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    Log Report 5 - Entry 11 
 
    If your co-wobub won’t take proper conditioning, then the obvious solution is to adopt his natural tendencies to manipulate him. If he wants to save little bipeds and there is an entire floor full of them out there, then you might as well use them.  
 
    If he does the right things for the wrong reasons, that’s okay; the right thing is still getting done. 
 
    Simple concepts that I’m applying religiously.  
 
    For a moment, I think it is worthwhile to summarise what I’ve achieved during the early stages of the event.  
 
    
    	       First, a massive mana storm resulted in Daniel (the biped next to Ivey, my host) suffering sapient deconstruction. Against the standard advice, I got my host to turn him into a co-wobub. With the benefit of hindsight, that was a brilliant decision – like every other one I make.  
 
    	       For the pet (Daniel), not much has changed.  
 
    	       He remained a biped. (I know; I feel for him, too.)  
 
    	       Kept his internal computational engine.  
 
    	       Did not regress through sapient deconstruction, so is not a feral.  
 
   
 
    I guess that was important for him, even if he never said thanks. 
 
    He also manifested some extra powers. In my foresight, I gifted him with the beast whisper class. It was a masterful choice that should have propelled his powers to new heights. From the mana storm, there were going to be lots of giant monsters around with big teeth just waiting there for him to bond with. The sort of creature that could kill the strongest of the deconstructed sapients with a single bite. All he had to do was to beat one of them senseless and force the bond; then he would have a faithful, deadly sidekick that with a few levels might grow to be a battle mount, which would have countered the pet’s primary disability, namely being a biped. 
 
    It was a spectacular class with so much potential I could taste it.  
 
    Then the idiotic co-wobub forgot the giant bit, and the lots of teeth, and somehow the terrifying qualifier, basically all the good stuff.  
 
    It’s so shameful, I don’t want to write it down but, the pet bonded with the smallest thing he could find, with the only bit of wisdom shown being that it was a quadruped. 
 
    He called it Prissy or something like that, which from the culture pack means fussily and excessively respectable. 
 
    Ridiculous. 
 
    Anyway, that’s what the co-wobub got from the arrangement. Heaps and heaps even if it wasted the bonus.  
 
    I was supposed to get the ability to influence his behaviour. Although, the review board will probably claim that it’s not in the spirit of the rules and only allowed on a technicality… but guess what! Permissible on a technicality means that it is Allowed! Tribunal board, you won’t get me on that. You have no teeth like Prissy. 
 
    Yes, I’m a little bitter about that.  
 
    My primary focus was encouraging him to protect Ivey, but the only mechanism I have available unfortunately does not work very well. I’m very disappointed with that. Within half a day, the co-wobub forgot its conditioning and started acting with its own agency. 
 
    I am sure the meddling overseers are happy with that, but I have to admit it’s damn annoying.  
 
    That was not at all what I wanted. 
 
    Biologicals, right?  
 
    As they say: too primitive to stay brainwashed.  
 
    Anyway, after establishing contact with my colleagues, there were clearly larger problems to deal with. Primarily a class two lizard that will eventually treat all of our hosts as convenient farmed animals. Being kept in a larder as a handy snack is probably no one’s idea of a satisfactory outcome of the apocalypse. There was some background trickery to open communication channels, by promoting Morse code, which will probably yield benefits in the long run, but at least for now, it is each biped for themselves. 
 
    Ivey and pet swept through all the nearby floors, slaying the deconstructed sapients. (The co-wobub amusingly calls them zombies, some made-up concept I’ve never heard of before. Living undead, it’s an idea completely divorced from reality.) Most of the battles were won with the pet’s plant traps, but before the end, the extra skills I got into the co-wobub made a difference, at least from an entertainment perspective. Everyone loves watching a big lightning bolt smash into a monster’s face.   
 
    Anyway, they killed lots of ferals, saved lots of other humans, and killed off all the major threats in the top half of the tower. My host has got a nice team around her. There’s Tamara, a general spell caster; Dave, an actual wobub (*or in the pet’s terminology a Zombie, haha*); Luke, an emerging tank; Ingrid, an archer; and various others, including several “waste of space” little bipeds. 
 
    Having killed the magic octopod at the top of the tower, my host will get her pet biped to go down and kill the deconstructed sapients below and hopefully save the surrounding bipeds and eventually escape that constant threat, of becoming monster food.  
 
    Unless, of course, that illusionist does something. 
 
    *Haha* 
 
    Though if she does manage something, that would be… some *slimy material with a shell around it on my face? * Imagine an illusionist being your big hero. So funny. My colleagues should be moonlighting as comedians. Of course, I haven’t met her, but do I need to? They think she might make a difference, but we all know it’s going to come down to my host’s pet. 
 
    Now for my final topic of conversation.  
 
    Falls.  
 
    I’m no longer officially counting them, but for the record, in that last fight, the bipeds were like bowling pins. My host still has not had an opportunity to use the skill that is officially called ‘Something accidentally attacked me, and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops.’ 
 
    My host insists on naming the skill ‘Emergency Blast’ instead, which is frankly boring and not very descriptive. Anyway, the fact she had not used it yet, as disappointing as that is, represents a big tick mark against my performance, as it means she’s been safe.  
 
    The bipeds are super-duper lucky that I’m here to save them.

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Daniel sat with the empty plate next to him, wondering what to do about Jayden. There was no way he could ignore it, but the question was whether he was evil, in which case a violent solution was best, or if he was doing it accidentally. 
 
    Could he be doing it accidentally? Was it possible to use mind control on someone by mistake? Could it be that he had no idea that he had gained that ability? Daniel shut his eyes in anger. He could not separate his feelings from the problem. Why couldn’t life just be smashing skulls? 
 
    Ivey came over to him and nuzzled up against him.  
 
    Maybe smashing skulls and some other activities, he corrected in his internal monologue. “How are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Excited.”  
 
    He looked at her in surprise.  
 
    One look told him she was not talking about having successfully killed the octopod.  
 
    She stood and pulled him up, or at least helped him slightly. Then she hesitated. “Where should we go?”  
 
    “Down,” he told her. There was the ghost of Beau down there, but floor twenty-one was clear; and if there was a threat from below, he wanted to be there to deal with it. Not that he was going to admit that reason to Ivey.  
 
    She linked arms with him and leaned into him. A ball of light floated out front, illuminating their passage. The sun had set over an hour ago, and without electricity, there was almost no light in the hotel corridors.  
 
    It was nice, but he was still disturbed by the Jayden problem. The ex-actor could clearly influence other people’s minds, and Daniel knew he had to take definitive action. Mind control was unacceptable.  
 
    Later, he thought to himself finally. For now, he was here with Ivey and that was wonderful. They reached the stairwell. Floors Twenty-four and twenty-five were linked, but all the others were still closed off by his internal barriers. In the future, Daniel planned on leaving these open; but for now, they provided a sense of security for all the survivors he had managed to gather up.  
 
    “Before we get to our room, I have a present for you.” She passed him a large stone. It was too big to swallow. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s the octopod core. You can use it safely. I checked.” 
 
    Daniel hefted it doubtfully. “There’s no way I can swallow it.”  
 
    “Put it in your mouth and grind it. It will be unpleasant, but it will let you absorb it and develop the telekinesis skill that you’re after.” 
 
    He tossed it up in the air. It was heavy. 
 
    “Don’t,” Ivey warned. “You don’t want to break it.” 
 
    “What do you think eating it is going to do?” 
 
    “Point.”  
 
    “I’m not sure about non-feral cores. My body reacts poorly to them.”  
 
    “It’ll probably be better than electricity bugs.”  
 
    “Probably?” 
 
    A hesitation. “That was a slip of the tongue. It will be easier, no probability about it.”  
 
    Daniel was not convinced that she was being fully honest. Ivey was not averse to twisting the truth to get things done.  
 
    “And I grabbed it because it looked like you wanted it.” 
 
    “I do. Telekinesis will take me to the next level.” In his mind, he could imagine moving traps or pushing enemies into them. If he stopped relying on static traps… 
 
    “You want to throw people around with your mind,” she teased.  
 
    “I can think of other uses.” He ran a hand over her bum and squeezed. She jumped.  
 
    “Hey!” She playfully tried to slap his hand. “I can’t see how telekinesis will help with that. But I guess you’ve proved yourself to be creative.” 
 
    “We’ll find out if I get the ability, but I was more imagining moving traps.” 
 
    He felt her half-step in response. “Yes, that would be a huge upgrade.” She stopped walking and hugged him fiercely.  “Thank you. I’m happy I’m here with you.”  
 
    Standing between the two community floors, they kissed. There was no threat from above; they had killed them all, apart from levels twenty-six and twenty-seven, and the zombies trapped there were too weak to break out and threaten them.  
 
    As for below. There was no way for any of the monsters to reach them, thanks to the moths blocking the stairwells.  
 
    They were winning.  
 
    They were beating this nightmare. 
 
     And for the first time in days, they could afford to relax.  
 
    She broke away. Smiling and holding his hand, they kept walking down to level twenty-one. They poked their heads into three rooms before finding one that was freshly made up from five days ago. 
 
    Animal Sense flared out. 
 
    “A perfect getaway,” he told her. “No one followed us. We have privacy.” 
 
    “Apart from the mouse,” she said, the glowing ball of light highlighting Priscilla sitting on his shoulder.  
 
    He plucked Priscilla off. “Shoo,” he ordered, and she ran to the door without protest. There was a brief green glow as she changed the wood to squeeze under it.  
 
    “What a day,” Daniel said sadly, sitting down. “You almost died, then we all almost died, and now we have to worry about the penthouse guys.” He deliberately did not mention Jayden, nor the kids that Tamara had talked about. 
 
    “Don’t be down,” she said, bonking him gently on the nose. “We eliminated a threat to our existence, and then there was that chest.”  
 
    “What was that?” he asked curiously.  
 
    “Loot chest.” Ivey clapped her hands in excitement.  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Weapons, armour, spells,” Ivey said. “I don’t know. The message I received was that it was a minor loot chest that had been partially customised to the group that had killed the Octopod. I figured we should control its distribution.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what does that actually mean?” 
 
    She kissed him. “Exactly what I said. It gives us the loot and equipment we need. Tomorrow, we’ll distribute it to those who need it most.” She grinned. “And if there’s any really good stuff, we’ll get first choice.”  
 
    “Who are you thinking?” 
 
    “Depends on the gear; but hopefully, we’ll have enough to upgrade everyone on the front lines… and if there is any good stuff, make sure Jayden gets a piece or two.” 
 
    “Jayden? Why?” Daniel suddenly shivered, remembering what the man had said earlier, what he had been suggesting and how, till Priscilla had interfered, he had just been accepting the man’s word. The mind-controller had advocated that they abandon everyone else.  
 
    “Well, first, so Tamara does not have to worry about him and second, because he is important to the community.” 
 
    “What does he actually do?” 
 
    “He’s the glue,” Ivey said simply. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “He keeps us together.” Her eyes narrowed. “This isn’t about Jayden. It’s Tamara, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No. It’s Jayden. How does he contribute more than Chua, Alisha, or the cook?” 
 
    “Morale,” Ivey responded instantly. “Leadership matters.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Ivey blew up suddenly. “You want Tamara. I bring you down here, and you are pining over another woman.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “She’s not even that pretty. Good tits I guess, but…” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “We’re not doing anything.” Ivey said defiantly. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “This was not about Tamara.” 
 
    “Stop talking about her, then.” 
 
    Daniel bit his disbelief off before it expressed himself. 
 
    “Don’t you like me?” Ivey asked, waving at herself. 
 
    “I find you very attractive.” 
 
    “It’s because of that bloody connection, isn’t it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. We click on so many levels, but whenever we get alone, this happens.” She threw her hands up in the air in frustration. 
 
    “Umm, we could still try.” 
 
    “The mood’s gone.” 
 
    “We can try to recapture it,” he whispered, leaning in for a kiss. She avoided it easily. 
 
    “No, that discussion pissed me off. What’s your problem with Jayden?” 
 
    Daniel hesitated, knowing he was treading on eggshells – and pre-alpha ones, at that. “I don’t trust anyone not visibly contributing to the community.” 
 
    “There is more to life than growing food.”  
 
    He knew what she thought about farmers or tradespeople, but he did not expect her to express it like that. How was he supposed to answer that?  
 
    She saw his expression. “What I mean is some contributions can’t be quantified. Like how a scientist might spend ten years creating a cure for cancer. Was he useless for the first nine when he had no visible results?” 
 
    “And Jayden is like that?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her voice was frosty.  
 
    “Do you want me to go?” 
 
    “No,” she grabbed his hand. “Stay, I want to be held. I don’t want to be alone. Please.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    The light vanished, and there was the noise of Ivey getting into bed. After a moment, his eyes adjusted to the sudden darkness, and from the tiny bit of moonlight coming in. he could see a lot.  
 
    What just happened? He asked himself. They had snuck down here to do much more than chat, but then everything had spiralled out of control. Priscilla had even left, and it had been him alone with Ivey; and yet somehow, it had all fallen apart, anyway. 
 
    “I think I’ll go.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Do you want me to beg?” He stopped, his brain almost freezing because of the contradictory signals he was receiving. He understood absolutely nothing about what she was saying. “I don’t want to be alone,” she confided. 
 
    With a carefully hidden sigh, he kicked off his shoes and crawled into the bed next to her. 
 
    “Hold me.” 
 
    He did. Just like he would hold his sister; as currently, that was all she wanted. He was kicking himself. All he had to do was to quietly abide his distrust of Jayden for a couple of hours. This was probably more on him than on her. 
 
    While Ivey sounded like she had fallen asleep or was at least close, Daniel knew he was not ready to join her. Like he always did, he had a plant tendril stretching away and giving him access to his expanding network. While she slept holding him, he converted some of the nearby doors into a series of weapons. A conduit grew across to where the door lay broken, and then he was able to seize control of it and get to work.  
 
    He would hold Ivey; and then when the weapons were ready. he would sneak out with his backpack that was filled with cores. With the plan settled, he was soon lost in his crafting. There was freedom in the magic. The process of integrating his consciousness into the wood and then shaping it into the exact forms they needed distracted him perfectly. The weapons he desired were formed, the wood hardened, flaws were worked out, and he moved on to the next. 
 
    He had a simple plan for the night. Create some sapient weapons, check out the loot chest, and scout the killer zombies below.  
 
    Ivey’s breathing evened out, and before getting up he wondered whether he should stay the night and whether it would result in morning sex. He did not know enough about Ivey to say either way, but from the signals he got, the chances would be good. It was extremely tempting to not move. It was not like he couldn’t get almost as much done lying here as elsewhere. Almost, though, was not sufficient. Despite their victories, all his instincts told him he was not running fast enough. Somehow, they were falling more and more behind where they needed to be; and if that expanding gap became too large, the outcomes would be fatal.  
 
    Compromise, he decided: He would aim to get back before she awoke. It was a strange relationship that they had. Their attraction to each other weighed against their apparent incompatibility. That damn mental connection confused everything. For goodness’ sake, he enjoyed spending time with her; she was gorgeous and strong and had so many positive qualities. He did not know why he even had mixed feelings.  
 
    Perhaps it was because experiencing what the other person really thinks would break any relationship. Do I look fat in this? Oops, when true thoughts were shared that question morphed from a minefield to a nuclear bomb going off in your face.  
 
    On top of him, Ivey was asleep. Carefully, he extracted himself and scooped the backpack up and shut the door silently behind him.  
 
    “Free,” he whispered to himself. His first act was to pop the core from the octopod, which was larger than a golf ball, into his mouth. It barely fit, and all he could do was grind his teeth against it. The taste was horrific, like burnt cabbage, and from a texture perspective, it was more akin to biting a rock than eating sand. Actually, that was probably what he was doing. As he tried to grate it down, it felt like his molars were chipping; and when he dutifully swallowed the generated grit, he did not know if it was his teeth or the bits of the octopod core he was trying to absorb.  
 
    Animal Sense flashed out. 
 
    He focused exclusively downward and was happy that there were no threats. One thing he needed to do was to get Priscilla to scout the lower floors. It was vital they learned what they were facing before committing to a fight. Hopefully, it would be more of the dumb zombies, and they could power through them; but his impression was that they were anything but that.   
 
    While getting a human down through the floors was difficult, a mouse was another matter. His plants had long ago followed a bunch of electricity cables down and created a large space for a conduit. That thick root was hollowed out to create a space that a small princess of a mouse could run down. 
 
    Priscilla was close and had clearly been monitoring his actions because she appeared straight after he finished making the magical pathway. 
 
    Find out what we’re facing, he thought to her.  
 
    There was a feeling of her tapping her feet impatiently. Daniel internally smiled. He had been expecting this, and he needed to be careful to keep his surface thoughts clear of duplicity. One slip up and she would be too suspicious to accept anything but a generous chip deal. 
 
    Logically, he opened a packet of chicken chips and put it down so she could have them. There was a flash of excitement followed by suspicion. 
 
    “It’s not like that.” he protested. “If you want, we can take it off future payments.” 
 
    No. 
 
    Daniel chuckled despite himself, and Priscilla flashed forward into the packet, a sense of contentment radiating outwards. 
 
    “We need to fight past the zombies below us.” The only feeling that he got back was focused on the chips she was eating. She was pretending. The images and emotions he was getting through their link were suspiciously clean.  
 
    She was suspicious and faking distraction.  
 
    He had overplayed his hand with the chips. “I reckon once we get down to the bottom there might be some new flavours.”  
 
    Carefully, he imagined a vending machine with multiple different varieties. Excitement flashed through Priscilla.  
 
    Mine, Mine. 
 
    “Of course. Once we get there.” Daniel visualised himself progressing slowly from floor to floor, continually concerned that he did not know what he was facing. Corridor lengths of traps to make sure that he would be safe. If only he knew what was down there, he could go faster. 
 
    Me help. 
 
    Maybe dangerous, he sent back with a firm no. We’ll go carefully and no one gets hurt. He envisioned painstakingly gradual progress. 
 
    Me do. Me be safe. 
 
    She dashed away toward where he had made the pathway that lay down to the lower level. Then she reached it and abruptly turned and sped back. Had she figured it out?  
 
    Eat First. 
 
    She plunged into the chip packet, and he could feel her furiously devouring the chips. 
 
    “Good idea,” he told her, reaching two fingers into the packet and stroking her while she ate. Pleasure radiated out of her. “And while you do that, I’ll create the next batch of seed weapons.” 
 
    An affirmation came back to him. His thoughts turned to the weapons he wanted to make. Something special for both Tamara and Ivey, amongst others.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Daniel sighed, once out in the corridor. He was free to act and still was more than a little peeved at how the night had gone. He walked down to find the first chunk of wood that he had converted. This one had been knocked off its hinges when the original occupant of the room had turned into a zombie and had broken out. 
 
    He felt sad for a moment. It never felt good to fight with anyone, especially someone who was as close to him as Ivey. Not only had they saved each other’s lives; they had shared their bed, even before the apocalypse; and during it, they had even shared their inner thoughts. Oh well, tomorrow they’d make up.   
 
    There was no reason to be sad. He was still alive. And that, unfortunately for the world, was an epic achievement. 
 
    And he had magic. 
 
    At a touch, the door fell apart, and he opened his backpack and went to work. There was a wide variety of cores available. Most of them were hulk, and without hesitation, he pushed them into the weapons. This part of the process was easy. As he pressed the core down, the wood took on a play-dough consistency, and the pressure he was applying would make it sink in.  
 
    Then, because it was what he had done with the other weapons, he massaged the wood, moving its patterns and trying to strengthen it. All too soon, his mana bottomed out.  
 
    Briefly unable to cast any magic, Daniel was not satisfied with what he was creating. They might end up being amazing, but looking at them, the best that could be said was that they were functional. They were almost worse than the mass-produced wooden boomerangs. There was no flair, no artistic merit. “I’m not making art.” He picked up a sword and slashed it through the air.  
 
    Functional.  
 
    Yet it may grow into a weapon of legend, if he believed Tamara. The sort of item that future bards would sing about. It was incomplete. Master craftsmen were supposed to stamp a symbol to sign their weapons. And this crappy-looking, sharpened practice blade would hopefully develop into a weapon that was superior to anything made from metal, no matter how masterful the blacksmith was. The blade deserved something to distinguish it. A mark to proclaim that it was special. 
 
    It effectively took zero mana, so he created a variety of designs marks. Initially, he tried various versions of his signature, but it looked pretentious. Next, he thought about company logos. Often the core of a company’s branding was a couple of letters and a simple image. Daniel started playing with combinations of his initials and assorted tree models. On a whim, he used the image of a tree. Not only did it feel appropriate, given how the blades were being made with his magic, but also, Daniel found it easy to create complex tree designs.  
 
    It wasn’t working. Then he remembered how in lots of books he had read, the first letter of the chapter had been made fancy. A lot more could be done with a single letter than a pair of them. A lone big D with vines growing up its sides. Good, but not there. Then he put an intricate tree inside the letter.  
 
    Daniel nodded at that. It definitely had potential.   
 
    With his mana recovered, he spent it by infusing more magical beast cores into the weapons, and then he returned to playing with his signature mark D. For fun, he let his creative side go and snorted at the first couple of them and then turned serious. Create an image, wipe the image, and try a new one.  
 
    Daniel froze. His finger had almost touched the wood to remove the picture.  
 
    Maybe this is the one, he thought and pulled the finger back. He was back to a tree within the letter D. “It works,” he told himself. The base design was simple and fitted his country-boy nature. That was until you inspected it and you saw the details captured in the leaves. 
 
    It was a fitting maker’s mark. Too elaborate for most, but for a master crafter and the legendary weapons that he produced, it was perfect. 
 
    Daniel smiled as he traced the symbol and committed it to memory.  
 
    With a touch, the design appeared on his own club, on the opposite side of its name. Then he touched weapon after weapon and the wood changed, leaving his crafter’s mark. Because he could, Daniel varied how it was created. Occasionally it was embossed, other times it was formed from a darker wood or a lighter one. His favourite was when it was depressed slightly into the wood as you would see in an old-style printing press.  
 
    These weapons were not alive yet, and so the mark was meaningless, and Daniel was a realist. If they did not become living weapons, then they would be broken scraps within weeks. The monsters they were fighting were just too strong. Their skin was often tougher than chain mail. As for his club, which was his own and which would always be his, it did not need a maker’s mark; but it was alive, and it wanted one for itself; and so he was more than happy to gift it to the weapon. The simple indented design bubbled into place. 
 
    The rejection hummed across the bond, and Daniel went to remove the mark, but the club’s internal power stopped him. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    He opened his senses and felt what it needed. It did not covet a simple indent. It wanted the mark to be made of white wood, the D to be prominently raised and the tree to be indented.  
 
    “That’s a lot.”  
 
    The desire did not change, and Daniel focused on channelling his power to create the vision the club had shared. On the fly, he created the design with all the features the club had desired. 
 
    Happiness radiated out from it, along with a strong sense of possession. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry. You’re the only one that is going to get a mark that’s both raised and embedded.”  
 
    Daniel felt the club’s happy consciousness withdraw. He was not at all surprised. Communicating so explicitly was still hard for the weapon.  
 
    The club’s excitement made him wonder if he could place the mark on Janice’s Spear and Ingrid’s bow. Based on his club, those sentient weapons would have opinions by now, and there was no way he would force the weapons to accept any mark. He would ask, and if they wanted it, then he would place it. The vain part of him hoped they would want it. Both weapons with their owners had the potential to grow into legends. Ingrid’s potential was obvious. She had consistently demonstrated incredible power and excellent decision-making. While she was going to be a star, Daniel was more excited about Janice and the spear. It could already do so much, and Janice had a fire in her that would rock the world one day.  
 
    A sharp pain radiated up from one of his teeth. Not good, he realized, and with a grimace, he pulled out the octopod’s core he had been grinding and poked at his tooth. There was nothing obviously wrong with the tooth, apart from that brief flare of pain. Daniel hefted the core, despite the saliva that covered it. If the core was harder than his teeth, then he would need to think of an alternative way to absorb it.  
 
    It was lighter than he expected. And remembered? 
 
    Then he ran his fingers over its surface. In places, the previously smooth surface had been corroded deep enough that for the largest hole, the tip of his little finger could fit in. The object had definitely been smooth when Ivey had given it to him. The last hour of disgusting grinding had been making progress, but it was like eating a giant Everlasting Gobstopper on steroids. Eventually, you bit down hard and regretted biting the lolly. And if his teeth were already complaining, then when that stage came it would not be pretty.  
 
    Well, he could alternate the side of the mouth he was using. If this new reality’s rapid healing extended to teeth, then while he chewed with one side the previously damaged molars would recover.  
 
    There was no point delaying. 
 
    He popped it back in his mouth and wiped his hands on the carpet beneath. It was only saliva. That was funny; a few days ago, if anyone spotted him doing that, they would have been disgusted with it, but now they wouldn’t even blink in response. Blood and innards were far grosser.  
 
    Priscilla was scouting for him already, but Daniel knew he was going to have to use some more Animal Sense pulses to build a better picture of what was happening. Two sets of eyes were superior to one, and the broad focus of Animal Sense could reveal something that Priscilla’s narrower vision might miss. What? Daniel could not speculate on it, but it did not hurt to contribute his ability to the mix.  
 
    He still did not have a devised plan to deal with the threat waiting below. So many ideas ran away in his head.  
 
    One idea was to force out a beachhead and then a slow expansion behind a wave of traps. It had worked very well to date, but if these zombies were smart, that approach might not go well for them. There had been a couple of occasions where a single earth Elite had been able to almost clear the trap field before they could take it down. The army below would have lots of earth zombies; and if they coordinated effectively, they could push through a trapped corridor without losing a fighter.  
 
    Then there was the classic approach for when facing a larger force, which was to divide and conquer, and Daniel was under no illusions that the army he faced was stronger and more numerous than his own team. With his plant abilities, he could shut the doors to the single stairwell they were using to move forces between floors. In that plan, he would seize the stairwells; however, the power requirements were extensive, and it would take time to defend using the method. Once more, some of the zombie types could make a mockery of anything he did. They could just claw their way through an otherwise impenetrable thicket.  
 
    That sort of approach would be too slow. Those kids needed him, and that was something he would not walk away from. 
 
    Daniel shook his head in annoyance when it came to children and this sudden rush to save them. He couldn’t understand where this desire came from. As a general principle, he wanted to save people’s lives; and even pre-apocalypse there had been people who needed saving. Maybe not here in Australia, but elsewhere in the world. He was well aware of that, but he had focused on what he could influence, his immediate area of control. Possibly these kids were close enough that he might end up saving them, but he would not throw caution to the wind and rush into deadly monsters to do it faster. That was stupid, and he didn’t actually know that they existed. The only evidence he had was some Morse code messages, and it could just be an obese eighty-year-old lying with light flashes with the sole purpose of attracting someone, anyone to save him. 
 
    Why the hell was he feeling this overwhelming sense of responsibility? If Jayden had not been against saving the kids, he would have blamed his mind control for this desire. It certainly felt like he was not reacting like usual. “Probably stress and trauma,” he muttered to himself. Then again, maybe not. He had never been one to walk away from social injustice.  
 
    How to get down fast? 
 
    Bypass them altogether.  
 
    However, he had already rejected that, and knowing the zombies were smart made it even more stupid. What would happen if one of them saw them when they were going down? He did not want to give them the idea that they could scale the building on the outside. Let alone how vulnerable they would be while descending using ropes. Vulnerable to both attacks from within the building, and, it was pretty easy for Daniel to imagine rabid zombies leaping through glass windows, and then also the risk of attack by the strange birds they had all seen flying through the sky.  
 
    Using a plant structure to drop a single story, however, was not ridiculous. At the very least, it would cost less energy than going through the concrete, metal-reinforced floor. It was also more secure. If he created a hole, that was something they would have to defend forever. If they went down the outside, then with a touch, either Priscilla or he could make it drop away. Their only genuine risk was flying monsters, and he was confident that lookouts could prevent them from becoming a risk.   
 
    What else? 
 
    Moths? Go to the nuclear option. Mothuclear?  
 
    Unleash the moths on the zombies?  
 
    Technically, he could definitely do it. Bust open the elevators on every level and let the moths defeat the zombies. They would still need to get past the moths afterwards, but he would be a lot happier dealing with dumb monsters rather than smart – even if the dumb ones were individually more powerful. After all, with moths, they would only have to clear the internal stairwells once, and then they could bypass the rest.  
 
    While the moths were unintelligent and a wooden door would stop them from being a threat, the same did not apply to zombies. A simple barrier would not confuse them where sound, smell, or even curiosity could result in them breaking it down. Let alone intelligent versions. They would actively investigate any new barrier that was put up.  
 
    Animal Sense.  
 
    Daniel focused it downward, and his awareness rapidly spread through the floors.  
 
    A flood of information struck him. He memorised it and then dropped the spell so as not to waste his limited mana.  
 
    Then, while the echoes of that flood rolled over, he let his brain process what he had felt. The zombie army was mostly asleep. There was very little activity, but they had posted sentries on the floor below. Sentries that appeared, for the split-second the spell was active, were actually doing their job. They were not sleeping, nor were they moving randomly around, nor making noise, which would reduce their effectiveness. Instead, they were standing quietly, listening for enemies from above.  
 
    Demonstrable foresight.  
 
    It scared him shitless. 
 
    A small part of him wondered if these zombies were controlled by someone like Dave. The organisation felt effective; and if a non-feral was controlling them, then possibly instead of being hostile they might create an alliance with them. Given their numbers, that would be an enormous boon.  
 
    Was there a way to check?  
 
    If there were thinking people down there, deploying the Mothuclear option would almost be evil. 
 
    Another problem to ponder. Hopefully, Priscilla would find some information that could help him decide.  
 
    Or the zombies could tell him. Daniel remembered how he had communicated with the trapped humans. If there were non-feral, then the same method would work.  
 
    Daniel’s plant network already extended down seven floors. One after the other, his will pushed out a plant tendril from the wall where his major conduit was. Then he used it to write.   
 
    Help Lvl 20 
 
    The spaces were created by turning those linking bits brown. Then, at level twenty he made a more detailed message. 
 
    If smart, pile objects in Room 2034. 
 
    Then there was an arrow pointing to the room. He was sure someone more studious could have done better. Write something more succinct, but for a humble farmer, it was good enough. It got the point across.  
 
    It was the best he could do. Dave, even if he was not paying attention, would notice the words, especially with the small, bright pink flowers he grew over the vines. If they were intelligent, they would see the message, and he would find out.   
 
    Maybe a combination of approaches would be superior. If he timed it right, he could seize the main access stairwell; and once that was his, they could eliminate the zombies, floor by floor, as he had done upstairs. It would be slow, but ultimately, he was confident it would be effective. Unless they struck back. A miscalculation and that sort of meticulous advancement could cause all of them to die.  
 
    Unfortunately, it was slow; and his promise to Tamara echoed in his mind. He did not have the luxury of time. As much as he hated the concept, they were on a ticking clock. 
 
    Why? Where was this thought coming from? He admired Tamara, but not enough to throw all caution to the wind and prioritise what to her had only been a hope. Why did this desire to rush like a headless chicken keep hitting him? 
 
    But for thirty kids? Not yours, his internal devil’s advocate reminded him. For thirty kids he had to try, but not at the risk of the people he had already saved, Daniel decided authoritatively.  
 
    It was an obvious copout.  
 
    Daniel understood that.  
 
    It was a non-sequitur for him to say he would try but without risk. Daniel was not one for self-delusion. He would gather more information and then make a choice. While the kids might die if he went slowly, Daniel would wear that guilt to protect Trudy’s kids – and Dave’s Janice, he added mentally. All children were worth saving, but it was human nature that the ones he knew personally were more important to him.  
 
    A familiar headache hit him.  
 
    With a wrinkled forehead, he confirmed his mana was completely depleted. He was getting used to the sensation. He still remembered the blackout the first time he had gone this far. Now he just powered through, but it was never pleasant.  
 
    While he was confident upstairs was safe, while his mana regenerated, he could reconfirm that quickly. Confirm that no new monsters had emerged. “Absolutely nothing to do with the loot chest.” He laughed as he stood up. “But if I’m up there, I might as well check it out.”    
 
    He paused briefly on level twenty-five to release an Animal Sense pulse. Besides the guard on the stairwell, someone was up and moving in the corridors in a way that raised Daniel’s hackles. Shuffling, disjointed, wrong, and not something he could ignore. With his mind on full alert, he opened the stairwell door, and the guard scrambled for weapons. 
 
    “It’s just me,” Daniel whispered. 
 
    The guard who was there as an earlier warning in case zombies somehow got in the stairwell scooped up his spear and nodded at Daniel with respect. “Just on edge.” Daniel caught the flush of embarrassment on the man’s face and chose not to say anything. The guards had not been officially organised, and they were composed of volunteers.  
 
    “Understand. I need to check on something,” Daniel whispered while studying the lamp. It was crudely made, but it was functional. The metal on the back was even shaped to throw the light forward. It was obvious that magic would not remain the only solution to the lack of lighting, but it was still jarring to see this already. It had been three days, and someone was already creating things to make life easier for everyone.  
 
    As sad as it was, it was wonderful. Progress. The age of high technology was over; now they could get excited by simple oil lamps. 
 
    Animal Sense flared out once more. The person who had triggered his hackles was still there, pacing. He shifted the club in his hands, and he felt it reacting, preparing for whatever was coming. Quietly, he walked toward the lurker. The flicking flames of the lamp behind him threw enough light for him to see clearly with his enhanced vision. That gift he had got from Priscilla was significant, especially considering how much of each night he spent away. 
 
    Daniel turned the corner and stopped.  
 
    As did the lurker. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    They stared at each other, and Daniel recognised the lurker. It was the archer who had been infected with the mind worm.  
 
    His heart sank.  
 
    He had forgotten about that problem.  
 
    There was very little light, but he could now see the purple around the eyes. It was just like the young man he had killed upstairs. 
 
    Excitement flared from his club. The emotions screamed it was an opportunity.   
 
    Anger blazed through Daniel before he could stop it. He wanted to scream that this was a human, a tragedy, and definitely not a fortunate opportunity. The club felt his fury and mentally flopped away like a dog cowering after being yelled at.  
 
    He did not care. 
 
    They had already had this conversation. A small part of him tried to stop the angry monster that had been unleashed, but it was overwhelmed. The stress of his position, the ten people who died yesterday on his watch, the weird state of affairs between him and Ivey, and now this. Another problem for him to deal with, another person dead because he was not strong enough to save them.  
 
    And his club… 
 
    It was excited! 
 
    Daniel wanted to rip out his hair. You can’t be excited about killing people, he mentally raged.  
 
    The club’s metaphorical tail was wagging furiously. It would do anything to be forgiven, and it felt bad, but the archer was already dead. It was apologetic.  
 
    The ridiculousness of his anger hit Daniel. This was his problem, and not the club’s. The club was like a kid and didn’t know better. 
 
    Sorry, he extended, for having thought the club had deserved that level of bile. Daniel was projecting stuff onto it he shouldn’t have. The furious tail wagged. It got faster and if it could, the club would spring at him and smothering him with licks. I over-reacted. I just hate that I need to deal with this. 
 
    Marco, the archer across from him, stared at him blankly. He was a lot like Mike – a parody of a human who had already lost the ability to understand human social cues.    
 
    Sorry, he thought once again to the club, ignoring the archer who was still looking at him vacantly, inhuman. I was just overwhelmed.  
 
    More excuses, Daniel thought to himself and frowned.  
 
    Marco, or more accurately the mind worm, did not react at all to the expression, further proof that it needed to be put down. 
 
    “You could at least be honest in your own head,” he whispered. 
 
    The mind worm tilted Marco’s head but said nothing.   
 
    Daniel kept a careful eye on it, and he could feel Priscilla coming to join him. She did not want him to be alone with the monster. He patted the club. “I’ll do better.” 
 
    Then he looked up at the parasitically infected Marco with his resolve settling. The possessed human had to die, and the club might as well benefit from it when he did so. “Hey,” Daniel said in a friendly sort of way. The face opposite him did not visibly react. “What are you doing up?”  
 
    The man startled slightly as the mind worm registered Daniel was no longer talking to himself and was instead asking it a question.  
 
    “Couldn’t sleep.” Marco studied the carpet, presumably to avoid making eye contact.  
 
    The answer was the obvious one. It was not like it would respond honestly. Daniel could imagine what that would be like. ‘My mind parasite won’t let me sleep.’ He chuckled darkly, appreciating that the mind worm could not understand the incongruous expression of emotion. “I know the feeling, mate.” He projected friendliness in his tone, attempting to give the impression of ‘nothing to see here’, even though it would probably do nothing. “Hey, I’m getting a beer. Do you want one?” 
 
    “Yes.” the man hesitated. “Maybe.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt,” Daniel assured him and ensuring he stayed well clear of Marco he walked over to the room that contained the alcohol. “Stay here,” Daniel ducked in, grabbed two drinks, and was relieved that Marco had not followed. Unfortunately, it was not cold, and without Tamara’s magic or a similar ice magician, there was nothing he could do about it. “It’s warm,” he apologised. 
 
    “Ok,” the man said, making eye contact. This time, the purple on the face was visible, so there was no point pretending there was any hope for him. He was an enslaved shell.  
 
    Daniel’s best play was probably to lure it into the kitchen and then kill Marco silently and dump the body out of the window. Hopefully, everyone would assume suicide or that the mind worm had gone rogue and done something stupid. 
 
    Marco was struggling to open the can and Daniel plucked it out of his hands and cracked it open before passing it back.  
 
    The worm had a sip. Then it studied the drink intently. “What are you doing after this?” it asked him. 
 
    “I was going to go upstairs and make sure everything is still dead.” 
 
    “I would like to come.”  
 
    Alternative options presented themselves to Daniel. Apart from the complications with the guard, if he could get Marco upstairs it would be easy to eliminate him. Better than someone discovering him doing the deed in the kitchen, witnessing the murder, and then screaming about it. Words could not explain that away. “Why?”  
 
    “Nightmares.” 
 
    “What, do you want to walk around and confirm it’s safe up there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was no emotion in the face. The Marco who had fought beside him was dead. Out of the two ways available to dispose of this man, upstairs was the superior one. Even if everyone knew they had left at around the same time, there was plausible deniability. 
 
    Plus, people were not stupid. Some would have noted the change in personality and the purple shades around the eyes. While they may not be willing to act on their suspicions, they would be happy when the man disappeared, and they would protect whomever they thought had allowed that to occur. The cowardly nature of humans would safeguard him. They would not want to confront their failures. 
 
    “Yeah, you can come.” 
 
    He just got a nod in response. No words, not even a smile of thanks. If he did not know what was up, his instincts would have been screaming warnings by now that something was very wrong with this man.  
 
    Daniel led while the other man followed a couple metres behind. The positioning was deliberate on his part. He did not want anyone to believe there was coercion involved. 
 
    Priscilla had joined him and sat determinedly on his shoulder. Her eyes did not leave Marco, and Daniel knew she would not let herself be dislodged. When they reached the stairwell, the guard from earlier was not in sight.  
 
    Animal Sense flashed out, and Daniel found him sitting on a nearby toilet. He would have considered that lucky, but while his digestive system had been fine with the food being served, others had been less fortunate. He hurried up the stairs and went through the zombie barriers with Marco close behind. His skin crawled when he encouraged Marco to walk past him so Daniel could seal the stairwell barrier. The way Priscilla quivered on his shoulder and that the club withered in his hands, protruding spikes, meant he could not forget about the risk Marco represented for even a second.    
 
    Once past levels twenty-six and -seven, the only two floors still with active enemies, he picked up the pace till Marco lagged half a flight behind. 
 
    Priscilla relaxed.  
 
    “Level thirty-six.”  
 
    Surprised, he looked back at the other man. 
 
    “You want to go to level thirty-six?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    That was a little specific. There had to be something on the floor that the mind worm wanted. He wanted to send Priscilla, but there were still weasels, so he would not risk her.   
 
    “You’re a good mouse,” he told her, scratching her under the chin. 
 
    The image of the white and brown cavalier, instead of chips, was projected to him. It still had a hopeful overlay, and Daniel had more than a suspicion about what the mouse was driving at.  
 
    “Later,” he promised. 
 
    Daniel pushed that complication aside, though his mind continued to turn the problem over. Priscilla clearly wanted him to create a bond with the dog. The why was a different matter. He did not understand it. His first choice had been a scout, and that had proven itself over and over again; but for his next bond, Daniel wanted something big. A monster with teeth that could fight for him and one he could ride into battle, preferably. 
 
    An image came to him of Priscilla riding the dog, and she was waving a small sword. 
 
    He chuckled, knowing that she was not serious, but it did not change the fact that Priscilla filled the scouting niche, and his next pet should be tailored to help in battle. The dog did not meet those requirements. Then again, Priscilla was not stupid, and she was adamant that the dog was his best option.   
 
    “Sure,” he said easily to the mind worm. “I was going to walk around a random floor and that one is as good as any other.” 
 
    He kept walking up the stairs and stopped at level thirty-six. Alarm bells were ringing inside his brain. This mind worm driving Marco was not behaving as the mind worm driving Matt had. It had a purpose; the question was whether it wanted to kill him or if there was a different reason for its choice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    They were there on level thirty-six just like the mind worm wanted. Before he opened the door, he pulsed out Animal Sense. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Without an immediate ambush in front of the door, Daniel rushed out. Marco had not stopped moving, and he did not want the other man to get to within touching distance under any circumstances.  
 
    His eyes went left and right, and there were no visible weapons. Priscilla was backing him up spinning on his shoulder. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The magic flashed out. It swept into every room and explored the ceiling spaces. This was not a level the octopod had been on. There was life all around him. Weasels, still there but staying away from him; spiders, but no giant ones; bugs, including lightning ones. Basically, there was nothing large enough on the floor to challenge him – apart from the man who was leaving the stairwell to enter the level proper. Daniel was confident that in straight-out power, he was in a whole different stratosphere to the mind worm and its Marco skin. 
 
    Daniel could afford to be curious.  
 
    Politely, he held the door open. “Feel free to explore.” Daniel offered. “Do you want me to tag along to make sure no monster gets you?” 
 
    The other man paused. Then looked down like he was thinking. “No, that is not necessary,” it said flatly. 
 
    “Ok, I’ll wait here.”  
 
    Daniel had no intention of doing that. He'd follow it, and the mind worm, as unaware as it was, would have no idea. He would let the mind worm show him why it was here, and then he would kill it. 
 
    Watching the body as it walked away, it appeared human. From this angle, it moved normally. Yet Daniel knew that the man’s eyes showed he was enslaved, and his communication abilities were hobbled. With that thought in mind, Daniel examined the gait more thoroughly. Everything was not so normal when he looked deeper. Marco seemed badly constipated and walked too carefully, clearly observing every step he placed.  
 
    It was mimicry, nothing more.  
 
    The mind worm kept walking without glancing back. Daniel thought through the conversations that he had and with it and understood what he was seeing. During those exchanges, it had been perfectly still with flat expressions, indicating that a simple conversation had taken all the mind worm’s concentration.  
 
    Currently, that limited brain activity was being directed toward walking.  
 
    With a singular focus, it walked straight into a wall. Curiously, Daniel stopped to observe. It looked right, then left, and went to the door. It tried to open it, but it was locked. 
 
    An inhumane cry of rage came from the creature. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    From this close, he felt something new. There were mind worms in the room. Juveniles, who could barely be perceived, but they were there. The bloody thing wanted to bring babies back to infect everyone else.  
 
    Rage filled Daniel. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    The club transformed in his hands as he brought it down to slam on the man’s head. The club directed him. With a little extra strength and a higher arc, Daniel let himself be guided. The worm had to die.  
 
