had attempted something new.



First, he created a massive fireball. Once it was ready, he split it with a void of magic through the centre. The ball split. The magic resisted briefly, and then the single large fire ball fell apart into two smaller balls with a flare of heat. One of them floated above each hand. He raised his left hand up, and the fireball held its position, rising smoothly. He pulled his right hand to the side. Same effect. With two fireballs ready, he focused a bit longer to paint the two separate paths between himself and the imps. This was way harder than a single line. Carefully, he traced from each hand to the two separate heads. The moment the lines formed, the pressure of containing the fireballs increased. They strained to be let go and to fly free along the path created for them.



The imps which had been going away suddenly spun and started hopping at right angles to him. The targeting magic held.



The fireballs strained.



He let them go.



They roared through the air. The noise they made caused the imps to turn around just before the fireballs hit them. The fireballs, instead of hitting the sides of the heads, hit dead centre in the middle of both faces. They had no more faces, but the chests, they were unaffected.



After checking his mana, the dual fireballs had cost more mana than two singles. 90 versus the expected 60. It was a niche skill. The advantage of two surprise kills would often exceed the cost of the extra mana. Dual casting, baby.



Smiling at his growth, he moved into the room. Dual casting was expensive, but it took out two targets simultaneously. The extra cost was something anyone would be happy to pay. Surprise was definitely the key when fighting imps; they were weak with high damage output. The same equation would not always hold. When it did, the dual casting would come out to play.



Absently, he collected the monster cores and then moved fully into the reception.



There were two corridors in the existing area. One went to the toilets and a small kitchenette, and the other emptied into the main office whose open door he had already seen. The main office was a single large room with an open kitchen and four small offices or meeting rooms on the far side. The open plan was a little larger than a tennis court. Pre-Armageddon, it had had several dividers splitting it up into smaller working spaces which would limit visibility.



Adrian investigated the toilet block first. A single imp appeared to be stuck in the kitchenette. It did not notice him, and the crowbar smacked it apart before it even thought about turning. The toilets looked like a vengeful whirlwind had swept through them, and only one of the four toilets was still intact. Even with an intact toilet, Adrian would not use it because the plumbing would fail. There was, however, lots of toilet paper and two rolls ended up in the backpack.



With the first part of the building cleared, he needed to turn his attention to the administrative section. When returning to the reception area, shock froze him. Ambusher’s fade blasted out. Four dark imps.










Chapter 18




I was not even sneaking.



All twitchy in response. Heartbeat thumping.



What is the best plan?



Hit and run tactics were clearly the best option. Launch dual fireballs at unsuspecting imps, and then dash back to the toilets.



The imps were not hopping directly towards him, but their swaying heads meant their eyes were sweeping regularly over him.



Stay still. When they turn, strike.



They executed a one hundred and sixty degree turn in unison. They no longer had him in sight. A single fireball split in two and then launched. By the time the flames left his hands, he was already sprinting for the toilets.



The women's toilet door was broken, so he ducked in there. Less noise. He laid in wait behind the doorway. There was no sound of pursuit. After waiting for his mana to recharge, he poked his head cautiously. For whatever reason, the imps did not follow. This time he snuck back more carefully. The remaining two dark imps were nowhere to be seen. They’d been replaced by three air imps.



This time it was a single fireball and then running. These imps followed, and an air gust almost blew him off his feet as he was dodging around the corner. Once safe, he stood in his ambush position, watching with wide-eyed magic focus and the crowbar at the ready. The first imp stupidly popped into his vision and he launched the crowbar in a savage strike. No magic came to stop him. He reset smoothly, and then a second imp repeated the mistake of the first one with exactly the same result. Too easy.



He had thought that he had been ruthlessly manipulating the imps’ severe lack of intelligence, his efforts had not been enough. All he needed to do was stand behind a door and wait for them to come. If there was one or 50, it hardly mattered. They would come and die, one by one.



The coward's way.



Try as he might, he could not keep the grin from his face. The reception was empty, so it was time to scout the main office. The moment he reached the heavy open doors, it was clear something was wrong. The stench was more intense, and light from multiple distinct sets of imp magic danced into the dim area. While there were some skylights, it was not enough to light the space. Too many imps.



While the reception was stone and metal, the office area was carpeted. The fireball vanished from his hands, replaced by a safer ice bolt. He launched it twenty-five meters. Its primary purpose was to aggro all the nearby imps, but at heart he was still stingy and aimed it at an air imp. Immediately after firing, he ducked around the corner and prepared to use his crowbar.



Sure enough, the stupid imps came running. The sounds of their funny grunts and slapping feet got closer and closer. One, two, three, four, they kept coming. Usually, just a single one came through the door at once, though one time three clustered together. An earth spike bought him time. Up and down like pumping weights, his muscles complained like normal. They never looked to the side and never wondered about the growing pile of carcasses in front of the doorway. In the same stupid manner, a full sixteen imps later, the sound stopped. Adrian was not quite at full mana, but close. His arms burned like being at the gym, but that faded quickly.



Choosing to delay looting, he poked his head into the main office room. There were no imps to be seen, but he launched an ice missile over the top of cubicles to the far end of the main office for safety. This missile went about forty meters. Once more, he stepped back into his hiding spot, hoping that it only aggroed imps within the room and not imps outside the complex. He needed to watch both the door into reception and the door into the main office where he was crouched. Nothing from outside the building came in, and 13 imps trickled out of the sizeable room just like the previous 16 had. It was only an arm workout.



Chuffed with the progress, he explored the main office. Twice, single imps died to ice bolts. There were lots of imp bodies scattered around the office. The imp bodies outside had decayed quickly, melting away into an unpleasant sludge within hours after the core was removed. The sludge soaked into the ground or evaporated just as quickly. The multiple corpses scattered around had his internal alarm bells ringing. Something was definitely wrong. There were too many imps dead at the door for there still to be stragglers in the room. Plus, there had been multiple imp types. Shouldn’t they have been eliminating each other? His movements became more cautious. Sneaking and peeking around the few cubicle walls that were still standing, he took care rather than walking around openly.



There it was. The explanation.



It was another portal.



Free experience



Check mana levels.



Confirm the escape route.



Position next to the portal.



The portal started flaring. It was a big flow, so Adrian jammed his hand against the stonework and channeled his air into the frame, exhausting his mana.



Then he ran.










Chapter 19




One cat and dog. Two cats and
 time.



He dove forward.



The explosion went off behind him and levelled any furniture that was still standing. Lower profile, reduce exposure. The blast wave still picked him up and tossed him faster forward. Hitting the carpet, he tucked his head under his shoulder and rolled.



Nothing broken.



There were some bruises, and his ears were ringing but nothing else.



Success.



Improvement. Instinctively exploring the room, he looked up, down, behind him, and to the sides. Smiling. He’d be credited a thousand experience plus the imps, and he needed only 200 experience, or 20 imps, to level up. Plus, the office was cleared, and it was somewhere to rest safely.



Just to be thorough, he needed to check the place out. The kitchen was empty. The first meeting room doors and windows were intact. This was where he was going to sleep, the windows of the second room.



The third room, when approaching it, was like the first. The frosted glass was intact, and the door, still on its hinges, was open an inch. Cautiously, he looked through the door.



The room was dark and shadowed, however, there was no hiding the reek, the rot of death.



Gagging, stepping backwards. That was not imp. Imp smelled different, sulfur, animal musk and feces. This was not that smell.



God.



There was no genuine need to go further. A rat had died once in his garage, and the smell had made the search more than unpleasant. Both Emily and he had been expecting to find a possum. Instead, it was just a smallish rat. They had thought there must have been others, but the smell had not come back after clearing out the one. The meeting room was the difference between rat and a…



Going wide around, he checked the fourth office. It was empty. Then, just to delay any decisions, he carried some chairs into the reception and barricaded the entrances to the building. Before long, he was back in the office staring at that third meeting room. Someone was probably dead in there. Maybe he could sleep in the toilets and never come back here.



Asad’s license burned in his wallet. He was curious.



Shaking his head, he went to the kitchen to see if there was any food. The fridge had milk, an unopened one litre cartoon. The inside of the fridge was still coolish. After all, it had only been thirty-six hours without power.



Open the cartoon. A suspicious sniff. Perhaps a little smelly, but not overly so.



Careful sip, ready to spit it out. Tepid, but not unpleasant. It was probably okay and definitely would not last. Plus, who knew how metabolism had been changed? Maybe food poisoning was no longer a significant risk.



Another sip. It was just like normal milk, and the moisture had awoken a need. He drank the full litre that was left. Subconsciously, he had crossed his fingers. Annoyed at himself, he uncrossed them, abandoning the superstition.



His eyes flicked back to the third meeting room. He was going to have to do something.



The freezer was empty. He kept searching, keeping eyes and ears open for imp noise and movement the whole time. The entire office turned up several useful things, including a kid’s fundraiser box of chocolate which netted him fifteen large chocolate frogs. That alone would be enough to last him a couple of days. Better still, there were a couple more bottles of water. The cheese in the fridge was still good. A handbag yielded a couple of chocolate bars, and the associated desk gave up several nut-crunch bars and a fruit bowl with a couple of apples and oranges in it. Best of all, he found a huge backpack.



Eyes back on the meeting room, his procrastination options were receding.



Wandering back out to reception, he confirmed that the makeshift barrier was holding. Of course, it was. Imps would not push through anything. Paper tape would probably be enough to stop them.



Back in the office, eyes boring into meeting room three, he could keep trying to deceive himself, but he needed to see.



Now that he was aware, the smell was obvious once he got within three meters of the room. Carefully, he stepped up to the door. Dry heave. Swallowing heavily, pushing it open, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom.



There were two bodies. He turned around and went to sit on the tiles in the kitchen. Head in hands, stifling the sobs, then not bothering. Openly crying with no one to see. Graham’s group was gone. He was alone, apart from monsters and the dead. There was no one for miles. Imps had slaughtered the two of them. Polly, a mother figure to everyone, had been disembowelled, stomach torn to shreds in both directions, her face frozen in horror.



His family were so far away, probably helpless. Vomit went everywhere. Wiping his mouth, he regained control. No time for self-pity. Get out of here. Then he could check on the family.



“DAMN YOU WORLD!”



He shut up and listened.



How was he still alive, given his continous stupid actions?



Crowbar in fist, Adrian was thankful that the interface did not respond. First check the door to reception, and then check reception. There were no signs that anything had heard him.



Man up.



Back in the office, he stripped the second body. There was a wallet. David Phillips. Thirty-two years old and a Wagga Wagga address. David did not smell yet. So, after sniffing the clothes, Adrian acknowledged they were a major upgrade to his own. It felt gross wearing a dead man's clothes, but it was better than the bloody rags his own clothes had become. His own belt fixed the overly large pants, and he was ready to go.



All the imp bodies had been reduced to oily blackness; the human bodies were behaving more normally. Polly stunk because she had been cut open. David was much better. The plan was to sleep in the first office, but it was too close to Polly and David. Carefully, he dragged each of the bodies into the toilet block and then barred the door as best he could. It was not great, but it could be their tomb for now. Once in town, he would locate their next of kin and tell them of what happened.



Gathering the soft cushiony leftovers from the various couches and transferring it to the meeting room, Adrian formed a comfortable bed. He moved desks into position to cover the door into the main office and more to cover the entry into the reception, reinforcing the barricade he had already established. When he shut the door to the new bedroom, it felt safe.



There were still two hours of daylight.



Time to see what a level up gives me.



The imps directly outside his new abode were not as dense as he remembered. Destroying portals had an impact. Now that he was aware of the influx of imps, he looked around more critically. The imps were packed tightly to the south and east. The westerly direction, where he had come from, had fewer imps and Graham's group had headed north. The northerly direction, now that he assessed, had had fewer imps than elsewhere. However the physics worked, it looked like the imps were mainly concentrated at the solar plant. Maybe it was not dangerous elsewhere, and Graham’s group had escaped. Tomorrow, his focus would be south and east, and he would find the portals and eliminate them.



There were no large groups, but he still took his time to bait groups of opposing imps to fight each other. His mana never dropped below half, and nothing touched him. When he finally killed his twentieth imp, he heard a ding. Smiling in anticipation, he immediately headed over to the turbine wall. It was stupid. Retreating to the barricaded office was the smart move. But…curiosity killed the cat. He snapped on ambusher fade and clicked through to the flashing interface.



Congratulations! You have reached Level 1.



Yes!! What am I going to get?










Chapter 20




In some MMORPG games he had played, each level was worth multiple attribute points plus skills. Given the number of imps he had had to kill, he was expecting something incredible.



The level up allows you to improve skills or attributes or a combination. The following options are available:



	

 Instantly raise one attribute by 1.


	

 Instantly raise two attributes by 0.4.


	

 Instantly learn two skills.


	

 Receive major skill pathways which, with time and effort, can allow the acquisition of four unique skills.


	

 Receive a major attribute pathway which, with time and application, raises an attribute by 1, plus a major skill pathway to acquire a skill and a minor skill pathway to acquire further skill.


	

 A combination of the above options.





What the . . .?



This was nothing like what he had expected! What the hell was happening?! Just one attribute point?! He felt like exploding. He had destroyed two portals and killed three deadly imps for this. And what were these options of pathways? How much time and effort was it going to take to get the attribute point besides all the time it would take to grind each level? His head was awhirl.



The interface flashed. With impatience, he clicked on the flashing tab called “Pathways” as a matter of habit.



Pathways represent a roadmap to acquire a skill or attribute.



A major pathway for an attribute represents two weeks of concentrated application. A minor pathway represents four to six weeks of concentrated application.



The time commitment for pathways to acquire skills are more variable and, on average, take slightly less time than pathways to acquire attributes. How long it takes to acquire a skill via a pathway depends heavily on the aptitude of the individual and prior experience.



The text was brief and to the point. Nothing was free. Instant options were available, but by delaying for a couple weeks he could increase what he could acquire. Delaying the benefits of his level up for two weeks would let him get both an additional major skill and a minor skill. Getting more was clearly the better long-term play. Getting upgrades instantly was the better short-term play.



Safety first.



There was a feeling of gentle disapproval.



Calculating optimal application….



The message surprised Adrian. The interface was making a recommendation? Was this sentience at play, or was it just the application of a smart algorithm?



I guess I should assume it is just a smart algorithm
 .



The throb of satisfaction that he received made him more snarky than anything.



Why the hell do I need to pretend in my head that it is non-sentient?



There was no response.



Recommended attributes and skills are . . .



●
 
 Major attribute pathway Mana Control



●
 
 Major skill pathway Ambusher’s Steps



●
 
 Minor pathway Identification rank 4



Raising attribute Mana Control will materially increase damage for all spells and improve the ability to learn new magic-based skills and abilities. Alternative attributes to consider include:



●
 
 Mana Pool - increasing Mana Pool will increase mana reserve and enable more spells to be cast. Mana Control represents a similar overall damage increase but is front loaded. For the uneducated reader mana control lets each spell do more damage, 30 mana spells currently doing 34 damage will now do 54 damage. Increasing mana pool will allow you to cast an extra 3 missiles. After mathematics that means both options give a similar amount of damage (270 vs 272) but mana control does it faster so is recommended.



Was that directed at him? For him? Had it sensed his confusion and just thrown in the extra information to help him?



The recommendation for the attribute made sense now that it had spelt it out to him exactly what mana control delivered. It was the obvious choice for his style of hitting to kill quickly. He kept reading to better understand the rest of the recommendation.



Ambusher’s Steps will leverage existing ambusher skills. The skill enables stealthy movement, the ability to step from shadow to shadow, and night vision. The skill has the prerequisites of both Ambusher' Stasis and Ambusher Fade.



Adrian was instantly sold. This was the best skill he could imagine receiving, outside of healing magic. It would allow him to move while remaining effectively invisible; plus, the shadow stepping would increase his ability to attack prey and move faster from point to point. After that, night vision was just a straight-out bonus.



Identification will enable superior analysis of battle approach by leveraging the existing use of identification skill. Understanding the enemy's capabilities is critical for a squishy, clumsy, magic-based stealthy fighter.



Squishy, clumsy.



He snorted before jerking his eyes open and looking around. No imps nearby.



The interface was mocking him again. He waited for an amused sense, but nothing happened. It was tempting to ask about other options, but what it suggested seemed to be pretty well thought out. After re-reading the bit about squishy and clumsy, he changed his mind.



Agree with attribute. What are my other skill options?



The image of a bull charging him almost made himself leap sideways. Only ambusher skills kept his muscles locked and stopped him. The image vanished in a puff of smoke.



Skill boosts need to be like already developed skills. From your thirty-four hours of Alpha Physic exposure, you can develop along the following paths:



●
 
 Hitting things with blunt weapons.



●
 
 Disrupting grand works of magic.



●
 
 Fire magic.



●
 
 Dodging.



As he watched, the dodging point changed.



Skill boosts need to be like already developed skills. From your thirty-four hours of Alpha Physics exposure, you can develop along the following paths



●
 
 Hitting things with blunt weapons.



●
 
 Disrupting grand works of magic.



●
 
 Fire magic.



●
 
 Dodging
 Tanking damage.



●
 
 Ambusher skills.



He could almost taste the snark.



There was an image of an inspector gadget triggering every trap and getting pancaked every time.



Touche.



As much as he would like to fight against it, his main go-to when fighting was not to dodge the attack but to instead sacrifice either an arm or leg to buy him more time. Tanking more damage sure sounded appropriate.



Hitting things with blunt objects had an appeal to it. Increasing his fighting skills would be nice, but it was so contrary to his strengths. His strengths were the Ambusher skills and magic. Learning how to hit things better would be wasteful.



Disrupting grand designs of magic was also likely to be pointless. How many of them out there were there going to be? How embarrassing would it be to select the skill and never use it again? Not a chance in hell that he would choose that.



Tanking damage was worse than hitting things with blunt objects, not only did it not mesh with his skills, getting hurt was not one of his aims in life.



That left fire magic.



What will I get from fire magic?



Major Pathway Fire Magic



This pathway builds on the fireball skill and will primarily enable the caster to generate fire magic where he needs as opposed to generating it and then sending it against the target.



It was a useful skill, but not a significant change. Instead of throwing a fireball, he could call fire down on someone's head. Basically, it was a speed improvement on his fire magic.



Is it stronger?



There was a mental shrug of “a little yeah probably, but not that much” in response.



So, the pathway of fire magic would increase his speed of casting but do little to improve on his overall damage output. The recommended ambusher steps skill would give him stealth ability, a blink like ability and night vision. There was no real choice. Ambusher Steps was superior.



Shrugging to himself, he accepted the proposed upgrade, and a flood of information hit him










Chapter 21




The flood of information was overwhelming. It was so intense, he pitched forward onto his knees and brought up bile. Yet while the body reacted, the explosion of knowledge within the mind marched on relentlessly. Steps to improve mana control. A surprisingly simple framework. An immense number of steps building on top of each other. The secret was to embrace repetition, and then benefits would come sooner. The exercises had thousands of subtle variations, but the gist of it was to cast a spell, disrupt the spell partially through the cast, and then reabsorb the fragments of magic.



It was all very simple on the surface, but it had a myriad of detail in its depths. There were thousands of different ways to disrupt each spell and tens of thousands of iterations.



While mana control required dedication and time, it guaranteed completion. The pathway for
 Ambusher’s Steps
 was on another level. First, it meant lots of sneaking practice while attempting to keep his ambusher's fade engaged. Second, he had to practise putting his feet in the right spot and not making noise. And last, to make it extra complicated, the training had to occur at night. Once his stealthing progressed to where it was feeling smooth, he would need to find the deepest shadows and step into them. The next step in isolation felt like stupidity. From the deepest shadow, he would need to sneak between his shadowy spot to another patch of deepest shadows. Just that, endlessly, deepest shadow to deepest shadow. This last bit was preparation for the actual shadow step. While he needed to repeat just these actions on a whole body level, the skill enhancement would make additional changes.



It was a weird feeling, absorbing the knowledge. There was more to it than just physical practice. There was a whole host of magic occurring behind the scenes: magic that ran through his body, magic that played with perception, and magic that influenced the environment. However, there was no need to practise the magic specifically. Once mastered, everything would come out like instinct, similar to the fireball. The interface would do the bulk of the work, sort of like driving a car. The car did the work and the human just piloted.



Night vision was not addressed in the data upload, but the answer came to him when he thought about it. It would manifest itself as a fortunate by-product of the shadow step.



The minor skill pathway to an identification rank was the most disappointing of all. The pathway just pushed him to use identification on everything. As he absorbed the information flowing in, Adrian realised that progressing the skill was going to take a lot of work despite being part of his upgrade.



From now on, he had to be using his skills constantly. He hoped the techniques could be multitasked, doing identification while sneaking as he formed and destroyed magic continuously. The last one needed to be done at every waking moment. The more he multitasked, the faster the benefits would come, and the stronger he would get. Then the world would be at his mercy, as opposed to him at its.



The pathway was clear. More time outside at night.



Okay, no time like the present
 .



Adrian focused on everything around him: on the brick walls
 ,
 on different grasses and weeds, on a little daisy flower, on some lichen growing out of the wall. For the stuff from Earth, the skill just returned basic descriptions: Cooch grass - Native to Earth, Red clay fired bricks - Native to Earth, made by humans pre-alpha event. Only the lichen had anything useful.



Stelf lichen



A type of lichen that often grows during alpha particle physics events, it has properties for alchemy. It is an abundant fast-growing resource and has little monetary value. However, it can add or enhance physical and magical resistances in the right potions. All good alchemists tend to keep a stock on hand.



The yawn caught Adrian by surprise. It should not have. He had had no sleep for almost two full days, plus the whole studying identification thing. School work had always been the one thing that consistently sent him to sleep.



Grab a couple of hours' sleep, and then head out at midnight.



The whole way back, he mirrored what the pathway's skills demanded. He practised quiet walking while creating a fireball, feeding it some ice magic to make it wobble and then reabsorbing the magic back into him. The magic process was abnormal and gave him a slight headache.



Eye on the prize.



Increasing his mana control from 1.7 to 2.7 would magnify his damage by over 50 percent.



Back in his fortified temporary bedroom, he ate some food and tried to fall asleep. The normal tricks were not working as his mind rushed frantically, planning what needed to be done. When sleep eventually took over, he filled it with fragmented dreams of fireballs exploding and dark bolts flashing by his head.



The interface woke him smoothly at midnight. The sensation was pleasant. It was not like the normal blaring wake up of an alarm. Instead, one moment he was asleep, and the next he was at full wakefulness with no alarming noise or events. No more annoying alarm clocks might even offset the rest… He thought about his youngest. Just four years old. How could he understand? The breath caught in his throat.



Please be okay.



While unblocking the door to the meeting room, the pathway's requirements kicked in without conscious consideration. Opening the door a crack to peer into the black main office, he used his identification skill while dark magic expanded in his hands, wobbled, and then sucked back into him. Adrian had the empty backpack slung over his shoulders and the crowbar clutched firmly in both hands. Placing his feet carefully, he felt the ground out before moving to make sure that he was not stepping on anything small or delicate which might break and create noise. Halfway through, he froze and listened intently. Remaining unnoticed was as much about using all the senses to understand what was out there as it was preventing accidental noise.



There was no light, but he could still see. Some form of night vision was already blending over. Admittedly, the vision was terrible, but it still highlighted shapes and shadows. It was unnatural. Deep in a building with limited skylights, no electric lights anywhere, on a moonless night, he should not have been able to see anything. Relative to pre-alpha physics, the level of vision was simply wrong. The pathway was working as the vision was better than the day before.



Keep moving. Adrian stepped out into the office area to watch for any imps and listen for any noise that might identify them. The barricade to the reception should have stopped any imps, but there was no harm in making sure. Their tendency to announce their presence with the light-show of their magic meant the careful watch was probably pointless. Keep it up, anyway.



Safety first.



After each step, he still listened intently. There was a shuffling noise nearby. Instinctively, he tensed till he could peer through the gloom and identify that it was just rats. Identification skill told him they were just normal Earth rats. Perfect time to practice. Drifting silently forward, trying to get close enough so he could see them accurately, he formed a large dark bolt, split it into two, and then shot the two of them simultaneously. It netted two experience points.



Across the main office to the reception door, he reached the now barricaded door to the reception area. He paused again to see if he could hear anything. There was a sound of movement in reception. Placing his crowbar down, he carefully shifted the desk to the side. Then he listened through the small crack created. A dark bolt formed in his hands, destabilised, and then was reabsorbed. Within the reception area, there were two imps hopping around. They were both air imps. Worried about light, he pushed both his hands through the narrow gap and started forming a large dark missile. He pumped sixty mana into the spell and then split it and fired.



After that, there was no movement. After another minute of listening, there were no sounds either. Silently and cautiously, he entered reception. When he reached the door to the outside, the cause of the imps was obvious. The barricade he had set up on the reception door had fallen down. If he stayed another night, he would build it better.



An image of him wearing a superman cape, using a hammer to nail two pieces of wood together. He then hammered his thumb instead of the nail and hopped around sobbing.



He chuckled. It was a fair observation. At home, he had always paid to get home repairs done, or Emily would roll up sleeves and usually get it done, eventually, if he delayed long enough.



Adrian spent the rest of the night heading in the westerly direction. Sneaking around in the dark was not that dangerous, and, the imps stood out even more than they did in daylight if he kept his magic focus skill active. If they were smarter, or even more animal-like, they might have been dangerous. But they were always playing with their magic, and the glow of the power made them harmless. Adrian could kill or avoid them as he chose. It was not as safe as fighting during daylight, but not as risky anymore.



Eighty imps later, he came across another portal. For a time, he had been zeroing in on it based on imp density. While avoiding or killing isolated imps was easier in the dark clearing, large groups were more complicated. He approached it with enthusiasm, buoyed by the thought of the experience he was getting for his key skills. Eventually, the imps were cleared out enough, and he blew up the portal. As always, the blast caught him, this time tossing him unceremoniously through the dark night air. A large tree root and his outstretched arm stopped his momentum. It hurt like anything, and the way it flopped told him he had clearly broken the wrist.



Feeling thrilled with progress, he collapsed against a tree trunk, set his wrist, and waited for his natural healing to finish.



The walk by starlight should have been great for developing his skills. With time to burn, he flipped to his skills in progress page.



Pathway Skills in Progress



Identification Rank 4 - 6%



Mana Control
 - 5%



Ambusher’s Steps - 13%



Skills obtained:



Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Stasis, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 3, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura.



The numbers were better than expected. Given a week and a bit of luck, and he might end up mastering the ambusher’s steps. That was almost twice as quickly as feared.



The moment his wrist was healed enough carry the weight of the crowbar without major discomfort, he was up and about to use the pre-dawn and dawn windows to cement his skill set. According to the pathway instructions, this period of day was critical.



Once it was light, it was obvious there were no further portals to the west. As he looked through a farmer's fields, the imps thinned. In the distance, he saw his first non-imp creatures. It was just a herd of cows. He smiled, the world might be okay after all.










Chapter 22




With a slight drift south, he sought the next portal. The strip of land where the solar farm used to be was still inundated with imps, though he had reduced their numbers. Previously, there had been a vicious battle every couple of minutes, now, they could go ten to twenty minutes without a fight breaking out in sight. The imps that were still fighting were those emerging from the dense woodland that neighboured the solar plant site to the south.



There were two ways to get to his destination: via the cleared land around the solar site or through the trees. From a gaming perspective, sneaking amongst the woods was the optimal approach to boost his ambusher steps. However, just for a moment, he needed something more. The warm sunshine washed over him. After everything that had happened, he needed to feel the warmth of the watery sun on his face. A simple pleasure.



Portals and study had altered his world view of the imps. They were no longer a source of terror. Instead, they were an annoyance to avoid or eliminate, sort of like older relatives at a party. If you ran into them, they would force you to chat. It was not that bad if you got caught, but it was always best to sneak through the garden to the side door when raiding the fridge. Bugs be damned.



Eventually, he reached the edge of the area where the imps were emerging. The fights were noticeably more frequent.



Actively switching his hunting method from wide open spaces and picking fights to moving into the trees got his heart racing once again. Out in the fields, everything was laid out like a chessboard. You could see the enemy, and a bit of planning let you crush the silly buggers. In the woods, it was like a standard RPG. He might be totally overpowered relative to the imps, but he might stumble into an ambush and die unexpectedly in the forest. No save game to restart here.



Safety first.



Freezing still, he reached the first tree trunk. He threw everything into his ambusher's fade. The dense woods were a different game. He wanted to observe how they moved, the noises they made, and strategize how to engage. The woodland was young gum trees. A mature forest would have been better because he would have been able to hide behind trunks. Out of the young trees, only one in ten had a trunk wide enough to provide effective cover. Dark soot still clung to the occasional older tree that had survived. Experience told him that a bush fire had gone through the area five or ten years ago.



Adrian turned off his psychic deterrence. There was little to be learnt if the imps all avoided him. Twenty minutes of observation later, he was ready to engage once more. The news was good and bad. Visibility was terrible, imp density was elevated, but an imp would not surprise him. They made a racket as they moved along the forest floor.



Hunting imps in the woods was quite different. In many ways, it was a safer environment because if he mucked up and aggroed an enormous bunch in the woods, he had a chance to move quickly and silently behind a different mature tree. It might mean a hasty twenty meters of retreating, but he could do it. Once there, he could wait for them to come to him and thin the mob's numbers slowly. The process was harder because, whenever he moved, he never knew how many imps were around the next tree trunk. It felt like he was constantly risking aggroing multiple groups of imps by mistake. It was exhilarating to walk silently through the woods clutching a crowbar, discover small imp groupings, and then plan an ambush to easily overpower them with either his magic use or his crowbar. Usually, the plan was as simple as sneaking into the direction they were hopping, fading out, then whacking them when they reached him.



His bush sense left a lot to be desired, and he looped in circles. He could not even use the sun to stay in the right direction. It had disappeared behind the combination of canopy and cloud cover that had rolled in. Eventually, he gave up on directing his footsteps and focused on going towards the greatest density of imps.



That method provided a jackpot. In short order, he stumbled onto another portal. This one went down without damaging him. He triggered the explosion and then ducked behind a nearby tree. The tree ended up with deep scratch marks from the shrapnel dug into it, and he walked away uninjured. Things were definitely looking up.



Killing imps was getting boring. While the experience was delightful, it was not a hot cooked meal and human company. He wanted to talk to people to get a better understanding of the world. He started slowly heading back towards the main office to collect his secondary backpack that contained all the monster cores he had collected. He would collect everything and then go find other humans, maybe catch up with Graham’s group. The best way to take advantage of a game had always been to gather information to look for exploits. There was no wiki around, but engaging with people could still reveal something interesting.



Just as he was about to exit the forest, he spied another portal. His mood improved further. He liked portals between trees. They represented genuine, painless experience. He walked in silence, or three out of four steps were silent. On the fourth, he kept stepping on hidden twigs which would break, resulting in a large crack. The noise he made was nothing compared to the imps. He could now consistently hear them coming and adjust, no matter how many trees were in the way. He was so going to destroy this portal.



There was a throbbing satisfaction from the interface.



He paused, coming to a full standstill.



Last one?



The throbbing satisfaction increased momentarily. It was like a purring cat.



Once the last portal was eliminated, the imps would die out naturally. The creatures lacked the intelligence to prosper without continual reinforcement.



Safety first.



He spent the next hour eliminating nearby imps. After thinning out the bulk of them, he found a nice group of mature trees. There were lots of spots to hide, lots of spots perfect for physically ambushing imps. For a couple minutes, he practiced moving around and confirming each ambush spot.



Safety first.



The ice bolt formed in his hands. Not too much mana to prevent it going too far. There was no clear line of sight on the ground, so he fired upwards at a small patch of sky. It went maybe twenty meters straight up before dissipating.



Leaning against a tree with ears straining, he heard no sounds of actively descending imps. Repeat the ice bolt with an extra two mana.



Once more, Adrian’s ears were on high alert. They were noisy as they charged in to find out what had been stupid enough to utilise range against them. Apparently, one had seen the ice bolt. Hearing them coming, he shifted position, expertly dodging a tree root and moving around the trunk. Two were coming straight at him in the new position. Crowbar rose above his head and his muscles drew taut. The imps hopped towards him and then came level. A taloned foot rested on his own. Wings brushed his arms.



They hopped past, oblivious to him despite the physical contact.



Stupid things
 .



There was no room to manoeuvre for a proper swing, so the crowbar took out the furthest by just dropping on it while fiery hands fried the closest.



They squealed while dying, so he slid further around the tree. There were sounds of imps investigating what the squeals were. A single imp came around the tree. It got whacked. The noise attracted others. Carefully relying on hearing to locate the imps, he continued to drift around the tree.



The interface was changing his very perception of the world.



Could I have done this three days ago?



An image of an accountant, busy at work and then struggling to open heavy filing cabinets. A rainbow shone down upon him and was absorbed. The rainbow had tiny unicorns running within it. The accountant grew into an Adonis and began effortlessly sliding the cabinets open.



There were two things to take from the image. The interface was arrogant.



A rainbow, really?



And, it had enhanced his ability to track imps through noise.



The image changed to an accountant in the forest, playing whack-an-imp. He was doing a pretty good job and kept getting hit by the occasional magic attack. The same rainbow and the same transformation. The much better-looking accountant kept playing whack-an-imp through the magic counterattacks, but mostly missed now.



So there had been a slight improvement, but not much. As he rotated around the tree trying to get the last imp, Adrian was smiling. The interface only enhanced him. Destroying multiple portals and hundreds of imps? That was him.



An imp arm cracked under his foot.



Damn.



The imp he had been stalking spun around. His hand shot out, launching a dark missile. It hit before the earth imp could summon counter magic.



Too close and too careless.



It had been messy but successful. Fifteen more cores vanished into the backpack.



Reposition and repeat. This time, he fired at a distant tree, and five imps swarmed. Rinse and repeat, each attempt drawing one or two imps till finally nothing came. Then it was time.



Destroying the portal was as anti-climactic as the one before, an enormous explosion shielded by a big tree.



Feeling almost happy, he went to get his stuff back. Now there were no portals, so he skipped the imp fighting completely. When he got to the temporary bedroom, he pulled up his statistics.







Inherent Healing --- 1.2 ---Population - 1.04 (+.01)



Vitality --- 1.15 ---Population - 1.15 (+.03)



Physical Resistance --- 0.49 ---Population - 0.5



Magical Resistance --- 0.08 ---Population - 0.06



Strength --- now 0.96 --- Changed by 0.09 (Swinging crowbars all day is back breaking work.) ---Population - 0.91(+.02)



Agility --- now 0.87 --- Changed by 0.01 ---Population - 1.14 (+.02)



Perception --- now 1.06 --- Changed by 0.07 (Stealth practice and identification pay off) ---Population - 1



Intelligence --- now 1.35 --- Changed by 0.03 ---Population - 1.01(+.01)



Mana Control --- now 1.71 --- Changed by 0.01 ---Population - 1.04 (+.01)



Mana Pool --- now 1.52 --- Changed by 0.02 ---Population - 0.94 (+.02)







Pathways skills in progress



Ambusher's Steps - 24%



Identification Rank 4
 - 11%



Mana Control
 - 18%



Skills obtained:



Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Stasis, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 3, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura.



Experience 5102 out of 10,000



He was chuffed with the results. His strength and perception improvements were unexpected bonuses, and his progress in pathways was astronomically good. He might gain both major bonuses within a week. Also, he had killed 210 imps over the course of the night and the day plus 2 rats. He was halfway to level 2.










Chapter 23




Beaming, Adrian arranged his backpacks. He put food in the smaller one and filled the bigger one up with all the monster cores. Then, after putting the crowbar aside, it was time to go. Two and half days by himself, hemmed in by enemies, it was time to find some friendly faces. The crowbar had nice memories and was an outstanding weapon against imps. Unfortunately, it was unwieldy. If he fought anything that moved quicker or was more agile, then it would be a failure. It was also too heavy to cart across the country. There would be better weapons once he caught up to people.



People. He indulged by whistling to himself. In the depths of the buildings, it should be safe. There would be moments of normality, moments to treasure. Once he reached the entrance to the reception area again, his guard went up, and his feet switched to silent mode. When he poked his head out of the reception, a single dark imp was standing ten meters away. It was looking at him, but it had not aggroed yet. Grinning to himself, he got creative and used an earth spike.



Success.



It was a little mana intensive but still managed a one shot kill. Smiling, he set off, heading towards Wagga, tracing the route that Graham had taken two days earlier. There were imps, but they were widely spaced. Sometimes he dawdled to let them pass, and sometimes he jogged to exploit gaps in their ranks.



The gate to the plant was a reinforced iron monstrosity with tracks sunk into the driveway. The tracks were warped, and the two gates had fallen off their hinges. One was rusted to the point of the individual bars being broken, and the other was pristine. So weird.



His interface started flashing, and it was dangerous to ignore it, so he clicked to a tab called items.



Lots of items can gain characteristics through prolonged use. Characteristics can improve damage, durability, usefulness, and impart extra value when sold to a merchant.



Not very insightful at all. He closed the interface and kept walking, striding through the gates. A new chapter to his life. The next stage. It was around lunch, and he was determined to find some more humans before dark. The interface flashed again. He ignored it briefly, but the flashing got more insistent. He opened it once more to the items tab.



There is a significant amount of lore around weapons used to kill monsters and sentients. We know that if an item kills enough of one type of creature, it will gain valuable characteristics related to the type of monster it has killed in proportion to the number and the amount of experience gained.



Adrian was trying to work out what the interface was getting at when an extra sentence wrote itself.



Someone levelling identification skills would be stupid not to examine a weapon before abandoning it.



Realisation dawned on Adrian.



Idiot
 .



Simple image. White paper, large red writing. YES! And then a feeling of disappointment.



He looked back at the oven and then turbine two. It was so far away, he could not even see the damage to the walls.



Idiot.



The jog back to his temporary bedroom where he had left the crowbar raised a sweat. The monster cores were heavy, and it was the hottest part of the day. He picked up the crowbar and used identification on it.



Crowbar of Imp Slaughter



Used at an early stage after an alpha event to single-handedly wipe out an imp incursion, this simple tool has acquired a fearsome self-awareness. It will aid its owner in killing imps and monsters.



+150 percent increased damage vs everything from the imps’ home landscape



+50 percent increased damage against all other monsters



+20 percent chance to hit



Wow! He knew little about how this world worked, but those attributes seemed pretty special. There was no way greed would let him abandon the crowbar. Fifty percent increased damage against monsters and a twenty percent increased chance to hit were massive bonuses. Monsters that would take three hits to kill would now only take two. Also, the crowbar weakness of being unwieldy against fast creatures was tempered by the increased chance to hit. The weapon had to come with him.



With a slight groan, he picked it up. Its weight had not changed with its new characteristics. Almost five hundred imp cores in the backpack by itself was hard work. Adding in the crowbar made every step an effort. The walk back to Wagga was not likely to be enjoyable.



The sun was too hot. The packs of imps he had to bypass annoyed him. Even the uneven, torn up ground of the solar plant was getting to him. The road was better than the grass, though only marginally. Passing by the broken gates this time, he did not slow. A small part of him understood that the lack of imps was not a reason to lower his guard. Other stuff would be out there.



Legs were tightening and sweat was running down his face. The solar farm was still visible behind him. Next to the road were two shallow depressions with rocks piled on top. It was clear what it was. There was no moss on any of the rocks, and the one thing the transition had done was age everything. The graves were new, the two of them. Only two.



Hand over heart, he gave respect. These were the men that had died when Graham had led the breakaway from the building site. These, the courier, and the two dead in the main office meant that at least five of the people who had worked at his site had died.



No tears this time, but he held the silence for a long time. Five died in the plant within days. How many others in Wagga? In Melbourne? In the world? At least, the graves meant that Graham’s team had had the time to bury their companions. They had felt safe enough, with enough uninjured people, to justify the time to dig a grave.



Finally, he dropped his hand. The cab ride had taken an average of eight minutes from the hotel at the end of town to the solar plant. The cab did most of the trip at around 100 kilometres per hour, so he guessed he was 10 to 12 kilometres from town. With two kilometres to this place and two hours of daylight, it would be touch and go getting back before dark. Of course, the dark no longer scared him, but the reception that he would receive in town might not be so welcoming in the middle of the night.



Best case, he would arrive at dusk or when it was fully dark. Most likely, everyone would be tucked away inside fortified houses to survive the night.



Alternatively, he could find shelter to sleep a couple of hours tonight. There must be lots of abandoned homesteads out here in the country. The world had ended, so breaking entering was hardly a crime now.



No point getting to Wagga in the dark.



Plodding forward once more with increased focus on the world around him, there was no pleasant way to hold the crowbar. For a while, carrying it on his shoulder was comfortable, but then his shoulder got sore. Carrying it as a spear was too difficult for any distance, let alone ten kilometres. Baby cradle was awkward, but at least it wasn’t resting on the sore shoulder. Every hundred steps he alternated between the three positions. Left shoulder, right shoulder, baby cradle.



There was a crashed car up ahead. All the fragile peace collapsed. Cars were going at a hundred kilometres per hour and then stopped working. It was obvious what the result would be. Yet, the thought had not occurred to him. And he had not expected to see the results. Willful ignorance. The car sat there up ahead.










Chapter 24




Adrian had not thought about the impact electronic failure would have on a car going at hundred kilometres per hour during the blackout transition. Now there was evidence. The destruction of the world suddenly seemed far more real: communications dead, supply chains forever altered, extensive monster attacks and now transition driven fatalities.



How long did the transition from normal reality to alpha physics event take? A second, ten seconds, longer? If it was longer than that, every car driving at that point would end in a crash. If there was a long stretch of road, then the car might gently run to a halt after traveling hundreds of meters. But where there were bends in the road, there a car crash was inevitable. At one hundred kilometres per hour, the car would travel almost 30 meters per second. A three second black out was 90 meters. With the gently winding roads, that meant that you were off the road in its entirety.



How long was the blackout?



Silence greeted the question. Not that he had expected anything.



Am I on the right track?



The tiniest feeling of agreement.



Here, just two kilometre down the road from the solar plant, the exact evidence of the alpha particle event was made apparent. He had thought that maybe the change would come with an inbuilt momentum modifier whereby speeding objects would stop to avoid mass casualties. Apparently, physics of any type did not care about human life.



At the solar plant, he had not paid any specific attention to the broken cars. The row of cars had sat there mostly pristine apart from the clear soot around where the fuel tanks should have been. They had burned out before or during the crash. Clearly broken, but not wrecked.



The truck in front of him was wrecked. There was something visceral about the crash, a sight that really drove in the realities of the new world. How many of these crashes existed? How about planes?



The car in question had come off the road with no application of a brake pedal and veered straight into a medium-sized tree. Neither car nor tree had survived. Adrian internally debated the pros and cons of having a closer look. Morbid curiosity and the hope for useful tools won out. Extra food or a knife would be a godsend.



Approaching cautiously, he circled the car first to see if there were any monsters lying in wait just off the road. He used the heavy crowbar like a sweeping stick or mine detector, swinging it through the long grass to make sure there was nothing dangerous around to surprise him. Nothing leapt out to challenge him.



Breathing heavily from the exertion, he turned to approach the car. The immediate area was safe, and it was time to check the truck. It was a workman's truck, not a family car. It was a good sign as they always carried tools.



The smell hit him first. Death and decay. That smell seemed to be everywhere, and exposure did not make it any easier. He almost turned away and left as there was only one logical explanation for that stink. He was loath to just abandon the scavenging opportunity because of some smell. Potential psychological scarring and stink versus the chance of something useful.



A shrug. He was already scarred. Nothing was going to save him or anyone else from what they had experienced.



Moving forward, Adrian kept both hands on the crowbar, ready to hit anything that moved.



The driver was in the front seat with the seatbelt still on. Just a kid wearing hi-vis work gear he would not have been over twenty. Probably late for work and speeding. If the boy had not been running late, he would probably be alive. Adrian did not need to be much of a car crash investigator to put together what had happened. One hundred kilometres per hour, no airbags, head on collision with a tree.



The stench was worse than expected; the open air was not carrying away the smell like Adrian hoped. It was more than he could handle, so he ignored the cab and moved instead to the back. He stepped around to the back to determine whether there were any useful tools. The boy had been a landscaper, so there were shovels and a wheelbarrow in the back. If he did not already have the magic crowbar, he might have switched to use a shovel. It had a bit more zombie apocalypse vibe.



He tested the wheelbarrow, but the car crash had broken the axle. Everything else was too heavy. There were no guns in the car. But that was expected. In Australia, no one carried guns or knives, so it was hardly surprising.



A wasted thirty minutes.



Disappointed, he went back to the road. Maybe he should have grabbed the license to track down his relatives. Unfortunately, the man was a stranger to Adrian, and the man’s relatives had probably already assumed the worst, anyway. If Susie and Jules were in a taxi when the alpha event occurred, he assumed that they would not have survived.



Keep walking along the highway. It was only one kilometre till he got over the crest of the hill. Stopping once more for respectful silence, Adrian even had to blink away a tear. A convoy of cars had been going out of town, and four of them had run into a concrete truck going the other way. It scattered parts of cars for hundreds of meters.



After the landscaper, he left the road and looped around the wreckage, deliberately never getting closer than fifty meters. He thought he could smell it.



Over the next two kilometres, Adrian saw no more crashes, but he did see a surprisingly large number of creatures in the surrounding landscape. There were recognisable kangaroos, cows, large wild dogs, and what looked like a bear. Another time, he saw a flash of what he swore was a land octopus. Cresting another hill, he froze. It was strange. In the middle of the road, there was a humanoid creature standing behind a travel wagon. Adrian knew just by looking at it that this was one of the traders from the tab in his interface.



Traders are non-sentient constructs that are seeded in such a way that, when an alpha particle event happens, they are dragged through to the new alpha physics world. Once within the world, they travel via a combination of portal magic and foot power to areas where communities of sentient creatures are formed.



Traders provide a mechanism for you to sell items you have acquired in exchange for items more suited to your survival needs.



They will stock knowledge boosts, potions, armour, and weapons.



It was time to see what purchases he could make to upgrade his skills, armour, and weapons. He hoped the monster cores were worth a lot.



As Adrian walked down the hill, the trader took up his attention. But after a moment, he realised there were humans nearby. The trader had set itself up right outside the gate to the Golden Fruit Company. It had been two and a half days since the world collapsed. Had human decency died in that time? Could he still trust people? He was sure that there were parts of the world where the strong ruled now. Is that what he would find below?



Shaking his head ruefully, Adrian thought it better to trust in human nature than be forever suspicious. Trust but verify. The Australian ethos of mateship should get them through, especially here, in a smallish town away from the big cities. Elsewhere in the world, he assumed it would be different. Selfishness and brutality always lurked beneath the surface of civilised society. The United States seemed always to be on the verge of race violence, so who knew what was happening there?



Time to find out what was happening in Wagga.










Chapter 25




Two men were standing near the wagon. Like him, they were carrying assorted weapons. One had an improvised piece of steel bar that looked like it would serve a similar purpose to his crowbar. Though it was clearly lighter, it was still a improvised bludgeoning weapon. The second man, who was old and grizzly and looked like a local farmer, had an actual sword in a sheath on his waist.



Who knew how to use swords?



The older farmer saw Adrian and waved at him. With a barely perceivable shrug, Adrian settled his lingering caution and assumed the best.



“G'day, mate!” the man with the steel bar yelled out the moment he got within shouting distance.



“G'day!” he hollered back. Adrian shifted his crowbar from one shoulder to the other. Carrying it for the six kilometres without resting was painful. Even his legs felt heavy.



After spotting the farmers, he had abandoned the use of all magic, including his ambusher techniques. However, he still kept identification going. When he got within twenty paces of the two men, he got his first results back. One of them was level zero, and the other was a level three swordsman.



Adrian gulped a little inside.



Level three!



How powerful was this man? Imagine taking a 0.8 attribute increase in strength, vitality and agility. He’d be twice as strong, twice as fast, with twice the health, so . . . eight times more deadly in a fight, let alone the impact of any skill acquisition that must have gone in parallel.



“Where are you from?” the swordsman asked.



Adrian’s identification kept working. The swordsman was stronger and faster than him, but not by much. He also lacked magic. From the impression he received, he also lacked any amazing skills like the courier’s rush. Maybe the man was going the longer path. Weaker now, he could blossom in strength within weeks.



Or not. Maybe the farmer had chosen skills with the level up. Possibly, the man standing opposite him could best Olympians.



Avoid a fight at all costs.



“I got caught at the solar plant,” he answered truthfully, “took me two days to get out.”



“Nasty place,” the swordsman said, and the level 0 grunted in agreement. “A large group of you guys came through two days ago, said the place is crawling with deadly imps.”



Adrian nodded grimly, with a deliberately hard smile. “I have spent the last two days killing them. Nasty creatures, but dumb as anything, and when you know their idiosyncrasies, they are easy to knock off.”



The swordsman nodded. He seemed firmly in control of himself, like all the terror had gone through him, and he had rejected the notion that emotions could control him.



“Good to know. This place here,” he paused and used his thumb to point at the factory. “It's all communal. You need to sleep, there's a safe spot. You need some food, there is food. Heaps of food, they produced soup cans along with the fruit cans. So we've got everything we need in there.” He shoved the same thumb at the trader “This is some alien trader dude. You want to trade with him with the stuff on your back, go for it. You fall in love with something that you can’t afford, don't steal the communal stuff. If you are broke, go scavenge at an abandoned farm or kill monsters.”



“Plenty of monsters out there,” the steel bar man butted in.



“I wouldn't even think about stealing,” Adrian said, “but I've got some stuff I collected off all them imps, and I am interested to know if any of it has value.”



“Who the fuck knows?” The swordsman said, “The world's all crapola, and the trader’s all gobbledygook.” He paused, annoyed at having expressed his frustrations out loud. “What's your plans?”



“Get back to my family,” Adrian told him honestly, “but first I need to go to town to see if any of my work colleagues or strangers want to help me get back to Melbourne.”



“A journey to Melbourne sounds like suicide,” the level zero piped up. The swordsman seemed to agree.



“It's my family.”



The two men nodded.



“It is still suicide,” the level zero told him. “There are monsters everywhere. Better to hunker down.” The swordsman made a sharp gesture to cut the level zero off.



“A man has to do what a man has to do,” the swordsman said wisely, “but if you change your mind, we are going to build a community out of the factory. We are going to kick the alien butts.” He made a head gesture towards the trader. “Knock yourself out. Even if you can’t buy, it is worth browsing just to see what's out there.”



Adrian’s interface flashed, and he clicked straight through to the Traders tab.



Traders are bound by system limitations. The rules are:



1)
 
 They cannot haggle. They set the price to buy and sell. Some skills can improve these set prices, but everyone in the universe without skills are charged exactly the same.



2)
 
 Traders are not bound by size limitations. They can share excess stock amongst themselves via magical portals in their carts. This is good news because it means that if you have 539 cores, you can sell them to a single trader without running into demand issues.



3)
 
 Another little-known fact is that while they cannot haggle, Traders have the flexibility to barter. This means that if the trader has something you want, and you have items to sell, do not sell your items immediately and use the energy to buy what you want. If you do, the system limitations kick in. Instead, enter a barter arrangement.



4)
 
 Pro Tip: Always smile and say hello to Traders. It improves your chance of getting a good barter result.



He reread through the information. Barter was the way to go.



Thank you.



There was no response.



The interface enjoyed mocking him, but it had his best interest at heart. The crowbar was a good example. Yes, it could have told him straight away and helped him avoid the pointless backtrack, but it had had its fun and then helped him. Would he trade the help for a less mocking option… no?



Safety first.



He was a big boy and could take the teasing.



Thinking about how helpful and onside the interface was gave him an idea.



Can you help me select the most useful items?



There was an immediate flood of satisfaction from the interface and a feeling of agreement. The interface could help highlight what was important.



Feeling on a roll, Adrian ventured another thought.



No transactions until I have given you a chance to veto? Right!



He got the impression of a teenager rolling their eyes at their dad having said the most stupid and obvious thing.



Well played, point taken.



Putting on his friendliest smile, he walked the final five steps up to the trader.



“Hello, my name's Adrian,” he told the Trader. The swordsman and level zero both rolled their eyes at him.



“Hello, Adrian,” the trader responded, “my name is Sam the Trader.”



“He is a computer program,” the swordsman yelled out to him. “Check your interface.”



“No need to be rude,” Adrian responded automatically, while making a shooing gesture.



“Crazy Victorian,” the level zero muttered. The two of them wandered back towards the factory.



“Sorry,” Adrian said, genuinely turning back towards Sam and getting his head back in the game after the rude interruption. “’Sam’, that doesn't sound very alien.”



Sam laughed, “That's my name here. My proper name you can't pronounce.” He made a noise which was sort of like an opera singer morphing into a lion’s roar and then ending as a canary chirping.



“Yep, not going to repeat that.”



“Would you like to see my wares?”










Chapter 26




“Sure, but if it is okay, I would like to get your opinion on the value of some stuff that I have.” Adrian put the crowbar down and nodded towards it. As he did so, he dug out five cores, one of each type.



Sam smiled, or attempted to smile. His alien features made it come out more like a threatening grimace, “Do you know how our currency works?” Adrian shook his head. “Currency is stored in chips,” Sam produced five chips in his hand. They were nondescript pieces of small stone flake, each about the size of a fingernail. Sam handed the five flakes to Adrian. They felt sort of like a mixture between stone and metal. “Now,” Sam said, “focus on one and tell me how much it has.”



Curious, Adrian flipped one of the stone flakes in his hands. It was sort of like an oval stone coin. There were no marks on either side. Adrian focused and could sense the number ten.



“Ten,” he suggested, hesitantly.



Sam nodded, “And that one?” he said, pointing to the next chip.



Adrian focused. “One hundred,” he said with more confidence. Sam nodded and gestured towards the next one. “Fifty, one hundred and twenty-five,” Adrian said, focusing down the line.



“Correct. Now I want you to focus on moving the ten into the hundred.”



Adrian did as he was asked and suddenly felt the second chip had 110 in it. Its colour went from the dull grey to a shiny silver.



“The first chip is worthless now,” Sam said. “The grey colour means 0 to 100, the shiny silver is 101 to 500, and this,” he produced a bronze coloured chip, “means above 500. The currency is called ‘energy’.”



“Thank you,” Adrian said, genuinely, handing over the chips.



“Now to business,” Sam nodded at the crowbar. “485 for the Crowbar of Imp Slaughter. These,'' he said, grabbing the monster cores to have a closer look, “are 10 each and 12 for the earth cores.”



Adrian smiled his most winning smile, “That's good to know, but what will that buy me?”



Sam grimaced back at him, and Adrian needed to stop himself from physically recoiling. That is a smile, he reminded himself. Sam’s face was pretty close to human; though his teeth were pointy, and his eyes were yellow. His proportions, now that Adrian was closer, were also a little off. Its torso was a little too long, its legs a bit stocky, and its arms too short to be human. Its mouth muscles seemed to be incapable of forming a smile.



“Well then, good sir, let me show you my wares.” Sam hesitated a moment as he thought about what to show. Finally, he produced one scroll, two glowing crystals, a couple of daggers, and some food packages. “I just wanted to give you an idea for prices,” Sam told him. He pointed at the food packages, “These don't taste like much, but will feed you for a day. They cost one energy for five food packages.” He then pointed at one dagger. “This dagger is non-magical but good quality. The blade will not rust, and it will hold its edge for a long time if you look after it. It costs eight energy.” He nodded towards the second dagger. “This dagger is magical. It does electrical damage in addition to physical damage.” Sam stopped speaking. He seemed to contemplate his words. “You are new to alpha physics, so the amount of electricity damage this dagger will do is equal to, on average, about half the physical damage. This dagger costs 180 energy.”



Okay, food is cheap, basic weapons are cheap, but magic ones cost more



“Electricity,” Sam continued on, unfazed, “creates stun effects and is advanced, as opposed to basic magic, so the cost is higher. A similar damage increase, using something basic, like fire, would cost only 60 energy.”



Sam turned to the glowing crystals and grabbed one of them. “Memory stones are knowledge, and knowledge is expensive. This one will teach you how to recognise and collect herbs with useful properties. Mind you, it will only help with alpha herbs. The properties of native herb species are unknown at this point. For the native varieties, you will have to teach yourself. To buy this single stone, it will cost 1000 energy. The scroll,” he grabbed the scroll off the table, “is a basic magic scroll that will allow you to cast a fireball for 30 mana that will do 15 damage. It is just a spell, it has no deeper magical knowledge to impart, so it costs less, and it can capture the information on paper.” He waved the scroll, “200 energy. Finally,” he carefully placed the scroll down and picked up the second memory stone, “this memory stone contains the knowledge to cast a fireball.” Sam looked straight at Adrian, his eyes showing that he saw more than Adrian’s surface attributes. “This is basically the spell you already know. With it, you can vary the amount of mana you put into the spell, and the efficiency is twice as good. Basically, one spell damage potential for each mana point used. It also teaches you how magic works. This can form the basis for you to teach yourself other things like the fiery hands. Are you following?” Sam asked.



Adrian nodded. It surprised him how inefficient the simple fireball spell on the scroll was. “So the fireball spell gained from a memory crystal gives both a more powerful version of the basic spell and the knowledge to adapt and change the magic. To tailor fireball for different purposes,” Adrian summarised. “But if you just learn a basic spell,” he nodded at the scroll, “Afterwards, you can’t adjust or adapt.”



Sam nodded, with his slightly distorted grin. “This spell,” he tapped the memory stone, “costs 4000 energy.” Sam noted the look of shock that had gone across his customer’s face and decided he needed to provide cheaper options.



Adrian, instead of being shocked, was glorying in what he had gained from the imps: fireball, ice bolt, and wind gust were worth 4000 energy each. The other spells were probably worth more like 200. It still added up to a lot.



“There is also this,” Sam said, producing a book and distracting Adrian's thoughts. “This book will teach the same as the memory stone. It is still one use, but only costs 2000 energy instead of 4000. However, unlike the memory stone, it is not an instantaneous process. You need to study hard and practice, and, as you master each component, you'll be able to go onto the next page. Unlike the memory stone, there is no guarantee that you ever master the content. You should only attempt a book if you have above average intelligence and mana control. The more complicated the spell you are learning, the more mana control, intelligence, and mana that you need.”



So, the memory stone was equivalent to instantly acquiring a skill at level up, while the book was a pathway process and hence the different costs. He was not sure where the weak version of the scroll fitted into the neat picture, but Adrian sure it would come clear.



“So, what do you want?” Sam asked.



Adrian's interfaces started flashing, “Sam,” he started hesitantly, “I'm not sure about the etiquette, but would it be okay if I check something with my interface?”



“Go right ahead, Sonny, I understand how immense this is for you. And, on a personal note, thanks for asking first.”



Adrian clicked through to the interface.



Calculating optimal acquisitions . . .



Funds: 495 monster cores with a headline value of 5014 energy and a magic crowbar with headline value of 485 energy.



Assuming good relationships with trader and the option for barter.



Suggested purchases:



●
 
 Armour non-magical



●
 
 1 pendant or ring magical (evade or mana attribute)



●
 
 2 daggers non-magical



●
 
 1 staff magical (mana control / additional mana)



●
 
 Survival and gathering pathway book



●
 
 Pouch of holding



Optional extras



●
 
 Spell scroll (healing)



●
 
 Magic boots (noise cancelling)



●
 
 Bed roll



●
 
 Camp stone



Adrian focused on the camp stone, and extra information came up.



An artefact that a magic user can use to protect a small area from unwanted attention. If something breaches the perimeter, it wakes up everyone in the campsite.



The camp stone immediately went into Adrian's wanted list.



Something was still troubling Adrian. It was a price question. Twenty cores supplemented by his skill had let him learn the fireball skill. Twenty cores multiplied by ten energy per core only added up to 200 energy. The equivalent pathway book cost 2000 energy. It seemed to be a massive differential. Even if a normal person would have taken 60 cores, that was still only 600 energy.



Maybe I should sell the cores to humans.



He felt confusion from the interface, so he supplied his reasoning.



The response was like playing Pictionary. First, a stick figure of Adrian, then googly eyes that he interpreted as his magic focus. Twenty cores then piled up next to him, and it changed into a fireball. Another stick figure, and this time the googly eyes got a big red cross through them. They piled close to a hundred cores up and then the image changed to a fireball alternating with a question mark.



So, without magic focus, you would probably need to use one hundred cores, and you would not be guaranteed to learn the spell.



A puppy getting its belly rubbed and being told it was a good boy.



The trader's price was not unreasonable, anyway. It would also avoid people pressuring him to give them the cores for the common good.