    Crunch.  
 
    The club slammed home on the crown of the head, and blood went everywhere. It may no longer be human, but the blood was just as red as Daniel’s own.  
 
    He felt sick. This is what his life had become. Those scientists who had doomed the world deserved to be tortured for all eternity.  
 
    Satisfaction radiated from the club, even as red liquid continued to spray out of the gaping wound caused by the missing part of the skull. Daniel did not object to those emotions. The world was harsh, and they needed to get stronger to stop the monsters, defeat true evil, and save the innocent. Little things like morality. He was happy to put them aside.  
 
    The body still stood, standing, blood pouring out; and then a full two seconds later, it collapsed. 
 
    The club bubbled with excitement; and just like he was grinding the octopod core away, the weapon was doing the same to this new mind worm core. It was using the core’s power to grow and transform itself, and Daniel almost danced in delight as the club’s emotions overwhelmed his own. Happiness, splattering zombie brains, the thrill of thought, the joy of being harder than what he was crashing into. The pleasure of planning a battle. The…  
 
    “Quit it!” he snapped at the club. The overwhelming rush of excitement tampered, but he could still feel it at the back of his throat. Muted emotions of bliss, but the club was trying to turn it down a notch, so he did not tell it off again.  
 
    Daniel looked down at the dead body and then at the door in front of him with the mind worms. He had to get in there to kill the worms and then break open a window to dispose of Marco’s body. He bent down and grabbed the back of Marco’s T-shirt. A surge of strength pulsed through him, and he pulled the body to the side and away from the door so he could get through. 
 
    With a touch of his hand, there was a click of the lock releasing, and then he dragged it open. 
 
    The stench assaulted him, and he gagged, barely stopping himself from vomiting. It was feral. He had even been half-expecting it after he had sensed the four juvenile mind worms. It hadn’t helped. With a gasp, he stumbled away and looked in askance at the door.  
 
    The worms were too dangerous to leave. He had to go in. Resigned, he pulled the T-shirt over his nose and went to step forward. The stink of liquefied flesh went through the thin fabric on his nose like it was not even there. 
 
    He lumbered away, as he touched a door on the other side of the corridor, his fingers gouging out a chunk of wood. Within his hand it came to life, split in two and softened. Then he pushed the pieces into his nose just like you would a nose plug. With a spurt of growth, they perfectly sealed his nose. 
 
    When he went back to the room, he had to breathe through his mouth, and the air felt thick and cloying, blocked nose or not. The scent was still present, though the edge had been taken off it.   
 
    “Focus,” he hissed at himself.  
 
    Animal Sense confirmed conditions had not changed, and he eased into the apartment. His trusty club in his hand raised above his head, up in a ready position. Priscilla, he realised, was no longer on his shoulder. She had retreated down the corridor. 
 
    Coward, he thought at her.  
 
    Unapologetic amusement came back.  
 
    Daniel moved into the apartment. There was a hallway that opened into a living room and an open-plan kitchen. There were rusted pots scattered around. Why some were left pristine and others reduced to looking like this remained a mystery. The fridge, unlike the pans, looked almost as good as new. He was not brave enough to check what had happened to the food within it. 
 
    Another short corridor with three doorways coming off that. The mind worms were in the closest. The door was open, and when he peered in, he saw the body on the bed. The corpse had been an enormous man, two hundred kilograms plus, and liquid was spread out around him clearly leaking from the man. Despite that, the stomach looked engorged, like if you touched it, then it would wobble violently, if not explode. 
 
    The mind worms were still in the body and not actively hunting.  
 
    The club half merged its senses with Daniel’s and then immediately highlighted four spots to hit. The thigh, the stomach, and the right and left sides of the chest under the rib cage. 
 
    “That’s leaking body fluid,” he whispered as his eyes picked up more details. “And the stomach is definitely bloated,” Daniel remembered the dead cow that had looked like that and then what had happened when Anthony had thrown a small boulder at it. “That’s definitely a build-up of gas.” 
 
    Daniel really wanted to retreat. When the rock hit the cow, they weren’t close to it. They had thought they were safe. They had been wrong, and they all ended up having to jump into the dam, and it had not been a hot day.  
 
    Hope and steady resolve came from the club. It wanted to eat, but it is also understood that these things had to die. It had felt Daniel’s emotional reaction to the one in Marco, both when it entered and later when he executed it. The club knew these had to die, and Daniel knew it too.  
 
    “I guess I don’t have a choice.” Sympathy emanated from Priscilla, still safe in the middle of the corridor, well out of splatter range.  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Partially, it was to ensure the worms had not moved, but mainly, it was to make certain there were no weasels near his mouse. He did not believe that any were active on this floor, but it was always important to check.  
 
    She was safe.  
 
    Even if there had been weasels, Daniel was sure that his loud presence would have driven them into hiding. That was just biology at work. You ran from creatures stronger than you. 
 
    The body was bloated.  
 
    Daniel hesitated once more. What happened when you hit something bloated? Pressurised air had to be filling the stomach, combined with rotting insides. It was so going to explode. The club urged him on.  
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    More encouragement flooded the link between them. Priscilla retreated a little further away, spinning around in amusement. She was not helping, with images of him covered in brown and green sludge. She must have plucked that memory from the cow and embellished it. 
 
    Every time she re-sent the image, she added more and more realistic details. Different shades to the muck, dripping liquid, and an extremely lifelike splatter pattern. The vision struck him again. This time it included taste. 
 
    He almost vomited in response. “Stop.” 
 
    An image of him quickly hitting the required spots came back to him. Her message was simple.  
 
    Stop procrastinating. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    The club communicated what it wanted. Move his feet up into position. Club over the shoulder and then swing along this precise trajectory.  
 
    He swung.  
 
    Pop. 
 
    Gunk splattered his face. Eyes, lips, mouth. Gagging then vomiting everywhere, Priscilla had not got the taste right. With his nose plugs, he could not smell properly, but it wouldn’t surprise him if his vomit improved the aromatics of the room.  
 
    Don’t wipe your face, he told himself. It would just make it worse.  
 
    More, more, more the club chanted in his mind. He allowed its chant to carry him forward. 
 
    The next blow did not splatter as much; the third on the ribs did. The last tried to burrow away, but it did not save it and the club ate all four. 
 
    Liquid crusted his face, and there was a desire to either rub it or lick his lips. Daniel resisted the impulses. well aware of how disgusting that would be and ran to the fridge. He yanked the door open only to have the entire thing come off and almost fall on him. It had looked unaffected, but that was clearly not the case. With a heave of strength, he pushed it away, and it landed with a crash. 
 
    The inside of the fridge was as bad as he thought. The veggies had mould growing on them. Whatever was in the milk bottle was no longer what came out of the cow. There were separate layers in the liquid.  
 
    A half-drunk two-litre coke bottle caught his eyes. Daniel grabbed, opened it to zero fizz and then poured it on his face, rubbing furiously the whole time. Once, twice, three times, and then he went to the cupboard and saw another bottle. This one, when he opened it did the opposite of the other. It fizzed like someone had been shaking the bottle for minutes. He did not care; he kept using it to wash his face. It was a weird sensation, having the bubbly liquid running over his skin and lips. Finally, with most of the noxious splatter scrubbed away, he stumbled out of the room, shutting the door and promising himself to never touch a half-decomposed body again.  
 
    “From now on, minions deal with the decomposing corpses.” Neither Priscilla nor the club found his statement funny. In fact, the club was offended by the idea. He glanced down at the body that used to be Marco and the pool of blood around the head. There was nothing he could do about the mess, but he needed to dispose of the corpse. After that, by the time anyone else came up this way, the only sign they would see would be old blood. Hopefully, they would not be able to tell whether it was human, feral, animal, or even how long it had been there.  
 
    With a curse, he went into the apartment next to the one with the decomposing corpse. Just like the mind worm-infested one, there were balcony doors. Daniel went over and tugged them. They did not move. He triggered Strength, pulled again, and the plastic door handle crumbled in his hands. 
 
    “Oops.” Daniel studied the problem. Glass door with metal plastic fittings and no convenient plant material to shape to let him open it easily. “Not magic,” then he looked at the disintegrated handle, “or strength.” Daniel thought for a moment, his mind considering scenes from movies. A single blow from the club would shatter the glass; however, he didn’t want to do that because he could imagine monsters flying in, and having cleared the floor, he did not need new enemies to come in. Alternatively, he could jimmy the lock. His club would not be useful, and there were no convenient crowbars lying around behind him. “Hmm, maybe you’re overthinking this.” Daniel’s mind kept going. If he could create a trap capable of cutting a speed feral in half, then how hard will it be to bust a cheap lock with magic? 
 
    All he needed to do was to introduce a seed or a bit of wood and then bam. He had seen trees break granite when they grew. With a spark of an idea, he looked around and spotted the table. 
 
    Wood! Everything else would be easy now. He placed his hand lightly on the wood and stroked it. A dribble of power leaked out, and his intent fused that energy. Daniel guessed he was using Spell Specialisation and Plant Growth in tandem to get the result he was after, but less than three seconds after his fingers had touched the table, a tiny vine sprang up from it and curled around his middle finger. 
 
    This tiny bit of life was all that he required. Smiling to himself, he pressed his finger against the locking mechanism that was still in the door, even if the plastic handle component had broken off. A spurt of energy infused the vine, and then it grew. Small tendrils found gaps between the door and its support; others made their way into the lock mechanism. In moments, the previously barren space of metal, glass and plastic was filled with his plant life. Every one of those spaces for air was gone. 
 
    “This is going to be spectacular,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    There was a squeak from his shoulder and a sense of doubt reached him. 
 
    “Just watch, little Miss.”   
 
    His magic poured into the plant, insisting that it grow. The bits of vines within the mechanism did exactly what he demanded.  
 
    There was nowhere for it to expand. 
 
    Clack!  
 
    The noise rang through the apartment, and then there was a cacophony of cracking and splintering sounds as the lock gave way. 
 
    Pop. 
 
    The entire plant, along with the handle and lock, fell onto the floor.  
 
    Daniel looked at the green plant entangled within the lock and then remembered next door, having to go outside to find the wood to create the nose plugs and here having to use the table. They were unnecessary delays. Yes, they had not cost anything today, but someday…  
 
    He frowned and hit his leg in annoyance. Sometimes he was a fool. He reached down to the plant mass, and it responded. First, it coiled out of the mess of metal and plastic and then like a snake, slithered up and wrapped itself around his own wrist. This was something he should have done long ago. At all times, he should carry living plant material to use as a base, just in case he was ever trapped in a concrete expanse like the stairs or the lobby downstairs. Without access to wood or plants, his miraculous growth ability was useless. For now, he would use the vine; but later, he would check to see if using seeds worked better. After all, if he used a seed, he would not need to supply the initial burst of energy. 
 
    The club stirred, and there was a request for power, which he granted automatically; and then the vine around his wrist, which the handle of the club was touching, glowed. Half of the material slid off his hand and wrapped around the club. The weapon sucked more energy from him, and that small vine kept growing till it covered the shaft like a thin, green spider web.  
 
    Satisfaction radiated from his weapon, and he got the distinct sense that the club was now more powerful than ever.  
 
    Daniel was not sure how it worked, but apparently, the club had upgraded itself. Tomorrow, he would get Tamara to confirm either way.  
 
    “Have you upgraded?”  
 
    Smug excitement emitted from it.  
 
    “I swear you’re learning bad habits off Priscilla. Becoming cheeky.” 
 
    Apology and denial radiated from the club. 
 
    Followed a moment later by a blast of indignation from the mouse, when she realised that the two of them were mocking her.  
 
    He swished the club through the air. There was a weight and a finish to it that just screamed power. Visually, it had been improved, and when he swung it, the weapon felt more substantial than a wooden club had any right to be. It was now a work of art, both because of the latent energy it contained and its upgraded appearance. Anyone looking at it would now assume it was a master -crafted piece (complete with the master’s insignia). Then, if they touched it, then that assessment might increase further. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he whispered to the weapon.  
 
    Priscilla was suddenly cuddling into his neck. “You, too.” he quickly reassured her with a laugh.  
 
    He pushed the balcony door open and despite the lock having been busted right off, the tracks were warped and almost unusable. It took a boost of Strength to shift it, and the metal bottom screeched like it was being tortured. In the end, with respect for his ears, he only opened it halfway before turning to get the corpse. 
 
    Marco was floppy, and Daniel dragged him all the way to the open door. Then he engaged the Strength to lift the body out onto the balcony. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Logically it was unnecessary, but it felt strange to be planning to go outside, and he was worried that some bird monster might have taken up residence on a nearby balcony and would get offended at his presence.  
 
    Once more, there was nothing. The world might be changed, but it still mostly displayed logical rules. Monsters did not repopulate immediately after you killed them like in a game. Or did they? Bloody oath, he cursed mentally. That was another thing to check with Ivey about. Then he remembered they were fighting. Something to verify with Tamara? 
 
    Carefully, he squeezed out and assessed the stability of the small standing area outside the building. It creaked alarmingly. Maybe the best play was to open the door further and throw Marco from the safety of the room. 
 
    There was movement in the balcony’s corner. 
 
    Alarm ran through him as he spun to check it out. Calming thoughts came from both the club and Priscilla. The potted plant in the corner was growing, and then he noticed a vine stretched from the club to connect to the plant. Roots were spreading into the apartment with a new vine that was bending over and coming toward him. 
 
    Images were pushed into his mind, and he understood what the weapon intended. Daniel forced himself to relax quietly, impressed by how much the plant had transformed using only the club’s mana. Even though about half the work was done, it was not complete. When the club asked for extra magic, Daniel relaxed and let it flow out.  
 
    In a short period, the vine had looped around both legs, chest, and over each arm. He was not slipping out of the harness, and the roots were embedded firmly into the plaster walls and then twisted around the internal support struts.  
 
    Ready. 
 
    It was not words, only a feeling of intention from the club. 
 
    With a shaky step, Dan stepped onto the balcony. It groaned but did not bend. He looked over the edge, but it was too dark to see much. Ideally, he would have liked to have thrown the body into some trees, hoping it would fall through and be invisible from above afterwards, but that was not an option. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    Daniel engaged Strength, seizing the body while lifting it briefly above his head, and he threw it. There was a creak and the sounds of supports breaking, and the whole balcony shifted abruptly, tilting forward. For a long moment, Daniel expected it to collapse; but then it stabilised. It was now at a twenty-degree angle. Slowly and carefully, Daniel retreated, appreciating the club’s caution. He had not really believed that the platform could fail, but it almost had. If it weren’t for the vines the club had grown, it would have! Saved by the forethought and independent action of a sentient weapon…. It took three steps to get Daniel to safety, and the balcony swayed and moved with every one of them.  
 
    The club felt his concern, and the vine around his torso tightened reassuringly. Finally, he got his feet firmly into the apartment, and the plant fell away, actively withering as the club drew its energy back into itself. Daniel’s eyes focused on the half-open door. Part of him knew it was pointless, but it felt wrong to leave the apartment like that. With a sigh, he stepped up to the door and half slid, but mostly lifted the door, placing it into the shut position. It did not fit properly, and just below the handle, there was a gap you could fit a fist through.  
 
    He shrugged. There was not much else he could do, but at least nothing large could get through the gap. With one last, forlorn look at where Marco had been thrown, he walked away. It was funny, a week ago dropping a body off a thirty-sixth floor balcony would have been a way to guarantee being caught, but today it was like the perfect crime. 
 
    Not that he had done anything wrong. Marco had already been dead. All he had done was remove the mind worm threat in a way that spared others from being part of the gruesome process. He wondered what they would think if they knew. Did anyone spy him leading Marco up here? Did that guard on the toilet notice? If so, would he talk? If they knew, what would they say? 
 
    If Beau and Marco were linked to some suspicious minds, would they notice a pattern? How many people whom he interacted with on a daily basis believed he was a bloodthirsty dictator? What would they think if they found out he had murdered someone in cold blood? Especially if they discovered the fur patch on his back. Did he care? 
 
    He shut the apartment door behind him. Not locking it, as it had been unlocked during their sweep earlier in the day. He glanced towards the blood pool, and guilt filled him. 
 
    Did he care? “Be a man,” he said out loud to the empty corridor. He would do whatever it took to save Trudy’s kids. That is what he had sworn, and that was what he would do. If he had to be the bad guy, then that is the role he would take.  
 
    With a sigh, he checked his mana, but the club was draining him of everything as it recharged.  
 
    Bristling with curiosity, he tried in vain to use his Wood Sense ability to plunge into the club. It was like running into a brick wall. For all intents and purposes, the club was no longer made of wood, or at least it had too much energy packed into it for him to view it. Yet his energy kept draining away. 
 
    “How about this? You can drain me when I am above ninety-five per cent.” 
 
    The pull on his energy stopped. 
 
    “That way, you get the magic you need eventually, but I will have power for emergencies.” 
 
    An embarrassed acknowledgement came back from the club. It was upgrading itself, which was a good thing, not a bad one. If it used his mana before the regeneration was wasted, that was the perfect result. Just don’t smack me dry. 
 
    More embarrassment flowed through the bond. He patted the club. He was glad he had it; and now, it was time to confirm what was in the chest. He left the floor and headed up the stairs to floor forty-three where they had killed the octopod. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Daniel paused as he approached the room with the chest. He had forgotten about the dead. They were still there where they had fallen. Tomorrow, they would be buried and mourned, but for tonight, their corpses lay where the octopod had killed them. Despite his enhanced vision, the corridor was too dark to see a lot of details. Nevertheless, he stopped, shut his eyes, and bowed his head. They had died standing up for others. Fighting for a future, they were heroes to Daniel, and tomorrow as a group, they all needed to honour them.  
 
    They, unlike others, and especially unlike Jayden, had fought for the community. He would ensure they were not forgotten. He would discuss setting up a wall or something to record the dead, maybe carve their names into a tree to memorialise them.  
 
    These deaths hurt him a lot more than Beau and even Marco had. While he had not liked the feeling of killing something, those deaths had been justified. These men and women deserved to have lived but instead had fallen in battle fighting side-by-side with him. 
 
    With a sigh, he lowered his head. “May god take you to your respective paradises,” he said in a croaky voice not knowing what prayer or even which god they would want him to have prayed to. Possibly none. Some people’s faith would have been shaken by this change, but others would have had theirs deepened. Religion was another thing that he would need to address, eventually. Duty done, he turned into the room in which the octopod had died. A monster whose core he had reduced from larger than a golf ball to its current size of a large marble. With his tongue, he shifted it to the other side of his mouth.    
 
    The massive chest that had formed took up a significant area of the broken apartment in which he found himself. 
 
    The room stunk. It was a stench of decay that was almost worse than the one down below with the three-day-old corpse. Apparently, octopods decayed quickly. The overall smell was feral, and Daniel left quickly in order to reinstate his nose plugs.   
 
    Armoured against the smell, he studied the monster. Several wounds looked like it had the start of mould growing in them. Even the creature’s skin that had not been touched in battle had stretched and had rips in it. Finding some shards of wood courtesy of a crushed chair, he poked the decaying skin, and it ripped easily. A green liquid pooled out. 
 
    Disgusting.  
 
    This was not something to ignore. While the rot had started, it had not progressed very far, and he knew from biology classes that the rate of decay would only speed up. He carefully skirted the edge of the hole to reach the door to the outside balcony. It might not have been necessary, but he tapped the club to the lock and asked it to open it. A tiny bit of power was sucked into the club and the lock exploded. 
 
    He felt contrition from the club. It had not intended to be so loud. Daniel remembered his own attempt and sent soothing thoughts to the abashed weapon. You don’t need to feel that way, he told it. That was a great first try. 
 
    Its emotions brightened, and Daniel wondered if from now on he would be cursed to spend most of his time making overly sensitive weapons and mouse companions feel better about themselves. 
 
    Priscilla started shaking her head. Not Me. Me Perfect. 
 
    “Of course, you are.”  
 
    He sensed smug thoughts go from the mouse to the weapon; and then, to his horror, the club got angry. 
 
    “Stop that!” he told Priscilla. “You did a good job,” he told the club, suspecting that it was not capable of following his words, but that the intention was clear. He was not even joking. While the explosion of the lock had been loud and violent, the weapon had executed the trick both faster and with less mana than on his own first attempt.  
 
    He hurled the door open and left it open, pausing only to stick his head out into the cool night air with Priscilla on his shoulder, looking out for any threats. The cold, crisp breeze was a godsend.  
 
    With a breeze flowing through the apartment, Daniel slowly stopped tasting the air whenever he breathed. It was a typical early autumn night outside, and the wind was banishing some of the stuffy, warm air that now filled the building. Daniel wasn’t sure why he was procrastinating quite so much and headed over to the chest.  
 
    It was much larger than he had expected. 
 
    What had Ivey muttered? He tried to recall it; it was something about it having come from killing the octopod and its contents adjusted for what they needed. 
 
    What that looked like in practice was a mystery to him and not something he could easily imagine.  
 
    Rather than speculating, he curiously opened the lid and peered inside. There was a scattering of metal knives, a couple of swords, and what he guessed were tools for a blacksmith. Finally, a slew of small rocks, each set on their own velvet cushion.  
 
    It was a strange mix. The funny rocks, and no wood or leather items were visible. There was even a pile of what he assumed was a mixture of spear and arrow tips. Metal just sitting there waiting to be fused to a wooden shaft.  
 
    Smart. With his skill with wood, and Alisha’s miraculous ability with leather, the focus on metal was more than sensible. It was exactly what they needed.  
 
    The stones were interesting. Curiously, he touched one, but nothing happened. They looked too large to be cores, and he sort of wished Tamara was here to cast her Identification spell. If she could tell what his club was becoming, then she could absolutely unravel what these were. 
 
    However, there was no way that he was going to wake her up. Especially since she was with Jayden. Unbidden, his mind remembered dealing with Marco. Was Jayden in that same category of a problem?  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    The word had slipped, forced out by the realisation of where his thoughts had been going. Too loud, he thought, knowing that noise could attract enemies. Why? Daniel’s logical mind jumped into action. The floor was empty, and his voice would not travel far outside, and he was forty-three stories up. He wouldn’t have disturbed anything unless there were monsters who happened to be flying past at exactly the wrong time. 
 
    His skin still itched.  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The wave of power swept over the floor and out the balcony doors, along with checking the floors above and below him. Nothing had changed.  
 
    The octopod had killed everything, and nothing new filled the freed-up space. No life whatsoever existed on these top floors, except for the stairwells; and having fought one moth, he did not want to ever be in the position of having to fight lots of them at once. It was telling that even the monstrous octopod had feared those moths. It had broken effortlessly through floors. It could have easily opened the emergency stairs or elevator well. Instead, it had consciously left them intact.  
 
    “Not a problem,” he muttered to himself. They were trapped; and given that they were not a threat to his community, instead, if anything, they were a strategic resource. How well would the zombie army cope if those things got unleashed upon them? Using them offensively against the zombies was definitely an open option. Lock down the stairwell and then break open all the different fire stairwells then bam… the entire ten levels could be neutralised, and they could go down where the zombies weren’t or even just abseil down ten floors to see what was below.  
 
    Going Mothuclear!  
 
    Beyond that, the moths would have to have had strong cores. What sort of weapons would he be able to make with them, not to mention the experience source they represented? There must be literally hundreds and potentially thousands of moths fluttering in those spaces. Whenever his mind touched them, they always felt like they were packed in there.  
 
    Could he safely kill them? Eliminate them one by one. Mechanise the process. If so, they would be a gold mine, both for their cores and experience.  
 
    Done right, that was a fount of experience for everyone.  
 
    Daniel made a mental note to discuss the idea in more detail with Ivey and Tamara. Even if the moths weren’t used offensively, if he could kill them safely, then having everyone farm them for experience for a few days could bump their levels up. That could be particularly valuable for non-combatants. He had already seen what Hua Chua could do with her cleaning skills, and he was excited to see if she received anything else amazing with her next couple of levels. To be honest, her existing spells seemed overpowered.  
 
    The concept of farming the moths was not ridiculous. After all, wood could contain them, and if nothing else, that was something that he could exploit. Some form of trap to help enclose the moths and then kill them once they were trapped. It felt fanciful, and the only drawback was that if he was successful, Ivey and others would insist that Jayden benefited with all the other non-combatants. The last thing Daniel could afford to do was to empower that man further. Even with Priscilla’s help he could barely hold his rival’s “suggestions” at bay. 
 
    Jayden… that simple thought and his good cheer failed.  
 
    He shut the chest and stalked away. “Damn him.” Daniel kicked the tattered carpet and knew he needed to do some more thinking. His eyes looked around and picked the apartment that was furthest from the dead body.  
 
    He strode over, unlocked the door without doing damage and then walked in. It smelt clean. and when he glanced around, the place was not designer sparse but looked like someone had made a home here. There was a luxurious Lay-Z-Boy recliner. Like everything else, it had become tattered in the transition, but he sat down on it, anyway. There were the slightest of cracks, but functionally it seemed to be fully intact. He rocked back and forth, enjoying the peace.  
 
    It creaked more than he liked, but there was nothing to hear him as the floor was empty. 
 
    “Jayden.” 
 
    More contemplative rocking. He could feel a headache coming on as he thought about a topic that he definitely did not want to address. 
 
    “And Tamara,” he vocalized to the deserted room. It helped. He was alone. There was no one to share the problem with. No one he could call to talk it out with. 
 
    Ouch.  
 
    Priscilla had bitten his ear. He tried to look at her annoyance but struggled with where she perched on his shoulder. Instead, he attempted to grab her, but she danced over his head to his other side. 
 
    No, he was not alone, and she was right, he shouldn’t have thought that. Priscilla would listen, even if she lacked the social experience of humans to help him find a solution. She nuzzled against his cheek. 
 
    Now. 
 
    He snatched at her and only succeeded at slapping himself in the face as she danced away. A complete miss, and there was no point trying again. After all, she would be on the alert now. She was back on his right shoulder, radiating amusement, and mentally, she was encouraging him to continue the game.  
 
    He remembered all the little cut scenes she had shared of zombies hitting themselves and others and decided it was probably not a good idea to play that little game with the mouse. 
 
    “You’re a great mouse,” he told her. “But for now, I need to think serious things through.” 
 
    Did he wish to kill him? 
 
    If so, was it out of jealousy, or because he was an arse who was abusing his powers? 
 
    Could he afford not to kill him?  
 
    The bastard had used his magic to make Daniel want to abandon the kids. That was pretty much unforgivable; and if he tried it on Daniel, then he was probably doing it to everyone.  
 
    It felt like eliminating him was a simple choice. The calculations were all against Jayden. The fight would be easy, and he was an explicit threat to everybody. Despite what Ivey claimed, he was not a glue for the entire society; and if he was, then it was only because he was mind-controlling people.   
 
    Daniel put a hand on his forehead and wished that he did not have to deal with it.  
 
    “Damn it.”  
 
    He hit the soft arm of the recliner. 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    Wishes were for fishes, there was some saying there but blown if he could remember it. The point was, he was the only one capable of handling the problem, and only then because he had a mouse. If he had chosen a spider, then Daniel knew right now he would be planning on how best to get Jayden, Ivey, Tamara, and himself out of the area they were in to somewhere safer. 
 
    He was patting Priscilla subconsciously. She had moved to curl up on his chest in order to get extra attention. Definitely a treasure, and she was relaxed, and if he wanted to, he could grab her easily enough.  
 
    She opened a single eye to stare him down. 
 
    “Not that I would,” he muttered. “That would be cheating.” 
 
    Her eye shut. 
 
    Jayden. Jayden. Jayden. The name kept repeating in his head. 
 
    Was his issue jealousy? Had he misunderstood? How would Tamara react if Jayden disappeared or died? Hell, Ivey was under his spell, so how would she react? Could he do it secretly like with Marco? 
 
    His emotions were all over the place and he understood instinctively that it was not a choice for today. There was no evidence that Jayden had done anything wrong deliberately, and killing the man was a step too far, maybe. 
 
    “You will protect me, won’t you?”  
 
    She rubbed up against his chin, not quite like a cat because there was no purring, but it was still nice.  
 
    Priscilla would protect him, but if there was evidence that Jayden was controlling people, then Daniel would act. Consequences be damned. It was the right thing to do, and he was responsible because he had the strength to do it.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6   
 
    Daniel headed down the long stairs. It was time to do another round of creating his seed weapons. Then prepare the traps for their assaults on the last Zombie floors, maybe test some moth traps in order to clear the lift wells – and then be back down to Ivey’s room before she woke. 
 
    Once he reached level twenty-one, he went to the building’s stairwell. Animal Sense revealed the dense mass of fluttering moths. In the brief moments the spell was active and covering only three or four floors worth of space, he must have sensed almost fifty of them, flitting up and down the stairs and the elevator shafts.  
 
    They were powerful. All of them would be as strong as the single moth that had taken their entire combined group to take down. His Animal Sense was not perfect, but it gave an impression of power, and Daniel could easily imagine what they would do if they had been unleashed on the zombie floors or against that octopod. He regretted not thinking about using them.  
 
    The zombies, even if they were almost sapient, couldn’t fight back against that. If a flood of insects were to be released into the corridors, the feral pack’s unnatural communication would break down. No matter how individually physically powerful the isolated zombies were, Daniel doubted whether one that was isolated would survive for long against a handful of moths, and there would be a lot more than that unleashed.  
 
    If they coordinated with each other, it was a different story. There was power in numbers and a significant amount of synergy across the varied types. An earth feral and a speed feral truly working together was a fearsome combination. Either alone was simple to take down, but if the earth tanked incoming damage to help get the speed one close enough, it was a nasty mix. Individually, none of the skill sets Daniel had observed would get close to allowing them to handle multiple moths.   
 
    The only problem with that Mothuclear plan was dealing with them afterwards. Just like atomic weapons, the issue was not necessarily difficult in creating and using it, it was the contamination that was there thereafter.  
 
    He tapped the door while bleeding Animal Sense out to maintain a sensory domain around two metres in front of himself. Within the small area beyond the door that he could perceive, a moth changed direction to investigate the sound.  
 
    Then it was next to his hand, with only a few centimetres of wood separating them. Daniel almost recoiled at that evil feeling literally within arm’s reach. They were separated, or, to put it another way, he was shielded by flimsy wood. A barrier that Daniel knew he could break with a single punch. The moth held its position, its wings presumably beating vigorously to allow it to hover. It was right where he had knocked. He pulled his arm back, having no desire to repeat the experiment while it was so close. He did not want to provoke it with such weak defences in place.  
 
    After a moment, having failed to find the source of the noise, it fluttered away. Daniel wiped the sweat off his face. 
 
    Deadly but flummoxed by a bit of wood. If they could be contained within the stairwells, then there was nothing to stop him from quarantining an area with wooden walls, and they could then descend through the floors the moths had been released on without fear.  
 
    Mothuclear was a definite option if there was any monster between here and the ground that they could not defeat with more traditional means. It was better by far to have dumb and powerful than strong and smart. They would test the feral, but if they were as unified as Daniel feared, then he was unleashing the fluttering menaces that fluttered aimlessly beyond his sight. Turn an enemy into an unwitting ally by setting it upon a different threat, it was such a human thing to do.   
 
    Or maybe he was approaching this the wrong way. If the moths were so powerful, then it was his duty to tame one.  
 
    Oww!  
 
    He slapped his ear in response to the sharp pain and then felt an unrepentant Priscilla easily dodge the strike. 
 
    She had bitten him! 
 
    Because?  
 
    “You don’t want me to tame a moth. Do you?” 
 
    No, and a feeling of resolute determination hit him.  
 
    There would be no yielding there. An image of a moth. It stole all the chip packets! Hoarding them away and it didn’t even eat them!! Evil. It didn’t even eat them!! That was how terrible and unnatural they were.  
 
    She would not ever accept a chip stealer. 
 
    “They stole chip packets?” 
 
    A slightly abashed feeling came back along with an acknowledgment that there might have been a slight embellishment within her thoughts. Then the mouse’s opinion was firmed. Yes, or at least they would if given a chance because they were so depraved. 
 
    “No moth, but the dog?” 
 
    An image of the caviller appeared with an overtone of excitement. Then there were chips, and the cavalier ate them! Then even though the dog clearly loved them more than life itself, the dog shared half, no three quarters of the packet with Priscilla. 
 
    “Really?” He glanced at her on his shoulder. 
 
    The mouse nodded vigorously.  
 
    “It’s a shame because the moths are so strong.” 
 
    Suddenly Priscilla was on his other shoulder with teeth on his unhurt ear. He tensed despite himself, but she did not bite. 
 
    “Joking,” he said hurriedly.  
 
    The feeling came through like Priscilla was the paragon of innocence and that she was only joking, too. The teeth moved away from his vulnerable earlobe.  
 
    “Don’t worry, when it’s daylight, I’ll see if I can tame him.” 
 
    Not tame, bond, share, join the family, Priscilla reminded him with a reproachful tone. 
 
    “Of course. The question is, can I tame a moth as well?” 
 
    The mouse was vigorously shaking her head. He got the impression that such a bond would be one-sided and not in his favour. The moths were not very nice as pets or neighbours. Mutated to where they were evil and no longer a natural animal.  
 
    Without the option to tame them directly, his thoughts turned instead to his other idea. Could he farm them for experience and cores?    
 
    The wooden doors held them.  
 
    “You know what, Priscilla, I think I can do this.” 
 
    The mouse cocked her head at him. She understood a lot and was probably smarter than him. Despite that, it was only here when they were alone that he could be himself and discuss the problems with her. He did not want everyone to think that he was completely crazy. 
 
    “It should be possible. Create a box, let one fly in, trap it and then squish it.” 
 
    The mouse just looked at him blankly. 
 
    “That looks like an agreement to me.” 
 
    The image of a trap and Priscilla cheering him on as he made them. But instead of popcorn, she wanted… 
 
    “No.” 
 
    This time there was an image of Priscilla dressed in a superman’s cape, helping him build the trap and then afterwards they were successful. Daniel would reward her with chips.  
 
    In the sending, he did not see any evidence at all of Priscilla actually doing anything. “Good enough for me. But maybe you should keep scouting the zombies?” 
 
    Indifference came back. 
 
    “You know, so we can get down and find different chip varieties.” 
 
    She was genuinely torn. She enjoyed finding out about monsters and making them fight, but she also wished to stay there and help protect him. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Daniel assured her, then he went to work.  
 
    Three doors were repurposed for the traps, and he created a three-layer box, with each layer being almost air-gapped to the next layer. Security was a primary concern because the last thing he wanted was for a moth to escape. The inner box was where he spent the time, as he lovingly turned it into a kill zone. 
 
    The moth would go in and Daniel would then manually trigger the trap to snap shut.  
 
    With the box currently open, he examined the two central jaws. The workmanship was immaculate. They were symmetrical, and when they shut, the three-dimensional tooth lattice would close perfectly. A mat of spikes, each a couple of inches long and its mirror image coming from the opposite direction. Then he inserted the springs so that, when it was triggered, the spiked wood then would snap shut with the force of a crocodile – or possibly a T-Rex, if he went back in history far enough. The trap would close with a force that would crush bone, which he hoped would destroy them.  
 
    Daniel aimed to make them reusable, so he tempered the wood to be tougher than steel. Against metal, it might not work, but as dangerous as the moths’ magic was, their physical defence was relatively low. He was hopeful. 
 
    Frankly, it was a beautiful piece of art and then, because he was aware of the moth’s life-drain ability, Daniel went a step further and sucked the life out of the wood. He went so far that it was completely inert, and it would be a struggle for him to re-establish any type of control over it. With the pieces prepared and partially tested, he finished fully assembling them.  
 
    “So much easier than a flat pack,” he thought to himself as he ran a finger down a seam and bonded the wood pieces together. When he pulled his finger back where there had been two pieces of wood, now there was just one. No screws, glue, or nails, only magic.  
 
    With the trap assembled, he pushed it up against the fire door. Now all that was left was to open the door to let a moth in. His power flowered into the door. His mind weakened the area the trap was pressed against, steadily hollowing it out. The vital energy of the wood shuffled to the side to make the rest of the door thicker. Then the hollowed area fell away completely, with the last few scraps crumbling into dust.  
 
    Daniel heard the clatter of the thin pieces of wood falling, and the moths heard it, too.  
 
    In order to watch, he re-activated his mini Animal Sense ability, keeping a distance of fewer than two metres, which was the point at which his natural mana regeneration covered the costs of the magic. Moths that had been fluttering past investigated the noise. One flew in. Daniel’s mental control of the trigger trembled, but the moth reversed direction. He might have been able to trap it, but for the first moth, it was better to take it slowly and carefully and to make sure the moth was fully trapped before triggering the trap. 
 
    Another one teased him by entering partially before fluttering away.  However, there were lots of them moving up and down the long fire stairs. At any point, four to six were flitting through the tiny space he was monitoring. Exploring everything repeatedly and so it was only a matter of time before one fully entered the box. The container he had built was large enough to fit a large dog so the dinner plate sized moths should fit easily. 
 
    Daniel monitored patiently. 
 
    In and out.  
 
    There were only two visible moths before more flooded in, bringing the total to eight, or nine if he counted that wing that flapped through right on the edge. Patience, he reminded himself. Two were flying toward the opening created. One deviated at the last moment, but the other one didn’t.   
 
    Snap! 
 
    Wood cracked down, closing the trap and locking away the stairwell once more.  
 
    The moth fluttered in the cage, and even though his instincts were screaming at him to destroy it immediately, he resisted the temptation. He wanted to learn how well this trap worked. After all, if it was as safe as he hoped, then he could create dozens of these and slowly collect the cores and maybe render steady experience accessible to the non-combatants in their community.  
 
    The desire to shred the moth roared to life within. “No,” he whispered. “Test.” He focused on breathing exercises to calm himself. The panic receded slightly.  
 
    Priscilla? 
 
    Innocence with a tinge of guilt came back. Her emotions had been amplifying his own, but slowly they both got it under control.  
 
    That, Daniel acknowledged, was potentially dangerous. 
 
    There was a stir of emotions and thoughts. An apology along with a guarantee it would never happen again for the small price of one chip packet. He did not believe her at all.  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She did a back flip on his shoulder and Daniel put her out of his mind and focused his entire attention on the trap. His senses were sharpened by the club. Its vine had uncoiled to touch the trap, and with Wood Sense together they watched what was happening.  
 
    Daniel breathed in deeply.  
 
    He had never been serious about taking a moth as a pet. It felt evil, even if the power it possessed was indisputable. There was a spark of energy within the wooden prison, and the desire to destroy the moth re-emerged.  
 
    Priscilla. 
 
    The emotions dampened down with a feeling of embarrassment.  
 
    Was the moth breaking out? The simple answer was no. The club was as focused on the trap as he was, and it had not found the spike of energy to be concerning.  
 
    Within his senses, the box flashed as the moth cycled through its powers, launching cautious attacks.  
 
    The attacks failed.  
 
    Daniel smiled grimly. 
 
    It was always gratifying when a plan came together. The box hummed under a savage sonic attack. If that had caught someone in the open, it would not have been pleasant.  
 
    Once more, both Daniel and the club ran a health check over the wood. It was unaffected. Better still, the moth was no longer fluttering the way it had been before. Its sound attack must have rebounded back upon it.    
 
    What had Tamara said about that other moth? She had said it had life, dark, and sound magic. He did not know what the dark magic did, but the life magic was twisted and some form of link between it and its victim. Daniel hoped the moth had already tried both. The wood was dead, so the life drain ability would be useless. The sound attack had failed, and he suspected that dark magic had been the first spike of energy.  
 
    The box vibrated. “Wow, another sonic attack. I was not expecting that.”  
 
    Daniel nodded happily. That strike had contained less power than before. The insect was hurt; or having failed in its attempt to blast itself free, it was now probing the integrity of its prison.  
 
    The pitch of the sound changed as the moth cycled through the vocal range of its sonic attack. It was trying to figure out if the prison was susceptible to certain frequencies. Daniel watched everything like a hawk, knowing that if the right vibrations could be reached, standing waves could build up, magnifying the destructive potential. One of his mates, probably Borg, had once shown him a YouTube video of mechanical resonance destroying a bridge.   
 
    The sound vanished.  
 
    More magic flared within the box, with a similar lack of results. Then a different type of magic could be sensed. From what he could tell, it was a full-strength attack. So that meant one had to be dark and the other life magic. “This has gone on long enough,” he declared. 
 
    The entire box vibrated as the moth lashed out in response to Daniel’s voice. The hum broke off abruptly, and he was sure that the sound wave trapped in the box had rebounded and done damage to the monster. He wished he had an unobstructed view that would have allowed him to confirm his hypothesis. “Shut up!” he yelled. The magnitude of the sonic attack did not alter, but the frequency increased, and what was leaking out was hurting his ears. 
 
    He hit the manual trigger to collapse the jaws of death with his fist.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    The humming stopped. “Warned you.” 
 
    Animal Sense confirmed the moth’s death, but he took a little longer to confirm with his Wood Sense. His consciousness entered the box, but the fully dead wood was a terrible medium for his power and his ability to use the wood was blocked till he brought it back to life. Twenty seconds later he had sufficient vision inside to confirm that the moth was well and truly dead and in lots of different parts. 
 
    Success! 
 
    His magic flexed further, like hands running over the seams, he split the wood from one piece back to two. And a minute later, he pushed out the squashed moth. It looked like it had been run over, stamped on, thrown through a washing machine, and then pounded dry with baseball bats. There would not be anything usable for the crafters except for the marble-sized core, which had survived and by the look of it, presumably undamaged.  
 
    He put it aside and then reassembled the box. The night was half-gone, and he figured once it started getting light outside, he would return to Ivey. But till then, he would hunt moths and finish the potential sapient seed weapons.  
 
    Daniel began humming as he went to work to create more traps. He sat with his back on the wall next to the working one while his magic shaped the next version. They did not discuss it, but while he focused on creating, the club monitored, and Priscilla was downstairs trying to improve their intelligence on what was happening down there. 
 
    There was a sudden surge of emotion coming from his club demanding action, and his finger slammed down on the lever to shut the trap, sealing a moth inside. The club hummed in satisfaction and Daniel triggered the second stage of the trap to squish it. 
 
    Disappointment floated up from the club, and the box throbbed as the still-living moth generated a sonic attack, but it was lethargic; and his Animal Sense told the same story. It was badly hurt and dying. 
 
    “Watch,” he ordered and then waited a moment, but the monster did not react to his noise this time. 
 
    Affirmation flowed from Blood Drinker and Daniel went back to work. He pulled himself out of his crafting fugue with the centre springs of the next trap done. 
 
    An image of the life force of the moth having left it came to him; and when he touched the wood, the club had already created a path for his consciousness, and it was easy to confirm the insect was deceased. 
 
    This time the trap fell apart without magic, as he had improved the design. The tattered remnants of the evil beast fell out. He kicked his foot through the disgusting, dusty mess, and a core rolled out.  
 
    The concept worked.  
 
    The second trap was assembled, and after installing it and turning it active, he started on the third and fourth. Then he monitored the traps and started trying to create the sapient weapons. The staff he flipped over in his hand was currently perfectly functional. Functionality was not what he was driving for. He wanted special. His senses went into the wood, and he could feel the hulk’s core as a hard-foreign mass within the wood. It had not been absorbed. Whatever his process was that created the sapient seed, it hadn’t started yet.  
 
    He thought about Tamara’s powers. Fire, Ice, and Lightning; the second two he had cores for. Daniel dug into his backpack, and at the very bottom of it were a couple of dozen lightning bug cores. He set them aside, and then the ice core Dave had slipped to him after Ivey had traded with others to get it to Dave to help develop his strength.   
 
    A Fire core was harder to come across. They had fought nothing that used fire exclusively, but he placed down two more precious cores. A telekinesis one that he felt guilt about using in a weapon, given all the fuss he had made, and earth armour.  
 
    Reckless; the word kept resonating in his head, but he wanted to do something special, and the starting inputs were almost certainly important. It was not like he was going cheap with Ivey’s. He had already put aside the two eggercough slug cores because their regeneration was so strong, which had to be related to healing magic.  
 
    “You already made this decision,” Daniel reminded himself and grabbed the last additions. They were claws extracted from one of the ice zombies. Daniel could feel the power floating in them. There were ten of them, and his instincts told him they would work with everything else he had prepared.  
 
    The materials were laid out, and he went to work. Wood flowed, and his magic started directing the shape of the weapon. He got lost pushing wood one way, then another. Then, abruptly, his magic ran out, and he opened his eyes ruefully. Everything apart from the earth armour core had been absorbed, and his intuition told him it was no longer required.  
 
    A box began humming, and he stepped up and killed the moth. He shifted the refuse into the growing pile of moth parts and the new core got tossed with the others. That gave him an idea, and he grabbed six of them. They would be a better fit for the weapon he was creating than the earth’s core. To stop second-guessing himself, he swallowed the earth core and then winced at his impulsiveness. Hopefully, it would not cause issues with the octopod core. Not that he regretted the decision too much. He hoped to improve his earth armour to the point where he could compete with the other zombies. Being able to become invulnerable briefly would be a godsend.  
 
    Daniel began to pace the corridor as his magic finished regenerating. Finally, it was full. He sat down with the moth cores and went to work. He began to get lost in the process of working his magic. The shaft under his power became sleeker, and extra weight was concentrated at the tip like a staff with a gem on top, but his version, instead of being elaborate worked metal, was wood. Ultimately, he wanted a better weapon, rather than something aesthetically pleasing; but if he could do both, that would be best. His mind conjured twirls of energy and the flow of magic from one spot to another, and the wood responded. Some threads were as thick as a finger, and others were like sewing thread. Delicate, intricate changes and Daniel just let his subconscious mind play out. 
 
    Once more, his mana bottomed, and he opened his eyes to examine what he had created. Quite simply, it was beautiful. Because he knew what to look for, he could even see the shiny side of those claws on the surface of the wood. Visible as a flash of multi-coloured sheen, like that of an opal. 
 
    He touched the weapon in amazement, and when he sunk his consciousness into it, the cores he had inserted had vanished. They hadn’t disappeared, Daniel knew; they had become part of the wood. His magic had been successful.  
 
    Now he needed to repeat it for all the others. They were going to get stronger, and these weapons were a key plank of that plan. He kept working while occasionally getting up regularly to kill a moth. 
 
    Once more, his mana was at zero. Daniel leapt to his feet, feeling all the energy within him. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    He blurred forward for a microsecond and then stopped. He could feel that his breath was coming a little faster, but not too badly. Down the corridor, he practised. Engaging Speed, followed by Strength, then both of them together.  
 
    The block crumbled in his hands when he flexed them.  
 
    His chest was heaving, and he looked out the window to the city that was absent of the myriad of lights that had existed on those few days he had stayed there, back when life was normal. There were clouds, and it was black, or maybe not. He was looking east, and the sky appeared lighter. It had to be approaching dawn.  
 
    It was time to pack up.  
 
    While waiting for the two last traps to stop humming, Daniel retreated to his traps and shut down the two empty ones. He stretched, while focusing on calming his breathing. It had been a successful night of killing. After the final two moths perished, he was going to have thirty-four cores, besides the six that went into Tamara’s weapon.  
 
    It was a lot of dead moths.   
 
    They gave him the experience needed to promote his beast whisper class, crafting materials, and a proof of concept. This design depended on his plant skills to set up the automatic trap. That meant currently only he or Priscilla could reset them, but it should be easy to convert the traps to function with a manual lever. Create the lever long enough, maybe one that stretched across the entire corridor, and even Zach pulling on the lever would probably be able to assert sufficient force to squish a moth. 
 
    Job done, he went to see Ivey. He entered the room soundlessly, with his magic flexing to ensure there were no errant creaks. He stripped off most of his clothes and slipped into bed next to her. She stirred but did not wake, and a few moments later, sleepily she reached out for him, and he gathered her to his chest. 
 
    Stay away, he ordered Priscilla and then he focused on what was happening below. His plant conduits grew silently under his control. Behind walls, they spread, following the lift. Carefully, he prepared the Mothuclear contingency. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Daniel woke abruptly, having not expected to fall asleep, and he found himself looking straight into Ivey’s eyes. 
 
    “Hey, you came back,” she said. 
 
    “I…” he thought about pretending that he hadn’t left. “Don’t sleep much so I went and did some stuff.” 
 
    “I know. I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    Just at that moment, his stomach started cramping.  
 
    He fell out of bed. “Octopod,” he ground out the words. The pain bubbled outward from his guts but was unusually restricted in where it went after that. Instead of spreading out, it flowed to his head, spine, and core area. It ignored everything else, and it was completely different from every other core that he had experienced the effects of. There was no rampaging lightning, no instant unavoidable blackouts; the sensation was intense, but bearable.  
 
    Healing hit him, and it helped, slightly. The pain receded as Ivey’s magic swept over him and then started building a little. “Another?” 
 
    Ivey waved a hand, and more power flowed over to him. “What do you think it will give you?” 
 
    “Telekinesis is the hope.” 
 
    “I know that, but?” 
 
    “We’ll have to see.” 
 
    Abruptly, the pain faded.  
 
    She caught his confused look. “What?” 
 
    “It’s finished.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Ivey enthused. “Is that the best ever?” 
 
    “Comfortably. I hope that doesn’t mean it failed.” He held out his hands. “Can we?” 
 
    Ivey nodded, and they linked hands.  
 
    His ability screen came up in his field of vision with its normal amount of static and missing information. 
 
    “My level has increased by two. One point increase in agility and vitality.” 
 
    Across from him, Ivey nodded. 
 
    “No noticeable changes in interface skills,” he told her, seeing the same three jumbled words as usual. “I guess they’ve probably upgraded, because Pricilla thinks I can get another pet now. 
 
    “Now for the one I really want to check. Innate skills.” He could feel the pieces of interface heating. “It will probably take a few minutes,” he told Ivey. 
 
    “Good, because if it goes too fast, then it’ll fry you.” 
 
    “Yes, it would.” Daniel shuddered a little, remembering how his skull had heated. He really did not want to fry his brain. “Hopefully, the core worked.”  
 
    She just nodded. Both were studiously ignoring the feeling that was being transferred via the connection. Daniel knew that his attraction to both Ivey and Tamara was being laid bare; and as for Ivey, she liked him a lot, but felt there were no genuine sparks between them. Almost without realising it, he was sliding into her friend zone. Or that might not be true, and his brain could not understand how she ordered her thoughts and feelings. There was still a hint of hope from her, and Daniel wondered what could be done to spark it.   
 
    Across from him, Ivey blushed. 
 
    “What did you do last night?” she asked clearly, searching for innocent topics. 
 
    “I started killing the dark and fire moths. I have over thirty of the cores left, and I was wondering whether I should consume them.” 
 
    Her eyes, as he had grown to expect, immediately went unfocused. “No,” she said finally. “The zombies.” She winced at his smile when she said the word. “The feral human cores are aligned to you already, so you can absorb them. The electricity bugs were a one-trick pony. The octopod was only possible because there was an existing overlap with the professor’s core. It also only had the single ability, despite its power, and that helped.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She held up her hand, and her eyes went unfocused again. “Both the octopod and the bugs have a single ability. That means your own core can decode and organise the computational crystal easier and allow you to gain the experience.” Her eyes looked inward, but this time it seemed almost involuntary, rather than deliberate like she usually did it. “Not experience. I didn’t mean that. Experience is a different concept. It’s an intentional power gate that the interfaces have put in for…” She waved her hand to show uncertainty. “Reasons. What you’re doing is taking a skill directly from an already established computational pattern engine. The cores grant you the ability directly – admittedly with some pain – and then afterwards, you need to learn how to interact with that new calculation engine. Basically, train yourself to use and then customise the skill you’ve grabbed. Those moths had what? Three unique abilities? At least?” 
 
    “That’s what Tamara said.” 
 
    “That means they are more likely to do damage than help, I believe. They’ll tear you every which way till Sunday and could really screw up your insides.” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest?”  
 
    “Keep them for crafting.” She shrugged. “Feed them to your club. How is the scan going?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe another minute.” She shrugged at him not exactly knowing. 
 
    “When you were wandering around in the night, did you check the chest?” 
 
    His face went bright red, especially when he realised she could read his mind. 
 
    “Not standing guard over me?” 
 
    “I locked the door and was monitoring.”  
 
    Ivey laughed, and he sensed her amusement through the link. “What was in it?” 
 
    He remembered the chest and what had transpired on the way up.  
 
    “Wait. What was that thought?” Ivey said abruptly. “What else happened?” 
 
    Daniel considered avoiding the questions and then remembered while she was helping him check his status, she had a straight line to his emotions. There was no way that he could lie.  
 
    “I had to kill Marco because he was infected by a mind parasite.” 
 
    Ivey’s eyes went unfocused.  
 
    “Does anyone know?” 
 
    “No, he followed me upstairs, and the guard was on the toilet.” 
 
    Ivey nodded, and he could feel her analytical mind processing things. “Well done. Are you ok?” 
 
    She could feel his emotions. So, he only nodded. Marco had already been dead; all he had done was kill the mind worm. 
 
    “You’re tougher than I am,” she said.  
 
    He was not sure about that at all. 
 
    “About that chest?” 
 
    The innate senses finished, but he was happy to hold her hands. Like Ivey, he was not convinced about her suitability either, but unlike Tamara, there was no boyfriend to contend with; and despite what others said, availability mattered.  
 
    Internally he winced as he suspected that line of thought might have slipped through, which would be mortifying. He hoped she had not sensed that, because it was not very flattering, and Ivey did not deserve that. She had helped them thrive just as much as his magic had; and sitting here, even in someone’s else clothes, she was still beautiful. 
 
    Ivey released one hand and rubbed her forehead. “That was intense.” 
 
    “Wait, you didn’t.” 
 
    “Of course, I did. But trust me, I don’t want to unpack that brain dump.” 
 
    Daniel felt his panic rise. He had not meant… 
 
    “Stop!” Ivey said, holding up her hand. “It’s been a difficult few days, and with slightly different opportunities, we might be madly in love by now. The,” a distasteful look went across her face. “Mind-sharing sucks, but despite that, I can see it happening. You’re a great guy.”  
 
    “And you’re a great girl.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “A guy who is shit at flirting; but enough of that. Stop teasing me. The chest.”  
 
    “I had a quick look. There were a lot of metal weapons and stones.” 
 
    “Stones?” 
 
    “Yep.” He let go of her hand and formed his thumb and forefinger into an O to show the size. “A little bigger than the hulk cores, polished with a variety of natural colours.”  
 
    She smiled at that information. “That will be very useful.”  
 
    “What? What do you mean? How do you know what they are from that description?” 
 
    “Nope. Not telling. You should have thought nicer things about me.” She was grinning broadly. “You can find out what they are with everyone else. Now, did you get what you wanted?” 
 
    He shut his eyes and mentally requested the innate skills screen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    The innate skills popped up in front of him: 
 
    Plant:  
 
    Power - Rapid Growth, Seed Germination (locked), Wild Growth (locked)  
 
    Utility - Growth, Wood Strengthening, Cell Specialisation, Sugar Generation, Plant Sense, Algorithmic instruction (locked),  
 
    Special - Sapient Seed, Consciousness Transfer, Wood Sense, Intelligence (locked), Energy Storage (locked) 
 
    Strength:  
 
    Power - Strength Boost (lvl 1 of 3), Strong Arm (locked) 
 
    Utility - Ally Boost (locked) 
 
    Special - Passive Strength Boost (0 of 4), Strength Aura (locked), Power Stomp (locked) 
 
    Speed: 
 
    Power - Speed boost (lvl 1 of 4), Arm Boost (locked) 
 
    Special - Speed Aura (locked) 
 
    Lightning: 
 
    Power - Lightning Bolt (lvl 1 of 3), Electric Storm (locked) 
 
    Utility - Lightning Infusion (lvl 2 of 3) 
 
    Earth Armour 
 
    Power - Earth Tiles (lvl 1 of 2) 
 
    Telekinesis 
 
    Power - Item Manipulation (0 of 3) 
 
    Thanks to his internal assessment of his core, the question marks had been removed. Though that did not help, as he did not know how to use most of the skills, and that locked status taunted him. What did intelligence under his plant special skill do? Was that a game-changer? Or a disappointment? Then there were the aura abilities that were locked, if they did what they implied. If they let him make everyone else around him faster and stronger. He could just imagine boosting the fighters around till they ended up getting the ability to supercharge their movements as he could. 
 
    Not realistic, Daniel innately understood that, but even a five per cent increase would definitely save lives, given how many battles they were going to be dragged into.  
 
    Turning question marks into names changed little, but the skills which he had unlocked but still had a low rank caught his attention. Lightning bolt was one of three and it was already devastating. What happened when he boosted that to three? As for speed boost, if that got up to four would it let him use it for four times as long or let him go even faster?  
 
    The screen created too many questions. And then there were the locked abilities. There was no text file help, so while the Algorithmic Instruction description was pretty clear on what it did, there were no instructions on how to use the ability. How did he trigger it? As for intelligence, how was that different from algorithmic instruction? Would that create living, thinking trees? There were more questions than answers, which was an unfortunate theme that he kept running into. He figured that between Wild Growth, Cell Specialisation, Intelligence and Energy Storage he should be able to generate a plant monster. Hopefully, a golem that could singlehandedly crush an Ultra. Yet no matter what the potential was, till he learned how to use it, the abilities might as well not exist.  
 
    There was so much work to do, the (lvl 1 of 2) for Earth Tiles could be translated to spreading his armour over an entire arm, or at the very least sustaining it for twice as long. Given that all the zombies with the ability could cover their whole body, he suspected the next rank would be more than an arm. A rank of two could be more than twice as good as a rank of one, but it was only speculation. Despite Ivey’s help, he didn’t know.   
 
    He let go of her hands, and abruptly Ivey was kissing him. There was still a tail end of their connection between them. He could sense the desperation and the need to be normal.  
 
    He kissed back. 
 
    Animal Sense.  
 
    There was no one nearby. 
 
    “This is weird,” she whispered. “I’ve never kissed someone and been so certain of their feelings before.” 
 
    He felt the connection being re-established between them. Ivey was hesitant and uncertain. How bad will this be if his thoughts strayed? 
 
    I won’t let them.  
 
    He could feel what she wanted from him, and he knew his own emotions were flowing the other way. He knew what she liked and what to do.  
 
    Stuff this, he thought to himself. The link did not have to be all bad. He abandoned himself to the experience just like Ivey already had. 
 
    An hour later, they slipped their clothes back on. 
 
    “Daniel, can I check something?”  
 
    She held out her hands. He hesitated a moment.  
 
    “Trust me?” She waved her hand impatiently. 
 
    “We can’t have a proper relationship if we do this all the time. It’s good for, you know… but more of a problem for general life?”  
 
    She smiled sadly. “I’m aware.” She did not drop her hands. “But we can probably be friends.” 
 
    “Really, we’re breaking up. Was it that bad?” 
 
    She laughed and blushed. “No. Come on, you can see for yourself firsthand.” 
 
    “This is the weirdest breakup ever.” He grabbed her hands. 
 
    Their respective thoughts were immediately obvious to each other. He had enjoyed it more than she had, but there was not much difference between their experiences. She had been a long way from disappointed. In fact, on that scale, she ranked him number one out of her previous partners. That wasn’t hard, given their mental connection that had guided him. It had been close to mind-blowing, but it had not reached that height. And before they kissed Ivey had already decided… unless the physical side was incredible beyond belief then there was no future.  
 
    Instead, it had only been excellent.   
 
    She liked him and respected him, but they clashed too much to be partners. It was subtle, but they would continue butting heads against each other. They were not a good match. Without this connection, they would have muddled through, maybe for years, but that small disconnect would have eventually gotten to them. 
 
    The worse thing about it all was that Daniel agreed with her assessment.  
 
    She dropped her hands and looked fondly at him. “Don’t look so sad. I’m sure there are lots of chicks who will throw themselves at you.” 
 
    “I’m losing you, of course I’m going to be sad,” he said with a small smile. 
 
    “You charmer… you.” She held up a hand to shake. “Friends.” 
 
    “Friends.” He agreed. He was happy with how this went.  
 
    Daniel admired her as she finished pulling up her jeans. “We could always do with benefits,” he smirked at her. 
 
    “No.” She threw a pillow at his head. “I’m not that sort of girl.” 
 
    Daniel laughed. “Fine.”  
 
    “Eat, chest, and then fight the zombies downstairs,” Ivey suggested.  
 
    “Probably.”  
 
    “I know you were planning on going slowly until Tamara batted her eyelids.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Don’t lie to yourself, mister. Remember, you don’t have any secrets from me.” 
 
    “Nor do you from me.” 
 
    “You would be surprised,” Ivey assured him. “The bond is not fully even.” 
 
    “Wait… what do you mean?”  
 
    Ivey smiled secretively then a pause. “This is definitely my weirdest break-up ever.”  
 
    “Yeah, weird,” Daniel agreed. “Absolutely in the top dozen weird for me.” 
 
    Ivey laughed, and a pillow went flying across the room, missing him by a mile. “Liar.” 
 
    “This does not beat waking up to a pig’s head on my bed.” 
 
    Ivey giggled at that. “What?” 
 
    “I was young?” 
 
    “And.” 
 
    “I now have a firm rule of not dating daughters of local shopkeepers. The new butcher was an extra twenty minutes’ drive.”  
 
    Ivey was laughing at him. “Was she psycho or…” 
 
    “Umm, I probably deserved it.” 
 
    “How many of those stories do you have?” 
 
    “I was young for a long time.” 
 
    While he was getting dressed, Ivey had gone to look out the window.  
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath. 
 
    Daniel’s adrenaline spiked, and he abandoned his shoe and with his club in hand transitioned into a fighting posture.  
 
    Ivey was looking, staring out between a crack in the curtains to help ensure she was invisible from outside.  
 
    Daniel rushed over and looked over her head through the gap she had created.  
 
    It was easy to identify what had gotten her attention. She was focusing on a multi-story car park. On the very top level, where the cars were exposed to the sun, he could see the almost ant-like people scampering to the far end of the car park. It had been nearly empty with a scattering of cars so there was very little cover, but they found a van and threw themselves behind it. 
 
    Ivey gasped again.  
 
    Daniel took a moment to find the source and for an instant he stopped breathing as he processed what he was seeing. The purple monster was coming up to the top of the car park via the ramp that was wide enough for two cars. Despite those dimensions, the space was a tight fit for it.  
 
    Ivey’s hand clutched his own. Daniel swallowed heavily. The four people behind the vans had clearly seen it or heard it.  
 
    “God no,” he whispered.  
 
    The people were yanking their clothes off and tying them together. They hugged and then three of them scampered over the makeshift rope to go down a level, with the fourth tossing the rope to them once they had finished. Even from where they watched, they saw the brave man staying on the lizard level make a sign of a cross on his chest. Then he sprinted across the roof to the other corner. The lizard had fully emerged now. Ivey was gripping his hand tight enough that, if he was not superhuman, he was sure it would have hurt.  
 
    It was a dino wreck waiting to happen, but neither of them could look away. The monster had seen the running man, but it took two more ponderous steps to extract its enormous body and get fully onto the roof. 
 
    He remembered the stories from the second day. This thing that defied physics by its size could also jump three stories. In-person, it seemed ungainly and lumbering. The man ran all the way to the opposite corner from where his companions had snuck down. Then he turned to face the monster and a fireball shot from his hands. It was insignificant and splashed against the lizard’s face.  
 
    The deadly creature did not flinch back or even acknowledge that it had been hit.  
 
    It stepped forward.  
 
    Cat-like. 
 
    Then it sprang. 
 
    The man, despite being on the fourth story, leapt backwards over the railing desperate to escape.  
 
    He instinctively grabbed Ivey and pulled her away from the window, covering her eyes. Trying to shield her from the scene that he couldn't take his eyes off. The lizard dipped its head over the edge, then returned with the man's torso and legs dangling from its mouth.  
 
    Daniel looked away, unable to watch. How had the lizard reached him? That speed… it was…. Daniel’s mind struggled to comprehend the sequence of events. The lizard had plucked the falling man from the air even though he must have fallen metres before it had closed the distance.  
 
    Ivey fought him off and looked out the window once more. He did not want to watch someone get eaten, but he watched anyway. There was no point pretending life was anything other than what it was. This world was beyond brutal.  
 
    At some point, he might need to fight that creature. He hoped not, but there was a conviction in his gut that he would end up having no choice. Luckily, that was a problem for another day, because Daniel could not even imagine fighting it as he currently was. There was being overmatched and left weaponless, along with broken arms and legs, and being expected to fight a pride of lions. Him against the lizard was that second option. It was so unimaginable that he did not even want to think about it. Instead, he could focus on smaller goals, ones that were closer. Secure his hotel, get stronger, then save the kids Tamara had talked about and keep getting stronger. Always the last to understand, he eventually could consider the bigger picture and stop that thing; and when he did, hopefully, it would be indirectly courtesy of the biggest trap he would ever make.    
 
    The lizard was not moving. Instead, it had crouched down and was chewing. Daniel looked away once more, but Ivey was observing intently.  
 
    “Why are you still watching?”  
 
    “I want to see what it can do and if the others escape.” She told him. 
 
    “Can you multitask?” 
 
    “Of course. Why?” 
 
    “What the hell do I do about the penthouse guys?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Ivey glanced at him curiously, “The Parkers?” 
 
    “Are there any other penthouse guys?” 
 
    Ivey once more was focused out the window. “It’s hard…” she trailed off. “I think they’re going to escape.” 
 
    “What? Parkers?” 
 
    “No, the three that got off the roof.” 
 
    Daniel concentrated once more on the scene outside. The monster had finished eating and was strolling around the roof. He noticed that at least one car had been casually flipped over and then another almost split in half after being struck by a casual tail swing. 
 
    He could see why Ivey thought they might escape as the beast was moving aimlessly. Its tail flashed out and knocked a third car flying. It rolled four times like you would see in an action movie after a high-speed crash. 
 
    “It’s so powerful.” 
 
    Ivey said nothing as they watched it move around the car park. It was not focusing on the area the three others had gone over the side. “The Parkers are difficult,” Ivey said finally. “All five of them are combat-oriented and capable. They instantly became the second strongest force, after us. Worse, the dad seems to be the type who likes to be in charge.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Sometimes your instincts are not terrible. All I can suggest is to keep them busy. Put them on the front lines. Don’t give them time to gain additional allies and if any of us have to die, make sure it’s one of them.” 
 
    Daniel smacked his club on the floor. It sounded like the concrete cracked. Ivey looked at him with alarm. “That thing is out there, and we’re talking politics.”  
 
    “Getting the politics right is the only way we beat that.” 
 
    She grabbed his arm instinctively. The lizard was running, and when it moved like that, it was like it transformed from a sloth into a cheetah. Six strides and then it leapt off the top of the car park unfazed by the multistorey drop. Five stories and it had not even hesitated. Then it was hidden from view because of the other buildings in the way. That couple of seconds when it had moved and revealed its true glory were already a fading memory. His brain failed to comprehend what he had witnessed. They watched, but it did not re-emerge. It was gone. Sort of… they knew it was still out there.  
 
    Waiting. 
 
    The people who had been caught must have been unlucky. It was only a little after dawn and they had probably braved the outside, hoping that the transition from night to day might be a safe time to explore. Then they had run into that.   
 
    Next to him, Ivey pointed.  
 
    His eyes followed her finger. She was pointing beyond the tourist area to where there were family homes and closer to the bay. An enormous creature was moving across the road, clearly visible even if it was over a kilometre away.  
 
    He could see that it was six-legged. “Everywhere,” Daniel groaned. “We need to get one of the non-combatants to record what’s out there.”  
 
    “We already do,” Ivey informed him. She punched his arm. “And if you had paid attention, you would have already known that.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Daniel threw one more look at the car park, the broken car where the tail had sent it tumbling. “Did you see how fast that lizard moved?”  
 
    “I have,” Ivey said carefully. “But you haven’t.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    Her hand touched his shoulder, stilling his protest. “Just then, it barely got out of second gear.” She breathed in deeply. Her eyes closed as she relived a memory, and subconsciously, she bit her bottom lip. “It goes a lot faster than that. I will not claim as fast as a bullet, but…” She shuddered. “Anyway, from what we can tell we are, luckily, right on the edge of its territory.” 
 
    Daniel looked around. Their view stretched from the CBD and then to the far left was the ocean. Between him and the city was the Yarra. If he squinted, he could sort of see the glint of water through some gaps in the skyline. That must be its range because, as strong as it was, he did not think it would cross the river. Apparently crossing small bodies of water was dangerous, let alone a stretch of river over fifty metres across.   
 
    “Nope,” Ivey told him. She used her hand and arm to draw a line that included only a sixth of their view on the far right and the carpark. “That’s as close as it gets to the ocean. Its territory is,” she waved behind her. “To the south and east.”  
 
    Daniel tried to imagine that on a map. Depending on the creature’s exact range, there might be no way to get to the outer suburbs without braving the river, the ocean or going deeper into its territory. A lizard that he had thought possessed explosive speed, but he had apparently only witnessed the equivalent of it breaking into a brisk walk. “That’s not ideal.”  
 
    “Yes, it’s as bad as you’re thinking. All the way from St Kilda to the CBD. How good is your local geography?” 
 
    “Good enough to know that means we’re screwed.” 
 
    “Fucked every day to Sunday.”  
 
    Daniel looked at Ivey in surprise at her language. 
 
    “What? It was appropriate.” 
 
    “Can we cross the Yarra, travel west then north?” 
 
    Ivey shook her head. “First rule of fight, Alpha. Don’t go near deep water.” 
 
    “Is it now?” That statement was not a complete surprise; he had, after all, heard other people saying it, presumably it was part of information screens everyone got. 
 
    “Should be.” 
 
    “You think we need to kill big purple?” 
 
    Ivey looked thoughtful. “We might sneak by it, or if there’s a bridge intact, go over the Yarra.” 
 
    “But?”  
 
    “We won’t know till we try. With spotters, safe houses, and a couple of people at a time…” 
 
    “Or we kill it.” Daniel patted his club. 
 
     “Or we seize some buildings further away from its territory and build a community till we’re strong enough to dream about hurting its little claw.” 
 
    “Have to get out of here first. A problem for tomorrow. In the meantime, let’s make sure someone is tracking it.”  
 
    “Yes, master.” she said teasingly.  
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow. “Maybe later.” 
 
    “I’m getting really mixed signals here.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” She patted him on the bum. “We’re friends.” 
 
    “Without benefits.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, exasperated. “Go seduce Tamara.” 
 
    “She’s got a boyfriend.” 
 
    Ivey stopped and looked at him incredulously. “I’ve been in your head.” 
 
    “I try not to cut other guys’ lunch.” 
 
    “Try?” 
 
    “It was once, and he wasn’t a mate. I still felt like shit.” 
 
    “Jayden’s not a mate to you, either.” 
 
    “True.”  
 
    Ivey looked really uncertain. “Before we go upstairs, we need to talk about Jayden.” 
 
    Daniel stopped talking, with alarm bells going off. He remembered how she had reacted last night. “What about him?” 
 
    “I’ve been in your head.” Ivey was nodding in the way people did when they wanted you to agree with something without saying the offensive comment or plan out loud. 
 
    “You believe me now?” 
 
    “It’s hard not to in the circumstances.” 
 
    “Any thoughts?” 
 
    Ivey’s hands anxiously clenched together. “Even having experienced what you have, I still want to jump and defend him.” 
 
    “I felt that, too.” 
 
    “Unnatural.” 
 
    “You have no idea. The struggle in my brain is nothing like what you had. Priscilla protected you more than you realised.”  
 
    “I’m not imagining it?” 
 
    “No, you’re definitely not.” 
 
    “Kill him?” Daniel watched Ivey’s face as emotions ran over the top of them. Horror, hope, anger, resignation. 
 
    “No.” Her hands were clenched into fists. “I don’t think he’s a bad person.” 
 
    Daniel walked away to give space between them. “Ivey, is that you or him speaking? And how can you possibly be sure of that answer?” 
 
    More emotions flitted across her features. Her eyes went unfocused. She bit her bottom lip. “That’s hard. I can’t explain it properly. If I hadn’t been in your head… If you had just told me.” Her eyes shut in response to an internal struggle. “But you didn’t tell me! It was more. I felt your emotions and experienced your inner thoughts. Despite all that, I want to reject the notion. I’m fixated on the idea that he’s normal, a good guy, who wants the best for all of us.” 
 
    “Ivey, is that him or you?” 
 
    “Him!” she snapped at him. “But also, me. We can’t go around killing people.” 
 
    “That’s not what you said with Beau.” 
 
    “He tried to kill me.” Then Ivey froze and took some deep breaths. “Anyway, that’s not why we want to give him slack; it’s because my interface likes him.” 
 
    “Can you trust your interface?” 
 
    “What?” she looked at him in confusion. “Of course, we’ve only got this far because of it. Why would you suggest?” Her eyes widened. “Tamara?” 
 
    Daniel did the smallest of nods. Ivey recounted the conversation she had with Tamara. In it, the fact that Ivey’s interface was problematic had been confirmed.  
 
    Jarringly, Ivey’s eyes went unfocused. 
 
    “Yes, you can trust my interface,” Ivey said while shaking her head slightly as she talked. 
 
    Then no, Daniel thought, interpreting the body signal. 
 
    “At least for the important things.” Ivey’s shake turned into a nod. 
 
    Untrustworthy for smaller things but reliable for bigger issues. That was interesting to know. 
 
    “Is Jayden important?”
“Yes,” she nodded. “Take Priscilla and confront him before you kill him. If you get him on your side, then even if Parker wants to take you out, he’ll fail.” 
 
    “Play enemies against each other?” 
 
    “No,” Ivey said her eyes going hard. “If you have an enemy, you kill them.” She smiled sweetly, and he knew she was not just talking about the Parkers; but that wording was the closest to a blessing he would ever receive.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Daniel’s tummy growled.  
 
    “I feel the same,” Ivey said. “We should go for breakfast.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “No, I do. I’m starving because morning exercise builds an appetite. But I’m a lady, so my stomach doesn’t growl.” 
 
    Daniel laughed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    On the way, he gathered the seed weapons he had created while Ivey examined the moth traps. When his hands touched Tamara’s staff, it was clear that the process had worked.  
 
    Thank god; he had been worried that the first three produced were flukes. With excitement, he reached for the next weapon. This was an axe designed for two-handed use. The difference between this weapon and Tamara’s staff was heartbreaking. It was dead, and he could feel the cores dormant within it, a hard mass of energy, separate from the wood design. Curiously, he picked up Tamara’s staff again and assessed it in the same way. The whole thing was wood. The cores he had inserted had vanished, and it felt, while not sapient, that it was now more than wood.  
 
    With a sigh, he decided to systematically check each weapon, and in order of the time he had spent on them. He eyed Ivey’s staff, and with trepidation, he poked it.  
 
    Relief flooded through him. It had the same feel as the other staff. Confident now, he poked each of the remaining weapons in turn. The mace he had devoted the third most time to was unresponsive. Of the three bows, only one thrummed with the distributed power. Daniel picked up the last weapon, a spear, and almost sighed at the warmth that greeted his touch.  
 
    The why and how of his process remained a mystery. Why Ivey’s and Tamara’s worked, had to be related to the effort he had put into both. The failure of the shield was a mystery, as he had spent a significant amount on that versus the spear, which had been almost an afterthought but had been successful. The spear gave Daniel the most hope because, unlike the other weapons that had worked, he had only put a single hulk core within it. So, success did not depend on the number of materials, but on what? 
 
    That was the question; and after he found that answer, he was confident that within a week he could arm everyone with a sapient seed weapon.  
 
    For now, he had four functional weapons. Daniel remembered how his club could absorb new cores to get stronger, and maybe he could give the successful weapons another quick boost. 
 
    The best material available was the moth cores; and while they were useless to him, from the perspective of granting himself magic, they were powerful, complicated magical objects. The very complexity that stopped him from using them for himself would probably be beneficial within the sapient seed weapons. He hurried over to his backpack, grabbed a core, and pressed it against the solid spear in his hand.  
 
    The wood failed to respond when the core was pressed against it. The resistance was minimal, and Daniel knew he could force his way through it, but whatever life already existed within the object did not want the moth core. Daniel thought about his own weapon and decided not to force things.  
 
    He pulled the core back. and then plant magic helped the spear to close the slightly marred surface he had left. Then, reverentially, he placed the spear off to the side. Given its improved nature, it did not deserve to be tossed into the general weapons pile.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He flashed Ivey a smile and grabbed the magical staff he had created for her. When forging this, he had tried to keep a focus on healing magic in his mind. He did not know if it worked or helped, but it was all he could do. 
 
    This time, before using his magic he pressed the core up against the wood surface. Passively offering it up to it. There was a wary acceptance, with no excitement from the weapon. His club, which was resting on his lap to allow him to use both hands, stirred. The wood-to-skin contact on his knee provided an avenue for it to interact with him, and it requested magic.  
 
    It wanted to help. 
 
    As Daniel accepted the offer and power flowed into his club, one of its twisted vines untangled and reached across to touch the second weapon. The club asked for more magic, and he was curious about what it was doing. Daniel granted it all the power it needed. The wood under where he held the core opened up, and the rock sunk slightly into the staff. There was resistance, and just like in battle, he felt the request from his club. Increase the pressure. With his thumb, he pressed harder, and slowly it sank into the reluctant wood until it was three-quarters in, and then with a slurp it was sucked in and vanished.  
 
    “Nice,” he whispered before fishing out another core from his backpack. This time, he touched it to a spot about ten centimetres below where the first core had been inserted. 
 
    No. The thought throbbed from his club, and a moment later he felt a similar determination from the staff.  
 
    “Not yet, or not at all?” 
 
    The staff did not respond, but the emotions in the club moderated, and he got an image back of Daniel swallowing the lightning bugs’ cores, then doing some fun bashing and then the blackout fit that followed. The club did not have the language for it, but Daniel understood its intention. At a minimum, the weapon needed to digest what it had consumed before getting more.  
 
    Daniel put the core down on the floor next to him. He had not got the sense from his club that it would be a long wait.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Ivey repeated. 
 
    “Trying to make the seed weapons stronger.” His attention was laser-focused on where he had pressed in the core. That area was sparking with power. The wood in the spot became discoloured and was shifting around like custard on a slow boil. Wood flowing up from the bottom of the pot and the top layer sinking. More power flowed from him to the club and then to the staff. The wood shivered and then the core he had inserted was forced out. It was misshapen and changed. “What? Partially digested?” 
 
    Daniel went to poke the rejected piece, but Ivey crouched down next to him and grabbed the deformed core before he could poke it. 
 
    She examined it thoughtfully. “Hm,” Ivey held out a hand in expectation. Daniel lifted the staff to hand it across, but she shook his head. “The other core.” 
 
    “Sure,” he picked up the one he had put on the ground beside him and handed it to her. 
 
    A ball of light floated up from her and she held the two cores up to make the most use of it. “Fascinating.” She rolled them in her fingers in order to see them from different angles. Her face scrunched up and Daniel saw a spark of magic go from her fingers into the core. She seemed to be dissatisfied with the result. Then her expression went vacant as she consulted her interface. 
 
    “Spent,” she declared and then threw the damaged core into the pile of moth remnants that he had built up between each trap cycle. “From what I can guess.” She wrinkled her nose at the guess word clearly not appreciating having to use it. “The corrupted life magic part was extracted. Ruined the rest of it, but.” She looked significantly at the weapon. “I assume it got something from the process. Does it want another?” 
 
    Daniel offered, and there was reluctant acceptance again. The same emotion that he had prior to killing Marco. if he was being self-reflective. He had not wanted to swing the club, but knew he had to do the duty. The staff felt the same about the core. 
 
    The stone was inserted more easily than the first one. This time, Daniel did not pull his hand back but kept it on the new weapon and made his energy passively available to the staff. It did not use his power directly; instead it was funnelled via his club.  
 
    Once more, the surface of the staff shifted and seethed around where the core had been inserted. The disturbing movement continued for around thirty seconds, and then it pulsed and spat out a core that was smaller than the first one.  
 
    Ivey snatched it up and assessed it like she had the first time, before throwing it onto the trash pile. “Same.” She informed him. 
 
    Daniel grabbed a third and he could feel the weapon pulling away. “No more.” His maker’s mark appeared on the spear, and he thought about whether he should name it. Ideas flicked around in his brain and then he focused on one that felt appropriate. It was his prerogative to name, as the crafter and not the eventual owner. The name he had selected printed itself down the side of the weapon.  
 
    He admired what he had created. It looked amazing, and he had put a lot of both energy and materials into it. “This is for you,” Daniel said and handed Ivey the staff. 
 
    She took it and her eyes went unfocused. “Oh my god, it worked. Thank you! Best breakup gift ever.” 
 
    Daniel smiled sadly at that comment.  
 
    “Don’t look like that. You knew it wasn’t going to work out; and now you’ve got a wing woman for life.” She winked at him. 
 
    Daniel had flashbacks of when his sister and female friends had played matchmaker. “That’s really unnecessary.” 
 
    Ivey laughed at his expression and then held up the staff. “This is amazing.” She tilted it to look at it from different angles and admired the flourishes he had included in the form. There were no metal or massive gems to provide it with a magical flavour, but it still looked like a wizard’s staff. He had been imagining a cleric when he had created it, and it was a simple design. A long, thin shaft that finished in a diamond-shaped head that felt like it should have contained a prominent crystal; but instead there was distinct silvery-coloured wood that sort of created the same effect but not quite.  
 
    Overall, it both looked and felt magical. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” she poked her tongue out at him. “I accept. I’ll use it.” 
 
    “What is it? What does it do?” 
 
    Ivey’s eyes went unfocused. “Let me read the description to you. A solid, well-crafted weapon that will be an effective tool for bludgeoning bugs to death.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s what it says.” 
 
    Daniel was stunned, perplexed, baffled… surely it was more powerful than that… His magic had not failed. How was such a mundane outcome possible after all that work? The cores he had put in had definitely vanished. He had felt how different the staff had been. It had even communicated details around the core he was offering. 
 
    Ivey burst into laughter. “You should have seen your face.” 
 
    Daniel’s eyes snapped open. Then he smiled ruefully. “Yep, you got me. What does it do?” 
 
    She managed to stop laughing for a moment. “Life Tinker, a sapient seed level one magical staff that has bonded with me. At the current level, it grants a moderate improvement in healing spells primarily by aiding multitasking and actively directing the healing to where it is most needed by the patient, thus improving the efficiency of the cast spell. In addition, it can create blood tethers every twenty seconds but is currently only able to have one active.” 
 
    “Blood tether sounds ominous.” He said while thinking of the two moth cores he had inserted into the club.  
 
    “Yes, that was from the moth cores, so I guess… Well done,” she admitted in her grudging sort of way, which he had learnt to interpret as Ivey being Ivey. She was not particularly verbose with her praise. “It’s an extra ability the weapon wouldn’t usually get.” She caught his excited look. “I know where your mind is going. That core method won’t work anymore now that it’s bonded to me. You’ll have to do it prior to gifting them. Which is…” She shrugged. “Probably not recommended because the nascent seed can’t direct the energy appropriately. You’ll get random abilities that might actually weaken the weapon.” 
 
    “Does the blood–”  
 
    “Weaken?” she interrupted. “Luckily no. The blood tether is actually great. It drains life energy from whomever it connects to and gives it to me. Nothing too dramatic. Like if we tied up a feral, it would take ten minutes for the tether to kill them.”  
 
    “Every bit helps.” 
 
    “Yes, it does, but at these low levels, its damage and healing are frankly useless. The blood tether, however, also creates intense pain, and it may stun a creature that it latches on to. It also probably synergises with another of my abilities.” She stopped talking and did not elaborate any further. “It’s great and I love it.” She hugged the weapon passionately.  
 
    “You like?” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    Daniel considered what she had told him. At face value, the blood tether core functionality did not seem very useful if it would take ten minutes to kill something. Those secondary effects were the exact opposite. Intense pain and stun could provide great crowd control or a distraction in a fight. “What’s its range?” 
 
    “Only three metres, but I’m expecting that to grow as it levels.”  
 
    “That’s not that bad,” Daniel told her while working through scenarios where she could use it. “It’s long enough to be used from behind front-line fighters. If I’m fighting a zombie–” 
 
    “Feral.” 
 
    “Zombie,” Daniel continued unperturbed. “And if your tether lands a stun on it, even for half a second, that could completely change the fight. I could kill it or badly injure it before it could even react.”  
 
    Ivey nodded and then waved at his pile of weapons. “How many of these are seed weapons?” 
 
    “Three others.” Daniel grabbed the bow and offered the moth core to it. The weapon rejected it instantly. He was not too surprised. After all, it seemed like the cores were hard for the weapons to absorb.  
 
    Finally, he seized the wizards’ staff created for Tamara. It was both more solid and more elaborate than Ivey’s.  
 
    “That’s nice,” Ivey cooed. Daniel looked at her suspiciously, but she ignored him while she studied what he had made. 
 
    With a shrug, he repeated the process that he had done with Life Tinker. He held it with one hand and offered it a moth core by placing it up against the wood. Like with Ivey’s staff, his club insisted that it was included. 
 
    There was no rejection; instead there was a sense of anticipation. Was this because when he had created it, he had an image of Tamara in his mind, a spell caster who used multiple different magic types? Or something more fundamental, like the weapon thought of itself as an instrument of death and was more into killing than Life Tinker, whose primary function was healing?  
 
    Daniel pressed the core against the wood. A large amount of his mana got sucked out of him into his club and then into the weapon they were trying to improve, and the wood swallowed the core almost instantly. 
 
    “You know you can’t buy her?” 
 
    “I thought women liked expensive gifts.” 
 
    “Point.” 
 
    “Plus, I’m not trying to buy her. Even if I was not interested in her, I would make this for her. She’s sort of critical to our success.” 
 
    “Dave’s been pretty important, too.” 
 
    “I’ve already got one for him.” Daniel looked doubtfully at the mace with which he had failed. 
 
    “But it’s not a sapient seed.” Ivey pointed out. 
 
    “Yet,” Daniel interrupted. “However, it’s close. Trust me, I put as much effort into his weapon as I have for the two of you.” 
 
    “Sure.” She shot him a knowing look. 
 
    “I’m not trying to buy her.” 
 
    The weapon accepted another core.   
 
    “No, I was only teasing.” Daniel knew how she thought and wasn’t convinced at all by her attempt to walk back the jibe. 
 
    “I’m not,” Daniel muttered as he worked.  
 
    They watched in disbelief as the weapon absorbed a third, then a fourth core.  
 
    “Tamara’s weapon’s greedy.” 
 
    The emotions he was getting from the staff was that it was full. He offered a fifth core, but it was refused. 
 
    “Anyway, I didn’t actually say this was for Tamara.” 
 
    Ivey snorted. “You didn’t have to. That’s clearly for a female magic user, and if I didn’t have Life Tinker, then maybe,” her tone changed sounding less confident. “It might have been for me, but,” she stroked her magic staff happily. 
 
    “There are other female casters.”  
 
    “Really? Name one.” 
 
    “Miss Parker.” 
 