Satisfied with his internal reasoning, he looked up at Sam and told him what he desired. Sam collected everything he had listed and put them in a pile. There were two options on the bag of holding. One provided two cubic meters of storage and the second provided four. The bags were amazing. They cancelled out all weight and put everything into suspended animation, so food would not go off. They had a lock only the owner could access and a smart algorithm to give him the stuff he wanted when he reached in. Finally, it could link to the interface to provide a text summary of everything stored. The larger bag was twice as expensive as the smaller bag and would cost 8000 energy by itself.



“You want the bigger bag, don't you?” Sam said, with a knowing smile. “Total cost is twelve thousand energy. If you get the smaller bag, then it is seven thousand two hundred.”



It was too much. More than he could afford. The interface flashed impatiently.



“Do you mind?” Adrian said with a gesture towards his head.



“Not at all,” Sam said.



Adrian clicked through the interface, and the words scrolled in his vision:



●
 
 Ask to barter.



●
 
 Insist on the bigger bag.



●
 
 Camp stone is not so useful to you now as you'll be spending most time at night awake in order to level your ambusher steps. The Camp stone’s benefit in daylight is greatly reduced.



“I would like to barter,” Adrian told Sam.



“Show me everything you have got to sell,” Sam said.



Adrian passed him the backpack. “That and the crowbar.”



“5499 energy,” Sam said. He glanced at the pile that laid beside him that totalled up to over 12,000 energy. He shook his head sadly, “Even if I barter, you don't have enough. Maybe,” he looked thoughtful, “I might do a deal if we switch out the large bag of holding for the smaller one.”



“No,” Adrian said, trusting his interface's calculation, “I need the larger bag of holding.”



“Well, what can you get rid of?”



“The camp stone,” Adrian suggested.



“And?”



“The magic boots,”



Sam thought hard, “Maybe I can do that, but you will owe me.”



“I am happy to pay you back when I get more energy, but I might never see you again,” Adrian said.



Sam laughed, “You are a good man, Adrian. The fates will ensure that you will have time to repay me, and if the fates don't, then so be it.” Sam picked out the boots and the camp stone from the pile. “It is all yours,” Sam said, as he packed the crowbar and backpack into his wagon.



Adrian looked around, and there was no one nearby. Smiling, he grabbed the pouch of holding and shoved everything else into it.



“No need to worry about watchers,” Sam told him. “Magic protects this place from prying eyes. No observer can see what you sell or what you buy.”



As he gripped what was clearly a spear, he used identification.



Metal Staff of Magic with a Sharpened End



Pierces or bludgeons enemies. Stores 50 mana.



It's a spear, Adrian thought grumpily, knowing that the interface had picked up on his desire to have a staff. That name blurred to become “Spear of Magic”.



This was the weapon he would use if his magic faltered. Plus, when he wasn’t fighting, he could use it as a walking stick. Spinning the spear, he marvelled at its weight. After the crowbar, it seemed to be no heavier than a bamboo stick. Slamming the blunt end into the ground, the asphalt deformed and even cracked places. It felt light but hit hard. The daggers and belt went around his waist and everything else, including the armour, into the bag. He would get it out later. For now, he did not want any jealousy.



“Sam, it was a pleasure doing business with you.” Adrian turned around to walk towards the factory.



“Wait up!” Sam yelled. “Take this as well, it's a ration pack. The major benefit is, the water skin has magic which will clean any water source.”



“I don't have any energy,” Adrian pointed out.



“It was a big order,” Sam responded, “the sample bag is on the house. Happy adventuring and good luck getting back to your family.”



Smiling, Adrian turned and headed up the path towards the factory. His new armour and new weapon and the new knowledge made him step lighter. Plus, there was a promise of talking to humans, a good meal, and a chance to sleep in safety.










Chapter 27




They built the factory for cars. It was over two hundred meters from the gate to any part of the factory, and it was all uphill. Even with his reduced load, thanks to the trader, both thighs were burning by the time he reached the public shop built as an addition onto the factory. The battered sign proudly advertised bargain prices and factory tours.



People were milling just inside the shop entrance. As it got closer, there was more to see. The entire area had a decayed appearance, like everything else post-event. The lightly asphalted road had massive potholes in it and regular large cracks spreading from one side to the other. Adrian would have bet a lot that just three days ago the surface would have been pristine. The alpha event had not spared the factory complex itself. There were gaps in the walls and sections where meters of roof had fallen away. Even the public shop, while superficially less affected, had the signs. It had been painted orange, but that had all peeled away, leaving just traces. Most of the factory windows were broken and boarded up to close the gaps. Why the shop windows were spared was a mystery.



The presence of human beings made him walk straighter. The new staff served more than adequately as a walking stick. Not because he required it, it was just a pleasant feeling pushing it off the ground. In this new world, strength was respected, and likewise hiding capabilities served its own purpose. His appearance as a young man in the prime of his life with a well-made spear would get noticed. Using that same spear as a walking stick would get a different sort of notice. Man of mystery. The smile that broke on his face was completely genuine. Finally, people.



“You know how to use that thing?” a big burly man asked. He was wearing a leather jacket and held a wood axe lightly in his hands and had left the shop to greet him. Without thinking about it, Adrian’s identification went into action. The man was level four, however, the feel of him was off. Curious, Adrian focused identification a little longer. The axe man was a little stronger than him, maybe twenty percent stronger, moderately faster, slightly more healthy, but nowhere near Adrian’s level across the other skills.



Adrian felt like while he would struggle in a physical fight, he would absolutely destroy him once magic got involved. The man was weaker but was level four vs his level one. It was curious. Maybe another long-term player. The level four was shocking, how he and the swordsman got so much experience. And the courier, a little voice reminded him.



“Not yet,” he responded, waving the spear, “though I did a pretty good job with the crowbar and in some ways this is pretty similar.”



The Axeman nodded in grudging respect. “We need all the warriors we can get. Are you staying?” he drawled with typical Aussie directness.



“Not long term, I have business in town, and then I need to get back to my family in Melbourne.”



“Long walk with all the monsters out there,” a woman commented. A small crowd had gathered around him. Fresh blood, new stories. She continued, “might be best if you abandon your past life and settle here.”



“I have a wife and kids,” he said flatly.



“Just a hard path, laddie,” the woman said kindly. “As things stand, Melbourne might as well be on the moon.” She hesitated, “You obviously have some experience, but it is hell out there.” Her gesture included everything outside the factory. “It is like the wild west or a vicious jungle,” she hesitated again, clearly worried about going too far, “I suspect you are nave. I saw you trading,” she continued hurriedly, “so you must have some experience, but,” she shuddered, “I doubt you have come across even a fraction of the horror out there.”



“Where did you come from?” the axe man asked, saving the woman from her blabbering.



Adrian shifted himself into a more comfortable stance for a longer chat, “The solar plant.” He mentally prepared to repeat the conversation he had with the swordsman earlier. “It took me a while to extract myself and you guys are the first humans,” he paused, remembering the scout and the dead bodies, “
 living
 humans I've seen since it happened.”



The woman came towards him. “You poor boy, that must have been horrific,” and before he could do anything, she was hugging him. Awkwardly, Adrian hugged back.



“You are staying with us tonight,” the woman said as she stepped away from him.



“If there's a spot.”



“There's a spot for everyone,” the woman said firmly over the top of him. “We need to all look after each other,” her words released a lot of tension that he had been feeling. It had worried him that the world might have been going down the toilet and that people would turn on each other.



Adrian let himself be dragged inside; it was a chaotic process. He was new to the community, and lots of people wanted to chat with him.



His identification assessed over twenty people. They flagged mostly as higher level than him, with levels stretching from three to seven. There were a myriad of labels; scout, justice, knight, mage, ice mage, wizard, monk, druid, and even a simple label of healer. Yet, his identification marked them as weaker than him despite their higher level, except for another level one human. The level one had no label on him. Adrian immediately angled to get his story.



The old man was a retired lawyer: white hair, skinny, energetic, arms covered in deep wrinkles, and a gasbag. After about two sentences, it was clear he was the type of person who loved to talk about himself. When the world ended, he had been doing his favourite activity: fishing with one of his mates. When the interface came, he had taken charge of the process and insisted on gaining the lightning skill. One of his grandkids had shown him a game where lightning won everything, and so he thought it would be cool to be that computer character in actual life. Lightning it was.



Mark the gasbag paused at that point to let lightning run around his hands. He was in complete and utter control of every spark. Anyway, once the mana storm stopped, Antonia, his mate who he was fishing with, was pulled into the river by some tentacle monstrosity. Mark had tried to save his friend, leaping into the water to hack at tentacles, but it was over in moments, and Antonia had disappeared. He lost it at that point and launched lightning at the river. The first couple of strikes killed fish, but, after ten minutes of lightning storm, the huge tentacle mass had died and risen to the surface.



In a manner similar to Adrian, Mark had lost control and spent the next day and a half going up the river killing everything. He never recovered his friend's body, but he had got a level up and could now effortlessly do flips, in addition to his lightning tricks. His body was better than what it was at twenty.



Adrian ran identification over the man again and nodded to himself. Mark had told the truth. The man's agility was off the chart, and he had strong lightning magic. Statistically, he was far weaker than Adrian in the other areas. Besides his lightning skill, he could see things in water no matter how cloudy it was. It was a form of x-ray vision. At a fundamental level, he understood that Mark had gotten the same choice that he had, and, rather than going the long route, he had enhanced the agility attribute. Adrian could not fault him. After all, the long game only mattered if you survived long enough to see it.



“Do levels mean anything?” Adrian asked the room. A boy who looked in his mid-teens nodded in agreement.



“There's a variety of different interfaces,” the boy said, authoritatively. “About half of us have what I'm calling the standard interface. Those people start off with attributes of around ten in each category and have an additional five to assign to whatever they want immediately. When they level up, they get one attribute point per level up and one skill. All the other interfaces seem customised and differ from each other. I am talking about everything being different, the stats you start with, the number of free stats you get initially, the experience you need to level, and what you get when you level. You cannot compare levels directly. The best you can do is to calibrate yourself against the standard interface, but you always need to know that if someone has a non-standard interface, then levels are misleading. I have seen level threes that can crush a level eight. Then there are level ones like Mark who could crush the level three.”



Adrian thought about that statement versus what his own identification had told him in the ten minutes they had been chatting. It all made sense. The high levels, but weakness. They were not taking the long route, they were just on the standard interface.



He thought about how to measure himself against the standard interface. It had average starting attributes of ten with five free points to assign as they wished. Effectively they started with an average of 11 in each attribute, though they could prioritize the attributes they wanted. He then had population averages, which started around one. This meant if he had a one in an attribute, it was equivalent to 11 in the standard interface. When they levelled up, they got a skill plus an attribute point. When he levelled up, he would get an attribute increase of one, with no skills, if he went for immediate benefits. If he wanted a skill, then he would receive 0.4 attribute points. So, each of his levels were worth five of the standard interface, at a minimum. His extra one attribute point to mana control would be equivalent to getting 11 attribute points for the standard interface, so that aligned to 11 levels standard interface levels. That meant each of his levels were worth between five and 11 standard interface levels.



It was all too confusing.



If he studied for two weeks, it would work out to be ten standard levels. If he was impatient, then every one of his levels was worth five standard interface levels.



He pondered for a bit longer. As he was leveling up with pathways, he guessed he needed to think about his level as being multiplied by ten when comparing to others.



“So, does everyone get the identification skill?” he probed



“No,” the boy answered, “though I reckon about twenty percent have acquired it. A girl who came in yesterday from one of the nearby farms had hers at rank two.”



Adrian nodded, “Sorry if I'm asking stupid questions, how about the skills people start with?”



“Non-standard interfaces gift skills when you are in a mana Storm. If you start in a mana Storm with a standard interface, you get five to ten levels. If you get caught in one of the subsequent storms, they are usually worth two to four levels. Not sure which is better, starting with extra skills or levels,'' the boy mused. “Ten levels of experience are pretty sweet, but the skills given through the non-standard interfaces also seem overpowered.”



“What type of skills?” Adrian prompted, choosing to file away the information about subsequent mana storms.



The boy was obviously thinking how to explain what he meant. “I have seen skills from three non-standard interfaces gained via mana storms. One of them gained healing skills, but hers were way more powerful than any of the standard healing builds that I've seen. The second was one of your guys from the solar plant. He had a skill that let him shift from one place to another. Now I've seen other people get this same skill from a standard interface, but this guy could do it ten times in a row. He was lethal. Your big guy,”



“Graham,” Adrian prompted.



“Yes, Graham said that he was the only reason they got through some of those imps. Once they accidentally aggroed a group of six imps, and he took them out by popping behind one of them, stab hard, then pop behind a different one. Stab, Stab, and then repeat. The third person with an interface skill was Mark. As you know, he has control over lightning. He can stab something, channel lightning, and then bam, they spasm and are out of the fight.” The teen looked straight at Adrian, “You have a non-standard interface, and you are from the solar plant. What skill do you have?”



The boy was clever, Adrian had to admit. Clever would keep people alive.



“I have two skills,” Adrian told them, deciding to ignore anything that he had extracted from the monster cores. “The first is a skill that lets me go pretty much invisible, but only if I'm staying still, and it only really works on monsters. Though I have to say, it's pretty awesome. The second one is the ability to see magic. I can zoom in on monsters, focus on them, and time slows. Theoretically, I can learn magic from them.”



“Can you learn magic or not?” the boy asked, his eyes intense.



“Given enough time. I watched a lot of imps firing fireballs, and I got the skill up to 10%,” Adrian told him, “I think it is a booster and will get there eventually, but the real benefit will be around level ups.”



Scout around the truth. Don't lie, but don't tell anyone too much.



The group seemed to accept what he said absolutely, and that made Adrian’s neck hairs rise a little. It felt like someone was checking his responses for truthfulness.



Have you killed anyone? I mean a human,” asked a woman who had said nothing previously.



“Have others?” Adrian responded, shocked.



“Yes,” the woman said flatly. “Have you?”



“No, the only living people I saw before getting here were Graham's group. When they were escaping, there was a courier who got close to me when he was trying to lead the imps away to create space for the rest of the group. He got really close to them, and he died in front of me. There were hundreds of imps, and I feel I should have done something, but they would have killed me.”



Something was definitely making him talk. He was blabbering and unable to stop.



There was an awkward silence, and then an older man stood up. “The boy can stay, his heart is true.”



The older man, a level six justice, wandered away and the entire group around him relaxed. “He can compel people to talk,” the teen told him. “It is a class skill set and he can recognise lies or mistruths.”



There was a long silence. The shock on Adrian’s face was palpable to all.



“The world has changed,” the woman who asked him if he had killed one spoke into the silence. “And some people have changed with it.”



“Or just been emboldened,” the teen suggested, darkly.



“Don't scare the poor bloke,” another young farmer looking guy said, “we have our community, and we will build it on a bedrock of trust guaranteed by Trevor’s gift, and it will thrive no matter how many aliens come around there.” The group cheered at that.










Chapter 28




Adrian felt overwhelmed, and he became quiet and withdrawn. The people here had already experienced scumbags. It had only been three days and two nights, and already the norms of decent society were falling to pieces. He wanted to ask the women more about what happened, but he also did not want to know. In the end, his cowardice won out, and he abandoned all the questions he might have asked.



Dinner was fabulous. There was real meat, real veggies, and even potato chips. They were getting through the frozen stores, and they encouraged him to eat as much as he could. It was at dinner he learnt about the map functionality.



His interface flickered, and he flicked through instinctively.



Right there in front of him was a simple map of where he had been. There was lots of detail at the solar plant where he could zoom to see the floor layout. It marked the buildings and even individual trees. The rest of the map was fogged, apart from the road he had walked along.



Why did you not show me earlier?



There was a mental shrug combined with indifference.



Right! The map would serve no purpose, so why bother showing it? The interface was very much a need-to-know kind of non-sentient machine.



There was a level 11 scout who had spent time in Wagga before heading out to find her family. The family was dead, and she had mapped the surrounding area. She had a skill to share her map with others. Adrian had nothing to bargain, but she shared her map freely, anyway.



The map lacked detail, but it had a couple of pertinent items. Number one, it highlighted how destructive the alpha particle event had been in Wagga Wagga. It had burnt half the city down. A host of fiery lizards had come through, burnt down all the structures around them, and eliminated all non-lizard life at the same time. Besides the mana storm event he had experienced at the solar plant, there were over fifteen others marked in and around the food factory. The general warning, “High-level Monsters -- Avoid.



The monsters that had come through each mana storm were different, and there was a bewildering variety. One storm had brought forth goblins. They sounded significantly smarter than the imps, and they used tools, though the interfaces insisted that goblins were non-sapient. Someone with identification had checked on the goblins specifically, but they had yet to find the numbers to clear out the infestation. The creatures released by mana storm events all seemed to have a communal aspect, and their numbers made them threatening. Like with the imps, individually, they were mostly weak, but the right tactics triumphed over everything. Some of them packed a pretty hefty opening punch, others had weaknesses to exploit. One of the marked creatures was an acid spit beetle. The reports coming from encounters were that they were more fragile than the imps, but the acid was like nothing they had ever seen. It could eat through steel in seconds and was even worse on unprotected flesh.



Adrian gladly spent about fifteen minutes giving all the knowledge he could about the imps: how to avoid them, how to avoid aggroing them, their poor eyesight, their deafness, and their behaviour. He explained how they would group, fight others of their kind, and their erratic movement. Finally, he included the warning about the ranged mass aggro event.



The last conversation was a warning about the golden roc. It was a bird that was the size of an elephant with a wingspan longer than a bus. Its range only just reached the factory, but fully extended over Wagga Wagga. The grapevine suggested that humans were at the top of its shopping list. If you saw it in the sky, the best thing to do was hide. There was no fighting it.



“Wait,” Adrian yelled, out suddenly overhearing the conversation next to him, “did you just say that the toilets work?”



The two men walking by stopped in surprise at the interruption. The scout just laughed at him. “That way,” she told him, showing where the toilet sign was. “The system was gravity fed, so all they had to do was a bit of re-plumbing, and it was all Hunky Dory.”



Adrian immediately excused himself and headed over.



The toilets were typical commercial warehouse style which meant it was basic with concrete floors, walls, flimsy doors, and hard shiny steel basins. It was the type of place designed so you could grab a pressure cleaner and just hose it down every now and again and be done with the cleaning. The ambiance did not matter, who ever thought that a working toilet would be this exciting? Selecting a cubical with some privacy, he sat down and pulled out the magic pathway book.










Chapter 29




“Survival and Gathering Pathway Book”, the cover read. It had an expensive look.



It was the correct decision not to open in front of others.



Flipping the book open, there was a table of contents:



Regional Skills



●
 
 Desert



●
 
 Tropical



●
 
 Wetland



●
 
 Swamp



●
 
 Temperate Rainforest



●
 
 Temperate Plains



●
 
 Lakes and Waterways



Fundamental Skills



●
 
 Camp Sites and Shelter



●
 
 Skinning and Butchering



●
 
 Gathering



●
 
 Tracking



●
 
 Stealth



●
 
 Traps and Snares



Extras



●
 
 Bush Alchemy



●
 
 Improvised Weapon



●
 
 Leather Working and Stitching



●
 
 Self-improvemen
 t



The list was interesting, but nothing earthshattering.



Why was this important?



Re-reading the details, there was a lot covered. In fact, it covered far more than he expected. His stealth was already impressive, and, with his identification skill, the gathering skill was probably pointless. The regional knowledge might be interesting, but, like stealth, it was something that would be quickly acquired.



There was discontent from the interface and it started flashing.



Non-sentient, my arse



The amount of knowledge imparted by Survival and Gathering Pathway Book is an order of magnitude greater than similarly priced books. The regional knowledge is fundamental for any travel through the relevant areas. You do not know shit.



Regional knowledge imparts the following critical skills:



●
 
 Knowledge of non-sentients that live within the region;



●
 
 Understanding of the key dangers that non-sentients represent, including any swarming or pack behaviour, special abilities, unexpected strength or speed;



●
 
 Ability to identify likely ambush spots;



●
 
 Knowledge of the valuable components in all creatures and how to extract them.



Everything in the Fundamentals and Extras sections are upgrades to your existing skill set. For example, Self-improvement provides pathways, and herb assisted improvements can add up to 0.3 of an attribute. All individual attributes are available for improvement, including physical and magical resistance. This skill, while sparkly and exciting and arguably worth the purchase price by itself, is not the most important skill to bolster long-term survival.



Gathering is more important. It will allow identification of various plants that, when eaten raw, will give an immediate boost to health or mana. It will also teach where to find the plants, something that identification will not supply.



These skills are all uniquely valuable. Your personal situation will drive the best order to approach the gaining of knowledge. The book can only be consumed in stages. Only four pathways can be active at one time. Completing a pathway will free up other areas to be studied.



Calculating suggested knowledge path . . .



●
 
 Regional - Temperate Plains (Local Geography)



●
 
 Regional - Lakes and Waterways (Local Geography)



●
 
 Stealth (This path will complement ambusher’s steps, and ambusher’s steps will help promote stealth mastery.)



●
 
 Gathering (This path will complement identification rank 4)



Maybe alchemy would be better.



In all the games he had played, having access to potions was one of the larger character boosts you could get. However, it was not a game. The interface, as much as its personality got to him, had been giving brilliant advice. There was no way he would be as powerful as he was without that help. Disregarding the interface now would be the height of arrogance.



Adrian selected the Regional - Temperate Plains segment, the pages flicked forward to the correct spot. With a deep breath, he started reading.



The knowledge assaulted him, flowing into his head. Images and even brief video memories of a lot of beasts jumped inside his head, along with information about various campsite options, warnings about ambient noise and silence, and how they could indicate various predators. Vividly learning both tactile and visual memory of how to cut up an animal that was a cross between a crocodile and a dog, Adrian could now rip through the skin to extract a powerful piece of bone from the hip that creature used as its primary magic focus. It was valuable, and you could sell the bone to the traders for lots of energy. Other memories imparted were more fragmented; there were monkey-like things that could exist in the trees and a nasty insect nest that you needed to be aware of. If you took the risk and destroyed an insect hive, there were often valuable crystals in the Queen’s chamber. By the time the download of information had finished, he almost vomited.



“You okay in there?”



“Yes,” Adrian called out, “I have just been living off chocolate for the last two days, and my guts are a bit upset.” It was barely a lie.



There was a polite silence. Whoever was out there left.



Time for the next.



Choosing the Lakes and Waterways section, the book flipped open. The knowledge imparted was like the previously regional section. By the time he finished it, he knew the interface was right. The information was critical. There were lots and lots of dangerous things out there, and if you didn't know about them, they would kill you before you could.



I wonder if you can purchase these pathway books separately.



There was no response.



I WONDER if you can purchase these pathway books separately.



A grumpy dad grunted at being disturbed when watching the football. Sure, I will help with the homework.



Pathway regional books are available as a standalone purchase. They are not offered by the trader and must be requested specifically.



Thank you.



The knowledge the book contained would be vital for survival of the community. He needed to make sure that every scouting party had at least one person with the local fauna and flora knowledge.



His mind felt full of stuff.



Maybe I should pause.



The interface would have warned him if absorbing over two chapters was dangerous. His head was thumping, and there was a sharp pain whenever he moved it.



Just push through to get stronger.



The book opened to the desired stealth chapter. The new knowledge flowed in more easily than the other two. Ambusher’s fade and ambusher’s steps helped him. Very careful foot placements were re-emphasised. Shifting into the deepest shadows was focused upon as was the avoiding of shiny bits in his equipment, making sure that everything was dull with no exposed polished metal.



Despite how easily the stealth information had flowed, his head was still pounding. The gathering book was likely to be closer to the regional knowledge base, and his head felt crowded and overwhelmed.



Is it safe
 ?



The feeling he got back was complete confidence. The interface thought that there was no danger.



Flipping through to the gathering skills, the information exploded into him once more. The chapter was just as large as a regional chapter, and it was full of images of plants, fungus, and harmless insects. There were sections devoted to eating and others to storing. Other stuff was for alchemy. Even though he did not have the training, he could still sell the reagents. The information hit like a freight train. He gasped, feeling a migraine coming on.



Groaning, he collapsed to his knees, clutching his head. Five minutes he spent on his knees in the closed cubical while the roaring waves of information stilled. Once he was able to move, he picked the book up from the ground and slid it into his bag of holding. He flushed, washed his hands, and took a quick shower in temperate water. The waves of water settled his mind. It was a pity that it was not hot. Eventually, feeling recovered, he left the toilet block.



The knowledge had pummelled him. On the journey in, everything was about being around humans. Now, all he wanted was to grab another snack and collapse onto a bed somewhere. Things to do first. At midnight, he would leave to train and to reach Wagga to check on his friends. There was still information to gather. He stopped for food. This time, the open buffet had a lovely soup still warm from dinner. Delicious.



There was no one to sit with, so he grabbed a seat and ate hungrily. Apparently, learning took a lot of energy. After finishing, he washed the bowl and went to talk to Sarah, the scout.



“Sarah, we need to talk.”



She looked at him quizzically before waving him to continue. She was playing a game of cards with two others. “Talk,” she ordered, playing a king. He did not know the game and had no idea who was winning or losing.



“I just consumed the book pathway of regional temperate climate. It had more information than I was expecting. Exceptional information. There are so many types of monsters out there.”



“I know,” Sarah interrupted. “That is why I am building the map.”



“It is better than just knowing of them,” Adrian interrupted. “I know what the monsters sound like, I know how they hunt, I know their strengths, I even know the areas the nasty ambusher predators like to set up in. It is amazing. I know how to track animals based on the changes in ambient noise.”



Sarah put down the cards and focused on him.



“I know,” Adrian continued, “which animals are solitary and which ones will have a pack near, I know if there are signs of a panther, I know which monkey packs are harmless and which ones you want to fight or retreat from. I know so much.” Adrian paused for breath. “I can’t stay, but this group needs the knowledge.”



“What is the book called, and how much is it?”



“I don’t know how much but the book is because I bartered.”



“Bartered?” Sarah asked. Adrian quickly explained what his interface had told him about traders.



“But it doesn’t matter how much it costs, you need to get it and the waterways book, though if Mark is around, waterways may not be needed.” He said, thinking of Mark’s ability to see through the water.



Sarah was not convinced, but after ten minutes of quizzing him while referring to her notes, her attitude metamorphosed.



Supper was being served, more efforts to get rid of the frozen food. This time, it was trays of cakes. Adrian grabbed a slice, ignoring the fact he had been eating constantly for a couple of hours. For supper, he sat at the table with Tony, the teenager who had explained the different interfaces. He repeated the conversation he had with Sarah. There was a fair bit of skepticism from the wider audience, but Tony looked convinced. He understood the value the book represented.



Duty done, Adrian curled into a corner in the designated sleeping room. He fell asleep immediately and woke six hours later, surprised to find a blanket had been pulled over him.



Curious, before he got up to fight, he checked on his skill progression.



Pathways skills in progress



Ambusher’s Steps - 38% (+ 14%)



Identification Rank 4 - 11%



Mana Control
 - 18%



Stealth - 50% (+50%)



Pathway Regional Temperate Climate



Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways



Pathway Gathering



He was excited to see that stealth had started off at 50% and the jump in the ambusher’s steps was purely achieved by the knowledge granted by stealth. Yay for synergy.



First step is to get to the bathrooms and get changed.



The trip was simple and an opportunity to practice his new stealth and ambusher’s steps skills. Everything was.



The concrete floor was easy to move silently on, so most of his focus was on moving into the deep shadows. He imagined stepping between shadows, and then he carefully moved, duplicating what he had imagined. There were a couple of guards on the door facing outwards, but no one was looking inwards, so he moved completely unseen. He reached the bathroom like a silent shadow. Once there, he relieved his bladder and slipped on his new armour.



It all fit perfectly. Not that he had expected anything different. He had suspected that the trader’s magic would automatically size the items sold.



Next, the pendant. Identification suggested it would boost evasion. Not getting hurt was more than okay in his book. Would he miss the vitality increases? No. On the character sheet, his agility and perception were both bumped by 0.1, as expected. Once dressed, the next dilemma was how he wanted to leave. Half of him wanted to just try to stealth all the way outside, but prudence took control of his impulsiveness. It worried him that just disappearing might create issues later. He was also concerned that if he vanished, the others might be scared. The last thing he wanted was to create unnecessary fear in this group of people who had accepted him so readily and given food so selflessly. He exited the toilet block after flushing the toilet, figuring the noise would alert the guard. With his spear of magic clutched in his hands, Adrian walked out.



As expected, the men had turned inwards to watch. One of them looked like he was only twelve. “What’s up?” the kid asked.



“My class needs me to practise sneaking around at night,” Adrian partially lied back.



The kid grinned at that. “I know the feeling, man. Any chance I get to practice, I shoot arrows.”



“Stick between here and the road,” the other man said roughly, “That area is mostly safe. Can't say the same for the bush on either side.”



Smiling good-naturedly, Adrian followed the pathway on the road and utilised his ambusher’s step and stealth Skills. When he glanced back at the men their eyes had a puzzled look, even though he had only moved twenty meters away. Satisfied that he had successfully disappeared into the shadows, he smiled. Deliberately to spite them, he left the path immediately. He got into the bush and settled on going in the general direction of Wagga.



After all, he was one with the night, and he would bring death upon everything silly enough to cross his path.










Chapter 30




It was dark, and it should have been safe. Three days ago, the only thing dangerous in the bush were the snakes. This meant anyone could walk around at night with their greatest risk being a pothole or a stick in the eye. Now? The dark landscape seemed slightly more hostile. There was the imp experience, the scout’s map, the guard warnings, and the glimpses of large animals on his trip to the factory. It required caution. Flashes of a tentacled monster, a hundred and one dangerous predators from the regional book. Lots of vigilance.



The question was always how much consideration. The men at the door were likely overreacting. They were nowhere near as battle hardened as Adrian and way weaker. Even if there were monsters, they would be spread out, especially close to the factory because of the factory's hunting teams. Hours of watching national geographic with the kids had taught him about ecosystems, and only so many apex predators could be supported in an area.



The interface flashed at him.



Density of animal life and monsters has increased relative to pre-alpha particle physics. Once a steady state has been reached, you can expect the land to support five times what it supported before the event. Plants will grow faster and larger as will animals. The alpha particle event itself will result in an overpopulated environment because of fauna dragged in by the explosion of portals. The current density of the animal population might be as much as ten to twenty times the pre-alpha physics level.



The road you travelled on was safer than elsewhere because of the roads' alien nature. This deterred fauna dragged in from the other worlds. This compulsion will fade within weeks.



Adrian felt his blood run cold as the information processed. Twenty times as dense.



Suddenly, a peaceful detour in the dark to practice skills became a lot riskier. What did twenty times pre-alpha levels really mean? He had gone wildlife trekking in America just after university. There had been a professional guide which helped, but over the course of the four days of hiking he had seen half a dozen bears and some wolves along with an equally large number of deer herds. It had been two or three apex predators per day. How does that fit in with a 20-fold increase? If in ten hours he saw three bears before, now he would see 60. That was a bear every ten minutes.



He stopped walking and engaged ambusher’s fade while attempting to process this information. There were going to be monsters. There would be lots of predators and lots of fights. Simply moving would cause encounters. There was no doubt. The interface would not lie about something so easily checked.



Ambusher teachings guided movements. The tree was hard against his back.



Safety first.



Time to think. The regional knowledge played in his head. Lots of it was obvious: no pen wounds, stay quiet, move deliberately, mislead. Listen carefully, try to pinpoint the sounds. Noise, or lack thereof, revealed a lot. Something was moving in the bush just meters away from him. Part of him thought of a giant, humongous bear. The noise was annoyingly loud, but the recently absorbed knowledge suggested that the culprit would be something far smaller. There was a tiny sliver of moonlight breaking through the trees. It was not much, being a new moon, however his eyes were adjusting quickly. While he had some level of night vision, it was not perfect. The extra moonlight really allowed him to squeeze out details.



Adrian was utilising identification skill continuously, but the oppressive darkness stopped it triggering. Magic focus worked better than in daylight, and a creature came into sight. Identification then clicked in and revealed it was a forest ferret. From the regional knowledge, he knew the forest ferret hunted alone. They could move quickly and delivered a nasty poison with their bite, which would numb and paralyze a limb. Individual bites represented more of a nuisance, but multiple bites could cause paralytic shock. So, you could get in real trouble with ferrets. There were no weaknesses nor resistances to magic to note.



A dark bolt formed in his hand, and then shot out at the oblivious ferret. As it flew, Adrian moved the spear and prepared to attack. The dark bolt hit the back legs of the ferret and the wither effect slowed it instantly. Before it could react further, Adrian pushed the spear hard into its body. The ferret screamed in pain for a terrifying two seconds before it went silent. The noise would summon predators, Adrian knew absolutely. He flicked the ferret from the spear and stepped back to rest against a tree trunk. Ambusher’s fade locked in, and all of his senses turned outwards, listening for strange noises in the dark.



Predators were already on the way. Bushcraft told him that was an absolute, especially with higher monster density. As he stood frozen against the tree, magic formed around his fingers and then sucked back into his hand and then reformed again. It was soothing and almost hypnotic, like playing with a spongy stress ball. Just knowing the power was there at the tip of his fingers helped his confidence, and it also continued progression on his mana control pathway.



The noise reached him long before he could see anything. Whatever it was, it sounded like a hunter. It was padding steadily towards where the body of the ferret lay. So ridiculous. Everything was absurd. Here he was in the Australian bush. Apart from a snake, there should have been nothing even remotely dangerous around. Yet he hoped the coming predator was a cat type and not a dog type. Cats hunted alone while dogs were pack animals. The ambusher techniques and his magic burst damage were much more effective against individual creatures than a pack. If there was one animal, then he could attack, kill or maim, and then vanish into the shadows. Against a pack, the vanishing tricks would not work, and his only option would be to hide.



I should have climbed a tree straight after killing the ferret.



The cat emerged from between two trees that were barely visible. Identification told him it was a dappled Panther. It had shadow speed, advanced stealth, keen eyes, but no magic vision or resistance. It was stronger, much faster, and had similar health; he kept categorising its features.



Surprise it, kill it.



Switching magic from dark to earth, Adrian let it approach. The panther took a cautious step towards the ferret. Adrian could tell that it was wondering what had killed the ferret. It took another cautious step forward. The panther was just four meters away from him at this point. With the spear, he could probably poke it.



The panther crouched, still trying to work out whether there was anything dangerous nearby. The earth spike blasted out of the ground right under the animal's stomach. It could not react fast enough, and the spike tore its belly open. Adrian fired an earth missile without hesitating. The panther’s instinct was to attack any threats. Its response to the earth spike had been to leap in the air and spin, so that its dangerous teeth and front claws faced the creature that had erupted from the ground and hurt it. This left its hind quarters just meters in front of Adrian, and the missile hit almost as soon as it left his hand.



The panther snarled and spun around again to face the new threat. Conscious of the attack from the ground, it did a little jump to the side to evade anything trying to sneak up on it. Unfortunately, that did not help against magic. Adrian’s second earth spike came out of the ground just as it was landing.



The panther hissed in pain and twisted again. This exposed its back to Adrian, so he stabbed down into the panthers broad back near where its front shoulders came together, deliberately positioning the spear off centre, so he would not clip the backbone. He used all his strength to push down, and the spear slipped forward, deviating off the ribs on either side and slid through the animal. Coming out through the chest and thumping into the earth with a dull
 thud
 , it pinned the panther. Pulling the spear hard towards him both knocked the animal off balance and prevented it twisting to face him. A dark bolt blossomed into his free hand as insurance, but it was unnecessary. The spear had pierced something important, and the panther collapsed forward. The entire battle had cost him a full 150 mana. With the spear’s help, he only had 40 left.



The poor animal died.



Adrian stepped back and resumed his ambusher’s fade.



Safety first.



Adrian held position for a full two minutes, but there was no noise. Satisfied, he stepped forward and knelt next to the panther. His magic focus had already confirmed it was dead. Identification and magic focus ran all over the panther. Taking the time to peer at its claws, its skin, its eyes, and even its various wounds. His interface hummed, and his memory of how to skin the animal came to him.



Time is money
 .



There was no real choice. The pathway regional books were expensive, and others needed them.



Skinning the panther was not a pleasant experience, and Adrian suspected he had done a terrible job. There were excuses. It was nearly pitch black, and he had to pause constantly to confirm nothing was trying to sneak upon him. Despite the limitations, he completed the skinning. His region’s knowledge told him that dappled panthers sometimes had a core, so he checked, but there was nothing there. However, cutting into the animal sent blood everywhere. He had to get moving now. There was so much scattered blood, other predators would be coming. Ambusher’s fade allowed the blood to wash away from him. Within two steps, he was scent free and on his way towards town.










Chapter 31




When Adrian had given himself around ten meters of space, he heard snarling where the panther’s corpse was. To his left, just a few meters away, a devil dog slunk past him. Devil dogs were pack hunters. The one that went past him was strong, and he was not sure that he could beat it, even one v one.



So close.



Blood pounding, throat dry, every sense screaming there was even an extra spring in his step. There was something about just escaping the guillotine that got the blood running. The whole time he moved, he was following his pathway instructions: foot placement, identification, keeping to shadows, fluid movement, magic dribbling in and out, and keeping his ears focused on the sound. The last one was hard because the devil dogs were not quiet as they claimed their prize, and the racket they were generating was drowning out the other noises that he needed to listen to.



After another two minutes, the sounds of devil dogs had faded completely, and the lack of noise raised his blood pressure higher. His night vision was improving, or maybe the moonlight was bright. There were no longer just greys and blacks, now features like knots in trees and running lines of sap were visible. Identification was also triggering more regularly.



It flashed when his eyes fell on a
 yellow tip toadstool.
 It was a fungus that gave up mana when eaten. You did not need to prepare it; it was something you could just eat raw. Harvesting them was simple. No poison or thorns or damage to be worried about, just grab the base and twist up. All six of them slid into his bag of holding where they would keep fresh. Then he took another step. The identification flashed once more.



Drop constrictor.



The snake coiled in the branches above him. It had probably seen him. After all, he had been harvesting the mushrooms. He examined the snake carefully. Large and powerful, his regional knowledge told him it fought like a typical Earth python. It would attempt to wrap its prey up and squeeze them till their bones broke. His identification skill showed a weakness to ice magic.



Best case would be to avoid the fight. Without taking his eyes from the snake, he took a slow step backwards. The snake started moving towards him, and he abandoned thoughts of sneaking away. He stood stock still once more, and the snake stopped moving. Taking advantage of the lull, he took the opportunity and channelled one hundred mana into a massive ice missile. The magic felt unstable, but all the practice over the last day allowed him to force it to keep its shape. With a flick of his mind, he split it into three missiles and shot them all at the central mass of the snake.



The snake reacted, its huge muscles propelling it towards him, but it was too late. The missiles struck in multiple spots and the snake lost coordination and fell out of the tree to crash next to Adrian. Its health was over half gone. Yelling in victory despite himself, Adrian launched another ice missile at the snake's head while simultaneously driving the point of his spear into the base of the snake's skull. The sharp spear cut deep and slammed into the brain as the snake thrashed just once, and the battle was over. One wasted ice missile.



So easy!



The surge of discontentment he got from the interface let him know exactly what it thought. As far as the interface was concerned, he had just been lucky so far.



Safety first.



Then a smile. Most of the thought had been to placate the interface. As was his custom, Adrian made no noise for a couple of minutes to make sure no other predators were coming. Adrian’s mana recharged, time passed, and no other predators came along. The battle with the snake had been silent. Still excited at using his skills, he was now regretting coming out in the dark. There were just too many monsters.



What loot can I get?



Its skin had a lot of value for crafters and would sell for a significant amount. The drawback with skinning a snake was that it was a long and arduous process, especially drop constrictors. They required over three times the effort of some other snake types. There was no chance of there being a core. The meat was good but not special, and bones were worthless.



Time is money. Reluctantly, he abandoned the kill and kept heading towards Wagga. The snake was too big for his bag of holding. His rapid brushes with monsters had created an impression. He feared the night. He was scared of what would be behind the next tree. Every step, his eyes flicked around to look for any dangerous beasts or monsters. While his throat was dry with fear, he had never felt so alive. To think that less than a week ago, the most exciting moment of his life was watching his sporting team win, and now he was creeping through the jungle with fire on his fingertips and a savage spear clutched in his hands. Looking down, he stared at the dark missile forming and reforming. With dark magic on his fingertips, he corrected, rolling his eyes at his own lame joke.



A smile played on his lips. This is life. Keep moving, harvesting everything identification flagged: some edible moss, a dozen extra yellow tips, and eight blue cap mushrooms. He could not eat the blue cap mushrooms as they were poisonous, but they were used extensively in alchemy, making them valuable. Small animals he killed quickly and silently with magic. Anything that would be a fight, he spotted in time and avoided.



The trickling sound of a stream reached him, so he consciously slowed down. Land monsters acted differently around water. Then there were water monsters to consider. Regional knowledge quickly ran through the threats. The chances of predators lying in wait increased. Several pack animals would have spotters around water sources whose call could quickly summon the entire pack to attack. There were a good number of powerful water-based creatures to avoid. Many of them happily left the stream to capture wary land-based animals, often up to thirty meters from the waterway. Sound would not help him. A simple rat could be silent, and if a
 crucana
 (a more nimble crocodile) was lying in wait, the river noises would continue as normal.










Chapter 32




Now he paused after every couple of steps to listen carefully and examine the land in front of him for any signs. Vigilance paid off when he was about twenty steps from the small creek.



A
 tecra
 lay in wait. A tecra was a magical boar-alligator mix. It could move quickly and aggressively like a boar, and it had a nasty swinging tail that could whip around and easily knock a human off his or her feet. Its mouth was like an alligator mouth with a bite that could crush steel. It was large but not huge, its height reaching that of a medium-sized dog. But it was long. From tooth to tail, it was about as long as a man is tall. It weighed more than Adrian, was stronger, had better inherent healing, and had multiple magic attacks. It had an earth missile, the ability to create an earth trap where the ground would go soft, you would sink, and then it would harden, trapping you place. It even had a confusion ability.



As Adrian examined the tecra, more information became available. It hated fire and was vulnerable to it. It also had a weakness to dark magic. From a physical perspective, its front sides and belly were protected, but there was a weak spot on the back of its head. A single well-placed strike could finish it almost instantly. Without the regional knowledge, Adrian knew that there would have been no way for him to fight the creature, but with the knowledge, a plan formed. Sneak close and go for the quick kill. If it fails, then switch to fire and dark magic to create enough time and space to escape long enough for ambusher’s fade to save him. The tecra's
 perception ability was weak, and its momentarily blocked vision would be enough to hide Adrian.



As he snuck towards the tecra, he examined every step in excruciating detail, slipping the foot, placing it down slowly and ensuring the exact position was clear of leaves or twigs. Noise would alert the tecra. Maybe the wiser course would have been to retreat and loop around to avoid the fight altogether.



Another step. Success. One last step. There was dry grass where he wanted to step. A little further, he settled his foot at an odd angle, silently.



Standing right over the tecra, it was awkward. The angle was imprecise. To drive the spear down onto the weak spot, he needed to contort his body. Lifting the spear high up and twisting his waist, aiming carefully, he drove the spear down. Once the spear was in motion, he jumped to drive his full body weight through the blow. Noisy attack.



The tecra started moving.



The attack was not instantly fatal, but the spear penetrated deep, sliding right through the beast, pinning it to the ground. He wondered if he was lucky to have pinned two animals this way. It had been a bit of both luck and skill, after all he had targeted weak spots. Another part of him wondered if driving a spear right through an animal was even a good thing. After all, it left him vulnerable till he extracted the weapon. Possibly, he would need to alter his technique.



Tecra were dangerous. Kill quickly.



With the beast briefly immobilised, he channelled
 fire hands
 through his left hand and thrust it down onto the beast’s head while using his right hand kept a stronghold on the spear to stop the beast twisting away and getting free. Fire crackled from his hands, and the creature squealed. Its health plummeted, and, as it thrashed, its tail swept around and knocked Adrian from his feet. Falling, he kept hold of the spear. It was dragged upwards and back and out of the tecra. As it came, it tore through the insides and exited, taking a sizable chunk of flesh. It left a gaping wound in the back of the tecra. The bleeding and fire attack was enough that the fight drained away from the animal, and it collapsed. The inherent healing in the new reality gave him goosebumps. One second, wounds would be like paper cuts, and then suddenly they were mortal when the healing failed.



Adrian struggled to his feet and invoked ambusher’s fade. His left leg, hit by the tail, was severely bruised or broken. Taking a step, it almost collapsed. Maybe broken. He marshalled his breathing and listened for any danger. With a tecra in the immediate area, he doubted that there would be anything too dangerous nearby. However, safety first.



Tecra were known to be territorial and were almost always the apex predator. They would have fought any beast stupid enough to enter their territory. Unlike the snake, he was definitely going to process the tecra. The skinning process was quite involved and would take some time, but the scaly hairy skin was worth far more than mere snakeskin. It could be worked into strong armour by even barely competent artisans. Along with the teeth, eyes and core, the components would yield at least five hundred energy.



While he stood cloaked to near invisibility with his leg throbbing, he checked his experience levels. Across all his battles since leaving the factory, he had gained 540 experience. He only had 4500 more experience to go till he reached level two which would take ten days at this rate.



The leg still ached, but five minutes of healing had helped a lot. There was work to be done, and skinning was hard work, as he had discovered. With his damaged leg, he sat awkwardly and tried to manoeuvre the animal into the right positions to let him cut away the skin. It was painful work, even through his leather gloves. The animal weight often pressed awkwardly into his legs with jagged scales or jutting bones, increasing the impact of the carcass' weight. Finally, the skin came free, and he shifted it into his bag of holding. The processing of the rest of the body went smoothly. By the time he was done, his leg could support his weight again.



Either I was only bruised, or inherent healing was faster than I thought.



Conscious of his location, he started moving away from the waterway as quickly as possible. Even though the tecra was undoubtedly the apex predator in the area, the overpopulation would cause random enemies to move through the area, putting him at risk if he stayed.



As the pre-dawn light started filtering through, he had killed several night foraging wombats and skinned them. They had once been standard Earth wombats, but they had been mutated by magic, enabling them to increase their size significantly. After a risk assessment, he elected to ignore the larger ones. For the smaller ones, he exploited a weakness to dark magic and tormented them with dark bolts while striking them with the spear. The pain of the dark magic ensured that they could not use their own magic, and the combination of spear and dark magic damage killed them with little personal danger. Not one of the five smaller wombats even hurt him. Dissection of the first one had revealed its core right near the brain. After that he, dissected the wombats quickly and efficiently, extracting hide, meat, and core.



As for the alpha particle creatures, he made a point of avoiding any of the dangerous ones, though he took out a scattering of smaller animals, including several smaller python-like snakes. He had stacked them straight into the bag of holding with no processing.



With his new knowledge from the regional book, Adrian knew dawn did not encourage a change of behaviour. Instead, paranoia went into overdrive. Move slower, look around for any signs of an ambush. Dawn and dusk were when nocturnal and diurnal predators clashed. Often, both sets of animals were more active during the transition. He kept moving anyway, but nothing dangerous approached him.



Soon, his steady process had him exiting the bushland, and he found himself in someone's backyard. Adrian called out to alert any residents. There was a yellow colouring along one wall that stretched from the ground to about knee height. Alarm bells rang in his head, and he faded into the darkness with hyper vigilance. A nearby tree also had the yellow markings. Carefully backing away with his eyes searching constantly



Finally, he saw what had set off the internal alarms. A slug-like creature wiggled around the edge of the house. It was around a meter long and as high as a basketball. When it moved, it would hump up. As it passed something, it would rub itself against it and leave the yellow stain. It was an
 Eggercough Slug.



They were pack hunters with a small vocabulary of hunting calls. They had similar intelligence to a wolf pack and were nearly impossible to kill because of their regeneration. Their major attack was a nasty poison that would eat away at biological matter. They were a well-known pest species that needed a coordinated effort to eliminate. They were extremely territorial and stayed within a relatively small area where they would build up their hive. Every four weeks, they would spawn and split into three or more new hives. They could expand to plague levels pretty quickly. Having retreated far enough to be out of their territory, Adrian carefully marked the position of the hive on his electronic map. By himself or with a team, he would need to come back to eliminate them.



They had so much regeneration it was scary. The regional knowledge was supplementing identification. The bugs could regenerate the loss of a third of their body mass in seconds. They would need to be taken care of, but he would have to work out how.



They were weak to a lot of things, but there was not anything obvious that he could exploit. Even though they were weak to fire, he probably could not channel enough fire to kill more than one before they would swarm him. There was a weakness to salt and acid, and maybe there was something he could do with a team of humans. Gather lots of salt or acid and use that in a coordinated attack. From the regional book, the traditional method was a large force of soldiers. Lots of warriors with long spears supported by healers and ranged damage casters. The warriors would pin the slugs, and the damage dealers would whittle away its health over time using their ranged attacks. The problem was the strength of those warriors. His regional knowledge showed levels between 30 and 50 were typical.



Moving on, he put the slugs out of his mind as a problem to deal with on another day. Survival required intense focus on the moment.



The next house was empty. Adrian crept into the modest dwelling. The door was off its hinges, and parts of the roof had fallen in. The broken remnants of modern technology were everywhere. Every single light globe broken, one TV had caught on fire burning out while another had just disintegrated, leaving behind plastic, glass, and metallic shards. The washer and dryer looked like a bear had torn them in two, and the fridge had been overtaken by a dark red fungus which was poisonous when disturbed and otherwise useless.



On the other side of the kitchen, he found a big puddle of old blood on the tiles and what was probably the owner.



Strip it.



The owner was dead, property rights ceased. No laws to worry about.



What would be useful?



Avoiding the fridge, he checked the kitchen cupboard and grabbed the tinned tuna, feeling a little disappointed that there was not a wider choice. The owners must have eaten out a lot; there were none of the cans or non-perishables that he expected.



Moving on.



A scream ripped through the dark.










Chapter 33




Warring instincts broke out within him: freeze, run towards, run away. All of them were tinged with fear. Someone needed help. Something deadly was out there.



Adrian heard the sound of splintering wood. The source was close, probably the next house.



His mind raced: The hero in him wanted to sprint forward, the pragmatic logical thinker wanted to sneak carefully to gather more information, and the scared little deer wanted to turn tail and flee.



If he went towards the scream, then he'd be getting closer to whatever had caused the scream. Regional knowledge happily highlighted a multitude of creatures that were bigger, badder, and had more teeth than him. Whatever this thing attacking the house was, it could be any of the variety of creatures that had flashed through his memory.



Unbidden, his mind wandered back to the devil dogs, remembering it moving past him. That single dog was stronger than Adrian, and it was only one member of the pack. If they were the creatures attacking, then getting closer would be the depth of stupidity. The devil dogs were not even the most dangerous thing out here, just the most dangerous thing he had seen.



Treacherous feet moved him forward, though it all happened silently. The intense focus of the last few hours blended through. The dim light was helping with his foot placement. It was not surprising that being able to see where he was stepping made a difference.



“Grab the table,” said a gruff male voice. It was garbled and indistinct though the underlying panic was clear. The man was trying to hold himself together.



Shit.



There were people, and they were still alive. Because of where he was when the event happened, because of the days spent improving and the hours and hours of fighting, for these reasons he was stronger than most. Without even exploring the spell versatility that he possessed, the level of his power over everyone at the factory had been clear.



The strong protect the weak.



More splintering. It sounded like a house being torn apart by a giant.



With a few additional silent steps, Adrian tried to see what was happening to gather more information to make a proper decision.



“Help, Help, It's got me!” cried a child's voice, young and panicked.



He needed to run forward.



Safety first.



What if it was Natalie? Or Jack? Or Toby? His family. But the devil dog . . . . Indecision warred.



Not my family.



“Jamie!” an older female voice of desperation ripped through the night and into his heart.



Without abandoning his stealth attempts, he attempted to move quicker. As he reached the property line, there were no tall wooden privacy fences this far out of town, there was a simple wire fence with thick grass growing up around it. As a child on his parents' farm, he had spent lots of time in the country around fences like these. No need to hesitate, just lean down and squeeze between the second wire and the third. Only the top wire was barbed, so no risk in being caught up.



The backyard was in an orchard. He was almost running. The noise of the fight, the thumps and the creaking wood would cover any noise that he was likely to make. He passed a lemon tree. Both green and yellow lemons hung from the branches above him. He had a similar tree in his backyard back in Melbourne. It was an errant thought. He stepped around the tree and had full vision across the back lawn.



Lawn, house, shed, no devil dogs. Instead, there was a tentacled monster on the back porch.



Magic focus and identification bent hard to understand what he was seeing. Regional knowledge also kicked in.



A King Octopod . . .



Some English translation was occurring. Sometimes creatures kept their native name, and sometimes they got an English version. He did not know the rhyme or reason behind the difference, nor track the why, but he suspected the more dangerous and unique creatures were the ones that kept their native names.



The octopod was the size of a Humvee with massive tentacles coming out of its side and what seemed like hundreds of smaller ones. The giant tentacles were as wide as a basketball. It was much bigger and stronger than him, but it had similar levels of healing, almost identical vitality, and comparable agility. Bigger meant that the numbers he received were misleading. It was ten times larger, so was over ten times stronger and ten times as healthy. Adrian was thankful it possessed no magic, no magic resistance, and no poisons but had vulnerability to both fire and dark magic.



King Octopod



A solitary hunter that has deceptive speed and strength. The major risk when fighting it is being incapacitated by the tentacles wrapping around and pinning limbs. All tentacles act independently, and killing the octopod requires destruction of most of the creature’s mass.



There were no other illuminating details available.



Could he fight it one on one? The answer was a clear no, but with dark and fire magic versus its vulnerabilities, the battle would be close. He would damage it a lot, and there was even the possibility that he could beat it if luck was on his side. It was a possibility, not a probability. That meant he would die most of the times he fought one. Attacking would be stupid.



“Jamie!” the woman's voice was terrified. She was probably Jamie's mother. While he could see the house, he could not see the people yet.



The octopod was winning. The family was going to be torn apart. A family like . . . .



The octopod appeared to have six giant tentacles, no, seven of the giant tentacles. One of them had gone through the window to the left of the door. Another two had burst through the larger set of windows to the right. The windows had been boarded up properly at one point, but the tentacles had easily pushed their way through. That was probably the splintering he had heard. The fourth tentacle was hitting the door regularly. With a massive thump, it came down against what looked like a solid door. The door opened a crack. The latch was clearly broken, but after bowing inwards, it jerked shut straight away. Someone was desperately fighting to keep it closed. The fifth and sixth tentacles waited to spring forward and grab the humans that were creating the resistance behind the door.



The seventh tentacle was acting as the octopod’s seat, which is why Adrian had initially missed it. Besides these giant tentacles, a host of smaller ones covered the creature. None were longer than two meters or thicker than a broomstick.



“I will hold, Lisa, help your sister!”



A mum and her daughters.



He wanted to be the hero. It was almost like his family. The octopod loomed in front of him. It was too strong compared to what could he do against it. Fighting was suicide.



The next time the fourth tentacled lashed out, the door visibly opened further before slamming shut once more.



A deep-pitched male voice growled in effort. Jamie was still squealing though the crying was sounding weaker. A teenage girl’s voice screamed, “Let go of my sister!”



There was a full nuclear family in there. Dad, Mum, and daughters. They were trying to hold off the monster and failing.



If they fought five on one, maybe together they could drive it off. Reassessing the octopod, Adrian became acutely aware of its strength and vitality advantage compared to its vulnerability to fire and dark. Adrian versus the monster was closely balanced.



Their lives were on the line. He could help, so he should. If he attacked, and the man and wife came out and helped, if they fought with him, then they could probably win, providing they were not completely useless fighters. Subconsciously, his feet had stopped moving. They had not moved for tens of precious seconds while the drama was unfolding. A hero would have leaped, hell, a decent person would already have joined the fight. The minor tentacles were wiggling in excitement.



If he fought and they ran….



If they ran, then it was back to him fighting one on one, and he had a pretty good idea how that would play out. His life for theirs.



With another great thump, the door bowed further, but it held.



“Lisa, Janet, run!”



“No, we need to save Jamie!”



“Let go of my sister!”



If he died, then what about his own kids? Why should he throw away his life to save these strangers?



There was another crash against the door. This time he heard the wood crack. The door opened more than a foot and the waiting tentacles inched forwards. The two tentacles going through the right window started thrashing more violently.



“Run, leave us!”



“Lisa, run!” Janet’s voice, the mum, “I will save Jamie.”



Now was the time to act. A couple of fireballs to distract, and then flee. Buy them time.



If he attacked, even as a distraction, it would come after him. Could he escape? It was as fast as him, and possibly faster. Doing nothing was despicable. Doing something was death.



“Run now, I can’t hold it.”



“LISA!!!”



The right windows exploded outwards. One tentacle held the limp body of a young girl, her hands were floppy and the thick tentacle that had wrapped around her covered her mouth completely. She was squeezing her eyes shut. The other limb had snagged a teenage girl. That tentacle was hooked around her leg. The teenager was grabbing onto everything around her to stop the pull. A trail of blood extended behind her, yet still she fought.



“It’s got them!”



“LISA, JAMIE!”



It was too much. If he died, then he would die trying to make a difference. Running closer, he formed a dark missile in his hands. If he could have dumped 100 mana into the spell, he would have, but this spell restricted him to 30. Adrian targeted the missile at the tentacle holding Lisa. He hoped the wither effect would force it to release the girl. The missile flew. Instinctively, a second missile formed to target the tentacle holding Jamie.



Halting his headlong rush, a fireball was forming.



The dark missile slammed home into the feeler holding Lisa, striking only half a meter up from where it held the girl. The area around the impact blackened as the wither effect started taking hold.



For the first time, the octopod’s attention switched towards him, and he greeted it by releasing the fireball at the centre of its mass.



The fourth tentacle hit the door. It exploded open with no resistance, and through the sudden open space burst a portly middle-aged man with an axe. He swung it hard at the fourth tentacle in front of him.



The man was screaming. Lisa tried to grab the window frame as she went past. The tentacle was too strong and tore her away without difficulty. The shattered glass stuck in the frame shredded one of her hands. The mum came sprinting out the door, holding two massive kitchen knives in her hands.



Another fireball flashed from his hands, targeting a different mass of tentacles. The second dark missile struck home, hitting even closer to Jamie than the first had with Lisa. The tentacle holding Lisa spasmed, releasing her. The dark stain had spread through the entire width of the tentacle, and everything beyond that point was now a flopping, useless dead weight.



Lisa, now free, ran towards her sister.



The octopod, suddenly under assault from multiple angles, abandoned the young girls to focus on the threats. At the back door, the fifth and sixth tentacles flashed forward, looping around the man. The axe fell helplessly from his pinned arms. The fourth went after the women through the axe attack had done a surprising amount of damage to it. The adults were yelling in helpless desperation. The other three tentacles spun towards him. The octopod had recognised him as a threat.



The fireballs slammed home. The octopod was coming towards him. Despite the gap separating them, the tentacles had the reach, that is, apart from the one that had held Lisa. For that appendage, fully a third of it hung useless. There was a tearing, and that third dropped right off.



Dark missiles were the optimal choice. The fireballs had singed a lot of the smaller tentacles, destroying them, but the damage seemed lower. The dark missile, however, formed slowly. Throwing himself backwards, he avoided the two tentacles that lashed out towards him. As he fell backwards, he kept the magic active, but he had to drop the spear.



This was not even a contest. It was going to kill him then and there. He hoped his death would provide the family with enough time to escape. The missile fired off as he tumbled head over heels; he had aimed it just before his desperate leap backwards. More scrapes and bruises, only fifty mana left.



Scrambling away from the octopod on hands and knees, he needed to get some distance. There was the sound of something heavy smashing into the ground just behind him. Getting to his feet briefly, the creature was following him.



Good! The family would get time to get away. No, Bad!



Emily, I died doing my best.



Get behind a tree. Putting something solid between him and the monster running around behind him might be enough. The monster was still coming. The nearest tree to him was reduced to kindling as all three of the octopod’s closest appendages smashed down upon it.



The dark missile was ready; he linked it to the remaining long tentacle and let it go. It focused exclusively on him. Beyond the creature, he could see the family getting together and running around the side of the house. Jamie was being carried by her dad.



The creature rotated, bringing fresh undamaged tentacles to face him.



An image hit him. RUN, in big bold lettering.



There was no need, it was the only thought in his mind. There was a fence coming up. Judging the distance, he had no time to go though it. He had to hurdle it. There were the sounds of breaking trees behind him.