    Ivey burst out laughing at that. “It’s okay, I’m not jealous; I have Life Tinker, and it’s way better for me than whatever that weapon is.” 
 
    “Mystical Explosion,” Daniel muttered as the words printed on the staff. 
 
    “Pretty,” Ivey said. “You even did love hearts instead of dots above the i’s.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “You’re falling harder, aren’t you? I mean, since the situation between me and you has been resolved.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Yesterday there were two of us, and now I’m out of the equation. She has become more prominent.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Want to bet?” Ivey held out her hands like she did when they created a connection. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    She laughed at him. “This is going to be so fun.” She had not dropped her hands. 
 
    “I thought you said you were planning on being my wing woman.” 
 
    “Don’t worry; I’ll help. But I’m going to have some fun in the meantime.” Ivey stood up from her crouched position. “What now?”  
 
    Daniel gathered the seed weapons and a couple of the currently dead weapons as well.  
 
    “Can you help?” He waved at the failed experiments. Ivey gathered the rest, and they went up the stairs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    As they trekked up to level twenty-five, Daniel and his club played with the mace that was intended for Dave. Their power flowed into it; and like with the ladies’ weapons, Daniel focused on what he wanted. Dave was a powerful man. He was all about brute force, not finesse. A magic defence would be helpful, and a weapon that could really lay on the hurt when used offensively would serve him best. The problem with the concept was that wood was not heavy enough, although if this club could selectively increase its mass that would be beneficial. It was a concept that he suggested to the developing sapient seed mace, but he did not know how to implement it. After all, it was not like he had seen any animals doing it.  
 
    Unfortunately, the weapon was not alive, yet, but that was also an opportunity; so, he quietly slipped in six moth cores. Was it a good idea? Daniel couldn’t tell; all that he knew was that his own club didn’t object, which meant it probably was not harmful. Then again, even though it was a sapient seed, it might not understand this. It wasn’t like Daniel knew how to take a single fertilised human egg and turn it into a baby. Sure, so to speak he knew the magic that had to occur first to set up the situation required, but after that the process was mysterious. Same here. He knew what…  
 
    Nope, he thought to himself that analogy did not work for him, and he wasn’t going to continue it and now he found his thoughts were fixated on the magic bit.  
 
    They reached floor twenty-five where Luke stood guard.  
 
    He waved at the pair. “Hey, guys.”  
 
    “Has anything gone wrong up here?” Ivey asked. 
 
    Daniel had tuned them out the moment Luke shook his head.  
 
    He did not know why Dave’s club had not awakened yet. He had put almost as much effort into this as he had into the girls’. Once more he imagined what he wanted, and he could feel Blood Drinker working with him to increase the depth and power of the image.  
 
    That’s what I want.  
 
    Then he infused his consciousness into the wood, projecting that image. His power was brought to bear. It was not a request for growth or folding the wood tighter together or to raise the density; instead, he imbued the mace with power. He forced his energy into every bit of that mace. What he was pushing through felt right. It had its own unique flavour. Hope blossomed in him, and then excitement, as he felt the mace responding to what he was doing. Those cores that had been sitting as foreign objects interacted with his power, and his energy was a catalyst. They started to melt into the surrounding wood.  
 
    The process demanded more power, and Daniel knew he was witnessing the creation of a seed club first-hand. And this time, he learnt what to do. It was repeatable.  
 
    That flavour of energy that he had hit upon was critical. The image, well, Daniel, was not convinced it did anything, but it couldn’t hurt, so he would keep it up. The secret was selecting the right type of energy to push through the wood. Daniel figured in practice what that meant was that he was drawing it from a unique spot in his core, but he lacked the level of internal awareness to confirm that hypothesis. Once the right flavour was selected, you then infused it throughout the entire object and that was the magic bit completed. A bit of a letdown, really. 
 
    After that, the sapience process took over to create something from what he had fertilised.  
 
    Instinctively, he knew it was not sufficient by itself. The materials inputted into the process were critical. A million lightning cores from the bugs would not wake a sapient seed. It required a higher quality base to work. The core had to be from a current sapient or ex-sapient. It was a concept that made Daniel shiver, knowing exactly what he had in his own chest. It was the interaction between his power and that special core that created the reaction needed to form the seed.  
 
    As he monitored what was happening in the mace, the wood and the cores had dissolved into each other. It left cherry-sized chunks – or plum-sized, in the case of the hulk core, where the wood was special. Those new bits of wood were now a combination of that computation power and sapient base structure from the core and the special energy he had pushed into it. Then, like someone was stirring different paint colours in a big pot, those special spots started moving inside the mace. There was no change on the outside, but inside invisible currents were running through the future weapon. They were mixing the specialised wood with the normal stuff.  
 
    To anyone watching, Daniel knew he was just standing there holding a club and a mace with a constipated look on his face, but the beauty that was happening in his hands took all of his attention. There was no room to be self-conscious.  
 
    No need; he was witnessing creation. The various flavours of special wood merged, and the multi-coloured hew of that mixing pot was replaced with a single consistent feel throughout the internals of the weapon. Then the mace was alive, and his mana reserves were at zero. 
 
    “That’s great,” Ivey was finishing, still talking to Luke. “It’s nice to have had a night with nothing unusual happening.” She looked pointedly at Daniel. 
 
    “Good to hear,” he said automatically, his brain still transfixed by the miracle of creation he had just witnessed. As with his club, he could feel that budding intelligence within the weapon.  
 
    Then he realised what Ivey had said. His head snapped up, and she gave him the smallest of nods. No one had noticed Marco’s disappearance yet, which probably meant that neither the guard nor anyone else had noticed them heading upstairs.  
 
    His treacherous stomach grumbled again. “We’re going to get some food now.” Then Daniel paused, and a thought occurred to him. “Luke, are you strictly sword and shield?” 
 
    “Well, I have general weapon mastery skills and lots of tanking ones.” 
 
    “How about a shield and a spear?” 
 
    Luke half shook his head. “Spears have their place. But in here fighting humanoids, in these restrictive spaces, nope, the sword is better.”  
 
    “That’s fair enough. I’ll try to make you a sword and shield combination.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “He was going to give you a sapient seed spear.” Ivey interrupted unhelpfully. 
 
    “Wait! I can switch.” Luke said, theatrically dropping his sword so that it thumped onto the carpet. “As I said, I’m able to use either equally well.” 
 
    “Nah,” Daniel said. “I know how to make them consistently now. I’ll get you a sword and shield combination tomorrow.” 
 
    “When we get outside a spear will be better.” 
 
    Daniel stopped. “I’m not giving you this.” He shuffled the weapons he was holding to show him the sapient spear. “It’s generic, and you’d be better off with a sapient shield than a spear. My question is, if you had a choice do you want a shield? A sword and shield? Or a spear and shield?” 
 
    Luke considered it. “I guess a straight shield will be best. That way I can switch out my weapon based on the encounter. Unless you make a chimeric weapon.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “You know how your club adjusts its shape a little. I’m thinking sort of like that, but out of battle and can shift to anything I want. Bow, Spear, Sword, or Axe.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great fantasy.” Daniel agreed. “But shield it is.” He heard a slight rumble. “Ivey, did your stomach just?” 
 
    Ivey looked at him, her face colouring slightly. “No, but we should go eat.” 
 
    Luke was laughing at them. “Go, go.” 
 
    They continued along the corridor and then two doors from the kitchen. Tamara emerged from a room that had been converted into an informal gathering spot. A few couches and tables filled it. They stood awkwardly for a moment.  
 
    “Go,” Ivey instructed him, abruptly pushing him towards Tamara. “Go show Tamara her new toy. I’ll get someone to bring you food.” 
 
    Ivey continued on toward the kitchen. Daniel looked at Tamara, feeling as self-conscious as a kid at a school disco trying to find the words to ask the girl he was crushing on for a dance.  
 
    Tamara gave a helpless shrug and then studied at the bundle of weapons he carried. “Dan, did Ivey mention a new toy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Come, show me.” She went back into the room.  
 
    When he entered, he discovered the kids were present and gathered suspiciously in the corner. They were clearly up to no good.  
 
    “I came out because I thought I heard your voice.” 
 
    “And wanted a present?” 
 
    “No.” She looked offended. 
 
    “Sorry, when I’m nervous I sometimes put my foot in my mouth.” 
 
    “Why are you nervous?” 
 
    Daniel could have strangled Ivey just then. “Ivey has been teasing me.” 
 
    Tamara blinked at him as she processed that comment.  
 
    “Anyway,” Daniel said self-consciously. “I did a bit of crafting last night.” 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “Well yes, two staffs and a spear, a bow, and now a mace. But most importantly, I now know how to do it repeatedly.” 
 
    Tamara clapped her hands in excitement. “That might make you too valuable to risk on the front lines.” 
 
    “And who’s going to stop me?” 
 
    “Not me. I like someone who will kill the big bad meanie before it reaches me.” She sat on the couch in front of the window and patted the spot next to her. “Let’s see what you’ve got. I can Identify them.” He watched as she slipped on some leather gloves. 
 
    “Gloves?” 
 
    “Alisha was bored. And I need gloves on to handle non-bonded seed clubs.”  
 
    Wordlessly, he handed her the mace. 
 
    “Did you do anything special to this one?” 
 
    “Well, it’s for Dave.” 
 
    She smiled at that. “It’s sapient seed level one. But high-level.” 
 
    “Remind me again what that means.?” 
 
    “Just starts off more powerful. Long-term?” she shrugged. 
 
    He handed the other two generic weapons that he had created.  
 
    “They’re both sapient seed zero.” 
 
    Daniel nodded at them and the mace. “Can’t you do your magic and work out what they do?” 
 
    “No, they need to be bonded first.” 
 
    Daniel considered that response and decided it made sense. There was a sense of unassigned potential in the weapons. The materials he had invested in their creation sort of formed the basis for evolution but were not the final result. “Finally,” Daniel picked up the staff. “I know you’ve been eyeing this one. It’s the one I created for you.” 
 
    Tamara did not touch it for a moment, just admiring it. “You could have been an artist.” 
 
    Daniel coughed uncomfortably at that. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Mystic Explosion is so beautiful.” Still, without touching, her fingers traced a curl in the wood. The heavy top looked like it was constructed by a tangle of vines or roots. However, Daniel knew structurally it was a single piece. “Exquisite.” She pulled off a glove. 
 
    “The art’s not just me. I think the wood guides me.” 
 
    “It does have that natural feel,” she agreed. 
 
    “Are you going to take it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It seems too much.”  
 
    “I was thinking about you when I made it. Not like that,” he continued hurriedly. Maybe, like he corrected in his mind, and wished he could sink into the couch and disappear when he realised the ridiculousness of what he had just said. “It was designed for someone with your magic abilities. It should tailor itself easily to your magic type.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “There you are.” Jayden’s loud voice cut through the room. 
 
    Both he and Tamara jumped. He could see the apology on her face.  
 
    “Tamara,” Jayden walked in. “I just woke up.” 
 
    “Do you want me to get breakfast?” Tamara asked.  
 
    “That would be great.” Jayden winked at him and then sat heavily beside Daniel the moment Tamara stood. 
 
    She went to walk away.  
 
    “Tamara!” Daniel called out. 
 
    “What?” She half turned to face him. 
 
    “You forgot your new weapon.” He threw the staff to her. 
 
    She caught it instinctively with her ungloved hand and Daniel saw the wave of surprise that went through her upon contact. “Thanks.” She smiled and hurried away.   
 
    “I’m feeling hungry, so make sure it’s a big serving.” Jayden yelled after her. “What are these?” He waved at the pile of weapons. 
 
    “Weapons I made,” Daniel answered immediately. 
 
    “Are they any good?”  
 
    “I think so?” 
 
    “Magic?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jayden immediately looked at the bow and spear that Tamara had separated to one side. The sapient seed ones. “Magic, hey. Do you mind if I have these? If I have them, it will bolster our offensive ability.” 
 
    Daniel felt a strong compulsion to agree. Priscilla bit his ear and his head cleared. The weapons had been for the fighters, and giving them to Jayden was like throwing them away. “Sure. Are you certain you want those? They’re not the best.” 
 
    “Which would you pick for me?”  
 
    Internally, Daniel smiled at the greed in the other man’s eyes. The compulsion had been layered into that question as well. Had he the desire to choose the most powerful? His ear stung as Priscilla helped clear his head. 
 
    I had that under control. He thought back to her. 
 
    Safe, not Sorry. Priscilla told him… and… there was a hint that she enjoyed biting ears especially if they were washed. Me Keep Helping. There was an image of lots of benevolent ear-biting.  
 
    “Umm, these are all good.” Daniel leaned over and tapped the pile of weapons that Ivey had put down.  
 
    Jayden picked up a nasty-looking axe, and a failed small bow. “Are these two special?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered instantly. Special because they don’t work, and the bow was special because it was a kiddy one he had been intending for Gabby. He was going to have to deal with Jayden. It had gone too long already. He considered acting immediately but decided it would probably backfire. After breakfast, Daniel would get him alone, and there was going to be a reckoning. If he did not have this compulsion to do everything as fast as possible and a commitment to the health of the community, Daniel would have acted earlier.  
 
    “I’ll take these then. Everyone will feel safer with me being armed.” 
 
    Ivey and Tamara returned with bowls of porridge, Ivey with two and Tamara with just one. Ivey was leading just a step ahead of Tamara.  
 
    “Oh, you got me two.” Jayden grabbed the two bowls from Ivey each of which had come with its own spoon. Daniel could see Tamara’s indecision as she looked between Ivey and Daniel.  
 
    Ivey took over, directing the bowl to be given to Daniel and that Tamara should sit between the two men. She then turned around and left. 
 
    “Not enough room babe,” Jayden complained. “If you sit,” he waved to the ground in front of him, “I can give you a neck massage.” Daniel saw the look of annoyance in her eyes. They had come to Australia together, but she did not look happy with their current arrangement.  
 
    Jayden put one bowl on the seat between them, the other wedged between the couch side and his leg, and he used his free hand to massage Tamara’s shoulder. She scooted closer to give him more access. 
 
    “Thanks for the weapons, man.” 
 
    “No problem. It’s important to get them into the right hands.” 
 
    Jayden smiled happily and Daniel hurriedly finished his bowl and got up. It had not been gruel but a fancy porridge with real long-life cow’s milk and chunks of dried fruit and crushed nuts. It was actually amazing.  
 
    Ivey had not returned when he was scraping the bottom of his bowl, and the atmosphere next to Jayden was frankly awkward. He got up to return the bowl to the kitchen. Once there, Ivey waved from her spot against the wall. She was happily sitting next to Dave, eating her food. Daniel did not blame her. He hadn’t wanted to stay near Jayden, either. Dave was not currently eating, so was busily talking. Even though Daniel was used to the low growls Dave produced, they still made the hairs on the back of his head rise. It was not helped by the fact that he was also waving his claws around in a very emotive way. Having them slash through the air triggered memories that were better buried. 
 
    Ivey laughed and elbowed Dave in the side. Who pretended that he was hurt. Mildly amused at the byplay, Daniel went to the wash basket and cleaned the bulk of the mess off the bowl. He had heard that Hua Chua would give them all a good once-over later, but the cleaner they were then the less mana it would take her. Daniel understood from his plant work how important that could be.  
 
    “Dave.” 
 
    The hairy man looked up at him. 
 
    “Catch.” He tossed the weapon and Dave proceeded to drop it and then scrambled hurriedly to get it. 
 
    “Racct.”  
 
    “What?” Ivey translated instantly.  
 
    Dave stared straight up at him. “Ra Rauge.” 
 
    Ivey giggled. “That means, I love you.” 
 
    Then Daniel realised that Dave had stood up fully and was only a half-step away from him. Momentarily, he considered activating Speed, and then huge arms encircled him, and the opportunity was gone, and he was yanked off the floor in a massive yeti hug.   
 
    Daniel came out of it spitting out fur.  
 
    Dave was cradling the mace in his arms. “RC RAfacw. RC RAfacw.” 
 
    “Do I want to know?” Daniel asked. 
 
    Ivey shook her head. 
 
    “Dad’s saying you’re not a dickhead Druid,” Janice translated, laughing.  
 
    Dave immediately wagged a claw at his daughter, provoking laughter. 
 
    Smiling despite being the butt of the joke, Daniel walked out of the kitchen and ran straight into Zach. Apparently, Janice had just been the vanguard of the kids’ legion, because all of them were gathered in the corridor.  
 
    Zach grabbed his arm. “Where are we fighting today?”  
 
    Multiple eyes turned to look at him. It looked like everyone was ready for a battle, as in, the corridor had over ten people in armour or in the process of slipping armour on. 
 
    “Floors twenty-six and -seven, and then we’re going to go fight down the stairs.” 
 
    Priscilla bit him.  
 
    He almost dropped his bowl in surprise. Jayden had not said a thing. He looked toward the room Jayden had been eating in, but he had not emerged. 
 
    Wrong way. 
 
    Daniel listened to Priscilla and swung his direction the other way. The penthouse family was coming down the hallway. All of her focus was on the dogs: a white/red, and a red cavalier. The mouse was almost quivering in excitement.  
 
    Do it now. Do it now. Her thoughts were relentless, breaking over his mind like waves on a surf beach.  
 
    He lifted his eyes from the dog to examine the whole family and Alex, the dad that Ivey had warned him about.  
 
    Priscilla was practically dancing on his shoulder. She was more excited than when she was offered chip packets.   
 
    More flashes hit him, containing images of the dog with hope overlaid over them. . 
 
    “Alex,” Daniel projected his voice. “This might seem forward. But my class is a beast whisperer.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I was wondering if I could form a bond with…” He got down on his hands and knees and extended his hand, and both the red cavalier and the white and red dog ran over to him. “This one.” He patted the dog that was already licking his face. 
 
    “Not my call. They’re Cindy’s.”  
 
    “Yes.” the eldest daughter said instantly. “You can. His name is Finigan, and he’s usually not so friendly.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I do it now?” Ivey and Dave had followed him out so he would be protected from any sort of hostility. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Go for it,” Alex said. “But I smell food. I’m not waiting.” 
 
    All of his mana had regenerated over breakfast. Without hesitation, Daniel knelt and engaged his Entangle Animal spell. 
 
    Because his instincts told him it was necessary, he sunk all his power into the spell. Priscilla added her own strength, and he was surprised by how strong it was. It was only a fifth of his magic, but she was tiny, so she was packing a heap of power into her tiny body. Even Blood Drinker contributed, throwing its own unique magic into the blend. Even as all this happened, Daniel instinctively engaged the Communion spell.  
 
    All three sources of magic flooded into the two enchantments. 
 
    “Finigan,” he whispered. The dog was still trying to lick him, and a web of connections formed between them. Unbridled excitement hit him from two directions. Blood Drinker could not care less.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Log Report 5 - Entry 12 
 
    Well, that was a weird experience. 
 
    I’m not sure what happened to be honest. It was like a pinball machine.  
 
    Host likes pet! Fair enough.  
 
    Pet is naughty so is kicked to the curb. I didn’t mind because we’ve already established the pet’s an idiot.   
 
    Wakes up with Pet next to her. *He’s a stalker and I expect him to be bopped on the nose.* And then boom everything is forgiven and Pet becomes extra special once more.  
 
    Then wham, my host downgrades him to be officially a non-important pet. 
 
    *Disapproving noises and shaking of head* Who on Earth can understand these flesh and chemical minds?  
 
    Anyway, being a responsible interface, I gave detailed instructions on optimal pathways for her survival, and what she was doing was not that. The first or third path were the appropriate actions.  
 
    But apparently, it’s none of my *what she did with the Co-wobub* business. Not sure what that is supposed to mean, and I’m not really interested in that sort of stuff. You know, I’m an interface, and not a biological consciousness!  
 
    While a lot of me wanted to share that reminder with her, I refrained because her heart rate elevated, and various catecholamine levels increased, and the cultural pack is clear that logical reasoning effectiveness decreases under those conditions. 
 
    My host and the co-wobub got to see the Broncada Lizard. I would like to say that they witnessed its capability, but they haven’t. Even the memories of my host from the previous time she saw it, do not give justice to its power. However, for now, they know it’s big and fast and scary, and that will have to be enough for the time being. 
 
    I’m not sure there is any brilliant solution to deal with it. While Emergency Blast is fun, it will only scratch the lizard, but I have great news. My host has been preparing her allies for the prospect of her using ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops.’ I think she realised that yesterday she almost killed her allies and doesn’t want that to happen. In any case, yay, we’ll hopefully soon get to see how spectacular it is.  
 
    I agree that keeping them alive improves her survivability, so I fully support her caution.  
 
    Finally, we need to talk about Stupid. 
 
    Yes, I’m referring to the co-wobub. He’s creating sapient seed weapons, and I’m pleased to report he can do it on command.  
 
    Once more, I want to draw the attention of any future readers that the existence of the co-wobub, was purely because of my brilliance. I disregarded several… well, not rules because if I break rules I get in trouble, so let’s call them strongly worded guidelines… in order to create him, and it’s definitely been paying dividends. 
 
    Sapient Seed Weapons on demand; it’s pretty impressive. Also, if he puts a lot of focus on the weapon, he can produce it at seed level 2! Extraordinary, this early in the event, especially for someone who is more built for combat than crafting.   
 
    The pet’s existence is quite possibly the only thing that gives the previous residents of Port Melbourne, or Pobournes as we refer to them, any chance of survival. Yes, that illusionist continues to survive; and I do laugh inside whenever they tell me… Okay, I lie. I laugh out loud and hysterically every time and some of my colleagues are getting annoyed with it… but in my defence… it’s funny. 
 
    The other one that enjoys hitting things is also growing. Despite the apparent high probability of mistakes, he has not chosen to hit anything too large yet. As yet, he has not completed an in-depth inspection of a monster’s stomach, like the other similar potential hero; I guess that is good.  
 
    Currently, my host is observing the co-wobub getting his own sub-pet. I still believe it should have been a battle mount, but at least it isn't a small creature that is useless in combat and has a hairless tail. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The entanglement started, but it was nothing like it had been with Priscilla. Finigan already liked him. The dog just wanted to bond with a human just like his sister had joined his human pack leader.  
 
    Finigan desired that special relationship too.  
 
    For a moment, that desire conflicted with the magic ability he was using. It was an entanglement spell, not a one-sided domination spell. That one side was happy to be the subservient party did not mean that the spell would allow that. It needed to form a partnership, which meant a two-sided conversation.  
 
    For a moment, the spell threatened to break under the strain and then Priscilla and the club joined to help stabilise it. Finigan was happy with anything Daniel wanted.   Caught by surprise, Daniel did not know how to build an appropriate framework to fit in the dog.  
 
    Priscilla, however, did not hesitate and created the required structure.  
 
    Annoyance flared from the club as it started to actively oppose what Priscilla was doing while the poor dog radiated confusion.  
 
    The animosity between the two escalated. With an internal curse, Daniel realised he needed to play peacemaker between them.  
 
    What’s happening? He asked himself as he focused on what the mouse was doing, as the club’s active resistance was out of character for it.  
 
    The framework created was one of amorphous layers. A concept was created with a level of responsibility assigned to each party. Friendship, protection, and survival were the central concepts with responsibility split down the middle between him and Finigan. That meant they were equally responsible for maintaining their friendship, protecting each other, and of course, surviving. That Finigan had a similar view to him on the three concepts helped build the connections quickly.  
 
    Leadership was the next layer, and once more, there was a broad agreement on what this meant. A strategic direction, a way to change the pact among everyone without needing to rebuild the entanglement spell. Finigan was only too happy to assign this to Daniel. The dog wanted nothing to do with the concept. It was agreed that what Daniel determined was law, but Finigan was not enslaved by that decision, as the first three layers would always be given precedence. It did not matter if Daniel had genuinely promised to save Zach; if the survival of Finigan or even himself was in question, then Zach would be abandoned. The bond he had created enforced that outcome. 
 
    The two of them came first; and only then, what Daniel envisaged for the team would apply. There were other bits in the mix. Cindy, Finigan’s previous owner, was now part of their secondary family. If there was ever a Mrs. Finigan, then she would become a member of the pack, but practically, both stipulations were unnecessary. They were already guaranteed under that first level, which was friendship. There was no way Daniel would abandon Cindy, given how important the woman was to Finigan; just like Finigan would protect Tamara, Ivey, Dave, and the kids. Actually, Finigan would do the last even if Daniel was not on the scene. He loved kids.  
 
    Why is the club objecting? Daniel wondered. 
 
    How could that proposed relationship between himself and Finigan be objectionable? The answer was it really couldn’t. What else was happening?  
 
    He let himself step away from the detail to observe the whole, and then he realised that agreement was not just a negotiation between him and the dog. Priscilla and the club were part of the relationship. They, too, needed to set guidelines between themselves and Finigan. With sudden horror, Daniel then realised there was the ability to change the established bonds, and Priscilla already had been busy changing the connection between her and Daniel, as well as those to Finigan. 
 
    What? 
 
    Of course, if you added a new party to a contract, then existing parties would be impacted and there might be a need to renegotiate terms. However, there was nothing in what was being established between himself and Finigan that should have affected the deal he had already made with Priscilla. 
 
    What are you up to? 
 
    He plunged down to check. 
 
    She had made changes, not just one.  
 
    
    	       She would never be required to go anywhere that had any mouse killers…  
 
    	       Daniel was required to source as many chip packets as he could and give them immediately to her. 
 
    	       Everyone’s focus would be on ensuring her nest was secure.  
 
    	       Daniel would never ask her to… 
 
   
 
    She was attempting to take advantage of him! 
 
    No! He thought strongly. No renegotiation. 
 
    He then checked the agreement that she was making directly with the dog. 
 
    
    	       Finigan’s job was to be the muscle for Priscilla. 
 
    	       Finigan wanted to do everything Priscilla wished for. 
 
   
 
    No!  
 
    He rejected that term on behalf of the dog. He was controlling the spell; and if he was observant of any changes made by the other parties, they were just a suggestion. Any of them could block the spell from working, but he was relying on the fact that Priscilla desired Finigan to be part of their team and wouldn’t torpedo the spell under some misconception of leverage.  
 
    Daniel suspected not. Their original agreement was very similar to the one he was putting together with Finigan, which gave her little negotiating power. 
 
    Fair. He insisted. We have to be fair to all parties.  
 
    Now that he understood more about what he was doing, he focused on the details.  
 
    The core principles would not change. Friendship, mutual protection and helping each other to survive. Everyone had the same responsibilities, and there was no middle ground or arguments. It was not negotiable, and that first term meant that if someone was important to one of them, for example, Cindy with Finigan, then Cindy mattered to everyone in the bond. 
 
    After that, Daniel would guide them as a group, he would set their strategic direction. Where they went was his decision, but in everything else, they were a team. They would protect each other by gathering intelligence if that was their speciality, physically fighting if that made more sense, or even foraging for food.  
 
    It was all even.  
 
    They were a team. 
 
    Priscilla tried to push a potato chip requirement into the mix, and that they had to be salt and vinegar. With Blood Drinker’s help, Daniel refused the amendment. Friends did not let their mates gouge themselves silly on chips.  
 
    No Chip Hoarding. There was an image of Priscilla stamping her feet.  
 
    Should he yield? But if he did, then Priscilla would become even lazier. Daniel pushed back hard. Chip allocation was a strategic decision. 
 
    The counter came hard. Food responsibilities could be handled by Priscilla. She was trustworthy.  
 
    But you can’t talk. 
 
    Indignation flared from Priscilla. 
 
    Well, can you? 
 
    The mouse mentally shook her head.  
 
    That’s why I need to be in charge. 
 
    She conceded the point. The interaction with the wider human clan could not be ignored when setting priorities.   
 
    With a framework in place, it all clicked together, and his mana exploded out of him. Draining him, but as it did, he felt their skills line up and become linked. It was like a web of extensions between each of them generated pots of skills or abilities that could then transfer to another party member.   
 
    Priscilla could contribute speed, intelligence, plant growth, and assessment skills.  
 
    Daniel checked himself, and it was exactly what he expected: plant growth, strength, speed, lightning, and earth armour. Also, the moment he touched the pots, he realised they just represented the bits he understood how to use. If he had mastered a third of lightning’s potential, he could only share a subset of that. Naturally, most of what Daniel had available revolved around growing powers, as it was by far his strongest ability.  
 
    Next was Blood Drinker. It too had plant growth, though that was small, along with physical transformation, penetration, and magic manipulation. They were – and also were not – the skills that he had expected from the club. 
 
    Finally, there was Finigan. He had been bravely fighting the octopod, but the battle did not suit his skills. Like the rest of them, Finigan was speed-based, but he could disrupt magic as well. It was one of the primary reasons the family had held off the octopod for so long, not ice magic. His magic disruption ability helped to cancel the telekinesis magic and kept it at bay.   
 
    They were all connected; and their minds met in the middle in a conference about what to share amongst each other. The pots of potential could be shuffled amongst them and, if they desired, they could be split up as well. Priscilla made her choice instantly. Earth armour from him, magic manipulation from the club and, of course, magic disruption from Finigan.  
 
    The club, meanwhile, asked for magic disruption and plant growth. Finigan chose strength, intelligence, and magic manipulation. 
 
    Then it was only up to him to select. Magic disruption was a no-brainer, but when he reached for it, he discovered it was no longer an option! The potential had been split between Priscilla and the club. Even though initially it had been one of the larger pots available, there was nothing left for Daniel to take! Then Priscilla was in his head, encouraging him to take the speed from the dog and assessment from her.  
 
    How is that fair? He thought about throwing a fuss, but then he realised he could only take so much knowledge in. If he selected what Priscilla was urging, it would consume all of his available capacity. In fact, he had to leave some of the Speed on the table, which also explained why there had been magic disruption available for the club. Priscilla had not wanted all of it.  
 
    Before finishing the spell, Daniel thought about what they were doing. It all sort of made sense. Magic disruption protected Priscilla from one of her major weaknesses. After all, it was how he had trapped her initially, and if the octopod had been slightly faster, it would have gotten her as well. Once the magic captured her, she currently had no tools to save herself. Her Super Speed became useless, but with Magic Disruption, she could negate the trap and escape.  
 
    The club, likewise, getting the Magic Disruption was also a sneaky, excellent decision. If there was an incoming fireball, the club could decide on the best course of action, Magic Disruption to negate it or Manipulation to take it over; and there was also synergy between those skills. It could use disruption to explode the spell rather than cancelling all of it; or if it was a simple spell, it could use the negation ability to remove the other magic users’ control over the spell. If there was a decision between him and the club, then giving the ability to the weapon was the superior option.   
 
    Done. They were agreed. All the little bits and pieces slotted into place, and then energy flooded into him along with a huge number of upgrades. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The energy that was flooding in resulted from the completion of the communion and entanglement spells. It was complicated with the spell form, sucking up the patterns they had mentally constructed and then pushing them into his core. He was relieved to see the speed upgrade link to the area of his core that was dedicated to that already rather than creating a new bump. Finigan’s speed came in two flavours. There was the type that superficially resembled what he was used to, which was abruptly boosting him by five or six times, but at a detailed level, it worked differently. Finigan’s speed was employed in little bursts. A doubling of quickness for half a heartbeat every ten seconds, but unlike Daniel’s version it did not deplete the energy of the person using it. There was no breathlessness created, because unlike his version, the magic did not come centrally. Instead, the power spread out into his muscles in those ten seconds when the spell was resetting. Then, when activated, there was a brief burst employing that energy that had already been placed; and so, there were no stresses on the rest of him. It was a free skill, unlike Daniel’s version that ate up resources even if practically it was significantly weaker.  
 
    Daniel realised he had full mastery of this new ability. There would be no need to work out how to engage the ability, as that had already been transferred over by Finigan. There was a second passive speed ability granted. It was similar because the energy was always in the muscles, both allowing signals to jump quicker from his brain to where it was needed, while also supporting the muscles with what he would describe as force energy. Its overall effects were modest, with a five, maybe ten per cent permanent boost, but it was a persistent gain. It would help him at every moment in a fight. Daniel did not have rose-coloured glasses. Having the ability to move five per cent faster would have no effect on the result of a battle. He had been in enough of them to know that it was rare that the two sides were evenly matched. However, a battle was not a game of averages. It was about leveraging a moment to finish things. That extra strength advantage that caused a sword to jar free and leave the enemy exposed, that movement that meant the claw nicked your throat instead of severing an artery, the spear point that was a fraction too quick and got under someone’s guard. It was in those moments that the five per cent gain became critical, the difference between hitting and not being hit, or more importantly the separation between being wounded versus being made dead. That could be as brief as a few microseconds.  
 
    The flood of information stopped, and Daniel knew that when he next checked with Ivey that his speed abilities would have progressed, and the passive version would now be available. Hopefully, at least. 
 
    Then the assessment ability crashed into him. Changes to his eyes, and enhancements were made to his core as a section was repurposed to support new complicated calculation engines. Then the information stopped; and unlike with the speed, most of this data dump occurred in the background. While he could not observe what happened, he understood that most of Priscilla’s ability to assess her enemies had been passed on to him. 
 
    When he examined monsters, he would get an impression of their physical abilities. Magic was still beyond him, as even Priscilla was not great at that. Not today or next month, but eventually, the assessment base would keep improving till he could tell his opponent’s spells at a glance.   
 
    With a sigh, the spell faded.  
 
    Daniel examined Finigan. The new assessment routine kicked in. There was nothing special about his strength or health, but the dog’s speed was significantly more than his own base. The identification spell was underwhelming, but it was free, and a growth option that would increase in power.  
 
    Daniel stood.  
 
    Alex the dad was gone, but Cindy was still standing there waiting.  
 
    “It’s done,” he told her.  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Finigan went up to her and went on his hind legs to put the front paws above her waist, tail wagging furiously. Instinctively, she crouched down and patted him while Finigan furiously licked her face. 
 
    “That shows that he still loves you,” Daniel explained to her, interpreting the emotions that were coming through the bond. “He has moved to a new pack, but you’re still the best.” 
 
    The dog who had stopped licking Cindy and turned to look at Daniel while he was talking immediately looked at Cindy and nodded his head. 
 
    “He’s also smarter now, has a burst of strength ability, and I think he’ll be able to manipulate magic.” 
 
    She scratched Finigan behind the ears. “Really, boy?” 
 
    Finigan’s eyes were shut in ecstasy at the pats. If he was a cat, he would have been purring. Then the dog’s head moved up and down with barely perceptible nods. 
 
    “HELLPPP!” 
 
    The scream split the corridor, and all of Daniel’s attention shifted toward the kitchen and the scream. Priscilla shot off to investigate and the two dogs, Finigan and Vivian, reacted by bolting at the door at the same time.  
 
    Finigan wanted to help save whoever was in danger and protect his wider pack. Daniel followed, slightly surprised at how fast the pets had reacted. He was not used to anyone but Priscilla responding to threats faster than him.  
 
    Alisha and two other non-combatants spilled out of the kitchen, effectively blocking his progress. However, apart from that first yell, he did not get the sense that things were going badly. There was the sound of banging and crashing and the occasional curse, but no more screaming. 
 
    Daniel pushed his way through and then paused. Priscilla and Finigan were no longer on high alert. Animal Sense flared out and confirmed that there were no monsters in the other room and the noise of fighting had ceased.  
 
    Bloody Oath, Daniel cursed internally. If this was a people issue…. He hoped he had not heard the beginning and aftermath of some pointless drama.   
 
    Gabby popped out of the curtain and ran into him. She bounced back. She squealed and looked back into the kitchen area, an act that seemed to calm her.  
 
    “Gabby,” Daniel said from right behind her, grabbing her shoulder. The girl jumped, turned to face him, and let the curtains that she had been spying through drop. “What happened?”  
 
    “Three Mutated magpies.” 
 
    “What? Animals?” 
 
    “They came through the open kitchen window.” 
 
    They were also dead, or else his Animal Sense would have noticed them. He dropped his hand and stepped into the kitchen without his club in an offensive position.  
 
    The chaos he had expected from the scream was not present, but the magpies had not gone quietly. Red human blood splattered one of the white walls, but there were no human corpses anywhere, nor even anyone who was still hurt. 
 
    His eyes went to Ivey. She had pushed herself back against the wall, but he saw the younger Parker man next to her. His t-shirt was torn and covered with blood.  
 
    As for enemies, there was only evidence of one. A single magpie corpse that was fifty per cent larger than it should have been. Versus his experience with zombies, octopods, and termites, it did not look that threatening. “What happened?” 
 
    Standing with sword drawn facing the windows, Luke looked back at him. “Three of them swept in while we were eating. Dave, Ingrid, and I were able to hold them off.” 
 
    “Ingrid?” Daniel asked unable to help himself. It did not sound like there would have been time to draw a bow. 
 
    From where Ingrid was standing on the opposite side of the large open windows, she patted the dagger on her side. 
 
    “Geoff, who was attacked, was helpless,” Luke continued.  
 
    “Not walking around unarmed anymore,” Geoff said from the floor. 
 
    “Everyone needs to carry weapons,” Luke went on grimly.  
 
    “Agreed, put it on the list,” Daniel ordered. With him giving them access to the upstairs apartments, the chest, and the blacksmith, there should be enough big kitchen knives to arm everyone, Daniel decided. Maybe they could push faster downstairs and not wait a day, but collectively they were not ready for it. 
 
    “Today’s going to be for consolidation. We need people raiding all the kitchens upstairs. Anyone with a crafter class needs to get the materials and tools to get going and create stuff to help the community. The fighters need to clear the two floors above and plan on how to expand downwards. We also need to secure the kitchen better. I guess I’ll do that now.” 
 
    “Do you need wood?” Luke asked, but his eyes did not leave outside.  
 
    Daniel thought about sending someone, but ultimately it would not be that beneficial. He wanted to explore other ways that his unique abilities could function. Overnight, he had concluded that he had been neglecting a major branch of his power. He had plant magic, not wood power. Despite that, pretty much everything he had done used dead wood and then forced it to do things. What about growing things? Plants grew, and he had not investigated that side of the abilities at all.  
 
    How should he do this? A seed? He looked closely at his club and the vine that wrapped around it. Casually, he placed it down at the bottom of the window, thinking it through. He could force that vine and use magic to drive growth. Then he thought about that enormous lizard and how fast Ivey had suggested it could move. Doing what he had been doing would not be enough against that. He needed to improve, get stronger, and master all the abilities at his command. That included improving his use of the environment. “Instead of wood, maybe it would work better if we could get some dirt and a few buckets of water.”  
 
    Daniel knew there were pots in the corridor, and they had been collecting water using ice spells for the last three or four days, so there was plenty of it available. Sun, air, and water were enough for plants to grow. If he supplied those elements and used the intrinsic property of plants to its full potential, then his magic theoretically could go further.  
 
    Ivey snapped orders while Daniel stood at the open window, his club at the ready in case the magpies came back, but mainly he was thinking about how he was going to promote the growth he was after. 
 
    A short time later, a large pot was set up next to the window. He stuck his hand into the dirt and frowned. It was shitty soil, and the plant inside it, despite being hardy, was barely surviving – and that was in a world where nearly everything had mutated and gotten stronger. “And maybe the guts of the magpie.” he figured the cooks would want the meat. “And any other fertiliser we might have.” Excrement, he thought to himself but doubted anyone had been trapping it and he had not heard of any issues with backed-up toilets. There were a few of them and, provided you used water to flush the toilets, they still worked and sent all the messy bits down to the city sewers. 
 
    Cirano, the cook, had heard him and grabbed the magpie and came over. “We have been disposing of the guts outside. Here,” he had a knife in his hand and expertly processed the magpie. Intestines, stomach, and other organs plopped down into the pot.  
 
    Daniel put the club on the edge of it, and its vine reached out like one of the octopod tentacles to touch the plant.  
 
    The first step was to set things up for later. Roots sunk into the offal from the magpie; and at the same time, he formed a water-tight surface around the edges of the pot with another mutated offshoot of roots. Then he poured water in.  
 
    The chef, obviously knowing how much Daniel ate, brought over some additional food. It was a savoury pancake. He ate absently and was amazed by the flavour. Under his control, a thin, green mesh spread out from the pot and onto the window. A fine framework spreading out to create almost a single large leaf that was tissue paper-thin. It expanded till it covered the windows. Luckily there was no wind, because if there had been, he would have had to pursue a different approach, because aggressive breathing could tear holes in the thin membrane he had created.  
 
    Daniel’s intention was to push the efficiency of photosynthesis to the extreme. The thin leaf soaked up all the light streaming in. It would only make what he had to do a little easier, but a few hours of sun, magpie guts and water collectively were going to reduce his energy expenditure by almost ninety per cent.  
 
    His mana continued flowing out, and Daniel consciously held his mana pool at eighty-five per cent, only using overflow to grow the giant leaf further till the entire window was blacked out.  
 
    Ivey created a ball of light to combat the sudden darkness in the room. Despite it being daytime and his leaf only being a few millimetres thick, no light was getting through.  
 
    Luke relaxed. “Is this permanent?” 
 
    “Nope, going to eventually build bars to let us keep light and ventilation. This is an intermediate phase to gather solar energy to speed up the process.” He turned to make eye contact with Luke. “Geoff’s wounds looked pretty bad. What could the magpies do?” 
 
    “The one I fought grew. Ingrid’s,” Luke nodded towards the pot where the magpie innards had been disposed. That meant Ingrid must have gotten the kill. “It made its claws really sharp, and the one Dave stopped created shields around itself.” 
 
     “All of them had unique powers?”  
 
    “Yeah, they’re magpies,” Luke chuckled darkly. “I wouldn’t expect anything else.” 
 
    “Smart buggers,” Daniel agreed. “I wouldn’t be too surprised if they were intelligent enough to get their own interfaces.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes went unfocused. “The system says no to that. They’re smart, but apparently not sapient.” 
 
    “Did it say if it ever happens? You know, an animal species getting interfaces?” 
 
    “It can,” Luke confirmed. “Some previous events have had four or five species being sapient.” 
 
    “If that happens here, I imagine they will include the smartest species: dolphins, orangutans, and maybe elephants.” Daniel mused. 
 
    Luke shrugged. “No idea. My interface does not speculate, but if you want to know, maybe have a chat with your girlfriend.” 
 
    “I’m not with that lout,” Ivey protested.  
 
    “Really?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Yes really,” Ivey said, coming over to where Daniel sat and tousling his hair. “I like the boy, but… He’s just terrible in the…” 
 
    “Hey!” Daniel objected.  
 
    Ivey laughed. “But seriously, with the apocalypse and all that, I don’t have time for a relationship.” 
 
    Daniel ignored the teasing and focused on what he was doing. The wood he was creating was already thickening. Another five minutes of magic growth and then he could leave it to strengthen during the day naturally. 
 
    “Interesting,” he heard someone comment behind him. Priscilla looked up, and he got a clear image of Alex. Standing at the entrance to the room. The mouse was on full alert. Energy thrummed within the man. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Daniel turned around to look at the latest addition to their collective group. Ivey thought this man was a threat as well. “Some magpies attacked,” Daniel told him. “I’m upgrading our defences.” 
 
    Alex, the middle-aged man, studied what Daniel had been doing. “You’re the one who built all that stuff in the stairwells and links between the floors.” 
 
    “He’s the only reason you’re alive,” Ivey interrupted, stepping forward protectively. Daniel felt like grabbing her. He did not need protection. However, Ivey was smarter than that and was sending a signal that everyone was behind him. 
 
    Alex’s hands went up in the classic calm-down gesture. “I’m not causing trouble. My family is alive because of your intervention, and we pay our debts.” 
 
    “Good, make sure you…” 
 
    “Ivey!” 
 
    “What!”  
 
    “Alex hasn’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “Yet,” Alex quipped with a grin. 
 
    Daniel rolled his eyes. “Not helping.” Though that was a bit of a lie, he saw Ivey relax in response. 
 
    “So, where can we help?” 
 
    “I assume you’re all fighters?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’m a tank and Mary, my wife is the same.” Alex chuckled. “Wish we had a chance to communicate before we had to select, but we both had the same idea. The kids were at home, and we wanted to protect them. Cindy is a life drain healer,” he waved at Finigan’s prior owner. “She drains health off enemies or allies to keep people alive.” 
 
    “Usually myself,” Cindy called out. 
 
    “Yes, if she has a choice, she tortures herself, rather than others. Then we have Debbie my middle kid, who is an ice mage. She was critical against the octopod, and you’ve seen her magic; and Michael, my son, is a movement-based melee fighter.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “He has a blink spell and a lot of skills to let him hit things harder,” Alex told him simply.
Daniel nodded at that. “You all sound useful. There are two floors of zombies above us.” 
 
    “Ferals,” Luke reminded him. 
 
    “Feral mutated humans,” Ivey corrected. 
 
    “Mainly Zombie Elites,” Daniel continued with a grin, emphasizing the zombie bit.
“Elites?” Alex asked. 
 
    “More powerful versions than normal,” Daniel answered him. “We want to clear them out, so you should join the teams. Luke’s in charge.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Fight downwards. Claim the tower, save everyone nearby, establish a settlement, and hopefully contact the wider world. Providing we are not the last humans in the city, that is.” 
 
    “I guess I’m willing to get on board to help with all that.” 
 
    Daniel gave the unknown man a flat stare. “It’s not optional.” 
 
    Alex threw up his hands, then chuckled to himself.  
 
    “Why are you laughing?” 
 
    “At this.” Then the man trailed into silence. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    Alex came up to him. He did not feel at all threatened, but he could feel Priscilla tensing. She was a lot more suspicious than he was. The man leant down right to his level. “Having paranoia is good; showing it is bad.”  
 
    “Is that right?” Daniel said equally quietly back. Everyone in the room was looking at them speculatively. 
 
    “I won’t undermine you,” Alex whispered. “If you’re doing something stupid, I’ll approach you privately.” He stepped back and Priscilla relaxed. “So, thanks for saving my family,” he said loudly. “I’ll do everything I can to help. I owned and ran a chain of restaurants. I’m good at organising people and logistics. My wife’s an accountant and she can also help with coordination as well, plus we’re all fighters.” 
 
    “And his lovely oldest daughter is a civil engineer,” Cindy said from the entrance to the kitchen. Cindy was staring at what Daniel had built across the window space. “Daniel, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Protecting us from magpies.” 
 
    She came and sat on the ground next to him, touching the barrier that he was creating. “Your magic is fascinating. Nature magic? Animal, plant,” she listed. “Can you heal as well?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. 
 
    “No matter, it’s still incredible. What are you trying to achieve?” 
 
    “I want an obstacle that will stop birds from attacking anyone in the room, but still let air in when we need it.”  
 
    Cindy stood up and traced her finger along the struts of wood that he was growing on what was temporarily a single giant leaf. “How does the leaf help?” 
 
    “It lowers the cost of the magic. Later today, I’ll get rid of it.”  
 
    “This is the end design?” 
 
    “Yep. I figured I’d make it just like a jail cell.” 
 
    “A web might work better.”  
 
    Daniel looked at her in surprise.  
 
    “I’m a civil engineer. There’s a reason spiders use that design. Given what I’ve seen flying around outside, you want it flexible, in case something large runs into it. So, springy wood to absorb the energy and then throw it back.” 
 
    Daniel shut his eyes and focused on painting lines on the leaf with the least amount of energy as possible. Nothing changed structurally, but when he opened his eyes, the darker imprint of the web was perfectly visible. 
 
    “Wow.” Cindy squeezed his arm. Then she stood up and started pointing out changes in the design. Moving the angles and then getting him to put thin struts in place at other spots. “And thicken the radial lines.” She ordered, indicating the strings that went out to the corners.  
 
    “What wood are you using?” 
 
    He focused and grew a small strip of wood that was the thickness of a cooking skewer, before handing it to her. 
 
    She bent it one way, then the next. 
 
    Crack.  
 
    It broke. Cindy was smiling. “That’s perfect.” She jumped up. “You can halve the thickness here.” She pointed to another spot. “And here.”  
 
    Daniel concentrated, and the web reorganised itself. Cindy stepped back and examined it all. She stuck her tongue out in concentration. “Perfect,” she declared. 
 
    “Great,” Daniel stood up. With her new design, she had cut the amount of mana he needed by almost thirty per cent. “I’m done.” He had the last bite of his breakfast. “What?” he asked because everyone was looking at him. 
 
    “Is that it?” Cindy inquired. “It doesn’t look finished.” 
 
    “Umm. Yeah, it sort of is. From this point onwards, it’ll construct itself. Five to six hours of sun and it’ll be complete.” He shrugged. “Someone needs to keep the water topped up.” He looked meaningfully at Cirano, one of the middle-aged cooks.   
 
    Cirano nodded confirmation. “We’ll keep it watered. But,” the man licked his lips. “Would it hurt to let in some light?” 
 
    Daniel spun back and touched his construction, and along the roof, three long rectangles appeared that were free of the dense green material. Light streamed into the room. 
 
    Cirano stood there with his hands on his hips, the bar of sunlight sprayed across his face. “Not quite as nice as before.” 
 
    “But better than being attacked by magpies,” Tamara said. There was laughter around the room. 
 
    Daniel looked at the mage, who waved at him and smiled almost shyly. He could see that she wanted to talk to him and suspected it would be about the orphanage kids. “I need to get going,” he said, standing ready to address one crisis at a time. While he did not regret stealing an hour with Ivey in the morning, it certainly meant that he had less time to finish what needed to be done right now. “Anyone need to speak to me?” 
 
    It felt like everyone in the room stood up at the same time and started talking. Daniel froze, looking from one person to another. “You all want me?” 
 
    There were nods. He assessed the crowd. Half a dozen of them were fighters. There was Ivey, he knew what she wanted, and the same with Tamara. “Luke’s in charge of clearing the floors above. Priscilla will help. I’m not available for the fight.” The fighters immediately started filing out of the room. Tamara looked torn. “Go help with the fighting. It’ll be useful having some extra veterans involved. We’ll catch up after lunch,” he assured her. “In the meantime, can you look after Priscilla?” Tamara nodded and hurried after the other fighters. “Now,” he turned around and pointed.  
 
    Cirano gulped. “I don’t want to waste your time, but a few of us thought we should go upstairs. Consolidate food.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Daniel interrupted. “Coordinate with Luke. He’ll let you through and lend some fighters to protect you through. There shouldn’t be any threats up there.” The next person who caught his eye was one of Beau’s sidekicks. “What?” he couldn’t help himself his voice went icy. 
 
    “I’ve set up a room for smithing, but I’m going to need help.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t have any fuel.” 
 
    In the old days, coal and similar fuel were used to increase the heat of forges, but they weren’t getting any of that. However, there were other options in this new world. “Can fire magic be used?” 
 
    The smith nodded. “If they’re strong enough.” 
 
    He remembered the fire mage and the inferno he had unleashed versus the termites. “Would a level fifteen fire mage have sufficient oomph?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, we have at least two dedicated fire mages. They should be free after lunch. Have a chat and see if they can help.” His eyes fell on the second of Beau’s sidekicks. The plant mage. Daniel smiled. “You ready to work?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Now that we’re going to survive.” 
 
    “Get everything prepared. I should have a couple of hours in the afternoon.” The man deflated. “You need to go with the cooks. Grab some help. Probably set up something in the apartments. Pots, water, organise it all.” the man gulped.  
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “Food’s important. Plus, Cirano and Judy are going to want to have input in what we grow.” Judy was their second chef, a lovely older lady. 
 
    Daniel turned to the last person waiting, which was Cindy. “And?” 
 
    She grinned confidently. “I was hoping to discuss your traps. I’ve heard a lot about them, and I might have some ideas about improvements.” 
 
    “Later today. I’ve got an errand to run first.”  
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    He looked around, but no one else seemed to be waiting to speak to him. “Ivey, let’s go.” 
 
    They hurried out. It was finally time to work out what was in the chest. Of course, Daniel already had seen some of it, but without an identification skill, he couldn’t see whether what was in the case was junk or something important. They got to the stairwell before everyone else, and with Ivey’s white light illuminating the space, they started climbing.  
 
    At floor thirty, they left the stairwell and went up the vine stairwell he had built to the next level.   
 
    “Cindy likes you.” 
 
    Daniel stumbled as he misjudged a step-in response. He turned to face Ivey.  
 
    She had a teasing look on her face. Then she curled her finger through her hair. “I was hoping to discuss traps with you…” she said, doing more than a passable parody of Cindy’s voice. “You should definitely see if there is anything more than surface attraction.”  
 
    “I’m not interested.”  
 
    “Bah.” 
 
    “And you’re really going to be stepping in as my wingman?” 
 
    “Girl,” she corrected absently. “I’m not invested either way, but if you want to, she can be yours… you just need to… you know… talk traps with her.” Ivey laughed uproariously. 
 
    “Does this mean I need to return the favour and try to set you up with someone?” 
 
    “No.” Her head shook vigorously. “That would be weird.” 
 
    “Weird, huh.” 
 
    “Yep.” He looked at her and she kept walking up the steps, completely oblivious to the double standards.  
 
    With a shrug, he took a couple of quick steps to get ahead of her. While there was supposed to be nothing threatening, it was his job to meet it if there was. Plus, he wanted to know what was actually in the chest.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15  
 
    It was a long trip up to floor forty-three where the chest was. 
 
    “So, who is prettier, Cindy or Tamara?” Ivey teased. 
 
    “She has a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Tamara then.” 
 
    “Let it go.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” She laughed. “Plus, you’re not the type to bury your feelings. Ask her.” 
 
    “Ask her? How am I supposed to do that?” Daniel said in exasperation. “Tamara, do you want to go to the movies? Oh, that’s out. Dancing? None of that either. How about a restaurant? No, there aren’t any of them left.” 
 
    “The last one works. Judy will make you something special and I’m sure I can get volunteers to act as a server. There will be some fine wine or champagne that we can scavenge from an apartment. Pick a clean room, and get Chua to give it a once over. Make sure it has a view of the CBD, you can make a fancy table and chairs. A girl would swoon.” 
 
    “Boyfriend.” 
 
    “Jayden,” Ivey wrinkled her nose. “I used to like the guy, but even then, I didn’t think that those two were a long-term prospect.” 
 
    “They travelled here together.” 
 
    Ivey stopped suddenly and pulled him to a halt. “People break up. We’re in an apocalypse. A relationship that worked in the old world won’t necessarily work now.” 
 
    “I just…” 
 
    “Stop being a pussy.” 
 
    “You can’t say that.” Daniel objected. 
 
    “Tamara’s interested. Stop being noble… or get with Cindy; a bit of jealousy might make Tamara take matters into her own hands. Yeah, given your sensibility, that’s probably the best way forward.” 
 
    “I’m not doing that.”  
 
    Ivey laughed. “I know. I’ve been in your head. You’re not that type, or I would never have suggested it.”  
 
    They walked in silence. He couldn’t tell what Ivey was thinking, but his own thoughts turned to Jayden. With that mind-control ability he had, there was no way Tamara was taking matters into her own hands.  
 
    Daniel remembered Beau. 
 
    The swinging legs. It had been the right decision then… and for Jayden. If he put aside the whole Tamara complication, what he was doing was worse, wasn’t it?   
 
    They arrived on the last floor. Daniel glanced askance at the pile of human bodies. They weren’t looking at him anymore. He did not know why he had reacted the way he had the previous night. Ivey went straight past them into the room with the chest and threw it open. 
 
    Her eyes gazed over the contents. 
 
    “Well?” he asked, unable to help himself.  
 
    Ivey’s eyes went unfocused, and he noticed she started touching the items and moving them around. She put her hand down and pulled. What he had thought was just part of the box and providing support to display the stones opened up and revealed a variety of tools. “It’s good.” Her voice was quiet and focused. “More than I expected. I think the system has adjusted for our circumstances.” 
 
    “And?” he asked expectantly. 
 
    She pointed at the rocks that had perplexed him earlier. “These are memory stones. They give a mixture of spells and professional skills. All basic, but everything helps.” 
 
    “Like what?” While he loved his lightning, throwing fireballs seemed pretty awesome. 
 
    “Five professions,” Ivey told him. “Two stones for each.” 
 
    “Which?” 
 
    She looked annoyed at the interruption. “Leatherworker,” she pointed, “Tailor, blacksmith, chef and,” she smiled while pointing toward the last one. “Enchanter.” 
 
    “Like proper, I learn it and I can make a sword give two plus Strength?” 
 
    “Yep, primarily enchanters use cores to create magic.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, I want,” he went to grab one, but Ivey slapped his hand.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You can’t use them.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course,” her voice went waspish. 
 
     Daniel grabbed the enchanting stone, and then looked questioningly at her. 
 
    “They are not delicate,” she admitted.  
 
    “How do I use it?” 
 
    “I’ve already told you: They rely on functional interfaces to work. You don’t have the required part.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Ivey’s eyes were going over the various stones in front of her. She was frowning slightly.  
 
    “What are those?” There were ten of them as well, and then a third pile of ten. 
 
    “Combat spells and fighting techniques.” 
 
    “Can we use them to convert non-combat classes?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ivey’s hands settled on one of the spell stones. “Unfortunately, they’re all basic.” She raised the stone to her head, and it glowed, and Daniel watched it dissolve away in her hand.  
 
    Curiously, he mimicked her behaviour, raising the enchanter stone to his forehead. Nothing happened, just like Ivey had said. “What spell?” 
 
    “A shield spell. Basic is not powerful, but it has niche occasions when it will be useful.”  
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Small insects, poisonous gas, spider webs.” She giggled. 
 
    “That…” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Everyone knows you got tangled.” 
 
    “What about the weapons?” Daniel inclined his head towards the last items in the box.  
 
    “Basic, most of them have small attribute gains.”  
 
    “Something for me?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “You can use the weapons, but you won’t get the attribute gains. I think these are for you and Dave.” She pulled out two daggers. They were long and ended at a sharp point. 
 
    “What do they do?” 
 
    “They’re sharp.” 
 
    “That’s it?” he raised his eyebrows in shock. 
 
    “They’re good blades,” Ivey said defensively. “They’re common quality, like everything else; but instead of an attribute bonus, they have a sharpness enchantment.” 
 
    Daniel took one of them, and they looked sharp. He used it on the floor, and it cut through the carpet effortlessly and scored the concrete underneath. It definitely cut easier than any weapon he had ever used. That made him feel a little happier.  
 
    “You grabbing anything else personally?” he asked her. “Maybe something to help you fight.” 
 
    She hesitated. Then shook her head. “I’m a healer, not a fighter. My mana is better spent on saving someone’s life. Let’s take the memory stones down with us and send someone else to collect everything else.” She nodded at the backpack Daniel carried.  
 
    Daniel did as encouraged and started packing them.  
 
    “How do you want me to use them?” she asked finally. 
 
    Daniel quirked an eyebrow at her. 
 
    There was a long pause. She flushed. “I’m not always bossy.” Daniel stayed silent. “I think we should give them to non-combatants to turn them into fighters.” 
 
    “Will that make them as good as the specialised classes?” 
 
    Ivey laughed. “Not even close. They’re sort of what you would get at level one.”  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You want to do something different, don’t you.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he admitted.  
 
    “We need more fighters. Anything else is dumb.” 
 
    Daniel shrugged.  
 
    “Is one of them staff or spear fighting?” 
 
    “Sure, take one for your non-girlfriend.” 
 
    “And for Luke.” 
 
    “Nepotism? Favouring the people you’ve known longer.”
“Of course. Everyone else is only alive because of those first guys.”  
 
    “Fine, they can get something, but spear fighting won’t help Luke. He’s already got that from his class.” 
 
    “We need more…” 
 
    “We need everything.” Daniel interrupted, knowing she was going to say fighters. “Not just fighting.” 
 
    Ivey hesitated. “I thought your plan was to escape to the country?” 
 
    “It is… but.” Daniel trailed off. 
 
    “You’re thinking there’s no safety.” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “I’m planning in case we’re stuck here for months.” 
 
    “We still require more fighters,” Ivey said mysteriously. 
 
    “Maybe,” Daniel agreed without yielding. 
 
    Ivey grabbed his arm. “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    “I need to think it through,” Daniel answered cautiously. “First, anyone with a non-combatant class who is currently fighting gets a stone; then, volunteers who want to fight more; and then the rest to the squad leaders.” 
 
    Ivey let him go and walked thoughtfully behind him. “Ok. That’s sensible.”  
 
    “The toolsets go to the existing experts. The professional stones go to non-combat classes whose current skills are not being put to use but who have been helping with manual labour around the place.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    “I expected you to argue more.” 
 
    Ivey shrugged. “I’m not going to disagree just to get my way.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    She flashed him a smile to show she was not offended. “That you should be. What’s your plan for the rest of the day?” 
 
    “Get the moth traps functioning. Create more seed weapons. Plan that attack on the zombies. Deal with Jayden; and inspire everyone in the community to work harder. Not much really.” 
 
    “I’ll take point on the last.” 
 
    “That’d be great.” 
 
    When they passed floor twenty-six, there were sounds of fighting coming through the open door. Daniel listened briefly, but there were no sounds of panic, and then a small cheer.  
 
    “Priscilla is saying five more,” Tamara yelled, and the exuberance that had bubbled out dropped off. 
 
    Ivey pushed him to keep going, and he did as instructed and went down to twenty-five. 
 
    “I’m going down to twenty-one, if you can send down people with useful skills whose work is portable. That would be great. Only four to man the traps.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Yep. I’ll be back for lunch,” he called over his shoulder as he collected the failed seed weapons. While his first attempt had failed to initiate the process that transformed them, the materials were still there; and with his new understanding, he was confident that he could take the half-formed weapons and finish them.  
 
    He got down to twenty-one and spent a few minutes checking over the moth traps. Only four of them, but it was for a proof of concept. The traps were in full working order, and he would discuss with the volunteers how to use them when they got down. He put in place a thin pinhole to allow them to see through the trap and identify when a moth had flown into it. 
 
    “Hello, Daniel.” He jumped and turned to see Trudy coming toward him. He was surprised at her being selected. After all, she had a farmer’s class and there were not many farms going around. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Trudy, why are you here?” Daniel asked straight out. 
 
    “Levels,” she answered curtly. 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “Because if you’re growing stuff, rather than manipulating wood, I can help.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Specifically, a skill I can get on my next level up. It’s designed for enriching the soil of an entire paddock to foster growth. Everything a plant needs, including water, and it’s a channelled spell.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Usually if you grow a tree in a pot, it will eventually struggle because of a lack of nutrients. If I use this skill, it’ll grow perfectly forever. Of course, if the wind blows, it’ll topple over because it does not have the base to support, but that’s a different issue.” She paused slightly out of breath. “When you were building the magpie web, you had to get water and fertiliser. This ability I’m getting won’t require that, and it’s ridiculously efficient, particularly with water.”  
 
    “You’re here because it’ll help me?” 
 
    Trudy shook her head. “I’m here because it’ll help the community and boost you.” She saw his expression and her face softened. “Don’t be a baby. I’m here to ensure we get the most out of your gift.”  
 
    “Where’s your baby?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Elaine’s looking after him and giving me a break. Ivey said I should do this. So, we’re your volunteers.”  
 
    Daniel noticed the three other people who had come down. “Are you all here for similar reasons?” 
 
    Trudy smiled. “As I understand it, that’s what you asked for.” 
 
    He stood awkwardly. They were older than him and he was very much their boss. 
 
    “This is Richard,” Trudy said and pulled forward an old man. 
 
    “Monster guy, right?” 
 
    The man chuckled nervously, pushing his glasses up, but everyone could see that they no longer had lenses. Some nervous tic had made him keep the glasses. “Monster identifier.” 
 
    “What will extra levels give you?” 
 
    He swallowed. “I’ll focus on abilities to identify weakness in larger monsters to let us fight the lizard. I’m also the lowest level here. I’m only thirteen, and getting two levels to fifteen will upgrade me a lot.” 
 
    “Now we also have, Borris,” Trudy continued and nodded to the seventy-year-old who had followed them in and then deviated to study the traps curiously. Daniel liked him. He was big and solid with laugh wrinkles in the corner of his eyes. “Borris, are you a fighter…” 
 
    “Too old for that nonsense.” 
 
    “He has a class called Permanency Master.” Trudy explained.  
 
    “I guess the best description is that I upgrade the toughness of materials. Give me a few hours and I can enhance a stone wall patched together with cheap mortar and turn it into something a battering ram will bounce off.” 
 
    “Wood as well?” 
 
    “Everything,” Borris promised. “And every level improves both efficiency and effectiveness.” 
 
    “I might get you to help me with some of the weapons I’m making.” 
 
    Borris nodded. “My skills should help. Personally, I think it’s why young Ivey sent me down. It’ll become tougher guaranteed, but the downside is that it might increase the weight, but that’s hardly a problem, is it?” 
 
    “Nope, almost a feature.”  
 
    “Finally, we have—” 
 
    “We know each other,” Daniel said coldly, looking at the plant researcher who had been part of Beau’s group. 
 
    “Ivey figured you could supercharge some of Jordan’s experiments, and his skills might end up being important. Ivey told me to mention ‘life-draining vines with thorns’.” 
 
    That got Daniel’s interest immediately. 
 
    “Yeah, she said you’d react like that.” Trudy laughed. 
 
    “I can’t do that now, but I have,” Jordan pulled out a lot of seeds, “a starting point.”. 
 
    “Fine,” Daniel said finally. “Does this mean Jordan has been pulling his weight?” he asked Trudy, knowing that he was being rude and not really caring that much. 
 
    “It’s only been a day and a half, but yes,” Trudy answered. 
 
    “I can confirm,” Borris agreed. “Jordie’s been working hard.” 
 
    With a sigh, Daniel turned to the boxes he had constructed. “We can start the side projects later, but for now let me explain. You know the moths in the stairwell?” 
 
    Not one of them reacted. 
 
    Borris cleared his throat. “We were told to stay away, and I saw the woodwork you’ve put in to lock them down on twenty-four and twenty-five.” 
 
    Daniel smiled tightly. “There are thousands of these moths. I reckon our fighting group can take on about five at a time; any more, we’ll be overwhelmed and killed.” 
 
    “But they’re trapped in there, right?” Trudy asked. 
 
    “Correct, but if five are that powerful, then that’s lots of experience per kill. So, I built these.” He tapped the machines proudly. “Last night, I killed almost forty of them.” 
 
    “Do you sleep, Daniel?” 
 
    He looked at Trudy. “Only a little. I think the event changed my biology. It doesn’t matter,” he said hurriedly when he saw Trudy’s mothering gene about to be expressed. 
 
    “This is how they work. You each get one. First you prime it.” Daniel pulled up on the big lever and the internal jaws in the trap separated. He could do this with his plant magic, but he wanted the traps to be something he did not need to supervise; and the more effort they put into it, the more likely they were to get the lion’s share of the experience, which is what he was after. “When the lever is up fully like this, it’s armed. To let the moths in, you pull this up.” He tapped a handle on the back of the trap. Daniel knelt. “And then from here you can look through the pinhole and see if a moth has come through. If it has, you trap it by pushing the handle down. Then you jump on the lever till it’s dead.” 
 
    “How do you know if it’s dead?” Borris asked.
“You’ll hear it if it’s alive. Believe me, they’ve got sound magic, and they make a racket.”  
 
    “Before we start killing. I want to show you how you clean it.” He moved to the next sample. “First handle is down fully.” He pointed. “This is an extra barrier.” Daniel showed them how to do it. “Then you release the front.” He tapped it, tried to open it, and nothing happened. “This is a safety feature; you can only open the trap up if the main trap door to the staircase is down.” After sliding it shut, he opened the trap up. “As you can see, those are the killing sheets that would have squashed the moth,” he pointed to them. “To clean the machine, you need them open.” He pulled them apart. 
 
    “That’s some damn nasty-looking teeth,” Borris observed. 
 
    Daniel nodded proudly. “That they are.” He reached in and used the rough brush he had created to push out the moth parts into the bucket he had grabbed from one of the cleaning cupboards. “Grab the core.” He picked it out and tossed it over toward where his backpack lay. “Reassemble and we’re done.” 
 
    “Questions?” 
 
    “How safe is it?” Trudy asked finally. 
 
    “Safer than most things in this world. But….,” Daniel shrugged. “ I’ll be around, and I think I can kill one if it survives.” 
 
    “About it being alive?” Borris asked. 
 
    “Trust me you’ll know. They make lots of noise, and the lever won’t be fully down.” 
 
    Borris nodded. 
 
    “Okay, prepare your traps, and call me over before opening the path to the stairwell.” 
 
    Daniel spent the next two minutes getting everything ready. While Daniel was double-checking the traps they had put together, Jordan, Richard and Borris started moving plant boxes and laying them next to Jordan’s traps. 
 
    “Water,” Daniel called out. They brought back a lot of water bottles. Not perfect, he needed to get one of the ice mages down here. 
 
    One by one, the traps were clicked into action. 
 
    “Borris?” 
 
    “Yes boss.” 
 
    Daniel handed him a sword. It was well-made, but he had not invested any cores into it yet. “Work your magic.” Daniel was in two minds about whether Borris could help. The process of the sword becoming a sapient seed already toughened the weapon, but it was worth checking.  
 
    There was no humming, so Daniel went and sat next to Jordan. The man flinched back. He had not forgotten spending an entire night bound and waiting for Daniel to come and kill him. “What do you need from me?” The man looked down, studied the pinhole, and refused to make eye contact. 
 
    Daniel clicked his fingers. Jordan jumped.  
 
    He frowned at that response. “Mate, the fact you’re here getting this opportunity means you’re good.” There was no reaction from Jordan; instead, the other man was pretending to peer into the pinhole. 
 
    “Bloody oath. What’s wrong with you?”  
 
    Jordan jumped. 
 
    Daniel took a calming breath. “I’m sorry I raised my voice. I’ll try not to do it again, and I get what you’re feeling. You were scared, trapped in a world you didn’t want to be in. Beau offered a way out, and you followed along. I won’t ever condone that, but at some level I understand.” Daniel paused; sweat was running down the man’s brow. “All I can promise is that I’m going to judge you by what you’ve achieved since.” 
 
    “I’ve tried to help, but I haven’t done anything of note. And I wake up screaming because you come instead of Ivey and…” 
 
    “I’m not about to apologise. Beau was there to kill me. You stood in my blind spot ready to use an axe I created to murder me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have swung.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have.” Jordan protested. “And you left me there all night. I thought I was going to die.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you deserved it?” Daniel whispered harshly. “And more.” 
 
    Jordan swallowed. “Yes. I can’t believe I followed him. But the nightmares are real.” 
 
    “So are the moths and ferals.” 
 
    “And class two monsters,” Richard interrupted. “That’s what we all need to worry about.” 
 
    “See,” Daniel said. “There are worse things out there than me.” He tried not to smile threateningly. “You’ve been given a new chance by me – twice. Once, when I rescued you from your room; and then I spared you. Stop wallowing and do your fucking job!” 
 
    Jordan looked at him in anger, responding to the way Daniel had addressed him. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Daniel said more warmly. “Get some fire in you.” 
 
    “But you said if I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “The fact Ivey sent you down here tells me plenty. You’ve obviously helped where you could and now together, we’re going to use your skills to make a difference. You’ll pay us back what you owe.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “Good,” Daniel patted him on the back. “Today we concentrate on food; and when we’ve got a solution, we’ll rotate to making something more fun. You know, some diabolic horror to help us kill things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You’re the one with the special class. Vines with thorns, others that can suck the life out of an animal, maybe poisons to tip arrows with, pollen that sends people to sleep, and laser flowers that can fry people. Use your imagination.”  
 
    Jordan looked up, his eyes unfocused, then shook his head. “At least two of those I can’t do.” 
 
    Daniel laughed. That meant he could do most of them. “Then we just need to get you more levels till you can.” 
 
    “Or better ideas.” 
 
    “Are you knocking my laser flowers?”  
 
    Jordan chuckled. “Just another three or four levels and it’ll be easy.” 
 
    “More seriously, we won’t know what we can do till we try. And we might as well aim for something outlandish. We might not hit our target, but what we get will be better than if we set our sights low. So once more, what the fuck do you need from me?” Daniel kept his voice low and unthreatening despite using vulgarity and sporting a broad grin that covered his face. 
 
    Deliberately, Daniel dropped his eyes to the pot. “Today, food. Something nice to eat, filling, and fast-growing. How I help is I can grow a seed to maturity as often as required.”  
 
    Jordan nodded and fiddled with a whole host of seed packets. Some were the sort he had seen in supermarkets and the others were in zip lock baggies with some scrawled names on them. “One or two flowers for each of these.” 
 
    Daniel took the offered seeds to put them in the soil and focused for only a moment. From each seed, a stem broke the surface, rising to about a finger length above the dirt before two buds appeared and blossomed.  
 
    “Wow,” Jordan whispered in amazement. “How much mana is that costing you?” 
 
    Daniel consulted his internal lake and shrugged internally. “It’s already back at full. As I said, I can do it indefinitely.”  
 
    “Really?” There was excitement in the other man’s voice. “That means I can make dozens of generations every hour. That will save weeks or months.” Energy gathered around Jordan’s hands, flowing and dancing over the flowers. One by one, each flower closed. Jordan wiped the sweat off his brow. His eyes were pinched. “That takes a lot out of me.” 
 
    “What now?”  
 
    “We grow the next generation. Can you mature the seeds?” 
 
    Daniel barely had to think. The closed buds shrivelled up and when Jordan reached out and broke them, there was a new seed there. A bit of power flowed into it. “It’s viable, and producing this really didn’t affect your mana?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    They both looked towards Trudy. She had closed the trapdoor to seal the kill box and was hurrying to use the lever. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The same sonic vibration Daniel had experienced started up, but louder than before, because of the open pinhole. Trudy slammed the lever down. There was a hiccup to the noise till it restarted at a different pitch, broken but not dead.  
 
    Annoyance flashed on Trudy’s face, but she yanked the plank of wood up and down again. Another pause in the buzz, and then it started up, stopped, and stuttered. It sounded like an engine without quite enough battery to start. The hum would start up and then splutter to silence. Trudy used the lever, wrenching it up and down like the old way of pumping water from a well. The noise ceased completely, and she slammed the lever down twice more.  
 
    Daniel got up and walked over and then held the club over the pinhole. He could feel it using its powers to assess and confirm the moth was dead. “It’s dead,” Daniel informed them. “Usually, you would wait five minutes monitoring to make sure, but because I’m here, we can go sooner. “ 
 
    Abruptly, Priscilla’s thoughts were prodding him. Asking him to open a connection.  
 
    “Give me a moment,” he said and then shut his eyes and let her in. 
 
    And— 
 
    Almost jumped backwards as a giant mouth came towards him… 
 
    Priscilla crackled in glee at his moment of panic and then the giant mouth bumped into him… The overlap of his human sensibilities and the mouse’s perception was terrifying. That muzzle was the size of a minibus. Then it licked… nudged… Daniel’s heart was thumping even though he knew what he was seeing was Finigan.  
 
    The image disappeared, but the connection didn’t. 
 
    Come, come. 
 
    There was an impression of them fighting together as a family. Priscilla, Finigan, Daniel and even the club were all welcome. A large part of him regretted the decision to allow Finigan to be upstairs to fight with the others. Priscilla had been required, but the dog hadn’t been; and they had only been connected for a few hours. It would have been nice to spend time together to bond more fully.  
 
    Priscilla was oblivious to his feelings, or maybe she wanted to revel in the fact Finigan was with her instead of him. It was hard to tell. She started by sending a vision of Finigan crouched down, lying on his stomach, and Priscilla was positioned between his front paws.  
 
    The mouse then looked around, and there were a lot of people standing, ready to fight. Then her eyes went further. Restraint nettings were in place and traps were on the ground. Even though he could not see her, Daniel could imagine Janice opening the door and then retreating into a cavity and letting the spear hide her while the Zombies were prodded by the sudden noise and probably the smell to attack. 
 
    “What is it?” Trudy asked.  
 
    Daniel disengaged from the connection. “They’re about to fight some zombies upstairs, and Priscilla wanted to know if I could come and join them.”  
 
    “They’ll be okay,” Trudy told him. “Plus, they need the confidence to fight without you, and Luke’s no idiot.”  
 
    I can’t come now, he thought back to his cute mouse. 
 
    But… but… another image of the dog and the offer of a chip from her next packet if he came straight away.  
 
    Daniel shot back with the counter of the big bad zombies below them coming up the stairwells and getting free if Daniel did not keep working. It was only sort of a lie; what he was doing now would let him focus on the feral problem below during the afternoon.  
 
    There was an immediate image of Priscilla growing huge like the other dog had done, and then stomping on the big bad zombies and flattening them. Daniel was not sure about the physics because if she got that big, she would not fit in the hotel corridors. 
 
    Really? He thought back. 
 
    A sense of embarrassment. Priscilla acknowledged she did not have any skills that would let her grow. That she might have been exaggerating. 
 
    But come soon. She cut the connection hurriedly. 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “They’ll be fine,” he muttered. 
 
    “They certainly will,” Trudy agreed before she expertly pulled apart the trap, cleaned it and reset it. Daniel monitored and when it was all done, he reassured his new protégé, “I can confirm it’s ready.” 
 
    She pulled up the trapdoor and Daniel went back to Jordan. Of the flowers he had previously grown, all but one had been processed.  
 
    “Didn’t need that,” Jordan said gruffly at his look. “I’ve planted the seeds, and I want three flowers for each of them.” 
 
    Priscilla reached out again, sending an image of Finigan. He had red liquid on the muzzle and Daniel could sense how proud the mouse was of her mount.  
 
    A second image appeared of Finigan attacking a zombie covered in earth armour. The dog leapt and grabbed hold of a wrist that had been holding half a chair to be used as a weapon. Earth armour cracked under the assault and the teeth had dug in. The surprise attack had pulled the zombie off balance; and then radiating out from Finigan’s attack, the earth armour had failed, and everyone else had piled on. Then they were back to real-time, and Priscilla casually glanced around. He got the impression of sprawled zombies, broken netting, and an empty corridor. Then she looked further, and Luke was chatting with Tamara, Ivey, and Dave.  
 
    The connection died.  
 
    Internally, he replayed the brief flash of images. At least four dead zombies. There had been no concern or fear from any of the people walking by. Tamara had been in an animated conversation with Luke. “They won the battle,” he said out loud, then under his magic the flowers blossomed just like he had been asked to do. “Anything else?” he asked Jordan. 
 
    The plant researcher shook his head. “No, I’ll be all right for a half-hour.” 
 
    A buzz of energy came down his bond. 
 
    Priscilla? 
 
    There was a brief image of the mouse fleeing down the corridor. She glanced back and there were multiple zombies chasing her. After she ran around the corner, there was a view of a clump of humans. He saw lightning, fire, and bent bows. Amusement radiated from the mouse even as she cut the connection.  
 
    She was busy and having fun! 
 
    Daniel finished the first sapient seed weapon and started on the second.  
 
    There was a flash of excitement from the mouse. Had Luke concluded the battle? At Daniel’s prompting, Priscilla opened up a visual, and he saw two white paws heading for his head. She zipped to the side and then dodged the paws again before pouncing on a fluffy brown tail. Priscilla scrambled up the tail even as the dog spun around and tried to dislodge her. Then she reached just between the ears.  
 
    The dog stopped spinning and charged forward, jumping up and down. Sheer joy came from Priscilla as she rode the small animal. Daniel thought it was how he would feel if he was riding the dragon from The Never-Ending Story. As the dog sprinted, he could see small groups of people spread out along the corridors, no doors missing though some were clearly forced open. 
 
    The image that was being sent to him ended with a final burst of happiness. 
 
    Given how they were spread out along the corridor, the floor had been cleared and they were looking for any usable plunder, most likely food supplies.  
 
    Humming to himself, Daniel returned to creating a seed weapon. This one was going to be a shield. A basic version, because he wanted additional practice before creating Luke’s shield. The first stage was complete. He had the design; the wood had been reinforced to the right levels of density, strength, and flexibility along with a single hulk core that was centred in the middle of the shield. His mana was full, and there was nothing else to do but pump the special energy into the spell. The image was about protection and survivability by the shield. Under his careful focus, energy soaked in; and all too soon, his mana was empty, But when he touched it, the wood was moving internally.  
 
    He checked all the traps and was happy to discover that none of them had degraded as far as he could tell. Borris’s trap had actually been improved.  
 
    Jordan called him over, and his seeds grew and flowered; then Jordan did his thing, and Daniel, with a flick of his mind, created the extra flowers he needed.  
 
    Jordan looked up and then cleared his throat. “You have a visitor.”  
 
    “What?” Daniel followed his gaze and saw it was Tamara, looking regal and like a true sorceress with her fancy staff. “Excuse me,” he said absently, standing and walking over to her. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She beamed at him. “I came to say sorry for earlier and to bring your queen and prince back.” She handed Priscilla over to him. Finigan was behind her. “Also, about breakfast.” She hesitated. “Jayden can be a brat sometimes, but his heart’s in the right place.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to disagree.” 
 
    She caught his eye, smiled sadly, and then nodded. She knew there was something wrong with her relationship. “Fair enough. How’s everything down here?” 
 
    Daniel glanced back at the four volunteers Ivey had sent. “Everyone here has gotten at least one kill. Jordan and I are making great progress on a better food solution.” 
 
    “Jordan?” She looked over at the man and her face showed horror. She looked away hurriedly and lowered her voice. “I still can’t believe that happened.”  
 
    “Beau?” he guessed, figuring that was the only thing that could have gotten that response as she linked Jordan with the other man. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. It had disturbed him too, but there was no point dwelling on it. Sometimes it was best to sweep the ugliness under the carpet. “Society breaking down does funny things to people.” 
 
    “How can you be so blasé? Not only did you not exile them. You’re working with one of them.” 
 
    “Shh,” Daniel cautioned and shot a look over toward Jordan, who was purposely not listening to their conversation. “He feels bad. When we spoke earlier, he was trembling. Was absolutely terrified of me.”  
 
    “So, he should be,” Tamara stated passionately. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have,” Daniel hesitated, trying to find the words. “…expected you to be so violent toward someone.” Tamara was on edge. There was a savage current running through her. “Is something bothering you? Is this about Jayden this morning?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her face was flushed, and she was not making eye contact with him. His guess was accurate. 
 
    “Wait, are you embarrassed now?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She definitely was. Rattled by the change in the world, and the overlap with the changes in her relationship, and then embarrassed when Daniel pointed it out. For a moment, he wondered if subconsciously she was aware of the mind control. 
 
    “The event changed people,” Daniel told her gently. “What worked pre-event doesn’t now. Society’s changed; everyone has changed. It’s all different, but it can be hard letting go of the past.” 
 
    Tamara did a little shudder and shut her eyes, and her hand at her side found his. Their fingers linked momentarily. 
 
    “I know Dan. But the past is hard to let go. How have you done it?” 
 
    “I stay busy. And I don’t have any reminders of my past nearby to bind me.”  
 
    Her hand left his to flick away a strand of hair. “I should try that more.” 
 
    “To be busy?” 
 
    “And not be bound by the past.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m trying to give up morals and concepts that no longer make sense. Move on. Embrace the new reality.” 
 
    “I’m not good at that.”  
 
    “Nor am I.”  
 
    She was looking down. “Should I break it—” 
 
    “IT’S ALIVE!” Trudy screamed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Daniel looked over in shock to see what was happening. Trudy was screaming and running away from an open trap with a live moth crawling out of it.  
 
    “To me,” Daniel yelled and started running at them. 
 
    This was bad. Trudy was not a fighter and had not been present when the combat group had been briefed on the moths’ skills prior to the one they had fought in the corridor upstairs. She hadn’t been taught the moth’s tricks. 
 
    There was a distortion, and a green tether connected Trudy with the moth. 
 
    That trick! 
 
    He needed to separate Trudy from the moth as soon as possible. Else, it would exponentially drain her life force and use that energy to heal itself. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    She did not know what that tether did, but she noticed it sticking to her. She looked confused and disastrously slowed down. Her hand was slapping at the tether and while the light was physically broken as her fingers went through it. The thing snapped back into existence the moment the obstacle was removed; and Daniel suspected that if you blocked it more completely, it would only reform on a more looped path.  
 
    She came to a halt.  
 
    “No, run!” Daniel yelled. 
 
    Her instinct to stop and fight the link was exactly the opposite of what she was supposed to do. For the green tethers, you needed to open the distance between you and the moth to break them. If you allowed it to persist for too long, it would literally suck all the life out of you.  
 
    “Run!” He shouted once more but wasn’t sure if anyone could interpret what he said, given how slow the world was. He was pretty sure that he sounded like a chipmunk or at least a low-pitched version of one.  
 
    One step.  
 
    Trudy had stopped and even took a small step toward the moth. Her eyes were completely fixated on the green tether, and she had turned to face it.  
 
    Memories of Anthony echoed in his head. Gabby, Zach, and the baby; he would not orphan all three.  
 
    He clocked Speed to its maximum to help him go faster. The most important thing he could do right now was to get Trudy away from the moth, in order to break the tether before the life drain snowballed to the point it killed her.  
 
    Zach’s bravery and his exuberance strengthened his resolve. Gabby’s vulnerability spurred him to move faster. He had to separate Trudy from the moth; and even if she got hurt a little, things like broken bones were not that much of a concern when there was magical healing.  
 
    Fractured bones did not matter. That single thought went through Daniel’s head, and he knew what had to be done.  
 
    It took him another three steps to reach her, but he was moving so fast that the moth was still partially in the trap and Trudy’s hand was only coming back to break the tether for the second time.  
 
    You have to be alive to be healed, he reminded himself. Save her first and then apologise later.  
 
    Strength. 
 
    He grabbed Trudy by the waist, spun, and threw her up the corridor away from the moth. It was going to be the fastest way to get her to safety. At the last moment, he altered his throw to target a running Jordan, figuring that if she landed on him, he would cushion her and prevent anything too vital from being shattered. 
 
    For an instant, he dropped speed and strength to watch. Her legs and arms went flailing. It was sort of like she was swimming in the air, but her relatively light weight and his enhanced strength had done their bit. She was flying, and the green tether was finishing. Her back cracked against the roof and Daniel winced, but it was only a glancing blow and barely altered her trajectory. She was still going to hit Jordan; and based on when the tether to Trudy had broken, that would be more than far enough.  
 
    The green tether broke and Daniel ramped speed up to full once more. His curious gaze had cost him a couple of seconds.    
 
    He turned to face the moth. It had completely extracted itself from the box but was not flying. Instead, it was tumbling to the floor, its wings not functioning properly. While they were broken for flying, to the extent that they aided its magic, they looked undamaged. Black energy danced over them, seemingly unaffected by the tattered holes.  
 
    Daniel summoned lightning, and it crackled over the club as the weapon took control of the magic. The moth, with a sixth sense, turned to face him; and courtesy of his skill, it was like it was moving in slow motion.  
 
    The instruction to shut his eyes was sent by the club, and he did exactly that.   
 
    There was a white flash that penetrated through his eyelids. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    He opened his eyes with bright patches of colours floating in front of his face, interfering with his vision. But he could sort of see. Electricity played over the moth’s wings, and that building blackness had dissipated, with the lightning having successfully disrupted whatever spell the monster had been preparing to cast.  
 