Jumping.



Adrian’s foot caught the top wire, nothing he could do. Out of control, hands breaking the fall, landing hard probably broke his right arm. There would surely be grazes on his face. Already scrambling forward, broken arm or not, he needed to flee. Falling, crawling, running forwards. Something whacked into his back leg, sending him tumbling forwards and sideways.



So much pain. Looking back, he saw the octopod watching him from ten meters away, assessing his condition, planning its next move. It almost looked like it wanted to keep him alive to drag back to its young. If it came, he would use the last of his mana on fire hands.










Chapter 34




A tentacle came down too fast for him to respond, slamming into his right leg.



More pain. It felt like the pain was lighting up his eyes, it was that intense. It radiated from his legs all the way to the base of his head. He forgot the broken arm.



As he lay there in agony, the octopod turned around and went back the way it had come. It was going to catch the escaping family.



No!



The tiny fireball launched from his hands, hitting some small tentacles on the back. The octopod hesitated for a moment but kept going. It was going to go kill the family despite his best efforts. It was moving in a lopsided manner, with over half of its main appendages showing significant damage. Even its inherent healing had suffered. The fight had hurt it, but not enough.



Glancing briefly at his legs, he wished that he had not. The one caught in the second strike was noticeably flattened from the middle of the thigh to below the knee.



Feeling so sick, Adrian shut the eyes. He had lost. So much pain, and the family was going to die, anyway. He was just not powerful enough.



Anger radiated from the interface. Raw explosive fury.



A bird pushing a reluctant chick out of its nest to make it fly.



A jockey whipping a horse to make it run faster.



A fat man screaming “MOVE!” at a pedestrian before barging into the young man and knocking him flying just before a semi-trailer exploded through the space they had previously held.



More of the anger.



Why? What?



The fat man again. The picture zoomed in closer, everything in intense high definition. “MOVE!” the voice thundering. Then zooming to enlarge the picture again, “MOVE!” even louder this time. The slightly yellow teeth had irregular edges, drifting closer. “MOVE!” like a jet engine in volume, spit flying out.



One arm functioned, so he used it to commando crawl forward. The ruined leg was dragging behind. In the distance, there was screaming. The octopod had got them.



Approval had replaced anger.



So much pain. Lowering the head.



Anger coming back.



Shut up. I can’t do this.



The fat man zoomed in close to the picture in full high definition, “MOVE!”



One arm crawl again, legs dragging.



Approval.



Doing it again, somehow pushing through the pain. Another meter, Two meters, three meters.



The screaming had stopped, but all there was for him was the agony of each movement, getting away so he could avoid the octopod when it came back.



Adrian’s autonomy was denied abruptly. Ambusher’s fade and stasis snapped on. Every component maximised to its full potential. It beat moving, so he added his will to the skills. Keep away, hide, fade! His body was his own once more.



The octopod was back, sniffing around. It was too strong. Half of Adrian’s mana had regenerated, but that would not be enough.



From the sounds, it was searching for him over fifty meters away. Had he really moved that far?



Behind him there were sounds of frustration and the smashing of trees. The movements were not coming towards him. With shock, he realised that he was going to survive.



Almost two hours passed as his wounds healed. The octopod was long gone, and other animals had padded nearby him.



The sun rose over the horizon. Bright light did nothing to push back the horror. There was nothing he could do for the nameless family now. All he could do was continue getting stronger to do better next time.



If I had been stronger, I could have saved them.



Yet he had not. Lisa, Jamie, the helpless parents. Some things would never leave him. There was a chance one of them might have escaped. Fool's gold. Maybe Lisa or Janet might have escaped. Just possibly, his attack had done something. If only he had been stronger, if only he had gone for the quick strength boost, the fight might have gone differently.



Get to Wagga. Get stronger and . . . maybe next time. Crying again. For goodness’ sake, he was not a crier, yet there was nothing he could do to stop it right here now. Twice in two days. Before that he only cried as a kid, and even then, only occasionally. Testing the leg, it was whole, so it was time to keep going.



Adrian collected his spear. The destruction of the house was epic: It was as if a demolition crew had started before abandoning the effort for morning tea. The entire back had been sheared away, the roof had collapsed, and internal walls were revealed. He went around it, going in the opposite direction to that the family had taken. If anyone survived, they would have hours head start on him, and he would never find them. Plus, he was a coward and did not want to see their bodies.



The next house was also abandoned. When he snuck into it, he found an alpha species that was a cross between a dog and a rat had taken over one bedroom. The house was brick, and so he resorted to fire. One burnt out room later, the pack was dead. He did not feel like ratdog meat, so he left the house. The cupboard in the kitchen was slightly richer. A large bag of rice and many canned foods ended up in his bag of holding. Four meters of storage was huge, but he had used almost half of that space already.



Town was getting closer. When moving through a tidy backyard, he saw a gigantic bird flying in the distance. It was a long way away, but identification clicked through an impression of its general abilities. It was big and strong. It had low magic, but its inherent healing was more potent than even the eggercough slugs. Its perception was nothing like that of the firebird from the ambusher memories. The firebird was almost skilful enough to pierce the ambusher’s fade when it was fully engaged. The golden roc, the Bird, above him lacked that level of awareness.
 A normal human moving in the open would be easily spotted. Light cover might protect them, and anything stronger would definitely keep them safe. Even with light cover, if they stayed stationary they had better odds of remaining undetected than surviving russian roulette. Not a chance he would want to take, but infinitely better than running into devil dogs. Likewise, any active stealth skills would confuse the Bird. Ambusher’s fade would be just as effective against the Bird as the imps. With it active, he was completely invisible to it.



Nevertheless, he stayed very, very still till it disappeared. It was an absolute survival instinct; he was not sure that he could have overridden it. The moment it went over the horizon, he retreated to the cover provided by the house. Now when he walked, his eyes spent almost as long flicking over the sky as they spent watching where he stepped.



The Bird liked the taste of humans. That thing flying up there might have been a dragon, given the power it possessed.



The next house was boarded up. Some blinds moved as Adrian stealthed through the backyard. When Adrian saw the movement, he made a point of walking away from the house. He would not invade their privacy.



The next house was also occupied.



Thank god.



It was closer to a typical suburban house on an expensive block. There were fruit trees filling the backyard. There was an older man on the porch with a basket of fresh fruit. He was way back against the house, hiding himself from the Bird's roving eye. The man did not spot him.



A big smile.



Invisibility during the day.



Adrian’s stealth was improving. The last two houses were occupied, so positioning himself to check additional houses to scavenge no longer made any sense. He moved back to the road where he could move quickly. Once on the asphalt, the only risk was the Bird, so he abandoned stealth and set off at a jog which he regularly alternated with walking to not get puffed out.










Chapter 35




Five minutes later, he reached the hotel grounds, feeling like a fraud, dressed in wonderful new armour but weak. He had failed when it mattered, and now four people were dead. With application of will, he forced the demons away. He would deal with them tonight. Now was not the time.



The hotel had aged like everything else. A large central complex comprising a reception, multiple eating areas, and a sprawl of small self-contained units. It was designed to be pretty with lots of greenery. All the walls were rendered to leave a smooth earth-toned look. His belongings were probably still in the reception, forgotten about as the world ended.



It had been a fateful decision to go out to the solar plant for one last look before going home. If he had stayed here, would he now be a level five guard, or something as equally inconsequential?



Instead, he had woken earlier than expected, and got a cab to the solar plant on a whim. The rest, as they say, is history. Instead of being in the hotel for the transition, he was in the open in a mana storm. Instead of being able to clump up and fight in a team, life had forced him to survive by himself. Endure the crazy and then prosper. He makes a different decision, and no ambusher skills, no slaughtering of five hundred imps, no head full of bought knowledge, and no bag of holding. Getting back to Melbourne was a possibility now. On the other path, as a level five guard, there would have been no possibility of leaving Wagga Wagga.



That simple decision was his own perfect sliding door moment.



Glancing up at the sky, he saw no sign of the Bird, so he sprinted across the carpark. He paused just outside reception when he got under a pathetic wattle tree. The tree might not be much, but it was a shield against the Bird.



Now he was dreading what he was going to discover. How were his friends? Would the stain of cravenness be visible? Did Susie and Jules catch a taxi to the airport before the fateful moment that the alpha particle was created?



Remembering the horror of the dozens of burnt-out wrecks, an involuntary shiver went through him. If they had been in a taxi when Armageddon started, it would not have been pretty. The four cars and the truck on the highway, the lanscaper’s truck, no one was walking away from any of that.



Was Kozzie still alive? He was their red-headed computer geek expert, straight out of university but a gun programmer. A gamer background, so maybe he would be flourishing. He had questions, but he feared the answers.



Another glance upwards. No Bird. Adrian was just procrastinating now, and he knew why. Fear. So many people were already dead, and why would his friends be different? Why should they have survived when so many others were dead already? What about his family? If his friends were dead, then how would his children have got through? The panic and the fear were always there, under the surface, being continually suppressed.



Another check of the sky. There was no point delaying further. With a deep breath, he walked towards the reception.



The hotel, like all the occupied houses, had clear signs of recent human activity. It had barricaded doors and windows. Unlike the houses, Adrian did not feel like he was trespassing. After all, he had been staying here and his luggage was probably still waiting in the reception for him to come back. When he got closer, one of the boarded doors creaked open, and someone yelled at him to get inside. He obeyed instinctively. The woman holding the door was young and stressed.



He sprinted forward and through the door before looking back at the woman.



“Is anything the matter?” he asked kindly, ready to use magic.



“The Bird,” she answered, staring outside anxiously.



“It did not see me,” Adrian assured her, “I've been watching out for it since the sun came up.”



“I guess if it has seen you, it is too late anyway,” she visibly put her concern about the Bird aside. Adrian considered that comment and agreed with her. If the Bird he had seen came to get him, it would tear apart the reception with ease. If something was out of your control, there was no point worrying about it. “Who are you?” she asked, all of her attention focused on him.



Adrian looked at her closely. She was wearing the hotel uniform, but it looked unwashed.



“I was a guest here the morning of the Armageddon.”



The frazzled lady nodded. “What room?” she asked almost on autopilot.



“I checked out. My bag is probably still behind the desk,” he nodded across the room to the usual check-in counter. The girl went to move to get it. “Wait,” he ordered, shaking his head. “I will get it later,” Apart from his clothes, the only thing even remotely valuable now was the toothbrush and paste, and that was electric so has probably blown up, anyway.”



“We have spare rooms if you need it,” the woman said, “with your armour and spear you are more than welcome to stay. Everyone fights to defend us from the monsters.”



“I was here with friends,” Adrian said doggedly. “I need to know if they are still here.” He hated the desperation in his voice.



The woman looked at him more closely. “Adrian?” she asked, sounding puzzled. He nodded. “Gee, you look younger. The rest of your party is still here,” she confirmed, “Kozzie has been great.”



Adrian released a tremendous sigh of relief.



“Kozzie has been amazing,” the woman continued. “He's organised us and helped make us better, helped fight back and helped us get most of the couple of level ups we have got.”



“He was always a gamer,” Adrian said simply, “and smart. Can you take me to them?”



“No,” the women said with sudden strength, “we allow no one outside when the Bird is doing its morning hunt. It is too dangerous for everyone. The Bird saw a group outside the Holliday Inn. They retreated when they saw it, but it was too late: The Bird tore the Holliday Inn to shreds. We have the curfew to stop it from happening here.”



“You mean,” Adrian started.



“It was terrible,” she interrupted. “They were fighting off a dog pack, but the Bird saw them. They ran inside, and the Bird just crashed into the inn and used its talons to rip holes in the walls. It ate eight of fifteen, and another three died of injuries.”



“What room is Susie in?” he started again, intending to explain his skills.



“No going outside,” the woman repeated with determined authority.



“The bird won't see me,” Adrian insisted.



“No one goes outside,” the lady repeated with backbone, and she looked like she was willing to fight him to prevent it.



“I have stealth magic,” he said, weakly.



“No one goes outside!”



“Can you get my bag?” Adrian asked, changing tactics. The moment she turned around to grab his bag, he moved eight steps across to stand with his back against a wall, and then froze. When the lady turned around, she could not see him. Her eyes flicked over the reception area, and Adrian saw the panic flood her face. “You can't go outside,” she yelled, dropping his bag and sprinted towards the reception door.



“Stop,” Adrian yelled, disengaging fade and grabbing her before she reached the door, already regretting the decision to demonstrate his skill. It would be a disaster if her panic took her outside into the vision of the Bird.



She struggled, trying to hit whatever had grabbed her. “What?” she spluttered, turning around to see him. Her eyes were wide, and her breathing was in panicked gasps. Puzzlement echoed in her features. “How did you do that?” Normality returned to her eyes.



“I can hide, and you can't see me if I don't want you to,” Adrian told her weakly. Guilt filled him. So many poor decisions. “There is no way the Bird will see me. What room is Susie in?”



“Please don't,” the woman said, tears welling in her eyes.



What could he do? Raising his hands to indicate defeat, he sat down on the nearby sofa. Surprisingly, it was still intact without even a single scratch. So many inconsistencies. “I will wait,” he told her.



A look of relief flowed across the women. “And I will get you to Susie the moment Birdwatch is finished,” the woman promised.



While he waited, Adrian clicked up his character sheet to see how he was progressing.







Inherent Healing --- 1.2 ---Population - 1.04



Vitality --- now 1.18 --- Changed by 0.03 (Almost dying) ---Population - 1.17 (+.02)



Physical Resistance --- now 0.5 --- Changed by 0.01 (Returned to baseline, having avoided injury.) ---Population - 0.5



Magical Resistance --- 0.08 ---Population - 0.06



Strength --- now 0.97 --- Changed by 0.01 ---Population - 0.93(+.02)



Agility --- now 1.02(+.1) --- Changed by 0.05 (Stealth practice (0.1 item bonus).) ---Population - 1.15 (+.01)



Perception --- now 1.2(+.1) --- Changed by 0.04 (Stealth practice (0.1 item bonus).) ---Population - 1.01(+.01)



Intelligence --- 1.35 ---Population - 1.02(+.01)



Mana Control --- 1.71 ---Population - 1.05 (+.01)



Mana Pool --- now 1.53 --- Changed by 0.01 ---Population - 0.96 (+.02)







Pathways Skills in Progress



Ambusher's Steps
 - 51% (+13%)



Identification Rank 4
 - 19% (+8%)



Mana Control
 - 25% (+7%)



Stealth
 - 65% (+15%)



Pathway Regional Temperate Climate
 - 10%



Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways
 - 3%



Gathering
 - 9%



Experience 5552 of 10,000 required for level 2.



In attributes, he had gained 0.13 while the population had gained 0.1, so he was still growing stronger than the system. And that was not counting the 25% progress in mana control, which was really another 0.25 of an attribute.



Skills continued to progress. With luck, ambusher’s steps and stealth would be mastered within three days. His mana control, even though it had slowed, would finish within a week. He practised mana control while waiting; a fireball burst into his hands. His stats were not important. What mattered was that his team was still alive. Thank God that they were alive. His mind wandered to Melbourne, but he forced it back to the here and now. He could hardly wait to see Susie, Kozzie, and Jules again. It was a good day.










Chapter 36




Adrian sat on the couch, playing with fire. The path of mana control drove his actions to create fire, destabilise fire, and then absorb it all. He practised it repeatedly with different shapes, sizes, and heat. He practised unique positions, like getting the fire to start on his nose. For a while, he had a fireball jumping from one shoulder to the other. The receptionist stared at him in amazement the whole time.



“You have real magic,” she said. Absently, he used identification on her. Level zero.



Adrian nodded, “I need to practise it to improve my attributes,” he switched to ice magic and repeated the exercise. Whenever he was tracking monsters, he restricted himself to dark, wind and earth. Ice and fire created too much noise and light to be practised when he was trying to stealth. “If this was the game,” he told her, “I would consider my build as broken. I have strong magic and stealth skills, but the problem is when I'm sneaking around the place, I can't practise my fireballs or ice because they stand out.” As if to illustrate that, the ice in his hand made a large crackling sound as its internal structure shattered and reformed. “But the thing is, this is not a game. My skills are my skills, and no matter how good they are, practice will make them better. And better skills may let me survive my next battle.”



The woman said nothing, and they fell into an awkward silence. The crackle and hum of the ice bolt filled the room.



“So, how are you guys organised?” he finally asked.



The woman had calmed down and started talking. Her name was Shelly. She had been on shift when the old world had ended. Her folks were on a farm on the other side of the burnt section. She was too scared to even attempt to get back to them. She was still level zero because she had had a job to do which had changed to keeping everyone alive, feeding them, sheltering everyone, and organising protection. She had been a big part of the hotel surviving, checking the food supplies, organising the watches, organising the hunting parties, and manning the reception when there was no one else.



“We have consolidated everyone to the closest rooms. Everyone sleeps seven to ten to a room for safety. We have three guard shifts overnight to respond to any marauding beasts. Our weapon supply is filling out from trading, but initially we just had some improvised weapons. We would pass them from shift to shift when we went to sleep. The day is structured by necessity. There is an early breakfast, if you are up, and then Birdwatch. The Bird always flies over Wagga Wagga in the mid-morning period, so we just hunker down. Then we have lunch. After lunch, we split into teams and go out foraging. During daylight hours, we always have people on Birdwatch and someone in the reception area to catch strays,” she smiled a pretty smile when she said that last bit.



He was a stray.



Suddenly, a bell started ringing.



“Brunch,” the girl said happily, “the Bird has gone. The kitchens can cook through the Birdwatch period, so everything will be ready. They still serve food in the dining room.”



“You are not coming?”



She shook her head, “my job is to stay in the reception and greet strays like you.”



“Thank you for keeping me from becoming Bird food,” he said generously, even though he knew he would have been fine. She did not respond. Her eyes got the unfocused look of someone using their interface. Who knows what she was looking at? Maybe she was a bookworm and was busily reading everything she could get her hands on.



In the dining room, he could see Susie, Kozzie, and Jules waiting together at the front of line. His heart exploded in joy. Despite all the effort, the stress had been building. Now it was like the dam had broken, and the water washed everything away. Patiently joining the back of the line, Adrian let his eyes drink everything in. The food options were not extensive. They appeared to just consist of cereal with irradiated milk or some sort of meaty soup.



He smiled at himself. His old hotel judging habitats came back so quickly. Every time he stayed somewhere, he rated the hotels on the extent of their buffet breakfasts. Not even an apocalypse could change the habitat.



Smiling ruefully, he adjusted his expectations. The food on offer would blow ration packs out of the water and probably all the way to the moon.



Both Susie and Kozzie’s eyes flicked over him. They lingered briefly on his armour and spear, but then switched away to others. They were different now, just like everyone else. Weighing threats, they were no longer the people persons they once were.



There were lots of weapons and armour. In fact, most people were armed, and about a quarter sported armour. Susie and Kozzie had daggers on their belts, and Jules was lugging along something that was a cross between a club and an axe. It was a fragment of steel support structure that ended in a sharp, jagged edge.



While Adrian was grabbing a big bowl of cereal, Jules interrupted him. “Adrian,” she squealed, “is that really you?!”



Turning with a smile, Adrian finished pouring the milk.



“You look so young,” Jules cooed. Jules looked like she wanted to hug him, but he had been her mum's boss three days ago. Social habits die hard. She turned away.



“Long story, may I?” he asked, gesturing at the table the others had sat at which was already full.



Jules quickly dragged away an older man who was about to sit down to create space and then forced everyone to shuffle over to create room next to her and Susie. His identification quickly flicked across his three friends. They were all level three, with Kozzie labelled as an assassin, Susie as a druid, and Jules as a barbarian.



“Nice classes,” he told them as he sat.



Jules burst into laughter. “Barbarian totally suits me,” she enthused. “I see one of those creepy new creatures, and I go all rage, rage and bash, bash till I reduce it to a pulp. It is so much fun,” she confided.



“Do you get any barbarian abilities?”



“Yes, barbarian rage, fifty percent increased strength at level 1, seventy-five percent reduced pain, and,” she giggled, “One hundred percent more rage.”



“Rage? What, you can’t control yourself?”



“I get blood lust,” her grin was infectious, “I just want to smash things.”



“How about you Adrian?” Kozzie asked “What masterclass are you?”



“I don't know,” Adrian said, shrugging. “I am a stealth mage, judging on my skills. My interface apparently does not believe in classes. It is a bit weird.”



The image he got was of a purple dog that walked on two very shapely human legs. When it talked, it sounded like a flute.



Yep, his interface was definitely weird.



“I thought you were dead,” Susie said to him, coming out of her shell. “Graham came back from the solar plant and said they didn't see you, and we just assumed.”



“I came back as soon as I could. I got stuck at the solar plant for a while, I was hemmed in by hundreds of imps. I was worried about you guys the whole time. I had visions of you being in a hire car when the conversion happened and crashing into a tree at a 100 kilometres per hour.”



Both Susie and Julie winced at that image.



“Mum took ages getting ready, she was doing her hair,” Julie stage whispered.



“It saved our lives,” Susie said, primly, not rising to the bait. “We were waiting for the cab in the reception when it happened.



There was a moment of awkward silence as everyone reflected on just how close they had come to disaster.



“You are a level one, but you came from the solar plant,” Kozzie started, probably more to break the silence than for any other reason. “Graham’s team were level eight or more. You also have some kick-ass armour,” Kozzie paused for a moment, “I'm guessing you got some kick-ass skills as well,” he concluded pointedly.



Adrian told the table everything. Once everyone had finished, they sat in silence absorbing it. “We all want to get back to Melbourne,” Susie said finally, “but we need to get strong first. We have to keep the monsters at bay. We need to get Wagga Wagga working as a society. Then we can make the trek.”



They all nodded, including Adrian. As much as he was already missing his family, he had already concluded the same. Strength first, then travel.



Susie grabbed his hands “I know you want to rush off to find your family, but they will have to look after themselves. We need to consolidate and get strong enough to survive what's out there.”



Adrian agreed with her point of view. Trying to get to Melbourne now would just be throwing away his life and the life of anyone else who joined him. They needed to get better, get more of an edge.



They kept talking. There were lots of things to organise. A lot of other mini-camps like the Hotel were popping up. It was a good structure for the first couple days, but now that most people were gaining the basic skills to survive, the isolated hamlets were no longer making sense. Eventually, they would all need to be consolidated. For the Hotel, the focus was to push back the monsters while living off stored food and hunting. It was not sustainable and depended upon the amount of meat they brought in, but they might only have two or three weeks of food left. Eventually, they would need to dedicate effort to food production like farming.



“And, we need to do something about the Bird,” a woman said from down the end of the table. Everyone nodded, but there was not much to say. Everyone at the table by the stage had seen the Bird at a distance. Their identification might not have been as powerful as Adrian’s, but you did not have to use magic to know the thing was powerful. That, and they had seen what it had done to the Holiday Inn.



“No one knows what to do,” Susie mumbled.



“We have to do something,” the same woman said. “It is smart, and pretty soon, it will start looking in buildings for snacks.”



“I think we might need to flee,” an Asian lady insisted.



“Too many people will die if we try to evacuate. Lots of people die every day just trying to hold the monsters back.” Kozzie expressing his opinion against the Randoms.



“Dig underground.”



“We need to know more,” the words slipped out before Adrian could stop them. Unfortunately, he was committed now. “By the end of the week, my identification skill should level to rank 4.” There were whistles of respect around the table at that information. “That, combined with my magic focus skill gives me a better chance than most to work out what the Bird's weaknesses might be. I might not be the best, and I probably won't succeed, but I will see if I can come up with anything.”



“Even if we know its weaknesses, how will that help? Have you seen that thing?”



“Yes.”



“Have you seen its claw marks down the road?”



“No.”



“Maybe have a look, the only choice is running.” The women who said it seemed to understand the implications of running. Everyone at the table understood how many monsters there were. Running was tantamount to suicide.



“We are all going to die.”



Susie shot daggers at the Asian man who said those words.



“Hopefully, with more information…” Adrian trailed off helplessly. With more information, maybe a solution would present itself.



Brunch was finished suddenly by some unspoken agreement. Everyone was getting up and moving. “What is everyone going to do?” Adrian asked.



“Most people have their standard scavenging parties. You can join ours,” Kozzie said. “We fight more than most of the others. They mainly focus on going to abandoned buildings on the outskirts of town to get long life food or look in gardens for fruit and veggie patches to harvest.”



“The Bird?” Adrian asked as everyone seemed sensitive towards it.



“It shouldn't be back for a couple of hours if at all,” Kozzie answered, “We have lookouts posted, and everyone knows to keep their eyes up.”



“Lead away then,” Adrian said, waving a hand. “I guess I am no longer the boss.”



That got a smile out of Susie.










Chapter 37




The group that assembled comprised Kozzie, Jules, Susie, a large man Greg, and a mid-aged Asian couple. The husband was the man who had made the ”we are all going to die” comment. He seemed more chirpy now that they were about to do something more than talk. His wife was a druid, and the pessimistic husband was an archer. The last member of their group was a heavyset man who was, to Adrian’s surprise, a level eight warrior. The warrior had clearly leant into the middle age knight stereotype and decked himself out in full chainmail. Adrian was pleased the man had forgone the sword and instead carried a heavy-looking axe. For the untrained, the axe, mace, and spear were superior weapons.



Seeing Adrian inspect his armour, Greg grimaced savagely. “I lived nearby. A bunch of dogs attacked me in my house. I had my wood axe handy and, back against the wall, I swung like a madman, hurt a couple, killed another. I was right at the entrance. The dogs all came in. I got out and shut the door. There were two injured ones outside, one tried to attack from the left, one from the right. I let the left one through and took the right one. Without backup, I was able to kill the one on my leg. It never let go. The dumb dogs did not realise it, but at that point the fight was over. My doors were solid, and the windows were double glazed. They were trapped. I opened the door a crack, and one of them tried to force its head through the opening. That gave me an idea. I chocked the door open about three inches,” he showed the gap with his hand. “I took no chances. That door was not opening further than that. I let the door open, and sure enough they tried to escape. I would hit them. They would squeal and back away. A few seconds later they would attempt again. The fight went for about two hours. I killed thirteen, got me a bunch of levels and the little stones in them, plus the skins were enough for the armour from some weird crab looking dude who called himself a trader. The house stunk, and I did not much like the idea of living there by myself, so I moved in here.”



“Tank, two healers and three DPS,” Adrian summarised, nodding to each of them. “I guess I'm going to fill the scout role.”



“Who says you get a say mate?” Greg the warrior said, “You are level one, I am level eight. Hell, all of us are higher level than you. I know you were their boss or something four days ago. Well, you ain’t now. You should be thankful we are going to let you tag along to share experience and loot.”



“I am the scout,” Adrian said calmly, “because I bought and read a book that lets me recognise the dangers of this landscape. You may be stronger than me, you may be a better fighter than me, but I can look at one creature out there and tell you its strengths, detail its weakness, and outline its preferences in a fight. Basically, confirm how deadly it is.” Adrian paused to let that sink in.



The warrior was clearly used to being in charge, and he thought for a moment, his face clenched in concentration. After a moment, he came to an internal decision and smiled at Adrian. “Those skills sound mighty helpful,” he conceded. “If you can do half of that, you're in.”



The group picked up their weapons and headed straight out towards the nearest patch of bush. “Stay close,” the warrior ordered, “and let's go slowly.”



Adrian ignored the instructions and practiced foot placement. Even when trying to move quietly, he covered ground faster than the group.



“Hey idiot!” the warrior yelled. “You are going to get yourself killed. Stay close.”



Adrian's finger went to his lips to signal quiet, and then he moved stealthily back towards the group. He kept his finger on his lips the whole way.



“Two things,” he whispered to the group. “One”—he held up one finger— “last night I went through this forest by myself. I killed a panther that was bigger than a Great Dane. Second” —he held up another finger— “there is a type of boar fifty meters away.” He pointed in the general direction. “Its hair is spiky, sharp, and poisoned. Don't let it rub against you. I'm going to get its attention. When I get closer, I want Greg,” Adrian pointed at the warrior, “to get the boar's attention. If it charges, you wait till it's a meter away, and then dive to the side. Better to hurt yourself in a tumble than to be hit by the pig. Everyone else will need to spread out to give yourself room to avoid it if it targets you.” He glanced at the Asian woman. “Only use your vines if it is standing still. If you use it when it's charging, then you will waste the magic.” Without waiting to see if they had listened to him, he headed back towards the boar.



Once he was closer, he very carefully pulled himself up onto a low branch of a nearby tree. Adrian launched an earth spike which exploded up under the boar’s stomach. An ice missile followed the attack. The boar squealed in alarm, and then charged whence the magic had come. Most animals seemed to have an annoying sixth sense that allowed them to pinpoint the magic user. This meant, when he used the earth spike, the animal would know where he was as opposed to thinking he was under the ground. When fighting that first panther, he had just been lucky.



A flood of regional knowledge hit him. Four common skills existed that animals used to track back the source of damage. The weakest relied on something like his magic focus, but the others were multi-directional. You cast magic against them, they would know how much and where from. Then there was a list of animals and which ones had which magic. Hint, they pretty much all had the multi-directional one.



He blinked the information away. The boar had already closed ten of the 30 meters separating them. As it charged, Adrian added an earth missile to the mix. When the missile hit, the boar slowed noticeably which Adrian figured would be enough to allow the others to evade the nasty creature. By this stage, over two-thirds of the boar's health was gone. Rather than finish it up, Adrian let the others get some fighting experience.



Greg started yelling as instructed. The boar heard and changed directions to get him. Greg waited for the right moment and then leapt sideways and lashed out with his axe at the same time. The combination of Kozzie’s dagger lashing down as the boar reached him and Jules' improvised club finished the small animal.



The team started whooping in delight. Adrian desperately waved his hands up and down to indicate silence. They saw him and shut up, each of them subtly moving to a defensive position. Kozzie and Jules flanked the healers and the archer. Even Greg took a step closer to his support. He waited a full minute and thankfully no predators emerged, and only after that did he swing himself down from the tree and return to them.



“We kill, then wait to see if our kill has attracted any predators,” he warned them.



“Your magic was awesome,” Kozzie said. Greg just grunted.



“It is important we wait,” he continued ignoring his friend. “Most of the time when I was hunting alone, I would get a kill and something nastier would come along.” He held everyone's eyes. “Safety first, everyone.”



“Did you use all your magic, or did you have stuff in reserve?”



He looked exasperated at Kozzie. “About fifty percent.” He focused on the animal. He had dim memories of the boar. Not his own memories, but useful. “We want the tusks, the skin and the meat,” Adrian told them “But careful with the skin, make sure you are using gloves because it is sharp. Once you are done, I will carry everything.”



The team looked at him in surprise at the comment. Greg was already crouching down to process the boar. He looked like he was doing a much better job than Adrian would have managed. “I will be back in two,” Adrian told them, stealthing away to do a quick circuit of the perimeter.



When he got back, the boar was butchered, and Adrian grabbed the bits they were taking. He grabbed the skin, tusks, and meat and shoved them into his pouch of holding.



“That's nice,” Greg said, when he realised that the bag had not expanded at all.



“We will use it till it is full, then you guys can help carry anything else. We will split everything when we get back.”



They spent the next two hours as planned, heading out to two local abandoned hobby farms on the edge of town. Jules spotted the Bird, and, apart from Adrian, the group huddled inside a nearby house. It had a cellar, and they retreated all the way into it for safety. Adrian stayed outside with ambusher’s fade working at full bore while watching the Bird that he had heard so much about.










Chapter 38




Adrian’s initial impression around what the Bird could and could not see was accurate. Its perception was limited. Finding cover and staying still was sufficient to beat its eyes.



It was the-movie-
 Aliens
 -in-your-face level scary. The amount of healing it could do was mind blowing. With its huge health, he could not comprehend how to stop it. They would have to work out a way to trap it and do sustained damage. He imagined teams of archers peppering it with arrows, but that might not be enough. He focused. The Bird’s skin was so thick that arrows probably would not penetrate. Maybe rows of spearmen or a lot of ballistae could work.



Adrian observed it to absorb as much information as possible, and eventually the Bird disappeared. The near encounter suppressed the mood of the team. They finished their sweep and headed back to town with the joking atmosphere conspicuously absent.



They had fought four boars, three constrictor snakes, a pack of purple dogs, and a creature that was like a mini rhinoceros with lightning in its horn. Their only injury was in the fight with the rhinoceros. It had charged Greg and hit him so hard that he had flown and not gotten up till the end of the fight. Luckily for the party, the creature had a maimed leg from an earlier fight. To defeat it, they just had to be careful to avoid its horn, dodge its occasional charge, and focus on attacking it from behind. With its injured leg, it could not spin to defend these attacks, so they could whittle down its health steadily by working together.



After the rhinoceros, everyone was buzzing again. Greg had gone up one level, and everyone else apart from Adrian had gone up two. When he checked, Adrian found that his experience had increased by 500 points.



He pulled out all the loot and directly reminded everyone to not straight-out sell the items straight-out. “Barter with the traders,” he reiterated, “and then you'll get a deal that could be twice as good as direct buying and selling.”



“If you are selling loot, you should use it to buy regional knowledge.” After he pulled out all the loot they had just harvested, he kept going and piled up the stuff he had hunted on the way to the Hotel. “I will contribute this stuff to the communal pool,” he told them, waving at the extra pile of skins, claws, and monster cores. “Together, they might be enough for at least one book, maybe more.”



Susie had gained an additional healing spell with her two levels. The new healing spell would heal five points of damage every five seconds for a minute and cost 30 mana. It needed touch to cast and took five seconds to channel into the person. Two points of healing for every point of mana, Adrian calculated, which meant it was pretty efficient.



“That is a good spell,” he told Susie.



“Not sure,” Kozzie said. He had been studying up on various abilities more than everyone else. “I don’t like the cast time, plus the rules of magic are pretty clear at this stage.”



“What rules?” Susie asked him.



“Well,” Kozzie started thinking through what he needed to say. “Damage spells seem to be one damage for two mana with some minor effect included.”



“Like slow,” Adrian suggested.



“Like slow,” Kozzie agreed. “So, healing spells are twice as effective. Then you have your other modifiers. Spells that require touch have a greater impact, spells that do damage or heal over time are stronger, spells that take time to cast are stronger.” he paused, slightly out of breath, “This spell seems strong, but it has all the negatives, touch, effect over time, a casting time, but no additional bonuses.” He shrugged. “It is still a good spell, it’s just not overpowered.”



Adrian threw his hands up in mock surrender, “Whoa there, I believe you.”



Jules told them that her new ability increased damage relative to health lost. Basically, the more damaged she got, the more damage she could unleash.



“And you like that shit?” Kozzie questioned.



Jules laughed. “I have always been a bit of a masochist. I don't care how much I get hurt. I just want a class that lets me hurt them back.”



Of all of them, Kozzie seemed the most subdued. “What's up, Kozzie?” Jules ribbed him, poking him on the arm.



“I did not get any new skills,” Kozzie admitted. “All I got was a passive stealth boost and a boost with knife damage. For two levels, it seems weak.”



They all laughed at his grumpiness. “You know, Kozzie,” Adrian said, “I only got one twentieth of a level today.” They all looked at him, shocked by the revelation. “My levels are hardcore,” he told them. “I am not sure about the exact numbers, but I think I level up once for every ten of yours.”



Everyone laughed.



At him.



“However,” Adrian said with a grin, “when I do level, I will get equivalent to about eleven of your attribute points and a super kick-arse skill.”



“You are lying,” Kozzie said, cheering up. “You level up, and then you have to work for four weeks before you get anything.” Adrian regretted telling him earlier about how he was waiting for his bonuses from levelling up.



Everyone laughed at him again.



Even the interface was getting in on the act, based on the humour coming off it.



“Okay,” Greg called out. “We are going to head into town to trade, I need hands to help lug all this stuff.”



“I’m out,” Adrian told them. “I need to crash; I plan to be up all night.”



“I will show you to the barracks,” Kozzie told him, making scare quotes over the word “barracks”. “They are just converted hotel rooms,” he whispered.



They left together. “Stop regretting the class you chose,” Adrian advised.



“I don't know what to think,” Kozzie told him. “The class, well it is my class. It is what I have always wanted. I have always wanted to be a bad arse stealth assassin, but it’s a noob move. It seems so useless. Who wants a dagger wielding melee fighter when you have to fight in groups? The class belongs in big cities or fighting alone in a cave system. Instead of using those strengths, I am out in the bush with a bunch of other noobs trying to get close enough to stab something with a dagger when everyone else is using an enormous axe or ranged attacks.”



Adrian thought carefully about what his direct report in the old world had confided. On one hand, an assassin build was ridiculous. This was the world, it was life. It was not a computer game. While it might be perfectly respectable to kill people in a game, doing the same in real life was a completely different ball game. Kozzie was not a killer. He would never go down an assassin's path. He would never become a murderer for hire. On the other hand, it was what Kozzie wanted. Being an assassin was his dream. The real question was how much of noob decision it was.



Is being an assassin a stupid choice?



There was almost no response from the interface. There was barely even a stirring of emotions. If he was really going to draw conclusions from the interface’s emotions, then there was a fair bit of indifference. A class is a class, of course, of course.



Then came an image of five first aid crosses. Adrian guessed they represented healers. The image changed, and it placed a big “X” next to the image. The image was replaced by a first aid cross, a knife, a sword and shield, a stylised bow, and what looked like a lightning bolt. It placed a big green tick next to this image.



The meaning from the progression of emotions and images was clear. The classes were equal, or you really needed to care about multiple roles. You needed your tank, you needed your healer, you…



Another image formed, interrupting him. This time, there was a first aid cross with an ice bolt next to it, the bow had a sword added, the shield and sword now had a funny squiggle next to it, the knife was matched with a fireball, and the lightning bolt bobbed away next to three red arrows pointing down. Multiple ticks appeared next to this image.



Not completely helpful.



Having individuals able to do multiple roles was better, of course. For the life of him, he could not work out what the squiggly line or the three down arrows represented.



“You made the right choice to go with your heart. Having a class no one else has chosen means you will have skills no one else possesses. Trust me when I say that there will be a fight one day where that matters. If we went out and we were all druids,” he made a slitting motion across his throat to show it would not end well. “Though, I think we should probably get you some additional skills to complement your class and increase your ranged ability. Either knife throwing or bow to give you more options. Maybe even poisons,” he mused, thinking about the RPGs he had played.



Kozzie thought about it. “I get poisons at level twelve, so might as well wait for that rather than buying something now,” he said, after some thought, “however, getting some ranged damage sounds sensible.” He paused, thinking some more and clearly consulting his class progression information. “I think throwing knives is clearly the best. The passive damage from my class will stack with thrown knives the same way as ones I wield with my hands.”



“Any loot that I get from fighting tonight I will give to you,” Adrian promised, “and maybe it might be worthwhile if you came out for a bit. You are an assassin, so fighting at night should suit you. Plus, your stealth skills should keep you out of trouble.”



Kozzie smiled. The plan appeared to lift the weight visibly off his shoulders.



“That sounds like fun. So, I will see you in two hours?”



Adrian took one look at the barracks and moved on to find a nearby empty cabin room. Something about sleeping in the same room as strangers was too school camp or a wild party vibe. He was an old man, or, at least, he had been an old man and over twenty years of sleeping by himself or with Emily meant ingrained habits.



The Hotel had used swipe cards, so the locks failed, and it was easy to open the door into the cabin. He sniffed carefully before going in, and there were no foul odours. So many dead things meant it was important to do.



Search the room.



The bed looked like it had been used, but he did not care about that. What were a couple of fleas when monsters were all around? The rest of the room was empty. Satisfied with his temporary sleeping quarters, he used the chain lock to secure the room then collapsed onto the bed. So exhausted. Imagination played havoc. He thought of Jamie, but not even that could stop sleep overcoming him.



He woke to insistent tapping on the door.










Chapter 39



Adrian's head felt heavy.



More sleep.



Close eyes, tuck head under the pillow.



More tapping.



Go away. Just a bit more sleep.



“Adrian,” a quiet whisper.



Damn it.



With a groggy head, he got up and opened the door.



Kozzie was standing there. Adrian’s room switch had clearly been noted. “You look like crap,” Kozzie observed.



“How long?”



“It’s been two hours. Let’s get some food. Dinner is just finishing up.”



“How did shopping go?”



A big grin broke out on Kozzie’s face. “Better than we hoped,” he said happily. “We got a regional book and a spell granting night vision. It doesn't last long, but Jeff said he used to be a janitor and that he will learn it and cast it on all the sentries at night.”



“That’s good.”



“The rhinoceros was worth a lot,” Kozzie told him. “Like, it was over a thousand energy by itself.”



“The regional book?”



“It will go to the other hunting party since we have you already with the knowledge. And the other good news, everyone has agreed to keep pooling the loot till we get another regional book plus armour and weapons for everyone.”



As they were finishing dinner, Adrian noticed that the sun was almost setting, “Ready to head out?”



Kozzie nodded. “I am ready, and I've already cleared the plan with everyone. I think we should leave town in an easterly direction. There are a lot of abandoned dwellings that way which have not been raided. We can search them to get canned food and stuff.”



“Maybe go west till full dark,” Adrian suggested, sunsets seemed to be long around here. “Then when it is dark, we can loop back via the Hotel to get the night vision before continuing east?”



“Sure.”



It was still light outside, but the shadows were deepening. The setting sun was casting a lot of areas into shade, creating a lovely contrast everywhere. It framed some places with golden light, with deep shadows settling next to them. As they walked, Adrian started practising his pathway movements, including finding the deepest shadows and imagining stepping from shadow to shadow.



“What on earth are you doing? You look ridiculous.”



“This is what my pathway needs; it will teach me to stealth and eventually to travel instantly from shadow to shadow.” Kozzie said nothing, but duplicated Adrian’s movements. Maybe it was because Kozzie was following, or maybe it was just because of improvement, but most of his steps were silent.



“The Holiday Inn,” Kozzie whispered, nodding over towards a large triple storey building which had been torn in half. More evidence of the Bird’s incredible power. “They have abandoned it now, but they would have scavenged it fully first.” They continued on past it and approached the first of the neighbouring houses. They had entered the Bushland proper, and they had no reliable intelligence around which houses still had occupants and which ones had been abandoned. They agreed to skirt around occupied houses. They would clear abandoned houses and take anything useful back to the Hotel for the community to use. It was a plan designed to exploit the bag of holding.



The major task was to kill anything dangerous that they could do safely. Otherwise, they would avoid it.



Battle planning turned out to be pretty easy. Identify the target, have Adrian step back somewhere behind Kozzie, and have Kozzie hide himself. Then Adrian would taunt the animal with an appropriate mix of magic. Depending on what they were fighting, that was anything from a couple of earth spikes to ice missiles, and, on one memorable occasion, a fireball. Using a fireball in Australian bushland was dangerous. However, the
 Watcil Bird
 justified it. The bird was the size of a medium dog. Possessing many nasty poisons, it could spit, breath and scratch poison sufficed to kill a human. It was also vulnerable to flames. When the fireball had hit it, the bird had combusted like it was covered in petrol. It was instantly engulfed in flames before exploding. The resulting fiery inferno had lasted just seconds, but it blackened everything for five meters. There was no need for Kozzie to do anything on the occasion and no loot.



For most animals, Adrian's magic would take off over half their health. They would then charge Adrian, focusing so exclusively on the threat that he represented that they were completely oblivious to Kozzie lying in wait. After storming past, Kozzie would use his speed and agility to sink his daggers deep into a vulnerable spot of the animal. Sometimes this would be eyes, sometimes throats, and one time the belly. Adrian would then use his spear as a pike and allow the animal to impale itself. This had the advantage of usually providing the killing blow or stopping the monster’s momentum to allow Kozzie to get further strikes in.



The entire process became clinical. The dwellings they came across were different and needed more complicated planning. First, they would try to determine whether any people still lived at the address. That proved to be the easiest step. The occupied dwelling would have all doors shut and multiple windows reinforced with desks and tables. If the house was not fortified or had open doors, then they would explore. At the three houses that were occupied, as agreed, they slipped a note under the front door suggesting they go to the Hotel in the morning to take advantage of group safety.



The abandoned houses were a different story, and it quickly became apparent that the monsters that had come through with the alpha physics conversion event liked human houses.



The first house had:



Pignec dogs



Nasty pack hunters the size of a greyhound with an advanced sense of smell that aids them in finding prey. Dark magic infuses their teeth. When they bite, the victim will suffer additional damage and be inflicted with wither. These dogs are known for coordinating attacks and working together to wear down a target.



Luckily, the two of them struck with the element of surprise. They moved cautiously through the open front door and spied the dogs sleeping in the corridor.



Possibly, they should have retreated, but one of the dogs’ traits was a keen sense of smell, and Kozzie had no way to hide his. Adrian indicated to Kozzie to attack the closest one, and he went for the one slightly further away. The dogs were only three meters away, but that meant they had to take three agonisingly silent steps. Kozzie counted down with then his fingers three, two, one, and he launched himself at one dog while Adrian speared the other one as hard as he could through the ribs. The attacks were successful but not silent. There was a moment of poignant surprise after their attacks, and then snarls sounded from throughout the house.



Kozzie grabbed Adrian and pushed him into a side room. The room had no dogs present and had a door with one of its hinges still functioning. They forced the door shut just before a dog slammed into the woodwork. Kozzie was screaming obscenities the whole time though the noise he was making was drowned out by the snarls coming from the dogs. They were trapped.



“We need to counterattack.” It was easy holding the door together, but a war of attrition would favour the dogs. Adrian repositioned to give himself an angle to attack through the partially open door. “Why don’t we open the door just enough for me to use my magic and spear through the gap and then shut it immediately afterwards?”



For the next six minutes, Adrian played the game of spear the pignec dog while Kozzie played the game of use all your strength to stop the door falling out and dying horribly. The dogs were stupid, or they were so enraged by the humans daring to attack them in their den they kept coming. When the last one died, there was blissful silence. The behaviour of pack animals was a pattern now. They were stupid and would keep attacking even in stupid situations.



They took no chances after the fight. They dragged all eight corpses into the safe room and shut the door. Kozzie was given the task of skinning them and extracting the monster cores which were next to the heart in pignec dogs. Adrian snuck out, moving silently like a ghost through the house. There were no more dogs, though he found human bones in the second bedroom. The kitchen area was a bonanza for scavengers. Adrian grabbed some highly quality knives, lovely stainless steel cooking pans, and a heap of food, including flour, rice and a huge variety of tins.



The second abandoned house they came to was filled with some vicious-looking bats. Even though it was just after sunset, they were still nesting. They died while still asleep. When Adrian and Kozzie reached the third house, it was completely dark, and the only occupant was a small bear-like creature asleep in the bedroom. Small was relative; it was the size of a small horse. The country house was solid, with small windows. Before the bear woke, they carried a surprisingly solid table to prevent the door opening. The door opened inwards but neither of them believed the flimsy door frame would survive the bear attacks anyway.



Adrian stood on the table and Kozzie next to it.



“Hey,” Kozzie whispered.



The bear woke with a roar.










Chapter 40




“Dude,” Adrian said, channelling his twenty-year-old body. “Not cool.”



The bear threw itself at the door. The entire frame shuddered.



They tried to open the door to attack through the gap, but the bear threw itself against the door, slamming it shut.



“Bad plan.”



Another crash. The good news was that the door was holding. The frame looked splintered.



“I will try the window,” he told Kozzie, taking off at sprint. Behind him, he heard another crash.



Hurtling out the door, he ran to the window, getting ready to utilise his magic.



Looking in, he could see the small kitchen, complete with old dishes.



Next window.



Run the additional couple of steps to the right. Looking in, the bear was attacking the walls as often as the door. The plaster walls were broken and shattered. It would break out quickly.



A bear's paw was coming at the window. After an involuntary duck, glass shards went flying over his head. Adrian heard the bear moving away to hit the other side of the room.



Looking up, weighing his magic options.



Talsig Bear



Talsig bears are small predators which have enhanced strength and speed. They are resistant to physical attacks in addition to fire, ice, dark, and water magic.



The bear was far stronger than him, and it had similar health. No wonder it was doing so much damage to the room they caught it in.



No resistance to earth magic.



The bear was turning towards him. All the pressure pivoted on its front feet. The earth spiked and wreaked havoc. The relatively soft paws of the bear got shredded, and the bear, with its low inherent healing, was in trouble after that. How the earth spike worked so effectively on floorboards was a bit of mystery from where Adrian was standing, but after seeing the impact of his first attempt, he kept it up.



Four spikes depleted his mana completely. It left the bear unable to stand and roaring in pain. The two of them stood outside the room, unwilling to go in with no effective way of killing the bear. Adrian’s mana ticked up slowly even as the health the bear ticked down. Finally, he got enough mana for another strike. The bear had lowered its head to the ground as it lay there, waiting to die or heal. Adrian targeted the throat.



It was a successful strike; the bear's head was forced upwards, tenting unnaturally in the neck momentarily before the spike split the skin. The bear was fully skewered. The earth spike returned into the ground and the bear died in a gush of blood.



“That was a shit fight,” Kozzie said from the doorway to the house. He had spent the entire fight doing his best to stop the door from opening, straining against each blow from the bear. The hinges, door frame, and handle had splintered, and the only thing containing the bear had been the tables and their own body weight. Opening the door collapsed it into splinters.



“Yep, shit,” Adrian agreed. The bear's screams had got to him. He remembered the screaming people from the house and the octopod thing. He imagined the bear at the house killing the people. “Had to be done,” he concluded, wondering if this bear had killed people already.



“Maneater,” Kozzie agreed, “just like bloody everything else.” He visibly pulled himself together, suppressing his empathy. Adrian had already done the same. Maneaters had to die. Humans were more important than animals.



“I got a level up at least,” Kozzie whispered, staring blankly at the bear. He was still processing the horrid fight. “Level six.”



“Anything?”



“Yep,” Kozzie answered, focusing on his interface “It is an active stealth ability. When I use it, I will fade into the background. Non-sapients will forget I was there completely, while sapient creatures will be more easily distracted or forget me.”



“Sapient, don’t you mean sentient?”



Kozzie looked at him like he was stupid, “No.”



“My skills differentiate between sentient and non-sentient.”



“Umm,” Kozzie’s expression had not changed. “What do you think "sentient” means?”



“Humans, creatures that think.”



“Ahh,” Kozzie now had a thoughtful look. “Okay, and your skills are not as effective on creatures that think?”



“Yes,”



“Ummm, Sentients?”



“Yep.”



“And the text when this all started talked about sentients?”



“Of course.”



Kozzie was still looking at him like he was an idiot.



“What?” he asked.



“You are a dumb arse,” Kozzie was chuckling.



“What are you talking about?”



“Sapient means creatures that think. Sentient means creatures that feel. The interface dumbed itself down to your level.”



“I don’t understand.”



There was an image of an adult talking very, very slowly to a young child who was staring with blank eyes upwards. Labels appeared. Over the child, the label read “Adrian”, and over the teacher, “The Rest of the World”.



Was the interface ganging up against him with Kozzie?



“That is because you are a dumb arse.”



“I…”



The interface flashed, and he clicked through, absorbing the definition of the two words.



The interface program adapts language to the
 sapient
 reading it.



“Dumb arse.”



A lack of vocabulary. No point arguing, Kozzie was right. Sentient would apply to a mouse as easily as a human. Sapient only applied to people who could think.



“Shall we?” Adrian asked, desperate to change the topic. He gestured at the door.



At the brief nod from Kozzie, Adrian walked into the trashed bedroom. The primary interest of his attention was on the earth spike. How had it worked on floorboards?



The splintered remains showed earth immediately underneath them and answered his questions. The floorboards were only inches above the actual earth. The spike had gone through the floorboards like they were paper, leaving smashed holes behind them. That couple of inch gap might have actually increased the damage of the spell by the gap, enabling the spikes to be moving when they hit the bear's chest.



“Time to head back?”



“Yes,” Adrian said “maybe take a different path. You know, to salvage other houses, but first,” he nodded at the bear's carcass and offered to play rock, paper, scissors.



Kozzie grinned, for the first round they both chose fists. That was a draw. For the second round, Adrian changed to paper and Kozzie, over thinking things, went for rock.



“Best of three,” Kozzie suggested, hopefully.



Adrian looked once at the bloody bear's carcass and shook his head. There was no way he wanted to cut that up. “I will keep watch,”



“You are still a dumb arse,” Kozzie called out behind him. Adrian left the room, chased by the chuckling.



Ten minutes later, a bloody Kozzie emerged from the house. After Adrian used his bag of holding to store the useful pelt, core, and meat, they were ready to go.



They headed back towards the Hotel. Now that it was night, they moved slower. Even with the slower movement, they still hunted with the same technique as they had previously. It continued to work.



The fourth abandoned house had its front doors wide open.



“Should we go in?” Adrian asked, receiving an immediate thumbs up. They moved towards the house. It was huge and would have good loot. It was a grand old ranch house with a verandah around the entire place. The woodwork was detailed, and the front door had stained glass inlays from what he could see. The house was higher than the surrounding land and the verandah had three big steps leading up to it. Adrian aimed for silence. He approached the house ready for anything, stepping lightly on the gravel. His focus was unwavering, and he made no sounds. First step, and then onto the second. The floorboards creaked alarmingly.



A growl emanated from within the depth of the house.










Chapter 41




They both froze, and then there were answering growls. All the growls came from within the house. It was hard to tell the exact number, but there were at least six separate animals.



A pack was bad news.



Adrian stepped back. He was relieved to see Kozzie had the same idea. They took another careful step backwards, and then a dark silhouette appeared through the open door.



His identification kicked in.



Mud Wolf



A vicious carnivore that hunts in packs. It is exceedingly intelligent and vindictive, the alpha wolf often exhibits the ability to double its size. Abilities vary across the pack but can include anything from sticky mud to earth missiles and earth spikes. Mud Wolves have an extreme level of magic resistance.



The relative strength of the alpha wolf in front of him was not favourable. It was stronger than him by a lot. It was more agile, better at healing, and almost one hundred percent magic resistant.



“Climb a tall tree,” he screamed, simultaneously launching fireballs at the wooden steps in front of him. It was a delaying tactic. Adrian hoped the fire would scare it back, at least briefly.



Turning to run, he pumped the rest of his mana into two more fireballs, which he fired up at the roof of the verandah. The wolf hesitated for the moment as the flames danced in its dark eyes. Adrian was sure it was torn between leaping through the fire to kill him and retreating to come from a different angle. It seemed to weigh the options before spinning back and disappearing into the house. With the danger briefly passed, Adrian spun around and chased after Kozzie, who was sprinting ahead of him towards a big gum tree nearby. The tree was a giant with a smooth trunk for the first two to three meters.



A howling came from the house. Briefly after dinner, Adrian had practised throwing the spear like a javelin, now he aimed the spear and threw it hard at the big gum. The moment it left the hand, it was on target. The incredibly sharp edge drove into the tree. It cut deep and held.



Kozzie was a few steps ahead of him. He saw the spear flash past him and adjusted his leap. He used the spear as a foothold to propel himself onto the tree fork. The spear thrummed, but it held. The moment Kozzie was up, Adrian followed his example, increasing his speed and then using momentum to push himself upwards. Like Kozzie, he got a foot on the spear. He felt the spear give. The sharpened tip cut the tree upward, with the shaft going downwards.



In an instant, he understood he had thrown the spear wrong. The cutting edge of the spear tip needed to be horizontal. Instead, he had thrown it vertically. Time slowed down. The spear gave way completely. He still had some momentum, was still going up, but was it enough? The tree fork was getting closer. He yelled for help.



Kozzie was looking at him, hands reaching to help. Adrian focused on trying to hook the branch with his hands. Kozzie’s hands reached down and grabbed him. One arm on the tree fork, one held by Kozzie, Adrian’s feet struggling to grip on the smooth bark and slipped down. The wolves were coming. His right foot caught a rough section of bark, which was just enough purchase to propel him up onto the branch.



A wolf leapt up, and its teeth just missed Adrian's dangling foot. It had leaped a full two meters off the ground.



“Get higher,” Adrian ordered as he started clamouring up the tree. Now that they were past the first bit, there were enough branches for them to climb. The tree they were climbing was so wide that Adrian’s arms could not reach around it even halfway. As they scrambled up, Kozzie was using his daggers to create hand and foot holds to help his progress up the smooth sections. Adrian used the knives that Kozzie left behind, and soon they were twenty meters up the tree.



Looking down, dark shadows flittered at the base of the tree. There were at least two wolves down there, but there might have been four. He couldn't tell if the alpha was amongst them. There were too many branches and not enough light. The house was burning vigorously. The entire porch area and doorway were now aflame. His fireballs had acted like a super fire starter, and the gusty westerly wind was fanning the flames. The fire spread, leaping sideways along the house. The house had small windows in the roof. Through them he could now see orange flickers.



The sounds of crackling flames reached their tree more than twenty meters away. Beyond the burning noise came the howls of wolves from the depths of the house. The wind gusted, the fire intensified, and an orange glow lit the land around him. He could now see the wolves snarling below him. There were three of them. No alpha.



Yet.



He studied the wolves. One was injured but was already recovering. Its fur had caught fire. Its magic was a weak earth spike spell. Since the earth spike needed to come out of the ground, that wolf was not a threat. All three of them were magic resistant. Learning more, he altered the assessment. They were not magic resistant, they were almost completely magic immune. They were strong and fierce. With their healing and magic immunity, he could not see a way to hurt them. Try as he might, he could not form even a bold plan that would let him kill them one v one, let alone the three below him.



“We can't beat them,'' he told Kozzie. There was no point whispering. The house was now burning with a roar of noise that was drowning out the howls. Even as he told Kozzie the bad news, he tested firing a fireball at the injured mud wolf. The fireball shot down and hit it in the side. The wolf’s skin seemed to glimmer like mud, and the fire ball sunk into it without even singeing the hair. “And that is magic resistance,” he said to himself. The wolves could be burnt by normal fire, but the often hotter magic fire was absorbed effortlessly. Just to be sure he tried his other magical ability and got exactly the same result.



The house was burning fiercely, and no more wolves came leaping from it. The injured wolf below was healthy again like its two companions.



So, magic resistance and immunity is a thing,
 he thought.



Significant magic resistance is a rare trait across all worlds with alpha particle physics. Magic immunity only applies to lower-level spell forms. Against more powerful magic this trait morphs into a magic resistance.



Mud wolves are a creature that has this very rare trait. Their skin gives resistance to all types of magic. Advanced magic will do 25% damage, expert magic up to 50% damage. High level ice magic has the capability to negate the mud wolf’s magic resistance trait for subsequent spell attacks.



“Yep, they have one hundred percent magic resistance,” Adrian confirmed for Kozzie’s benefit.



“So, what do we do?”



“Wait to be rescued.”



“No one's going to come out here.”



Adrian shrugged, Kozzie was right. No one was going to come out here. When people disappeared, no one sent search parties anymore. “I am sure the wolves will get bored eventually or something else will drive them away.”



Kozzie had a funny expression on his face. “I just leveled,” Kozzie told him. “There are wolves dying in the fire.”



That was lucky. If the fire killed some of the wolf pack, then the rest could not keep a guard on their tree. “Choose the super skill that allows you to drop out of a tree and get instant kills,” Adrian suggested.



Kozzie giggled manically, “5% better stealth and 5% better damage with daggers.”



The brief hope that his ridiculous suggestion might prompt a cheat that could save them vanished. This was real life; there were no get-out-of-jail-free cards. Though how an upgrade could grant extra damage to knife attacks was a mystery.



The interface flashed.



Of course, there was a bloody explanation. He chose not to check.



They watched as the wolves continued to slink around the trunk below them. There was nothing to do but wait.



“Try to sleep, I will keep watch,” Adrian told him.



The night passed poorly. The tree was hard and their positions precarious.



Using some of their stored skins and rope to strap themselves loosely to the tree helped little. Kozzie invested in a mostly losing battle to sleep while Adrian spent half the night practising his magic. He focused on the invisible magic types, dark bolts, earth missiles and spikes, and wind gusts. After the first half an hour, the wolves appeared to have retreated. Adrian did not trust the luck, and it was not till just before dawn that he saw a couple of slightly mutated bunnies hopping by and he relaxed.



When they could see clearly, they packed up their stuff and crept carefully down the tree.



“Fuck, I hate this world,” Kozzie whispered when their feet hit the ground. He visibility winced at putting pressure on a leg that had been caught between his body weight and an unyielding branch for the entire night.



“What do you mean?” Adrian joked quietly, “How often in the old world would you get to sleep outside and enjoy the great outdoors?”



Kozzie just grumbled.