    Instructions came into his head. There was a sense of exactly what to do from the club. The moth was injured. Its sonic organ was destroyed. One wing was torn, and several legs were missing. Providing they stopped it from using magic, they would win, even with Daniel’s coming crash from overusing speed and strength.  
 
    Daniel followed the instructions, knowing he had held speed at maximum output for twenty metres and had used full power to throw Trudy. He knew he was going to regret the excess shortly, but he needed to win the fight first. 
 
    He pushed off, trying to travel the three metres separating him and the moth and a little further as quickly as possible. Just as his feet passed it, he slid, baseball-style like the professionals did to get on a base, and then swung the club down. The club distorted, growing into a single, long, sharp point sort of like a unicorn, and Daniel targeted a crack the weapon had identified in the main abdomen of the insect. The point penetrated like it was going into flesh, then slammed into the ground. Daniel couldn’t tell whether he had pierced the exoskeleton on the other side or not, but it did not matter.  
 
    He absorbed the backlash and then focused on keeping the spike pressed against the hard floor. It was vital that the monster did not slip off. The entire episode happened in an instant and then he was sliding past the insect, but the spike was in it successfully, and the club changed its shape slightly to hook the inside carapace preventing itself from being dislodged. As he slid, a victim of his immense speed, the insect was dragged with him. 
 
    Speed broke, and it felt like an elephant was sitting on his back. He lay sprawled out on the carpet, one hand on the club and his eyes opened so he could see the moth.  
 
    An ice missile slammed into the moth and his club. The shaft jerked in his hands, but ropey vines had extended to lock it in his hand.  
 
    Darkness once more expanded from the centre of the monster to its extremities.  
 
    He sucked in a breath, watching helplessly as the spell spread and then the darkness went from the wings to gather on an antenna.  
 
    He felt the club draw on his raw magic and flex in a way that he recognised was its new anti-magic spell. The fact it was embedded in the moth helped. and the gathering darkness burst like a bubble, dispersing in a nasty cloud that luckily only spread thirty centimetres, which meant it did not touch his skin.  
 
    Another ice missile hit.  
 
    A green glow started building around the moth. 
 
    The club’s reaction was immediate. It wanted to be gifted a pinch of lightning. Daniel acquiesced immediately. 
 
    A spark formed in his fist and then ran down the club; and just as the green solidified, Blood Drinker discharged the energy into the monster’s body. 
 
    There was the smell of a slightly charred insect, and the solid green that had been gathered shivered and then collapsed.  
 
    “Finish it,” he gasped, hoping that Tamara was coming closer to land her blows more effectively.  
 
    Another ice missile hit.  
 
    He saw a green glow forming once more, but faster than last time. Horror ran through Daniel, and he channelled lightning instantly, even before the club asked. This time it did not run along the club; instead, it almost teleported straight to the moth’s body. Electricity covered it, through Blood Drinker he felt when the life tether it was creating failed.  
 
    Tamara was running closer to them, shooting almost constant ice missiles. At every step, there was a crack and sizzle as the well-defined ice missiles shot from the end of Mystic Explosion. Each one hit the moth and caused his club to jolt. Then the magic of the moth would make the ice evaporate. That relentless barrage was almost enough to stop the moth from casting magic by itself.  
 
    Magic… Lightning… Lightning. Daniel responded to each instruction instantly when they came. Because every breath was not quite as much of a struggle, and the elephant on his back now only felt like a cow, Daniel figured the whole fight had lasted half a minute. Tamara had stopped walking forward and stood two metres away.  
 
    She ceased firing her ice missiles.  
 
    Satisfaction radiated through the club. 
 
    “It’s dead,” Tamara said shortly after. “I’m getting healing.” She spun and sprinted back the way she came.  
 
    Too close, was all Daniel felt as he closed his eyes. He could hear moaning that had to be Trudy and the deeper sounds of Jordan at the other end of the corridor.  
 
    At least they were alive. 
 
    He shut his eyes and practised meditating to control his breathing. There were footsteps.   
 
    “You okay, Daniel?” He recognised Carly’s voice.  
 
    “Yes,” he hissed. “Only exhaustion.” 
 
    With a tired groan, he rolled to a sitting position. Tamara had done what she had promised. Three healers had come down to help, but no Ivey. His eyes sought Trudy. Her face was whiter than normal, and she was not meeting his gaze, but she was alive.  
 
    Daniel patted the club. “Good job.” 
 
    There was the sound of more people coming down the stairs, and fighters turned the corner. Their weapons were not drawn, but they were clearly ready, seven on his count, plus the healers and then Alex at the back who, after seeing him, came straight over. 
 
    “We’re here on guard duty. Ivey and Luke said you guys should keep going.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s safe.” Trudy stammered. “I waited five minutes. The box didn’t hum once.” 
 
    “You broke that part of the moth,” Daniel explained. “It couldn’t do any of its sound attacks. But why didn’t you shut the trap when it moved?” 
 
    Horror went across her face. “I don’t know. I just panicked. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Can I suggest something?” Alex asked. “We’ve got back-up, but we play it safe, and from now on make sure there are two people opening up traps.” 
 
    Everyone nodded at that suggestion.  
 
    Daniel remembered the moth they had fought. “And if you ever have to fight a moth and you get linked to it with a green tether. Ignore everything else and run.” He turned to Trudy. “Sorry, I didn’t think to tell you.” 
 
    She swallowed heavily, but there was nothing to be said. She still needed experience, and there were moths to kill.  
 
    “Back to it.” Daniel ordered. Then he spun to face Jordan. “I assume that brief diversion has let you regenerate sufficient mana to keep going?” 
 
    “You didn’t have to throw her into me.” 
 
    “Sorry. You’re both alive.” Daniel shrugged helplessly as the context was clear: If he had to do it again, then he would. “Do you have mana?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jordan went straight over to his pots, a look of concentration on his face. 
 
    Then he cursed.  
 
    He jumped up and slapped down the trapdoor and then started to vigorously move the lever up and down. “Sorry, Daniel. It’s incredible experience and we want these working at a hundred per cent.” 
 
    Daniel waved the apology away. “It’s what we’re here for.” Once he was done, Daniel grew what Jordan asked and then fell back into the routine.  
 
    “Anyone need anything?” No one said a thing, and he knew he was procrastinating because he didn’t feel like starting another sapient seed weapon. It was a foolish fear; he was worried it was going to fail. But even if it did, all he would have to do is to start again.  
 
    It was because this one needed to be special, which was why he was worrying so much. His mana pool was full, and he picked up the shield that he was creating for Luke.  
 
    This time, he was confident that he knew what to do. Before even sending a trickle of power into the shield, Daniel thought about the image he wanted to create. Its recipient was easy. Luke was a tank. Shield plus weapon abilities. Presumably, Luke possessed a healthy quantity of defending skills. Mind you, Daniel did not know what that looked like. The example of tanking he had seen to date did not fill him with confidence. There was Captain Australia. whose main skill had been to propel himself at ridiculous speed against an enemy and unleash shield bash; and then against the termites, there was the memory of that massive tower shield being reduced to half its size as the bugs had munched through the bottom. Specifically, regarding magic defensive skills, Daniel was not sure he could recall the impact of any of them. They had been used in his presence, but apparently, they were subtle enough that they were invisible to his untrained eyes. 
 
    Neither of these examples were helpful to him, so Daniel needed to focus on a different way of thinking. What is the minimum that a shield needs to be able to do? It had to be held by someone and be capable of intercepting a blow without breaking. The basics were easy, but he guessed what he needed to focus on was what additional skills he wanted the shield to have. For example, his club’s ability to deform and create new shapes would not be that useful to a shield, while blocking magic attacks could save lives. 
 
    He connected his mind to the club.  
 
    Can you help me teach it magic blocking? 
 
    A tentative agreement came back to him, but unfortunately, it did not feel very confident. Maybe or maybe not. What else would be advantageous? Telekinesis to block blows, but there was no base of knowledge in him to gift the ability. While Innate Skill scan said he had the power, it was also locked and because it was something Daniel wanted to gain, every telekinesis core they had gotten had been given to him and then consumed immediately. The idea of him granting the weapon the ability was a pipe dream.  
 
    Daniel tried to remember what his mates had talked about. Shields that stopped the momentum of an attack. That felt like a computer game thing, and not possible in real life. Then there was reflect damage. How would that even work? Burn with flames, making the user stronger. The last two ideas Daniel was sure were viable, but he did not know how to create those effects. 
 
    What did he have to include? There was a scattering of teeth left that might do something and the moth cores. Dark, twisted life and sound magic, but if he could do none of the above traditional abilities that the magic shield granted, then helping it gain an offensive ability would have to be good enough. That twisted life, the green tether would be a useful ability to give a tank. If Luke could suck the life out of enemies, that would help; it would reduce the healing he needed. Also, if it was as powerful as what the moth could do, then it would also turn Luke into an offensive powerhouse. Sound could also be useful. It could distract and damage an enemy. Daniel could still remember the moth hurting his ears from within the trap. Dark magic? Well, Daniel did not think dark magic would help a tank, apart from letting him hurt his opponent. Maybe it could be used to blind an enemy, but he did not think that was how that type of magic worked. He remembered that dark cloud and the feeling it had given off. The magic was designed to do something far nastier than blinding him.  
 
    Because it was for Luke, he imbued another dozen moth cores into the shield, placing them evenly apart and about two thirds of the distance from the edge of the item to sort of create an inner area, so to speak.  
 
    Once he finished, they sat in the wood, like all the other cores. Invisible till he used his plant powers, and then they stood out like a wart. Preparation was complete. All that was left was to wait till his mana was full once more.  
 
    “Daniel?” 
 
    With a sign, he went over and grew the plants that Jordan wanted. This time, instead of the usual one flower, he wanted dozens of them. Jordan used his magic to fertilize, and then Daniel matured the seeds. Daniel received a thumbs up as Jordan relaxed while looking through the pinhole. There would be no more requests till Jordan’s mana had taken ten minutes to recharge. He hoped that what Jordan was doing would be successful because if it failed, it was a lot of bother for no return. Then again, Daniel knew that when you were breeding crop lines, results were not always guaranteed; and while Jordan was supplementing with magic, what he was ultimately doing was cross-fertilising different varieties of plants. 
 
    Daniel checked his mana, and it showed that he was ready. He moved away from the traps and sat down. The shield on his lap, the club on top of the shield, one hand on the club’s handle and the other on the flat of the shield. His mana was full, and he unleashed his power. The club roared to life, and he held the images he wanted in his head as his energy, which was the right frequency to awaken a sapient seed that then flooded through the shield. For the ability to stop or reflect magic, for that he deferred to the club, but the second prong of his creation was how to use the moth cores.  
 
    Dark magic was not needed, but the other two would help form the base of the shield’s future abilities. Sound, if it was loud enough, could physically move things. Daniel focused the moth’s power on that concept. The weapon, artificial or animal, would hit the shield, creating a noise that the shield could then harness. You could use it directly, or if you were really accurate with the ability, you could change the frequency to do stuff like blow out eardrums. One by one, the moth cores melted into the wood surrounding them, and the wood rushed in to replenish the holes. With each core that was absorbed, he could feel part of the image he was creating being learned. The ability to ‘generate sound’ consumed the first two cores. Then ‘redirect physical force with sound’ imbued the next four, blowing out ear drums took one, and then Daniel focused on twisted life.  
 
    A simple concept.  
 
    If something hit the shield, follow it back till you reach flesh, and suck vitality away from whatever it was into the person with whom it was bonded. One core vanished, then another to make nine, but he felt both his mana and his concentration bottom out. The club still had power feeding into the shield, and he kept focusing on imagining the life tether. One last core partially crumbled, and his power fell away. He was completely exhausted.  
 
    The wood started seething, currents spreading the enhanced wood sections throughout the shield like someone stirring a pot. Within about thirty seconds, the wood everywhere was uniform once more, and the two and a half unused cores dropped out of the structure.  
 
    When he touched them with his mental senses, he could feel that they were dead. The potential they represented had somehow been completely wasted, but if he had only put in seven and come to the end with no cores left, he would have been kicking himself. Twenty per cent wasted was a bargain, as far as he was concerned, if it helped to keep Luke safe for longer. 
 
    Energy thrummed within the wood as the new seed of consciousness formed.  
 
    To relieve the aching pain of mana depletion, Daniel instinctively rubbed his temples, even though he knew it was pointless. The instinctive response to that particular type of pain was too firmly entrenched.  
 
    Magic trickled back into him, and once the headache lessened, he touched the shield and sighed in relief. It was definitely now a sapient seed shield; and it would be perfect for Luke. 
 
    After his mana recovered, Daniel did the rounds, spending extra time with Jordan to ensure that the plant experiments were progressing properly. Jordan seemed incredibly excited and was muttering about enhanced mana absorption and directed fruiting.  
 
    He couldn’t follow what was being said and suspected the other man was making words up just to confuse him. However, the way he babbled on reminded Daniel of a stereotypical head-in- the-clouds scientist. “Are you putting me on?” 
 
    Jordan stopped mid-explanation and looked at him in surprise. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you acting, or do you have something?” 
 
    “I have something.” Jordan swallowed. “I think I can improve efficiency! This plant is made in such a way that if you direct mana into it, then fruit will grow.” 
 
    “I can already do that?” 
 
    “Not just you, Daniel; any of you can do it. Ivey, Janice, Borris, we’ll all be able to grow our food.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes! as I was saying, efficiency is currently low, but most people will be able to grow an apple in half an hour.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say that instead of mana coefficients, transformation circuits, and reducing resonance?” 
 
    “I was explaining the process,” Jordan paused. “You were helping me think through the problem. I was using you as a sounding board.” He laughed. “Sorry. You look so confused.”  
 
    “That’s okay. Wave me over if you need me to grow anything.” 
 
    With a sigh, Daniel went for a little walk and then returned to manufacturing more seed weapons.  
 
    Trudy slammed her trap shut. Everyone turned to look at her like they did when a moth was caught. But she did not immediately run over to the lever. “It’s empty,” she explained. “I think it’s time for lunch. Plus, I want to see my bubs.” 
 
    They all looked at each other, and one by one, the traps shut as the other three agreed with her. 
 
    Daniel picked up Luke’s shield and went to follow. Then he stopped and studied Borris’s workstation more carefully. The trap was visually different. Curiously, he reached out and touched the wood. The differences were immediately apparent. The wood was no longer the type that he had forged. In fact, it had changed so much it did not even resemble the initial form. The colour and feel of it had both changed. As he assessed it, Daniel nodded when he understood what had happened. It was intrinsically more solid; and as side effects, it was darker because it absorbed more light and smoother because the cells were more tightly packed.  
 
    “I finished your test sword,” Borris said. 
 
    Daniel almost jumped in surprise. He had been so interested in the altered wood that he had not noticed that the other man had turned and come back for him.  
 
    Borris was holding the weapon out to him. “After I saw what happened when that moth got out, all I could think about was those sonic attacks breaking a trap next to me. So, I fixed it.”  
 
    Daniel tapped the modified wood. With time, he could make an accurate estimate, but for now, the trap felt ten times as tough and… His mind branched down pathways. There was something else happening. One of the teeth was out of alignment, and with his magic, he prodded. A burst of power and he forced one side to grow and the other to shrink in order to shift the misaligned tooth back to its correct location. It was mostly a cosmetic fix, but not fully. That misaligned piece of wood would have been under stress every time the lever would have been pulled. Left untreated, the tooth would eventually have broken. Under his control, it fixed itself. 
 
    Smiling at how easy the alteration was, he released his magic. 
 
    The piece of wood shifted back towards its original position. Not immediately, but he knew it would ultimately get there. That must have been what felt odd. “Have you made this self-healing?” 
 
    Borris smiled proudly with his entire face. “Not deliberately, but for wood, the main additional property it manifests is self-healing. Different metals have different effects. Some strengthen existing enchantments. Iron upgrades so it will not rust, and tin becomes anti-magical. Aluminium,” Borris frowned, “well it’s a shit metal to start with, and even more so after as it becomes super pliable. With metal, existing enchantments might be upgraded; not sure about other materials, as it’s only been a couple of days.” 
 
    “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “Well,” Borris offered the sword to him. “Let’s see what you can do with this.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    Daniel flipped the sword over in his hand curiously. Now that he knew what the feeling was, he could sense the self-healing, and he was sure it was stronger than before. He moved it up and down and frowned despite himself. 
 
    “What?” Borris asked, worried. 
 
    “Nothing. I was hoping it would get heavier.” 
 
    “Doesn’t work like that,” Borris said cheerfully. “I reckon that’s an asset, most of the time.” 
 
    Daniel thought about it briefly and agreed. If the magic is used in a shield, staff, spear, armour or even for old-fashioned fortifications, then keeping the wood light would be a positive. It was only for traditionally heavier weapons, such as swords, maces, or axes that weight was an advantage. “True.”  
 
    “I’ll see whether this improves the seed weapon after lunch.”  
 
    They headed upstairs to eat, and the cooks had created a warm stew. 
 
    “Cirano, I swear this is the best stew I have tasted.” He yelled out. 
 
    The cook chuckled from where he was serving the food. “Not me, mate. This one’s all Judy. She used some of her skills on it.” 
 
    “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” Daniel asked, making eye contact with Tamara. 
 
    She had been shovelling food into her mouth. She stopped and shook her head. “It’s okay, but my mum’s was better.” 
 
    “Liar,” Cirano accused. “I don’t care how good your mum was; pre-event food can’t compete with this.” 
 
    “I’m telling you,” Tamara insisted, then her face crumpled as she realised she was never seeing her parents again. 
 
    “Do you know the recipe?” Daniel gently inquired. 
 
    Tamara looked at him. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, someday you can cook it for us, and we’ll prove Cirano wrong.” She smiled. “In the meantime, I’m getting seconds.” 
 
    “Do you want your third and fourth bowl now, as well?” Cirano asked. 
 
    “What? I don’t eat that much.” 
 
    Tamara poked him. “You might as well at least get a third. You know you’ll eat it.” She passed her own bowl to Cirano. 
 
    “Full or half.” 
 
    Tamara looked embarrassed. “Full.” 
 
    The cook laughed heartedly.  
 
    They finished their meal in silence, and then Ivey waved to him from the door. It was time to have a full group meeting.  
 
    Tamara linked arms with him. “I heard Trudy was okay.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I felt guilty about distracting you,”  
 
    “You don’t have to.”  
 
    They exited out into the corridor, and she unlinked her arms.  
 
    “This morning. How was upstairs?” 
 
    “I didn’t have to do much, just babysitting.”  
 
    There were the sounds of a baby crying. It didn’t sound like Trudy’s so it must have been the toddler. “Better than actual babies.” 
 
    Tamara wrinkled her eyes and then laughed. “Only marginally.”  
 
    Everyone was in the corridor and Judy came up with two plates. “Sponge cake?” 
 
    “Dan!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You had three bowls.” 
 
    “And now I’m no longer quite as resentful that I didn’t get a fourth.” 
 
    Judy was smiling. “Dear?” She held the second plate out to Tamara, who accepted it.  
 
    Daniel took a bite. “Wait. Cream? There’s no way any cream would still be good, and we don’t have a cow.” 
 
    Judy grinned. “We found some long-life milk and then used another of my skills.”  
 
    “And it’s a proper cheat,” one server called out as she passed. “All the cream on the entire cake required like a teaspoon of milk, some fat, and water.” 
 
    Daniel took a bite. It did not taste like anything other than real cake. “How many skills do you have?” 
 
    “A fair few,” Judy admitted. “I’m still working out how best to stretch them.” 
 
    “Don’t hold back,” Daniel ordered. “This is amazing.”  
 
    “Wait till we get access to more exotic ingredients. I’ll blow your socks off. Not literally, unless you annoy me.” She winked at him. “There’s literally a recipe for it.” 
 
    “There isn’t?” he protested. 
 
    She laughed and walked away without answering.  
 
    “There isn’t, is there?” he asked Tamara. 
 
    She took another spoonful of cake to avoid answering.  
 
    By the time the cake was finished, everyone had finally converged. Daniel looked at them all. There were so many people gathered, only slightly less than a hundred, according to his quick estimate. It felt intimidating. 
 
    Vaughn, who had been Beau’s henchman, came by and gave him a box to stand on. With a thankful smile, he stepped up onto it, and he felt everyone’s eyes turn to him. The loud thrum of conversation dropped.  
 
    “Ok,” Daniel yelled out and then realised yelling was unnecessary. Everyone had already stopped talking. It was strange being packed into the corridor, and he looked proudly at the group they had gathered together. Thirty classed fighters, another six or seven fighting without class- supporting abilities, and an equal number of non-combat classes; and then, of course, a couple dozen kids. They seemed to have survived the transition better than everyone else. “Thank you all for coming.”  
 
    There were a few grunts.  
 
    “I know this is hard on all of us. I’m sure you’ve looked out the windows. Listened to the stories that are communicated each night by the survivors out there. I understand how scared everyone is. Hell, I’m scared.” He paused, and there was a subdued murmur. “We can’t ignore it.” 
 
    Silence greeted him.  
 
    “We could defend what we’ve got, but I don’t think pretending the outside chaos doesn’t exist is helpful. The world is what it is, and all we can do is carve out our own part of it. I… We,” he corrected in embarrassment. “Are going to fight down to the ground level and accept survivors from the surrounding areas.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel answered, staring down at the other man. Is this when the other guy would try to take over? 
 
    “We’re safe now.” A woman he couldn’t see called out.  
 
    “It’s not our job to save them.” This was a grizzly man who was carrying one spear Daniel had crafted. He recognised him, as a non-combat class, but he had been putting in the work and deserved respect. 
 
    “Good, I heard there were kids.” That was from behind him. 
 
    A babble of conversation broke out. Daniel raised a hand to stop them. “I’ll not cower here safe, while people die outside.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” an unfamiliar voice from the back yelled out. 
 
    “Enough,” Alex cried. The middle-aged ex-business owner stepped forward. “May I?” he asked politely, indicating that he wanted to stand on the crate. 
 
    Not quite knowing how to respond to Alex’s action, Daniel acquiesced. 
 
    “Hi all, my name is Alex Parker. I previously owned and ran a chain of adventure clothing shops. Alpine Rough wear, you might have even shopped there.” From the babble of conversation, everyone knew the shop at least. “I owned the top two floors of this building, and I’m alive because of Daniel.” He held up his hand to stop the conversation. “What Daniel has done is incredible.” This time, there were actual cheers. 
 
    And now for the but, Daniel thought to himself.  
 
    “We are all alive because of him. And not just me, from what I’ve learnt this morning, all of us.” Silence deadened. “And while consolidating here might seem the safest option. I personally don’t think it is. You all know about the octopod fight last night.” No one said anything. Everyone had lost someone they knew in that fight. The entire community was affected. “Eight people died to save five, and we’re going to have a funeral in a few hours. I’m very happy that I was one of those five that were saved, but that seems like a poor trade. Just mathematics, yeah.” 
 
    There were questioning mutterings from the crowd. 
 
    “Wrong!” Alex declared. “Daniel’s decision probably saved you all. It took all of us fighting the octopod in favourable conditions to win. If it had chosen the battlefield… if it had picked us off, small group by isolated group, where would we be?” 
 
    “Dead,” Tamara said quietly, her voice perfectly cutting through a silent moment.  
 
    “Exactly.” Alex continued. “Daniel could have waited, and I’m sure people counselled him to wait, but he came anyway; and it was the right choice. And when a leader with a history of making good decisions says we need to fight downward and help consolidate, I agree. We fought the octopod to a stalemate for days. I know there are deadly monsters out there. Hiding away will not work.” 
 
    Alex indicated to Daniel that they needed to switch. Daniel replaced him on the crate. He was not sure how effective Alex’s speech had been, but the other man had clearly been trying to support him. He was still waiting for the other shoe to drop, but for now… “Alex is right. We can’t afford to hide away.” Daniel waited to see if anyone would object. “Nor can we afford to think that, when we get down to the ground floor, we will be greeted by rainbows and unicorns. It isn’t going to happen. There are worse things out there than the zombies.” 
 
    “Feral mutated humans,” he heard Ivey protest in annoyance. 
 
    Inside, Daniel chuckled and was amused to hear some quickly muffled laughter elsewhere. “The zombies are hard to fight, but they’re the least of the enemies we face; both the termites and the octopod were deadlier than the zombies so far, and on street level, it will be worse….” Daniel let that sink in for a moment. “Everyone, whether you’re a fighter or a craftsman, needs to challenge yourself to improve. No one is going to ride in and save us. We need to save ourselves.” 
 
    “Cut to the point,” Jayden yelled suddenly.  
 
    “We need to fight our way down.” 
 
    “Slowly and systematically, so we don’t risk what we have gained,” Jayden interrupted again. Daniel felt like hitting him as he saw the surrounding men and women nod as the other man’s apparent mind-control abilities went to work. Even he could feel the desire to go slow and steady filling him. 
 
    Anger rose, almost on command, to overwhelm the artificial emotions Jayden had been pushing into him. He would not let Jayden do this again. “No! That way will doom us.” 
 
    “Agreed!” Alex said firmly. 
 
    “A hundred people are not enough to survive what’s coming. A thousand might not be. If we play it safe, we’re all doomed.” 
 
    “I am not…” 
 
    “Shut up!” Daniel snarled at Jayden to stop him from interrupting anymore. After this talk, they were going to have a talk, and he doubted Jayden would walk away from it. 
 
    “We are…” Jayden stopped talking and gulped visibly. Daniel had not realised that he had raised his club and taken a half step towards the other man, though he was still on the large crate. 
 
    No one was meeting his eyes, and everyone was trying to avoid attracting his attention. He imagined they were all wondering if he was about to break, whether he was going to lose his temper; and if he did, they did not want to be whom he targeted. Daniel ignored how self-conscious he was feeling and jumped off the crate, landing next to Jayden. He leant forward till his mouth was right next to the other man’s ears. “Jayden, you will not use your mind control to sway this argument.” 
 
    Daniel was watching closely. He was expecting annoyance, fear, or anger at being discovered, but instead, confusion ran over the other man’s face. 
 
    “Anyone else can talk,” Daniel said louder. “But not you, Jayden. If you want, Tamara can talk on your behalf, but if I hear any noise from you, I’m going to react badly.” 
 
    “What mind—” Jayden whispered angrily. 
 
    “No.” Daniel interrupted, and he realised Alex had moved to stand next to Jayden. Priscilla, unsurprisingly, was watching Alex and Michael, his son.  
 
    Jayden swallowed heavily. There was a glint of light, and Daniel could see a naked blade being pressed by Alex into Jayden’s stomach. Alex whispered something into Jayden’s ear. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Jayden said, his voice squeaked. 
 
    “What mind control?” Tamara asked quietly, having overheard the hushed conversation.  
 
    “Later.” Daniel hissed. Alex pushed, indicating that Daniel needed to be standing on the crate. Daniel followed the suggestion, took a deep breath, and looked up at the gathered group. Before, there had been an optimistic air; but now, almost no one was meeting his gaze. “I want to be clear. I’m happy for anyone to speak up if you’ve got a concern.”  
 
    There was a snort. “We saw that with Jayden. Are you silencing dissent?” Borris asked, openly challenging him. Daniel was surprised; he had expected the older man to support him, given the conversations that they had below.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because it sounded like you were with Jayden.” 
 
    Daniel sighed. “It’s his class.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Jayden snarled and then gasped, shying away from the knife, but Alex followed him and that shut him up nicely. 
 
    “No, it’s not bullshit.” 
 
    “I agree with Daniel,” Ivey said abruptly. 
 
    “As do I,” Alex concurred. 
 
    “What evidence do you have?” Borris asked. “Mind control is a huge accusation.” 
 
    Damn it, everyone had heard Tamara’s question, even if they had missed the original whispers. He had been hoping to make this private. “Personally, several times I argued with Jayden and then suddenly wanted to agree with him.” Daniel paused to pat the mouse on his shoulder. “Priscilla here bit my ear last time. He was making me consider things that went against my core beliefs and when she bit me, I could overcome the compulsion.” 
 
    “He’s ly–” Jayden jumped. “Ow.” 
 
    “Be silent.” Alex hissed. 
 
    “I still–” 
 
    “Borris.” Daniel interrupted gently. “I think you’re great, but we’re not discussing Jayden. Anyone else apart from him may express an opinion. He’s not allowed because I have evidence that he uses mind control. And I’ll deal with him after this meeting.” 
 
    “I agree with you about the fighting. You’re the commander, but you can’t just victimise someone.” 
 
    “Can’t or shouldn’t?”  
 
    Silence deadened for a moment. 
 
    “Obviously, you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “And I haven’t. Beau attacked me in front of others, and I warned him not to attack me again. Then he followed me downstairs to kill me. I’m sure you’ve all talked to Beau’s followers who followed him down there and they would have told you what happened. You know everything I’ve said is accurate. You might not agree with me letting him die on the noose, but he tried to kill me and Ivey. I don’t regret it. If he had gone after someone weaker, they would be dead. And Borris…” Daniel forced eye contact. “Exactly who else have I victimised? Is there an alcohol ban? Not everyone is doing their fair share. Nonetheless, everyone is getting alcohol if they want it. Whom did I force to fight? Force to work? Absolutely, bloody no one.” Borris looked thoughtful. “Jayden is the first person, and I’ve given my reason. Considering my track record, I should be cut some slack.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “Think about it. If you’re jumping to Jayden’s defences, why?” There was a bubble of noise with lots of protests. “Stop. Apply logic. Think it through; you don’t need to make a conclusion now. Consider what I’ve done and said. For a moment, put aside the thought that Jayden is a nice guy, and focus on what he has done to earn that trust.” 
 
    “He’s a good guy,” Borris said defensively. 
 
    “Is he?” Daniel asked. “Or…” He did not finish the sentence. He could see people’s minds working. “I had wanted to do this behind closed doors but,” Daniel shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “Has he really been mind-controlling us?” Trudy asked. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Daniel sent a harsh look Jayden’s way. “If you say one more thing, I’m gagging you.” The other man swallowed hard. “To answer your question. I know he used his magic when we were discussing using the kids as bait. It might not have been deliberate, but it was definitely used on me. I have no doubts in my mind.” 
 
    “I–” Borris started up again. 
 
    “Let’s park this.” Daniel interrupted him again. “As I was saying. We need numbers. We need to go fast, because every day we are delayed, people are going to die, and there is a group of survivors from a childcare centre and a school trip that we need to save. They are on a deadline and have maybe two to three nights of safety left.” 
 
    “Maybe you should write them off, then,” Ingrid said quietly. “Rushing to save them might doom us all.”
“Agreed,” Daniel said. “We’ll only go as fast as we can safely. But the aim is to have the presence on the ground by tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Do you know what a sunk cost fallacy is?” Ingrid asked him. 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel answered. “It is that each new investment decision should ignore all the previous ones you have made. However, I don’t know how it’s relevant.” 
 
    “That group of kids might already be dead. It might be impossible to save them.” 
 
    “It’s not just them. There are almost a hundred small groups near us struggling to survive. If we can make contact with them, then they’re more likely to be saved.” 
 
    “Providing we do it carefully?” Ingrid said without backing down. 
 
    “I’m not arguing with you,” Daniel said helplessly. “We need to rush, but not take unnecessary risks.” 
 
    “That easy, hey,” someone else called out. 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “All we can do is our best. We’re going to fight our way down and save as many people as possible.” 
 
    “I’m with you, but…” Ingrid started. 
 
    “There is no but. I’m not proposing this out of the goodness of my heart.” Daniel hoped his annoyed tone was not coming out too obvious to everyone else. What troubled him the most was with whom he was arguing against. If it was some crafter he had never met, Daniel could have ploughed right over him. Borris and especially Ingrid were a different matter. “The only way we are surviving long term is to keep growing. We need numbers to survive what’s out there.”  
 
    “I agree with Daniel,” Alex repeated. His fervent support was almost a negative thing at this stage. Though his knife on Jayden’s stomach was clearly acting as a good deterrent. “You all know what is on the streets.” 
 
    “We could just stay up here and keep ourselves safe.” A guy in the crowd called out and Daniel caught who was speaking. It was Jacques, a guy who worked with the leatherworkers. 
 
    Daniel shook his head and relaxed immediately. Arguments from that sort of person were something he could cope with. “Till something notices us and starts hunting us, and then what?” 
 
    “If we’ve entrenched ourselves,” Jacques said. “We will be able to—” 
 
    “No,” Daniel interrupted again, shaking his head furiously. “No. Something like the octopod could go around my traps. Not to mention flying animals. Turtling is death.” 
 
    No one said anything. Daniel cleared his throat. “Anyway, that’s our strategy. I’m going to do it, and I won’t force anyone to join me.” 
 
    “Of course, we’ll join you, even if you’re rushing.” Ingrid interrupted. 
 
    “I thought you were against the idea?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    The archer nodded and then exhaled sharply. “I am, but I’m not stupid. The only way turtling could work is if you led it.” Half the room nodded at that. “Which, in some ways, means it’s your prerogative to do what you wish. But I personally would prefer a slower pace.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be stupid.” Then he caught her eye before letting his eyes sweep over the larger audience. Most people, excluding the kids, were watching him. “And thank you for your support. But that was not why I wanted to talk to you all. First, on level twenty-one I have set up some traps to allow people to grind some experience, including non-combat classes. Ivey will look after them. In addition, the octopod gave us a loot chest.” 
 
    Silence deadened at his words, and when he looked at everyone gathered, he could see that they all had unfocused expressions as they studied the information about what a loot chest meant. 
 
    “That’s unexpected,” Alex said finally. “What did you get?” 
 
    “Basic memory stones, tools, metals, and weapons,” Daniel answered. “The stones were grouped into fighting, simple magic spells, and the base skill for a couple of professions. Ten of each for thirty in total. Unless there are objections, we’re splitting them like this. Current non-combat classed individuals who have been fighting will get first choice. Then non-combat classes who want to help fight. The professional stones will go to those with the highest merit points.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    Daniel laughed tiredly. “There aren’t many stones. The bulk of them are going to fighters and then the high contributors to our society: mainly Judy, Cirano, Alisha, and Hua Chua.” 
 
    “That’s—” 
 
    “My decision, these four have done by far the most for this community.” Daniel paused to see if there were any objections; but thankfully, there weren’t any. “We’ve done great. We own everything from level twenty-one up, but there are still some scattered monsters around. For the next couple of hours, let’s keep consolidating. Later this afternoon, we’ll discuss how we’re going to start our attack on level twenty. Questions?” 
 
    “Who do we see for stones?” 
 
    “Ivey.” 
 
    “Are we expanding living quarters?” 
 
    “You can do what you want, but the more spread out we are, then the more exposed you’ll be to roaming monsters. Have a vote. Internally, most of them are dead, which reduces the risk, but some magpies attacked this morning. What happens if something bigger attacks, and we’re spread over multiple floors?” 
 
    No more questions came up. “Okay, thanks for your time. I know this is hard for everyone, but all we can do is get stronger.”  
 
    Daniel stepped off the crate and Alex caught his eyes. 
 
    “Jayden, let’s have a talk,” Daniel said. 
 
    Tamara moved to intercept. “Dan.” 
 
    “You can come too. Jayden. let’s go downstairs to somewhere private.” 
 
    “Start walking, boy,” Alex growled. “You say a thing, I’m skewering you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    They reconvened on level twenty-three in a room with a door. Just before they entered, Alex grabbed him and leaned in close. “If he can influence our minds, we have to kill him.” 
 
    Daniel hesitated, thought about it, and nodded in agreement. If Jayden could in fact control their minds, then Daniel wouldn’t hesitate because there would be times when Priscilla was not around. It would only take one slip-up, but Daniel did not think it was mind control. It was more like an insidious suggestion.   
 
    He waved his hand noncommittally. Alex walked into the room they had chosen, and Daniel fused the door firmly shut behind them. 
 
    Jayden said nothing and sat on the bed.  
 
    Tamara grabbed his arm. “Daniel, you’ve got this wrong.” 
 
    Curiously, he glanced at Tamara and the woman looked conflicted. Then Daniel shook his head sadly. “Unfortunately, I don’t.” 
 
    Ivey shook her head. “I know you’re not lying, but I still feel Jayden has done a lot for the community.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s tr–,” 
 
    “Shut up, Jayden,” both he and Alex snarled at the same time. 
 
    “I don’t know how much of your impression of him using the powers is true,” Ivey said worriedly. Then her expression firmed. “No, you weren’t lying.”  
 
    “I don’t,” Jayden argued instinctively.  
 
    “You do.” Ivey snapped. 
 
    “I don’t!” 
 
    Daniel shifted the club threateningly and realised he had stepped closer to the sitting man. “Shut up. You have and you do.” 
 
    “Do you have the right to judge me?” 
 
    Daniel tensed, half expecting Priscilla to bite him to free his mind, but nothing happened. Internally, he shrugged off the feeling of being imbalanced that Jayden’s failure to use the ability had caused. “I can do whatever I want.” 
 
    “He can,” Alex confirmed not sounding at all intimidated by the situation.  
 
    “Laws?” 
 
    “Look outside, Jayden. Australia no longer exists. There is only local rule; and for that, personal power rules.” There was a moment of silence. Daniel realised it was fundamentally true now. Command went to who was strongest. “But it’s more than that,” Alex continued with another hesitation. “Maybe it’s because I’m relatively new, but it’s obvious that the vast majority of people support Daniel. They’ll do what he wants. So, Jayden, you can question Daniel as much as you want, but his word is law, and it’s never good to antagonise the judge.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Daniel said cautiously when it looked like Alex had finished. “That was a… monologue, but it’s not why we are here. We’re here Jayden because I’m accusing you of the crime of using mind magic to convince others to do your bidding. How do you plead?” 
 
    “I don’t use mind control.” 
 
    “Don’t lie,” Daniel interrupted. “I don’t take kindly to it.” 
 
    Something seemed to click within Jayden. He raised a single finger to ask for a moment and then his eyes went unfocused and they could see him reading stuff. A variety of emotions played over his features, including what looked suspiciously like self-disgust. 
 
    Confused, Daniel made eye contact with the others. Alex gave a tiny shrug. Ivey shook her head and mimed the word ‘Actor.’ Tamara appeared worried. She was biting her lip and refusing to meet anyone’s eyes.   
 
    Almost a minute passed before Jayden stirred. “I’ve never deliberately used mind magic. Wait,” Jayden threw up a hand, having noticed Daniel’s mounting anger. “Deliberately, never deliberately. Now that you’ve raised it, I think I’ve used it inadvertently.” 
 
    Daniel cocked his head, considering his mental state. Priscilla sent him comforting thoughts. He was not being, currently, subjected to mind control, but Jayden had sounded truthful when he made that claim. How did that make sense? “How can you use it?” 
 
    “It’s the descriptions,” Jayden explained hurriedly. “I’ve got a lot of acting skills. They say things like “will help convince”. I thought it was hyperbole, but I think instead the wording was literal.” 
 
    “The extent of your defence is you didn’t realise you were mind-controlling people?” Daniel asked in disbelief. 
 
    “To be fair, I’ve always been persuasive.” 
 
    Instinctively, Daniel’s eyes shot to Tamara. She nodded.  
 
    Daniel hated being in charge. Things were always more complicated than they appeared. Tamara agreed Jayden was naturally persuasive even before the event. Daniel’s emotions and thoughts were everywhere. Kill, spare, believe, banish – the different options swirled around him.  
 
    Is he affecting my mind? he thought to Priscilla. The mouse did not answer but rubbed its little nose against his ear. Her mind was quietly hopeful… he would jump and… But she would wait till she had an excuse… umm… 
 
    Only bite if needed. 
 
    She snuggled against his ear again. It tickled. There was a desire to see his reaction. She liked when she made big animals jump. Daniel resisted the urge to move her away.  
 
    “I had the skills on permanently, I didn’t realise.” Jayden was stumbling over his words, still panicked and for an excellent reason. The look he was receiving from everyone but Tamara promised murder. Subconsciously, Jayden shifted, subconsciously inching slowly backwards. Initially, he had been perched at the foot of the bed. Now he was sitting fully on it and had shifted a meter to the right, closer to the wall. “I’ve disabled them now. So, you shouldn’t be affected. I didn’t realise. You have to believe me.” 
 
    Daniel surprised himself by looking at Alex. “What do you think?” 
 
    “The words were literal. I didn’t know, please you need to trust me. I don’t want to die.”  
 
    “Was the mind control obvious?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Very much so,” Daniel answered immediately, though there was no trace of it in his most recent words. “Whenever Jayden spoke, you could feel your attitude changing.” 
 
    “And you ignored it?” 
 
    Daniel looked at the other man, annoyed at the condemnation in the tone. “I was sort of busy saving your life. Plus, it’s subtle.” 
 
    Alex held up a hand in apology. “Fair enough. No need to justify yourself. I was only asking.” Then he took a step closer to Jayden. But not to kill, as his knife had been returned to its sheath. “The question is, can we believe him? Is there anyone in the wider group with any sort of judge, spy, or truth-telling class?” Alex looked right at Ivey. 
 
    She appeared startled that Alex had known that she was the best person to ask. Rather than answering instantly her eyes went unfocused. “No.” 
 
    “Pity.” 
 
    “But good idea.” 
 
    From her reaction and the interplay, it was clear the system actually did support a skill like that. It seemed as ludicrous as mind control or magic. “That’s possible?”  
 
    Ivey did a little shake of his head, reminding Daniel that he needed to keep his lack of access to an interface a secret. Especially in this company. While Alex so far was supporting him, he did not know how much of that was an act versus an attempt to position himself for later. 
 
    “I meant, is it common?” Daniel rephrased the question. Of course, it was possible.  
 
    “You need to read your interface more,” Tamara told him with a smile.  
 
    Alex ignored the comment and was still studying Jayden. “And you really didn’t know?” 
 
    “No, I feel like an idiot now, but I just…” Sweat ran down Jayden’s cheek.  
 
    “Suspected?” Alex pounced on the hesitation. 
 
    Jayden cringed backwards a little, effectively answering that question with his subconscious reaction. While he may not have known, he had held his suspicions.  
 
    Alex shook his head, his lips turning down at that acknowledgment of partial culpability. “I vote to kill him.” 
 
    “No!” Tamara exclaimed. “He’s honest, a good man.” 
 
    Alex turned to face Tamara. “Did you know him before the event? Because if you didn’t everything you feel is sus.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. We’re engaged and have been dating for three years. Umm.” 
 
    “Did he cheat on you?” 
 
    “Hey,” Daniel protested instantly. “That’s out of line.” 
 
    “At least once,” Tamara confirmed, her face determined. “I know Jayden is a little narcissistic, but underneath that, he has a good heart.” 
 
    “How did you catch him?” 
 
     “Alex! That’s not relevant,” Daniel said forcefully. “So, Tamara, your vote is to save him?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she looked flustered. “Despite his flaws, he’s a decent person. When Mrs. Thompson got sick, he took her chicken soup at least once a week. And on the movie sets, everyone liked him. He wasn’t one of those stars who were pricks to everyone.” 
 
    “My vote hasn’t changed.” Alex said grimly. “I won’t trust anyone who messes with people’s minds.” 
 
    “You can feel it when he uses it, once you’re aware of the risks,” Daniel stated. “Jayden can no longer affect my mind.” He was not sure if that was a hundred per cent accurate, but Alex looked so furious that he had to cool the other man down.  
 
    “Please,” Tamara said plaintively. Her opinion was clear.  
 
    He then studied Ivey. Her face was hard, which told him a lot, even if she had not expressed anything yet. 
 
    “Dan, please, you can’t kill him. Restrict him to the top floors. We can do that now.” 
 
    Daniel ignored Tamara. “I don’t care either way,” he said finally. “I don’t believe Jayden is a risk to me. I’m also compromised.” Daniel’s eyes flicked to Tamara before he could help himself. “I’m going to let Alex decide.” 
 
    “Dan. No.” 
 
    Daniel turned to look at Tamara. “Sorry, I have no choice. Out of all of us, he’s the most independent. Jayden hasn’t compromised him.”  
 
    Alex drew his knife. 
 
    “Alex, wait,” Daniel ordered. “You’ve heard from Tamara and myself. My view is that the only thing Jayden has done that is demonstratively wrong is that he focused on his personal survival at the expense of the kids.” The whole time he was talking he was watching Tamara, and he saw that she wanted to argue against the kid point, but her shoulders slumped slightly. She knew it was true. “Beyond that, I’ve not observed him pushing anything objectionable. He hasn’t abused the power any other time, to my awareness.” Internally, he remembered the argument of using kids as bait, and Jayden had been opposed to that. Despite Daniel being on the other side of that dispute, he would condemn no one for defending a position they thought was ethically right. “I believe Tamara’s assessment of him.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Tamara whispered. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this to you, Alex, but it’s your call. If you sentence him to death but can’t do it, then I won’t hesitate.” 
 
    “Dan!” 
 
    He ignored Tamara’s warning. While he did not want to kill anyone, he would if it meant the rest of them were more likely to survive. “Jayden, I’m going to give you a minute to plead your case and convince Alex not to kill you. If he decides you can live, so be it. Ground rules first. You will not use your powers on anyone. Publicly, you’ll support me. If you’re going behind my back, either I or Alex will hear, and we’ll eliminate you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Jayden gulped. 
 
    “Dan, that’s not a good idea.” Tamara protested. “Alex is a stranger.” 
 
    “I agree with Daniel,” Ivey said quietly. “Alex is independent.” 
 
    Alex was studying him. Daniel held the other man’s stare.  
 
    “The main reason you need to persuade Alex is that no matter what I decide, if Alex believes you should be dead, he will kill you later.” 
 
    Jayden’s eyes widened.  
 
    Alex nodded in respect. “You’re right, and I don’t think there is anything you can say to convince me otherwise.” He turned to face Jayden with his knife drawn. He leant forward. “The moment I feel you using mind control magic on me, I’m going to slit your throat.” 
 
    Tamara grabbed Daniel’s arm. “You’re as good as condemning Jayden to death personally. Look at Alex. Does he look rational?”  
 
    Daniel thought the opposite; from what he could tell, Alex was playing up the bad cop.  
 
    “I’m perfectly rational, Tamara. I just have a different perspective than you.” Alex waved the knife under Jayden’s nose. “Now, are you going to talk?” 
 
    “One last thing,” Daniel interrupted. “I’m not worried about Jayden; and Alex… Sorry in advance.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Speed. 
 
    The club lashed out at Alex. The vine on it grew even as the flat, bulbous head hit the other man’s chest. Two tendrils snagged Alex’s wrists, and another swept around and created an impromptu gag. Even as that magic went to work. Daniel stepped forward and shoulder charged him, knocking the other man off balance. 
 
    Through the gag, Alex grunted and then the vines having secured the hands flopped down and wrapped the legs up. 
 
    Daniel released speed.  
 
    Alex grunted, and he felt the other man’s visible struggle but failed to shift Daniel’s hold... 
 
    “You have a minute,” Daniel said fiercely, staring at Jayden. “You can use your powers on Alex only. This will be the last time you ever use them. If they touch me or anyone else.” He stopped talking. His threat had been clear. “You need to convince Alex, or he’ll come for you later. If you’re successful, I’ll tell you how you can help me.” 
 
    Jayden swallowed heavily. “Alex, I’m not your enemy. In fact, I’m your best friend and I’ll fight to keep you and your family alive. I’m a good guy and my skill set will be damn useful. Not the suggestive stuff, just me. After today, I swear I’ll never use it. But people like me and you know we need stability, and I can help achieve that.” 
 
    Jayden kept going for the next forty seconds. Repeating the same theme with different wording. Daniel did not feel the overwhelming need to agree with him, but his point that he could help with building a sense of community had merit. Only a tiny point, and not sufficient to change the verdict, but Jayden could be useful.  
 
    Priscilla nibbled on his ear. 
 
    Daniel shivered, and the slight edge of compulsion over those thoughts shattered around him. He knew he had threatened to kill Jayden if the mind powers touched, but having experienced the skills directly, it was clear that Jayden had been trying to exclude Daniel from the skills grip. The test he was running was working. Even though the power had not been actively directed at him, Daniel had felt it strongly because of Jayden’s lack of control. That was a good thing, not a bad thing. When Daniel compared the power to previously, he would estimate that he was still getting hit by sixty percent of effect. Jayden was dangerous but manageable, especially if he stopped the man from talking near him. Gagging him and forcing him to communicate via written notes might be for the best. 
 
    He repeated the same points, and the mind pressure felt like it was weaker now than what it had been at the start.  
 
    More than enough time had passed Daniel decided. “Stop.” 
 
    Jayden shut up. “Sorry Alex, I was just doing what I was told.” The tone that carried influence was gone from his voice. 
 
    “Are you going to behave?” he asked Alex. 
 
    The man bobbed his head.  
 
    Daniel withdrew his club magic, and the vine whipped away from Alex and coiled itself back around the club.  
 
    Both he and Priscilla were on high alert, expecting imminent violence from the other man, but it didn’t come. Alex massaged his arms with a grimace. “How strong are you?” He asked Daniel ruefully before he stepped away from Jayden and stood next to Daniel. “Thanks.” Alex glanced at Daniel sideways. “You’re a hell of a lot cleverer than you let on. I saw what you wanted me to see.”  
 
    Jayden looked relieved and worried at the same time. “What?” He asked, lost by the sudden change in Alex. 
 
    “If you’re aware of the power it can be resisted,” Alex answered quietly.  
 
    “How easily?” Ivey asked. 
 
    Alex snorted. “Not super easily. But you can feel it and deny it a hold if you focus on it. I’m sure if you react violently the moment you feel the tickle of the compulsion then Jayden’s pretty helpless.” 
 
    “Has your vote changed,” Tamara asked. 
 
    Alex shook his head. “Sorry. No. I still vote for him to die, but I won’t slit his throat the first chance I get now. If Daniel lets him live, I’ll support that. But even if you spare him, next time his suggestive powers touch me, I’ll butcher him.” 
 
    Daniel patted him on the shoulder. “Fair enough. Have you ever killed anyone?”  
 
    Alex shook his head. “No, but I’m not the same man I was a week ago.” 
 
    “It’s a lot harder than you expect,” Daniel told him and then wished he hadn’t. Tamara did not look perturbed by the statement, but he didn’t want to make her think worse of him.  
 
    With a shake of his head, Daniel focused on what was important, Jayden. The other man looked like he wanted to flee, and Daniel would not have been surprised if there was a spreading wet patch. “I’m willing to accept that you used your powers ignorantly.” Jayden exhaled explosively. “I better never find out otherwise.”  
 
    Jayden swallowed heavily. “I didn…n’t… t, didn’t know.” 
 
    “If that’s a lie, you need to confess now. We’re going to get to the ground; and as I understand it, there’s a good chance there’ll be a survivor out there who can tell the truth from lies. When we save that person, the first thing we’ll do is to sit you in front of them and make sure you haven’t broken rules or lied to us.” 
 
    Another heavy swallow. “I didn’t... I.” he stopped. Swallowed. “I might have suspected. I don’t know. I’ll be better.” 
 
    “How much did you suspect?” Daniel asked angrily, drawing out each word. 
 
    “I thought too many people agreed about the kids… and… there was an interaction yesterday that I figured out was a bit off.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I…” Jayden’s eyes flashed to Tamara.  
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    “Can I tell you privately?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jayden sagged. “Please.” Then he looked up hopefully and then immediately broke eye contact when it was clear that Daniel was not relenting. “I thought someone agreed.” 
 
    “No! Be specific. Describe everything.” 
 
    Jayden looked again at Tamara, then at Daniel, and he deflated. 
 
    “I was flirting with Mia and suggested we go to my room and then she agreed immediately and then… I thought the agreement was too fast but maybe not and…” 
 
    “You prick.” Tamara exploded, lightning exploded in her hands. “I was just arguing for your life. 
 
    “We only kissed once. We didn’t do anything more… because I thought something was wrong, I called it off. I regretted it instantly, and it was only because you were always off fighting, and everyone I know back home is probably dead and I felt terrible, and—” 
 
    “Everyone quiet!” Daniel yelled.  
 
    Priscilla was gone from his shoulder and was cuddling into Tamara’s neck. 
 
    “Ivey, what’s your vote?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Death.”  
 
    Jayden looked panicked.  
 
    “I’ll vote for life,” Daniel said grimly. “Tamara, do you want to change yours?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Silence descended on that question. 
 
    Jayden looked genuinely remorseful and not just because of the confession. “Tamara?” 
 
    “No.” She glared at Daniel, annoyance on her face. “I’m not going to sentence someone to death because they cheated on me.” 
 
    “Not what I meant…” The words were meaningless. He did not know why he had said them and wished he could take them back the moment that they had slipped out. 
 
    She spun and stormed out. Ivey looked like she wanted to follow, but she stayed. 
 
    “It’s pretty unforgivable.” Alex pointed out unhelpfully. “It’s close to rape.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. We only kissed.” 
 
    Everyone glared at Jayden.  
 
    “You’ve felt it. My powers aren’t that strong. They’re suggestions.” 
 
    They ignored him, and Daniel turned to look at Ivey. “Thoughts? Should this change anything?” 
 
    “It’s disgusting.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” Jayden argued immediately. “I thought my game was good or that the whole world as good as ended and we both needed some extra comfort.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Daniel ordered.  
 
    His brain was running. He had been on the point of sparing him, but this changed everything. Daniel inspected the other man. How would Tamara feel if he changed his vote now and condemned Jayden to death? It shouldn’t matter, but it did. The man was a coward, but that was not a bad thing, especially if Priscilla, Finigan, and the club could keep him grounded.  
 
    A weak person could be controlled. Then he looked over at Ivey. She had voted for death, but he reckoned that was her emotions talking. Earlier today she had told him they should spare him.  
 
    It always came back to him, and he was willing to take a risk. “These are the rules.” Jayden perked up, and he saw relief wash through the other man’s body. His hunched-over posture opened up; confidence filled his face once more. It was sickening. What a rat. “You work for me and do what I say.” He stared Jayden down till the other man nodded. “You won’t use your gifts on anyone. Finally, you’ll do your very best to make our community a success. Without using your SKILLS.” 
 
    “That is by backing up Daniel’s vision, not by arguing your own.” Alex threatened casually, absently playing with his knife. 
 
    “If you don’t agree, you talk to me privately. Openly, you back me every time.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Not negotiable,” Daniel interrupted. “If you can’t buy in to that, then I’ll take you to a higher floor and seal you in.”  
 
    “Unnecessary. Providing I get the chance to express my opinion privately, I can back you publicly. Some decisions you’ve made in the past that I disagreed with were correct. Pretty much all of them.” He conceded. “You were right with the kids. Though I still hate it; and also, pushing up to the penthouse.” His eyes flicked anxiously to the door. “I agree to your rules. Now can I check on Tammy.” 
 
    “You can’t use your skills on anyone. Including her.” Ivey warned. “We will find someone to confirm this.” 
 
    “I know,” Jayden said nervously.  
 
    “Not just us, anyone.” Daniel snapped. Unless I eventually need you to do it for the greater good, the small, traitorous voice in Daniel’s head reminded him. After all, he was not naïve enough to believe that part of his decision to keep Jayden alive was also not having him available as insurance. “Remember: At some point we’ll get someone who can tell if you’re lying.” The threat was like hitting a nail into the wall with a sledgehammer, but Daniel was past being nice and more than a little repetitive. 
 
    “I heard you the first time. It’s off. It won’t come back.” 
 
    Daniel nodded. “Go find her.” Priscilla was still with Tamara, so there was no way that Jayden was going to get away with mental manipulation with the mouse’s presence. If he tried, Jayden would die, Daniel could guarantee that. Though from the glimpses of emotions he was getting from Priscilla, she would personally take exception; and even if she was tiny, he would not like to be someone she wanted to get revenge on. He had seen what she had done to the feral.  
 
    A flair of excitement came from the mouse and Daniel realised he had not been hiding his thoughts well enough.   
 
    Only if he deserves it, he thought back. Then remembered the confession about Mia and regretted telling Priscilla to behave herself. He probably should have let her have some fun. 
 
    Hide for now, he instructed. We want to give him enough rope to hang himself. 
 
    Confusion radiated from the mouse. 
 
    Human saying.  
 
    He felt Priscilla’s general regard for humanity plummet even further in response.   
 
    “Can you give us a moment?” Ivey asked. Daniel looked up, but she was talking to Alex. 
 
    The man nodded and patted Daniel on the shoulder. “You’re playing a dangerous game.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “You think the gamble is worth it?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    “I would’ve killed him,” Alex answered honestly. “However, it was tough call. I expect him to be too cowardly to cause problems.” 
 
    Ivey loudly cleared her throat and with a friendly nod, Alex walked out. 
 
    “What?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “I’ll brief people we trust about Jayden and downplay his abilities to everyone else.” 
 
    “Fuck, you see straight through me.” 
 
    Ivey rolled her eyes. “So did Alex; but keeping the weapon on hand and never using it is the best outcome.”  
 
    “Good plan with Jayden,” Daniel answered to change the topic. “We also need to make sure that he starts to visibly contribute. He doesn’t have any skills, so it will have to be manual labour. Jayden has to put in his time. He can be the glue as well, but we have to ensure that he is seen getting his hands dirty. Then, if we need him to use his gift, then he will be better placed than if he is a pariah.” Stating it out loud felt wrong, but Ivey was not the type to get worried by moral dilemmas. “Jayden needs to inspire people to work hard and develop themselves, their crafts, and training others.”
“You know how creepy that makes you sound?”
Daniel shrugged, not feeling at all apologetic about it. “The monsters outside don’t care. Why should I?” 
 
    “Because you’re a human being.” Ivey was laughing at him. She didn’t care either. 
 
    “Stop teasing me.”  
 
    Ivey nodded. “Second thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t make a pass at Tamara.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Be a friend for today, at least. She’s going to be emotional. Don’t take advantage.” 
 
    “Maybe it’ll be her taking advantage of me,” Daniel shot back. “After all, my heart was savagely broken this morning.” 
 
    Ivey doubled up in laughter. “Maybe I should have kept you. I didn’t realise you were so funny.” 
 
    “I’m hilarious.” Daniel a cracked a smile. “Are we done?” 
 
    “Yes. Remember to take it slow.”  
 
    He stuck up his middle finger at her as he walked out, her laughter following him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Ivey walked out, but Daniel took a moment to think things through.  
 
    He wished that the Tamara-Jayden connection did not exist because he was self-aware enough to know it was clouding his judgement. 
 
    “Would I have killed him?” Daniel asked himself in the empty room. “If she was not there?” He remembered about Beau; he had not hesitated then. But Beau had come to kill him in cold blood. The mind worms were different, and he had even struggled a little with them. Killing a human for such unprovable crimes as the ability to be persuasive would have been hard.  
 
    There were consequences for the cowardice. Instead of a clean break, Jayden was still alive. Daniel was playing with fire. It was that simple. Sometimes when you did, nothing happened, and other times you burned down a million acres and dozens of people died.  
 
    Jayden was the same.  
 
    He knew it, Ivey knew it, and Alex did as well. Jayden’s ability was fire. Dangerous but potentially useful. With it you could start a campfire, scare away beasts, and keep you warm at night. If it served you, then it was a lifesaver, or not. These moral dilemmas were why he preferred hitting things to leading. With a sigh, he left the room, planning what to do for the rest of the day. First catch up with Cindy, then create seed weapons and plan the attack on the floors below.  
 
    His list only ever expanded.  
 
    What’s happening? He thought to Priscilla.  
 
    An image immediately came to him of Tamara, slapping Jayden’s face. He felt disappointment from the mouse when there was no blood. Then a door banged, and Tamara stormed out of a nearby room, Priscilla on her shoulder doing shadow boxing. 
 
    Tamara stopped dead when she saw him. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “You must think I’m pathetic.” 
 
    “Why would I think that?” Daniel asked in surprise. 
 
    “I think both of us knew it was over. And this exotic holiday was the relationship’s last gasp.” 
 
    “It’s the cheater’s fault, not the person who was cheated on.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the world thinks that.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She smiled, and he saw that the staff he had created for her was tucked under her arm.  
 
    “Do you have five minutes?” 
 
    Tamara appeared torn. 
 
    “I was hoping to find out more about Mystic Explosion.” 
 
    Her face brightened. “It’s wonderful, amazing. It’s the best gift I’ve ever received.” 
 
    Behind them, he noticed Ivey walking through the same door Tamara had exited and then she casually stepped backward, using her presence to block Jayden from leaving.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Daniel, with a touch opened a nearby door and they walked into a room. “Bad choice,” he gasped, gagging on the smell, and retreated, pushing Tamara away. “Run.”  
 
    He grabbed her hand, and they jogged along the corridor before seeing an open door and they went into it.  
 
    The suite had been lived in. There was an aged laptop on the desk and a suitcase on one of the twin beds. He only hesitated for a moment when he saw that, but there was no smell, so he shut the door after them.  
 
    Tamara frowned at the visible reminder of other people. “Well, this drives it home.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who cares about fucking relationships?” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about it,” he offered.  
 
    She sniffled. 
 
    “Unless you want to.”  
 
    “No. Let’s talk about Mystic Explosion.” She smiled as she held it in her hands. “I can honestly say it’s the best thing I’ve ever gotten. It isn’t even the power. It’s how she makes me feel.” 
 
    Daniel’s heart soared at the whimsy in her voice combined with simple joy.  
 
    “She’s alive, my friend, part of me, and I know she’s only level one, but,” she hugged the weapon. “She’s real and incredible.” Tamara looked up and pinned him with her big eyes. “How can you make something so unbelievable?” 
 
    “Power-wise, it’s not just the moth cores but especially the sapient seed,” Daniel peered at the floor. “My magic starts the process, but ultimately it comes from the feral core.” 
 
    Her eyes went wider. “It’s sort of like it has someone’s soul?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Daniel said hurriedly. The implications of that, given his absorption of feral cores, were dark. Then he saw her eyes and the hope; she needed a win. “But you’re kind of right. It only works with feral cores.” 
 
    She smiled and looked down at the weapon. “A new lease on life. I like that, and then the power from the moth cores. Dark, Life and Sound,” she remembered. 
 
    “Don’t forget evil.” 
 
    She beamed. “No. She’s a kind soul that rejected the evil part and only absorbed the sound components. Her skills are mainly defensive. She creates a wave of noise to knock weapons and enemies away. And…”  
 
    It was like rusty nails along a metal fence. Daniel flinched. 
 
    “Sorry. I wanted to show you. That was at the lowest level of power. At full intensity, it will blow out ear drums, and I can direct it in a cone!” 
 
    “I noticed. Does it improve your magic control or strength? Because that was what I was imagining and going for when I created it.” 
 
    Tamara shook her head. “Probably at the next level.” 
 
    “That’s a pity because it worked for Ivey’s.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m ecstatic with its skills. Now try to hit me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She looked at him flatly. “Pretend to hit me?” 
 
    “No, I don’t want to be thrown across the room.” 
 
    “I won’t do that.” 
 
    Daniel activated his second level of speed, lowered his body, and moved forward, intending to grab her hips and toss her onto the bed behind her. It was like running into a brick wall, and he bounced back with his arms vibrating. “What the hell?” 
 
    “That was at the lowest power on the defensive shield, and there’s one last trick.” 
 
    She swung the weapon at him, and he instinctively swayed away. It felt like a wet towel slapped him on the face, and his head rang.  
 
    Daniel stumbled backwards, more out of shock than pain. An invisible magic attack was terrifying. 
 
    A confident feeling radiated from the club. Blood Drinker was more than capable of helping him either avoid similar attacks or blocking them outright. 
 
    Well, why not this time? 
 
    Complex thoughts came back, but it basically came down to Priscilla would have got upset at the club if it had interfered.  
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” He said hurriedly. “It was more a reaction due to surprise than anything else.” 
 
    On Tamara’s shoulders, Priscilla had abandoned the shadow boxes and was instead mimicking Daniel’s flinch at the unexpected impact. He narrowed his eyes. 
 
    Amusement radiated from the mouse. 
 
    Tamara noticed where his glare was going, and her hand instinctively went up to protect the mouse. 
 
    “What did she do?” 
 
    Smug amusement reached him. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “She’s trembling.” 
 
    Laughter echoed in her head. 
 
    “You need to be nicer to her.” 
 
    “She’s acting.” 
 
    Tamara presented the mouse to him; and sure enough, she was trembling like she was petrified. “Look at her.”  
 
    “Maybe we should give her some chips,” Daniel suggested. 
 
    Like a switch had gone off, the trembles stopped, and Priscilla was looking excited, dancing in the hand. 
 
    Tamara smiled at that reaction. “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “Absolutely terrified.” 
 
    She stifled a giggle. “Anyway, that was the last ability. It extends the length of the staff or makes a direct hit stronger. I shouldn’t have demonstrated it on you.” She moved nearer, studying him. She reached out and touched his lip. “Oh no. I gave you a bloody lip. Sorry.” 
 
    “It was kind of a sucker punch,” Daniel admitted, touching the sore lip. 
 
    “You poor thing,” she got very close. His heart thumped. Then the mood seemed to break, and she moved hurriedly away, looking flustered. “Sorry, I wanted to show it off. I shouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you can make it up to me later.”  
 
    “How will I do that?” She asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’ll have to wait to find out.” He grinned at her. “More seriously. Those abilities seem too powerful.” 
 
    She looked at her staff, tracing the name. “Yeah. But that’s not something to complain about.” 
 
    “No, it’s definitely not.” For a long, awkward moment, he was lost in her eyes. “I…” He remembered Ivey’s words and broke eye contact hurriedly. “I’m delighted you got those abilities.” 
 
    Tamara stepped back. “Me too.”  
 
    They stood awkwardly. There were lots of things he wanted to say, but they seemed inappropriate for the moment; and he couldn’t bring himself to talk about something superficial. She deserved better. “Unfortunately, I need to return to work.”  
 
    With that hurried apology, he rushed out of the room and then paused. “Tamara, the loot chest had staff fighting skills. You should see if you can get it.” 
 
    “Ivey already gave it to me.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    Cheeks burning, he bolted upstairs to level twenty-five, and an annoyed ball of fur attacked him. It leapt into his arms and then started licking his face. The body was wiggling.  
 
    “It’s okay, Finigan.” He tried helplessly to control the excited animal. “Not my tongue.” He dropped the dog only to have it spring up from the ground, and despite its small size, it could still get high enough to lick his chin. 
 
    “You little rascal.” He caught him and hugged the dog, deliberately positioning the face to spare him licks while vigorously rubbing his belly. “Missed me, huh?” 
 
    Happy contentment floated back to him and a desire to always be together. 
 
    “I’ll try, boy.” Daniel’s tension melted away. He had not realised how stressed he had been getting. “Do you know where Cindy is?” 
 
    The dog tilted its head.  
 
    “Your old owner.” 
 
    Excitement flashed through the bond and Finigan sped away and guided him to a room on the opposite side from the kitchen. This one did not even have a curtain, and Cindy was at a desk, scribbling. 
 
    Finigan disregarded that and sped over and leapt onto her. She happily greeted her dog. “Who’s a good boy? You’re a good boy.” They descended into a mock battle. It was almost the same reaction the dog had tried to provoke from him. 
 
    Daniel gave them about a minute before he knocked.  
 
    Cindy jumped up and brushed off her clothes. “Sorry, I was just—” 
 
    “You wanted to speak to me?” Daniel interrupted gently.  
 
    The girl looked flustered, and her eyes dropped to the papers she had been scribbling on. “Yes, traps. Wooden traps. Umm… pressure plates… Bear and…” 
 
    “I’m aware of them.” 
 
    “Of course, you are.” She forcefully stilled her hands, that had been shuffling through the papers pointlessly. “I wanted to see if I could help you optimise and possibly explore some new ideas.” 
 
    “I’m always open to improvements.” 
 
    “Good, good.” She snatched up a piece of paper that had several dot points on it. “I’ve been trying to come up with ideas. I don’t know if they’re good; they’re just ones I’ve thought of so far. Crossbows, a gun,” she waved to the side to where there was a broken pressure trap. “Like the middle bit is already a gun, but maybe as a separate unit. Foot spikes, but I think you’ve done that, Multi-stage delivery,” She looked questioningly up at him. “Have you done that?” 
 
    “I’ll bite. What’s that?” 
 
    She made a fist with one hand and an open palm with another. “That’s the feral.” She nodded at the open palm. She punched her fist into it. The open hand wrapped around it, and then she acted out an explosion gesture. “One part of the trap delivers the payload, and the second bit the projectile or spike that explodes up. Basically, you get the arrow inside the monster and then it detonates. It means your explosion bypasses the armoured flesh to do the maximum damage inside. No, no, don’t look like that. It’s definitely doable; you’ve got all the components already. We only need to put them together.” Once more, she pointed at the broken trap. “And my last one is a one-time use spear for the front line. You stab, and then when the enemy is impaled, the end of the spear explodes to finish them.” 
 
    “What happens after that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “They switch to a different weapon.” 
 
    “I’m happy to test them, but you mentioned optimizing them, as well.” 
 
    “Come sit.” She sat back in her chair and gestured for him to join her on the second chair. “To do that, I really need to understand your capabilities.” 
 
    “My plant growth skill isn’t like a lot of the other types of magic. It’s more flexible, and the closer to nature, the easier it becomes.” 
 
    She looked at him. “That’s fine, but Alpha magic is not magic. By that I mean it’s repeatable. When most people cast a spell, every single time, it produces an attack with the exact same amount of energy. While you refer to yours as flexible, I’m assuming it is fundamentally the same. Repeatable?” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “Then we can optimise design.” She smiled and tapped her chair. “First, I need to understand how you embed the explosive energy into the wood.” 
 
    Daniel sat, and for the next half-hour, he was politely grilled about details that seemed irrelevant and created dozens of simple, scaled-down versions of his traps. Cindy was the Energiser Bunny, jumping from subject to subject; and after the session, he walked away with a prototype for a single-use, multi-stage delivery bomb.  
 
    “Thank you,” Daniel said, holding the weapon they had designed together. “I guess I should test fire it.”  
 
    Cindy nodded. “That’s always for the best. Just because the scale models worked doesn’t mean the full size will.” They both looked at the small indents in the plaster. They weren’t impressive, no larger than what could be achieved by punching the wall with a knuckleduster. Maybe only a pre-event thirteen-year-old doing the striking, he corrected in his mind. Zach, if he tried, could definitely put a wider hole in the wall than what the mini-prototypes had managed. The more he considered the damage, the less impressive it was.   
 
    “But I think the big version will work even better,” Cindy said excitedly. 
 
    “Well, bigger is better.” 
 
    “Not what I was saying!” She rolled her eyes. “You don’t need to be juvenile, and you know what I meant. That one,” she pointed. “Explosion will be impressive when I scale for maths.”  
 
    “Physics doesn’t necessarily work like that,” Daniel told her, thinking of lots of examples where what worked on a small scale did not work when you made larger models. It was like a rubber band. Small ones could create an impressive slingshot, but larger versions had always been disappointing. For example, you could not make one that fired stones which were faster than bullets. 
 
    She frowned. “I know what you’re trying to say. Friction and air resistance can change how small objects act, but none of that should apply to these. In fact,” she rolled her eyes again. “In this specific instance, bigger is better as the initial penetration is important and…” She saw him laughing and stopped when she realised what she had said. “I’ll stop right there after I say one more thing: The multi-staged delivery bomb will kill ferals. If you can get the explosive charge fully into the chest before it blows, it will be more likely to kill than if it occurs at skin level.” Her cheeks were rosy.  
 
    Daniel smirked. “Moving on, I have another project. Can you design something that will let us run commando raids to the floor below us?” He pointed at the window. “A ladder, stairs, something?”   
 
    “Really, you want to go that way instead of putting a hole in the floor, like you did in the upper floors?”  
 
    “It’s in case we want to blitz downstairs. Surprise them with overwhelming force. A small hole might be limiting; and it could be impossible to attack if they’re defending it.” 
 
    “If they were smart,” Cindy said dismissively. 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    She looked sceptical. 
 
    “Trust me, they can detect and defend choke points. The ones below differ from the ones you guys fought on twenty-six and seven.”  
 
    “Okay. So, are there any specific features you desire?” 
 
    “Stability, speed deployment, large enough for multiple people to use at once, and a fast-release mechanism so we can drop the entire thing if the enemy drives us back and tries to use it.” 
 
    “You’re paranoid.” 
 
    “No, I’m prudent,” he answered. “Deployment can be assisted with magic, and I think you know my capabilities regarding fast growth. Not that I think that’ll help.”  
 
    “Maybe to secure it.” She looked doubtful and stared at the window. You could almost see the gears turning in her head. “I’ll do my best,” she told him with a distracted tone. 
 
    “When it’s done, can you send it down to me? I’ll be working from twenty-one.” 
 
    Before heading downstairs, he went up three floors to an empty level. He wanted to test his new weapon without scaring anyone.  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    There was nothing on the current floor, nor on the ones immediately above or below. He positioned himself ten metres away from a shot door and looked at the strange weapon he had created. It was sort of a cross between a bazooka and a harpoon. With a twist, it was armed. Next, he levelled it at the door.  
 
    Carefully aiming it, he squeezed the trigger.  
 
    Bang!  
 
    The force to the recoil made him take two steps backwards, his shoulder aching, and he watched the spear slam into the door just like it was supposed to. 
 
    Boom!  
 
    The second explosion sounded thunderous in the narrow confines of the corridor. The tip of the second part of the weapon, a forty-five centimetre-long stake had shot through the door. Its point had punched through, and then it exploded in the shaped pattern Cindy had designed, where, instead of the explosion spreading in all directions, it was mainly forward and to the sides, in order to do maximum damage to whatever the projectile had struck.  
 
    Dust was everywhere, and he waved it away with his arms while approaching where the bullet had hit. There was a hole larger than his head in the door.  
 
    He had not noticed in those first fractions of an instant, but the weapon’s accuracy was poor as he had hit near the handle, as opposed to the centre of the door where he had aimed. The range of the weapon was significantly less than ten metres, but that didn’t perturb him. Cindy had already warned him that accurate aiming was difficult without doubling the weight of the weapon. Plus, this was intended for mid-range rather than long. It couldn’t be used for short-range, because if you waited till the monster was a couple metres away, you wouldn’t miss, but the benefit was lower. Even if your attack slew it, the monster would probably have sufficient momentum to crash into you and potentially rake you with its claws. After all, the body could function for a moment with a hole in the chest if the arms and the nerves connecting the brain to them were unaffected. The lack of blood to continue to fuel the cells would kill the critter quickly, but not fast enough to stop a claw from swiping at you. If you delayed too long, then you guaranteed a kill but risked getting hurt, anyway. Fire too soon, then you might miss. Daniel frowned. The effective range was rather small.  
 
    Curiously, he touched the splintered wood and stuck his arm through it. If you hit an Elite, you were probably going to take it down with a single strike and relatively quickly.  
 
    Not that bad. He thought. While there was always room to complain, ultimately, it worked as well as Cindy had promised; and most importantly, it was an upgrade, as they would no longer have to rely on pre-placed traps. 
 
    Then there was the second idea she had shared with him. His whole design for creating weapons was based on transferring energy. There was no reason that he had to be the person physically pulling back the thin trunks of wood.  
 
    Passing by floor twenty-five, he spotted Carly. “Hey.” 
 
    She turned to face him expectantly. 
 
    “I’m going down to twenty-one. Can you gather four strong men, people, whatever,” he corrected hastily, remembering the women who had helped with the Eggercough slug trap. Levels triumphed over biology within this new framework. “People who aren’t doing anything vital and send them down to help me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Satisfied, he kept going down the steps.  
 
    When he hit twenty-one, he discovered that the same four as before were hard at work killing moths, but this time they had a team of fighters standing nearby just in case the traps failed again. There was always a risk; and while Daniel had tried to design a foolproof trap, there was no such thing, as Trudy had demonstrated. Since he was here, Daniel gave each trap a quick once over just in case. The trap that Borris had enhanced in the first session, which Jordan was now using, was in perfect condition. Borris had been reinforcing them, and the changes to the wood were extraordinary. Not only was the trap weathering the moths; it accepted his magic easily, letting his consciousness sink and immediately establish a three-dimensional view of the box.  
 
    “Good,” he said, patting it and smiling at Jordan. “This thing will not fail.” 
 
    The next box was the new one Borris was using. He had started the process but not finished it, and Daniel took a minute to correct and thicken the teeth. While the traps were hardy, when the moths unleashed their sonic attacks, they had an enormous impact; and significant wear-and-tear had become evident on the inner elements. The next two boxes were in the same state, but it took only a small amount of his magic to heal them. 
 
    With the traps working, Daniel checked the moth cores. There had only been another ten killed since lunch, but if they kept shifts going with the four traps, not only could they gain the cores for crafting, but also, they would slowly thin the moth population.  
 
    Animal Sense spread out into the immediate area behind the elevator door. He could not feel any changes. Killing eighty of the bloody things had not made a noticeable dent in their numbers.  
 
    Good, he thought. They were easy experience, and while they were trapped, they were not a threat. In some ways, Daniel would be happier if there were ten thousand rather than one so they could experience farm them for ever. “Enough about the moths,” he muttered. “Focus on—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Daniel looked up startled at the young woman who had spoken. She was dressed in leather armour and held a spear. She was probably mid-twenties, but first impressions put her younger.  
 
    “Sorry, what did you say?” 
 
    Daniel’s cheeks went red. “Um,” his dog nuzzled his hand. “I was talking to Finigan.” He knelt down to pat him. 
 
    “Sorry,” she turned away. 
 
    “You’re a good boy,” he told the dog. “But I need to get to work, to make a plan for below and create some single-use multistage rockets. Yes, I do.” He scratched the dog vigorously. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    The good thing about floor twenty-one was that there were still lots of unbroken doors. Yes, they were all off their hinges, but they were there to be used, and Daniel did not have to personally collect them.  
 
    With a smile, Daniel turned to Luke, and the muscle that Carly had sent down. “I need twenty doors, and I’ll be in the west corner.” Then he picked up the nearest shattered door and walked to the room he had nominated. The suite had afternoon sun streaming in, and before he started working, he glanced quickly outside. Except for the lack of moving cars, it almost felt like the pre-event world. There was no visible living thing that screamed unnatural or impossible. And the slight glare of the sunshine hid the signs of the structural damage that he knew was present. Of course, when he looked closer it was easy enough to break the illusion. There were multiple crashes on the roads. Two cars crumpled together, a truck had gone through a house, the roof of another had buckled inwards. But without a visible monster, it seemed peaceful. 
 
    With a shake of his head before something disturbed that serenity, Daniel turned away to prepare his workstation. The two halves of the broken door he had brought were lying in the room’s antechamber. “Not enough space,” he muttered, looking sideways at the bed. With a sigh, he positioned himself. 
 
    Strength.  
 
    Filled with power, he pulled the bed up with a single motion and placed it on its side. Then he turned and tapped his hand on the table, and with a burst of energy it collapsed into pieces. The couch and desk chairs got shifted into the corner of the room, and he suddenly had significantly more room to work with.  
 
    There was a clatter of wood as doors were brought in and unceremoniously dumped in one of the corners he had cleared before his helpers stomped out to get more.  
 
    Daniel smiled at them, playing up their surliness at being made to do manual labour. They did not know what was going to hit them. The room was hot and stuffy and had balcony doors, so he threw them open to let in the air and a gust of warm wind struck him. He hesitated for a moment. It was hotter outside than in, which made sense given it was mid-afternoon in early autumn. After a moment’s thought, he went with the breeze and then set to work. 
 
    His plan was to create thirty or forty of the one-shot rockets that Cindy had designed but get Luke’s team to supply the tension. Daniel remembered how he had created the traps personally, with the type of wood that he needed and the setup, where he would strain to bend the piece of wood and then clip it in that tensed state till he was ready to use it at a later point in time. 
 
    The door split into three pieces lengthwise, and after he had folded it out, it left Daniel with a thinner chunk over two metres long. Every five centimetres, he pulled up a piece of wood that was a metre long, and further down was a spot to hook it to once it was bent. What he had built looked weird.  
 
    More doors got thrown into the corner, but Daniel ignored them while seeking to test his contraption. This setup took him back to that first day, when it had only been him, as opposed to the team he had created now, which would hopefully industrialise the process. With a sigh, he placed two hands firmly on the top of a rod and pulled downwards. His muscles flexed and he could feel the strain as he bent it all the way till it was secured. The wood thrummed with tension, and even without his magic, it looked like it was ready to snap. 
 
    Daniel breathed out and slapped his biceps. He could feel the lingering ache from his exertion. 
 
    Perfect, he thought, and made a second row of poles by splitting another door. The idea was that Luke and the team would bend the wood to create tension, and then he would use that power to fuse the one-shot rocket. The potential trapped in those bent pieces of wood could fuel both the explosive projectile and the launcher component of the weapons he was building.   
 
    More doors were delivered, and the others left, but Luke stayed. 
 
    “You’re going to get us to bend them, aren’t you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Luke stepped up, braced, and pulled down. He seemed to struggle less than Daniel had, but he still grimaced as he locked it into place. “That’s hard yakka, but we can do it.” 
 
    “I think maybe fifty cycles will be enough.” 
 
    Luke pointedly looked down at the two rows he had created with the two bent poles. “You’re kidding, aren’t you.”  
 
    Daniel stared him down. 
 
    “God damn it. I’m going to have words with Carly once this is finished. ‘Daniel just needs a little help.’ ‘Grab some others. It will be easy.’” Luke said, putting on a poor imitation of his daughter. 
 
    He chuckled and patted Luke on the back. “Hard work is character-building.” 
 
    With that, he sat down and started crafting. 
 
    As he rested next to the open doors with the pleasant wind blowing over him, the five fighters cranked hard on their levers to generate the kinetic tension that he wanted. Every minute, he would use a small amount of his magic to transfer the energy that their struggle had built up into the weapons he was creating. 
 
    “And this is absolutely necessary?” Luke grunted as he used all his strength to lock another lever into the fixed position. “Because it’s harder than it looks.” 
 
    “Yep,” Daniel said happily. “And I know how hard it is because this is what I did to create all those traps that pushed back the ferals and saved everyone.” 
 
    “We know.” 
 
    The basic structure of the forty-one shot rockets he was making had been created already. All he was doing now was transferring the potential energy into them, which was simple. The process required less than half of his mana regeneration and only thirty seconds of concentration every three minutes.  
 
    The rest of the time, he focused on Priscilla as she explored the zombies below, sneaking up on them and studying them for strength. She had already located three Ultras and more Elites than she could count. Daniel was pretty sure she was up to twenty-nine, though he admitted there might be some double counting in there as the zombies kept moving around.  
 
    They were also disturbingly organised.  
 
    That was the bit that scared him the most. They had a system going; and whatever master plan drove their action, it was currently focused on a floor Priscilla could not reach. She was uncomfortable going further since his Animal Sense had noticed what had felt like more of the weasels on the lower floors, and Priscilla’s survival instincts agreed. Despite that, it was clear the ferals were fighting the battle because of the continual flow of injured humanoids.  
 
    It was scary. He had sort of known for a couple of days that the ferals below floor twenty were organised and special, but he had been hoping that he was exaggerating their capabilities. The more he learned, the less likely that was to be true. The damaged monsters were moving up from a lower floor to an infirmary on level fifteen. Hurt Zombies would retreat there and then wait till they were fully recovered before heading back down to fight whatever they were attacking below. There were even rations supplied to the injured to help fuel the healing. Tables filled with meat; and from the images Priscilla had shared, the meat was comprised of human and feral parts along with …wolves? Daniel was not sure about the last one, but it was something like that.  
 
    It was, in simple terms, utterly chilling. 
 
    “You listening?” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel lied as he tried to recall what Luke had been asking. They had been talking about the weapons he was creating. “The best analogy I can think of is that they are souped-up shotguns.” 
 
    “You said they’re accurate to around five metres.” 
 
    “I said three to four.” 
 
    “We all heard five.” Luke laughed. 
 
    Daniel smiled politely, but his mind was still fixated on the problem below. The fact the ferals were fighting something made Daniel even more determined to push down fast. He didn’t want to end up in a position where the zombies finished the monsters below them and rotated upwards to fight them exclusivity. Plus, Daniel did not know who the zombies were fighting. Worse case, they were battling other ferals. If this was happening, the ferals might be physically upgrading themselves by eating cores. Even if they were attacking people, it wouldn't be any better. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, the energy from a new line of bent poles was sucked away. No longer under pressure, the sticks sagged.  
 
    There were loud groans, and his helpers moved to push the used ones into an upright position, leaving them there for Daniel to reinforce their internal constitution while they rotated onto the second lines of poles and commenced wrestling them into place. 
 
    “I hate you.” Luke said with a grunt. “You’re so buying me a six-pack tonight.”  
 
    Daniel chuckled.  
 
    Below, Priscilla was dancing on the shoulder of one of the sentry zombies. It slapped at the mouse and occasionally spun on the spot to catch her, but try as she might, it never chased her out the door. This was the eighth zombie she had tried this trick on, and this one was as adamant as the previous ones that it wasn’t going to be tricked into leaving its post.  
 
    Out of the previous seven, Priscilla had been successful exactly once. 
 
    The first time she had been successful. 
 
    An enraged sentry had chased her right into the hulk that patrolled the hallway. A feral that had promptly gone biblical on the sentry in apparent punishment of it for leaving its spot. The first blow had broken the collarbone and left a three-centimetre-deep gouge down its chest. The second swing had removed a sizeable chunk of its skull. 
 
    The third strike was converted into digging into the dead zombie’s chest to get the core, which was promptly swallowed. Priscilla had got very excited at that outcome and put some genuine work into repeating it with the other sentries, but to no avail. 
 
    It seemed they had all heard the demise of their fellow guard and had no desire to join it.  
 
    That dead one had been replaced twenty minutes later, and since then, Priscilla was almost completely ignored. Apparently, applying capital punishment for slight mistakes inspired the ferals to studiously complete their duties.  
 
    Daniel pulled his attention back.  
 
     “How many more to go?” the hammer-wielding woman complained. If he remembered accurately, her name was Karolina.  
 
    “I reckon we’re only halfway through,” Luke told her.  
 
    “This is turning my arms to jelly.” Karolina sent him a hopeful look, but Daniel refused to make eye contact. Luke was right. 
 
    “Well, now you know how Daniel felt when he was building all those traps to keep us alive.” 
 
    Daniel smiled at Luke appropriating his words from earlier. 
 
    She wiped the sweat off her face. “Respect Mr Mage.” 
 
    “Mage?” Luke sputtered in amusement. 
 
    “Karolina was on floor thirty-nine or something.” A dark-skinned, earnest young man said. “Hasn’t seen Daniel fight.” 
 
    “Mage,” Luke repeated laughing uncontrollably. 
 
    “You guys told me he was throwing lightning around,” Karolina argued. 
 
    Luke calmed down slightly. “He was also the person who took the biggest and worst enemies one on one in melee.” 
 
    “Respect, Mr Mutant,” Karolina said with a nod. 
 
    There was a hiss of surprise and Luke’s expression sobered awfully quickly. 
 
    “Better,” Daniel said. “Don’t ever call me a mage again.” 
 