“We need to loot the mud wolves,” Adrian told him, staring up at the still smouldering house. “The cores are super valuable.”



The house had burnt down to the ground, and the embers were still smouldering as they approached. A wave of heat greeted them.



“We can come back another day,”



“No,” Adrian said, “I did the research. The cores are unstable until they are extracted. If we come back tomorrow, there will be no cores to grab.”



“I don't want to rain on your parade,” Kozzie told him. They had stopped three meters from the house, unable to go any further because of the heat. “but we ain't getting in there.” Adrian took another step forward, and the heat rapidly became overwhelming. He channelled ice to his hands, forgoing the step of forming missiles, and instead just let the cold seep out. The impact was noticeable. Conscious of the brutal world around him, he scaled back his magic use to only channel as much mana as his mana regeneration replenished. He had no desire to run out of magic. The reduced flow of cold was enough to work, and they could step forward after less than a minute.



They stepped into the house. This close, the destruction looked absolute. The entire house had burnt hot and long. “I think the wolves got themselves trapped,” he said.



“Obviously, genius, umm dumb arse.”



Adrian glanced back at Kozzie, surprised at the negativity. Then again, with the night they had had, it was not that surprising. “I am guessing they must have got trapped towards the centre,” he continued. It had been a big house that had an old-style internal layout. There was no open plan living to be seen. Instead, there had been a lot of pokey rooms, probably with doors shut. That had stopped the wolves from finding windows to exit through. It was surreal to be walking through the destruction, especially with his continual ice mist. The heat caused sweat to flood down both of them.



Eight steps into the house they found the first wolf. It was the alpha. It had clearly gone back to save its pack, and the flame had confused them and scared them. They must have retreated deeper into the house. When the fire kept coming, the alpha had tried to escape, but it had been too late. A ceiling beam had fallen on its back. When he crouched near the wolf, it was huge. It was 50% larger than the biggest dog he had ever seen.



“I hate this world,” Adrian said, staring at the animal. “We need to fight back. We need to get stronger. We can’t just hide back in the town, or the monsters will get us eventually. If this wolf pack had caught our raid party in the open, they would have slaughtered us. You, me, Jules, Susie, Greg, and all the others.” Kozzie was right next to him, positioned to have some ice mist rolled over him. They stared down at the mud wolf. “What else is out there?”



“The Bird.”



“What else?” Adrian asked sadly. “This pack was half a kilometre from the Hotel. How many other packs are within ten kilometres? How many on the way to Melbourne?” Those words sent him into a spiral. What was happening back in Melbourne? Were his kids okay? Would he see his little girl again and give her big hugs? Would he ever play-fight with the boys? How about Emily, how was his wife coping? He mentally forced the bad thoughts away. The tears in both eyes disappeared into his sweat.
 How many isolated houses are getting destroyed each night by monsters?
 He left that thought unsaid, and Adrian was glad the interface chose not to respond.



After a minute of standing over his accidentally vanquished foe, he decided it was chilled enough. With a spear, he poked the animal. It was clearly dead. Hesitantly, he reached out and touched the wolf's head. The fur was not burnt. It was intact.



“It is still intact,” Adrian told Kozzie in amazement. Visions of the animal coming to life and attacking him consumed Adrian. Better to be safe than sorry. He regretted failing to verify the status immediately. Using his full force, he plunged the spear down firmly into the exposed neck of the wolf. It went straight through and impacted the weakened wood beneath the wolf. He pulled it out, and a small amount of blood leaked out, but it was just residual.



The wolf was dead. If the heart had been beating, there would have been a flood of blood. The wolf was definitely dead. He breathed easier. “Help me,” he ordered and used the spear to leverage the fallen ceiling beam away. Together they dragged the wolf out of the hot house.



“I am going in to see if any of the others can be salvaged. You can process this one,” Adrian told Kozzie.



On his way back, the dead alpha filled him with confidence. All the wolves in the house were going to be dead. The cooling mist kept streaming out of his hands, and he welcomed the temperature like an old friend. It felt safe within this fiery wasteland. The other wolf bodies were in the next room. Apparently, they had only been using the front doors to get into the house, and they had set up their den in a central room, a room that, unfortunately for them, had skylights but no windows. All the internal doors had been closed. They were burnt down now, but he could see that they had burned in their door frames. For whatever reason, the previous owners had shut all the internal doors, and that had doomed the wolves. They had only one entry and exit, the front door where the fire had started. The wolves were just animals; they had not realised the fundamental difference between a cave with one entry and a wooden house. How could they have imagined what a fire death trap was? That the house could burn, though the caves they had developed in never did.



There were seven bodies, and at least two of them were cubs. He felt sad in a detached way, but it was an eat or be eaten world. His choice was human, and if that meant he had to kill baby monsters that had been sucked into his world, then he would. Innocent or not mattered naught to him.



Unlike the alpha wolf, these wolves there were burnt and blackened. No need to skin them, the pelts were ruined. He processed them right there where they fell, ripping out their teeth, declawing them, hacking into their chest cavity, and reaching in and extract the core near the animal’s heart. Three out of the five adult wolves still had their cores. He left the cubs where they had fallen. They were so small, the fire would have destroyed their cores.



By the time he got outside, the alpha wolf was neatly butchered, and Kozzie held a rock the size of a golf ball. “Shiny,” he said with a grin, waving it around.



“That might be the answer to you becoming a deadly knife thrower.”



“Which might partially make up for being stuck up a the tree all night.” He did an extravagant stretch and winced.



They headed back towards the Hotel. By silent mutual agreement, they stuck to the trees, trying to keep an eye out for the Bird. While they did so, they used their usual hunting techniques, Adrian getting the animal's attention with magic and Kozzie ambushing the charging animal with his knives. Adrian might finish it with a spear thrust. On the one or two occasions, they required it.



When they got back to the hotel, the Bird was flying over Wagga Wagga, so they stayed under some trees at the edge of the grounds for five minutes just watching it. The majestic and terrifying Bird suddenly changed its lazy wingbeats and plunged down towards the ground. It came up a few seconds later with what looked like a pig clutched in its talons. With mighty wing sweeps, it rose in the air and headed towards its nest.



“Let's go,” Kozzie suggested.



They went straight to the dining hall. By the time they got there, the bell was ringing to signal all clear. They had survived.



Now, they just had to survive the girls.










Chapter 42




“YOU BASTARDS!” Susie screamed at them when they came in the door. Her cheeks streaked with tears and her eyes swollen. She had leapt up from the table, a half-finished meal in front of her, and charged them. “We thought you were dead!” she yelled.



Before he knew what was happening, Adrian found himself hugging her helplessly.



“We got stuck up a tree,” Kozzie explained, “It was horrible,” Adrian desperately tried to shake his head to stop Kozzie from talking more. His words were only going to make things worse. Kozzie, being young and stupid, kept talking, “I've never been so scared in my life.”



Helplessly, Adrian kept holding Susie as she sobbed louder and louder. Jules was hugging Kozzie, and her eyes were as tear streaked as her Mum’s. Susie disentangled herself and hit him as hard as she could in the chest. He was wearing armour, but that did not stop her.



“Idiot, Idiot. Thoughtless!” She punctuated each word with another strike. “IDIOT.” Light bloomed around her as she healed herself. She stepped back and looked at him, “I am glad you both survived.”



Adrian shrugged helplessly. Her eyes were condemning. “We need to get stronger,” he said.



Susie nodded in acceptance, grimly.



They got in line for breakfast. Jules pressed tightly against Kozzie’s side. Susie was back to holding herself apart, back to the professional colleague distance. She went back to her plate of food.



They told their tale over breakfast and planned the day ahead. Adrian and Kozzie were going to find a trader and get a pathway book covering the mastery of throwing knives. Leftover loot would go to the general Hotel community to get a second local updated with regional knowledge.



The rest of the Hotel raiding teams would head out as a single group rather than having multiple fighting groups. The regional knowledge was too valuable to not be used to its full extent, and everyone was afraid that separate hunting teams would get people killed when the party failed to recognise one of the many threats the local area presented. The Hotel leadership made the decision that no one would leave the well-travelled routes without local regional knowledge.



Kozzie and Adrian headed off to find a trader. On the way, they stumbled across the gouges left by an old Bird attack. The Bird had hit hard and had smashed through the asphalt on the road. They could see the imprint of the three claws on each talon. Each indent was 30 centimetres across and there were six of them, three on each foot. At the deepest, they penetrated almost 50 centimetres into the road. Adrian, having seen the bird plunge, could imagine that the talons had already claimed its prey by the time they hit the road. He could imagine just how loud the crash must have been. The sheer force involved was staggering.



“It was the Bird,” Kozzie said. “Some of us watched it, and I want to show you something,” he said, taking one of his knives and dropping to his knee. He lowered his arm into the indent. His hand was well below the road level, holding the knife confidently in his hand. Then he shoved hard against the bottom of the indent. It was the sound of a sharp blade against solid rock, a sharp piercing noise. He shifted the knife away and there was no mark. It was like the gravel had been fused into hard rock. “I needed you to see its power. The mud wolf is nothing. We can’t fight the Bird.”



Adrian understood what he said. Then he remembered the octopod. His hands clammed up.



Not your fight.



He was not responsible.



An edge of disappointment flowed from the interface.



SHUT UP. It is my life.



The emotions changed to an apologetic feeling and shame. The interface was ashamed of its meddling. An image of hope. A muscular Adrian thrumming with power, crushing everything.



Yep. We need to get stronger.



There was only approval to that sentiment.



Kozzie, his point made, stood up, oblivious to Adrian’s internal communication. The two of them continued towards the trader.



“Just Imagine how long it would take to get that deep into a road with a sledgehammer.”



Adrian looked back. Even from this distance, he could see where the Bird had hit the ground. What sort of physics let that happen? How strong were the talons and bones that allowed an animal to impart that level of force? His thoughts returned to the original explanation when the Armageddon event occurred: Physics itself was changed, a change that usually resulted in the extinction of sentient races.



Or Sapients.



Kozzie received a grumpy look.



There was such power in the Bird, even in the mud wolves. It was no wonder that extinction was common. So, the survivors gave future victims interfaces to try to save them. Why couldn’t they provide power like what the Bird had? The magic was at his beck and call, and he knew how powerful the knowledge they had gifted him was, but the Bird… Adrian shivered.



The Bird was an order of magnitude stronger.



What was the reasoning of these survivor races? Why give an interface with knowledge gates? Why cap the attribute powers everyone got? Why allow so many people to die?



Like Jamie.



Shit.



He looked at everything, getting lost in meaningless identification results. A dull green fungus. It was barely visible and surprisingly valuable.



The trader, when they reached it, was a brown ratty humanoid. It even had a long hairless tail. The look of the thing sent a primal wave of disgust through him, but he followed advice from the interface and greeted it with a big smile.










Chapter 43




The trader was dressed like a typical human, with shoes, pants (complete with a hole for the tail), a red cotton shirt, and a leather vest sitting snugly over the top. Adrian introduced both himself and Kozzie, then launched into charming small talk. It was surely a failure because it was hard to meet the beady eyes without flinching.



The loot they had got from the night adventure was richer than expected, but still only added up to thirteen hundred energy. Adrian began to understand how lucrative the imps had been. So much of his power still came back to the fateful decision to visit the solar plant site one more time. After establishing the headline value, it became a matter of working out what options were available.



Scroll of Knife Throwing



Learn how to throw a standard throwing knife accurately over a distance of up to 15 meters.



Scroll of Knife Return



Learn how to return thrown knives to the hand.



Pathway of Advanced Knife Throwing



Learn to throw any knife over distance such that the pointy end does maximum damage. Learn the maintenance and care of throwing knives, poisons, spell amplifiers, and the ability to magically return thrown knives to the owner.



Memory Stone of Advanced Knife Throwing



Instantaneously absorb the knowledge to throw any knife over distance such that the pointy end does maximum damage. Learn the maintenance and care of throwing knives, poisons, spell amplifiers, and the ability to magically return thrown knives to the owner.



The stone cost a staggering 12,000 energy. The pathway book of advanced mastery cost 4000, and the scrolls were 400 each. The scrolls were a trick. They were cheap, but they delivered a substandard product. The only choice was the pathway book, especially with the extras that came with mastery. Poisons, spell amplifiers, body techniques, and maintenance were too much not to save up for.



Even with barter, there was no deal available.



Kozzie got a slight consolation prize when they traded in the less valuable and bulkier items for a belt of throwing knives. The knives were ordinary quality with a couple of different weights. Some were sleek, thin, and sharp, while others were heavier beasts, complete with serrated edges. There were twelve knives in total. The trader told Kozzie to practice hard, as the practice would help when they had enough to afford the pathway book. Basically, he could start along the pathway early, similar to how Adrian’s stealth skill had started at fifty percent.



They returned to the Hotel to discover the hunting party was still out. Adrian took a moment to check his pathway progress.



Pathways Skills in Progress



Ambusher's Steps
 - 65% (+14%)



Identification Rank 4
 - 26% (+7%)



Mana Control
 - 41% (+16%)



Stealth
 - 85% (+20%)



Pathway Regional Temperate Climate
 - 15% (+5%)



Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways
 - 3%



Gathering
 - 16% (+7%)



Experience 6,252 of 10,000 required for level 2.



Sitting in a tree for the entire night had not been the most helpful way to gain skills. However, his inane compulsion to practise continually was having an impact. It felt good to have seen mana control jump a full sixteen percent. One more good night and day to gain the stealth skill, and three for ambusher’s steps. He wondered what being able to step from shadow to shadow in a fight would feel like.



The next thing to consider: What was next after he finished his current pathways? Should he be saving up to buy a pathway book or even a memory stone? The idea of Kozzie getting the pathway of knife throwing mastery had him salivating over what he could gain personally. Increasing the strength of his companions was the smart path forward, but he wanted some of that power for himself. There were four ways for development to go.



●
 
 Stronger and better magic.



●
 
 Healing magic.



●
 
 Archery.



●
 
 Melee fighting skills, most likely utilising his spear.



Despite his build’s focus on magic, a significant degree of damage was originating from the spear. Developing aggressively into some sort of hybrid melee magic user had a certain appeal. Archery was desirable because engaging the enemy at range with an arrow would be preferable to expending mana. Logically, as it usually did, the decision boiled down to time and money. As he seemed to have neither, he retired to his room, set the interface to wake him up an hour and a half before sunset, and went to sleep.



“Same plan as yesterday?” Kozzie asked Adrian when Adrian reached the dining room. Kozzie was sitting with Jules and Susie. Jules had just finished demonstrating how she had bashed a wolf over the head. Susie scowled at the question.



Adrian nodded, “Apart from the being stuck up the tree bit,” he quipped to lighten the mood, giving Susie a quick wink. “Are you coming?” he asked Kozzie.



Kozzie gave a nod before miming throwing a dagger. The boy wanted that pathway book and was going to do everything he could to earn it.



They ate quickly, both focusing on getting stronger, gaining experience, and getting the energy to buy more cool stuff. The Hotel was now serving mundane food. The bulk of the meal consisted of mashed potato and a dark brown meat that sort of tasted like beef, but clearly was not.



“Boys,” Susie called out as they got up to leave.



They stopped to look at her.



“Yes,” they said in unison.



“Be more careful this time.”



Jules jumped up and ran over to give each of them a hug, though Kozzie’s was noticeably longer. “Make sure you get home again,” she said forcefully. “We were worried.”










Chapter 44




The sun was setting when Adrian and Kozzie left the Hotel grounds. This time, they planned on returning to the Hotel. Not that plan had worked out last time. They figured the buff to night vision would not be worth the time to come back for it. Before they reached the edge of the Hotel grounds, they were down to business. They carefully placed every step to avoid noise, and they moved through the shadows, determined to stop themselves from becoming something’s dinner.



They were lucky; everything they ran into was harmless. They heard some howling at one point and climbed a nearby tree. The next howl was further away, and soon the howls faded into the distance. Feeling safe once more, they continued creating a path of destruction through the local fauna. Adrian scouted the creature, then he would pull it in with magic. The two of them would finish the victim with Adrian holding it at bay with his spear while Kozzie would dice it from behind, either by punching a knife through to the heart or by stabbing multiple knives in the neck and head area till it bled out.



Just before midnight, they headed back to the Hotel. The bag of holding was almost full. They meandered along a different path but saw less wildlife than on their way out. The area around the Hotel was becoming safer.



“Do you think we've got enough?” asked Kozzie.



Adrian shrugged. They had killed a lot, but there was nothing particularly valuable in their haul.



Adrian reviewed his statistics once more, just before heading off to sleep.







Inherent Healing --- 1.2 ---Population - 1.04



Vitality --- 1.18 ---Population - 1.19 (+.02)



Physical Resistance --- now 0.5 --- Changed by 0.01 (Returned to baseline, having avoided injury.) ---Population - 0.5



Magical Resistance --- 0.08 ---Population - 0.06



Strength --- 0.97 ---Population - 0.94(+.01)



Agility --- now 1.05(+.1) --- Changed by 0.03 (Stealth Practice (plus 0.1 item bonus).) ---Population - 1.16 (+.01)



Perception --- now 1.23(+.1) --- Changed by 0.03 (Stealth practice (plus 0.1 item bonus).) ---Population - 1.01



Intelligence --- now 1.36 --- Changed by 0.01 (Bonus from pathway books) ---Population - 1.03 (+.01)



Mana Control --- 1.71 ---Population - 1.05



Mana Pool --- 1.53 ---Population - 0.96







Pathways Skills in Progress



Ambusher's Steps
 - 83% (+18%)



Identification Rank 4
 - 32% (+6%)



Mana Control
 - 54% (+13%)



Stealth
 (Acquired)
 - 100% (+15%)



Pathway Regional Temperate Climate
 - 20% (+5%)



Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways
 - 3%



Gathering
 - 19% (+3%)







Experience 6,952 of 10,000 required for level 2.



700 experience from the evening, a good haul. With sharing the experience, it was probably 70 monsters. The improvements to agility and perception were nice, though, after last time, an expected bonus. What was surprising was the 0.01 uptick in intelligence. It was not expected, but then again, he had learned the difference between sapience and sentience.



The interface snickered before quieting itself.



Stealth was now an acquired skill. Practically, the change was significant. When using stealth, his need to focus on reducing sight lines and staying silent went away. The interface, his handy calculation aid, would help with the functions. Of course, if he tried to walk over a layer of corn chips, it would not work. But, if a slightly longer step would cause a silent path and a shorter one landed on a stick, the interface would push him to do the longer step with no conscious decision making on his part.



What next?



In his mind, he was running over the options available in his pathway book
 Survival and Gathering Mastery
 .



Calculating….



Bush Alchemy



And that was it. Normally the interface was far more verbose and provided better explanations. Given that he really wanted to learn alchemy, Adrian did not bother disputing the interface's suggestion, and pulled out the book. With a flick of magic, a fireball danced in the air above him. It provided more than enough light. Staring at the intricate book in front of him, Adrian saw that it was thinner than he thought it was, but it was still fat with knowledge. The energy to purchase this was well spent.



Smiling to himself in anticipation of learning alchemy, he opened
 Survival and Gathering Mastery
 .



Information flooded through him as the pages turned by themselves. Bush alchemy was the ugly cousin, the sort of thing you did out of sight of everyone else. Normal alchemy was the shining prom date that you introduced to your mother, while bush alchemy was… it was something else. But it was damn good anyway behind the shelter shed.



It had two flavours, the first helped and second poisoned. Surprising to Adrian at the moment, but probably not on review, the poisoning concoctions were the most numerous. He learnt ways to put sapient beings to sleep, ways to poison their food, ways to create paralytic shock, fire, ice, and lightning effects, and simpler topical applications of poison to rub on to blades or to smear on surfaces. The helpful potions were less numerous, but there were still dozens. The most useful ones were three versions of health potions, two mana potions, and eight cure poison potions.



By the time the pages crumbled to dust, he had a throbbing headache. There was something about living three years of study and practice in ten minutes that the human brain struggled with.



Thoughts about sleep faded as buzzing energy made his limbs shake.



Grr.



On one hand, the head felt heavy. On the other, his legs wanted to get up and run a marathon. Lying in bed was useless; the brain was shouting ideas. Leaving the room with stealth skills was amazing. Even the usual quiet creaks were absent. He needed more practice by moonlight. With hard work, he hoped that he could close the remaining 17 percent to acquire ambusher’s steps before morning.



After two hours of practice, he had an epiphany. New instructions blazed into existence and understanding. Progression needed a crucible. There was no longer any point practising by himself. The shadow step required battle to polish the learning. It was still half an hour to dawn, and excitement filled him. He headed out to the nearby abandoned houses, figuring that's where easy monsters were most likely to be available.



On the way, he spotted a domestic cat. While domestic, it had mutated to gain abilities with the new alpha physics, like most native animals. This specific cat’s hair had turned into sharp spikes that would shred human skin like a hot knife through butter.



Standing in the deep shadows and finding another patch of deep shadow near the cat, Adrian imagined stepping over to the next shadow as he physically walked the path. The cat was watching a crack in the pavement, probably hoping for a mouse to emerge. Its focus was so intense that it sensed and heard nothing. Adrian focused on the exact steps to take, then tracing them perfectly. He smoothly transited from his position over ten meters away to a spot right next to the cat. The cat was still oblivious. Its focus was on the crack. His spear plunged down.



The step had worked, and it had not. Connections were being made in his interface. New knowledge was blazing through him. He had not stepped through shadows, but it was good practice, and he had done everything right.



He kept going, pausing only long enough to shove the cat into his bag of holding. Next up was a native possum which he felt guilty about targeting, but the desire to learn the skill was too much. Cats were introduced species and did not belong on the continent, while possums were native. Adrian had always wanted to protect native animals. Maybe his framework was wrong, maybe all earth animals needed to be considered indigenous and get the same protections. He shoved the thoughts to the side. A philosophical argument was not going to slow him from acquiring the ambusher’s step.



Shifting from old shadow to new shadow on the tortuous slow approach, his foot stepped on a leaf three meters short of the possum. The crackling sound was loud and unmistakably out of place. The possum spun and fled up a nearby tree. He let it go and entered a nearby house instead. It was infested with rats, normal horrible rats.



The rats could not penetrate his ambusher skills at all. As the sun rose over the horizon, he practised the strange process the pathway skill had mapped out. Visualise the shadow step, then walk it.



He visualized the step, his entire self wavered, and he found himself standing over the rat.



A shadow step.



A successful attempt.



He felt the buzz blast through him as he fully acquired the skill, the interface locking the knowledge inside him. There were billions of calculations facilitating the step. Every time he used a step, the calculation engine that was his interface provided the grunt power. His fragile brain and intellect only directed the action.



The pathway was complete. Dark vision and shadow steps were his to command. The shadow step process did not use mana, or at least did not utilise his mana pool. Instead, the technique was closer to that of the courier. It tapped an internal energy pool, using all the energy in his muscles instantly.



“Yes,” he whispered, and the rat bolted away from him. It was terrified that something so large had been behind it unnoticed. It disappeared into a nearby crack. “Have a good life, little rat.”



Adrian did a little dance in the shabby broken house. No one watching the silly grin plastering his face. “Hell yeah.”



He retired to his room and was woken by the Bird bell signalling the end of the watch. As he sat down for lunch, word filtered in that the Bird had attacked a refugee house. Twenty more dead.



“We have to do something,” Greg insisted.



Thoughts?



The interface flashed.










Chapter 45




He clicked through curiously. It called the tab Killing Stuff More Powerful Than You.



Interfaces are non-
 sapient
 and cannot come up with a strategy. This interface’s use is as an information store of what you acquire and the general knowledge that is permissible under the rules that manage interfaces and the massive data processing help it gives.



Whatever!
 I know you cheat.



There was a grumpy pause before the text started scrolling.



If you are killing something substantially stronger than you, let's say, something that can fly and has immense self-healing capacity, then you will need the following:



	

 A method of trapping a gigantic beast. For those who are slow, this is to stop it flying away. Most cultures have at some point developed traps that could facilitate this.


	

 A method to inhibit the self-healing.


	

 A way to hide or avoid damage while killing the monster.





Alternatively, though it is not recommended you could just go the old smash smash method. If the smash smash method feels like it is out of your capabilities, then…



What?



Feeling a flash of irritation as the text stopped scrolling.



If the smash smash method feels like it is outside of your capabilities, then…



It is.



Hint 1 - Smash smash method is bad voodoo.



Hint 2 - Investigate traps and natural terrain. You might even know some locals who could help.



Hint 3 - Bush Alchemy



Hint 4 - Eggercough Slugs



Hint 5 - What happens when you clip a chicken's wing?



“What happens when you clip a chicken's wing?” he asked the table.



“It can't fly,” Susie answered, delivering one of many funny looks that came his way. “Why?”



“Just having some genius inspirational thoughts,” he quipped back.



The interface laughed with him for that.



Considering bush alchemy for a moment, there were three options that could affect inherent healing. They all fell under the poisons bucket.



A plan was forming in his head. He needed somewhere to trap the Bird, maybe utilising a giant bear trap. Once trapped, he could use fire to damage the wing and then throw potions to stop self-healing till the Bird’s reserves were exhausted. ambusher’s step and fade abilities would let him avoid notice and escape if the avoidance failed. Eventually, he could finish it with magic once he had damaged it enough.



“I have a method to kill the Bird,” he told everyone.



An image of a man rolling on the floor, laughing hysterically.



“Actually, it is more concept than a method,” Adrian continued.



The man in the image started slapping the floor, gasping, trying to breathe. “Stop, you are killing me,” The old man panted.



Adrian grimaced at the interface but decided to ignore it. Concept might have been overstating progress, but even a glimmer of idea more than counted.



“What?” Greg asked.



Adrian ignored him. The local man, while a good tank, was not an outstanding leader and unfortunately did not realise it.



“I need to talk to Graham,” he told Susie and Kozzie. “I also need to go exploring to see if I can find some ingredients for a potion. Can we get Graham up here for dinner and anyone else with good local knowledge?”



Susie nodded, and, with that, Adrian and Kozzie headed into town to see if they could afford the pathway book.



It took everything they had, and still the trader was not happy. Adrian could not bring himself to care because the trader’s rat face and scaly tail creeped him out.



“This book is awesome,” Kozzie told Adrian when he flipped it open the moment it was in his hands. “There are eight chapters,” he muttered, focusing on the text. “I am limited to two at once.” He kept reading, a thoughtful look on his face. “I'm going to start with knife return and basic throwing.”



With a quick glance at the sky, Kozzie sat down on his bum in the middle of the street. “No,” Adrian growled, dragging him back to his feet. “Let us get under cover first.”



Kozzie jumped to his feet, thinking Bird. Only an idiot would do something in the open.



They looked around. There was no rhyme or reason to where the traders set up; they were on a suburban street. Adrian was about to suggest they break into one of the abandoned-looking houses when Kozzie started walking back towards the Hotel.



Adrian said, “There is a park just up here. I am pretty sure it has a toilet block.” With a squeal, Kozzie took off at a run. Cursing, Adrian jogged after him. Kozzie quickly gained ground and ducked into the park well ahead of Adrian. The area was in a town safe zone, so Adrian did not bother increasing his pace. Anything dangerous, Kozzie should be able to deal with. When Adrian reached the park, Kozzie was ducking into the toilets with two long knives drawn in his hands.



He looked around. It was a lovely park with a swing set and some climbing equipment. Three massive oaks provided shade. Even his youngest was mostly over swings, but all of his kids would have loved scrambling over the climbing equipment. He could just imagine them laughing and running wild and probably having the other parents looking at them funny. It would not happen. Flicking away angry tears, Adrian sprinted the last ten meters to the toilet block to get away from the images of past normality that had made his imagination run so wild.



Kozzie was sitting down between the urinals and the metal sink. The book was already out, and he was in a daze. The toilet smell was hauntingly familiar, the smell of a toilet before the world fell apart. Unpleasant and pungent, but so completely normal. With a sigh, Adrian picked up his spear and stood guard over his friend, breathing shallowly through his mouth. It took Kozzie almost fifteen minutes. It would have been stupid to do this in the street.



When Kozzie stirred, he smiled in a satisfied manner, his eyes filled with a silver swirl reflecting the tail end of the knowledge imparted. “Awesome, better than levelling up,” he said, grinning. “What is next?” he asked.







“I am going to the Murrumbidgee River,” Adrian told him flatly.



“That area is all burnt out.”



“Not the river, but the banks,” Adrian agreed, “but the river is where the herbs are going to be.” He remembered the holes in the road, wondering if he was a crazy genius or just plain crazy to think about going after the Bird. Then he remembered the flashing octopod, its tentacles, and the screams fading away to nothing. How many would the Bird reap?



Never again.



Kozzie was used to him when an idea in his head. Even when they worked together, Adrian would often decide a course and go off and do his thing, and there was no chance of anyone stopping him. They would always joke about how stubborn Adrian was. “In fifty years' time, we will be toasting about how the solar oven only got delivered because of the pig-headed stubbornness of the project manager.”



“If you get in trouble, just climb a tree,” Kozzie suggested.



Adrian laughed, his laugh echoing strangely in the concrete toilet.



There was no true way to avoid the roads, but he travelled through the front yards, preferring to skirt in the shadows through the lawns where the shadows of trees and structures provided a spot for him to shadow step. There was a balance to the shadow steps. He was doing two or three a minute. It sped him up without puffing him out too much. Within five minutes, he reached the north side of town where the fire lizard, or whatever they were, had gone to work. The smell of old smoke reached him before the visual confirmation. Despite having been told repeatedly about the event, despite the repeated descriptions, the level of destruction was still horrifying: Kilometres of burnt-out houses, destruction more complete than any disaster video he had ever seen.



Boom!! Nuclear bomb. Not even a nuclear bomb, could have done what he was seeing.



When he reached the border of the area, heat throbbed off the land. It was not a problem for today. Today’s focus had to be on the Bird. He turned away from whatever had destroyed half the town, left the burnt landscape, heading instead for the river.



As he walked along the boundary, he kept watching the desolated landscape. His identification caught a lizard.



Fire salamander



This creature generates intense heat around it. It uses strong claws and Fire Bolt attacks. It is immune to fire and vulnerable to ice.










Chapter 46




They were communal beasts, but not technically pack hunters. They would not swarm outside their area and continually expand like invasive species. Instead, they would usually claim a territory and be happy within it. However, once they had claimed a territory, they considered it to be theirs absolutely. If there was an intruder, they would swarm it and drive the intruder away. Once you left the territory, they would rarely continue to pursue. They were an interesting species. Once every fifty years, they would expand; it was the only time they showed higher levels of intelligence. Scouts would go out to determine an appropriate future territory. Then, after returning, the hive would debate the best territory and then split. The fresh territory always bordered water, usually a river. In addition, the fresh territory rarely displaced sapient species and avoided overlap with strong aggressive monsters.



An ice missile crackled into existence in his hand, and he pumped ninety mana into it. It flew with its typical crackling energy and smashed into the lizard, cutting through it like a knife through butter, almost blasting it into two. It was one dead lizard.



Briefly, he considered crossing the thirty meters to loot the lizard. In and out with shadow step should not get him into trouble. However, the focus had to be on the Bird, and he could not afford unnecessary risks right at this moment.



Safety first.



Reluctantly, he continued on.



The river laid out in front of him in all its dirty brown mediocrity. It was little more than an enlarged stream. Identification went into overdrive. This close to salamander country, there were no human outposts. For all intents and purposes, he was back on his own in a post-apocalyptic wasteland, though it differed from the solar plant. There were kilometres of charred homes to his left and broken abandoned dwellings to his right. At their best, they would not have been much to look like; now, they all resembled homes scheduled for demolition. All that destruction, bathed in brilliant sunshine.



There were more animals, too. That was pretty obvious the moment his feet left the road. The regular hunting parties had cleared the area surrounding the Hotel and throughout the major areas of town. Out here, they had not expended the same effort.



Move quickly but efficiently. Eliminate threats with the lowest expenditure of energy. If they were on the powerful side, bypass them all together.



The waterway was a bonanza for his gathering skills. He found the algae he was searching for pretty quickly. It was a weird vibrant orange, and it was plentiful. An entire twenty meter stretch of river was bright orange because of its spread. Using his spear, he fished it out. Shove the spear in, make swirly motions to collect the stringy strands, and leverage the mass of algae out. Once out, he placed it onto a nearby rock in the bright sunshine to dry out a bit. After smoothing it out and squishing the strands to push out the water, he would go get more. It was back-breaking work with the algae holding water and making it hard to move. But within thirty minutes he had gathered enough.



The next required ingredient was lycan fungus. It grew along the north side of riverbanks. Squinting up at the sun. Yep, he was definitely on the wrong side, which meant he needed to cross the river. The water was opaque, a murky brown liquid. With animal life intensified by the alpha physics conversion event, he would not risk swimming. Cursing, he climbed up the steep bank and leveraged himself up a tree so he could look both ways to search for a river for a crossing. From the relatively high point, there was a magnificent view. Back the way he had come was the salamander wasteland. Across the other side of the river, the semi-tamed landscape of the outskirts of a sprawling country town, large blocks with crappy houses. He could not see a single human over there, and most of the houses had gaping gaps or open doors.



Forty thousand people used to live here. And now? Fix what you can. Sometimes, it felt like they were winning, and then he would be reminded of the cost.



Focus here and now.



Down the river, Adrian saw an old bridge just around the next bend.



There.



There was no guarantee that it would still serve as a crossing, but it would be a good start. With parting looks at salamander wasteland and the equally depressing abandoned houses, he scrambled down the tree to finish his gathering.



The bridge was, of course, broken. Supports still stuck up from the river unbowed, but the arch had fallen in. The arch had fallen in chunks, the enormous pieces sticking out of the water. With luck, they might have formed some stepping stones.



Praying that it would be sufficient, he returned his focus to the path required to reach the bridge, careful steps, retreating as required. It was slow going, but avoiding mistakes was more important than speed. The bridge had formed a stepping stone pathway. It was not even that challenging to walk and jump across. There were disturbing bubbles coming out of one patch of the dirty brown water, but he was past it quickly with none of the nightmare he had feared erupting.



On the correct side of the river for his purpose, he crept along the river bank, keeping his eyes open twice. Just because he could, he shadow stepped to avoid trouble.



A pack of
 molubs
 were not even hiding themselves.



Molubs were like a cat-frog cross. They were as big as a leopard and as ugly as anything he had ever imagined. They made George Lucas’ Star Wars creatures look unimaginative. They had a bulbous frog head with a sleek body that moved with the feline grace of a cat when on all fours, but their back legs allowed them to hop like a frog. They were the colour of their environment, browns and greens. His regional knowledge let him know that they had a variety of water magic spells but were incredibly vulnerable to piercing. Their internal organs were held at pressure, and, if you pierced their skin, the equalisation of pressure could kill them as the pressure in their insides equalised.



They were an animal equivalent of a glass cannon, able to give out immense damage but easily shattered.



Stepping through shadows to a spot behind the first one, Adrian stabbed down as hard as he could. The spear pierced easily. He tried to pull it out, and it stuck for a moment. A harder tug with all of his energy behind it pulled it out with a slurp.



Thank god, losing the spear this early would have been a disaster.



What looked like a wave went through the molub’s body, radiating out from the hole he had caused. One of its eyes burst, and he heard the snapping of bones.



Then he stepped.



It was exhilarating. One second he was standing behind a dying frog, and the next he was behind an equally unaware frog, perched fully in its blind spot. Just a matter of plunging the spear held above his head down, driving it straight into the brain. There was no pressure wave this time, but the frog died just as quickly.



Another shadow step.



This time, the molub was moving, turning around to look towards where its pack mate died. Unfortunately, Adrian was now behind it. Instinct had it turning towards danger where one of its pack had died. Instinct failed it. Another quick thrust into the skull.



Another shadow step.



Now to safety. He was in the shade of a tree well up the bank, away from the molubs.



Safety first.



Ambusher's
 fade kicked in. Adrian was breathing heavily; four shadow steps was exhausting. There was one, maybe two in the tank, if he needed it. The second one would leave him gasping on the ground, unable to do anything for a couple of minutes.



Too close to the line. From now on, only two offensive steps.



Below him, water magic was exploding everywhere. The animals did not know what happened, so they attacked everything. Three of them had died in seconds, but they could not see an enemy. More molubs burst out of the water. Another four added to their ranks. High pressured water sprayed out, hitting anything that looked suspicious. It was sharp as razors, and a small bush was cut down.



Safety first had saved himself again. Trying for a fourth kill would probably have exposed him to the counterattack. While they were random, bad luck could still kill you.



Feeling his shadow step reserves, he waited for them to recharge sufficiently, so he could launch further attacks. Below him, the wild explosions of magic slowed down as the molubs realised the futility of their counterattack. The eight creatures communicated with each through puffs of water. Five stood guard while one investigated their dead companions. They were smarter than they looked.



Time ticked passed.



The molubs were arranged in a circle facing out, ready to hit anything that threatened them. Their bulbous eyes gave a wide range of vision, but the inside of their circle was safe for him.



Adrian smiled, watching his reserves. They ticked up to full.



Another step, another quick stab into an exposed back. Once more when he pulled out the spear, a wave went through the Molub and killed it.



Another step back to safety.



The grotesque creatures were now spitting random shards of water at everything around them. Their formation got tired, and their heads swivelled to try to see everywhere simultaneously. They extended the range of their attacks, switching to water missiles which they blew through the mouths. The missiles did significant damage to the ground, even at a range of twenty meters. A direct hit would hurt but not maim. Holding himself still, Adrian chose to risk the slight damage rather than expend his shadow steps.



Ambusher’s fade meant that molubs subconsciously avoided firing at where he stood. The missiles shot past and seemed to hit everything else around him. Their mana reserves dipped. Battle lust consumed him.



Once more, the attacks started sputtering out, but this time it was through necessity. The mana reserves of three of the eight molubs had hit zero. They shifted around awkwardly, launching leaps at random spots to see if they could flush anything out. One of them leapt towards him, landing just two meters short. His muscles locked, and he did not move.



Another shadow step. The spear went in deep. He pulled it out, and the molub spasmed in a way that flesh and blood creatures should not. Tying itself into knots, both its eyes disintegrated. This time, he did not step straight away, instead pivoting neatly and slicing the spear across the ribs of a different molub. This had less impact, though it still jerked spasmodically. Another step, and he took out a molub that was five meters away. The area he had just vacated got speared by four water spikes, one of which blew through the head of molub he had only wounded. He stabbed in and out absently, and shadow stepped once more to safety up the bank.



It felt good to step from one side of the battle to the other. He was puffing as he watched his remaining enemies.



There were still four left. They were watching the shadows. Adrian wondered if they would retreat to the water, but they considered themselves Apex predators. So instead of running, they looked out for him. His shadow magic reserves topped up. Five shadow steps were available. It only took four. Spear in and out, shadow step, spear in and out, rinse and repeat.



It was almost too easy, but that was what happened when you leverage your skills to the maximum extent. There were some creatures this would not work for, and they would make mincemeat out of him. Memory of the Bird came to him, and he shivered. The harvested monsters contributed a core each, and the pads of their feet were special and could be used in a variety of climbing gear. He suspected other components would be similarly useful, but his regional knowledge failed to highlight anything else. Maybe it all got smashed when the funny pressure wave went through them.



The fight was not for experience or loot. Instead, the bank where they had established themselves was covered with lycan fungus. It was spread over the rocks. He spent the next twenty minutes gathering it by scraping it off the rocks with his knife. Then, he headed back home to make sure he got back in time to talk things over with Graham. After that, he would need to check the effectiveness of his bush alchemy potion on the eggercough slugs.










Chapter 47




When Adrian got back to the Hotel, aching from a hard day's work, Graham was waiting with some others.



Impressive.



Graham had an air of gravitas about him. Some people shrivelled under the crucible of change, some people thrived: Graham was one of the latter. He was a level ten warrior and noticeably larger than he was in his supervisor days. Though fit, he was still old.



Graham looked at him quizzically for a moment. “I see your hair is a bit thicker,” he quipped, clearly referring to Adrian’s youthful appearance.



Adrian laughed. With the ice broken, they greeted each other enthusiastically. Graham just took it all in and told Adrian that he had already spoken to the families of those who had died at the plant. Over dinner, they spoke about their individual journeys since Armageddon. Graham was now part of the major’s team. They were planning on consolidating the town centrally, so they could protect everyone, form a close-knit community, and keep the same laws as previously. Occupations would have to be changed drastically with far more hunters and fighters than before, though they would still need farmers.



Adrian told Graham how he planned to put together a team that wanted to get back to Melbourne. They’d skill up and then head over there once Wagga Wagga was stable.



“Which brings us to the Bird,” Graham said. There was both hope and despair in the older man’s voice.



“I need to trap the Bird first, then when it is trapped, I will use my special bush alchemy potion to weaken it. When the Bird is weakened, I would then finish it with my spear or magic, most likely with magic.” It was a very quick overview, but probably all that Graham needed for now.



“So, we need somewhere to trap it,” Graham mused.



“I walked by one of its kill sites,” Adrian told them. “Where it hit the ground, it left the ground, it left a massive dent. We need to check other kill sites, but I think we can use that against it.”



“Like have it fall through a floor,” One of the men Graham had brought along suggested.



“And then maybe catch it in a bear trap, a big, big, big bear trap,” Adrian suggested.



“But how will we get it where we want it?” another asked.



“It seems to like large pigs,” Adrian said, remembering when it was flying with the pig and the excitement he had felt radiating off the Bird. “We can condition the Bird,” he told them. “It is dumb, we should trap some pigs and leave them as offerings. Get the Bird used to sweeping down and collecting the pigs. It is stupid, it will fall into a habit within days.”



“It won’t work, will it? Big things are smarter,” one said.



“I have super identification skills, and I'm telling you, this thing is just a dumb animal. You can outsmart it. You can outsmart it easily; it's just big and dumb,” Adrian replied.



“How confident in the potions are we?” another asked.



“Against the Bird, we won't know till we attack.” Adrian said, honestly, “However, testing whether the bush alchemy anti-inherent healing recipe works is easy. There is a pest in one of the outlying farms called an eggercough slug. It has inherent healing that is off the charts. I am going to go out tomorrow and confirm the potion works as expected.”



They spent the next hour talking about what they could use to trap the Bird, deciding to keep looking into options while simultaneously getting others to design something like a bear trap for the Bird.



Overall, they were very supportive.



“Can I ask a personal question?” Adrian said at the end. “Have there been any reports of octopod attacks?” There were blank expressions. He had asked around the Hotel on the first day and got similar responses. “A giant tentacle monster that is the size of a moving van?” More shakes of the head.



“Have heard nothing,” Graham admitted, “but I will ask around. Why?”



Remembering the family that was probably dead, remembering the pain and his weakness, Adrian said, “Revenge.” To their credit, none of them batted an eye. Some things were better left buried.



Meeting over, he wandered over to the dining room. He had a little pit in his stomach representing excitement. Shadow steps . . . he needed to show off.



Jules and Kozzie were in the corner chatting animatedly while Susie had been practising her magic on herself. He waved them outside excitedly. Intrigued, they got up and followed him.



Torches lit the entrance to the dining hall. He stepped into some shadows and proceeded to shadow step from shadow to shadow. He knew he was showing off, but he could not help himself. Their jaws almost hit the floor.



“That is the most awesome thing I've ever seen,” Kozzie told him. The others just clapped in appreciation.



“Are we going to go out hunting again?” Adrian asked in return, “I might be strong enough to fight mud wolves now.”



Kozzie nodded. “I've been practising my knife throwing. The basic skill started at 25%, and I'm now up to 50%. I can almost always hit my target. I am no longer completely useless from range anymore.”



“You were never useless,” Jules said, rubbing him on his back.



“I think for now we will use what we know works. Of course, if we get stuck up a tree, your knife throwing skills might become useful.”



Everyone laughed.



“Yes sir,” Kozzie responded with a crisp salute.



“I don't want you guys going every night,” Susie said.



There was an awkward silence, and Adrian knew he had to explain the basic truth. The world was brutal, and they had to do what it took to get stronger and better. “We have to get stronger,” he told her. “There are actual monsters out there, and we need to fight them. In the morning, I'm going to continue developing my plan for the Bird. But for now, I just need to get experience, and these night hunts are not that dangerous.” Unbidden, the memory of the mud wolves came to him. “We won’t go into any houses; we will stick to the wilds where we are like shadows.”



Susie still looked cross, “Just stay safe okay?”



The night run was uneventful this time. They headed straight out into the wilds. With his new night vision, the process was relatively easy. Everything was lit up like it was daylight, and their focus was on gathering and safely eliminating the various animals they ran into. The one thing that became clear was that his vision was better than most of the animals’. The nocturnal animals were supposedly adapted for the night. Evidence suggested otherwise. Even ambusher predators became their prey as Adrian spotted them well before they spotted him.



After a while, they got into a routine that allowed Kozzie to practice his knife throwing with Adrian shadow stepping next to the target, attacking with his spear at the same moment that Kozzie launched his knives. The animal would aggro onto Adrian, and then before it could spin and attack, he would shadow step away and launch magic. The animal would then charge him, and Kozzie would melee attack unless it was close to death, in which case he would finish with knife throws.



They returned a little after midnight; the guards greeted them enthusiastically. Everyone understood that these hunting trips were clearing the monsters from the surrounding lands. They made everyone safer, and the Hotel was getting fewer night attacks. The grapevine told them that areas on the other exposed edges of the town were getting targeted more, not less.



In the morning, Adrian spent the time examining the Bird as it circled overhead. The more time that he got to watch, the more he felt like he understood the animal. His magic focus was active the whole time, allowing him to see more details than would be possible with just identification. There was a weakness to acid and to fire and earth magic. His mind ticked over: Acid weakness with strong inherent healing was just like the eggercough slugs. The third hint the interface had given him was important. Maybe he could combine acid and anti-inherent healing into a single potion, manufacture the ultimate weapon against the Bird. He would test it out, he decided.



Deciding not to waste time, he started travelling towards where the trader was based. He moved in the shadows while watching the sky. The trader waited out the Bird in the garage of an abandoned house. That garage was right next to where he usually set up in the centre of town.



Actively moving when the Bird was in the air always made his heart beat faster. Whenever he saw it sweeping through the sky, his breath would catch. After long hours of watching it, Adrian knew that he was safe, intellectually. Logical safety differed from instincts. His base animal brain wanted him to run, hide, and cower.



Safety first.



Always use shadow steps to cross uncovered spaces. Know where in the sky the Bird was, and always keep partial cover in that direction. Ambusher’s step allowed him to move safely through the uncovered areas. He used his stealth skills when walking under cover. Despite that, he still paused when the Bird was overhead, engaging ambusher’s fade each time.



Walking stealthed under partial tree cover was easily sufficient to avoid the Bird’s attention. Hours of observation confirmed that even basic cover greatly weakened the Bird’s notice, let alone stealthing under cover. He could have explained to experts why he would be safe, why the Bird could not see him. He could explain the difference between partial cover and no cover, how the Bird’s eyes were evolved to spot things outside cover. His logic was impeccable. He would win the debate against experts. His logic would triumph over their arguments because they were wrong, but they could damn rational considerations. When the Bird was coming towards him, he was going to freeze in his boots and pray that it did not see him.



It was around a two kilometres walk from the Hotel to the trader. Adrian was surprised by how many of the houses looked decrepit and abandoned so close to the centre of the town. It seemed like only one in five houses were occupied. Adrian hoped this was a result of the consolidation that Graham had been talking about. Out of curiosity, he investigated one of the abandoned houses. It felt like the house of an old couple. There were lots of plates hanging on the walls, and all the furniture were beautifully polished antique pieces. The house was empty, but it had been left rather than abandoned. There was no blood or bodies, no open cupboards, no leftover meals. All the trash had been taken outside.



Probably Graham’s consolidation at play. A small wry smile. When he left, the door could not be shut as the hinges had warped. Maybe they had left even earlier. With any luck, they had made it to nearby family or friends when the alpha particle changes happened.



When he reached the trader, the rat man was alone in the garage. The hairless rat tail still made the primal animal in him howl, but he quite liked the trader apart from that. He played the victim perfectly to the point of making fun of it. No matter what the suggested deal was, he would complain outrageously. Despite suggestions that Adrian was related to spawn from hell, the trader did not bargain all that aggressively. Like with Sam, the barter deals were all favourable.



Vials were passed to him. They were small and fit perfectly into a fancy leather case. He had slugs, then the Bird, so bulk purchase was the only option. 20 vials to a case, so he purchased ten cases for 200 vials. Along with them, he could purchase a copy of
 Regional Lakes and Waterways
 to give someone at the Hotel. From one evening’s fighting, it seemed like a great haul. Satisfied, he headed back towards the Hotel and got back just before the end of Birdwatch.



Brunch was starting up. More unrecognisable meat. It tasted nice if you shut your eyes and ignored the fluorescent blue colour.



After eating, he handed off the book and told everyone that he was going to take out the eggercough slug infestation that he had seen on the way to Wagga. Everyone asked if he needed help, but he shook his head vigorously, reminding everyone that his skills meant that he was usually able to work better alone.



For the next hour and a half, he brewed anti-inherent healing potions. First step was pulverising the two ingredients together. Second step was the careful addition of water followed by letting the mixture rest for five minutes till the colour changed from orange to purple. The third step involved heating the solution. The instructions were to use hot coals, but he used magic instead. When the colour shifted to a lighter purple, you needed to do the fourth step which involved rapid cooling and stoppering to prevent air getting in. His ice magic ensured that this step, which was the trickiest, always went smoothly. While waiting between each step, he practised the second part of his plan.



This involved picking a vial filled with water out of his bag of holding, flicking out the cork, and then pushing it across the room with his air gust spell. He used the air gust spell to guide the potion perfectly before flipping it up at the last moment to leave a puddle of water exactly where he was aiming. He threw over 500 vials of water, taking care to lose no corks or break any of the vials. He had placed all the cushions and scraps of them near where he was throwing to help the vials’ chances of survival. He still broke three of the little glass containers, but it was a good trade-off for the amount of practice he got.



At the end of the brewing session, he checked his skills. He was sixty percent of the way to a new skill called Guided Potion Throw. In Kozzie language that was outstanding. By the time he was ready to fight the Bird, this skill would be second nature, which was important because he suspected most of his attention would be needed to focus on trying to stay alive.



After that he found an old car battery and drained off the sulfuric acid. He made two sets of hybrid sulfuric acid and anti-inherent healing potions. One set with one-third sulphuric acid and the other with two-thirds sulfuric acid. He was going to experiment with the eggercough slugs to see which formulation did the most damage. Both the Bird and the slugs were vulnerable to acid, meaning the test with the slugs should be determinative.



With his potions prepared, it was time to fight to the slugs.










Chapter 48




On the trip out, he moved quickly, avoiding confrontations. A cat did little to give itself away. It perched high up on a mutated gum tree. The mutations had thickened all the branches and turned the usual grey bark to an ugly maroon. The bark could now absorb blood spilt on it. The cat in the branches had entered a symbiotic relationship with the tree. How a native tree could do that with a non-native animal was another mystery.



The interface flashed.



Might be worth a laugh. Everything had a nice, simple explanation.



He clicked through.



Many Alpha native animals can influence latent mutations. When these animals come through in an Alpha Particle event, they can find local flora and direct the latent mutation potential in a matter to suit them.



Whatever. Just another quirk.



The cat was dangerous. It had magic abilities to entangle someone’s feet and use wind to cut or knock off balance. It had the ability to sharpen its claws to cut through anything. It was also four or five times faster than Adrian.



He shadow stepped to the base of the tree, watching the cat, alerted by the tree, start to turn and face him. Another step further away, then another. Turn and look. The cat was on the ground at the base of the tree where Adrian had briefly stood, but it was looking around, perplexed.



An open grin.



Shadow step is so much better than I ever imagined.



Continuing on in stealth, Adrian reached the infestation, and he paused.



The slugs, of course, were still at the house. There were very few things that could kill off an eggercough slug hive, and of those that could, even fewer would want to. The Bird, for example, would have no interest.



Plucking out a one-third sulfuric acid potion, Adrian’s magic focus flared in anticipation. The potion, aided by magic, hit the slug perfectly. The acid started burning into the slug's body while the anti-inherent healing kicked into effect.



The slug squealed, and the other slugs suddenly started coming over to help fight off whatever was causing the problem. Standing in the shadows, they could not see him, which allowed him to be perfectly safe while watching the interplay of the inherent healing and the acid. Out of curiosity, he fished out a two-thirds sulfuric acid mix and launched it at a different slug. Like the first, his wind gust skill took the potion and tipped it up at exactly the right moment so the whole potion fell across the slug's back’. The slug also started squealing immediately.



The acid stopped burning the first slug. The potion he had sent had been mostly anti-inherent healing, so he launched a pure sulfuric acid flask at it. The acid burned deeply with the inherent healing barely fighting against it. In moments, the slug shrivelled up and stopped moving. The acid on the second slug was also depleted, so he launched a one hundred percent acid flask at it. The flask hit, and the slug sizzled for a brief moment before inherent healing kicked in and fixed the damage. So, it seemed it took two-thirds of an anti-inherent healing potion dose to overwhelm the healing process. Just to check the hypothesis, a third vial of sulfuric acid got poured over a third slug. It sizzled, and the slug screamed, but the healing took over almost immediately and removed the acidic burns.



More slugs were emerging from the house, attracted by all the squealing. To complete his experiments, he sent a pure anti-inherent healing vial at a fourth slug. He watched the three slugs, happy that the potion's impact had played through fully.



The experiment was a success. The one he had attacked purely with sulfuric acid was completely healed with no damage; likewise, the one that had just been hit with anti-inherent healing was undamaged. Adrian focused on the moment. The internal magic of the slug was only slightly weaker than the slugs to which he had done nothing. Of the other two slugs, the one hit with a two-thirds anti-inherent healing potion plus a sulfuric acid flask was dead. The one hit with a third anti-inherent healing and the rest sulfuric acid was damaged but still alive. For that slug, there had been insufficient anti-inherent healing used.



The dose to kill an eggercough slug was two-thirds of a flask of anti-healing and four thirds of a flask of sulfuric acid.



Adrian smiled grimly as he sent vials of sulfuric acid and the healing inhibitor flying. Sounds of sizzling squealing slugs filled the air. Once he had killed 12 of the 13 slugs that had emerged, he tested his regular attacks against the final slug.



He started by hitting it with a single sixty-mana fireball. The slug responded by charging him. He shadow stepped, and it kept going towards the space he had just vacated. He hit it with an earth spike followed by a dark missile. The slug turned towards his new position. Over half of his mana reserves had been used. The slug had already fully healed. A quick squint confirmed that its inherent healing was only slightly weakened.



The ugly thing moved towards him. He shadow stepped behind the slug and stabbed it with his spear before reversing the spear and hitting it with the blunt head, baseball style. The slug was spinning around to face him, so he shadow stepped again. By the time he looked back, the slug was undamaged and shooting poison into the space he had just vacated.



Nowhere near powerful enough.



But he did not need to be. The small vial moved in his fingertips. Such power. Bush alchemy skills and preparation made the fight simple. From the shadows, he threw two potions.



The squeals intensified, and the last slug shrivelled up. Confident in his ability to both escape and kill the slugs quickly, he snuck into the house. From the shadows, he tossed potions and only needed to retreat once, when enraged slugs started carpet bombing the room. Twenty-six cores later, a fireball launched from his hands to slam into the house. There might be eggs.










Chapter 49




The trip back to the Hotel was uneventful, yet he skipped every few steps on the way. It broke his stealth every time.



Adrian marvelled at the power of the eggercough slug, the futility of every strike against it, how it had so easily shrugged off both his magic and physical barrage. Then, toss a couple of potions and the stupid things melt away. Yay to intelligence.



Telling the others was going to be so exciting. He had real tangible progress. His stomach rumbled. Now that his entire day was actively fighting, ambusher's stasis did nothing for him, and he always felt hungry. The colour of the meat was always interesting. He often wondered whether the chefs were making a point of cooking a different colour every day.



Arriving back, a grim-faced Graham intercepted him on the way to the dining hall. “You need to come with me,” he insisted, guiding Adrian away and in the conference room’s direction.



Mind racing. What was happening? Why the face? Had the Bird done something terrible?



“What's up?”



“I will explain in a moment.”



No warmth at all. Pure business. The conference room was ahead. Pre-Armageddon, being the sticky beak that he was, he had checked it out. It was not impressive. Like everything else, the conference room was a standalone dwelling. The room reminded him of the larger meeting room at his old job, the room that could never be booked because important people liked the space and had their secretary abuse the booking system. It was big enough to seat maybe twenty people around a single table, when you wanted that format. Otherwise, you could fit a dozen small desks facing a speaker.



His step stuttered. A grim-faced man was standing guard next to the conference room door, six feet tall and Caucasian, brown eyes, shaved dark hair and a masterful scowl. It was the massive sword, with the bottom section of the blade dug into the soft ground, that was captivating. The hilt reached the man’s chin, with his hands grabbing the guard like he was doing a push-up. Clearly longer than the man, it was difficult to imagine how it could be used in battle. How did you fight effectively with a sword longer than you were tall? How did he even lift it?



The sword itself felt mildly energetic, which suggested some magical power though his identification showed him nothing specific. It was a weapon of war, sharp edges, polished steel and not a single flowery adornment. Plain, sharp, functional, and massive.



The man identified as a level two without a class, so, a non-standard interface. He was faster and stronger than Adrian. Both strength and agility were over 50 percent higher than his. It was a lot, but not enough to explain the sword. Even if he was 100 percent stronger, Adrian doubted it would give the man the strength to fight with the sword. Lift the sword? Sure, but fighting required many times more power than that. It did not add up. It was a puzzle, but one Adrian knew he would need to leave for another day. Maybe the sword was enchanted to be lighter in battle, or maybe the man gained strength when fighting.



Level 2 with a non-standard interface, clearly possessing a lot of power.



“Steve,” Graham said with respect, “this is Adrian.”



Steve looked him over with a critical glance. Adrian wondered what Steve was thinking, but the face gave nothing away. “Leave the Spear,” Steve finished simply with no hint of humour, the hard man’s eyes flicking away towards where a big box laid.



“What?” Adrian asked before he could catch himself.



“No weapons with the major,” Steve told him, his voice flat. Then, some softness appeared in his eyes for the first time. “The mayor does not like the reminder,” he clarified more gently.



Adrian had thought about showing off, maybe a quick shadow step or maybe some magic, but the import of the clarification caught him and cooled his initial flush of anger. He was not being asked to ditch the spear to make him defenceless in front of the major; rather, he was being asked to leave it aside to allow everyone to remember back to better times before scientists screwed them over.



Since he had purchased the spear, it had not left his side. Even when sleeping, he had laid it on the bed next to him. It had been a crutch, a source of protection against the wider world, a tangible reminder that he was safe and could protect himself. Entering the room without the spear would resonate within him, provide him with normality.



Without fuss, he knelt and opened the large wooden box next to Steve. It was already half full of weapons: two axes, two swords, a bow and arrow set, and a heavy mace. The spear was placed carefully and securely on top of the other weapons.



“The bow and arrows belong to the major,” Graham told him. The weapons glowed with magic. Adrian's identification told him that the bow granted twenty percent extra power and improved accuracy. Graham's axe joined the other two in the box, “She is a great shot and practises religiously every day to get better.” He checked the other weapons, but nothing apart from the major’s bow and his spear had any magic infused. The rest was just metal and wood, shaped into weapons.



“Just go in,” Steve ordered when their weapons had been placed “they are expecting you.”



Graham walked in like he would walk into any normal conference centre, a quick tap to announce their presence, and then he opened the door and entered.










Chapter 50




The room was set up in a single table format.



A woman stood up. She exuded a country girl's air, happy, sun weathered, used to hard to work and an aura of extreme competence. Just past middle age, she had bronzed skin, laugh wrinkles, and sun-bleached blonde hair. Her eyes were sparkling blue, and it took him a couple of seconds to realise that she was dressed in chainmail with long knives in her belt.



“Hi, I'm Sally, Major Sally,” she corrected with a wry smile, “and you must be the amazing Adrian I keep hearing about.”



She was laying it on thick. What was the “amazing Adrian” crap? Memories of the house and the little girl. If they knew, their attitude would change quickly.



Something felt wrong. The major was too important to have come all the way out here over something that they had already agreed on and were working towards. Graham by himself would have been fine. So, not the Bird. Then there was Graham’s stressed manner. Something was definitely up. He had been in these sorts of situations at work, and it was always best to be patient till those more powerful came to the crux of the problem. Rushing them was never a good idea.



“My companions,” Sally continued, indicating the other four men and one woman in the room “Are what I am dubbing my Security Council, every one of them has saved lives at the risk of their own since this started. These men and women are why the town has a chance to come out of this as a functioning entity.”



“This,” she said, pointing at an older balding gentleman. He was clean shaven and had spent his life being fit and strong. “is Senior Sergeant Brooks. He used to run local police. Next to him,” Sally pointed at a younger woman with dark hair and ethnic features, “is Senior Sergeant Chen. She was community liaison officer. Her name is Tamara,” she continued “and Sergeant Dave Williamson.” Dave Williamson was a young, six-foot four picture perfect policeman profile: strong, tall, a boy scout haircut, and a friendly face. The major continued, “and finally, we have Craig Lofthouse, who is not a police officer, and used to work as an analyst in city hall, but in the last three days has proven to be one of the better fighters out there.”



Craig gave him a wave. Identification told Adrian that Craig was a level 7 Druid.



The entire party was looking at him.



“Hey all, I am Adrian. I used to be a project manager, and now I am a stealth mage.”



“Graham has vouched for you,” Sally told him, her voice light with humor, “He said you were competent and ethical pre-Armageddon,” she winked. “High praise, as Graham struggles with compliments. Since then, you have looked out for people and have a plan to kill the Bird.”



Adrian nodded guardedly.



“But that is not why we are here,” she said.



Yep, he had read the room right.



“Everyone, have a seat,” Sally continued.



“Adrian, I saw you heading to the dining room before I caught you. So, help yourself to drinks and biscuits,” Graham suggested, roughly pulling out a seat and then nodding towards the centre of the table where there were dozens of cups and saucers, two large silver jugs that were labelled as containing hot water, and a fancy wooden box which contained instant tea and coffee sachets.



Adrian waved away the offer, “Why are you here?”



Sally was unflustered. “Dave?” she said, inviting the young man to speak. Despite his first impression, now that he had been in her presence for longer, he could see that the impact of the overwhelming change showed into Salley’s eyes. At heart, she was petrified, just like the rest of them.



“I lead one of the better raid groups,” Dave said, “probably the premier raid group. I have been taking my team around to eliminate any threats around the populous areas. Yesterday, around twenty houses got overwhelmed by the spreading of some slugs. We had known about the slugs, but they were previously only taking up four to five houses on the edge of town. Unfortunately, they expanded their area and took over eighteen houses, including six that were occupied. We don't have exact numbers, but in their expansion they killed at least six and a further three are missing. Someone who had read a regional book identified them as eggercough slugs, and if we do nothing they will keep expanding.”



Adrian suddenly understood why he was there. Last night, in the meeting with Graham, eggercough slugs had been raised.



“The slugs are surrounded by populated houses, so we could not ignore them. Tony, one of my guys, has read the regional book you recommended. He understood the tactics that could remove an infestation. Lots of long spears supported by healers with ranged firing over the top: a slow and steady approach trying to take on as few as possible at once. Tony was not sure about our firepower,” Dave’s voice sounded shaken.



Adrian’s impressions from regional knowledge books had been clear. Those who had formed the eradication team had been levels 30 to 50, and the major’s entire team was here. It had not gone well.



“We got together as a team,” Dave continued, oblivious to the expression on Adrian’s face, “Talked it through and concluded we could not ignore the slugs. Then the question was whether we should get extra help. We had a vote and narrowly decided that extra help would be more of a hindrance than a help. You can only focus so much fire in one place before you get in another's line of fire.”



“You failed,” he whispered.



“Yes,” Dave agreed, looking unfocused at the wall in front of him. “Tony gave us all the warnings. How they would heal and heal, how they would spit a nasty poison attack that would get stronger and stronger the more often you were hit. We fought anyway.”



“We did everything by the book. We picked the edge of a range. We picked on a single one, we had multiple tanks armed with long spears backed up by a row of healers and then ranged damage dealers. We drew just one slug with an arrow. It squealed and charged us, then another ten followed.” Dave's voice took on the hypnotic qualities of a man telling a horror story, “Our spearmen stabbed down and held off the first slug. Then they used their spears to hold off the second wave of ten. The slugs were squealing and spitting their poison and trying to push forward. Our healers leapt into action to keep the tanks up. Our ranged attack focused everything on one slug. The output of energy was glorious: arrows flying, flames hitting, dark magic withering, vines coming alive under them, and shredding the targeted slug with thorns. Within seconds, half of our mana was depleted. I ordered a pause of the attack to see what had happened. The slug we had targeted was still alive, and there were eleven of them shooting at us. The healers were already looking strained.”



Dave looked up at that point, “I made the decision. I called the retreat.” His eyes lowered, “and some tanks could not retreat. Two of my men called for everyone else to run. They knew they could not get away. They launched themselves at the slugs physically landing bodies on them to stop them moving. Between them, they probably stopped eight of the slugs, but there were three on the right unimpeded and they spurted forward. Two more tanks got hit. The poison made their legs spasm, both of them yelling at everyone to run. They spun around, and they kept tanking. They held off the last three slugs long enough for the rest of us to get away. I lost four men. The slug we damaged was as good as new by the time we cleared the area. Twenty of us, and we did not hurt one of them.” Dave was looking up at him, the pain and anguish clear on his face, “My team couldn’t touch them. We can't let them keep expanding, or we lose the town. And even if we get every raid together, I am not sure we can beat one at once, let alone eleven. We need help!”



“You did the right thing,” Sally said firmly into the silence. “We had to test their strength, and you had to retreat when you did.”



“I should have got more men.”



“No, it would not have helped.” Sally insisted everyone knew that the statement was true.



“You have performed exemplary,” Senior Sergeant Brooks said in agreement.



“So, you have all come all the way out here to ask for my help?” Adrian asked.



“Beg,” Sally told him, “otherwise we will have to evacuate everyone and go elsewhere.”



“And we don’t know if anywhere else will be safer.” Craig, the analyst, said.



“But if we can’t deal with the slugs,” Sally continued, “we will have to risk it because this entire town will belong to them within six months.”



“No need to beg,” Adrian said with grim intent. “My experiment worked, and I killed twenty-six eggercough slugs earlier today.” The entire table looked shocked.



“You couldn't,” Dave argued.



“I did,” Adrian interrupted, grabbing six cores from his bag and placing them on the table. He could see everyone analysing them. The evidence was clear. “but not how you think.” He let them consider what he was saying. He was sure they were all imagining him bringing fiery destruction or at least some magic down on the slugs.



He pulled out two single stoppered vials without showing them. “I killed them with these,” and then with a flourish, he produced the two vials. Identification did not work on potions, so, as far as they knew, he was just showing off water. “When I tried to fight against one of them with just my magic, I could not harm it. But these,” he twirled the vials, “Killed them within a minute.”



“What is it?” Tamara asked.



“Two thirds sulfuric acid,” he told them, standing up, knowing he needed to show his skills, “I drained off the acid from car batteries.” There were knowledgeable nods around the table. “Mixed with a potion that destroys inherent healing.”



“Ahh,” several responded.



“That easy?”



“You pour it on them,” Craig guessed, “Acid does the damage, then the anti-inherent healing stops the regeneration.”



Adrian winked at the analyst and pulled out a different vial, “this is my practice vial,” he said, waving it around, “It only contains water. Sally, can you just put an empty glass in front of you,” he called out.



For the demonstration, he got up and walked to the other side of the room. There were about ten chairs between them. Then he threw the vial as he had practised. The wind gust took over and controlled the flight. When it went over the glass, he tipped it out, so all the water fell neatly into the glass on the table.” There was no applause. Everything was too serious for that. The wind gust continued to place the vial gently on the ground.



“I have adapted my wind gust spell to enable me to direct potions over distance. Combined with my stealth skills, I can just stand in the corner and throw these all day long, and slugs won't see me.”



“Do you have enough potions?” Sally asked, cutting straight to the chase.



He shrugged and nodded at the same time. “I have enough for the eggercough slugs, but not for the Bird. The potions are a mix of bush alchemy, anti-inherent healing potion, and sulfuric acid. I will need to collect more sulfuric acid for the slugs, but after that, I will have enough to take care of them. For the Bird, I will need more vials, probably bigger ones, and I’ll do another round of potion making.”



Sally looked at Craig. I will have sulfuric acid and larger vials brought here by tomorrow,” he told them.



“I will kill the slugs tonight,” Adrian told them. There was no real rush, the slugs would be unlikely to expand in the short term. However, maneaters had to die.



“Okay then,” Tamara said, “I am hearing the slugs can be dealt with tomorrow, so topic two: the Bird.”



This was a conversation Adrian had been expecting, “we need an ambush point.”



“My guys have been looking into that,” Graham said, “we have three candidates.” He held up three fingers. “One,” he changed his hand to hold up just the single finger, “is an underground parking garage. It will take a fair bit of work, but we can probably prime the lower levels, so that when the Bird attacks the levels will collapse and trap it.” He moved to hold up two fingers. “The second option is an external cellar on one of the old houses in town. Like the parking garage, we can pull out some supports and it will crash down when the Bird hits. The third option,” he now held up three fingers, “is to repurpose a mine entrance. The entrance is large. About a quarter of this room.” He indicated a large space that stretched from the front of the room to where Craig was sitting, “It drops eight or so meters down vertically. The experts are recommending the mine. You could put an old barn door over it and lay some soil and dead leaves over the top as camouflage. I liked the cellar, but the others seem to think it is a bit hit and miss, and we only get one go at this, so the mine is just less risky.”



“Cover it up now,” Adrian ordered, remembering his observation of the Bird. “The Bird is dumb, but it's still a bird. It is still an animal; it will suspect changes on the ground for a day or two. If we put down the camouflage now, I can almost guarantee that it will forget the change within a few days.”



“How many days?” Tamara asked.



“I would say three to be safe. Over three won't help you. If it's still suspicious after three days, then the memory is embedded in its long-term memory, and it will be suspicious forever.”



“We will camouflage the mine tomorrow,” Graham said, “and then we should be able to get a bear trap in there within the four-day window.”



“What else do you need?” Tamara asked.



“Just what I have already said, large vials, and . . . let's say a bathtub of sulfuric acid. The vials need to be purchased so their corks are easily removable. In addition, I'll need a day to gather ingredients and half a day to make the potions, though I would recommend someone accompany me for both gathering and potion brewing. That way you have the knowledge in case it is helpful to fight something once I have left.”



He could see the relief in the eyes of everyone around him.



“Is there anything else we can do for you?” Sally asked.



Adrian shook his head. “I lucked out with my interface and the mana storm. I have been lucky to get skills that let me hunt quicker and with more safety than anyone else. I need to pay back that luck.”



The meeting ended, and he reached dinner before it was all packed away. The brief euphoria on his trip back from the Slugs was demolished. The horrible new world had just killed four men who had been fighting for their community. All they had been trying to do was build a better world for their friends and family, and now they were all dead, not to mention the nine people who had perished in the initial eggercough expansion.



Fuck the world.



There was a stirring of emotion, but the interface recognised his mood shut up. He wondered what would happen if he tried to rip it out.



Caught up in an image. Nothing had changed, and he was still in the dining room. The flaking wallpaper had not been altered yet something told him he was no longer in reality. The entire ceiling fell away. Noise, dust and falling bodies.



Oh God.



Three clowns, white faces, red noses, colourful outfits landed around him. One was riding a unicycle!



Everything reverted to normal. Heart thumping. Ceiling above him was still intact. Bottling the anger up inside. A ringing, mocking laughter.



You are on right on the line and if you go too far.



A calm, firm sense that one of them had crossed the line, and it was not the interface. Agree to disagree?










Chapter 51




Dinner was almost over, but there was still some food: just stew, everything more appetising had already been consumed. Susie, Jules, and Kozzie were still there.



“What's your plan tonight?” Kozzie asked him, hopefully. Adrian looked up from eating his food. He had not said a single thing since he sat down because he had been so consumed in his own thoughts. Everyone had accepted the silence. It was a common thing these days, and they readily granted a bit of space to reflect.



“I'm going to go after the eggercough slugs tonight. I'm going to wait till after dark and then head out and destroy them.”



Everyone nodded. The story of the eggercough slug invasion had already spread through the Hotel, as had that Adrian knew a way to finish them.



“I guess I'll just practice doing my knife throwing,” Kozzie said, with clear disappointment. Adrian shrugged; he wasn't in the mood for it. and honestly, Kozzie should have known better than to act so childishly. He shoved another mouthful of the solid stew into his mouth. It was not super tasty, but at least the meat was not fluorescent.



As Adrian left, Jules grabbed him, and before he could stop her, she gave him a big hug. “He was only trying to lighten your mood,” she whispered to him.



He did not want comfort from anyone. He did not want anyone to lighten his mood. He wanted the anger to drive him to get stronger. He wanted the rage to force him to maximise every moment, train hard, fight longer, get stronger. The octopod and the pain of failure drove his vow to get stronger. Next time, it would end differently. In a way, the world was now his responsibility. It was not his fault. He was not the cause, but he would do his best to mend the world: kill monsters, save humans, get stronger and do it all again.



He had left while still hungry. With the last of the sunlight, Adrian would gather more sulfuric acid. He wandered through the Hotel grounds, scavenging from the abandoned cars. His route took him via the Holiday Inn. The trashed building where the Bird had attacked was all too visible. The massive indents where it had first come down were visible from distance. Two terrible enemies. The eggercough slugs tonight and the Bird in a couple of days when their trap would snap shut. Dreams of triumph filled him, and he put his head down and focused on the immediate task. Gather the battery acid and get the proportions of the potions right.



Full darkness came, and Adrian stood up from where he had sat down to watch the Hotel. Slugs, then Bird, and then Melbourne. His hand still hurt from the sulfuric acid that had spilt on it. Looking at the hand, he saw it was immaculate, even the small hairs had grown back. It still hurt.



The slugs were mostly active during the day; at night they would often only have one or two sentry slugs out. The night attack was in the probably futile hope that, being day animals, they would be slower at night.



It would be a simple trip. Night was his element. The Bird nested, and the area between the Hotel and the town was mostly secure. Not enough to lower his guard, but, for someone of his skills, it was trivially easy.



Street signs were still up and visible and showed him where to go. House numbers were not available, but the directions were good. The slugs’ yellow markings in front of him almost glowed in the night vision. Freeze and look around. There it was, a single slug close to a house. Adrian moved closer, two vials in his fist. Sneaking close, he saw another slug moving around the house. He grabbed a third and fourth vial. He made four quick throws, and they squealed like the world was ending. For them, it was. The process was quick; the potion countering the natural inherent healing worked in moments. The vial would hit, the acid would start burning, and then its healing would flow from the rest of the slug towards the damaged section. A wave of anti-healing would come from the wound. This wave would quickly overwhelm the animal’s healing. With magic focus, the interplay was like beautiful waves of colour, the intense green of inherent healing overwhelmed by the sickly yellow of anti-healing. The slugs turned a sickly yellow, and then the acid went to work unimpeded.



Two scouts, down. They had squealed. Perplexed, he stared at the house. Regional memories agreed with his own experience: The rest of the hive should have swarmed out to fight. Nothing happened.



Watching the house continuously with magic focus, he leant down to loot the two cores.



What to do? Where were the slugs?



Still in their house. Maybe the scouts had died too quickly, and fear of a terrible predator had suppressed the swarming instinct. He scouted the house. There was an open door and another two holes drilled into the side of the house. The extra exits confirmed that this was their hive location.



Where were they?



Somewhere deep in the house, for sure. As safe as the shadow step made him feel, he had no desire to go into the house to face up to twenty slugs in tight confines.



A small smile. The house was wood.



I wonder if slugs are smart enough to understand the risk of wooden houses.



The wolves had not.



A feral smile.



Multiple fireballs hit the door. The wood caught alight. He made quick movements, silent movements, including another shadow step. He saw the second exit they had created. Two more fireballs.



The flames were spreading quickly. Over half of his mana was gone, but it would recover. Adrian took a position in front of the doors. The fire should drive the slugs out. It was spreading. There was orange light through windows, and smoke was curling up above the houses.



The slugs were squealing within. The fire would not kill them, but it should drive them out.



Sure enough, a slug wiggled its way out of the exit he watched. He ignored it, waiting for the rest of the hive to come outside; he did not want the slugs thinking the fire was safer than the outdoors. A second and third one emerged. And when the seventh came, only then did he throw the vials. The slugs did not know what was happening, and there was no hostile response until the poison hit the ninth slug.



All the slugs that had emerged started firing random attacks. It was apparently a common tactic in alpha physics monsters when the enemy was hidden. He was still standing twenty meters away from the house. The four slugs that had come out far enough for him to be in range were also the first four he had targeted. They were already dead.



The slugs, oblivious to the futility of their actions, kept firing everywhere. The nearest slug poison splotch landed harmlessly over five meters from him. He kept throwing and throwing and throwing his potions as the slugs poured forth out of the house. There had been twenty in the colony. The house continued to burn while he watched the exit. The fumes of the poisons were still visible, so he kept waiting. The flames were dancing, and smoke was thick in the air. The poison and acid fumes diminished.



Looting time. Anger driving him, he enjoyed pulling the cores out of every slug.



As he did so, he thought about the battle. It had gone smoothly, but he still considered calling it a night. He was a little concerned about having to burn down every house. In the daytime, the slugs would have come when he took out the sentries. At night-time, that did not seem to be the case. Thick smoke filled the air, so he wet some cloth and tied it across his face to help his breathing.



Maybe the slugs had learnt about what he did in the house out of town. Maybe they failed to emerge out of fear. If that was the case, then night might explain their strange behaviour.



From his regional knowledge, Adrian had learnt nothing to suggest that day was better than night. In fact, if night caused them not to come out, then everyone would have fought the slugs at night. After all, fighting slugs one or two at a time over weeks would be superior to get swarmed by twenty at once. Yet, in the regional knowledge, it was always daytime.



Could the regional knowledge be deficient?



The sense of affront was clear. The interface thought it was ludicrous that, after something put in so much effort to build the interface and trader system, they would then lie about stuff.



He agreed.



There was no advantage to fighting at night. The slugs had not responded as normal because of how quickly the scouts had died. With the windless night, it would be best to proceed and finish it now. If they still failed to come out, then he would burn every house down.



While he was circling the house to be certain that no slugs had slipped past him, there were some humans watching from forty meters down the street. They could see nothing more than the fire, but with his dark vision, they stood out like it was daylight. From forty meters, he could see Dave amongst the men and women who had gathered.



They all had approving hard expressions. Abandoning stealth, he went over to them.



“They did not come out,” he told them.



Dave just nodded respect. “We will stay here and make sure nothing escapes. Fire or monsters. Give them hell!”



Give them hell.



It was a great sentiment. With a nod, Adrian turned back to finish what he had started. Back to work. The second building was not infested. No open doorways and no holes in the walls meant no infestation. Adrian did a quick walkthrough of the building anyway. Except for some non-native bats, it was empty. He left the bats alone; his identification skill told him they were harmless.



The harsh stench of smoke invaded his lungs with every breath. The still night meant that the smoke stayed close to the ground. It was a fitting ambiance as he worked to bring them hell. In his short walk to the next house, the sentries were already visible.



Two more slugs died squealing. The hive, or community, or whatever the correct description, responded by pouring out of the house. They boiled out of all four entry and exit points. Adrian retreated momentarily with a decisive shadow step. The slugs fired indiscriminately in all directions. Unfortunately for them, they had no idea where he was. They kept moving out, looking for the threat. Their threat level to him lowered as they did so; once there were three or four meters between each slug, he unleashed. Within three seconds of exploding into action, four slugs were hit, and two of them were screaming in pain, no longer able to shoot. There were now sizable gaps in the slug ring to let him step into it without ever getting within spitting range. He cleaned up the slugs systematically. Eighteen died, and he walked on with a maniacal grin, grey ash smudged on his face.



It was war, and he was the angel of death. Tonight, he was no coward. His euphoria evaporated at the memory. If only he…



He reined in his thoughts. Discipline.



Furious at the world and these specific monsters, he moved on to the next house. Too many people had died. The acrid stench of smoke was welcome. The flickering of flames now a fair way behind him matched his mood, and the dark cloud-filled sky was part of the new world. He was at war, but the ambusher’s skill set saved him. It was the ultimate discipline, patience that superseded emotions of fear and anger. It kept him in check as he tiptoed through the houses, searching for his enemy.



Another house with sentries, brick this time. Fire would not work. He hoped the slugs would come out, so he killed the sentries without hesitation. They squealed, and the slugs boiled out. This time, he started throwing before retreating to speed up the fight. Once more, he never let them within spitting distance.



Safety first.



They died in a glorious cacophony of squeals.



As he looted them in the aftermath of the quick skirmish, he picked out one of the monster cores from the animals. Would the core teach him the inherent healing? Finding a spot against a tree, ambusher fade engaged, he slashed his dagger quick across the palm of his hand. The hand stung and blood welled up from the cut. It was amusing that this act of consuming their essence was the closest multiple hives had gotten to hurting him.



The flood of images hit. It was nothing like when he was using the imp cores. Instead, the slugs’ essence was boring hunger: eat, defend, mark territory, and live for the hive. It was a stupid, useless, instinct-driven creature armed with terrible weapons that killed people. Its inherent healing was instinctive; he felt like he learnt nothing about it. He checked his stats, and nothing came up as being learnt. Just to be safe, he consumed another four more and then rechecked the stats. His inherent healing had moved up by .01 and he had gained 0% of a poison gland ability. Maybe the cores were useless for him.



He’d keep them for the traders, and if they were worthless, then he would use them himself. With his entire haul, he might improve his healing by 20 percent, which would not be bad. He hoped the trader could sell something better.



At the next hive house, the slugs were out in force. They had spread out evenly, waiting for him. The bloody hives could communicate with each other!



Like always, he struck from the shadows. The moment the first vial hit a slug, they all started firing acid everywhere while surging forward from where they stood. A shadow step maintained his safety margin; the slugs kept spitting the poison to random spots while making erratic sprints forward.



Retreat. Rely on stealth. After two minutes of their frantic activity, they stopped firing. All the plants around the house were dying. He snuck forward once more to preserve his shadow steps. He picked a suitable spot with several exit paths. Breathing deeply, he threw six bottles at three slugs. Before the first squeal started up, all three had been hit. Then he shadow stepped sideways, throwing another six vials. The targets were responding to the first attack. Their poison attack barely went over six or seven meters, and he was launching from fifteen meters away. He retreated further. Safety first.



They screamed and died quickly. The rest kept up their frantic motions and attacks, but there were too few of them now. He could target the remaining slugs safely. He did not have to retreat again.



He swept through the house and the other houses around it. The sun was rising. One house burnt down. At all the other houses, the slugs had come out of their hives, and of them, there was only one house where they combined random firing with sprinting that challenged him. The rest of the houses had been cases of standing outside of range and picking off slugs one by one.








Chapter 52




Dave was still keeping watch, though there were fewer people around him. Adrian shared everything with him. All the slugs should have been dead, but someone should go through carefully to make sure. If there were any leftover, he would come back later to finish them. For now, he had to crash.



Dave patted him on the back, “We owe you, mate. Next time, we’re having some beers.”



Adrian just waved him off.



Halfway through his walk home, he worked out what was bothering him so much. Jules, Kozzie, and Susie were his friends and had become his responsibility, and they were so vulnerable. They all needed help to get stronger. Knife throwing was doing wonders for Kozzie. It filled his weakness, and, if there were tanks to distract the enemies, then Kozzie flashing in and out of shadows would do a heap of damage.



Jules was different. For some unfathomable reason, she had chosen a barbarian class. She would charge heedlessly into battle, consumed by rage. She was so young and infectious with her laughter and carefree manner but was still so vulnerable. He could see them starting a fight against something like the eggercough slugs and the rage would take over. That meant she would not retreat, even when the battle was lost. The berserker nature would overwhelm common sense, and she would die.



What can I buy to help Jules?



Calculating . . .



He wondered what the interface was calculating and guessed it was taking everything that he knew about Jules and comparing that to all the things that a trader possessed to work out the optimal solution.



Acquire Pathway of the Troll Aspect



A single simple answer. The lack of options told Adrian that the troll aspect would suit her the best. In the distance, there was the familiar shape of a trader cart. It might be a recent addition to the town or an existing trader moving to a new location. Fortunate.



“Sam?” he asked in surprise when he got close enough.



“Adrian,” Sam greeted him back with a genuine smile, “it is good to see you again.”



“Good to see you too.” His mind raced, “What happened to your other spot? Are the people ok?”



“They are fine,” Sam said dismissively, “I am a travelling trader. I travel. Sometimes I travel on the winds to a brand new planet, and sometimes I travel from town to town on roads, pathways, and sometimes even the wind.” He winked at the last part.



“Well, it's good to see you are looking well.”



“And you look like shit,” Sam responded, laughing. He could not even argue about that. Ash covered him, and he was sure that sweat lines ran down his face. His clothes and armour were ripped and splattered with the horrible yellow slime that the eggercoughs called blood.



Adrian produced one of the eggercough cores and handed it to Sam. Sam's eyebrows raised. “These are valuable, but probably not as valuable as you hoped, given the length of the fight.”



“They were an easy fight,” Adrian said, grinning, “you just need to bring the right materials and skill sets.” He handed Sam one of his remaining sulfuric acid and anti-inherent healing potions.



Sam took the cork off and gave it a sniff. He nodded in understanding, “Smart, most people would not think of this. I will buy them and sell them as
 Eggercough Slug Poison
 . I think they will sell well, but I will need at least 100 vials. It will make the potion available in the future.”



That last bit of Sam’s statement made Adrian pause. If he sold the potions, then humans across the globe could access it. Future races caught up in an alpha physics Armageddon would get access. It would save lives now, and who knew how many in the future?



If I sell, will these potions be permanently available?



His interface flashed. Unsurprisingly, the trader tab was blinking.



New goods and knowledge is automatically incorporated into Trader stock. The spread of new goods and knowledge, both locally and for future Armageddon events, depends on local factors. Primary factors are usefulness of item and knowledge and availability of materials. If the item and knowledge depend on local fauna or flora, we will not incorporate it off the planet. It will still spread locally if deemed to be useful enough.



Are these potions useful enough?



The image he got back was just a snippet of Sam speaking, “It will make the potion available in the future.” Someone would need to ask the right question. However, if they asked the right question, they would get the chance to buy the potion to fight the slugs. It would save lives.



“I don’t have that many,” Adrian told him, deciding to ask Sally to organise the sale of the potions to a trader at a later stage. He felt giddy. He was affecting the world and saving lives. Then he remembered a man screaming, gripped by impossibly large tentacles. His mood fell.



He nodded towards the eggercough core “I have one hundred and thirty-two of these and four called advanced.”



“Forty-five energy for the normal ones and two hundred for the advanced.”



“Wow!” Adrian exclaimed, genuinely surprised. He had been expecting something similar to the imps.



“That is five thousand nine hundred and forty for the basics and an additional eight hundred energy for the advanced. You are rich,” Sam said, “Would you like to sell?”



“Just barter,” Adrian said with a wink. “I was wondering about the pathway of the aspect of the troll.”



“That's a powerful book,” Sam agreed, plunging in the drawers below the cart to produce a book. He set it down in front of Adrian, “Four thousand energy.”



“I was wondering if, through barter, I have enough to upgrade this to a memory stone?” he asked. Instant knowledge would always beat knowledge that could take months to earn.



“No,” Sam said gently, “this is a pathway book only. To gain the troll aspect, you need to gather materials in addition to knowledge.”



“Can I just have a moment?” he asked, gesturing at his head.



Sam nodded with a grin, “Go for it.”



How about Susie?



Insufficient information



Is there anything you would recommend?



Calculating . . .



He waited, wondering what weird and mysterious thing would be suggested.



Two small bags of holding.



“Two small bags of holding,” he said out loud, “plus the pathway of the troll aspect book.”



“Ninety-two cores.”



The interface flashed, and he opened it, curious: Was Sam trying to trick him?



Agree, with the addition of the two advanced cores.



Adrian’s eyebrows rose a little at the advice. He was not used to paying more than the quoted price.



“Ninety-two cores plus two advanced ones,” he countered, offering a smile as he did so, mindful of how ridiculous he would sound to anyone listening in. He had decided that going with the interface’s advice was wise. At worst, it would cost him four hundred energy, and, given how things had worked, he suspected he would get significantly more back from this gesture than that cost.



“That is very generous of you,” Sam said, “It is rare that good will be returned so readily and graciously.” Sam bowed his head as a sign of respect, “I humbly accept the deal.”



They exchanged items. “This is going to sound stupid,” Adrian said.



“I doubt that,” Sam replied seriously. “You have shown great wisdom so far.”



“What exactly does the pathway of troll aspect teach?”



Sam laughed uproariously. “Maybe a little stupid,” he chuckled. “Don’t you think that maybe you should have asked that before we agreed to the deal?



Adrian looked at him with the best poker face he could.



“Officially, all interfaces are non-sentient,” Sam said with a wink, “Maybe next time, you should pretend,” he paused for effect, “No?”



The interface throbbed strongly in agreement.



“I don't know what you're talking about,” Adrian said, “I am planning on giving this as a gift, and I was wondering if you, as a salesman, would have more eloquent words to describe the gift than a humble fighter like myself. I am not the best with language, and I thought you might have a cheat sheet.”



Sam laughed again, and the interface sent him powerful waves of approval.



“I do not mean to offend you, good sir,” Sam said, once he got himself under control. The words were modified somewhat by a small wink in the middle of the sentence. “This cheat card,” he produced the card with a flourish, “might help you remember nice words when you present your gift.”



Sam handed over a small lacquered card.



“Thank you,” Adrian said, “I hope we can do business again.”



“Me too good, sir,” Sam responded with mock formality. “If I might be so bold, maybe you should go somewhere where you can safely rest. You are almost falling over on your feet.”



As he walked away, Adrian took a peak at the card and almost tripped over his feet, making Sam’s word come true.










Chapter 53




Troll Aspect



The pathway of the troll aspect is a hard path to walk. Upon completion of the pathway, someone with a standard interface will have gained the following:



●
 
 Plus 8 to Vitality.



●
 
 Plus 8 to Strength.



●
 
 2 percent health gain per second.



●
 
 75% chance for mortal wounds to be reduced to minor wounds.



●
 
 Rebirth. Wounds that would have resulted in death instead reduce health to 1 point. All existing damage sources are cancelled, and it grants immunity from all damage for 10 seconds. Subject is paralysed and cannot move until they are fully healed or 52 seconds have passed - whichever is greatest.



●
 
 -4 to agility when wounded.



Reading information, he was almost drooling. This book was equivalent to two of his levels.



Can I keep this for myself?



Disapproval thumbed at him.



His interface flashed, and he clicked through. A tab called knowledge acquisition flashed.



Knowledge is the ultimate driver of survival in an alpha physics world. The ability to know your enemies, shape your magic, choose your skills, use your weapons to damage, and your skills to escape aids survival.



Knowledge can be acquired in a variety of ways.



●
 
 Knowledge imparted from hard work and repetition has no drawbacks.



●
 
 Knowledge acquired from the use of experience rarely has drawbacks, but the acquisition of too much knowledge too quickly can have some detrimental effects in a small minority of cases.



●
 
 Imprinted Knowledge can create issues if too much is absorbed too quickly.



There are methods of directly imprinting knowledge in people's heads. These include Scrolls, Pathway Books, Memory Stones, Cores and via a Master who has acquired appropriate skill to impart the knowledge. Knowledge implanted via these means needs to be limited. Gaining too much knowledge directly from sources has the potential to do severe long-lasting damage to intellect and other attributes and can even create burn out, permanently destroying previously acquired skills.



There is always a balancing act to be achieved. Using imprinted knowledge is critical to improving chances of survival. Increasing attribute points, particularly intelligence and attribute points related to the imprinted knowledge (i.e., Agility and Strength for knife throwing) increases the safe level of knowledge that can be absorbed.



Your existing pathway book, plus the recent use of cores, puts you in a position where further acquisition of imprinted knowledge is not recommended.



We estimate chance of negative feedback from
 Pathway of the Troll Aspect
 at 20%



A lecture. The interface must really have disapproved.



Imprinted knowledge was critical. With it, he can materially improve his ability to fight and even increase his attributes. However, there were limits, so he could not just keep buying pathway books and scrolls to get stronger and stronger. Instead, he would need to plan. It was what the interface had been doing all along, he realised abruptly.



Content smugness surrounded him.



His interface flashed again, the ambusher’s tab was visible and flashing.



Ambusher’s Steps, like most stealth skills, depend on agility. A sudden drop in agility is likely to disable the ability to stealth effectively or to use Ambusher’s Steps. A substantial decrease in agility will prevent the ability to shadow step.



(A magic practitioner who is relying on Shadow Step should be careful not to be hit with any debuffs to the agility attribute. There are various poisons and spells which can reduce Agility, and it is vital that the magical practitioner is aware of them.)



Adrian felt stupid for a moment. This was information that he should have known about. It was in the training he had done to develop ambusher’s steps. Precise movement and careful body contortions were required to effectively place your foot in exactly the right spot. The immense flexibility and core strength necessary to stop the other parts of the body shifting and accidentally hitting nearby branches or brushing against the cliff face required agility. Even the attribute increases in Agility and Perception should have clued him to the importance.



Especially for shadow steps. He remembered learning the skill, the need to plan the movements and then execute them. While the movement was instant in a very real way, he would traverse the terrain silently and stealthily. Decreasing agility would mean that the embedded mental traverse of the terrain would fail because the mind would plan a route that needed higher agility than he would possess.



Troll Aspect would be catastrophic for his build. Whenever he got injured, he could not take a shadow step. Basically, when he needed to retreat because he was being hit, he would lose his most important skill.



The interface flashed again. Opening to a tab called “Barbarian”. A lot of text scrolled past his eyes too quickly for him to read before it stabilised.



True Barbarian Buff



Receive increased strength equal to the difference between your natural strength and natural agility score.



Adrian somehow knew that natural referred to her attribute score without the effects of magical armour or spell buffs. The minus four to agility when wounded would increase Jules's strength by four. When she got wounded, she would get stronger and become a better Barbarian because her damage was strength-based.



The text in front of him scrolled again.



Barbarian Agility Buff



If natural agility is 1/3 of natural strength when in battle, use two-thirds of strength as your agility attribute.



The minus four when wounded became an even larger buff for the barbarian class. Not only did it increase strength and therefore damage in battle, it meant they might trigger the Barbarian Agility Buff. Instead of it reducing Agility, it could very well increase Agility as the two-thirds of strength got used instead. It also meant that the Barbarian Agility Buff would kick in sooner. If the average person started with ten to Agility, then, even if they put all their statistics increase into strength, they would not use the buff until they reached level 20, at which point their strength would have increased to 30. With the minus four buff when injured, you would only need your strength to be increased to 18 before agility buff would apply. Then, every three points into strength would increase Agility by two points in the future.



The immediate buff to Jules' build was huge.



Thank you for your advice,
 he thought to the interface. He would have never thought to get something like the troll aspect for Jules, and it was so beautifully tailored to her. It would buff strength, vitality, healing, and agility. It would be an amazing upgrade for her.



The interface was quiet. There was not even a flutter of emotion. He was too exhausted to care. By the time he got to the Hotel, the Bird was in the air. He got to his room and collapsed asleep.










Chapter 54




Someone was shaking his shoulder. “Adrian,” someone whispered. He tried to shrug them off, wanting to sink back into sleep. “Adrian,” the voice repeated as his brain kicked into gear and recognised Kozzie.



“What?” he asked grumpily. “What time is it?” The sun was streaming into the Hotel, but he had turned into his private quarters. The sun did not bother him; he mostly slept during the day.



“Just after lunch.”



His survival instincts suddenly kicked in. Why had Kozzie been whispering? Something was wrong. He sprang out of bed, snatching the spear up from where he had laid it.



“Easy tiger,” Kozzie said “The major’s team is here.”



“Oh,” he responded, feeling a wide range of emotions “I guess,” he started, before trailing off, not sure what he was going to say. He was still waking up. He looked up at Kozzie and his confusion must have been plain on his face.



“They want to talk,” Kozzie told him, “they seemed pretty relaxed.”



He had fallen asleep fully dressed, so he was technically ready to go. He glanced down at the blood on his armour and sniffed his pits. He stunk. He wondered if the bush alchemy list had anything to stop odours or deodorants. There were three options. First chance, he would make the two that he already had ingredients for. The third option’s ingredients should also theoretically be easy to collect, and he would keep an eye out for them.



“Lead away,” he said, grimacing at his smell.



Kozzie took him straight to the same conference room as before. Steve, the same scary level two, was standing there watching him with those cold eyes. His sword was just as large as ever and his expression was bored cruelty. This time Adrian placed his spear in the chest outside the door without prompting and got sent in with a simple eye flick.



“Welcome, Adrian,” Sally said. The mayor looked immaculate, as always.



Feeling self-conscious, Adrian wanted to slink away. “Sorry about any smell,” he said awkwardly, “I crashed after I got home, and there was no chance to wash.”



“I think the time we cared about smells are long gone. Monsters and all that,” Sally said with a disarming grin. She gestured at a plate of sandwiches on the table, fresh bread, “One advantage of being a boss.”



Adrian sat and grabbed one of the offered sandwiches.



He was ravenous.



Sally had come with Graham, Tamara, and the other Senior Sergeant. He panicked a little because he could not remember the first name, but then found he did not care that much. As Sally said, monsters and all that. Throughout his life, he had been bad with names and learned to bluff his way through not knowing someone's name. The term “mate” could pave over any social awkwardness.



The sandwich was amazing. It was ham and cheese, but on the fluffiest white bread. It was perfect, the most amazing meal ever.



“James,” Sally said helpfully, inviting the Senior Sergeant to talk. He knew the name now. All that concern, and they had never been introduced. In their previous discussions, he had just been given the second name, which started with “B”, but blown Adrian could remember any more details.



“Dave gave me the detailed report,” James said, ploughing straight into the key aspect. “Good work with the slugs. Our teams went through this morning. We discovered a nest of four or five slugs in one house that you did not go into. The raid group extracted themselves with no losses. We reckon we can probably mass enough power to take them out, but we were hopeful to use your potion and make it an easy battle.”



No losses were good, but, “Did they almost get anyone?”



“No,” James replied instantly, “one guy got hit by the poison, but they cured him up pretty quickly. It was pretty easy to extract ourselves. The slugs did not want a fight.”



“You did amazing,” Sally butted in, suddenly rolling her eyes. “James is not that great at the whole compliment thing and giving credit.” She grinned. “Given his inadequacy, I would like to thank you formally on behalf of Wagga Wagga for saving our amazing town from the threat of eggercough slugs.” She noticed he had finished the first sandwich and indicated that he should grab another.



He took advantage, grabbing the next sandwich while suspecting that he would probably end up eating all of them. The new sandwich was chicken with mustard and pickles. He
 ummmed
 contently.



“You can have anything you want within reason,” Sally continued, “we have several great unoccupied houses, and you can have your pick of them.” She paused, but his disinterest was clear, “or we can try to give you some energy to purchase something specific to help your trip.”



“Just these sandwiches are payment enough,” he said through a mouthful of food. “Save your energy for things the town needs, regional books, crafting books, and the like.”



She stared at him with the sort of stare that implied, “Just say if you want anything, and we will get it for you.” Adrian stayed silent and grabbed a third sandwich, this time actively targeting the chicken, mustard, and pickles.



Sally finally dropped her eyes. “You are a great man,” she said, “we are in your debt and even more so given your offer to help with the Bird.” She hesitated. “No one outside this room knows what you have offered. You can walk away now and none of us will say anything.”



Adrian shook his head. “My plan might work, it might not. However, I cannot leave with it untested and the Bird flying free.” The killing people bit was left unsaid.



Sally looked like she wanted to say something more. Her features showed an internal war where half of her wanted to keep arguing him out of fighting the Bird while the logical leader half wanted to encourage him to keep with the plan.



“We are going with the mine option,” Graham told them, interrupting the growing awkward silence. “It is perfect. I can take you up there this afternoon and show you, and after you have seen the site, we can consolidate all of our thoughts.”



“I have been wondering about fire,” Adrian said thoughtfully. As he said it, a number of bush alchemy recipes came to him. “I think we will need it to get rid of the feathers, so the sulfuric acid and anti-inherent healing can get onto the skin and do their work.”



“Petroleum is a no,” Graham told him, “that is why all the cars are a smouldering mess. Even when there was no oxygen, the fuel still burnt. It was not as hot as before, but it burnt hot enough to destroy the tank and most of the car. There might be other alternatives,” he continued thoughtfully. “We will look around and see what we can find,” he finished.



“I have some alchemy recipes that might work. I will make sure I gather some ingredients on the way up to the mine. It might be worthwhile if some of your dedicated gatherers come with me, so they can learn what to look for.”



“All the raid groups have gatherers,” Graham told him. “I will get together a mixed raid group to escort us up, including a couple more gathers than usual.”



“Good,” Sally said, “how about the anti-inherent healing herbs? Can you teach us how to gather them and make the potion?”



“Of course I will,” Adrian told her seriously. “In terms of timing, I was planning on going down the river tomorrow straight after Birdwatch ends. It is easier to collect it all by myself, but I am happy to go with a larger group.”



“So, everything is still on track,” Graham told the room, “The Bird took the pig this morning, we have different pigs ready for the rest of the week. We are gathering Bird trap components, and it should be built and installed within two days. Which means we can probably target the official Operation Bird Annihilation for three days’ time.”



“Operation Bird Annihilation,” Tamara said, rolling her eyes.



“Should we head up to the mine now?” Graham asked him, ignoring Tamara and watching as Adrian grabbed his fifth sandwich. This one was another ham and cheese.



“Just need to talk to my team, Jules, Kozzie, and Susie first,” he told Graham “It shouldn't take more than ten to fifteen minutes, then we can head out.”



Smiling, he said polite goodbyes and then rushed out, worried that his team had already set off on a raid. Getting to the dining hall, he sighed in relief to see the group still sitting chatting amicably. Some of the desperation and hectic pace that had enthused everyone for the first couple of days had passed. People were taking more time for the little things now.



“Jules, Kozzie, Susie,” he called out, indicating with his head that he wanted to talk privately. All three of them stood and headed over to him.



“What's up, man?” Kozzie asked, forcing him to give a fist bump.



“I bring gifts,” he told them “First,” he pulled out
 Pathway of the Troll Aspect
 . “This,” he said, grandly holding it up like it was the holy grail, “is the perfect set of knowledge for a barbarian.”



Jules eyes lit up.



“What does it teach?” Susie asked.



Adrian just winked at her.



“Pathway books are awesome,” Kozzie told them, “If it teaches the Troll Aspect,” he said reading the cover, “it will give her awesome health regeneration.”



Adrian ignored Kozzie and continued to hold out the book towards Jules, encouraging her with his eyes to read it.



“Read it,” Kozzie implored, almost jumping from foot to foot in excitement. She looked at Kozzie’s animated face, then took a leap of faith. Asking no questions, she took the book reverently. She traced the fine lettering on the cover and then, with a shy grin, opened the book.



Her mouth went slack, and the pages turned slowly. Unfocused eyes seemed to slide uselessly over the page, but as they moved, glittery light floated from the pages. The book was smouldering in moments; she turned another page. Some drool came out the side of her mouth. More sparkly light went up to her eyes. Tiny flames flickered at the edge of the book. Another page turned. Over five minutes had passed. They stood in silence, watching. They could feel heat from the book. The page flipped again, and there was more light. Then the slackness vanished from Jules' face and the book exploded in flames. Adrian flinched back; it felt like his eyelashes were being singed. Jules, even though she was the one holding the book, appeared to be unaffected.



Jules' face transformed from a slack, expressionless zombie to an all-encompassing look of wonder into joy and excitement. “Oh my god, oh my god, she gushed jumping up. “This is so perfect, so amazing!” she leapt up and gave Adrian a massive hug.



“What did it teach?” Kozzie asked, his hand landing on Jules' shoulder to get her attention.



“Oh,” Jules exclaimed, dropping from hugging Adrian, instead spinning around to hug the surprised Kozzie with just as much vigor, or possibly even more.



Kozzie’s cheeks reddened. “I know how you love knife mastery,” her face was right up close to the blushing Kozzie, “but this is so much better,” she said, releasing the hug, but subconsciously keeping one arm hooked with Kozzie’s. She paused, her eyes going wider as she worked through the pathway book. “There is so much work to do, but oh my god, so good when I get through it.”



“Calm down, dear,” Susie said, laughing in joy at her daughter's excitement. “Calm down. Use your English.”



“It makes my berserk barbarian skills better. I get stronger, more health, more healing, more damage mitigation, and a spell that stops me dying. It is so incredible. It even gives me an agility debuff that makes my passive barbarian skills even more powerful.”



“How did you?” she asked, looking at Adrian. She struggled to find the words, “find something so perfect?”



“My trader friend helped,” he said, lying through his teeth. “He suggested it would be the best for you. And Susie,” he said, turning to the older woman “we need to have a long chat about your plans and what you want to achieve for the next time I have some money. I got these for you in the meantime,” he fished out the two bags of holding “these are for you two,” he said, handing them out to Kozzie and Susie.



Kozzie screamed in delight when he realised what he was getting, and even Susie jumped up and down a little.



It took Adrian a moment to extract himself from the group hug with the other three mobbing him. “Best boss, ever,” Susie said sobbing. She leant in, “For the Julie thing,” she clarified. “A spell to stop her dying. Thank you.”



“I think,” Adrian finally said as he escaped from the hugs, “that I need to go on a trip with Graham to do some Bird preparations.” He stepped away. “Graham is calling it Operation Bird Annihilation.”



They all laughed at that.



“Oh,” Adrian said, suddenly remembering the Cores he still had in his inventory. “Do you need eggercough slug cores by any chance?”



Jules eyes went unfocused for a moment as she thought about it, “Yes,” she answered. “Twenty normal and two advanced.”



Adrian handed the cores over.



Jules did another dance.



Adrian just thought about how convenient it was that he had exactly the right materials. Sometimes it was like he was just a puppet being controlled by the expert ministrations of the interface. The analogy was harsh; the answer was that the interface just knew all these details in advance and took care of things in the background.



“When we get time,” Adrian told her, “we need to talk about what other things you need to get to complete the pathway. I can help.”



Jules' eyes again lost focus for a moment. She said, “The pathway has lots of different creatures, some I need to kill personally. For others, I just need cores. Kozzie can help me with some other requirements.” She grimaced as she said, “He will not like it, but I will need his knives.”



The other two did not get it, but Adrian grimaced. Based on what had increased his own vitality, he could guess what she was referring to. Kozzie only looked interested. It was clear he had no idea what was coming his way.



“I need to go,” Adrian said, with genuine regret. “I will see you all tonight.” It was time to see where he was probably going to die.










Chapter 55




The trip to the mine was slow going. It seems like a large group of very noisy humans was associated with being easy food to the various monsters and animals that had been introduced to Earth. The animals kept coming, and they kept having to fight them. Often his mana pool hovered at near zero, and his breaths were rasping because of multiple chained shadow steps. Multiple times it was only his quick shadow step that saved someone from an ambush attack. Despite the intense action, he had gathered over a dozen different herbs, including several Earth native plants that his identification and magic focus suggested might have unusual properties.



Probably annoying everyone, he talked constantly when the monsters were not around, sharing all the knowledge he had gained to anyone would listen, explaining the properties of the monsters he had just fought, speculating on what other monsters might be like, warning everyone about an innocent-looking vine that would cause agony if touched, learning different skills, and, of course, gathering hidden herbs. Then when he found them, he would teach everyone how to cut the herb out and harvest it to maximise its potency.



When they reached the mine, Graham held out his hand for everyone to listen. “That was a long and hard slog. We have about twenty minutes before we need to head back.” Sentries were organised, and everyone else was instructed to have a rest.



“It is about fifty years old,” Graham told him, as he guided Adrian over to the mine entrance. The barn door made it look like just another patch of forest floor. “They found gold but not a heap,” with a gesture, three of the stronger men went over to one edge of the trapdoor, Graham took the other side. “On three,” Graham ordered. “One, two, three,” then with surprising gentleness they lifted the wood a couple of inches off the ground. They took three small steps at the side to create a gap down to the mine proper before carefully lowering the trap door.



Adrian walked forward and looked through the gap they had created. Graham knelt down next to him. The mine entrance was a large area. It was mostly circular, five to six meters across, and descended almost straight down into the rock for a further six or seven meters before a couple of smaller tunnels branched out. An old metal ladder had been fused into the side to ease entry and exit.



Staring at the space, it was easy to imagine the Bird coming down hard and blasting through the trapdoor. There was no doubt the Bird would go through the flimsy wood. It used to be a barn door, but it was old and brittle. Even a man jumping on it would probably cause it to break, let alone the force the Bird would hit it with. The mine entrance itself was almost perfect to trap the Bird. With it being a similar size to the Bird, Adrian hoped it would become stuck like a cork in a bottle.



Adrian nodded to indicate they could return the trap door to its camouflaged position. The men slipped it back carefully.



Adrian looked around at the site more carefully and smiled. There was a cliff running north east past the mine. It was a jagged affair with different levels like stepping stones going upwards. Trees grew on ledges and at the base of the cliff, reassuring Adrian that there would be patches of shade throughout the morning and smaller ones in the afternoon. On the west side, a couple of giant trees stood so that when the sun started setting, there would be lots of extra shadows formed. Only the middle of day would restrict his mobility. When the sun was straight up in the sky, he would need to retreat to underneath the trees, but apart from that, he would have surprising freedom of movement.



Let's hope the Bird is not late.



Using shadow steps, he skipped effortlessly up the cliff. There was a crevice halfway up the cliff. It was deep, and it was a place to retreat as a last resort. It narrowed as it descended into the rock. Squeezing through the gap, Adrian tested the fit. It was a bolt hole if needed. The Bird could not get him in there.



“This is perfect,” he told Graham when he returned to the mine entrance. “I might need to place some potions around the place as I am not convinced my bag of holding will have enough volume, but there are lots of spots to fight from.”



“How long do you think the fight will take?” Graham asked.



The Bird had so much more inherent healing than the slugs and was hundreds of times bigger. Adrian replied, “Hours, The Bird's inherent healing is off the charts. I hope that I can do enough damage to one of its wings to stop it from flying away if the fight is going our way.”



“The bird trap?” Graham asked hopefully.



“It’s just metal,” Adrian said, thinking about the power flowing through the Bird’s body and limbs. “It might hold it for a couple of minutes. If we are very lucky.”



“As I said, the mine found a little gold. They kept it running for three or four years. There is another exit about three hundred meters that way,” Graham pointed towards the south, “A group of us are planning on staying around. We can hide in the mine safely, and then we wait till the Bird is damaged, and then we can come out and help to finish it.”



“No! I can't communicate with you, and if you come out too soon, you'll just be cannon fodder.”



“We will be around, anyway. If only to help you butcher the Bird afterwards.” Adrian nodded consent to that, his eyes still scanning the terrain. There was no need to worry about other animals: Once the Bird landed and started fighting, they would all flee for their lives. It would be one of those situations where, if something was strong enough to kill the Bird, then they would not want to meet that something.



“So, there is nothing living in the mine.”



Graham shrugged, “There was a nasty rat-like hive, but we took care of them yesterday.”



They headed back to town.



Once more, crashing noisily through the bush attracted every sort of predator. There were lots of temporary injuries, but they all survived. Anything short of losing limbs was just a short-term inconvenience. The entire party got back in good spirits. They had harvested lots of food and a heap of tradable goods. Adrian accepted his share of the various monster cores, figuring he would put it towards whatever he worked out would help Susie the most.



While the large raid group encouraged him to stay and eat with them, he waved them away, preferring to head back to the Hotel and the company of his friends.










Chapter 56




Dinner, of course, had finished by the time he got there, but there was still hot food in the pot. He sat down heavily in a seat next to Kozzie. The girls were nowhere to be seen. Everyone greeted him cordially. Concern about the Hotel group resenting him faded away. Over the last couple of hours, his mind was playing tricks on him. What would he think if someone kept taking food and a room but never helped with the day or night shift? Hate, dislike, resentment.



“Why are people so accepting?”



“We are a community,” Kozzie answered, absently.



“But I am not part of it.”



“What?”



“I am not contributing, I am not helping cook, clean, guard, not—”







Kozzie stopped him dead and looked at him, “You really are dumb arse.”



“Lots of people don’t know the difference between ‘sapient’ and—”



“Not for that,” Kozzie interrupted, waving his response aside. “You think everyone is stupid. Everyone knows you are dealing with the Bird. Everyone recognises the eggercoughs would have destroyed the town.” He threw his hands up in frustration, “How many lives have been saved by the regional knowledge? How much personal loot have you donated? We talk, we all know.” He tapped his head to indicate that knowledge. “Plus, town business is our business. The Hotel has already agreed on a mutual food and protection arrangement with the town. If either group needed food or protection, the other would help.”



Adrian nodded. “I guess.”



“No guessing. You are such a dumb arse.”



There was nothing for him to respond with. Putting his head in his hand, so exhausted, “It has been a long day,” he told Kozzie. “No hunting today.”



“I want a break anyway,” Kozzie said, honestly, “I've been training all day.”



“Where are the girls?” he asked.



“Buying booze,” Kozzie said, almost gloomily, “They joined a group going to the trader; we have used all the Hotel’s stocks up.”



“There's a liquor store just down the road,” Adrian pointed out, “It’s where we got the beers from in the first week up here before the world went to shit. Why don’t they just raid that?”



“Trader’s better,” Kozzie said with a shrug, “and the girls wanted to try some of their special alcohol.”



Kozzie slumped further into his chair.



“You look awful,” Adrian said, finally deciding he could not ignore the signs any longer.



“Training was brutal,” he responded with a shiver.



“Vitality buff,” Adrian guessed with his own grimace.



Kozzie sank back further into his chair, and another shudder passed through him, and he shot Adrian a quizzical look. “The imps kept mangling me at the solar plant, and my vitality went up as a response. Easy enough to put two and two together.”



Kozzie nodded. “She is crazy,” he whispered.



Just at that moment, Jules and Susie came into the room. Both girls had a look of concern on their faces. They hurried over, and Jules slid onto Kozzie’s lap and gave him a hug.



“It is okay,” she cooed to him. She tried to keep her voice quiet so no one could hear. Adrian, in the next seat, heard anyway.



“That pathway is brutal,” Susie said, sitting opposite him with a sad look at the kids. She passed him a bottle.



“Life is brutal,” Adrian half responded, his attention focused on the pair next to him. Watching the interplay between them.



Jules was still whispering to Kozzie. “You did great. You are amazing. You are the best ever.”



Turning, Adrian tried to focus on Susie to give them privacy. “What is it?” he asked, picking up the bottle and asking louder than he needed to. The bottle was a cleanskin bottle with no markings on it apart from a little leaf engraved into the glass on both shoulders.



“Not sure,” Susie said, coming back from where she had walked over to grab two cups. “It is supposed to be a slightly fortified fruity wine.”



Beside them. Jules had presented Kozzie with a smaller oval-shaped bottle. He took a sip and spluttered in response, his face screwing up in surprised pain, hand clutching his throat.



“And that,” Susie said, “is some sort of spicy vodka, plus,” she lowered her voice, “magic mushroom type of stuff,” she finished in a secretive whisper.



Kozzie had grabbed his water flask and was gulping water down, his forehead breaking out in sweat.



“The trader warned us to start with small sips,” Susie said, laughing. “I think Jules forgot to mention that.”



Jules had a grin on her face as she patted Kozzie on the back. “I just thought he needed a distraction,” she proclaimed, not the slightest bit apologetic.



“She had a few trial sips on the way over,” Susie continued, as if that explained everything. “Her first reaction, if anything, was even more extreme than Kozzie’s.”



“Was not,” she protested, half-heartedly. Then she laughed. “Well, maybe I reckoned it raised my Vitality,” she finished. Still recovering from his own sip, Kozzie groaned and pretended not to know her. Which was a challenge, as she was still sitting on his lap.



Adrian turned away with an amused smile and poured a little of the wine in the two cups Susie still held. “Here’s to living,” he said, giving a little toast.



They both took a cautious sip. The wine was sticky, alcoholic, and tasted of pears. Surprisingly, it was not very sweet. “Wonderful stuff,” Adrian said.



“Expensive,” Susie said with a knowledgeable grin, “but we need it after the afternoon.”



Adrian took another larger sip of the delicious wine before leaning over closer to Susie, “What happened?” he asked.



Susie leaned forward with an eye watching the two kids.



“So,” Susie was talking quietly so Jules and Kozzie would not hear. “Jules used the cores you gave her. Then she borrowed one of Kozzie’s knives and told me not to heal her under any circumstance. When I agreed, she cut open her thigh. We were both shocked.” Susie’s voice had the tone of someone telling a horror story. “And I do not mean scratch, I mean cut. Deep. I think she cut all the way to the bone,” she held her hands apart, “and the cut was this long.” Her hands were a long way apart, maybe twenty centimetres. “For a moment you could see bone and muscle fibres, and then blood started swelling from everywhere. Jules just started shoving the cores in. There was a heap of blood. Then, after she had got six cores into the wound, it started bubbling. The cores looked like they were dissolving, and then the wound closed like you would see in one of those timelapse videos that speed up healing.” Susie glanced over at her daughter. “You should have seen the pain in her eyes. She was shaking and sweat was running down her face. She gave us a thumbs up and then turned the knife towards the other leg. I,” Susie took another sip of the amazing wine, "I couldn't watch after the first one. All I did was sneak quick looks out of the corner of my eye to make sure she didn't need healing. Kozzie,” she nodded at the young man, “forced himself to watch.”



“At the end, her expression was so happy and intense. She claimed it was so worth it. She had gained 1% regeneration every 3 seconds. Basically, she will completely heal now within 5 minutes.”



“That is pretty good,” Adrian said, “I have had wounds that took hours to heal.”



Will that method work for anyone, or only someone with a pathway book?



A tab appeared and then scrolled through a lot of text moving too fast to read before stabilizing.



Various pathway books will make use of a technique that utilises eggercough slug cores to increase inherent healing. These pathway books supercharge the process to extract everything they can from the cores. Increasing the number of cores used by fifty percent should allow anyone to get a similar benefit without the aid of a pathway book.



That was important information to know. If he ran into another bunch of eggercough slugs, he would definitely use them similarly.



“It got worse,” Susie continued, taking another sip of her drink. “The pathway book, Jules told me, apparently alters the brain slightly to help complete the various tasks. It adds willpower and desire and that sort of stuff. So she told us she needed to be subjected to real wounds in order to get a benefit, and that someone else had to do it.”



“Oh,” Adrian responded with more than an inkling of suspicion regarding where this was going.



“So, she turned to Kozzie and fluttered her eyelashes and said in the sweetest voice, ‘Kozzie can you help me?’ Then she turned to me and said, ‘You can practice your healing all you want.’ She has Kozzie wrapped around her little finger, so of course he agreed, and as if I could say no to healing her. So I agreed.” Susie took another sip, this time it was a smaller one.



“The wine is starting to hit,” she commented absently, “So Jules at first stood still and Kozzie practised his throws. The daggers would hit Jules but with no force and only glancing blows. The boy was willing to help, but his heart was not in it. Jules, being Jules, would have none of that. She was yelling at him to throw harder, and then she started dodging and mocking him when the knives missed. By the end of the afternoon, she was just driving all over the place, and Kozzie was throwing his knives, and I was using my magic constantly to keep her patched up. Every half an hour, Jules would call stop so she could have an enormous meal and lots of water to alleviate the blood loss, and then she’d launch straight back into it. We were using room 180, the furthest room on the south wing. By the time we finished, the room looked like a knife-wielding maniac had murdered multiple people in it.”



“Did it work?”



“Yep,” Susie confirmed, “Jules was the only one happy. She gained two full vitality points and an additional slight increase in a regeneration rate. She wants to go again tomorrow. She thinks one or maybe two more sessions, and she would have gained the full four vitality points she can get unaided. Kozzie and I,” she clarified by pointing at herself, “just need to get drunk. I levelled up my healing skill. I think Kozzie got some additional progress in his knife throwing mastery.”



“Brutal world,” Adrian said in sympathy. He took another sip of the wine and quietly abandoned his plan to go hunting in the morning.



“Tell me about your build,” Adrian asked. “Druid, level 4,” he commented, having used his identification skills, “What are your plans and desires?”



Susie shrugged. “I don't know,” she told him, “I wanted to heal, and the idea of controlling animals seems sort of fun, hence the druid class.”



“Is that still what you want to do?”



“Maybe archery,” she suggested with a shrug, “I think I need to do damage from a distance, and everything tells me relying on magic the whole time is a bad idea.”



“Because it runs out?”



“Yep,” she said, taking another mouthful of wine, “and this world is brutal.”



“Have you considered support?”



“You know that I used to knit, so maybe I’d like that. It would also be useful if we learned to dictate the battle more. I think you guys call it crowd control.”



They lapsed into comfortable silence, and each had another sip of wine. Jules was no longer sitting on Kozzie, but the two of them had moved away to sit on the ground in the corner to get more privacy. They were talking quietly and intensely to each other, and Kozzie relaxed, the haunted look falling away from him.



What would be best for Susie?



Calculating . . .



●
 
 Archery Basic



●
 
 Stitching and Leather Working



●
 
 Magic Traps



Combined, these represent cost similar to the others’ pathway books.



“Do you think about home?” Susie asked him suddenly.



He wished he were drinking something stronger than the wine. “I don't,” he put his hands to his head, his imagination running wild just like it always did when his thoughts drifted to home. He could see beasts attacking his wife and children, or them running out of food because supply chains had all fallen to bits. “I don’t like to think about it!” he finished.



“Melbourne might not be as bad as here in the middle of the country.”



“Where is the food coming from?” he responded, “Even if there are no monsters. there are no cars anymore. Everyone is stuck in one place, there will be anarchy and no food.” His voice reflected the despair he always felt when he thought about what might happen a thousand kilometres away in Melbourne. Melbourne was a big city. It was not like Wagga with a small population. In Wagga, with the increased animal density, the city could survive as a hunter gatherer society. At least for a time.



“I'm sorry,” Susie said quickly.



“I think they were supposed to be up at Emily's mum's place,” he continued. “It is slightly more country. They live amongst farmers and hobby farmers on a twenty-acre block. It might be better there. If they survived initially, and nothing like the Bird attacks them, then there will be food to hunt. Plus, Tony, Emily’s dad is a bit of a survivalist and has always been into hunting and such, so they might be okay. I hope they were there as planned and had not already left to pick me up from the airport.”



Ouch. That last sentence was stupid. He remembered the car crashes on his way into Wagga. Even within Wagga, he had seen cars embedded into houses. He couldn’t bear to think that Emily might have. No, it was too early. She would not have left for the airport. Unless? He stopped himself, shutting his eyes for a moment to collect the rampaging emotions.



“I hope they are there, too,” Susie told him.



“It is weird, I am not afraid of the journey to Melbourne. Instead, I am afraid of what I will find when I get there. How about you?” he asked, desperate to change the subject.



“My entire family are Melbournites: parents, one brother, and one sister in Melbourne, and both my brother and sister have kids under twelve. I'm worried, but—”



“At least Jules is safe,” Adrian offered.



Tears formed in Susie's eyes. “I am a terrible person,” she whispered, “but yes, all that matters is that she's safe. My family,” she frowned, “I am definitely a terrible person because I have barely thought about them.”



They steered the topic away from Melbourne and chatted through the night, getting drunk and drunker. Kozzie’s mood improved, rising to meet Jules' euphoria. The special vodka might have helped. A lot. After a while, the wine was finished, so he begged a sip of the vodka. It was like nothing he had ever drunk before. It coated his tongue with a buzzy feeling while simultaneously burning all the nerve endings away, so it felt like it had some wasabi sauce straight on his tongue, mouth, and throat. When it hit the stomach, it spread throughout him, his fingers tingled, and he felt like dancing.



There was no dancing, everyone had seen too much blood. Not even alien super booze could overcome that.










Chapter 57




Bright light. Way too bright, his head pounded very familiarly. There was too much noise. Bells were ringing, indicating Birdwatch was over. He wanted them to shut up. They were way too loud. Adrian lifted his head to look around. Squinting and then screwing the eyes shut, he moved to a sitting position and created sharper head pain.



Alien booze or not, it had the same impact as Earth alcohol. Protesting internally, he forced himself up and went outside into the bright morning sun for breakfast. He was too groggy to shadow step. He had to rely on his regular legs and his hand over his forehead to cover his eyes for the stretches when he was walking into the morning sun.



Breakfast was served and Adrian was licking his lips. There was some egg fry up that appeared to have chunks of unidentifiable meat. This meat looked like pork. It was probably made with leftovers from the previous night. However, it looked like hangover food. The meat chunks had clear veins of fat running through them. He heaped egg fry onto his plate and got coffee, lots of coffee, and went back to grab a jug of water.



Finally, he was ready. Shoving forkfuls into his mouth, pausing only to skol cups of water. It was a tried-and-true recovery: hydrate and use fat to soak up the leftovers. The only thing missing from his meal were some hash browns. He cast his eyes down to avoid the bright window in front of him. Sitting facing a window was a boneheaded move. Played right into Kozzie’s new nickname for him.



A tingling came over him. Looking up, he saw the window was no longer offensive. Touching his head, he felt the headache fade. Adrian looked around. There was Susie, smiling at him. Where had she come from? She waved her fingers and blew on them like she was blowing on a gun.



“Pretty cool for a hangover. Hey!”



The noise no longer bothered him. He grunted before returning his attention to his meal.



“So, you are going to be hunting the Bird?” Susie said, sitting down opposite him.



Suddenly warning bells tolled.



“Damn Bird’s back,” a guy on another table said.



It had felt like Birdwatch ended earlier than usual, so, no surprise it had come back. They could not leave the dining room till the Bird went back to its nest. Adrian hoped it would spot another pig.



“Preparing,” he said, looking up at Susie and responding to her original question. “I'm going to take a gathering party down the river to get more herbs after Birdwatch, and till then, I'm going to try a few more recipes and make some more potions. Fire this time.” he said with a grin.



“Can I watch?” Susie asked.



Nodding, he finished his meal while Susie waited. Then they retreated into one of the empty rooms. It was an office for a hotel manager with a KEEP OUT sign. Adrian knocked once before ignoring the sign and barging in.



He looked around the room critically. It had a boarded up broken window, an unbroken window that was letting sun stream in, and two small work desks complete with absolutely useless phones. A small kitchenette was in the corner with a sink and a kettle. There was even a mini fridge that he had no intention of opening. Who knows what horrible things were growing in its confines? The room even had a small door that exited onto a small balcony.



Pre-event, it would have been a pleasant office to work in.



The kitchenette would be useful for brewing the potions. Placing the bucket of water next to the sink, Adrian said, “If you're doing this by yourself, you will need a source of flame. Me?” He cocked his hand like it was a gun in the same way Susie had and created a small fireball on the fingertip. It was just like a burning candle. He blew on it, and the flame fluttered out.



Susie laughed.



Adrian glanced at the window with sun streaming in. His chest tightened.



Shit. Bird.



Adrian shadow stepped to the window before ambusher’s fade kicked in. He peered outside.



“What?” Susie asked.



“Uncovered window and Bird,” he snapped, knowing that if the Bird had the right angle, it could see them, particularly if they were moving.



Susie froze.



Adrian just kept watching. With ambusher’s fade locked in, the Bird’s eyes would flick over him. It had not failed in worse situations, so he felt safe.



Then he saw the Bird. It was flying parallel to his line of sight. Now that he had spotted it, his breathing came easier. His mind had been conjuring nightmares of him shutting the curtain and the Bird turning at just that instant, or maybe being at an angle and spotting the flicker of movement. Then it would have torn the place apart. Likewise, even now that it was in front of him, he was not willing to act. All it would take would be a slight change of direction and a turn of its head, and it would look straight at them. The flicker of movement of the curtain being pulled would be like a red flag waved in front of a bull. The Bird was doing one of its regular circular glides. The arc was taking it away from them. He watched for thirty seconds, hoping that it did not change its trajectory. The Bird’s arc steadily turned it away from the Hotel. Adrian got ready. Finally, it was flying away from him, and he yanked the curtains closed. Another explosive release of breath. To close.



Susie likewise gasped in relief.



“Stupid,” Adrian told her. “We need to make sure they black all internal windows out.”



Susie could only nod in agreement. Someone else’s carelessness could have brought the Bird down upon the Hotel. Blacking out all external windows was the first thing they had done after it destroyed the Holiday Inn. Apparently, they had missed this one.



They stared at the curtains. Part of him wanted to peek, but the sensible section of his mind won the argument. Susie had a similar look. There was no point staring at the curtain; he knew that. Yet over twenty seconds had passed since they had closed it. Standing there watching did not make them any safer. Check, or go about your day. He would not touch the curtain.



“Work time,” Adrian told her with a shrug.



Susie watched avidly as he set about making his potions and explaining the why, how and outcome.



Over half the potions ended catastrophically, though only one did collateral damage, blowing up in Adrian's hands with enough vigor to turn one of them into a shrivelled claw and singe his eyebrows. Susie was right on hand to heal him; it was disconcerting to feel his eyebrows grow back by themselves while his mangled hand just screamed agony. Then Susie's magic reached the hand, and it mended itself. The pain of the nerve endings regrowing had Adrian collapsing onto the floor, doing everything he could not to scream out loud.



Nothing could stop his tears.



Other potions just ended with lots of annoying fizzing, unexpected colour changes, and an occasional flare of flame.



He got six healing potions and three mana potions besides the three flame options that bush alchemy made available to him.



Fungus Flames



When ignited, burns fast and hot, often explosively.



Liquid Flames



Produces a sticky flame that ignites in contact with air.



Dragon's Breath



When ignited, this sticky liquid creates magical flames that persist for long periods. Highly effective at weakening magical barriers and burning through obstacles.



Adrian rubbed his hands together.



Now to test.



Adrian noticed a faux stone section of the bench used for making cups of tea. It was probably cheap plastic print covering chipboard. It was not ideal, but it would have to do.



First, Dragon’s Breath. This potion was the hardest to make, and it felt like the best match for what he wanted. He could have kept it to last, but he was impatient.



Two drops flicked out of the potion bottle towards the bench. They ignited when they hit. The flames burned so hot that they burnt a hole the size of his fist into the benchtop. The heat produced was impressive and forced the two of them to step back in surprise. Ice magic stopped the flames, and then he scratched on the charcoal hole. Yep, just chipboard.



If any of the others were better, then he might need to consider giving up magic to focus on alchemy.



Fungus Flames
 produced a lot of heat but did minor damage to the bench while
 Liquid Flames
 coated the bench but only burnt half a finger length into the benchtop.



“
 Dragon’s Breath
 is even scarier than it sounds,” Susie commented, when he finished.



“That was the one I did not want to have to make. Ingredients are rare, but we will gather enough. My primary fear is producing it in bulk. Dragon’s breath is the potion that blew up in my face.” He cleaned up the workspace. There was nothing he could do about the burnt bench. “We are done here,” he told her. “Time to go gathering.”



“Bird,” Susie reminded him, holding the door shut and refusing to move aside when he went to walk out.



Adrian shadow stepped to the other side of the room. He supercharged ambusher’s steps with its fade.



Susie stared around the room for a moment, trying to find him. “Where are you? Stop that.”



The concern in her voice made him drop the skill immediately, and he became visible. Susie visibly flinched when he reappeared. “That's powerful,” she said.



“The Bird won't see me,” Adrian assured her. “I don’t have time to waste,” he told her. Subsequent observations had made clear that if he was in the open, moving with ambusher steps engaged, the Bird would be unlikely to register him even if it looked straight at him. Not that he would take that risk, he intended to make use of cover to ensure his safety.



“Don’t!”



Adrian shadow stepped to the balcony door, making sure he stayed visible while clicking it unlocked. “Stay here,” he said over his shoulder. “Birdwatch should clear within thirty minutes.”










Chapter 58




Once through the door, he immediately shadow stepped four times to get under the dense leaves of an acacia. Breath whooshed out of him and, lacking energy, he collapsed, panting like a dog.



Too many steps.



It was like he had sprinted two hundred meters. From soccer training, walking around with hands on the head was the best way to recover. With the Bird, he stayed on his hands and knees instead. Breathing steadily became more even and easier.



Moving again, he shadow stepped between cover, searching for the Bird. On the third shadow step, it revealed itself. Once it was in his sight, the entire process was easier. If his Fitbit still worked, his stress levels would definitely have recorded a drop. If it was looking in his direction, then he would either freeze or shadow step behind some nearby cover.



Because he could now track the location of the Bird, he could position himself so that something was always between him and it. When it was not looking at him or flying directly away from him, he took additional risks, including occasionally sprinting across open spaces. It was only a 20-minute trip into town to the city council building where he was meeting Graham's team. However, it took him a full 30 minutes because of Bird delays. Just as he was reaching the council building, the Bird disappeared back to its nest as was its routine. It felt like a good day, the Bird had not attacked the town or, at least, had not attacked in the 30 minutes he had been watching.



Graham turned up about five minutes after Birdwatch finished. Adrian stepped out of the shadows and waved to him just as Graham was walking past.



Graham jumped and startled and pulled his sword half out of its scabbard. “Don't pull that shit,” he blustered. “Sneaky shithead,” he grumbled, slamming his sword back into the scabbard in disgust. “Doing my bloody duty to greet you, and you give me a bloody heart attack. I'm not even bloody coming with you,” Graham continued, his anger barely fading. “I just came because it was proper.” He scowled.



“You are being accompanied by a full raid group, three healers, four ranged damage dealers, six melee-tank types, and three specialised gatherers. They will all be here in ten minutes,” Graham told him, “I am going to supervise getting the Birdtrap in place,” he continued. “Given how hard the trip was yesterday, the rest of our active fighters are coming to the mine with me. Three full raid groups, we should slaughter anything that gets in the way.”



Adrian just nodded.



“Don’t pull that sneaky thing on me. Okay,” Graham told him, calming down, “because of that crap, I am not sticking around. You sit your arse on the steps,” he pointed, “and stay visible.”



“Sorry,” Adrian said, finally sort of amused at how flustered Graham had gotten.



Adrian sat down and checked his stats.







Inherent Healing --- 1.2 ---Population - 1.05 (+.02)



Vitality --- 1.18 ---Population - 1.20 (+.01)



Physical Resistance --- 0.5 ---Population - 0.51 (+.01)



Magical Resistance --- 0.08 ---Population - 0.06



Strength --- 0.97 ---Population - 0.96(+.02)



Agility --- now 1.10(+.1) --- Changed by 0.04 (Stealth practice (plus 0.1 item bonus).) ---Population - 1.16



Perception --- now 1.29(+.1) --- Changed by 0.03 (Stealth practice (plus 0.1 item bonus).) ---Population - 1.01



Intelligence --- 1.36 ---Population - 1.03 (+.01)



Mana Control --- 1.71 ---Population - 1.05



Mana Pool --- 1.53 ---Population - 0.98 (+.02)







Pathways Skills in Progress



Ambusher's Steps
 (Acquired)
 - 100%



Identification Rank 4
 - 38% (+6%)



Mana Control
 - 86% (+32%)



Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 37% (+17%)



Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 14% (+11%)



Gathering - 31% (+12%)



Bush Alchemy
 - 42% (+42%)



Skills obtained:



Ambusher's Fade, Ambusher’s Stasis, Ambusher's Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 3, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura, Guided Potion Throw



Experience 7,832 of 10,000 required for level 2.



Mana control was so close to finishing. He needed it for the Bird. His attribute gains felt a little disappointing because the rest of humanity had gained more than him for the first time. He had gained 0.07 in agility and perception, but the averages had gained 0.09 across all his stats. Then again, his mana control would come through soon, which would offset that. He smiled at the thought. Thirty-two percent in mana control was sort of like getting 0.32 extra attributes, which was way past the averages.



There was an image of a cartoon stick figure. In front of him was a loaf of bread. He held up one finger, then he spun around. There was still one loaf of bread, but he now held up two fingers.



Double counting I get it
 ,



Adrian wished that there was an on and off switch for the interface. The right thing to do is to only count the increases when it actually happened.



The rest of the world over the last two days has progressed more than me. Happy?



A mental shrug, followed by the sensation of an overly smug smile that you just wanted to hit.



While waiting, he idly played with some earth magic. Forming an earth spike, he watched it ripple in the ground below him, destabilizing it before sucking the magic back into him as the spell structure collapsed. The magic was becoming second nature.



The group gathered around him as he continued his training. When it felt like most of them were there, he looked up. There were a couple of faces he recognised from yesterday, but he was not really interested in learning anyone's names.



“I am Lucas,” a voice above him said. Lucas was a tall old man sitting on a step. His hair was white, and his eyes had deep laughter lines. There was a fair bit of good living clear around his stomach, though he had a look of a man who hit the gym regularly despite his age. He had toned arms and an extended stomach. He identified as level zero, and Adrian suspected he knew what that meant. “I am the leader of the healers,” Lucas told him. “I used to be a doctor,” he continued. “When the accident happened, it caught me on the edge of the mana storm where the fire salamanders came in. The interface told me to make quick decisions. I wanted to be a healer, and so I got taught three different spells. The first is an instant heal, but I have to be touching. The second is a heal over time that takes eight seconds to cast, and I need to be touching the recipient. The final one is a five second cast for an instant heal up to about twenty meters.” He paused with a self-deprecating grin, “I am a much better healer these days.”



“And I am Rupa,” a young Indian woman said. She looked focused and strong. His identification told him she was a level seven ranger. The bow hanging over her shoulder was trader-bought and infused its arrows with magical damage. She had two long knives at her belt and radiated the sense that she was comfortable using them. Her strength and agility surpassed his own, though she fell away in other measures. “This is your mission, but I am in overall command. If I say run. We all run. If I say we are heading back or something is too dangerous, everyone listens.” She stared intently at him till he nodded his acquiescence, “And the last person you have to know is Vera.” Rupa waved at a woman who looked Swedish. She had the blonde hair and weathered face that were typical everywhere in the Australian countryside. Her hands were calloused from hard work, and she actually wielded a wood axe. She was a level 6 one-handed fighter. Similarly to Rupa she radiated danger. “Vera is in charge of the Melee Tank group.”



“Pleasure to meet you all,” Adrian said, looking over the rest of the gathered individuals. Lucas was the only member without a class, and everyone else ranged from levels 5 to 9. “You are all higher level than the groups at the Hotel” he observed.



“Except Lucas,” Rupa said with a friendly laugh, “he is still level zero.”



“I am working on levelling up,” Lucas responded “it’s just that I am not as young and spritely as the rest of you guys.”



“Don’t let the act fool you,” Rupa said quietly, “He is by far the strongest healer amongst us, and he knows a nasty life drain spell as well.” She suddenly yelled, stepping away from Adrian, “Let’s get ready to go!” Everyone started moving to their positions except Lucas and Adrian.



“Young people are always so ridiculously hectic in their movements,” Lucas commented quietly.



“I was in a mana storm too,” Adrian told him, “I got younger and got taught how to hide and the basis to learn extra magic.”



“Is yours a feeling one?” Lucas asked.



By “feeling”, Adrian suspected that Lucas was talking about the interface being sentient. There was a stirring of emotion.



Sapient
 ,
 whatever.



He mentally waved the whole debate away. “No,” he responded firmly, “I've played lots of MMORPGs and RPGs, and when I got given an option to select skills, I went for long-term strength and survivability.”



The approval wave that he got from the interface was almost as good as an orgasm.



My god, he had not realised that the interface could do that or that the sapience thing was so top secret. He wondered what he had looked like as it affected him. He tried to moderate his breathing, but he was breathing faster, and he felt like an
 ahhh
 might have accidently slipped out.



“Neither is mine,” Lucas said with a wink.



Had he noticed? Adrian looked at him suspiciously, but the old man’s attention was dubiously elsewhere.



“Lovely day,” he said.



He knew. He had noticed. There was no other reason to talk about the weather.



Before it could get more awkward, Rupa came back.



“We are ready,” she said brightly, after giving him a slightly confused look.



Damn interface. Were his cheeks flushed?



“Do you have anything you want to say?” Rupa asked.



“Yes,” Adrian said, “last time I went down the river I avoided confrontation,” he told them, “With a team this big, everything from the river and near the river will swarm us. I left lots of the ingredients behind, so we know where to go, and we will take the same route that I took last time.” Public speaking had never worried him, so talking to ten strangers was easier than talking to one stranger, and definitely easier than fighting a monster that wanted to rip him limb from limb. He wondered if anyone, anywhere, still got worried about public speaking. Humans are weird, so probably. Fancy having to worry about public speaking and becoming a monster meal. He dragged his attention back to what he was saying, “We will go to the river, skirting the salamander devastation. When we reach the river, we will follow it till we get to the bridge. The bridge has been broken, but you can jump across without too much difficulty.”



“Okay, let’s get going,” Rupa yelled. She liked to do that, he noticed. She liked to yell and be bossy. Adrian hoped she would be quieter out in the field.



“I will meet you at the river,” he told Lucas, “I want to see if I can hunt some salamanders.”



Vera, who had overheard, objected, but he waived the objections aside, “I can move quicker than most.”










Chapter 59




Adrian stepped into the shadows and looked back. They were looking around, confused. Grinning to himself, he picked up his pace and made the edge of the devastation in under a minute. They had only been two streets over and a distance of 200 meters, so it was a quick trip.



At the edge of the fire salamander zone, Adrian increased his ambusher skills and utilised an active ice aura, proactively, for the time. Ready, he stepped across the rippling line that separated the rest of the town from the salamander territory. Even at the edge of their territory, it was hot. He tread cautiously, staying at the edge of the territory and only shadow stepping when energy was full. Adrian focused on all aspects of the ambusher, blending into the background, pushing psychic deterrence, knowing that active focus improved power. Despite that, worry gnawed at him. They would sense him anyway. It was stifling hot, and his ice magic was the only thing that kept it bearable. Sweat was soaking into the fabric in his armpits.



The town, at their current levels, could not clear this place. It was too hot for them to function. Luckily, the lizards were not the expanding type. Each step felt like he was walking in an active volcano.



A single salamander was moving on the inside of a burnt-out house around eight houses away. They were big country blocks, so it was around 100 meters away. He took two of the biggest shadow steps that he could, reducing the gap to 70 meters. He was now well and truly within salamander territory and a full 40 meters from the cooling bliss of the normal world.



It was a long way to use an ice missile, but he chose one anyway. His aim with this strike was not to kill, but to draw attention. He pumped a hundred mana into the missile before letting it go. By the time it reached the salamander, the payload was down to about fifteen mana, but the guidance magic was still working. It struck the lizard on its hind legs. As planned, it was not an instant kill; instead, it squealed in pain.



Smiling, he retreated with two big shadow steps towards safety. Then, still encompassed in the oppressive heat, he watched for them. The salamanders would swarm and hunt intruders. An attack even this deep within their territory would create a significant reaction.



Twenty salamanders boiled out of the ground. They were emerged from just three locations like ants boiling out of a nest.



It mostly confirmed what he had suspected. The lizards lived in a burrow network under the wasteland they had created. None of the entrances were visible, and Adrian wondered academically whether it hid them from sight by magic or engineering. Maybe they built trap doors like some spiders.



Twenty represented lots of dangerous salamanders. Everything was going perfectly. This was a perfect opportunity to study them.



Safety first.



The swarming behaviour worried him. To acquire their magic as he had the imps’, he needed at least twenty cores, but it might be even more. Salamander magic looked advanced. That was a lot of hunting in their territory.



They were teeming around the wounded lizard. Magic focus drilled in to pick up on any magic they were using.



The group was sniffing the area around the spilt blood. The hurt animal was being hustled away underground with one lizard almost dragging it along. They were darting in random directions around the central spot. Suddenly, the one closest to him made a trilling noise. Over ten lizards immediately surged in his direction. Still calm, he shadow stepped completely out of their territory, interested in what was happening. They were tracking him faster than expected. Maybe these things were even more dangerous than he had feared him. The one that seemed to sense him was sniffing the air vigorously. It charged towards where he had shot the missile from.



The damn lizards have tracking magic
 .



They were fast too. Its legs pumped faster than Adrian thought was physically possible.



Damn, and quicker than me in a sprint.



Every breath was rasping through his lungs. Five big shadow steps, three in and two out, took a lot out of him physically. Hands on his head, elbows out, widening his chest, he sucked as much air as possible inside of him. There was one last shadow step in reserve which represented the last ten seconds of regeneration.



Stupid. Always too impulsive, always too impatient.



The first lizard reached where he had fired the ice missile from. It was now closer than he was comfortable with. Feeling his energy level, there would just be enough juice to shadow step and not knock him completely out of action. Another shadow step took him further away, his lungs heaving lungs like after a stress test.



Once more the lizard lifted its head and trilled. The nearby lizards all rushed over. The one that had discovered him was still sniffing around the spot from which he had fired his missile.



Beyond the closest group, the other ten lizards were spreading out. Smart. One task force had discovered a scent, but the second force checked that there were no other enemies in the immediate area. It was probably base instinct. It was still dangerous.



In front of him, the others joined, and they spread out, sniffing. Like before, they would dash forward in random directions, sniff, and then repeat. One of them reached the spot he had transitioned through when shadow stepping away. It sniffed aggressively and made a squeak and the other ten dashed over towards it.



They could obviously track the residuals of either his shadow magic or ice aura.



Safety first.



For the first time, he felt a tiny sliver of concern, so he started walking back, easing into the shadows of a nearby house. The random moving lizards found his second shadow step location and congregated upon it once more. They were squawking aggressively, and spears of flame were occasionally flashing off them to slash through the surrounding air, other times flames just rained down on an area like a shower. When these spears or showers hit the ground, it glowed red.



Fire salamanders did not pursue invaders beyond their territory. If that changed, then he was in big trouble.



Most of his mana was restored, and there was energy available for another shadow step. The lizards were only twenty-five meters away from him. They would not follow him outside the territory. Crossing the fingers of his free hand, Adrian checked his regional knowledge and it confirmed it yet again. They did not swarm out of their territory.



Two ice missiles, one from each hand, launched at the group of lizards that were right at the edge of their territory. While those missiles flew, he created another two missiles and fired them as well. He started a fifth missile, but there was no mana for a sixth.



The first two missiles hit with satisfying explosive force. The other lizards reacted instinctively, and a dome of flame exploded to surround the lizards. The second pair of missiles hit the dome and melted out of existence. Adrian reabsorbed the fifth missile to maintain some mana. The dome was unaffected. At the display of such powerful magic, he retreated further into the backyard of the house to create more space between him and them.



Keeping the shadow step as an emergency, Adrian looked backwards to plan routes that would take him quickly around corners. If he had to flee at a sprint, the shadow step might be the only thing that would save him. They were quick.



With his offence launched, he engaged ambusher steps. The ability to pump out psychic dis-encouragement while moving was a godsend in this situation. Blending into the background, fading away, sending eyes away from him, all took effort when moving, and with the lizards looking for him it would probably fail.



He did it anyway.



The distance between him and the fire dome stretched to thirty meters. The concentration of flames was powerful and strong. So much power captured in the defence, it was humbling. Even with a level up of mana pool, there was no way he could channel that much energy.



It was equivalent to a massive bonfire. Thirty meters away, the heat still reached him.



A lizard emerged from the fire dome, quickly followed by two more. Only the discipline of the ambusher skills kept him from gasping in fear. Panic was affecting him. Push it away. There was no time for emotions. Battle was the time for logical detachment. Try to reach a Zen state. They were going to get him.



The lizards were sniffing the air, looking for his scent. They were going to come out. Head turning like it was a pivot, Adrian looked back to guide his steps, then forward to the coming threat.



Freezing still. Ambusher steps could not hide the movements required to sneak backwards. At least, it was useless this close to the lizards. There was no way he was going to turn his back. He prayed that ambusher fade would be sufficient; it was way more powerful than the ambusher’s step skills. Seconds passed, bringing him both mana and an additional step in reserve.



Three lizards moved forward and started crossing the street in his direction. A fourth lizard joined them. The leading lizard had reached the front garden of the house, this put it only ten meters away from him.



It was sniffing furiously.



If it kept coming, he would need to either retreat or attack. After a moment’s thought, he went for both. Ice missiles were too slow, and the lizard flames would counter them, anyway. He sent an earth spike directly under the lizard and then immediately stepped away to a shadowy spot at the end of the backyard.



The lizards were no longer visible because the house blocked his view. Panting a little from shadow step exhaustion, he stood ready to use his magic if any more came to close. He waited patiently while both his mana and shadow step recovered. Shadow step recharged first, and he then waited another twenty seconds for his mana to tick back over 120. He peered around the side of the house.



His heart screamed at him to run. He felt a weakness in his limbs. In no time, he was suppressing the hormonal driven reactions. He kept ready to shadow step and flee at a moment's notice. As he peaked around the corner of the house, he half expected a fire missile to hit him. Nothing happened.



The lizard hit by the earth spike was dead, and there was nothing else nearby. Relief flushed through him. Creeping further forward, he wanted to see their position. The mass of lizards had vanished. The two corpses at the end of the zone were still there. The only sign of life was a single lizard that was on the road wandering back towards its home. An earth spike ripped through its neck and took it out without a squeal. Adrian watched and waited, but nothing more revealed itself.



Loot or run? The lizards appeared to have retreated. There had been no reaction to the last one he had killed. Was it a trap? Were they waiting for him to come, or was everything like it looked? Picking up a fragment of brick that had broken off the house next to him, he threw it with an underarm lob to land next to the bodies just within the lizard territory.



If flew and landed with a large puff of soot. There was no movement.



Magic?



An ice missile fired and hit a spot five meters deeper into the territory. It hit the ground with a crack before transitioning from ice straight to steam. The wavy stillness of the devastation zone greeted him.



They had ignored both provocations.



Is there a trap?



Interface was quiet. If it knew, it would not share, but most likely it had no more information than what his own senses had already gathered.



The cores called out to him. The fire dome, the random explosions of fire away from the body. He needed it. Despite that, he realised he had been backing away.



No risk, no reward.



Barely looking where he walked, all of his attention scanning the devastation zone, he stealthed to each of the bodies outside the hellscape. He picked up each lizard and shoved it into the bag of holding. The lizards were no larger than cats, though they were denser and weighed more. Nothing responded to the looting.



More?



He had four steps available. The lizards had not followed him very far out of the zone. Just step in, grab a body in each hand then double step out.



Ambusher fade locked fully in and he waited for the fifth step to be available. The moment it was ready, he stepped forward. Grabbing a tail in each hand, he took two steps straight out. There was no reaction. Relief flooded through him. The lizards were heavy, probably a result of holding them through the shadow steps. He placed them both into the bag of holding. Hopefully, their cores would enable him to learn some of their powerful magic.



“You are an idiot,” he told himself once he had put a row of houses between him and the lizards. “Where was safety first?”



There was no way to argue with himself. He had been an idiot going that far into the territory. He had been stupid for counterattacking. Killing the lone lizard at the end had also been another poor decision. Finally, going into the territory to loot the final two bodies had been moronic.



“Safety first,” he whispered. The words tasted powerless. “You are an idiot.”



The interface did not even need to say anything. Its silence was probably enough.










Chapter 60




Knowing that his little adventure had taken a lot of time, he sped up. Alternating jogging and shadow stepping, he zoomed along. He caught up to his party on the edge of the river where they were fighting a walking fish the size of a small pony that had launched itself out of the water to attack them. A quick count told him that the entire party was up and active, and they had in fact circled the beast to prevent it getting back into the water. The water animal was strange. It used its fins like arms and had a tadpole appendage coming out of the back that was launching sprays of water. The entire beast could move quickly, spinning around to launch attacks.



The Bobdonda Walking Fish died when one of the melee damage dealers who Adrian did not know by name stabbed a spear through the fish's gills. It was not a powerful strike, merely the last one of hundreds of cuts. The fish was exceedingly strong and had immense agility that allowed it to move quickly from potential victim to potential victim. The fourteen fighting it had all been weaker individually, but teamwork and healing had triumphed.



“Nice of you to make it,” Rupa yelled out breathlessly as she lowered her bow. Multiple arrows sticking out of the fish showed her contribution.



“You guys move quickly,” he acknowledged.



“I don’t like loose cannons. But, no damage done yet. If you stuff up and don’t listen to instructions, I don’t care what Graham says, we will never work with you again.”



She boldly held his eyes, forcing a staring contest. Her eyes were fierce. Eventually he looked away.



“I will be good.”



Rupa nodded without a smile. “Stay with the casters,” she told him after a moment of thought. “Jerry,” she pointed to a thin teenage boy with the melee group, “has regional lake and waterway knowledge. He is a scout we are used to working with. He will direct the fighting.” The boy couldn’t have been older than fourteen. Adrian felt a little bemused but did as instructed, though he still drifted off occasionally to gather herbs. The bulk of the time he stuck with the casters. Rupa chattered the whole time, yelling out encouragement to the party and grumbling in equal measure at the monsters that beset them. Personally, it surprised Adrian that the antics did not cause more monsters to swarm them. Maybe they did, but it was hard to tell. Her team was not objecting.



With a dedicated fighting squad, the battles were all short. On average, everyone was level 6 or above with a couple well above level 12, and of course Lucas at level 0.



“Powerful group,” he commented as they effortlessly took out another bobdonda walking fish. Jerry seemed to enjoy aggroing everything that they came across through there was rarely over one creature or pack attacking them. Adrian acknowledged to himself that, despite his age, Jerry was doing great as a scout. To have killed as many monsters as they had with no major engagements was a credit to the man. A scout's job was to get favourable fights. Position the rest of the squad at the right spots and get the right monsters to attack at the right time. Jerry was a clear pro.



“We like to think of ourselves as the A squad,” Lucas told him. “Everyone else thinks that we're just blessed because we never lose anyone and seem to kill more than everyone else.” He grinned. “Everyone else are just idiots,” he said with a loud guffaw.



“Stop,” Adrian yelled, he had noticed big patches of orange in the river water below him. “This is one of the ingredients we need.” He jogged down the riverbank using his spear as a walking stick as he did so. “We need to get as much as possible and let it rest in the sun for a bit.” Having got to the bank of the river, he demonstrated by reaching a spear into the water to gather the orange algae. As he did so, there was a flickering movement in the water, and he threw himself backwards, imagining a walking fish launching at him. Nothing emerged, and everyone laughed.



“Boys,” Rupa instructed simply, and one man grabbed some aluminium tubes out of a bag holding components. They clicked together smoothly and became a pool cleaning net. They used it to reach out and start scooping up the algae. The length of the instrument enabled them to scoop out algae easily without getting too close to the edge of the water. There was not even a ripple of motion in the water as he worked. The stretch of river seemed eerily calm.



“You would have seen something,” Lucas said, standing next to him, “Nothing might attack now, but there are creatures down there.”



He wanted to believe Lucas, but part of him wondered if he was just jumpy after how the lizards had acted.



“I need a couple of bags full of the algae,” he said, trying to indicate with his hands that when he said bags, he meant equivalent to large supermarket bags.



“Can we leave it on the rocks?” Rupa asked him. “Like, will anything eat it or will the sun destroy it?”



Adrian did not even need to consider the question. It would be safe. The sun would not break down the active chemicals, and animals would avoid because of poisonous properties. In fact, drying it out would improve quality, not decrease it. “It is safe to leave it,” he said.



“Ok, we will collect it on the way back.”



The speed of extraction sped up. Five of them worked as a team, one to pull the algae out of the water, and the other four to collect and lay it out on the nearby rocks.



Without having to wait for the algae to dry, they moved on quickly. When they reached the bridge, Jerry looked at it critically, “We need to get some logs down there, or more like trees, or we will lose people. The existing rocks are a death trap. Monsters of the deep will see anyone walking on them.” Adrian remembered skipping over the stepping stones. He had been aware of the risk, but then, one person could get across before anything noticed the opportunity, a group of fifteen was a completely different prospect.



The bridge had an awkward geography. Just past the banks was salamander country: the burnt-out remains of trees and houses. To get timber, they would have to cut down trees that filled the narrow channel between those burnt husks and the river.



The closest trees were forty meters upriver. Two of the melee guys used their fighting axes for their more traditional purposes of hacking down trees. Within two minutes, the targeted tree crashed down the bank. All the melee types swarmed while everyone else kept watch for enemies. The melee fighters had all invested between four and eight attribute points into strength. On average, they were 50 percent stronger than a strong male before the alpha event.



Within a minute, they had turned the tree into a log that could be moved, and they all grabbed the tree and carried it towards the river. They were only six, but their collective strength was closer to ten men.



When they reached the broken bridge, Jerry took over. He directed the men to place the first tree on one side of the stepping stone bridge of broken components. Placement involved sliding it into the water and pushing it halfway across the river. A significant proportion remained on the bank. “Leaving it on the bank will keep it in place till we are ready to move it fully into position,” Jerry told them.



After placing the tree, they went off for another one. They placed the second tree on the other side of the stepping stones. Jerry insisted that they placed the trees about a meter and a half on either side of the stones. After they were both placed, he ordered everyone to push them across so one end was on each bank. He designed the placement to protect them from being seen by the denizens of the deep. They hoped the larger creatures that they feared attacking could not see them because of the large tree keeping them away.



They crossed a couple at a time. Everyone else was ready to fight if anything emerged. Multiple people slipped, including Mia, who fell in completely. They dragged her out quickly.



Nothing stirred.



Everyone let out a collective relieved breath when they were safely across. Maybe there was nothing threatening in the water. Or maybe Jerry knew what he was doing. Checking regional knowledge, Adrian agreed with Jerry. There were half a dozen different things that could be in the water capable of killing them while crossing. The question to ask was, which one was down there. Rather than, is one down there.



“The next ingredient can be found only on the north side of riverbanks,” Adrian told them, “or at least north banks in Australia. I'm guessing in the Northern Hemisphere they're all on the other side.” Lots of people look at him like he was crazy. “Let's go,” he suggested, not wanting to get into a discussion around the differences between hemispheres. He assumed everyone should know, but . . . education these days.



Rupa slapped him on the back. “Northern Hemisphere,” she said chuckling.



They moved on. Adrian stayed with the ranged fighters and used his magic to attack whenever there was an opening. They saw only minor battles; he remembered his fight with the molubs. That pack might have challenged the group, but they were dead, and no other pack animals had moved in.



As they moved, they kept gathering. At first, there was only a little, but, once they reached the areas that Adrian had not plundered a couple of days before, the fungus became more plentiful. It barely slowed the teams as multiple gatherers went to work.



“The more the better,” Rupa told him. “Better in case we need more for the Bird, and better if we have some leftover to deal with whatever other threats are out there.”



Adrian agreed. There were lots of threats out there. There were even lots of threats with high inherent healing to worry about. A potion that could knock that out of them would help against lots of future threats. Potentially, they could even coat weapons to deliver the poison to the creatures they fought. Something to experiment with later.



They got back to town and broke up. Adrian went straight up to Rupa. “Thanks, most relaxing day yet,” he told her, “Every other time I've had to watch every step. Today, just hanging back with ranged and launching magic was blissful.”



Rupa laughed at him, “I think you're the first person to ever suggest that going in a raid group is a relaxing time.”



“Everything is relative,” he said with a wink. “Two nights ago I killed a hundred eggercough slugs.”



“It is all relative,” Rupa agreed. Everyone knew what the eggercough slugs had done to the first raid group, “and today was peaceful.”



“No packs,” Lucas said.



“No packs,” Rupa agreed.



Everyone else nodded. With a group this size, the only real danger was running into a pack of creatures or something like the Bird, and there were few things like the Bird out there.



They collected up all the ingredients to take to what had been an exclusive restaurant that they planned on turning into their alchemy station. A team had been working on it for the last two days, fixing up the kitchen so the ovens, gas tops and plumbing were all working. The plan was to meet in the morning for Adrian to show everyone how to cook up the potion. As a group took the ingredients to drop off, Adrian excused himself and went straight back to the Hotel.










Chapter 61




Susie, Jules, and Kozzie—his group, as he thought of them—greeted him enthusiastically. Their mood seemed to have recovered. Both Kozzie and Susie talked excitedly about their raid group and how profitable it had been. They had discovered a patch of large glittering beetles. The beetles were the size of a human head and could be taken out easily by repeated whacking, which was Jules' preferred method, or by carefully slicing under the wings to disable them. Kozzie bragged about how he had taken out dozens with knife throws. They killed about 60 of them each. Their parts were worth 100 energy on average, or around 80 when destroyed by bashing. Kozzie had fun teasing Jules about that one. The entire Hotel group had benefited from that energy as it had been enough to gain the additional regional book they needed. Everyone in the raid group had also received a bonus of 500 energy.



“They were called treasure beetles?” Adrian asked, confused, as his regional knowledge contained nothing like that.



“No, silly,” Jules said, laughing, “that is what we called them. Their formal name was Emperor Locusts, or something like that.”



His regional knowledge supplied him with information.



Emperor Locust



This insect has little in offensive abilities, being only able to deliver a small bite that does minimal damage. However, they are ferocious eaters that can consume most food items and most metals they discover. With sufficient food, they could rapidly reach plague level proportions and become a serious threat.



“Did you get them all?” he asked.



“We think so,” Susie confirmed, “Barry was pretty insistent that we search them all out.” She shrugged, “If they come back, we will fight them again. How was your day?”



“Like a stroll in the park,” he answered, grinning. “I got to stand next to ranged guys, and I just used my magic all day. Not one thing chewed on me.”



“Boring!” Jules said with a laugh, “Nothing better than getting up-close-and-personal with your trusty club.”



“What are your plans for tomorrow?” Kozzie asked him.



“I'm brewing potions in town all morning, and then I will get ready for the Bird. I will probably head up to the mine and drop some stuff off.”



“And tonight?” he asked, revealing his true motivations with a grin.



“Tonight I'm going out with my mate, and we're going to slaughter some monsters.”



“Too right,” Kozzie agreed.



“I'm going to have an hour nap,” he told them, and immediately retreated into the cabin he had taken over as his private room.



Should I consume the salamander cores?



Yes.



Quick and to the point. With the expectation of pain, he unsheathed his knife and placed it against the palm of his hands. Breathing in deeply to psyche himself up, he then cut deeply. The pain was sharp and felt deep, and blood started welling up. For the life of him, he could not understand how Jules had spent a day with knives being thrown at her.



Blood welled up, and he activated the fire salamander's core. The experience resembled what he remembered from the imps’ instinctive actions. Animal stuff: desire to protect, harvest food, build out the barrow structure with an overall joy at using magic. Constantly creating shafts of flames, using flames to bake tunnels, to heat the fungus they ate. Then just enjoying using the fire mana to create flames all around him. The magic flowing out, the warm flames erupting a couple of meters away, and then flowing back over his cool skin.



When the rush faded, Adrian smiled to himself. They used different fire magic to what he had learnt from the imps. The imps were all about internally creating the fire and then expelling it. The salamanders created the fire wherever they wanted; they did not have the restriction of creating the fire near them.



Adrian checked, and his experience showed a skill called fire sprout. Its progress bar was at one percent. He smiled as he examined it. Like the fireball skill, he could adjust the magic for different purposes and strengths. Unlike the fireball skill, he could create the fire wherever he wanted and in the form that he wanted. The fire dome was just an extension of the fire sprout skill.



When using the fireball, he had to create the magic in his hand, paint a pathway for the fireball to follow, and then release the energy to have the fireball physically travel the required distance. While he had sped up the process through practice, the physical travel time would forever limit its versatility. This new skill was not like that. Once he had mastered it, he would be able to just make fire appear under someone's feet or above their head to cascade down on them. There were hard physical rules that would restrict him. For example, he could not create the flames directly on or in most animals because of their natural resistance to mana manipulation close to them, nor would he be able to create fire in water or within the earth, but there was nothing to stop him creating fire a couple of centimetres away from some objects and then letting it fall down upon them.



Smiling, he used the other three cores, and his skill was up to seven percent. It would take fifty or more cores to acquire the skill, but Adrian figured that a couple of days of focus could allow him to kill enough salamanders to gain the cores to master the skills.



For animals that could not sense where magic was coming from, standing with ambusher fade and using fire sprouts would be safe and deadly. If only there were enough of them.



He fell onto his bed for a quick power nap before being woken abruptly by the interface.



“Why did I agree to go hunting?” he asked himself.



Mumbling grumpily, he went to collect Kozzie to go on their nightly hunt. With Kozzie’s stealth abilities and Adrian's night vision, they found their nightly hunts to be almost as relaxing as his afternoon raid group experience. They would track down animals, kill them, and then harvest them. Their best friends were their invisibility and their ability to pick the fight they wanted. They made sure to fight creatures only ever one at a time and made sure they could finish it quickly. They would then blend into the shadows to see whether their battle had attracted any other dangerous predators. If something too strong came along, they would fade away and abandon their kill. If nothing came along, they would butcher the animal and move to a new area, then rinse and repeat. They worked in silence, using gestures to indicate when to move to attack. After a day with the raid group, his appreciation of the lack of conversation was getting stronger.



Comfortable silence between men working was the way to go.



They called it an early night. Adrian told Kozzie about his plan to buy stuff for Susie, and Kozzie readily surrendered his share of the loot. Both went to bed satisfied. The kid was one of the good ones.










Chapter 62




Adrian woke at dawn before immediately setting off for the city, skipping breakfast. The Bird drove the decision. Though his skills allowed him to travel while the Bird was active, the stress levels were not worth it. Plus, there was always a ration pack.



Trader first.



Lines sucked, traders always seemed to be available, and Susie needed some additional toys. It was imperative that she grew stronger. Given that all they could afford were pathway books, she would need time to practise and solidify the skills before her combat powers would improve.



Sam greeted him enthusiastically despite the early hour. Before a coffee, it was a bit obnoxious.



“Do you ever sleep?”



“Yes, but only for a couple of hours.”



“What do you do the rest of the time?”



Sam produced a small carved wooden animal, holding it easily within one hand. Even with Sam’s strange fingers partially covering it, the figurine was humanoid with a long trunk. Almost shyly, Sam handed it over to him.



“Exquisite,” Adrian whispered, taking the offered statue. The wood was like nothing he had ever felt, having a heaviness to it that was not from this world. It was like a cross between metal and a hard redwood. It was dense and fine grained. Running a fingernail along the lines etched into the wood that detailed the ridges of hair that ran down the creature's back, he whistled. On his fingertips it felt like wood, not metal, there was none of the coldness to the touch that he associated with metal.



“The wood is from my homeland. Very hard and resistant to magic,” Sam sounded proud.



“What race is this?” Adrian asked, turning the statue around to study the animal further. Its hands had four fingers instead of five, with no obvious claws or nails.



“It is the race from the last world I was on. They called themselves Yooulutes in their language,” Sam said. There was no way Adrian could pronounce the race's name. “They are very sweet and passive. They did not do well with the Alpha Physics conversion,” Sam’s voice was sad, but brightened, “Humans are not so passive, and nor are you relatively brutal. I have high hopes for you.”



“It is an amazing piece of artwork.”



“You can take it.” Sam offered instantly.



“I can't. It must be worth a fortune.”



“It is worthless,” Sam told him. “It cannot help you fight, and it has no useful knowledge to grant you.”



“Art is not worthless,” Adrian disagreed.



“Yes,” Sam agreed, “and I see it calls to you,” Sam told him, “Take it with you.”



Adrian was so tempted. It was a beautiful piece and better than anything that he had ever held and probably ever seen. “I can’t.” he said with obvious regret.



Sam nodded, and his eyes were sad. “As I said, worthless, it cannot help you fight.”



“No,” Adrian disagreed vehemently. “I just can’t take it now, when I am going to be travelling soon. If the winds bring you to Melbourne when I have home, I will pay you for it with a home cooked meal. After that, I will display it as the pride of the house.” His words were hot, and Sam smiled at their passion.



“Like the Yooulutes and all before them,” Sam said, “you to need to grow. You need to become great and mighty warriors to survive this.” He gestured at the world at large. “So, what can I help you with? This is not just a social visit.”



With the simple prompt, he dumped the loot he had collected the previous night.



Sam looked it over, picking up a couple bits of fur to assess quality. “800 energy.”



Adrian felt a surge of disappointment. He had been hoping for more. “Is there enough here to barter for basic Archery and a bow and arrow?” he asked, “or maybe magic traps pathway book or stitching and leatherwork?”



“Is that for a friend?” Sam asked.



“A friend,” he confirmed.



Sam thought for a moment. “I can give you a pathway book of archery and a bow and arrow,” Sam offered, “and maybe a little something for you.”



“I need nothing!”



“In this world we all need to improve continually,” Sam told him, nonplussed by his pushback. “It is something that I just got, but I think would be perfect for you and your special endeavours.”



Adrian looked at Sam closely. He was acting suspiciously. Adrian asked, “You know I'm going after the Bird, don't you?”



“People and the wind talk,” Sam responded mysteriously, complete with a wink to ruin it.



“Okay, deal,” Adrian said, giving in to the inevitability.



Sam passed over the book, a bow, a quiver of arrows, and a small ring. He touched the ring.



Ring of Air



This ring reduces the mana requirement for air spells by 25 percent.



After reading the enhancement, he slipped the ring on. It was something that he would never have thought to ask for or thought he would have been willing to purchase.



Cheaper potion throws.



The interface and traders were conspiring together again. Given the plan to kill the Bird involved using his guided potion throw, a twenty-five percent reduction in magic cost meant that every fourth potion throw was now a free spell.



“There is a gambling mechanism that constrains us Traders,” Sam told him. “If you are buying random stuff on faith, sometimes, you can get lucky and get better things than you can afford. Sometimes you get worse. I guess it depends on how much the trader likes you,” Sam finished with a wink.



Adrian could read between the lines. The ring was a freebie, and he had lucked out with Sam and his interface.



The bow was also clashing with energetic energy.



Bow of Earthen Touch.



All arrows fired from this bow will be infused with earth magic. This will increase the weight of the arrow by 50%, which will often increase damage by a similar amount. The bow will slow susceptible creatures hit by it, lowering movement speed for up to twenty seconds.



“Thank you,” he said to Sam, genuinely. “As always, what you have given is too much”.



“I am a trader. I am incapable of giving too much or too little.” Sam looked down, and he looked like what he said saddened him, and then brightened, “Good luck with the Bird! It is bad for business!”



It was still too early, and the gifts were burning in his pocket. Rather than heading to the town centre, he ducked back to the Hotel. Susie was having breakfast by herself and he sat down proudly next to her.



“This will not be any of that pathway crap that makes me hurt myself, is it?” she queried in mock suspicion.



“No. This is the good stuff,” he assured her. “Read this, and you will learn archery,” he produced the book followed by the bow and arrows, “Fire this,” he lowered his voice, “and don’t tell the others, but this bow is magical. It passively helps the arrows you fire to do more damage, and everything hit will get slowed.”



Susie looked at him, her face not convinced.



“I am not a very good salesman, am I?”



“What makes you say that?” Susie asked.



“Because this stuff should sell itself,” he complained, “and you don’t look convinced.”



“Nah, just messing with you,” Susie said, taking another sip of her tea. “There is no rush. I can read it later.”



“When I have the money, I am going to get you some other stuff,” he told her, “some extra skills to help the party. I am currently thinking about the ability to set magic traps.” She raised her eyebrows as if to say, why on earth would I want that? “I think if both Kozzie and I are in your team, we will usually be able to specify the terms of engagement and we will have time to set up traps. Having one of us able to do it magically without using materials makes sense. Since you have the highest mana pool and will be with the primary group, it makes sense that the skill goes to you.” Susie did not look fully convinced.



“Kozzie could probably learn the traps instead,” he offered.



Susie shook her head, “No it’s better if I can do multiple roles.”



Given Susie’s lacklustre response to his gifts, he decided he would not raise the leatherworking and stitching. He was worried she would get upset; after all, it felt a bit house wifey even to him.



“I need to go now,” Adrian told her, “I'm expected at a kitchen in town to show people how to create the bush alchemy potions. Plus, if I leave now, I can get there before the Bird starts its daily hunting run.”










Chapter 63




Out in the streets, it felt safer now than the first time he had come this way. Safer, but emptier, if that was possible. It seemed like the community was consolidating, like everyone was talking about. All the central hubs, such as the Hotel or Town Centre were growing in size while the buildings in between were being abandoned for these safe havens. It made logical sense, though it was sad to see humans abandoning so much infrastructure.



An image of a storybook,
 The Three Little Pigs.



The interface did not need to do anymore.
 And he huffed, and he puffed, and he blew the house down.
 Adrian knew exactly what the interface was suggesting. The town was abandoning impractical infrastructure. The sprawling houses had never been created for defence. Before, they represented luxurious use of space, and now every window, each extra room, was just a security risk.



The octopod.



Modern houses had too many windows, the wooden doors were too flimsy. Even low-level alpha monsters could smash into the structures without difficulty. They had to abandon them. To stay, to defend them, to preserve a previous way of life would be the height of stupidity. Lots of people were surely doing it.



The Hotel and a couple of other spots like it were attracting the younger crowd of those who were adventurous and foolhardy. Yet, even within the Hotel, everyone was consolidating centrally. The outer ring of hotel rooms had been abandoned, and Adrian was one of the few who still slept in a room by themselves. There was safety in numbers. There were also advantages to having hunting outposts a couple of kilometres from the town centre. Short term, they provided a bulwark to allow the centre of town to be more easily secured. The mass of monsters that had spawned around the town had to face the stronger, more energetic outpost before they got close to the more vulnerable centre. Longer term, it would give the town hunters an outer satellite base to fight out of. It would get them closer to the action. Over time, he could see those spots transforming into spartan guard camps. A temporary residence, a place to hunt out of while the more luxurious accommodation was kept exclusively within the fortified centre.



Reaching the centre of the town, the effects of this consolidation were more visible. They had strengthened the perimeter with barricades across the roads, and the buildings all went from being abandoned to looking lived in. The barricaded area included only six blocks but encompassed most of the bigger commercial properties along with multi-storey apartment blocks. These were only four stories high, but without electricity, that was probably a blessing. Going up twenty stories every day to your house did not sound pleasant.



There were men and women manning the roadblock, five in total. They ignored him; they were not there to stop humans moving from point A to B, they were there in case of monster attacks. If the monster was too powerful, they would raise the alarm, otherwise they would drive them off. “Any action?” he asked as they passed through.



“Boring as hell,” a young twenty-something answered. “Touch wood,” she then said quickly, grabbing part of the barricade. “A raid group went through yesterday, clearing all the nearby houses.” she told him, as if that explained everything.



When he reached The Roasted Quail restaurant, there was a hive of activity. They had laid out a massive buffet, and there were over fifty people filling the tables. Glancing around, there were lots of faces he recognised, men and women he had fought with. Senior Sergeant Brooks was having eggs and bacon, Rupa was off with her ranged fighters. Lucas spotted him and immediately stood and walked towards him.



“Fancy seeing you here,” he said. “Buffet is exclusively for fighters,” he continued, waving at the mass of food. “Anything left over gets distributed out.”



It had been days since he had last eaten extravagantly so he helped himself to some eggs and smoked meats and, of course, two slices of fresh bread. The recent Hotel breakfast stopped him from going overboard.



“You guys eat well down here,” he told Lucas, sitting next to him.



“You only get in here if you're contributing to the town,” Lucas said, through a mouthful of food. He swallowed with a big gulp. “If you are risking your life and limb, you deserve the best food. Sally only eats here on the days she gets out and fights. On the days she gets swamped with paperwork, she eats elsewhere or usually waits and gets first dibs on the leftovers.”



“Poor, Sally.”



“That's leadership,” Lucas responded, “We will eventually get to where food supplies are secure and everyone will get good food, but we're not there yet, and I hate to say it, but there are various people who do not want to help. Young, fit, and strong, but refusing to put their lives on the line.”



“I won’t judge them,” Adrian interrupted, thinking about how nice it would have been to avoid putting his life on the line. Even with ambusher’s steps, it was often a struggle to head out. He did not think he was a coward. Octopod! Hands went to cover his eyes, unbidden. A deep breath. Screams at the edge of hearing. God. Adrian forced his hands down and put on a grim game face. Mostly, he was not a coward, but that first step each morning was often challenging.



“I don't judge either,” Lucas agreed, “But, better to entice with the carrot than the stick, and I would not want those lowlifes eating as well as the people putting in.” He went back to eating before looking up again after another mouthful, “Maybe I am a little judgemental.”



When he finished his eggs on toast, he got up and walked next door into the kitchen, ready to brew potions. Surprisingly, Steve was there with his massive two-handed sword, leaning against one wall. Adrian automatically looked for Sally but could not see her anywhere. There was a sizable crowd. The slugs had clearly created quite an impression. Two entire raid groups had failed to kill one, and then he had gone through and killed all of them. That success made the potions famous. Who would not want to get a similar tool in their arsenal?



“All right, who wants to make some potions to kill shit?” Lucas boomed, coming in behind him. Everyone in the room turned to look at him. He pointed at a row of ovens and bench tops “those are our stations.” There were five ovens. “Materials are all over there.” He pointed to open shelves that would normally contain baking essentials which were now piled up with the herbs they were going to be using. “Vials are there,” he pointed to a series of boxes resting on the ground. “The stoppered ones are filled with sulfuric acid already. Don’t play with them.”



“
 Eggercough Slug Poison
 first,” Adrian said in a big voice, “Everyone, gather your the ingredients, then I will show you how to brew. Two parts orange algae to one part purple fungus.” The fungus had changed colour to a soothing lilac as it dried. “You want about four handfuls of orange and two of purple,” he yelled.



“Very scientific,” someone observed.



“We are not doing science,” Adrian responded instantly, “we are doing magic.” There were a couple of weak chuckles. “You need to use the mortar and pestle to pulverise the two ingredients together,” He promptly demonstrated putting all of his strength in vigorously grinding the two ingredients together. Once done, he transferred the contents into a bowl. “Now, you cover the mixture with water. Just enough so that water covers everything.” He did exactly what he said and then went around to help others. A couple had added too much water, and one group had even failed to include enough of the purple fungus. He pointed out the mistakes and encouraged them to add extra herbs to bring the levels to the right proportion.



Once the five minutes was almost up, he explained the next step. “When the colour changes from orange to a deep purple, it is time for the third step. Here we rapidly heat the solution till the deep purple shifts to a lighter purple. When this happens, it happens quickly. Stopper it to prevent exposure and then straight into the ice water.”



One hundred and twenty mana later, one barrel of water provided for this purpose had ice floating in it.



The solution on his desk changed colour. It was an abrupt transition. Immediately, he held his hand under the solution and flames came out of them. He watched intently, and when the colour changed again, he poured the solution into one of the one litre containers, stoppered it, and then dropped it into the ice barrel. “And done,” Adrian told them, as the vial’s contents transitioned from the lovely transparent purple to the murky brown of a country dam.



Everyone else's solutions started to change colour, and it was a bustle of activity as they tried to get the solution heated and cooled appropriately. Of the first batch, three out of six, including his own, were successful. “Toss the discoloured ones,” he said. “Outside,” he corrected as someone went to pour them down the sink. “And carefully,” he added, not understanding what properties the failed solution might have.



The next four hours was him going from group to group giving advice. Sometimes, he would use his heat to save a potion and sometimes his ice magic. The reject rate dropped to only one per batch of five. Over the period, lots of people rotated through. Adrian counted forty before he abandoned the effort, and at least a dozen people came through after that point. Everyone got his knowledge.



The town's response made him proud. So many people were building up their skills, there was a focus of activity. They would be able to create the magic potions on their own for defense from now on. Finally, their stores of herbs were exhausted and his attention turned to the
 Dragon Breath
 ingredients.



“What are you thinking,” Lucas asked, seeing where he was looking. “I can’t do that here because there is too much risk of explosion. And I can’t do it like this,” he waved over the mass of people polishing off the last of the anti-inherent healing potions. Lucas nodded. “This potion is too dangerous to teach. The town should invest in an alchemist through.”



“Give me a minute.”



Five minutes later Lucas was back. “We have found a spot for you to work.” He told Adrian. “I need a few hands to carry ingredients.” he bellowed.



Multiple people volunteered and within minutes a train people were following Lucas. Their destination was a small cafe at the edge of the barricaded area. It was abandoned, and the glass in the front door looked like it had recently broken. “That was me,” Lucas volunteered, pushing open the door. Steve was standing inside. “Any occupants?” Lucas asked.



“No, it was clean,” Steve said. Three other men came from the back of the store and together with Steve they left.



The kitchen of the cafe was large. “Mainly did pizza and deep fried take out,” Lucas said to explain the size of the kitchen relative to the store. “Everything is solid, so if things go bang they should contain it.” The kitchen had a big island going down the middle. He made an executive choice and one side became a storage area and the other was dedicated to cooking the actual potion. Everyone dropped off the loads where he directed and he fussed around getting all the ingredients in the order he needed to use them. Five different ingredients would go into the mix; it was one if not the most complicated of the Bush Alchemy recipes.



“Adrian,” Lucas called out. “This is Jill, Catrina, and Helen, they are alchemists and want to observe.” He hesitated till Adrian gave a small nod of acceptance, “and Charlise,” he pulled over a middle-aged brunette. “She was Doctor Charlise in her past life, but now she is just another healer.” Adrian used identification and discovered she was a level 7 healer. “The two of us will wait in the next room. If there is an explosion or a scream, we will be in to fix up the mess.”



“This stuff is dangerous,” he told the alchemists, “so stay over that side. He pointed to the furthest corner from where he planned on doing the dangerous parts. “When I am brewing, don’t ask questions. I do not want distractions.”



Saying it out loud did not help his nerves, nor did the knowledge that he had two talented healers in a nearby room. It was time to get to it. Creating
 Dragon’s Breath
 was multistage, and, as he started the first batch, he realised that only the last three steps were dangerous. Anyone could do the first four.



“How good at alchemy are you guys?” he asked.



“I am an expert,” Jill said proudly, “and Catrina and Helen are both journeyman level.”



That was fantastic. The dragon’s breath potion was between journeyman and expert on the alchemist scale.



“Sally decided that having good alchemists was important. She paid to speed up our training,” Helen said.



It was a good long-sighted decision, Wagga Wagga was going to be in excellent hands.



“Maybe you guys can help after all,” he said, and then proceeded to laboriously explain every step. Unlike his approach with the anti-inherent healing process, this time he insisted on meticulous attention to detail. The three women did not blink an eyelid, and when he supervised the process, they got the details perfect.



“I love interfaces,” Jill said when she produced her first sample perfectly. “There is no way I could have done that three weeks ago.”



With the first four fiddly steps farmed out, he concentrated on the last three. These involved heating one solution and adding a set amount of powder from another solution while keeping the temperature between 110 degrees and 125 degrees. When they were mixed, he then had to reduce the heat gently. Add the last solution to this mixture, heat it up to above 200 degrees, and then cool it quickly. Every step of the process was highly explosive.



When he attempted the first batch, he was sweating profusely. He had already explained the process, so there was no need to talk while he brewed. The potion colour, a dull yellow, was perfect. Tilting the glass vial slightly, he saw the viscosity was right. Satisfied, it disappeared into his bag of holding. There was no way he was going to store the potion anywhere else. After that, it was a matter of brewing. It took hours. By the end of it, he had rejected only three batches. One because of colour and two because they were too watery. Both were signs of instability. He would dispose of them off the side of a cliff at some stage.



The final count was 51 litre bottles. He shivered. It was equivalent to over one tonne of TNT. The new alpha physics seemed to allow just as many explosives as existed previously, you just had to generate them through alchemy.



“Finished?” Lucas asked when he came out, “You look like shite.”



“Scary stuff,” Adrian said, holding his head. It was exhausting concentrating that hard for that long. Sweat had drenched him multiple times.



“You have amazing control,” Lucas told him, “I was watching a lot of it from the doorway, and I don't think I've ever seen someone using magic that intensely for that long.”



They went for a late lunch and they served Adrian some kind of purple steak. It was delicious. As he ate, he checked his statistics.



Pathways Skills in Progress



Identification Rank 4
 - 42% (+4%)



Mana Control
 - 89% (+3%)



Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 42% (+5%)



Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 14%



Gathering - 43% (+12%)



Bush Alchemy
 - 79% (+37%)



Skills obtained:



Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Stasis, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 3, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura, Guided Potion Throw.



Experience 8,432 of 10,000 required for level 2.



There was some experience from the fighting the previous night and from the gathering group, however, the major gains had come in both gathering and bush alchemy. Another session like today, and he would have mastered bush alchemy. However, the need to do that paled against mana control. That was needed before the Bird. Increased control would lower the costs of his spells and allow him to do more damage.



Graham found him at the late lunch and sat down opposite him. “I just want to confirm the plans for tomorrow,” Graham took a bite of an apple that he had pilfered on the way over to the table. “The Birdtrap is in place. We have a pig that we will take out to secure early tomorrow morning before the Bird is up. The team is going to leave half an hour before dawn, but we are gathering fifteen minutes before that. We have been going up and down the route so often that the wildlife has learnt to stay away.” He took another bite of the apple. “Are you all sorted?”



“I think I am as ready as I am ever going to be,” he told him, thinking about his bag of holding. It was full of one litre bottles: 51
 Dragon’s Breath
 and 223 of the
 Eggercough Slug Poison
 .



“Are you going to join the team going up in the morning or make your own way there?”



Adrian had been thinking about hunting, about hunting on the way up, but with his bag so full there was no point. He would have no storage. “I'll meet you guys before you head off.”



“So, what are your plans for the rest of the day?” Graham asked. “What do you do to relax? Play chess? Read a book? Have a quiet beer?”



Adrian shook his head at each suggestion, though more sadly at the last two. “I have a pathway that I need to master,” he told Graham, “Lots of magic practice. I am going back to the Hotel and grab an abandoned cabin and spend the afternoon practising my magic.” He demonstrated by creating a very visible fireball in his hand before making it vanish. “If I get enough experience today and tonight, I will increase my magic output and damage by about sixty percent.”



“I did not know that was possible,” Lucas said.



“You will be able to do it too,” Adrian told him. “Though you might need to level up first.”



Lucas rolled his eyes at that.



“It is a feature of the interface,” Adrian continued putting quotes around the “feature” part with his hands. “Each of our level ups is equivalent to up to ten of your levels at once. The feature,” again he did the quotes, “means that all these level-up attributes go towards mana control.” He had another bite of his food while the other two thought through what he had said.



“Well, that is crap,” Graham said finally.



Adrian continued, “They set my interface up to optimise the benefit you get from all the experience we are getting. That bit is great, but it means that you get improvement less frequently, and then you have to jump through hurdles after each level to realise the benefits. Once I have jumped through the hurdles, my level one is stronger than the average level ten,” he pointed at Graham, “But while I am technically stronger, I am unbalanced. As a front-line fighter, you might put half of your points in strength and half into vitality. If I am in your place, I need to choose either strength or vitality. Once I am level two and you are level twenty, then we can be balanced together, as I will have ten in both strength and vitality exactly the same as you.”



Graham nodded. “Is it worth it?” he asked.



All Adrian could do was shrug. Then after a moment, he nodded, “My skills at level one are impressive.” Graham and Lucas both nodded at that. After all, what else could they do? He had taken out the eggercough slugs and tomorrow planned on taking on the unbeatable Bird. “So, on balance it is worth it.”



They finished in silence, and the clock was ticking in Adrian’s head. He had to get mastery. “I need to go practise,” Adrian said, standing up. On the way out, he grabbed half a chicken for dinner and then jogged and shadow stepped back to the Hotel, practising his magic diligently as he went.










Chapter 64




The rest of the day was headache inducing. As planned, he settled into cabin 179, selecting the most functional cabin which was as far away from everyone else as possible. 180 was technically available, but he had no desire to experience the bloodbath that Susie had told him about. When he wandered by, he could smell the stench of old death. Curiosity was a thing, but the door remained shut. He could not imagine how intense the smell would have been if he had peeked inside.



He practised the same magic over and repeatedly. Create the spell, fiercely destabilise the created spell, and then suck the mana back into him. Over and over again, he repeated the activity, trying to find more and more creative ways to destabilize the spell. Burns and scuff marks appeared all over the cabin when his experiments went too far: At one point, the linen on the bed caught fire and ice magic was required to extinguish it.



The spell's backlash knocked him off his feet. Maybe air gust could be adjusted to something more practical afterwards, some form of air attack. Wetness on his face, touching his nose, the fingers were red with blood. It definitely packed a punch. That was something to recreate: air gust focused with ice and then infused with fire. His head was complaining. He probably had a concussion along with the bloody nose. The room stunk with a touch of smoke and ozone. With his head throbbing, Adrian decided a two-minute break would help.



Step outside, it was dark!



Where did the time go?



A sinking feeling. His team would be worried about him. After all, he had gone all day. Four shadow steps got him to the dining room in record time. They were there and did not look at all concerned. They had trader brew bottles half empty in front of them.



Kozzie tried to force the bottle into his hand. Jules encouraged him to join them. They were fine. It was so tempting to join them for one drink, but one would become two and then many. He retreated to his room to continue his practice. Over two hours later, he felt a rush of energy through him. Everything seemed to click into place. When he created his fire spell, it was stronger than before.



No yelling in joy. These days, yelling had a tendency to bring people running with weapons drawn. Instead of smiling with excitement, he left the trashed practice cabin to lie on his own bed. Sounds of relaxed revelry were still coming from the dining room. Tomorrow was going to be big. Laughter carried him off to sleep. Tomorrow he would kill the Bird or perish trying.



Maybe that would help with his nightmares. Maybe after that, he would no longer feel like a coward, a man who had heard the screams and almost turned away. A man who had seen them struggle and waited like a coward for too long. Memories of the octopod still haunted him.



He thought of his family, imagining them at the in-laws' house. What skills had they chosen? Was Tony looking after them? He wished that he were there to help. He dreamed of returning and them running to greet him, the kids showering him in kisses and hugs. With a single tear running down his cheeks and the distant clinking of glasses, he drifted off to sleep.



Adrian woke buzzing and ready. Dreams had been of sharp violence and explosive force. He started eating the travel rations without even thinking about it. There was nice food elsewhere. The Roasted Quail would be serving. They would get him anything he asked for. The last meal of the condemned. They would bend over backwards and devote multiple chefs to cook for him if he asked. It was not worth it.



No company.



Even now, preparing to fight the Bird, he felt like a fraud. Every step of the way, fear filled him. If the octopod fight came again, he was not sure that he would engage. At the time, he had almost turned and run. They were not dead because of him, but they might have escaped if he had been better then. That pause at the start might have doomed them as surely as the octopod attacking had. Even if he killed the Bird, it would not bring them back.



No. He would avoid company for as long as possible.



Adrian centred himself and got ready for the battle. During sports as a kid, Coach Mike had been big on visualization. Imagine kicking the ball, refreshing the feel of the ball at his feet, dribbling inside right, stepping over the ball with a touch of his sole to keep the ball going in the right direction, all before getting on the pitch. While moving towards town, he tried to imagine the coming battle. Even distracted, his discipline did not falter. Stepping through the shadows and using stealth to cross streets guaranteed nothing saw him or noticed him. Nothing dangerous even appeared to cross his path; the safety in the town was improving because of the relentless hunting parties. There were some possums, some slightly mutated domestic cats, and even a curious fox, but none of them saw Adrian, deep in the shadows.



Graham's group were gathering as promised. There were twenty of them gathered around a wagon with two big Clydesdale horses hitched up. They were normal horses, lacking any mutations. The wagon held a pig bound, gagged, and on its back. It was an enormous beast, as large as a cow, and the axles of the heavy wagon seemed to bend and flex under its weight. He released the shadows from his body and waved to Graham. When the larger man waved back, he openly faded back into the shadows. For whatever reason, he needed more solitude. It was probably the dreams that had included his family. Those dreams had simultaneously been exquisite ecstasy and thumping sorrow.
 Oh God,
 a tear ran down his face. His emotions were out of control.



When everyone was ready, Graham got him moving. Adrian heard Lucas asking about him, but Graham waved the question away. Adrian followed the caravan like an invisible shadow.



After five minutes, the solitude felt restricting and maybe human company was better company than his rolling emotions. He fell into step next to Graham and Lucas. They both jumped.










Chapter 65




“I told you to stop the sneaky shit,” Graham snapped before softening into a rueful grin. “I am an old man. Heart attack is a real risk.”



Adrian shrugged. He was not in the mood for banter. They walked in silence for a while. Sort of like with Kozzie. A comfortable lack of conversation. Then they started talking.



“Are you sure you don't want us to stay just in case something goes wrong? Are you sure?”



“Yes,” he snapped back. “If she hits me, I am dead. Lucas, you are a great healer, but one hit of the Bird’s talons or one peck, then there will be nothing for you to heal. Just parts that used to be human.” Lucas looked a little shocked at his outburst. “After it kills me, it will kill you, if it does not kill you first,” Adrian paused, visibly gathering in his frayed emotions. “I need to do this by myself. I will cloak myself in shadows and then use shadow steps. What is that?” Adrian said, pointing to a spot to their right. Both Lucas and Graham looked, and Adrian took their moment of distraction to shadow step next to the horses. He patted the horse gently, and it did not jump. From where he walked, he could see Graham and Lucas looking around trying to see him.



“Where did he go?”



“Bastard loves his sneaky, sneaky,” Graham said. “Point taken, Boy,” Graham called out after a moment.



He patted the other horse to make sure it knew he was there. “My skills give me a chance against the Bird,” he said from where he walked, less than five meters away. They both jumped anyway. One more shadow step, and he walked between them. This time they did not jump.



“Ambusher steps,” he told them, “allows me to step from shadow to shadow. It also means I can move almost invisibly, and I can actively direct eyes away for me. It is super powerful. It’s how I have avoided dying. The plan is simple, it does not see me, and I use my magic to keep throwing potions over it. If it goes according to plan, it won’t even know where the potions are coming from. Hopefully, I will stand in the one spot while the potions do all the work and it never attacks me.”



“We will not abandon you,” Graham told him, “However,” he blurted, seeing Adrian preparing to argue. “We will respect your wishes and send everyone at least two hundred meters away from you. If they then see a chance to help you, then they will, but mainly we will be there to keep animals away from the boar and to help butcher the Bird when it is dead.”



“Two hundred is too close.” Adrian remembered all those times he had watched the Bird. 200 meters was only a single wing flap and a glide away. Plus, the Bird had senses that were far more sensitive than any human. “If they are not underground, then it needs to be at least five hundred meters.”



He could see the indecision in Graham’s stance. A hardening of the man's jaws.



“If they are too close, they may distract the Bird and result in it getting away.”



The resistance faded.



“I’ll give the orders.”



They trailed off into welcome silence.



It was near dawn. Everyone got tense. Near dawn was when the night and day creatures crossed paths. It was the time of day when you were most likely to run into active predators. The wider party did not stay quiet. They had discussed the plan beforehand. With twenty of them, they were hopeful the noise they were making would drive away any predators. It was about presenting themselves as stronger than the surrounding predators; it was about presenting themselves as powerful enough that any predator that challenged them would be hurt, even if it was successful. Their willingness to make a noise presented the right vibe to everything watching.



Adrian saw lots of things retreating into that darkness with his superior night vision. There was even a colossal bear that abandoned a fresh kill. It obviously decided that safety was more important than a full stomach.



A bloody bear.



Bears were alien in Australia. Australia’s largest natural predator had been the dingo. Every time he saw a bear, it was surreal. It had
 clearly been sucked to Earth from wherever it lived previously. Adrian wondered what it thought. Had it been dragged away from its family? Were they monogamous for life? Was it forever doomed to be alone now it had been dragged here, leaving its partner? Did it fear its new world? Or did Earth represent abundant food and safety from a desolate home landscape?



They would never know. Same with the Bird. Was it crying itself to sleep every night? The bear retreated further away. The thing, as it scampered, was huge. Standing on its hind legs, it would have been well over three meters in height, yet it moved silently and no one else noticed it. It seemed to float on air, and Adrian’s focus could see magic spinning around it, aiding it in its silent flight. Air magic was useful for more than just wind gusts and directing potions.



Another time a group of wolves tracked them. It was a large pack that was hunting silently. Scouts flanking them, visible to his dark vision as flashes of movement. The main pack gathered behind them. They would attack and try to make the humans run and then pick off the stragglers one by one. When it worked it was a very successful strategy which gave a good reward for relatively low risk. Of course this group would not do that instead they would turn to fight. A pitched battle would cost time and might cost lives. He launched earth spikes at the two scouts on the right-hand side. They yelped in pain and the entire caravan came to a halt as the humans fell into their fighting formations.



The wolves saw the coordination and the intent. The leader let off a brief howl and all the wolves melted away to find easier targets.



“It was wolves,” Adrian told them. “I disrupted their attack and they are retreating now.”



Graham nodded, and they started up again.



When they reached the Ambush site, everyone carefully worked to secure the pig above the trapdoor. They had thought things through, and a large beam that rested firmly against the pig's stomach actually held most of the pig's weight. Its feet barely touched the ground. The setup prevented the pig from resting its full mass upon the trapdoor. With the pig securely in place, they left it blindfolded with earplugs and a feed bag over its mouth.



Whoever had planned the pig sacrifice, had thought things through carefully. The last thing they wanted was for the pig to panic if it smelt or heard a nearby predator and have it go crazy and try to break free. If the animal went hysterical, it would likely break the beam supporting it and then it would crash through the trapdoor, ruining their ambush.



“Twenty minutes till Birdwatch starts,” Graham called out. “Everyone move out!” he ordered. Four groups of four started moving out. Lucas and two others waited as Graham came over to him. “We will do our best to keep the animals away,” he told Adrian. “We have hunted the area out so I am not expecting anything but,” he shrugged. It was a new world, and monsters seemed to be everywhere. “We will only have a loose perimeter so stuff might leak in. Keep watch. If anything gets too close, try to kill it. I know we blindfold the pig and have its ears plugged but animals have a sixth sense: if you let anything dangerous get to close it is going to sense it and go ape-shit.” Graham made strong eye contact. Adrian acknowledged what he said with a firm nod. He still did not feel like talking. “Good luck,” Graham said, holding out a hand.



Adrian shook the offered hand.



“I admired you at work,” Graham continued, “For your professional and competence if nothing else. But what you are doing here makes you a hero.”



“Anyone,” Adrian protested.



“No,” Graham interrupted. “Most would not. I know you could just walk out of Wagga Wagga. You don’t have to risk your life.”



“Stop,” Lucas said, stepping forward and grabbing Graham’s shoulder. “Sometimes a man just has to do what he feels is necessary. Good luck.” Graham shook Lucas’s hand as well, and with that the last four of them left to their part of the perimeter.



He was not a hero. He was just another flawed man who had got lucky. A flawed man who despite his strength was still too often ruled by fear.



He shook his head and then engaged the Ambusher skills both fade and stasis.



The pig was below him. He was committed. In theory he could sneak off and leave Wagga Wagga, but he would never abandon them. Recalling the imprints of the Bird and the flat broken voices of those who had seen it attack. The suffocating fear that infused the town. Ten thousand people being tormented by this one stupid animal. There would be no leaving. He was committed to freeing the town so they could build something amazing because he could see the potential in Wagga.



The nerves were getting to him now, his palms felt sweaty, his breaths came fast and shallow. He consciously breathed low and deeply. The deep breathing calmed him. The Bird could take the bait at any moment and when it did, he would be ready. Contemplating the pig and watching the surroundings just in case something was trying to sneak up. Luckily the only movement were the shadows from breeze rustling through the trees. In the distance he had his first glimpse of the Bird before the tree limbs and leaves took it from his view.



Hopefully, the Bird would not find alternative prey because if he had to come back tomorrow… Well it would be hard. It felt like a funeral progression this morning. Tomorrow would be worse. His breathing was speeding up and heading towards hyperventilating. What was he thinking doing this? The indents in the road and the sheer power of the beast.



Refocusing on his breathing. Long breaths to calm down.



A high pitch squeal. To everyone it was a familiar sound that the Bird gave out whenever it hit the ground. It had found alternative prey. Hopefully, it was not human. He hoped that a human had not made a mistake and let the Bird spot him or her. Maybe he would not be dying today. Maybe it had landed on a herd of cows and had enough food for the day. Energy drained from him as adrenaline left his system. Almost sagging where he was standing, though Ambusher’s Stasis would have stopped it dead, he realised.



Shifting position so he could see where the Bird had gone down. Five minutes later it blasted back in the sky. It flapped in the manner he was used to. It was still hungry. It was going to keep hunting. Should he be happy, terrified, or bitterly disappointed? The fight might still happen. Mouth was dry, so he took a quick sip of his water bottle.



Shadow stepping back to his preferred Bird hunting spot. Pressing against the cliff face with an excellent view of the mine. A natural drain that would be a waterfall in wet weather ran behind him. It would allow him to retreat if he got in trouble. There were also lots of shadows. options to run and proximity to attack.



The pig was gigantic, the size of a compact car with long nasty tusks coming from its jaws. It was fidgeting and looked like it had finished the small feed bag they had given it. It was shifting impatiently; whenever it moved, the wooden planks it stood upon groaned. Adrian wished they had given the pig a larger food bag to distract it. The trap door it stood on was bowing a little under the weight.



Maybe the pig would fall through the mine, and he would not have to fight the Bird. It was a treacherous thought, but he was not a hero. The thought of being unable to look anyone else in the eye gave him the courage to hold his position. The pig had once been your standard pink domestic, but the alpha conversion had mutated it. The strange process had reawakened the wild genes in the pig, and it now resembled something closer to an immense wild boar rather than a commercial pig. Its tusks had grown, and power coiled in its muscles. It was now quite a deadly animal in its own right.



The Bird was huge and yellow in the sky. It was heading in their direction. With magic focus blazing, he caught the moment when it noticed the pig. A couple of quick flat wing strokes propelled it into the correct position, and suddenly it was diving. As it dove, it pivoted its entire body so its huge pointed beak led its plunge in as aerodynamic a posture as it could achieve. It whistled through the air, almost going supersonic.



Bad life choices!



It was going for the pig, but he felt like it was plunging towards him. This is what a mouse feels like.



The fight was coming.










Chapter 66




At the last moment, the Bird pulled its wings out to force itself out of the dive and extended its talons. Its feet were plenty large enough to encircle the boar.The blast of air from braking its descent was enough to squish Adrian hard against the cliff that braced him. Thank god he had been leaning against the solid rock. If he had been out in the open, not only would it have knocked him over, he would have tumbled away like rubbish blown in the wind.



The talons stretching towards the pig were simultaneously the most incredible thing he had ever seen and the most humbling. It was like the classic eagle picture, but so much bigger and more awe-inspiring. The Bird, for all its threat, was worthy of being worshipped. His eyes briefly fixated on the tendons running up the back of its legs. They were as big as his arm and power flowed through them.



Adrian had thought the noise of the alpha conversion was the loudest thing he would ever experience. This noise was paralysing and incredible because of its immediacy. As the Bird plunged, everything seemed to happen in a series of flashes, with time allowing him to experience it: The Bird was plunging beak first, then the wings snapped out, then it was coming down with talons outstretched, then the talons were closing around the helpless pig. At this point, it was choreographed fluid beauty. The Bird’s knees started bending and its talons wrapped around the pig, making contact with the Birdtrap door. The pig squished down against it; the ground crumbled at the impact of the Bird. For the Bird, the expected resistance of the ground never came. Its far left talon hit solid earth instead of the trapdoor, and the Bird was suddenly twisting as that single claw took all of its weight. The pig was no longer in sight, and half the Bird’s body was in the mine. It kept falling, and its wings were back against its body.



There was a crash as its chest impacted the earth instead of its legs. Only the bird's head and half a wing were poking out. A beak large enough to eat him in a single gulp opened up, and it screamed out its dominance or pain or anger, whichever it was. The Bird was venting. Adrian quailed. The mine was working better than he thought; the Bird was like a cork in a bottle. Then a wing broke free, and he knew it would not last. He thought he had heard the clang of the Birdtrap going off, but he could not be certain.



Purpose struck through him. The town had done its bit and done it better than expected. Now it was his turn. Large flasks of
 Dragon’s Breath
 popped out of his bag of holding and flew towards the Bird, each one depositing its liquid across the exposed wing. Within five seconds, six litres of
 Dragon’s Breath
 coated the exposed wing. The Bird kept lunging upwards to escape the hole itself in. The first time it surged upwards, it did nothing to free itself. Another two litres of
 Dragon’s Breath
 potion landed on it. It surged upwards again and freed its second wing this time. Another four litres of
 Dragon’s Breath
 hit, and he followed them up with a fireball. The fireball hit and the potion lit up. The targeted wing was in flames. A section twice as long as he was high was on flame, but a significant proportion of the wing was unaffected.



The Bird was half out of the mine and was flapping its wings. The generated gusts were sending dust debris everywhere. Small bits of grit stung his eyes, and the pressure rocked him backwards and forwards against his cliff face.



Where he had set up was more than just luck, but it was lucky that he was far enough away. How had they not considered air pressure? He focused on the second wing coating. With five litres of potion, it too caught flames. They singed his eyebrows. The Bird screamed in frustration as it failed to free itself.



The crash landing and the burning wings barely affected its health, such was the healing pumping through the animal. There was a sudden sound of tearing metal, and this time when the Bird jerked, it got a talon up above the edge of the mine.



The Bird was the mass of a couple of elephants, as tall as a giraffe, with a wingspan longer than a semi-trailer. Such a thing would have been impossible prior to the alpha conversion. Now he wondered just how much larger other Birds flying around might be. He wondered if there were even physical limitations anymore.



The Bird looked towards him. Its eyes somehow piercing his Ambusher skills while recognising that he was the one responsible for its pain and burning wings. Its attention flicked back to extract itself, but the threat was implicit. It would come for him next.



It beat its wings again, showering him with more grit, and it tried again to surge out of the mine. It failed and Adrian realised that it was still caught in the bear trap. It screamed in frustration and dropped back into the mine. By the way it's freed massive leg was moving, it was trying to use its free leg to break the trap. There was a sound of metal on metal or more likely Bird claw on metal.



How had he ever thought he could defeat this thing? The dragon breath was still burning and would burn for another 30 seconds or more. While the flames burned the feathers were not growing back, however potent healing energy boiled under the flames, making it look like the skin beneath was immune to the heat that would melt metal. He tossed three more litre flasks of Dragon Breath, this time aiming for the head. The Bird saw one of them and tried to dodge, but his magic skill guided the flask to the new position. Pouring it all over the eye.



The Bird screamed in anger and lunged at him. The power was immense; the speed was horrifying. He was pinned to the cliff so could not fall back and was so terrified no shadow step option presented itself to him. The huge beak that could swallow him whole, or at least most of him snapped just meters short of him. He could smell the feral breath of the Bird.



The massive eyes staring wide eyes filled with anger just meters away from him. The bear trap had held, and the Bird fell back towards the mine. He knew he had to do something about those eyes that could penetrate his ambusher skills so casually. Another two flasks flew towards the retreating head being chased by a fireball. Despite his additional mana control, his mana was almost depleted he didn't stop to see whether the head would go up in flames instead he shadow stepped away.



There was a crash behind him, the sound of trees breaking and ground getting polarized. He glanced back to where he had just been standing. The Bird’s head was there amidst flying rocks from where it had hit the cliff. The shower of rock included boulders larger than his head, and even rocks the size of his fist had enough speed to break bones if they hit. The Bird’s head was in flames but noticing it was an afterthought. Where he had been standing no longer existed. He shadow stepped again.



Idiot! idiot! he should be on a trip to Melbourne he shouldn't be here trying to do suicidal things



Examining the Bird attempting clinical attachment. It’s eyes burned. The Dragon Breath that could not bite through skin was effective against an eyeball. It steamed and sizzled. The Bird could no longer see him. Another shadow step, positioned himself behind the Bird in case its eyesight returned quickly. The Bird had turned its attention to the Birdtrap scrabbling to free itself.



The wing initially targeted was no longer burning in places. That was wrong. The
 Dragon’s Breath
 should still have had another thirty seconds of burning. Apparently, the Bird could suppress the fire power. Already, the skin was returning to normal; he could see feathers forming in the spots that the fire had failed.



No time.



Hurriedly, Adrian tossed four bottles of
 Eggercough Slug Poison
 at the healing wing. The potions landed on the healing burns and sizzled. The Bird’s healing retreated, and the new acid burns stayed. He downed a mana potion, cursing himself for not having taken one earlier. One should have gone straight to his lips when the Bird first spotted the pig, but he had been busy Birdwatching.



The flames on its head were dying down. Once more it was too quick, but Adrian had no choice: He needed to keep the eyes out of action. He threw two litres of
 Dragon’s Breath
 . He emptied the flasks a couple meters above the Bird's head. One fell true, but the second caught alight when only half the potion was poured. Flame exploded in a column in the air above the Bird’s head. The flame went everywhere, coating rocks along with parts of the Bird’s neck and chest.



Have to let the flames die down before applying new flames.



Returning his attention to managing the
 Eggercough Slug Poison
 burns at the burnt wing, Adrian noticed his mana was depleted, so he desperately chugged another mana potion. More precisely, they were mana regen potions which acted to restore mana over time. It helped. The increased passive mana regeneration soon gave him enough mana for another two guided potion throws. The flames around the head had died off. Two more litres of
 Dragon’s Breath
 flew true.



Why change what was working?



The Bird, suddenly free of the mine, took a step in his direction. The eyes were mending, and it was looking for him. While
 Dragon’s Breath
 coated the eyes without a spark, the potion was inert. The Bird paused, more than willing to wait the short time it would take for its eyes to heal, to give it the opportunity for revenge. As it waited, it roared.



The noise almost knocked Adrian over and was loud enough to scare away animals for miles. There was pain in his ears and nose. The surrounding noise dropped.



Eardrums burst?



Whether they were night or day animals, predators or prey, they were all running now. Monitoring the mana levels, Adrian saw it was a race whether the Bird would see him before he had mana to blind it once more. A chunk of vaporised eyeball restored as he watched. His mana reached ten, and he started forming a fireball. He then shadowed stepped right next to the Bird, timing the release of the fireball. It was little more than a spark as he concentrated his resources on speed rather than power. It might have been just a flicker of light, but it made the journey. He hit the Bird between the eyes, and the
 Dragon’s Breath
 lit.



It was glorious.



It was a life extension.



It was both eyeballs being wreathed in flame.



It was effectively a blind spell.



He had three mana restore potions. He took one, giving him 25 mana in addition to his regen. He tried to step back and suppress his fear, trying to examine things with the ambusher’s clinical detachment. The head was in flames and a disfigured mess; it had completely healed one wing. The flames which had burnt fiercely enough to char down to the skin were gone. Every single feather one of the feathers previously reduced to ash had been transformed back to pristine condition. The other wing had a couple of meters of skin mildly damaged, the skin pitted with burn marks and no feathers to be seen. When he focused on the area, he could see the inherent healing of the Bird battling against his potion. The Bird was winning. He smeared another two litres of acid on the affected skin. It went straight to work, and the Bird’s inherent healing countered. It would only be moments before it would overpower his potions once more.



Adrian switched his focus back to the Bird’s head. His initial plan was just to keep the Bird from flying away, but that plan had been destroyed on contact. Instead, he had to keep it flying away and keep it blind, or else he was Birdfeed. The flames still engulfed the eyes, so he had time. Out of discipline, he shadow stepped as he focused on the burning
 Dragon’s Breath
 around the eyes.



Ten seconds, he thought, then the flames would die, and he would switch to
 Eggercough Slug Poison
 , or Bird potion as he thought of it.



Five seconds.



The Bird surged sideways, its claws raking the side of the cliff in the exact position he had been standing before his most recent shadow step. The talons smashed hard into empty rock. He shadow stepped further away to avoid the shrapnel.



Two seconds.



His mana was critically low.



Shadow stepping into the Bird’s own shadow, Adrian aimed to get as close to the head as possible. All the flames on the eyes spluttered out, and another two litres of Bird potion left his hands, one for each eye. Then he shadow stepped away again, the physical exertion hitting him.



The acid went to work in the burnt eyes, but more importantly, the healing stopped and the acid took over in inflicting damage.



The Bird screamed its challenge to the world again like a hurricane. A tree in front of it cracked and fell over.



Clinical detachment. Regular shadow steps.



Adrian watched his mana, throwing Bird potions whenever he got the opportunity. It rankled him that he might fail because of a lack of mana potions. Stupid pride and a refusal to buy from the shop might doom him.



The Bird switched tactics and started flapping its wings furiously. Sticks and dirt got blown up by the gale being generated. Another nearby tee fell over. He threw another potion towards one eye, but it sucked the magic out of him as he fought against the turbulence the Bird was generating.



“Shit,” the word slipped. Life stilled for a moment. If the Bird heard him… You could hear nothing through the wind it was generating. He stared at the burned wing. It was healing again. Drinking the last two mana restore potions, he had to stop it from flying away. He shadow stepped right next to the wing as it flapped down. It felt like a giant hammer of wind was thumping him into the ground. When the wing started swinging up, there was a window of calm. Two potions flew up in that brief window and Adrian collapsed to his knees as the downswing of the wing drove him back into the ground. As the wing moved back up, in that moment of calm, he tossed another two potions. He shadow stepped once, then twice to get away, hiding behind a tree. The Bird was lunging in different directions, trying to kill him by random chance. It was so big and moved so quickly, it could very well succeed.



Adrian had a choice to make: Did he abandon this fight, or did he keep trying to defeat it?



He opened his magic focus and trained it on the Bird’s body. Was he making any progress? It was hard to tell whether the Bird’s inherent healing had weakened. It was still strong, but it felt like the inherent healing had weakened. He stood still, watching from behind a heavy tree so that only his head was exposed, when a fearsome gust hit him. Stone stung his face, but a bit of wind magic protected his eyes.



If he was going to fight, he would have to keep shadow stepping into the Bird’s own shadow and then throw multiple flasks and then shadow stepping away. The plan could work. Each iteration, he would need to land six potions: one on each eye, and four over the damaged wing.



The Bird’s inherent healing started to win once more. At the edges of the acid burns, patches of skin started mending together.



Timing was critical; he pulled out five Bird potions out of his bag of holding and popped the corks off with his teeth. A single drop from one of the corks landed on his leg in a gap in his armour. It sizzled and started burning his skin; there was no time to do anything.



He shadow stepped closer to the Bird, keeping his movements silky smooth as possible so not to jolt the potions, then again right under the wing, timing it so that the wing was just rising. all five potions together. R, relying on his magic to split them. He directed three to the wing and the others to the eyes. Job done, Adrian stepped away.



The Bird began attacking in his direction. He rolled to the side and felt the earth tremor as that beak snapped down on the cliff above. The massive talons scratched down the cliff face, leaving three lines of broken rock. It missed him by an arm’s length. The claws had dug over 15 centimetres into the hard rock and up to 30 centimetres where it hit the softer sandstone sections.



Adrian swallowed some rock chips. A spray of sand and some large chunks of rock pelted his back and head. His head jammed hard against an exposed tree root, his knee hit something hard, and he was sure he heard shattering bone. He did not wait to check his wounds. Instead, he rose to his feet, ignored his groaning knee, and shadow stepped for distance. He felt the step waiver and almost collapse, but it worked. He took another step, but his knee was burning by this stage and barely supported him. He was now forty meters away from where the Bird was still destroying the cliff face. He tried another step but fell over instead. Adrian was thankful the Bird was creating so much noise that it did not hear him.



He drained both healing potions he had available.



Why didn’t he insist on more mana and healing potions?



There was no excuse for the mana. They should have bought more of them at the traders. Healing was understandable. Logic was, if the Bird hit him, then a healing potion would do nothing. They had not thought about the collateral damage that the beating of its wings could do, or the screaming, or the shrapnel from a near miss. The healing potion spread through him. The grazes on his face were mending with an irritating itchiness. It took an immense will to stop his hands from rising to scratch away. His ears popped, and his hearing returning. There was nothing to be done about the knee. The
 Eggercough Slug Poison
 made it feel like it was being burnt from the inside out. It locked his vocals cords up; it was the only thing preventing him from screaming.



Watching the Bird, Adrian stared at the inherent healing battle. Maybe he could win. The Bird potions were lasting for longer, which meant the Bird’s inherent healing must be weakening. The head cocked towards him. A section of the eye was healed.



It was going to attack. Only the fact that he was watching allowed him to see the movement in time, see the energy gathering through the Bird. He had time for a single shadow step. There was no time to pick a suitable spot, so he desperately targeted a shadow under the Bird.



It was a smooth transition onto the lip of the mine: Right foot straddled the lip of the mine shaft, left foot over the void.



Shit. Gravity.



Falling down.



Air rushed past, the speed increasing. His rotation had him plunging almost headfirst. He had no body control; it was not a controlled jump, and even if it was… it was a five-meter drop onto stone. It was the sort of fall that could easily kill someone. His last mana, all twenty-four of it, was used in redirecting his fall. Adrian distorted the air gust spell to alter his momentum so that, instead of plunging down, he was flying sideways towards the main tunnel. He hoped it would let him skip across the ground like a pebble thrown flat across the lake. By rolling and tumbling, he could bleed the energy over time and maybe survive. His shoulder slammed into the hard rock. Arms up, protect the head. Above him, the tail feathers of the Bird, now freed from the mine, had sun streaming through them. The bright yellow feathers framed by the blue sky pretty captured the difference between them. He was small, battered, insignificant, while the Bird was majestic and free. The pain exploded in his shoulder, and he tumbled along the ground.



The twisted remnants of the Birdtrap flashed by in his peripheral vision. The trap was in at least six different parts, and the pig was in many more. He saw a hoof separated from everything else.



The force of hitting the ground blew the wind out of him, but immediately he was airborne again. Adrian landed, skipped again, and then flew into the main tunnel. Somehow, his aim was right. If he had caught the end of the tunnel, there was no way he would have survived. The fight with the Bird was over; he could not fight against it from this tunnel. All that remained was to save his life.



Finally, he came to a stop against the side of the tunnel. It pumped the air out of his lungs, and they did not appear to be working. Panic filled him. In front of him he could see both Graham and Lucas. Graham was moving towards him. His chest was not working. He could not draw in any air.



There was a crash behind him, and he glanced back to see the Bird's beak just a foot away. It was leaning down from outside the mine shaft. Its eyes saw him. Its good eye was corroded away on the sides, but the pupil was undamaged. There was the basic animal intelligence in it which he could read clearly. You hurt me, so I am going to eat you now. From its position, it could not reach him. It pulled back, but it was not an admission of defeat. It was a simple change of tactics. Retreat to make room to attack from a better angle.



Trying to breathe. Graham's eyes were at his side, wide with fear, yanking him backwards. As he got drawn back into the tunnel, he could only see the Bird’s talons. It did a little hop backwards and then its beak was surging towards him again.



The beak slammed shut just short of them. Once more, it washed him with its fetid breath. It was drawing back to change the angle, so it could extend its neck and beak down the tunnel. It was blind on the right side.



“Run,” he gasped, unsure whether any sound had got out. Lungs were working slightly. He pushed the bigger man away, throwing himself into a nearby shallow alcove. He heard the heavy movements of the Bird as it re-positioned, and then its head was gliding forward into the narrow tunnel. He had an excellent view of the ruined eye on his side. It was half gone, such was the damage to the eye socket. The acid was still doing damage as the inherent healing of the Bird was compromised. Despite everything, he had been winning. The tip of the beak passed him before grinding to a halt. If the Bird could have seen out of its damaged eye, it could have killed him by simply angling the beak and squishing him against the cliff wall.



Instead, it went for one of its screams. There was no strategy, just animal frustration. The beak opened just as he opened up his bag of holding. As he did, he imagined all the Bird potions and all the
 Dragon’s Breath
 potions being drawn out. The beak was fully open, and he shoved his hand into the open beak. Air was rushing into the Bird as it drew in breath to exhale in explosive noise. He tipped the bag of holding upside down.



One litre vials tumbled out and were sucked towards the Bird’s throat. One, then two, then dozens. As the Bird sucked in its breath, the bag emptied. 35 Bird potions and 21
 Dragon’s Breath
 . He pulled his hands back. The mass of potions hit the back of the Bird’s throat. There was a tinkling sound at least one potion had broken. The force of the 56 potions hitting the Bird on the sensitive throat caused it to snap its beak shut before letting off a scream. There was the sound of more tinkling and the Bird swallowing.



After watching it so long and then fighting it, he felt a connection to the Bird. The idea of screaming had vanished from the Bird. Instead, there was confusion. Its mouth would be tingling. Tracking its prey suddenly did not seem so important to the Bird anymore. The back of its throat was hurting as it was withdrawing its head. It opened its beak to let soothing air in.



Adrian recognised that they were in a stalemate and the Bird was withdrawing.



Last chance.



The Bird was going to run.



Broken, depleted, but room for one last gamble. It was six mana, the smallest of sparks floated from his hand towards the Bird. It was sucking air in, and the spark, without enough mana to be a fireball or even to be actively directed, got sucked up with that air.



Adrian stumbled away. The spark would only have one effect. There was a half a turn up ahead, but he was going to be too slow. Instinctively, his hands went up to protect his head. Then, the wave of force from behind him knocked him forward. He tried to crouch up into a ball. It hardly mattered. He was flying once more and towards a wall. He attempted to protect his head. then he hit. Everything felt liquid.



Adrian was unable to do anything, but he could still see. Lucas was there, his face lit by flickering orange and reds. Graham was there. Adrian could not breathe, and his eyesight was fading. His hearing was gone.



At least he had not been a coward.










Chapter 67



Adrian just lay on the rock floor, staring up at the uneven ceiling, feeling his broken body. Healing magic was flowing through him. Unlike the potions, it was a warm, safe wave. Bits of his body were mending together. The adrenaline had fled his body with shock quickly replacing it. He felt so sick and weak that even shifting his head was an effort and might cause him to empty his stomach.



“It is definitely dead,” Graham called out. Half of him wanted to get up and check, and half of him wanted to get clarification, however his whole body did not want him to do more than blink. The body won.



The warm glow of healing was fading, but he still could not lift his head. He had been so close to death, not once, but lots of times. On four separate occasions, the Bird had almost killed him. He’d survived just by luck. There were multiple attacks when even a second of delay would have been it.



Adrian re-lived the moment in the tunnel when the Bird’s head was next to him. Its ruined eye was larger than a basketball, its feathers longer than a cricket bat. If it had shaken its head, he would have become a pancake. If it had got the air to scream, it would have reduced to mush his ears and who knows what else. Would his eyeballs have exploded? Before that, if he had shadow stepped a moment later, even earlier, if the bird had struck just a meter to its right, his remains would now be trickling down the gouges it left in the wall when its claws had run down it.



“We did it,” Graham was shouting, sounding ecstatic.



“It really is dead,” he heard someone else say, though he did not recognise that voice.



“The bird is actually dead?” Lucas asked next to him.



“Yep, blood and feathers everywhere. The head has holes in places there shouldn't be no holes. Is he? Is he?” he heard Graham ask from above him.



“Just shock, I think,” Lucas said, “almost all the injuries are gone.”



Graham was suddenly kneeling beside him. He could feel the large man’s hand on his forehead and the other hand clutching his hand, “You might be a crazy sneaky bastard, but you did it. This town is going to survive.”



“Is he ok?” the other voice was asking.



“Just got caught in the explosion,” Lucas said. “I was close enough,”



“Can we get out?” Graham was asking the other guy.



“Yep, the other teams have let ropes down.”



“Butcher the Bird,” Graham ordered, “Anything valuable goes to Adrian.”



Adrian shut his eyes. His head was spinning, and he felt like he could not get up even if his life depended on it.



“Just give it a minute,” Lucas suggested patiently, “your body was heavily damaged, and you've gone through a lot. A stress response is completely normal.”



“I never want to do that again,” he managed to whisper.



“I don't want anyone to do that again,” Lucas told him. “Do you want to know a secret?” Lucas blurted, whispering, “We were waiting down here, and when the Bird did that first roar, Graham literally jumped and hit his head.” Lucas chuckled, and then, more quietly, “And I almost pissed myself.”



His interface was flashing, so he clicked though it went to his stats page.



He had gone up a level.



What should I do?



Calculating . . .



Recommend decision to be delayed till stress levels decrease. Proposed options include:



●
 
 Increase in Intelligence provides benefits for future learning and passive increases in perception, mana, and mana control.



●
 
 Pathway of Healing - dependent on receiving Bird's Core.



●
 
 Pathway of the Elemental (Lightning) - leverage air gust.



●
 
 Increase Mana Pool.



●
 
 Basic Archery or Basic Spear.



Adrian turned off the interface. The suggestions were interesting, but it would be better to let it settle before deciding. For now, he just needed to recover and see what he could get from the Bird.



There were sounds of exuberant conversation from the direction of the mine entrance where the Bird had blown up, the sharp tones of someone giving orders. There was some good-natured grumbling, then the distinct sound of saws and axes going to work. The two sounds overlapped, and conversation trailed off. It was a continuous racket; lots of people were working. There was much good-natured ribbing in response to someone accidentally spraying someone else with blood. Lying there, Adrian just listened in. Nothing pressing to do.



“There is going to be a gigantic party,” Graham said with glee, “and you, Adrian, are the man of the moment.”



Finally, it felt safe to move. Trying to be the cool hero with a roll to his feet, the blood rushed away from his brain, and he felt distinctively unsteady. Lucas' firm hand was under his elbow, providing support. Adrian took a hesitant step forward. The blast had carried him beyond the curve of the tunnel. It took him two more steps before he could look across to the mine shaft to the surface. Sunshine was coming down and yellow feathers were everywhere. It would be around noon. Lucas still gripped his elbow. He walked towards the mine entrance. There was blood all over the place, some of which was his lots which was presumably the Birds.



One man was complaining about being a qualified butcher, but how the hell do you butcher something this big.



Reaching the mine shaft entrance and having all six men turning to face him. The Bird’s head was in front of him, or at least most of it. It was the size of a medium car.



When they saw him, they all put down their tools and started clapping. Then they started cheering and then clapping and cheering joined in from the top of the mine shaft. Men and women looking down from six meters above. Ridiculous grins plastered everyone's face. A woman started walking towards him from next to the Bird’s head. She was carrying a kid’s school bad. It was bulging.



“This is for you,” she said, having to talk loudly to be heard over the yelling and cheering. She opened up the pack. It contained a rock the size of a soccer ball. It was a brown crystal with glittering light swirling inside it. “We don't know what else is valuable, this certainly is.” she said holding out.



The interfaces comment that he needed the core resonated in him, so he accepted the gift. “Thank you. I think I need this. The rest of the Bird is for the town.”



“You don't need to,” Graham said.



“I am going to Melbourne,” he reminded them. “It is not like I need to buy a house or anything.” The core disappeared into his bag of holding. “and you guys are building a community and that,” he nodded first at the Bird head and then up to where the rest of the Bird was “will help you build. While the core,” he told them, “will help me get to Melbourne.”



Both Graham and Lucas had shopped with traders enough to know that Adrian was lying. Selling the Bird to get better weapons, armour, equipment or knowledge would also help him get to Melbourne. They did not say anything, choosing to honor the intention of his sacrifice.



“So you're going to come back with us so we can present you as a hero to town.”



“Yes.”



His interface flashed. It opened to a new TAB.



Monster Nests and Lairs



Monster Nests and Lairs should be investigated when possible once they have been slayed. Large animals of prey often take carcasses back to their layer and when doing so may drag valuable items back to their nest.



This could include weapon and armour from heroes or just components of animals that the Bird hasn't digested such as Cores, teeth, claws and potentially magical bones.



The weapons and armour from heroes could be easily discounted as the Bird had only been on Earth for a couple of weeks and would not have had the opportunity to have killed any humans with anything particularly valuable. However, the leftovers from meals could be valuable to him. Extra Cores and animal body parties could sell well with the traders. It was not however worth the trek; his time will probably be better spent killing salamander lizards.



His interface was still flashing. He opened it and kept reading.



It is possible the monster may also have a youngster or an egg, in which case someone who has recently leveled may obtain a Beast Mastery to enable them to bond with said Young



And with that simple paragraph it committed Adrian to going to the nest



“I'll meet you back in town,” Adrian told Graham, . “Can you walk me to the discreet exit?” he asked, “I don't particularly want to be cheered anymore.”



Graham nodded, “What are you planning?”



“I want to go to the nest and kill any chicks or eggs. I don't want to risk another Bird growing up and start preying on you guys,” Adrian replied. It was a partial lie, but he wanted the freedom to decide on whatever was in the nest himself, and he did not want to tell Graham that he was hoping to get his own Bird chick, a chick that he could raise and eventually turn into an awesome flying battle mount. If it grew fast enough, then he would delay going to Melbourne to let it grow. Then he would fly there in days as opposed to the weeks or months it would otherwise take to travel, depending upon the obstacles. No time for dreams, he thought to himself furiously. There were things that needed doing. The terror about his family status preyed on the periphery of his mind, as it usually did whenever he lacked the discipline to control his thoughts.



They walked along the tunnels in the mine. Graham had produced a glow stone to light the way. It felt unusual, but normal. The walls in the cave were man made, they had not decayed, and the stone Graham carried was like an electric torch. The entire experience could have happened three weeks ago. There were only a couple of branching passages, and Graham guided him with little difficulty.



“I know you miss your family,” he told Adrian, “You're a great man, and it would be amazing if we could have you.” He stopped himself from finishing the sentence. “I don't know what the right decision is for you,” he continued after a moment, “and if you choose to go to Melbourne, I hope you get there. But there's going to be a Bird equivalent every twenty kilometres is my guess. Whether that is an alligator, a panther or a giant spider, there are going to be some sort of supreme predators. That means that you may need to dodge or fight fifty of these things. What I am trying to say is that it’s a long way to Melbourne. It is a lot further than what it says in the maps.” He hesitated and Adrian knew he wanted to ask him to give up the dream, but the man was not a fool. “Everyone has to do what they have to do,” he finished awkwardly, “And I will support you, as will Sally,” he said quickly, after a moment of thought.



They emerged from the mine cautiously. Predators may start to return, and the switch from dark to light came with a period of vulnerability.



“We all know where the nest is.” Graham said, pointing towards a small hill in the distance. “I feel stupid asking after you killed the Bird, but are you sure you don’t want to take a team tomorrow?”



“No,” Adrian told him. “I need to finish this. With my shadow steps, I can travel faster and safer than anyone.”



“Good luck,” he said, clapping Adrian on the shoulder.










Chapter 68




Adrian set off at a quick jog. Sticking to tree cover, he could alternate his jogging with shadow steps, moving so quickly from shadow to shadow that nothing responded to his presence. His ambusher’s steps were so advanced that he was almost invisible in tree cover while jogging. The only risk was stepping on something dangerous. Avoiding that pitfall only took a bit of attention as his regional knowledge told him what to look for. If he saw signs of trapdoor ambush predators, he would detour or travel over nearby fallen trees and logs to avoid the risk. There was no fighting, not even slowing, when he saw rare powerful creatures with vulnerability to attacks in his arsenal. His mind wandered, imagining the joy of finding a baby chick, raising it into a flying mount. He marvelled at the power and majesty of it, the idea of training it to fly and hunt all the enemies that humans faced.



Adrian froze. His regional knowledge was glazing. He stared suspiciously at a patch of fallen leaves which were slightly too brown. Wind rustled and the leaf patch did not appear to follow suit. Glancing around, he saw a nearby tree that looked like an easy climb. Above that thick branches interweaving with adjacent trees, there was a tree highway.



Pausing only to grab a fist size rock, Adrian scrambled up the tree, climbing till he was a good ten meters above the ground. With a grim grin, he tossed the rock at the patch of leaves. The rock landed with an audible thump and the ground exploded like a tiger pouncing on its prey: majestic, strong, and over in a flash. There was just the merest glimpse of the power and speed at play.



Identification caught it.



Grainile Nest



Grainile Nest is a dangerous ambush predator. It can camouflage itself on any surface and waits for prey to get within two meters, at which point it will attack. The initial attack of a Grainile Nest is equivalent to a freight train hitting a stationary target. The nest is difficult to damage because of sky high physical and magical resistance. This creature moves slowly and is immobile when hunting. Avoid at all costs.



Not at all nice, and so hard to spot.



Fuck this world.



He had killed the Bird, but this was almost as dangerous. What would have happened if he had got the Bird to land next to this creature?



There was an image of a brief flurry of activity followed by a happy, content, and well-fed Bird.



Maybe the Granilie Nest was not in the same tier as the Bird.



The nest, when he finally got to it, perched on top of what at one point had been a normal hill. The Bird had done some redecoration, or carried out some impressive earth movement, more precisely. The side of the hill had been carved into a steep wall, with the leftover dirt either used to build up the hill or tossed down the slope. The hill now had an impressive cliff wall ringing it.



The redesign was rough. The cliff was not polished rock, but it was big. At all points, the cliff was at least ten meters high. The face was jumbled rock, dirt, and mangled plant life. There was a large branch embedded in the dirt. He pushed hard, and it did not move in the slightest. The cliff looked temporary but sturdy. Comfortable that it would support his weight, he chained five shadow steps to travel upwards quickly with his wind gust spell sticking him to the wall between each step. After the last step, he found himself at the top of the hill or plateau. He collapsed on the ground, panting at the rapid exertion.



The image of a shadow skipping up a cliff and then falling over came to him. The collapsed shadow was then torn apart by three fluffy bunnies. He could almost hear a sarcastic voice saying, “Safety first.”



It was the nest of a dead Bird. There was never going to be anything dangerous.



Fluffy bunnies frolicking in a meadow.



Adrian peered around while getting his breathing under control. Though physically exhausted, he was still not helpless. Magic remained a valid option.



The hilltop was now a dirty flat plateau. Hard packed dirt covered the ground, showing the excavation work the Bird had completed. A massive nest sat in the middle of the open space. Instead of twigs being used to construct the nest, saplings had been tossed into the mix. Trunks the size of his thigh had been bent and woven like straw. The nest was large enough for three or four of the giant animals to fit comfortably. It was three or four meters high and as big as an Olympic swimming pool, but round. Three or four of his family home would fit within it. His mouth dropped open.



It repeated the image of fluffy bunnies tearing up a collapsed shadow.



He jerked.



His eyes ignored the regal nest and scanned instead for danger. Regional knowledge was useless. It contained nothing like the Bird. The Bird transcended its environment.



Adrian switched on his magic focus to understand what he was dealing with. There was good news and bad news immediately. The good news was that there was lots of magic around. The bad news was that most of it seemed to be concentrated in the piles of Bird poop at the edge of the nest. Each pile was the size of a small bear, and he could smell the stink across the entire plateau. He grimaced. To extract the items from the Bird poop, he was going to wade through those piles. He would probably have to soak in a river for four days after this.



First things first. Safety. Ambusher fade was active, and Adrian breathed easier. That skill made him feel like he was wearing armour, like there was no direct risk of a fluffy bunny embarrassing him. Two steps had recharged. Ambusher’s fade would always work better with his back against a wall.



Adrian shadow stepped into the shade of the nest and froze. The step had left him facing outwards. He initiated ambusher’s fade and blasted it for all that it was worth. With that done, he waited for his shadow steps to recharge fully. When the final shadow step showed it was available, the tension left his body. If there were any threats, he would at least be meeting them on even terms.



The first thing he did was circle the nest with a combination of stealth movements and shadow steps. There was nothing to see. The poo was piled only on the south-east edge. The Bird had made the nest at the centre of the plateau out of small trees and branches from larger trees, and the edges were three meters high. The base of the nest was crude. It had piled large rocks to form the base with dirt sprinkled over it. The Bird had done a lot of work.



Satisfied that there was no danger on the plateau outside of the nest, it was time to check the inside of the nest.



Looking up at the nest high above him. It was time to get into it. Hopefully, there would be eggs because he had not heard a peep from the nests, and if there were chicks, he would have expected them to be squawking for food from their overdue mother.



The question was, what was the best way to get into the nest? It would not be easy. The Bird had built the nest with an overhang. He had never been good at rock climbing, and the size of the overhang meant that he would have to support his full weight for a couple of meters to get over the lip of the nest.



Bloody Bird had tortured him in its life and was still causing problems.



Stop procrastinating and climb. His arms ached after just moments. Pulling himself a bit further up, he had only another meter to go. His arms were trembling with the exertion of holding himself in place. Who ever thought rock climbing might one day become a practical life skill?



Shit.



His feet lost contact and swung away from the nest. He was dangling, but his arm holds were strong. Cursing, he swung himself back till his feet could get a grip on the jumbled wood face to relieve some stress from his arms. A broken stick was poking into his stomach. He arched his body to remove the unpleasant contact, but it just made everything else harder. Inching upwards again, Adrian tried to use his legs as much as possible to take weight. Given the angle, it was especially difficult with the random sharp ends pointing out of the nest.



His left foot slipped, and he dangled again. There was only half a meter to get to the lip of the nest. But….



His shoulders felt like they were dislocating. He was not going to make it.



Damn.



He dropped to the ground.



He looked for a better place to climb, circling around the nest once more. The Bird had made a symmetrical masterpiece. There were no obvious weak points, and every edge was well above his reach. On his second circle around, he stopped by a raised piece of ground. The nest was just as high as everywhere else, but the flattening of the ground had been less successful. An enormous boulder raised the height of the surface by a half meter. He walked backwards to get a better view.



It would be difficult, but with a running jump from the top of the boulder he might be able to make the lip of the nest. There was a section of a thin sapling creating the lip of the edge. The trunk was the perfect grabbing thickness, like the monkey bars at a playground. If he jumped high enough and grabbed it, then he could use it to get into the nest.



There better be an egg.



A feeling of innocence.



He did not want to know what that meant. Maybe the interface had realised it had made a mistake. Maybe this would all be for nothing. It did not matter; he was going to get into that nest and see even if he had to hack it to pieces.



Grimacing at what was probably phantom pain, Adrian could still feel his shoulder. Maybe he should wait to recover fully.



Sprinting forward, Adrian leaped as high as he could but not high enough. His grabbing hands had missed by at least six inches. Landing awkwardly, his knee jarred and ended up eating gravel. More war injuries, but it was only temporary with the new healing levels.



Adrian moved backwards to get a better view, a physical, not to say metaphorical, step backwards. Physically, he was happy with his leap though it had failed by a fair margin. It was a dead-end approach, and he had never been one of those people who would repeat the same useless motion time and time again. It was time for a novel approach.



Using the massive stone was the right choice. The problem was that it was not quite high enough. If that was the problem, then the solution was easy: increase the height of the rock. Looking around, Adrian saw lots of dirt and small boulders he could use to create a layer of rocks and then pack it with dirt.



The first rock was almost too heavy to lift. However, he only needed to move it twenty centimetres to tip it into his bag of holding. The rock landed into the bag and disappeared. He picked up the lightweight bag and swung it around, grinning to himself. This was a cheat. A goddamn amazing cheat. With a simple plan, he moved around the nest, grabbing all the likely stones till his bag was full. Then he returned to his boulder and started packing the rocks in.



He started with the heaviest first, and by the time he was finished, the lip was half a meter closer. He considered packing in dirt, but the rock mound he had just built was stable. Grinning, he climbed to the top and, with a small leap, grabbed the pole he was aiming for him.



After the bag cheat, he expected retaliation from the universe. Maybe it would be a total dick and have the branch come loose or break. On cue, it creaked. He tensed, but there was no further movement.



Not a game. Real life.



Smiling, Adrian managed a simple pullup. Then, by twisting his legs, he scrambled up onto the top of the nest. He tried to be quiet as he moved, but there was only so much he could do. Once on top, he used his magic focus and initiated his ambushers fade.



Disappointment flooded through him. No enemies, no eggs, no cute Bird Chicks, just feathers and a scattering of bone. The feathers glimmered with magic and some bones likewise. The nest smelt of death and decay rather than Bird poop. It was not in any way an upgrade.



All that work for some stupid feathers. Turning off his magic focus and examining everything with his normal eyesight. It was a wild animal's lair. Disorganised mess with splintered logs where the Bird had landed and three piles of gnawed bones that used to be a living animal. It was unrecognisable now, but had been two or three times the size of the Boar at the mine. A regular shape partly hidden by one carcass caught his eyes.



What was it? It was a little too regular. He shadow stepped closer to get a better look and froze in shock. What on Earth was a chest doing in a Bird’s nest?










Chapter 69




A box, it was a classic wooden pirate's chest.



An object that did not belong.



An impossibility. What was happening?



Was it a trap?



A mimic?



Something the Bird had grabbed?



Was the chest something the Bird had inexplicably scooped up at some point? And when he opened, was he going to be disappointed to discover that it was filled with some old lady's undergarments?



Muted excitement from the interface. Like it knew something that might be incredible, but it did not want to get anyone's hopes up because there was still the chance of it containing old dress-up in costumes.



Another step forward to let him see the whole thing. The chest throbbed with energy. This was no storage container from the pre-alpha world.



What is it?



The interface started flashing in response. Adrian clicked through straight to a new tab called “Mechanics”.



To aid the survival of sapient species in an Alpha event, six different aids have been provided by races that have successfully passed through the crucible of alpha conversion.



The First Aid is the interface, intended to help train and acclimate the sapient species to the new physics of their reality.



The Second Aid is the Traders, who allow sapient species to buy tailored tools and knowledge to convert the new abundance of resources into specific items that can help them.



These are the Open Aids.



The remaining Aids must be discovered by each individual before information regarding their existence and nature is provided.



You have discovered the Third Aid.



When an alpha particle event occurs, the Third Aid is the seeding of useful artefacts for the strong of the sapient species to discover and utilise.



On a technical level, the power unleashed in the alpha particle event in tandem with the power associated with high-level creatures (either summoned or mutated) create, for lack of better words, “Loot Chests”. These Loot Chests are tailored to the physiology of the native sapient species. This is done to ensure that the armour and weapons provided will be useful. Armour and weapons found in these loot chests are often embedded with power to ensure the objects resize to those who find them.



It could be a pathway to Melbourne. Whatever it was, it might give him the strength and power he needed to get there.



Adrian shut the interface down and stared at the object in front of him. The loot chest was like a blanket box in size, rising to half a meter in height. It was around two meters long and a meter wide.



My god, there are loot chests.



What were the philosophical implications of the Aids? Why? Why hide the Aids? Why these aids? Why? The questions were swirling. Why make everything so complicated? There had to be reasons. They had expanded too much effort for even the smallest detail not to have a purpose.



Later.



It was a fine chest, so large it could contain a lot of objects. The loot chest was why the interface had encouraged him to come.



There was never going to be a Bird chick.



It was like that time his parents had planned a surprise day trip. Connie, his sister, had talked incessantly about the Mickey Mouse ride, one of the famous rides at Luna Park. Personally, Adrian just wanted to try multiple roller coasters. The parents had wanted to keep it a surprise, so they had planned what they were going to do in secret. Adrian and Connie had gotten all the details from their friends at school. This ride, then that ride. They had ended up at Nana’s. No Surprise, no special trip, hopes raised for nothing and he had never got to ride even one roller coaster.



Amusement flashed from the interface.



Adrian bit down a flash of anger.



There was never any concern about my emotions. You just wanted to know what was in the chest before committing me to a level up path.



There was another throb of amusement.



God, you are good at your manipulation.



This time, it felt like the interface with snorting at him.



An image of a cartoon character opening a chest and getting showered with goods.



The rising tide of fury reduced somewhat. Walking up to the chest resulted in swirling magic activating. Tendrils thicker than his arms spread out. Before he could think to step away, it had latched onto him.



The feeling from the interface was contentment.



That stopped him from running. There was an integration of the web of power with the interface. Adrian got the familiar feeling of clicking open the interface though it was beyond his control.



Single party….



There was a pause, like some high intelligence was thinking things through or phoning home to get an answer.



Has a valid claim to exclusive use of chest….



Changing loot parameters to reflect single party vs raid group….



Tailoring contents to identified user….



Each prompt had a four or five second delay. He glanced around to make sure there were no enemies. His eyes automatically flicked to the sky and found nothing there. No need to worry so much about the sky anymore.



Yield for single user exceeds acceptable parameters…..



Initiating Protection Protocols…..



All items are now soul bound. Soul bound items cannot be sold or passed to another being.



Items are available for claiming.



Adrian absorbed the words in shock.



Excitement that was not his own swelled up from the interface, and it flashed again.



Adrian’s thoughts raced. The Bird was supposed to be a raid boss. It had tailored the chest for dozens of people to receive loot. He was rich. He was powerful. His heart beat faster.



This might be even better than a baby Bird. There was going to be a ton of loot tailored to him.



The interface was strobing. He clicked through, unable to ignore the flashing lights and the excitement of a little kid at Christmas.



It was the ”Mechanics” tab again.



The Third Aid (Loot Chests) provides chests of different strengths, depending upon energy available when forming.



The chests link more powerful varieties of artefacts to more powerful beasts. This is to limit the flow of powerful artifacts in the initial stages, so native species rely on their own skill as opposed to artificial aids.



For more powerful loot chests, we can lock the energy available within the chest, and creation of suitable artefacts can then be delayed until they are ready to be claimed. This allows truly powerful items to be tailored to the specific builds of their liberators.



This tailoring process only occurs for chests of epic level or above.



The excitement from the interface was intoxicating. Adrian had never experienced so much emotion from the thing before. The giddiness flooded through him. When he reached forward to undo the lid, he was not sure if it was Adrian or the interface pushing his hand forward.



The lid of the chest swung open on well-oiled hinges, complete with counterweight, making the heavy lid move as easily as opening a straw basket.



The bright sun shone down onto the contents of the chest.










Chapter 70




Lying inside was a full set of leather armour. It was dark, and when Adrian reached down to touch it, the inside of the armour was lined with a soft fabric that promised to be comfortable. He knew it was magical because even without using magic focus, an energetic glimmer danced over it. Alongside the armour was an elaborate bow with three quivers of arrows. There were also two memory stones and a scroll.



The artificial excitement was still coming through to him, but his own was now matching it. With trembling fingers, he examined each piece one by one.



Memory Stone of Advanced Archery



Instantly learn the advanced archery skill. Includes balanced firing, unbalanced firing, speed firing, multiple arrows, imbuing magic into the arrows in order to: increase flight speed, mass, and provide elemental damage and effects.



Scroll of Bird Poop Dissolving



This is a one-off scroll. It will dissolve away Bird poop in a one hundred meter radius and reveal anything of value that may be contained within it.



A chuckle escaped him. The chest had obviously picked up on his concern about wading through the bird poop and provided him a solution. It was purely a convenience item, but one that he would gladly accept. Pushing through piles of shit larger than him was not how he had ever imagined celebrating successfully defeating the Bird. Now he would not have to.



Memory Stone of Thief Mastery



Teaches sleight of hand, magical pickpocketing, physical and magical lock picking, inconspicuous movement in crowds, enhanced silent movement, incapacitation techniques, and permanent improvements to agility and perception.



That was a master memory stone. Everything he had seen to this point had been basic or advanced. As far as he had determined, the knowledge levels went basic, advanced, expert, then mastery.



A sense of awe originated from the interface.



He was not even sure if traders sold master level memory stones; and if they did, it was likely to be worth hundreds of thousands of energy.



Disappointment hit when he realised it was soul bound. Thieving skills. Why would he need thieving skills? The soul bound nature meant he could not sell or barter it for something he thought more useful, like four or five expert scrolls. It was like winning a lottery and getting an island that, in theory, was worth millions. But, no one wanted to buy it, and even getting there was a pain because you needed to own your own boat.



Why thievery? That stone could have been a mastery stone of healing. What would that be like, mending the bodies of anyone hurt around him? Or a mastery stone of lightning, directing energy to spasm individual limbs, disrupt attacks, and leave enemies exposed to attack? Maybe mastery would be even more powerful. Would it have let him fry the heart muscle, instantly killing anything he wanted? There were endless, incredible possibilities. His physical prowess could have become like Neo, in
 The Matrix
 . The dust of lost possibility filled him. None of that would happen. Instead he would receive a skill that he would probably only ever use for playing pranks on people.



How was this tailored? He wanted to howl at the sky.



Screw your system. Next item.



Bow of Confusion



Bow of Confusion will increase base damage of arrows by 30% for all arrows fired. In addition, it will infuse every arrow fired from this bow with the mind spell
 Confusion
 at an expert level.



Confusion
 works on the weak-willed and those without psychic defences, creating confusion in the target from three to ten seconds. During this time, it will inflict the target with one state of listlessness, confusion, or fear. Sometimes, this may cause it to attack its previous allies. If the confusion cannot take hold, the spell will manifest as a mind spike. The impact of the mind spike will depend upon the strength of the individual, but it may incapacitate and sometimes kill creatures outright. Those with strong mental defences will be unaffected.



The interface purred in pleasure. Somehow, Adrian knew that this weapon was on a similar tier to the mastery stone. In a computer game, they would consider this a legendary or mythical item. The path was clear, use the archery stone to get the skills, and then this bow would elevate him to another level against most creatures. Arrows fired could cause the monster to suffer a mental effect.



It was something to test on the way back, find out if it was completely overpowered or just a useful opener to a fight with occasional bonus damage and impact.



His eyes turned to the armour. It was a set, and he wondered if, like everything apart from the thief mastery stone, whether they had tailored it to him. If so, would it boost ambusher, magic focus, or magic attacks?



Ambusher’s Armour



The name answered that question. There were 10 separate pieces: helm, chest, two arms pieces, two gauntlets, two leg bits and two shoes.



Each piece had about twice the defence of his existing armour set. Given how little damage the existing armour successfully stopped, the increased defence did not thrill him. With his current armour, most things that hit him appeared to hurt him effortlessly. In addition, each piece gave a two percent improvement to ambusher skills and stealth. With all ten pieces, his ambusher and stealth skills would be 20 percent more effective. It was already hard to see him when he was stealthing and almost impossible when faded. 20 percent stronger would be overkill in most cases.However, when 20 percent did matter, they were the life or death moments.



The set bonuses made Adrian gasp in surprise.



Ambusher’s Armour Set Bonus



When wearing a full set of ambusher’s armour confers the following bonuses:



●
 
 Additional 20% bonus to passive ambusher skills and stealth.



●
 
 30% chance for enemies to miss with physical or magical attacks when individual is in shadow.



●
 
 40% lower cost of shadow step.



●
 
 Integration with bags of holding allows instant donning and doffing of the armour.



●
 
 Armour will repair and clean itself. 10% integrity repaired per hour.



His analytical mind went into overdrive.



Collectively, those bonuses were massive. His ambusher and stealth skills were now forty percent stronger. The miss chance would lower damage taken significantly as he was almost always in the shadows, while the lower cost of shadow step meant that instead of being limited to six steps before recharge, he could manage ten. Though ten steps would still leave him prone and helpless on the ground for minutes.



The instant equip skill and repair effect were also great convenience features. After a moment's thought, he placed all ten items in his bag of holding and thought,
 On
 .



Adrian had a weird feeling as his entire body tingled like someone was running silk sheets over it. Looking down, he saw the new Ambusher armour covered him. It was dark, even in the bright sunlight. This armour, his ambusher skills, it was where the link to thief mastery had come from. Adding thievery was such a logical addition, but the name was so wrong for him. It was at odds with his sense of self, and there nothing that he could do to change that. At least, the improvement to agility and perception that the memory stone granted would be useful.



Thinking
 unequip,
 Adrian got the same tingling sensation, and he was back in his tired scrappy old leather armour.



Should I use the archery stone
 ?



There was a throb of approval.



Picking up the stone. It was a dull pink. Hopefully, it did not require blood.



Absorb.



The information flooded through his brain. Given his pathway book experience, there was an expectation of a flood of information, but this was so much more than anything else.



Adrian lived the experience of firing a bow thousands of times. At first the direction was to focus on standing in exactly the right position. Feet spread, the line between his toes lining up at the target, he pulled back and released smoothly. It was a long monotonous process of continuous repetition of static fighting versus static targets. Where to place his feet became ingrained. The smooth draw of the bow became second nature, using his entire body to increase the power of the draw without a thought. Then he learned firing in windy conditions, judging the wind, and making allowances for it. Soon, he was hitting static targets over one hundred meters away every time, perfectly.



Then the process changed. The memories were no longer static v static. Instead, he assimilated weeks of lessons of firing while a trainer continually threw sharp darts at him. He would pull a half draw, move his feet to dodge incoming fire, and then brace for the smallest moment to complete the draw and fire at a static target. At first, his arrows missed more often than they hit, but soon his aim stabilised. Darts turned to arrows, then to multiple arrows. Once those basics were ingrained, the learning process shifted again. It became more fragmented: firing from the trees, then on a horse, then from a giant lizard, then while running, and a dozen other similar varieties. Then a fresh set of situations: firing from the rolling deck of ship at sea, cowering in a narrow cave, hanging precariously from a cliff face, standing upon a charging bear. His familiarity continually improved till once more he started hitting every target perfectly.



Then there was another shift. This time there was someone talking to him, coaching him through where to fire to hit a moving animal, discussing the difference between an accelerating animal and one already running full speed. It was a detailed lecture on different running gaits, how different parts of an animal's body would move vertically while it ran. Then he was practising against moving targets. At first it was just thrown plates, followed by more lecture. After that, practice changed to firing against actual running animals. His firing was far from perfect this time. Animals would shift and dodge obstacles in their paths. He learned to compensate and then understood that sometimes the animal would go through the object instead of around it. When that happened, it wasted his arrow. The sequence ended. He was now much more likely to hit a moving animal, particularly if he had hunted a lot of them, but there was never any guarantee against an active moving target. He practised speeding his skills up till he had multiple arrows in the air simultaneously. He learned the hand placement to allow three arrows to be fired in a single draw. They were all slower and harder to aim, but highly effective against darting enemies or multiple targets where there were so many that he could not miss.



His next instructor was a girl who guided him to use his magic, teaching how to imbue arrows with magic: earth magic to make the arrows heavier, fire magic to make them burn on contact, and air magic to make them fly faster or slightly alter their flights. The instructor only taught those three examples, however the process taught could equally apply to his other skills. For example, he could also push dark magic into the arrows to cause the wither effect.



The flood of information stopped. “Wow,” Adrian said. Plucking a bow and arrow smoothly from the chest, he had it aimed and ready to fire instantly.



And, I need to put away the thief stone for later?



Furious agreement greeted that thought
 .



That was what he had expected. It was altogether just too much knowledge too fast. Absorbing the thief mastery stone right now would have detrimental effects.



I guess I should consume the core through.



Once more there was agreement, but this time it was not as strong.










Chapter 71




Adrian pulled the school bag out of the bag of holding. The glimmering core filled the space, large and beautiful.



Without hesitation, he cut himself and touched the monster core. This time, there was a lot of information behind it, far more than any core he had experienced so far. There were three pathways available to absorb: inherent healing, the use of sound to disrupt your enemy, and a strength and size buff.



It felt like he could choose one and get detailed information, or he could choose multiple pathways though what was absorbed might be incomplete.



His interface flashed furiously.



When he clicked through, there were two tabs highlighted:
 Expert Monster Cores
 and
 Level Boosting Pathways.



He selected the tab that said, “Expert Monster Cores”.



Expert Monster Cores



The monster cores of truly powerful creatures have more potential associated with them. These creatures often have multiple skill pathways that you can choose to explore. The higher your intelligence, the more information you can extract from them. It is advisable to choose only one pathway unless intelligence is above 2.Trying to follow multiple pathways often results in wasted core potential.



Unlike a typical low-level monster, cores at expert or above level can also boost attributes along with skill acquisition.



The level of attribute boost and knowledge acquisition depends on the specific monster.



The core you hold has the potential to supply one of the following:



●
 
 0.2 boost to both inherent healing and vitality. This framework provides a level up pathway to acquire basic healing and aspects of advanced healing. Slight chance to acquire a basic touch healing spell.



●
 
 0.3 boost to both strength and vitality. This framework provides a level up pathway to acquire party boosting magic, including strength and vitality buffs. Slight chance to acquire an internally generated short-term boost to strength.



●
 
 0.2 boost to mana and mana control attributes. This framework provides a level up pathway to acquire sound-based attacks including Silence and Sonic Boom. Slight chance to learn Minor Sonic Boom.



We deem all three options to be equally powerful.



So, each option would give him the opportunity to learn a skill after each level up, a skill that would not be available otherwise.



Adrian clicked through to the ”Boosting Pathways” tab.



At level up, the frameworks grant the ability to extract knowledge from the system.



They restrict the form and amount of experience based on complex mathematical equations underpinning the experience accrued.



Boosting only builds on existing knowledge. For example, if you have no healing spells, a level up boost in healing will not be available.



An explanation for the reason for the experience gateway is available
 here
 .



Adrian thought about it and then decided that he needed to understand the why. Was this the place? It was as good as anywhere else nothing was stupid enough to get near the Bird’s nest. Clicking on the link.



Experience Gateway



Millions of species have gone through alpha physics conversion.



Via trial and error and challenger/champion strategies, the optimal levels of experience gates have been determined. Over the last two hundred million years, this optimal allocation has not changed as challenger strategies have statistically underperformed against existing champion strategies over this time.



The basic problem of experience is that, if too much experience is granted per level, the sapient species almost always ends up being controlled by a few individuals, no matter what social, economic, or political frameworks were in place before the alpha physics event. If too little experience is released with level ups, then the native sapient species is likely to go extinct as the macro changes associated with alpha physics flow through.



Adrian stared at the numbers in shock. Millions of species had progressed to the edge of space age or beyond and then, in their search for answers, had destroyed their entire technology base. This meant that the horror he had experienced had played out at least a million times in the past. Adrian remembered back to the initial introduction screen; the message had referenced advanced ceramics and nanotechnology no longer working. These were technologies that humans had not mastered, which meant it was possible that many, if not most, species had been even more advanced than humanity.



The cost of alpha conversion was astronomical. How many amazing civilisations must have been destroyed? No wonder SETI had found nothing.



Also, the time frames were so vast. This had been happening for so long that the rules had not changed in 200 million years. That was from the very start of the dinosaur era. Hell, dinosaurs only went extinct 60 million years ago. The time scales stunned him, and then the resources and complexity made sense to him. No wonder they could embed these interfaces that could adapt and be useful to humans. The technology and understanding of alpha physics must be off the charts. There were probably races out there which were millions of years old who had shaped the spells and constructs to help those who come after them.



Worrying about history would not help him now. Forcing the thought out of his mind, he kept reading.



These experience gates restrict the level of aid that can be granted with each level up. An individual can always acquire the cookie-cutter skills, such as a Fireball spell that would use exactly thirty mana to do exactly fifteen damage adjusted for mana control. However, individuals who have a framework can acquire the knowledge behind the spell, which will allow them to vary its size, strength, and even efficiency.



The fireball spell gained from the imps was not a cookie-cutter spell, it was a knowledge base. That meant he could cast fireballs with more mana or less mana, even two fireballs at once. It gave him flexibility that a cookie-cutter spell never would, and he could leverage the flexibility, through training, to have even more spectacular effects like his guided potion throw. Plus, the base efficiency of the knowledge spell was twice that of the cookie-cutter. His spells would double the damage of standard class spells. Acquiring cookie-cutter spells at a base level was just bad.



While there are no restrictions on cookie-cutter skills, there is a restriction on knowledge boosts.



Effectively, a level up allows you to significantly enhance an existing knowledge base or expand an existing partial knowledge base. It does not allow you to create a knowledge base from a cookie-cutter skill.



So, standard interfaces provided cookie-cutter skills, and non-standard interfaces allowed you to supercharge an existing knowledge base.



The current knowledge bases you can expand are as follows:



Venom Spit



This is based on the learning from the Eggercough Slug. It will grant the ability to spit poisons at an enemy. Additional poisons can be acquired through consumption of potions, either in or out of combat. Enhanced resistance to poisons is granted, as is the ability to build up an immunity to all poisons upon exposure. Major drawback of this enhancement is a permanent change to facial structure and teeth.



This ability is extremely powerful and would suit an individual whose life was focused around fighting with no desire to engage with others. Given your personality and the social downside, this ability is not recommended.



We do not recommend this skill.



I am not getting that skill.



It sounded like he would end up as a physically mutated horror.



The image came to him. It was his eyes and brow, but his mouth was distorted. He had a protrusion above his lips like a plastic beak. Below that, the mouth itself was a spitter, a cylindrical appendage an inch long and half that wide. The face contorted, and the cylindrical appendage spasmed out, growing larger and longer before sending spit flying. Totally disgusting.



A shudder went through his body. It was possible that it would not be able to talk.



However, the power granted was astronomical. He could use identification to understand which poison would do the most damage, shadow step close to a helpless enemy, and spit on it. Then he would shadow step away, wait for it to die, and then profit. It would take his fighting to a whole new level, particularly once he expanded the poison base.



The more he thought about it, the more attractive it looked. Nothing could stand against him. However, life was not just about fighting. That beak and spitter combination, every human would recoil away. He’d be forever an outcast. Maybe in the future, maybe if he needed to get revenge, if Emily and the kids were dead. Then...



Fire Mastery



This will leverage the salamander lizard knowledge and will effectively grant the ability to generate fire away from your body. Using a pathway at level up will allow the acquisition of slightly more knowledge than can be achieved via the study and consuming of Salamander Lizard Cores.



This pathway is not recommended. The additional mastery is not significant relative to what can be achieved by someone with access to salamander lizard territory. If the territory were not available, this skill would have to be strongly considered; however, given the potential to gain flame sprout knowledge base independently, this skill is not recommended.



We do not recommend this skill.



This one was an easy no. It lacked any real benefit apart from convenience.



Shadow Fighters



This is the pathway that leverages Ambusher skills. Once mastered, you will gain the ability to create shadows of yourself to fight on your behalf. A lack of shadows will void this ability.



This ability is ideally suited for someone who will fight a significant proportion of their battles at night and by themselves. For such an individual, this skill set will provide a multitude of tactical options in addition to increasing damage potential. The number of shadows an individual can generate, and their strength, will continuously increase.



The restriction of when you can use it and the initial strength of summoned shadows mean this ability is considered weak, initially. Long term, after years of practice, this ability can be considered overpowered.



Recommendation is neutral.



There was no way he was going to take Fire Mastery; however, “Shadow Fighters” sounded interesting and powerful. The only real question was, did the skill suit his team, and did it help him meet his immediate goal of getting to Melbourne. The answer was no to both. On the other side, shadow minions. He almost started salivating, imagining how he could use them to ambush and win battles.



Magic Scouting



This skill leverages Identification and Magic Focus skills along with the planning that went into killing the Bird. It will give the ability to sense creatures over a wider range, even without visual confirmation. The range will start at around 30 meters and continually expand overtime, reaching around 70 meters within a year.



The major benefit of the skill is the possibilities it provides for future growth in later iterations. It will enable options at future level ups, including mind attacks, enchanting, prospecting of metals, or even leverage into a druid skill such as Beast Taming.



Recommendation is neutral.



Short term, it would be even weaker than Shadow Fighters; however, the long-term options were enticing. If he were back in Melbourne with his family, he might consider it. It would allow him to branch off into a non-violent profession.



Alchemy and Gathering



Leverages off existing skill base. Exploiting this skill base along with selective imparting of knowledge Alchemy and gathering, we can boost the skills into the expert level.



Recommendation is neutral.



And that was a firm no, he would not consider anything that was non-combat. The new world revolved around strength and battle.



Finally, you have knowledge bases gifted by the Bird Core.



The Healing utility provides several single generic skills which can be tailored to use in battle. This skill can be adapted on the fly to offer:



●
 
 Ranged or Touch



●
 
 Instant or Channelled



●
 
 Immediate Heal or Heal Over Time.



In addition, it will impart significant skill to heal outside battle. This will involve focusing healing on the areas that need it, allowing significant boosts in the healing to mana ratio. For example, this will enable the regrowth of limbs, which most healing pathways cannot provide till significantly higher levels. For example, the healer class does not receive these abilities till level 50.



We do not recommend this skill because of your relatively low mana pool. Mana Control will only have limited effect upon healing skill.



Also unspoken was that his group already had a healer in Susie. Doubling up on her skill set would not strengthen the group.



Sound Mastery is a powerful get-out-of-jail-free card that can distract potent enemies and silence creatures that use their voice as part of their magic attacks. This skill also provides a passive improvement to stealth skills.



Recommendation is neutral.



Buff Magic is most useful when fighting as a team to produce a multiplier effect. You will be able to leverage the other components of your knowledge, such as elemental resistance and auras in addition to strength and vitality. As your magical knowledge grows, this skill will continually increase in power.



Recommendation is neutral.



Finally, you can go cookie-cutter knowledge in any direction. If you want specifics, just ask.



We do not recommend cookie Cutter!!!



So those were his choices.



If he did not have a family, then it would be shadow fighters all the way. If an empire had killed his family, then it would be venom spit, because vengeance would be all he would care about if that happened. No empires, so no venom spit.



If their group lacked a healer, then recommendation be damned, he would have chosen to heal. Saving lives with magic had always been his go to in computer games. In life, it would be even better. Better still, the ability to regrow limbs was rare, and having that skill would open doors to wealth and prosperity anywhere.



Recommendations be damned. Healing was a great choice. Up his mana instead of intelligence, and the main issue would be addressed. There was a stirring of emotion but no flavours, just the interface reacting and then shielding itself. Adrian sort of knew what it was thinking, anyway. Being forced to up mana would be self-defeating. In this world, the major barrier that he kept running into was learning. Increasing intelligence was the only way he could maximise his purchased knowledge.



Unfortunately, or fortunately, he had a party, and he had Susie. So, the logical pathway was Sound Mastery or Buff Magic.



Is there anything that can help me decide?



Both buff and sound magic are equally powerful.



There was a firm feeling imparted along with the text. The interface was giving him the information, and it would do nothing further to influence his choice. It was why it had shielded its reaction to his thought on healing. This was his decision, and it depended on how he felt and what he wanted to achieve.



Do you think it's possible or sensible to purchase a cookie cutter healing spell to do occasional healing when Susie is getting swamped?



Yes, though the response he got back was complicated. Which made sense because he had really asked three questions. The answers were yes it was possible to purchase, yes it would be useful, and yes it was probably a sensible idea. Each yes came with different levels of confidence.



There was no benefit to delaying, so he should decide before he left the plateau. To buy some thinking time, he scrambled up the side of the nest. From the inside it was easy, unlike his struggle to get there. The slope up the side was not very steep and had more handholds than would ever be needed. The moment he could see the piles of bird poop, he pulled out a scroll and used it.



It was like invisible rain fell in the bird poo. It just dissolved away. Rivulets peeling away and going over the cliff edge. There was a soft sizzling sound, and it was all very calming. The smell of flowers permeated the air.



While pondering his choices, Adrian started collecting the objects that had been made visible by the removal of the poop. There was a large variety of items: thirty-five separate cores and lots of teeth, claws and an occasional bone with magic infused into them. All of them went into the bag holding. Hopefully, it would be enough to buy the rest of materials Susie needed.



Having collected everything, he sat down to answer the question, What do I upgrade to?



Absently twirling his spear while Adrian thought:



What about Spear fighting?



The interface flashed.



Pathway of Basic Spear Fighting



This pathway will teach the method of shoving the spear’s pointy end into enemies. It will improve movement when handling the spear, strength of thrusts, and reduce the chances of being disarmed.



We do not recommend this pathway.



The option was available, but increasing his melee abilities would not help in most fights. Plus, it was basic rather than advanced.



It was just a pointless digression. There was no way he was going to upgrade a physical skill when magic was available. What to choose? It had to come down to the Bird options. Shadow fighters did not suit his group and lacked power initially, venom spit was too antisocial and the others too weak from a combat perspective.



That meant healing, sound, or buffs. Delaying shadow mastery was fine. At his next level up, the option would still be available. For the Bird, the choice was permanent. If he chose sound, then healing would never be available to him. The Bird Core would only give him access to one framework to progress the skills.



The buff path was strong now, and it would scale as he grew. The silence abilities, while good, would not get stronger over time, and, while it would be cool to silence enemy spell casters, it was only useful in the specific circumstances where they needed to produce noise to cast. Most monsters did not rely on noise to cast magic; it was only fantastic against people as far as he could tell. A lot of standard interfaces used sound to direct their spell casting. Specialising to fight humans was pointless. The buff path would be useful in every battle and would get more and more flexible as time went on.



In fact, his greatest regret was not the choice between sound and buff; it was abandoning the healing path or delaying the shadow fighters that hurt the most. It sounded so cool to have mini-me types running around fighting, especially since it would grow more and more powerful. However, it was impractical for now; maybe at level three he could claim the ability then.



Healing?



Maybe Susie could be specialised to a more combat oriented roll? Or maybe he should take shadow fighters? And maybe the choice might be better made after getting extra opinions.



Intelligence was the right choice no matter which path he took. Even if the choice was healing magic, intelligence was still the way to go, and he might as well get started.



Can I level up everything but the pathway boost?



There was grudging acceptance, complete with rolling eyes.



I would like to upgrade my level now.



The interface had been following his thoughts and knew what he wanted. For whatever silly reason, they had maintained the facade of non-sapience.



Calculating . . .



Recommended upgrades are:



●
 
 Pathway of Intelligence upgrade (0.7 to intelligence, 0.3 to mana, 0.3 to perception and 0.2 to mana control)



●
 
 Minor Pathway of Buffs (strength, vitality, elemental aura, elemental resistance, temporary growth, stealth speed buffs, internal and external buffs)



●
 
 Minor Pathway of Identification rank 5



●
 
 Lay Hands Spell. An instant spell that gives a 1 to 1 mana to healing conversion directed by touch.



Everything except Minor Pathway of Buffs accepted.



The pathway knowledge went through him first. His intelligence increase required him to buy several books and read them end-to-end. In addition to the forced reading, he also needed to use magic focus and identification skills more aggressively over distance. There were also several potions he needed to take to expand his mind.



Finally, there was the healing spell. It was only a cookie spell, and it just burnt itself into his memory. A new muscle that he could use to reach out and heal someone.



When he was done, the nest was cleared out. It was time to return to civilization, but first he checked his statistics.







Inherent Healing --- 1.2 ---Population - 1.06 (+.01)



Vitality --- now 1.19 --- Changed by 0.01 (Recent wounds) ---Population - 1.21 (+.01)



Physical Resistance --- 0.5 ---Population - 0.51



Magical Resistance --- 0.08 ---Population - 0.06



Strength --- 0.97 ---Population - 0.97(+.01)



Agility --- 1.10(+.1) ---Population - 1.17(+.01)



Perception --- 1.29(+.1) ---Population - 1.02(+.01)



Intelligence --- 1.36 ---Population - 1.03



Mana Control --- now 2.91 --- Changed by 1.2 (Attribute boost from level 1. Natural affinity resulted in 1.2 attributes assigned vs 1. ) ---Population - 1.06 (+.01)



Mana Pool --- now 1.55 --- Changed by 0.02 (Continual excessive use.) ---Population - 1 (+.02)







Pathways skills in progress



Identification Rank 4
 (Acquired level up)
 - 100% (+58%)



Identification Rank 5 - 0%



Mana Control
 (Acquired)
 - 100%



Pathway Regional Temperate Climate - 45% (+3%)



Pathway Regional Lakes and Waterways - 14%



Gathering - 44% (+1%)



Bush Alchemy
 - 79% (+0%)



Lay Hands
 (Acquired level up
 ) - 100%



Flame Sprout - 1%



Skills obtained:



Ambusher’s Fade, Ambusher’s Stasis, Ambusher’s Step, Magic Focus, Identification Rank 4, Stealth, Fireball, Fire Hands, Ice Missile, Dark Bolt, Earth Spike, Wind Gust, Earth Bolt, Fire Aura, Ice Aura, Air Aura, Dark Aura, Earth Aura, Guided Potion Throw, Mana Control, Lay Hands.



Experience 550 of 20,000 required for level 3.



Getting 1.2 attribute for mana control instead of the expected 1 was a great surprise. A grin plastered his face. Hopefully, the upgrade to intelligence would get a similar boost.



Finally, he had acquired identification rank 4. He had not earned it and the system had cheated to give it to him. Apparently, gaining the pathway for rank 5 automatically made him complete the rank 4 pathway.



The statistics sheet was all good news. He was alive and winning.










Chapter 72




Adrian re-equipped his ambusher armour with a thought and slid the bow into his bag of holding. When he found a suitable target, it would be easy enough to pull it back out again.



Using the archery memory stone, the partial level up, collecting the loot, and just getting into the bloody nest had burnt a fair bit of time. Instead of being mid- to late afternoon, it was now just before sunset. It was his favourite time of the day. There was still some late afternoon sun with lots of long shadows. It was the time of day when there were spectacular light effects. Dark shadows and brilliant sun drenched the ground side by side as the sun shone between trees. The only thing better was when there were dark clouds in the sky near the setting sun. Looking up, he saw there were none today. It was going to be a quick standard sunset.



Apart from the visual purity of this time of day, the other advantage was the shadows. If there were lots of trees around, it was a good night-time for him. It was simple to shadow step down the cliff using the same wind gust technique to let him perch on the thinnest of hand holds before stepping downwards. Two steps, and he was down the cliff that the Bird had crafted to protect its home. If it were alive and well, the fortifications would have worked pretty effectively. Humans would not have been able to launch a sneak attack because of the physical difficulties. All in all, the visit to the nest was a success. The only thing that could have been better would have been to have inherited an egg or a chick. Though who knows how long that would have taken to mature into something useful?



Fifty meters in front of him was a kangaroo. Identification told him it was a normal kangaroo though it had evolved to level five. It could now jump farther than before. It had learned to fight with the nasty claws that had sprouted from its hind legs. They were a weapon that could rip open the bellies of anything silly enough to think of it as a normal kangaroo. Adrian had heard all the stories about how kangaroos would kill family dogs by luring them to a dam and then holding them under till they drowned. This new improved kangaroo would have the same cunning, but taking out the family dog would not need subterfuge. It would now be like a cat killing a mouse. The only question would be how long the kangaroo would want to play with its victim.



Kangaroos, unless they were young males, stayed together in their herds or, technically, mobs. The roo in front of him was a well fed female and would be part of a larger mob. He could not see the rest of them, but they would be there. He wondered what the alpha male of the group had evolved into. The rest of the mob did not matter; they would run when this kangaroo got taken down.



It was time to check out how his bow functioned. Usually, he would like to have taken some practice shots to check the draw and strength of the bow.



He paused at that thought. Usually? He had never fired a bow and arrow before, apart from that one bachelor party. It was more stone-taught knowledge. Running a finger over the bow, he could tell it was quality workmanship, and he thought he could trust it.



The arrow launched smoothly. He aimed for the kangaroo’s heart because it was in the centre of the kangaroo’s mass. Without practice with this specific bow, he knew he would not have perfect accuracy. For the test fire, he left it unenchanted. While infusing magic would increase the damage and accuracy, he did not bother, after all, this was ultimately just a practice shot. The kangaroo dropped its head to take a bite of grass, so the arrow flew high and smacked into its shoulder.



The standard behaviour of the kangaroo should have been a flight instinct. It should have immediately spun and run away. The single hit, misguided as it was, was not fatal, so the animal should have fled. Instead, it just looked up and ate the grass like nothing had hit it.



Confusion.



The kangaroo was confused, and that effect had resulted in it ignoring the attack entirely.



The bow was terrific. Physically, the arrow had sped faster and higher than expected. The mind effect currently had a one hundred percent trigger rate. Adjusting for the unexpected power, he aimed slightly lower than before. For certainty, he blended in earth magic to increase the force of the arrow and a bit of air enchantment to ensure the arrow hit perfectly. The kangaroo kept chewing, looking around without curiosity. The arrow flew and slammed home right in the heart. With the extra enchanted weight, it punched through the kangaroo and out of the other side. With his magic focus active, he saw that the air magic never triggered. The arrow had flown perfect on his second attempt. The kangaroo chewed twice more, seeming not to have noticed the arrow that had hit it. Then it toppled over, its heart perforated.



Bows rock.



In his mind, he was humming Guns N’ Roses. Moving forward, he searched for another kangaroo to fire at. When he cleared the large tree that had been obstructing most of his vision, he saw the rest of the mob retreating. They looked laconic as they hopped away, but they bounced away quickly. The alpha roo was a disappointment; it was weaker than the kangaroo he had shot.



Drawing the bow, considering whether to fire, he determined they were already over seventy meters away and at the very edge of his effective range. Lowering the bow and stepping into shadows, Adrian sought to confirm that there was nothing dangerous ahead. When you were hunting predators, you were usually taking out the principal threat in the area, but, when you took out a herbivore, it was important to keep watch for another predator hunting the same animals. With magic focus active, he scanned the distance, looking for any threats. While doing so, he counted slowly up to 60. At 52, a large wolf emerged from some scrub off to the side of the kangaroo mob.



Adrian tensed, despite himself.



It was a mud wolf and would be immune to his magic. Last time, a timely fire and climbing a tree had saved him. This time, the fight would be different. The bow and shadow step would ensure it. This time, he was going to kill the pack.



If there was one wolf, then the rest would be lurking around.



Adrian looked around to plan the ambush. At the very least, he needed somewhere safe as there was no way he could take down a charging pack before they reached him. There were several nearby trees with straight trunks that split into different branches. The nearest had its split occurring at two meters. A simple shadow step would get him onto the branch, and that would be sufficient to keep away from the leaping wolfs’ jaws. He kept looking beyond the identified tree to see if there was a better spot.



There was another larger tree behind it. This was a giant and had the first branch splitting at five meters. That would be for back up. The initial strike would come from the lower platform. The smaller tree had thinner branches and gave better vision. More importantly, it would enable a full draw. He shook his head at that thought, more benefits of the memory stone. He now automatically strategized about positions that maximise his bow use.



With a simple step, he was standing on the tree and had the bow and arrow in a half draw.



Rays of sunlight still came through the trees, but pretty much everywhere was in shadow outside of the occasional shaft of brilliant gold that would break through the tree branches. It was a beautiful time of day. The gum trees around him were not dense, so, even though there were a lot of trees, a surprising number of the brilliant shafts speckled the air and ground.



The first wolf was sniffing the kangaroo corpse.



As he watched patiently, more emerged. One flashed forward and engaged the kangaroo like it was still alive. Biting hard on its neck and then jumping backwards. It dragged the limp body effortlessly.



Having fought them before, he understood how tough mud wolves were. Using fire, dark, or ice magic on the arrows would be pointless. The only thing that would work would be techniques to increase the kinetic energy, energy to make the arrows stronger and faster. His memory stone had taught him what he needed: a full draw, taking careful aim, focusing his magic on increasing the weight of the arrow once it left the bowstring. More weight meant more damage. Air magic also blended into the arrow to further enhance speed and help guarantee accuracy. More speed would also mean more damage, and more accuracy would account for unexpected movements in his targets. After all, they were sixty meters away. The entire thought process took only factions of a second.



He released the arrow.



The gifted knowledge picked the target for him. The wolf that had engaged the kangaroo was the least likely to change positions.



The second arrow was on his bowstring, and he followed the same process. This time, he aimed for one wolf that had sat back into a relaxed posture as opposed to any of the wolves still dancing around in hunt mode. The second wolf targeted was big and scarred. It was probably the alpha female, not that he cared.



Wolves did not belong in Australia, and these did not even belong on Earth. Definite human killers, they had to die. The arrow left smoothly.



Adrian grabbed a third arrow before working out which wolf to target. He had not hunted these animals before and needed to understand how they would react when the first wolf went down.



The first arrow slammed hard into the wolf with the kangaroo. It hit the shoulder, flipping the wolf over with the force of the impact. The wolves reacted with stunning coordination. They immediately scattered in all directions like they understood ranged attacks and the need to spread out and dodge.



Grrr, that makes it harder.



The second arrow hit the big scarred wolf, slamming into its shoulder as it sprang forward. Its instinctive movement ran it into the arrow just as planned. If it had rolled to its side, the arrow, even guided by air magic, might have missed, but such a movement would have been unnatural to the animal. His memory stone knowledge had helped to guarantee the hit, and his ability to predict movement patterns is why that particular wolf had been targeted. The arrow would have missed any of the other targets. Long range arrow work was just as much about predicting the prey movement as it was about the mechanics of firing a shot.



The arrow knocked the wolf down but did not send it flying like the first wolf. Different weights and angles all played together. Both the affected wolves had their paws over their head like someone had hit their heads with a sledgehammer.



Mind spike.



Grim satisfaction. His third arrow targeted the big scarred wolf and his fourth targeted the one that had grabbed the kangaroo. He had changed the order because a sixth sense told him that even though the kangaroo wolf was hit first, the scarred one would break his mind spike faster.



The order was probably just useless academia. Neither wolf moved from their prone position and the arrows slammed home. With two threats eliminated, he switched his focus to the other wolves. After initially scattering everywhere, they had turned around and were weaving through the trees and grass towards him, having either seen him or been able to work out via sound or smell where he was shooting from.



There were at least five wolves streaming towards him. The closest was only ten meters away, and his fifth arrow smashed into it without enhancement. Two more wolves were close on its tail, and he saw the alpha further back. It was already growing in size.



So fast.



With a single shadow step, he was safely in his backup spot. The extra height granted extra confidence in his safety. The wolves were just too big and strong, and their reactions too coordinated, to take risks.



Adrian perched on a large solid tree five meters above the ground. The branch he was standing on was a three-way split of the main trunk, each branch reaching for the sky. The angles were complicated, and it meant there was no space to draw the bow. No matter how he stood, one branch behind him interfered with his draw.



Three-quarter draws only. It was not optimal, but, in battle, like life, you worked with what you had. Hunting instincts kept him focused. It was just like when using ambusher’s fade. The interface’s ability to guide his instinctive actions was almost as important as its enablement his magic skills. Adrian drew the bow back as far as possible, rotating slightly to understand the full extent of the impairment. 70 to 80 percent of power was available. It would have to be enough. Glancing back towards his previous tree, he was ready to kill the approaching wolves.



Less than a second passed.



Three things happened. The wolf that had been leading the charge got hit by Adrian’s fifth arrow. It collapsed, covering its head with its paws, and slid along the ground. Then, another wolf he had not noticed leapt from the side and crashed into the spot where he had just been standing. A third wolf did a similarly amazing leap to flash past the spot from the other side. Somehow, the wolves avoided hitting each other in mid-air. The second leaping wolf got high enough to put its feet on the tree branch and spring off.



Adrian’s fighting instincts took over, and he clinically released an arrow at the prone wolf. It had slid so that side was exposed to him. The arrow cut easily through the weaker stomach, sliding through the ribs and into the heart.



The wolves reacted with eerie coordination. They redirected their charge towards his new vantage spot. Suddenly, there were four wolves snarling at the base of his tree.



Stupid animals.



Three arrows on his bowstring, air magic guiding them, fired straight down on the wolves below him. They were too close to give them the opportunity to dodge. There was no time to do a full infusion of magic. Instead, he relied on the close range and the mind spike to do the damage.



All three struck home, hitting a different wolf cleanly. Advanced archery was amazing.



Taking stock of the battle, there were three wolves that were dead already, four wolves at the base of his tree of which three were incapacitated, then there were the two wolves that had attacked his lower fighting spot, and finally the Alpha. Unbidden, his eyes turned to where it stood. It was twice as big as the others, and it was staring at him.



He wondered whether five meters was enough.



Below him, the impact of his three simultaneous arrows was revealed. Of the three wolves he had hit, two were prone with their paws over their heads, while the third was licking the arrow wound as if there was nothing to worry about. That was the difference between mind spike and confusion. It was a pity that he had not got the attack allies effect. While he was analysing the situation, his subconscious had selected another arrow and infused it with earth magic. Without mercy, he fired at one of the mind spiked wolves. They were human killers they needed to die.



Adrian's eyes focused on the primary threat. The alpha wolf had decided and was moving towards him. Power flooded through its muscles, its legs bunching up under it as if it were stalking an antelope and about to explode into deadly violence. With one bound heading straight towards him, he knew he was not safe. Looking up, he saw another branch splitting two meters above him. He started a shadow step and landed cleanly on the branch. The alpha wolf was still coming, with immense power thundering through its legs. His next arrow was ready, and he had two targets. The fearsome alpha which might be a miss or the confused wolf which would be an easy kill. The second mind spiked wolf’s momentum had taken it outside his new line of sight.



Selecting the guaranteed kill, Adrian then instinctively placed the bow in his bag of holding and drew two daggers and slammed them into the tree trunk and held onto them. The alpha was coming. It flew, hitting the tree at about three meters from the ground. How it jumped so far was confusing, but the answer was simple. New physics means new rules, and old norms no longer applied. The alpha’s legs absorbed the leap and redirected the energy to spring off the tree and go vertically. Its mouth closed with a loud snap on the spot his head had been.



The entire tree creaked, and a shock wave rolled up the tree. It swayed wildly like an amusement park ride. He held on grimly as the tree movement shook his legs off the branch. The wolf, having expected to bite flesh, overcorrected and fell backwards. The tree swayed back and the forces were not gentle this high up. He gripped his knives in a death grip, wrapping his legs desperately around the small branch under him.



The wolf landed with a crash and snarl. The tree was rocking, which reminded him of firing arrows from the back of a large boar-like creature. The skill was to feed into the motion like sailors on a ship. Letting go of the knives and extracting the bow, Adrian kept his balance by pressing his legs on either side of the branch and leaning back into the trunk. Even with a solid position, he felt like he was perched precariously.



The alpha was staring at him, furious that he had escaped. He focused on the movement of the tree and going with it. The alpha was used to being bigger and stronger than everything else. Where the smaller wolves ducked and weaved, the alpha stared at him. It snarled, showing its massive teeth. It was deeply convinced of its superiority.



Stupid animal.



Adrian fired down. The arrow's biting power was far less than usual but he pumped earth magic into it, aiming for the centre of mass. The wolf shifted its head out of line of the arrow, but the broadhead still clipped its shoulder, digging a couple of inches into the tough skin. The mind spike that he had hoped for did not happen. The wolf did not seem to even flinch at the hit, but it recognised the danger. You could see it in its eyes; it had felt the mind magic. With a quick pirouette, it spun to flee.



The second arrow dug into its exposed back. This time the wolf flinched, collapsing forward, its paws going up to its head.
 Got you,
 he thought grimly. His position was hampering him: His back was pressed against the tree, preventing full arm movement, and his legs were wrapped around the tree limb, costing even more power. He compensated by pumping additional earth magic into the arrows to make them seven or eight times heavier than usual. The third arrow slammed hard into the back but hit ribs and did not penetrate to the softer, vulnerable organs.



The alpha wolf shrugged off the mind spike as it scrambled to its feet. The fourth arrow hit close to the third. This time, it plunged through the broken protection into the more vulnerable chest space. He could see inherent healing working to offset the damage even as the force of the arrow forced another stumble.



The wolf's arrogance deserted it. It was howling and trying to get away, but there was no cover for it to run through. The fifth arrow went to the back legs. Rupturing the thigh muscle created another stumble, buying enough time for the sixth. This one smashed into where the third and fourth arrows had hit, sinking deep, tearing into the internal organs. The wolf fell forward, a mind spike making it clutch its head again.



Switching into tactical mode, he did not want the wolf to get away. The seventh arrow targeted the exposed rear leg. With his senses blazing, he could see that the inherent healing was focused on the rib damage, leaving nothing to heal damage elsewhere. If he hit the leg, he could hamstring the wolf and stop it from getting away. There was no doubt in his mind that the battle had to end today. A healed alpha would spend the rest of its life hunting him. There would be no peace between them. The arrow was heavy with earth magic and it sped down with such force he could hear the trill of the passage. It hit with a satisfying crack, splattering the hock of the wolf like a hammer hitting a watermelon. Shards of bones flew everywhere.



The alpha tried to get to its feet, but one leg was useless and the other damaged. It started dragging itself away with its front two legs, both back legs trailing uselessly behind him. The other wolves were yelping, snarling, and jumping underneath him, trying to distract him. Ignoring them, he kept his focus on the alpha.



The ninth arrow went back to hitting the damaged ribs. It was enough. The moment it happened was sudden, one second inherent healing was fighting and the next it was gone, life running out of the wolf. Some part of him had assumed that the other wolves would scatter at the alpha’s death. Instead, their fury intensified, mouths frothing. They were leaping towards him, snarling, and snapping at him. It was like they were infused with extra energy, each leap higher than the last.



From the precarious perch, he fired down on the wolves. He almost felt a bit guilty as he clinically used air and earth magic to supplement his arrows. Whether he got a direct hit or a glancing one, the wolf would seize up and fall, clutching its head. The next arrow or, in one case, the next two arrows, would finish it.



Adrian’s breath was rasping, his thighs hurt from holding his position, and his elbow hurt from continually slamming it into the branch behind him. Mana depleted, adrenaline high fading. Below, the wolves were dead. Leaning back against the trunk, shutting his eyes tightly, he reviewed the battle, remembering just how high the alpha had jumped, remembering the first two wolves' attack on his initial ambush spot.



Shivering, the memories flashed in his head. Breaking out in sweat, Adrian focused one hundred percent on ambusher skills and not falling from the dubious tree limb seat. He remembered the tree shaking like an elephant had hit it, the Alpha staring at him one hundred percent convinced of its superiority. Keep breathing, long deep breaths, legs tight against the tree. He felt the lumpy trunk through his armour.



Eventually his breathing calmed, and it was time to claim the loot.



Safety first.



Opening his eyes and examining his surroundings, Adrian searched to see if the battle had brought any other dangerous predators. There was nothing around. This fight in some ways resembled the Bird fight. When two titans of the wilderness fought, it was best to run or else the victor would be after you. The mud wolf pack was the top dog, and their presence had cleared the other threats away. Anything strong enough to challenge them was worth running from. Satisfied that nothing threatening was around, he stowed his bow and shadow stepped to the ground. With quick efficiency, he circled the tree, checking all the angles to ensure nothing lurked in his blind spots.



It was safe.
 




Chapter 73




Processing each carcass, he felt like an expert. The interface had helped learn the skill, but he had only been skinning for two weeks. His knife would slide between the skin and muscles and slice the components holding them together, then, with a bit of force, the skin would slide off, and he was onto the next set of connections. With another couple of knife slices, the skin could be peeled back even further. It took him under a minute for each wolf.



When he finished, he looked at his inventory. It listed the cores that had been collected.



Nine mud wolves, six boar, 13 aldour (from his regional knowledge this was a large bird, similar to a vulture), four horse, 9 cattle, eight sheep, one advanced bear, and one advanced mud wolf.



Are any of them useful?



There was no way he wanted to sell something like the salamander cores to a trader by mistake.



Mud wolves' cores can be useful in alchemy: They can create some very powerful magic resistance items with attendant journeyman skill or above in leatherworking.



So, I should keep the mud wolves?



There was a neutral to slightly amiable sense.



And I should make sure that I buy leatherwork and stitching advanced or whatever it takes to get Susie to journeyman level.



Obviously.



Letting a bit too much personality slip through there, aren't you?



He got the impression of a suspicious character tucking their hands in his back pockets and walking away whistling.



Adrian smiled a moment before the humour faded away. Mostly, he trusted and even liked his interface, but God, he hated this world. He just wanted to hug his kids. The amount of death he had witnessed, his close escapes, all the monsters, all the humans who had failed scared him. How could his family have… he killed the thought. They would be at the father-in-law’s, they would have picked up skills and they would be safe.



The walk to the kangaroo was relaxing. For the first time in a while, he just walked without using his magic. Just a mood thing. The kangaroo skinned easier than the wolf but lacked anything usable apart from meat.



Time to go back to the town and get drunk. The bow and memory stone combination was amazing. It was possibly stronger than his magic. Relax, choose the upgrade, progress the intelligence pathway, master the salamander magic, that was the plan. Tonight was for drinking till he forgot.



Heading back towards town, there was no need to detour to the Hotel. News would have spread like a wildfire. Everyone would go to the town for the safety to celebrate. Even if not everyone was going, Graham would have collected Susie, Jules, and Kozzie, at the least.



As he travelled, the sunset and the welcome dark descended. He was becoming a creature of the night. With his night vision and shadow skills, night had become his domain. What could have been, he thought regretfully. If he hadn’t had responsibility for the others, he could have claimed the night and been summoning shadow clones. It was still a possibility. Embrace the dark and become a true night terror.



When he reached the town, it was dark, and they would have locked all the occupied houses down for the night. More than likely, it was a figment of his imagination, but the entire area felt empty. Then, a block away from the barricades, he could hear the noise of the party and the smell of what he dearly hoped was roasted Bird but was probably pig on a spit.



Music reached him. The checkpoint had eight people manning it, which was more than usual.



Is that enough?



How many of the monsters out there would be attracted to the noise and smells? Or maybe it would go the other way, and they would be scared off by the change in circumstances. Adrian shrugged. It had been a few weeks, and they had hunted extensively in the surrounding area. The dumb monsters were dead, and the smart ones had probably learnt to avoid groups of humans.



He did not want to identify himself at the checkpoint or be forced to chat, so he stealthed close to the barricade and then took two shadow steps to skip through it. Terrible, very poor security.



The party was loud. Fire pits burnt all over the place, creating light and heat and forming centres of both hushed and not so hushed conversation.



As he ghosted through, he overheard fragments of conversations.



“They have been planning the ambush since the first day. It has involved hundreds of people.”



“The hero of Wagga Wagga, a master of shadow and spear standing toe to toe with the Bird stabbing it to death.”



“They tricked the Bird. My cousin worked on the Birdtrap, it split the Bird in half.”



“It got blown up like a firecracker. Head got blown right off.”



“They don’t know how he survived. It was like multiple bombs went off. Hundreds of trees just shattered.”



With a thought, he switched out of the shadow armour. The Roasted Quail was the best place to look for his friends. Changing direction to head over to the central restaurant, he saw Sam.



There was a line waiting to trade. A girl walked away with a familiar bottle in her hands. Joining the line, he saw the entire crowd in front of him were exchanging energy for alcohol. One man in front of him turned around with two bottles as a lady stepped forward for her transaction. The man popped the top off one bottle and took a big drink. He spluttered at its strength.



“To Victory,” he yelled hoarsely, once he had recovered, passing the bottle to those in the line. The heavy women in front of him took a slug of the bottle and put the man to shame. Before Adrian knew what was happening, the bottle was in his hand.



“To Victory,” the woman slurred drunkenly, indicating that he should drink too. The spirit was not as good as the one Susie had given him. It was harsh and burnt going down his throat.



Spluttering worse than the first man, his back was slapped good naturedly, and they snatched the bottle from his hand to be passed down the line.



“To Victory.”



“We are going to smash these alien F@##s, nothing can stop us!”



The heavy lady in front of him was served, and then he was in front of Sam.



The magic of the trader that obfuscated trade fuzzed over him.



“Man of the moment,” Sam said.



“I would like two bottles of the good spirit,” he finished lamely, not remembering what the name was, “and to barter for this.” He dumped the materials he wanted to trade from his bag of holding.



“Wonderful work with the Bird,” Sam said, passing a bottle across. “Is this the one you were after?” Adrian looked at the bottle closely. It looked similar to the one that Kozzie had been drinking, so he nodded.



Sam looked at what he had placed down to barter and then produced a bundle of items from one of his draws. “This is everything you need,” he told Adrian with a big wink.



After almost dying multiple times during the day, he could not be bothered haggling or arguing or wondering what he was being passed. Sam had always looked after him. He took the bundle and shoved it into his bag of holding. He was slightly perplexed but figured that the interface would flash like anything if he was making a mistake.



“And this,” Sam said with an extravagant flourish, producing another two bottles of alcohol “is what you should drink tonight. You paid for the other stuff, but this is on the house.” Sam had a big grin on his face, “Promise me you will drink it.”



Adrian took the bottles and tried to thank Sam, but the trader's attention had already switched to the man behind him, “And what can I do for you good, sir?”



Bemused, Adrian turned away, and his interface flashed.



You have received



●
 
 One camp stone, epic quality



●
 
 One memory stone of stitching and leather work (Journeyman)



●
 
 Nine information textbooks



Adrian clicked through on that last line to get more detailed information and was not surprised to discover that all six of the books he needed for his intelligence pathway were included. The additional books were all reference books. One was an index on what different monster cores could be used for, another covered gathering flora, and the last book was a list of alchemy recipes. He had a feeling the final two would let him progress his gathering and alchemy skills well beyond what had been granted by his acquired pathway knowledge.



●
 
 One pathway book,
 Magic Traps (Basic)



●
 
 One pathway book,
 Magic Traps (Advanced)



He almost went back to protest. It was too much. However, the interface flashed.



Do not draw attention to the transaction, Sam could use the fact you killed the Bird to give himself more leeway. While the system technically allows the use of this loophole, exploiting it represents danger to Sam similar to any Sapience in an interface triggering oblivion.



Can Susie use all these, or does she have to wait?



Her level upgrades only provide cookie-cutter skills and do not consume learning. Also, she has also only consumed the one archery pathway book. It is recommended that the basic pathway book and the memory stone are consumed tonight, preferably while Susie is drunk.



Being drunk has been shown to reduce the chance of backlash as components of the memory stone or book that are not immediately useful get pushed into the background when someone is drunk. The advanced pathway book can then be consumed safely once she has mastered the basic pathway.



Uncorking the special flask that Sam had gifted him, he took a big sniff. It smelt like fruity brandy. It actually smelt great. Taking a sip, it was divine, smooth and flowery. Warmth spread into his fingers, tips, and toes. A thin middle-aged woman with some aboriginal heritage and a face flash with alcohol yelled, “All hail Adrian the Birdkiller!”



Everyone around cheered. “All hail!,” before drinking the toast. His initial panic at being recognised faded when he realised they were celebrating rather than toasting to him personally.



The woman put her arm around Adrian's waist. “Cheer up,” she advised, “it's a party.” Then she disengaged, moving away to hug another random person. Bemused, he once more set off towards The Roasted Quail.



The music got louder, and the sounds of laughter brought tears to his eyes. A group of kids scampered past, and he teared up further. Adrian sat down hard on the curb, it was not like there were any cars to worry about. Everyone was rushing by him with celebratory energy. He wanted to curl up and cry and let go of all the fear, anger, and sadness he had been suppressing since the moment his solar plant had been destroyed and an imp had been staring at him.



A man who looked about Adrian’s new age sat down heavily beside him. “It all gets too much sometimes,” the man, or boy or whatever the right description, said kindly. He looked to be in his low twenties or maybe his late teens. A country lad, big, strong, with callouses on his hands indicating he had probably grown up on a local farm. “Everyone here has lost someone or multiple someones, but today we have hope.” He pumped Adrian on the back encouragingly. “Tonight is for forgetting the past and enjoying ourselves.” His eyes were looking out at the people passing. “Hey, I know her,” the boy said, suddenly changing the subject. He stood fluidly, grabbing Adrian's hand to pull him up behind him. “Sophie!” the lad called.



Sophie jerked slightly at her name.



“Sophie,” he yelled even louder. The girl looked over towards them. “She was one of the cool girls,” the boy whispered quietly as he dragged Adrian towards Sophie, “Barely had a word for me at school. Half my mates had the biggest crush on her.”



“Tony?” she asked.



“That's me,” Tony said with a big grin, “This is my new mate, umm,” he looked towards Adrian to say something.



“New acquaintance,” Adrian said lightly, “The whole new world was getting to me and Tony saw me crying and is trying to make me feel better.” He might look 20, but he was over 40 and he was over trying to project toughness and pretending to be cool.



“Oh,” Sophie said.



“I would love to stay,'' he told them quickly, “but I've got friends I need to catch up with. Here's to the Future!” he yelled, holding up his lovely flask and taking another divine sip.



The kids, or young adults or whatever they were, yelled “Future!” One of them conjured a blast of flames.



So easy to distract.



“Future, future,” someone further away started chanting. He was not even part of their small group. Adrian moved away.



Then stopped. He was not ready to face his friends, so he turned towards where the music was coming from, figuring he could blend in or chat with strangers. A hand planted firmly on his arm. It was not festive contact, and he looked around into Steve’s cold and shrouded eyes. He had grown stronger, much, much stronger.










Authors Note




I started this novel amid the pandemic and the moment the words began flowing I realized how much I loved it. The journey of writing Alpha Physics has been fantastic and I am in equal parts both in love and horrified by the world that I am documenting. It is a joy to bring to life the new hostile ecosystems, and I hope you loved the reading experience just as much as I enjoyed the crafting.



Please take a
 minute to review the book and give it five stars
 . The indie market is crowded and your support with a good rating will help the novel get noticed by more people who can then experience the compelling tale.



Book 2 is complete and Book 3 is in progress. From a development perspective, many people have improved the book. I posted it initially on royal road, and heaps of people took the time to give me pointers. I am a storyteller, not an English teacher, and it showed in the unedited draft that I published.



From Royal Road I would like to thank in no particular order SanchoMontoya, KoboldPatrol, bwfoster78, and Noren. They have all provided; advice, attitude or encouragement that has helped shape this novel.



Then from Patreon Rising Flame, Andrew, and M van Dongen support has helped make this novel a reality.



You can find my Patreon profile below and it contains unedited chapters of future books and writing updates.




https://www.patreon.com/alex_kozlowski
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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, I put the whole being a novelist to the side 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 in order to create a world that readers could immerse themselves into. With the familiarity of the gaming world gained from playing WOW, Skyrim, Fallout amongst others, there is 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 of being able to put yourself into a gaming world, develop your character and exploit the rules to the fullest.










LitRPG Guide




This is an amazing group run by some authors with a drive to expand the LitRPG genre by encouraging both wider readership and improve the quality of the books out there. If you are an aspiring writer or just a reader who wants to chat about LitRPG with others,please check it out. I post regularly in the discord server and there are heaps of famous authors in the genre rotating through and willing to give advice.




https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgguild











 
Other Groups




If you want more general discussion about all things LitRPG there are a couple of sites that are worth checking out.



Reddit




https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/




Facebook




https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books





https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases/





https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum





https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgguild





https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety








Check them out and I am sure you will find something that suits you.
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