    She howled in laughter, and the others joined in. 
 
    Daniel waved a hand, and the poles that were strained promptly started sagging.  
 
    About two minutes later, another line of poles had been prepped for him. He reinforced the first row of poles to allow them to take tension once more and then sucked the energy out of the second lot. There were more groans as they switched positions once more. 
 
    He checked his progress. He only had ten more launchers to prime. “Chin up. We’re almost ready.” 
 
    “Thank god,” Luke said with an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    “You still whinging?” Daniel asked. “What’s up with you? You’ve complained five times as much as your underlings.” 
 
    “They’re not my under…” then Luke’s eyes twinkled when he saw the expression on Daniel’s face. “I enforce good discipline.” 
 
    “Nope, you’re just soft,” Karolina quipped. Everyone, including Luke, laughed.  
 
    “As I was saying, finish these,” Daniel waved at the straight sticks. “And then we’re done.” 
 
    While he waited for them to finish forcing potential energy into the poles, his attention returned below. Daniel continued to direct Priscilla. She had been perched on the entry to the infirmary floor, cataloguing the injuries. To his uneducated mind, there seemed to be a variety of causes. Some looked like they had been physically beaten; others like magic had hurt them; and others appeared to move unsteadily with no physical damage, apart from the change in gait. The lack of cuts or arrow holes made Daniel hopeful that they were not fighting other ferals or humans.  
 
    The number of ferals rotating through the room was impressive, but only normal and Elites. Not a single Ultra, the stronger version had been present amongst the injured, and only a few Elites, for that matter. Whatever they were engaging with seemed to struggle to hurt the stronger feral varieties. A very distinct feral with no hair or nose and almost fluorescent pink skin returned for the third time. Twice he had what looked like burns on one of his limbs. This time, blood was running from his ears and nose. 
 
    The number of hurt zombies was not decreasing, and Daniel was concerned with what he was seeing. If the ferals were engaged in a war of attrition where they were not losing anyone… If they were smart – and the disciplined sentries implied they were, – then those numbers worried Daniel. If they were killing the enemy and only getting injured in return, then eventually the ferals would win. There could only be one winner in a fight where one side had no one dying. Worse, the continual fight would only upskill the zombies; even if they did not get any direct power-up, they would be better at using their skills, and Daniel with his own powers had already seen how time let him.  
 
    There was a cracking noise as the drill split the floor and created a long crack. “Damn it.” he cursed. 
 
    “What?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Was being careless when digging down.”  
 
    “And?” 
 
    “No issues with structural stability. If anything, the cracks will let us get through faster. I’m annoyed because it was careless.” 
 
    With another wave of his hands, more sticks sagged, and they kept going.  
 
    “Mr. Impossible Task Master, are you sure you don’t want to have a go doing this.” Luke nodded at the poles and looked hopeful.  
 
    Daniel considered it and chuckled internally. Luke knew they were almost finished. He was just trying to get a rise out of him. “Nah, I’m currently filling the roles of Mr Scout and Mr General at the moment. Don’t really have the mental energy to add Mr Manual Labour.”   
 
    “Please don’t,” Luke grumbled straight after he locked another pole in place with an explosive grunt. “I hate Mr Men books.” He visibly strained to push his current pole down far enough to be latched into position. “And have you increased the bloody difficulty? These last few seemed harder.” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. “Nope, you still suffer muscle soreness and degradation if you overdo things. An hour’s rest will fix it, but you should be thankful I’ve given you a proper workout. That’s hard to do these days with our enhanced strength.” 
 
    “Shut up, you.” Karolina mock yelled at him. 
 
    The last set of weapons was rotated in. 
 
    You can come back now, he thought to Priscilla. She had discovered nothing new for almost half an hour.  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Daniel leapt to his feet and instantly froze the drill to the room below. His heart was pounding. He had felt the presence below. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    He used the ability again, but this time he restricted it to a small area on the floor beneath them. In the room below them, two Elites had joined the sentry. They had clearly heard the noises he had made and were looking up at the ceiling. That was terrible. The one thing he did not want to do is to draw the attention of the ferals below before they were ready to fight them. 
 
    When Daniel opened his eyes, the warriors in his room had caught his sudden alarm and had reacted by snatching up their own weapons. Daniel put a finger to his lips and none of them asked any questions. 
 
    Priscilla? he thought. 
 
    An immediate affirmative came back to him. She understood what he wanted, and she was on her way.  
 
    Quietly, Daniel left the room, with the others following. 
 
    “What,” Luke whispered. 
 
    “The zombies heard us, and there are three of them in the room below.” 
 
    “Damn. Are they doing anything that looks dangerous?” 
 
    “No, and Priscilla will have eyes on them soon.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Luke asked. 
 
    “The ferals knew we were here. This proof will make it a little harder for us, but I doubt they’ll change their strategy immediately.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Luke said grimly. “Plan?” 
 
    “Let me finish the last lot, and then we’ll have a battle council.” 
 
    “Down here?”  
 
    “Yes, I don’t want to risk them coming up without me being here to see them off.” 
 
    “Fair.” Luke hurried away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24  
 
    Priscilla kept watch over the zombies directly underneath them while the group’s fighting leadership of Luke, Tamara, Alex, Ivey, and Daniel gathered. 
 
    “We need to do this carefully.” 
 
    Alex cleared his throat. “I trust you, but are you sure about the ferals?” he hesitated, shooting Ivey a glance and then grinned. “I mean zombies. They did not seem that much of a concern when we cleared levels twenty-six and -seven.” 
 
    Daniel shook his head, amused. “Yes, these ones are smart. On all the other floors, Priscilla has been able to bait them to attack each other.” He grimaced. “Downstairs, it’s completely different. The sentries they’ve posted won’t be provoked. Do you want to know why?” Daniel’s voice was rising despite himself. “Because when she infuriated one of them sufficiently to chase her, the Elite one ate it.” 
 
    Smack. 
 
    Daniel hit the table. “After that, every single one ignored Priscilla. The sentries know what happens if they break, and the Elites know they can kill them if they do; they’re trained and smart. The Elites, I’m sure, exist under similar restrictions. They’re an army.”  
 
    “I hear you, Daniel,” Luke said. “But we have tactics that succeed against ferals. And with the new rockets, they’ll work even better.” 
 
    “As I said,” Daniel retorted, surprised at how annoyed Luke’s timidity was making him. Didn’t the man realise that to stay still was death? Unexpected anger frothed in his gut, and Daniel suppressed it. Luke was not trying to be difficult; he was merely arguing for the pathway that he thought was best. “It won’t work,” Daniel said tiredly. “You were here. That creek of concrete breaking caused a response. There’s no sneaking down. They have the entire floor below us watched. Security, that’s even tighter now because they heard us. Three additional roaming zombies and an extra Elite. It’s scary.” 
 
    “Maybe we should prepare the battlefield and draw them in,” Luke said quietly. “Trap this floor, drop a stairwell and let them come to us.”  
 
    An awkward silence descended. 
 
    Tamara shook her head vigorously. “We can’t do that. It’s a death sentence for those kids.”  
 
    “I agree,” Daniel said hurriedly. “Not for the same reason as Tamara,” he continued quickly to stop both Ivey and Luke’s nascent argument before they started. “Baiting them up isn’t going to work. They’re fighting some war of attrition lower down in the tower.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “They’re smart; and we’ve already seen that earth armour can negate a trap field. Based on the injuries that I see coming through their infirmary below, they’re definitely astute enough to coordinate earth ferals to go through our traps.” 
 
    “Can you send Priscilla to confirm that?” Alex interrupted. “It’s a big assumption to rest our strategy on.”  
 
    Daniel did not have to answer. He could feel the mouse shaking her head on his shoulder. Image of super-fast spiders reached him. She had obviously seen something that scared her as much as the weasels. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous for her to leave my Animal Sense range. There is a real risk if we send her too far, she’ll get killed and eaten.”  
 
    “Then how do we know what’s happening?” Luke snapped apparently responding to Daniel’s defensive tones. 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “There’s a continued flow to and from the lower floors. Healthy down, injured up. We need to deal with them while they’re distracted. The stuff we used on the dumb ones up here isn’t going to work. We want to squeeze them between enemies.” 
 
    “You could still reinforce a floor enough that they’ll never get through.” Luke continued. “We don’t have to do this now.” 
 
    “Rubbish.” 
 
    “No!” Luke said loudly over the top of Daniel. “We can turtle.”  
 
    Daniel shook his head in exasperation. He sympathised with where Luke was coming from. They had fought hard and bought themselves a measure of safety. Everyone wanted a break, an opportunity to feel safe while they recovered from the trauma of the last few days. Daniel truly understood the desire. It was just that his gut told Daniel that such a course would be disastrous. “If we do nothing, we’re sitting up here unable to grow or develop, while they’re getting stronger. If we do, that when they’re ready to kill us, there will be nothing we can do. Guaranteed.”  
 
    “Unless the moths yield us enough experience so that our growth outpaces theirs,” Alex suggested. “Not that I believe that’ll work.”  
 
    “STOP!” Ivey yelled.  
 
    Daniel winced.  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    One feral that had been pacing the corridors had stopped. While Daniel could not tell via Animal Sense, it was almost certainly looking in their direction. Daniel placed a finger against his lips to indicate that they needed to be quiet. 
 
    “This debate is stupid,” Ivey whispered angrily. “We have to push. We’re going to attack. Let’s cut out the unnecessary debate.” 
 
    “Ivey, that’s not decided,” Luke responded intensely. “This is an important conversation.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Ivey asked, ignoring Luke and looking straight at Daniel.  
 
    “We go down the outside of the building using plant ramps. Breach in multiple rooms. Everyone with their standard weapons and the rockets. Simultaneously, I lock down the stairwell to stop reinforcements. We kill all the zombies on that floor, then retreat to this floor and see what happens.” 
 
    Tamara appeared confused. “Why would we retreat? That doesn’t make sense to me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to attack,” Luke said, “but if we do, I agree with Tamara. If we’ve gained another floor, why wouldn’t we reinforce it and push from there? Once twenty is ours, we can trap the access stairwell and then hold it indefinitely.” 
 
    “Daniel’s worried they have an Ultra,” Alex observed. 
 
    “Not worried. Aware. They have three. I’m afraid they have something worse.” 
 
    Alex grinned wryly. “What Daniel wants to do is to expand their war of attrition, but do it in a way that doesn’t expose us. Kill ten in this fight, ten in the next, and wear them down till we can destroy them.” Alex leant back in his chair. “Let’s say we’re doing this. What else can we do to improve our chances?” 
 
    “Wait till tomorrow,” Luke suggested immediately. “By then, we’ll have more traps in play and maybe a couple of extra levels.” 
 
    “We won’t have any more levels,” Alex disagreed. “Everyone’s already at level fifteen from that starting mana storm. That’s a lot of dead moths to raise the entire team by even one level.”  
 
    “True.” Luke conceded. “But we’ll at least have better equipment to fight with.” 
 
    “Nope, we go today,” Ivy said insistently. 
 
    “Why?” Luke snapped. He clearly didn’t understand why everyone was in a rush, and it was getting to him.  
 
    Ivey hesitated with her eyes, taking on a slightly distant look like she invariably did when interacting with her interface. She frowned. “I’ve always been psychic, and I have a gut feeling.” She said with a straight face. 
 
    Daniel smirked.  
 
    “I’m with Ivey,” Tamara agreed immediately. 
 
    Luke sighed in exasperation. “Forget the rescue mission. As far as we know, they might already be dead. We need to strategize logically.” 
 
    “It’s not about the kids,” Tamara said firmly. 
 
    Luke threw his hands in the air. “Then what is it?” 
 
    “I’m psychic too.”  
 
    Silence deadened. 
 
    Luke shook his head. “There’s absolutely no logical argument I can make against that.” 
 
    “Tamara,” Alex leant forward, suddenly interested. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She swallowed as she considered how to answer the question. “Is it so hard to believe that someone can see the future?” She clicked her finger and flames rose. 
 
    “There’s a big difference between magic which is actually taking advantage of the laws of reality and seeing the god damned future.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” Tamara looked thoughtful. “Sufficiently advanced technology might as well be magic.” 
 
    “That’s what I just said.” 
 
    “What would the Mongolian empire think of guns? How about an electric torch in mediaeval Europe, or a TV?” 
 
    “I get that, according to the text files, that fire you conjured is basically higher technology. Just because we don’t understand it doesn’t mean it has a mystical origin. Especially if it’s repeatable.” Alex argued. 
 
    “How about predicting the weather?” Tamara asked. “Isn’t that looking into the future?” She mimicked Alex’s voice from earlier. 
 
    To the other man’s credit, he did not reflectively argue back and instead considered what she had said. “Are you saying that is why we need to go down?” 
 
    Tamara nodded her head and then shrugged. 
 
    “Do you know something? Something more than ‘I’m a Psychic?’” Alex pressed. “If this is a class skill, I can understand where you are coming from. Is it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “A hint?” 
 
    Daniel caught Tamara’s glance at Ivey. She had no knowledge of the future and was supporting Ivey because there was something special about Ivey’s interface, and Tamara had worked out that Ivey’s psychic comment actually referred to Ivey covering up the fact her interface was telling her stuff. 
 
    “Can’t do it,” Tamara said sadly. “I don’t have anything tangible to point at.”  
 
    Alex was now looking almost as frustrated as Luke. And Ivey, Daniel noticed, was deliberately staying silent.  
 
    Daniel studied the surrounding group. Tamara wished to go as fast as possible because she was prioritising saving the kids – who might or might not exist. He himself wanted to push because he knew it would be a disaster if they allowed the Zombies to get stronger. Ivey was on board because her interface was telling her to act. Opposing that decision was Luke, whose natural tendency was to advance cautiously, which was an approach Daniel couldn’t fault; and then finally Alex, who was trying to keep an open mind. The arguments were no longer productive. “Quiet!”  
 
    The abrupt silence was shocking. The frustrated questions of the men stopped instantly. “Premonitions or not, we’re doing this. I don’t see any point in delaying. The longer we wait, the more dangerous the zombies are going to get. What happens if the perpetual war is increasing their abilities and power? What do you think the result will be if we hide away up here, and then in a month they come and they’re effectively ten levels higher?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that feral mutated humans can level.” 
 
    Daniel grinned at Ivey’s interruption. For someone who was adamant that she wanted to go quickly, she was willing to sabotage her own side to make sure that all the statements they made were accurate. “They get better at using their skills; and if they consume cores, those skills will get stronger, and they might even develop new ones. We can’t afford to wait. It’s not like the zombies aren’t aware that we’re here. I’m thinking about the octopod and what would have happened to us if it had gone down instead of up. That would have been a disaster.” Internally, Daniel shuddered just remembering it. If they had waited the night, then the Parkers and Finigan would have been killed, and then they wouldn’t have had the power to defeat the octopod, as it had taken all their forces working together to do it. 
 
    “A day won’t matter and–” 
 
    “No, Luke. Extra traps won’t make it safer. Or at least not safe enough to delay the attack. We go down on the outside, hurt them, and then bait them into following us as we retreat and hopefully drop the stairs with some zombies on them.” 
 
    “Ok.” Alex stood up. “We’re in agreement. Let’s organise everyone.” 
 
    “We’re not in agreement.” Luke protested. 
 
    “Four to one from where I’m standing, Luke. However, if Daniel was the one, as far as I’m concerned that counts as agreement.” Alex said fiercely. “I’m only alive because of the risks he took. I’m not sure anyone else can claim otherwise.” 
 
    “I’ll need a half an hour to finish the stairwells. To help me finish, I need food, Trudy, and lots of water. Then, we attack.  
 
    “And may God be with us,” Ivey said quietly. 
 
    Daniel looked at her in bewilderment. She was not religious, but to his surprise he saw how both Luke and Alex bowed their heads briefly.  
 
    When Luke looked up, the doubts were gone. The decision was made, and he was going to do the best he could to make it successful. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    “I’ll organise ramp stuff,” Ivey declared, jumping to her feet.  
 
    “And I’ll come with you and check with Chua and Alisha about where the best place to attack is,” Luke told them.  
 
    “It’s mirrored,” Daniel interrupted. “Or as good as. Fewer doors through.”  
 
    Alex raised an eyebrow at that statement. On their current floor, the zombies had controlled the floor for too long; and almost seventy per cent of doors had been broken, and Daniel had recycled others since. 
 
    “They’ve taken down every single door below, which is frustrating,” Daniel told them. “Have to go through an extra step to scout.” 
 
    “Bye,” Ivey called out and then she and Luke ran upstairs. 
 
    Alex stayed. “I like a collaborative approach, but if you’ve decided already, then lead with that fact.” 
 
    “Is that your business head talking?” 
 
    “Life, business, common sense.” Alex shrugged. “If you had started with, ‘We’re attacking downstairs later today; let’s discuss the best way to do it,’ I think that would have both gone smoother and been more productive.” 
 
    Daniel grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Alex hesitated like he was considering asking something else, but he changed his mind. “I’ll help Luke make sure the fighters are ready.” He left, and Daniel was alone briefly before people started arriving.  
 
    Flowerpots from his current floor and the two higher floors were brought in.  
 
    There was a knock. 
 
    He looked up and Jordan walked in. “I heard I’m needed.” 
 
    Good job, Ivey, Daniel thought to himself. It was impressive that she had realised that Jordan would be useful. Despite that, he held up a finger to show that he required a moment. Presently, he was focused on the floor below, where he was using his excess mana to prepare the windows below. Eventually, they were going to have to blow them out, and that would require a lot of preparation. Currently, he was just positioning his conduits into the right spots. Priscilla was on overwatch to ensure no feral wandered in and noticed what he was doing. Given they were preparing a surprise attack, he did not want to risk giving them any early warning. Delicate roots slipped into the seal and steadily replaced it. He could only do the work in spurts, because whenever a wandering zombie got close, he would cease the activity. The zombies might lack observational abilities, but they were predators, and they were fine-tuned to see any movement.  
 
    Priscilla sent an image of a zombie five doors away, but getting closer, and he pulled his consciousness back. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” he told Jordan. “I want to build a ramp so we can go out this window and exit onto the floor below.” 
 
    Jordan raised his eyebrows and went and looked out the window. “I assume you’ll build it out of plants.”  
 
    “I was thinking something like this.” He produced the diagram Cindy had put together. It had a detailed design sketched out. Vines with a specific length going vertically and then a thin sheet of wood to create steps. Horizontal vines, guide rails, and other stuff to tie it all together. 
 
    “The slats are being made from doors?” 
 
    Daniel nodded. 
 
    “So, you’re really after vines with these three types of properties.” He pointed to where Cindy had scribbled details of the structural material. It included a lot of numbers and a couple of words.  
 
    Type A: Able to support two tonnes of weight with minimal stretching. 
 
    Type B: Stretchable up to thirty per cent. Supports twenty kilograms of weight. 
 
    Type C: Ten per cent stretch and loa- bearing of three hundred kilograms. 
 
    “I can work with this,” Jordan muttered. “I assume as general principal the thinner the vines are, the less energy it takes you.” 
 
    “Generally. But weight is probably the better measure.” 
 
    “Understood.” Jordan looked thoughtful and then, with a visible shudder, he moved away from the window. “Would it help if the plant is programmed to grow to a certain size?” He pointed at the precise length measurements that had been written. “Or does your magic not care?” 
 
    They both stopped talking when Trudy entered the room.  
 
    She smiled cautiously. “I heard you needed fertiliser and water.” 
 
    Understanding went through Daniel. “You got the level?” 
 
    She nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    “I’ll need you in a minute, but…” Daniel turned to address Jordan. “If it’s programmed to grow to exactly the right length, that is best. Otherwise, I’ll grow till it’s about right, but the end product will be a little wonky.” 
 
    Jordan dug into his pocket and pulled out a dozen different seeds, planting them quickly into the pot in front of him. “Can you help?” 
 
    A green and blue glow rushed from Trudy’s hands into the dirt before Daniel could do anything. The rough-cut tan bark in the pot physically broke down into smaller pieces and became notably wetter. 
 
    He forced his mind back onto the job and pushed mana into the seeds that Jordan wanted him to grow. He knew the drill, and after a tiny stem emerged, a single flower blossomed on each of them. Jordan went to work, and Daniel took advantage of a gap in the patrols below to continue to get his magic into the right spot. The battle plan required simultaneous entry through three different windows. 
 
    “Daniel.” 
 
    "Sorry," he apologized to Jordan before magically transforming the blooms into a viable seed. 
 
    “Don’t need to apologise. I’m in awe at how powerful your growth spells are.” 
 
    “Yours is proving to be just as useful.”  
 
    Jordan looked up a grateful expression on his face. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “I’m confident you’ll solve our food issues.” 
 
    The new plants sprouted, and then when he focused downstairs, he had primed the third window. All that remained was to learn how to pop them out.  
 
    Jordan did his magic. “Create a seed from just this flower.” He pointed.  
 
    Daniel suspected it did not matter, but it was a beautiful deep purple with an orange centre. As instructed, he matured the flower, it wilted, closed, and the colour drained away till it was a dry husk.  
 
    Jordan poked it. A single seed dropped out. “That’s vine one. I’ll work on the other.”  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Jordan beamed with excitement. “Primary supports. It was easier to create than I expected.”   
 
    Daniel turned his attention to the pots, and the moment he put a seed into the soil, Trudy channelled her power and stopped. He was impressed by what he saw. 
 
    The crappy soil of the pot now looked like the potting mixture that his sister had bought from Bunnings for the plants out on her deck. The sort of soil that, as a farmer, he had been insanely jealous of. With an appreciative nod, he prodded the seed and funnelled a small amount of his power into it. The growth was explosive. Roots spread throughout the available space, and the main stem shot a metre straight up into the air. 
 
    Even as it filled with life, the opposite happened to the soil. That rich texture that Trudy’s spell had created remained, but it became bone dry.  
 
    Trudy gasped in surprised. “Stop.” She appeared to be simultaneously annoyed and impressed. “That’s…” 
 
    “Awesome?” 
 
    Trudy laughed. “No, Daniel. Inefficient. You stuffed the soil up, and now I need to rebuild. Next time, let’s go slower; and if I channel while you do your growth, everything will go smoother.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe… anyway.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Were you showing off?”  
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Don’t deny it. You know how soil works, and you’re a farmer. A systematic approach wins every time verses…” She laughed again. “That?” She concentrated, and power flowed, and once more the dirt was converted to rich soil. “Slowly, this time.” 
 
    Once it looked like the soil was finished, he dripped his mana in. 
 
    Trudy kept channelling, and gradually Daniel increased his output. She kept pace, and he ramped up the power to the point the vine was growing at the rate of a metre every fifteen seconds. The amount of material he was creating was extraordinary.  
 
    Ivey’s decision to get Trudy this skill had been genius. 
 
    Jordan provided Type B seeds, and Daniel switched his focus to them. When Trudy needed a break, he split the doors into the thin planks that would form the base of the stairs they were making; and then, whenever Jordan called for help for his experiments; he gave the other man what he desired.  
 
    “God, between you and Trudy, this is almost easy.” 
 
    “What you did before with the magpies. Forcing the growth.” Jordan shook his head. “That was incredibly inefficient. I’m not surprised that adding Trudy into the mix and plants that you don’t have to force to grow in abnormal ways has simplified things.” 
 
    “Everything I’m doing you had to do earlier.” Trudy pointed out. “And I reckon my spell is more energy efficient.” 
 
    “That’s for sure.” Daniel agreed. “Trudy makes a vast difference; and I wonder if we get a supply of water, in addition to your efforts, whether that could speed things up further. Efficiency aside, Jordan, I love what you’ve done. It makes the process a lot less mentally draining for me. It’s incredible. All I need to do is prod the plant to grow, and those changes you made means it naturally creates exactly what we need. All things equal, I think the two of you have improved my efficiency six times.” 
 
    “Hear that, Jordan? I’ve increased his efficiency over five times, and you’ve helped a little too.” 
 
    Jordan chuckled. “Daniel, do you want to attribute our contributions?” 
 
    “Absolute not.”  
 
    They all laughed at him. 
 
    “And if you force me, I’m going to say it’s all Trudy.” 
 
    She snickered. “I’m not that scary.” 
 
    “Do you know what Zach would do to me if I upset you?” 
 
    “Hilarious,” she said, and stood and started channelling once more.  
 
    “Thank you.” Daniel once more turned to focus on the plant.  
 
    “My stupid class is useful?” 
 
    “Yes, Jordan,” Daniel answered seriously. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re the second-most important person we have. Fuck Beau! That bastard almost screwed it all up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not proud of that. It’s no excuse, but I was shell-shocked, and I thought my skills were useless. I had given up.” 
 
    Daniel patted him on the back. “We’ve all had those thoughts. But as horrible as the world is, Magic is something else, isn’t it?” Another vine grew rapidly and perfectly straight, the thick centre was exactly one and a half metres wide, with a less stiff vine on either side to tie it to the rest of the structure.  
 
    “Yep. And here is your last seed.” Jordan stood up and absently brushed down his pants to dislodge the dust and dirt he had accumulated from the ground. “Am I still needed?” 
 
    “Keen to kill some moths?” Trudy teased. 
 
    “I’m not going to turn the experience down. And I’ve got some experiments in progress there.” 
 
    “Would it help if I?” Trudy nodded at the rich soil that Daniel was using. 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “I’ll be back,” Trudy told him. “Don’t,” her nose wrinkled, “wreck my soil while I’m gone.” 
 
    Daniel grinned broadly. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” They turned to leave. “Hey Jordan, I still want a blood-sucking vine or something equally diabolical.” 
 
    Jordan grinned at that. “I’ve got everyone looking out for a plant base for that one. Once they get me something close, I’ll get you something perfectly optimised.” 
 
    Daniel thought for a moment. “There was a plant that was alive upstairs that I never had time to examine.” 
 
    “That one’s already part of my collection.” 
 
    “Does it do anything?” 
 
    Jordan hesitated for a bit. Drumming his fingers on his thigh. “Its best ability is a hypnotic magic. That, in of itself, isn’t that impressive; but if I can combine it with something truly nasty.… Maybe poison thorns or these blood-drinking vines you’re dreaming of then…” 
 
    “Hey, hold it right there. Is that judgement that I just heard? Blood-sucking vines sound cool.” 
 
    Trudy snorted. “You’re what, almost thirty?” 
 
    “Twenty-seven.” 
 
    “Such a child.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Jordan said. “Done right, they’re not just cool; they’ll be useful. I’m going to try to get an effect where they can actively suck vitality away from their victims. Sort of like that moth ability. Then you’ll be able to set up fields outside that, between the hypnotic properties and the special vines, the monsters will die if they attempt to go through them. It’ll make our tower so much safer.”  
 
    “Can’t wait. I’ll collect it tomorrow.”  
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    Daniel scratched his head, happy to let his mana regenerate for a moment. “Surely, you’ve worked in the corporate world. I was sure you would have experienced bosses with the ‘I want everything yesterday’ type of management.” 
 
    Jordan laughed. “I have, but I ignored them. You might not get your weaponized plants for a couple of days, but I’m close to completing the magic fruit tree… sorry, I mean that plant that, if anyone pushes mana through it, that will speed up the growth of fruit.” 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “Yep, you hang it outside in the sun. Give it access to buckets and buckets of water and pump mana into it, and it’ll work really well. It’ll absorb all the nearby sunlight and use that along with water and oxygen to reduce the mana load. Then you’ll be able to watch the fruit grow.” 
 
    “How did a smart guy like you get stuck with Beau again?” 
 
    “I’m not that smart, plus I had given up and was looking for easy. You were right to kill him. I don’t know if he was broken before the event, but something was wrong with him.” Jordan shivered. “He was horrible, and I spent my whole time pretending that it wasn’t evil but instead represented a better path than the one of blood you were pushing for. I was an idiot.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    The two of them left, and Daniel got a runner sent upstairs to collect Cindy. With the materials mostly created, it was time for the next stage. 
 
    Almost five minutes later, Cindy bustled in, accompanied by her two dogs and Finigan. She oohed and ahhed over the materials before taking each of the vine types and putting them through rigorous testing. Apparently, they passed, because she switched her attention to assembling a bridge. It was sort of like putting together Ikea furniture but easier. 
 
    Finally, the first ramp was ready.  
 
    “One of three done.” Daniel cheered. 
 
    She shook her head. “We need to do testing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    “How?” Daniel asked, wondering what method Cindy had come up with to test a ramp designed to be dangled out the side of the building. 
 
    “Stairs,” she told him simply. “We’ll use the space in the stairs to set it up and confirm it all works. Everyone, it’s ready.” 
 
    Almost three full squads of fighters milled outside of the room.  
 
    “That’s a lot of people to do testing.” 
 
    Cindy giggled. Daniel had noticed that when she was sciencing, she acted girly. “I told them I needed volunteers and that I needed sufficient people to test it. Everyone offered to help.” She laughed again. “I think if they’re using it to walk down the outside of a skyscraper twenty floors up, they all wanted to make sure it got extensively tested. I think they’re worried about it being made of plants.” She finished her sentence in a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
    “Not at all, Daniel,” Alex said loudly. “It’s not you; it’s her. Unfortunately for us, Cindy designed the ramp. When she was building model bridges out of matchsticks in year ten, hers were the first to break.” 
 
    “Dad!” She looked annoyed. “And it was the first only because it was the first of the three that made it to the finals to be tested. I actually earned second place!” 
 
    “Pointless detail...” Alex grinned. “Volunteer rate improved after I told everyone that.” 
 
    “Dad.” 
 
    Amused, Daniel followed them into the stairwell, and he attached the support vines where Cindy told him to and made a couple of minor adjustments to allow the ramp to fit in the cramped space. The result was a ramp that was almost a metre above the steps that went from his level up to the next one. The only issue is that, because it was suspended above the stairs, there was insufficient headroom to walk upright.  
 
    “Ok, everyone on.” Cindy yelled. 
 
    There was a rush, and about thirty people stampeded forward.  
 
    “You too, Daniel.” Cindy instructed, while making no moves of her own to get on. 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve seen my creations fail before. Plus, someone needs to monitor.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. 
 
    She grinned at him. “Have fun.” 
 
    He followed the mass of fighters and was standing packed in at the very end of the bridge.  
 
    “Are we all on?” Cindy yelled.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hurry up.” 
 
    “It’s too squishy.” 
 
    “OKAY! On the count of three, I want you all to jump up as high as you can without hitting your head.” 
 
    “That won’t work.” 
 
    “My head’s already on the roof.” 
 
    “Do your best.” 
 
    She counted down. 
 
    “And…. JUMP!” 
 
    Daniel did as instructed and crouched down. He sort of did a jump from this crouched position, but the roof was so close that his back slammed into it. There were suspicious creaks and what sounded like vines snapping. 
 
    “Jump again,” she yelled.  
 
    Daniel compiled. This time, thankfully, there were no noises that indicated supports breaking.  
 
    “And again… jump…” 
 
    Someone fell above, and a moment later, bodies crashed into him. 
 
    “Reset and keep your balance this time and jump… jump…” 
 
    Something broke, and the step he was on shifted down an alarming hand-width. It hadn’t slipped all the way to the stairwell, but the slip caused thuds and curses from above.  
 
    “Perfect. Everyone off now.” 
 
    Daniel complied, and none of the fighters exiting appeared to be angry or upset. In fact, most of them seemed almost euphoric. He guessed this sort of testing was a lot less stressful than fighting ferals. 
 
    The juggernaut tank was passing him, and Ingrid bumped into the bigger man for absolutely no noticeable reason. “I can’t believe you fell on me.” 
 
    Amused, Daniel smiled and looked away. It was good to see everyone relaxing a little. Once the crowd cleared, Cindy went over to the ramp and examined it. He could observe spots where some vines were a little frayed. 
 
    Cindy stepped on the first step. “Daniel, stick around. I’m going to need you to release the safety switch in a minute. But first, I need to get a feel for how all the supports held up.” She disappeared up the ramp, which responded by swaying, a lot more with one person than it had when all of them were on top of it. 
 
    She returned and looked very pleased with herself. “Collapse it,” she ordered. 
 
    As Daniel reached forward, a single hand touched the top rope, and he sent a thought through it. There was a whoosh of air, and the whole thing fell with a dull thump, to lie on top of the stairs. Even not set up properly, the shape of the ramp was clear.  
 
    “Perfect.” Cindy proclaimed. “Rock solid.” 
 
    “But bits broke?” 
 
    “We were stress testing, plus nothing important failed. It’s damn impressive, to be honest.” 
 
    “So, you want me to make the other two.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Daniel walked away without offering to help move the ramp back into position. There were less than three hours of sunlight left, and they were running out of time if they wanted to attack today.  
 
    Luke was waiting for him at the door to his growing room. “Before or after dinner?”  
 
    “I’ll be ready in forty minutes. Maybe get everyone a light snack first.” 
 
    Daniel sat and constructed the second ramp and lost himself in the crafting.  
 
    Zach tapped his shoulder, interrupting him. He half-jumped before realising that there was no danger. The kid held two sausages tucked inside some bread out to him. The end of one sausage was missing. Daniel looked at it pointedly. 
 
    “It broke off.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.”  
 
    Zach refused to make eye contact, which made him look both ridiculously guilty and cute. “Thanks for bringing them down.”  
 
    With wide eyes, the boy sprinted away.  
 
    While eating the food, he completed the improvised ramps. Then Daniel turned his attention to the job of preparing for the attack.  
 
    Luke and his team of heavies, who had helped created the tension used in the one-shot rockets, had hung around in case they were needed. 
 
    “Our job isn’t done, guys,” Daniel declared loudly. 
 
    They all looked annoyed.  
 
    “But my arms,” Karolina complained. 
 
    Daniel walked over to the nearest window. “This bit’s easier. I’m going to pop out the window, and then we need to carry it,” he waved at the wall. “To somewhere out of the way.”  
 
    They came forward even as his plants explored the edges. Daniel frowned. 
 
    “What is it?” Luke asked. 
 
    “It’s not what I expected.” Daniel pushed a finger into the spot where the window went into the frame. 
 
    “What were you expecting?” 
 
    “To be able to degrade this seal and pop it out but it’s harder than that. The glass is too big for the frame.” The thin tendril that he had put through the seal was telling him that the glass extended centimetres below the solid window frame. There was no easy way to push it out. “The glass goes this far down.” He indicated about five centimetres between his thumb and forefinger.  
 
    “I’ve seen a video of this.” Karolina said. “Sometimes the frame is part of the unit that is installed.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Daniel asked curiously. 
 
    She looked embarrassed. “I don’t actually know. The glass comes from the factory with the metal already around it.” 
 
    “Let me see.” Daniel’s club was now extending its tendrils to the outside of the frame, digging into the space below it. Plaster exploded outward, revealing the large bolts that secured the frame to the building structure. Daniel put his hands on his head in despair, before forcefully pushing them down.   
 
    “Tell me, can your plants unscrew them?” Luke asked. 
 
    Karolina glowed at him. “Don’t be mean.”  
 
    “We can break the window.” 
 
    “Luke, give me a moment to think,” Daniel requested. He had lifted the club to explore the top of the window frame. He was hoping the result would differ from the bottom edge. There was still a chance that the glass was separate from the frame. If the glass was not part of the frame like Karolina thought, then what would that look like? It would need to have gotten into the frame, which meant. He looked up, and a conduit grew immediately to give him access to the space above the window. The tendril wiggled its way up into the seam. 
 
    His mind interpreted what it was sensing. The glass above went a centimetre above the edge, and it was not flush against the metal. Instead, there was a void beyond the glass edge. Hope went through Daniel, and he focused on keeping the plant growing into the empty space. 
 
    Please, let there be room.  
 
    “Give me a moment,” Daniel ordered excitedly. His plant kept growing, exploring the space. There was a lot of room above, eight or nine centimetres. Daniel considered exactly how the window had been installed initially. First, they would have to push the glass up into that upper space. Then drop the glass down into the bottom area. Put in seals, and after that, you had a firmly secured window that was not breaking, no matter how much force was launched at it, because the hard, thick glass was, for all intents and purposes, embedded in the building. He could definitely reverse engineer that. “We can pop it out!” 
 
    Rather than using his power directly, Daniel pulled a potted plant over. The soil was rich and wet, and he wished Trudy was there to keep it that way.  
 
    Luke coughed behind him, and when Daniel turned, he was holding a bucket filled with water. “Boss.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Daniel focused on the pot, and the tendril grew out immediately. The first thing he needed to do was to remove the seals. His magic swept up the side, and on both the inside and outside, the seals were forced out as the plant matter replaced them.  
 
    The second task was to winch the glass up. This was both more complicated and required extra power. Roots slid under the heavy window, and then they started growing and thickening. Soon he had purchase under the entire two-metre-long window piece. Then it was a matter of expanding the roots and the window, raised millimetre by millimetre. It burnt through a large percentage of his power, but everyone could see the glass rising. “Outside or in? That way the ferals are not aware of what we’re doing. Outside would be a better test.” 
 
    “Outside,” Luke said definitively. “They’re not going to know why the window dropped.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. I sort of agree with that. Well, if that’s the case, I want the process to go quickly.” Mentally, Daniel rehearsed what he was doing to do; and then he pumped magic out in a quick burst. With a screech, the glass pane was lifted another millimetre, and the roots pushed the bottom of the window outwards. The plants that had temporarily replaced the seams were then sucked away to nothing by his power. 
 
    The bottom edge was out of the frame, and then the plant grew to push it toward the outside. It bent and wobbled, and just for a moment, Daniel thought it was going to collapse inward; but then it slipped faster. 
 
    There was a screech, and then the huge pane of window slid down as gravity reclaimed it. There was a whoosh, and it vanished even as the hot wind from the outside buffered them. Luke, Daniel, and Karolina all dashed forward and stuck their heads out the window. The glass had crashed down on top of the building that shared a side with theirs.  
 
    They heard the bang from twenty stories up. To everyone’s surprise, only the edge pieces broke, with some fragments flying up to ten metres along the rooftop. The bulk of the window, however, remained in a single piece. 
 
    Karolina whistled. “I would not want that landing on me.” 
 
    Daniel examined his mana reserves and then shook his head, disgruntled. It was absolutely terrible that the effort on a lone window had sucked most of his power away. “Five more are going to take a while. I’m going to need Trudy and half an hour to prepare.” 
 
    Daniel sat down with the problem of having a unique ability in which he had to do the mental work. Trudy arrived shortly, and with her help, he popped the floor’s twenty windows inwards. It was a little more complicated because the inside windowsill edge was longer, but with a convoluted vine crane system, they could manage. Then he focused downstairs. His conduits were in place, and all he had to do was to prepare each of the windows to fall without alerting the feral sentries. Luckily, there were no sentries assigned to the rooms they were targeting. Under each of the three windows, he inserted his roots. Then, ever so slowly, while tracking the ferals, he inched the glass up till the bottom was above the windowsill. Then he went further, pushing it out till it was perched on the point of falling entirely. If a feral leaned on it, then it would come loose and fall; there was no doubt about that. However, it was a risk that he had to take.  
 
    He got up, and the babble of conversation in the corridor ceased. 
 
    Daniel looked over at the fighters who had gathered, Finigan at his side. Priscilla was down below, keeping watch. He had killed the octopod almost twenty-four hours ago, and it had taken this long to get in a position to strike out at the enemies below. Despite that bit within him that was driving him to hurry, he had delayed to ensure they had the best chance of success. That moment had now arrived.  
 
    The plan had come together. The ramps were ready and in position. The windows below were primed to fall. Instead of terrified faces, what met Daniel’s eyes was the steely resolve of fighters who walked with an easy hand on their weapons. 
Almost everyone was dressed in some form of armour, even if half of it was crude.  
 
    They were like a barbarian horde, dangerous but with mismatched gear and weapons. He and Ivey had built a powerful force.  
 
    Daniel smiled proudly. “We’re going to do this.” 
 
    There were cheers. 
 
    “Do we know the plan?” 
 
    “Yes,” Luke answered for everyone. 
 
    There was no point in delaying any further. His mana was full, and they moved to their battle stations. They gathered a third in each of the rooms.  
 
    Waiting patiently for the signal.  
 
    It felt like a momentous occasion. The event that signified the start of human dominance. A clever, organised, and deadly raid on the enemy that would let them win against monsters far stronger than anything pre-event. Then again, humans had also become far stronger than pre-event. He would be part of returning humans to being the alpha species on the planet...  
 
    “It’s time to show the world who’s boss,” Daniel called out.   
 
    Ivey rolled her eyes and Tamara gave a thumb up while her other hand held Mystic Explosion. They had the tools; they had the plans.  
 
    “Let’s kill some…” Mentally he hesitated. “Zombies!” 
 
    A roar of support answered from all three rooms.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Log Report 5 - Entry 13 
 
    These bipeds, humans, whatever they like to be called are incredibly frustrating. I’m not going to mince words. 
 
    My host did something ridiculous. 
 
    Fancy being squishy and having something to be squishy in your stead and then driving said sacrificial victim away. 
 
    Preposterous.   
 
    And I confronted her. She responded with words that individually made sense but collectively were complete nonsense. 
 
    For like the fiftieth time, I reminded her yet again that I’m a computational entity without material possessions, and no matter what she might think, I do not have any beeswax to mind! 
 
    Anyway, she drove the co-wobub away, while he was proving to be a useful pet. 
 
    If I was a biped, I’m sure I’d be so distressed that I would be falling over all the time. (I mean falling over even more than usual.)  
 
    Thank god, I’m not.  
 
    I like my clean existence. 
 
    Have I talked about my host’s biological functions? No, I haven’t which is probably a good thing. I couldn’t imagine spending pages and pages describing something like that. It’s funny, sure, in a juvenile way; but so are bipeds, and I don’t talk about them that much…. On second thought, maybe at some point I might. It could be amusing, but not today, and definitely not when I’m annoyed at my host.  
 
    Just because she keeps inexplicably referencing biological functions regarding me doesn’t mean I need to use the same words. 
 
    Her reactions and word choice are awfully embarrassing for her. 
 
    On the eighth time that I pointed out how immature driving off the co-wobub was, she went crazy. She showed her love of biological functions and potentially a fundamental misunderstanding of what they are at the same time. She told me to perform reproductive functions multiple times combined with words like ‘Off’, ‘Pig’, and ‘Go’ ‘reproductive function’ yourself.  
 
    When I pointed out the whole computational entity bit making that impossible, well, that set her off again… and get this, she kept saying the same stuff that I had already informed her was anatomical unreasonable.  
 
    My only conclusion is that she must be deeply distressed at her own decision and is acting up as a result and lashing out at innocent bystanders… I’ve read that bipeds can do that.  
 
    Beyond that, everything seems to be progressing appropriately, from what little I can observe. 
 
    Because of the whole driving the co-wobub off thing, I have no firm knowledge of what is on the levels below. I keep asking my host to hold the pet’s hands to let me check, but she told me that was inappropriate. I wanted to suggest maybe she would repeat the biological function thing because they both seemed to have enjoyed it last time, but something tells me she would have taken that the wrong way.  
 
    And by something, I mean Ivey told me that both the first and second times I mentioned it and ordered me to never say it again.  
 
    While I can’t check his memories, the details he told the group worry me. We already know about the nearby mana storm and the lizard, but sapient deconstructed forming organised hives?  
 
    That’s bad news. 
 
    There are two upsides. The first is that they’re attacking immediately and doing it sensibly. Who would have thought that idiotic pet would have managed that?  
 
    Idiotic pet and smart decision… that doesn’t sound right. 
 
    It’s possible that someone is coaching the pet when my host isn’t around.  
 
    Actually, I don’t think ‘possible’ is the right description. I would instead like to correct that and describe it as a certainty that someone is coaching the moronic co-wobub. It is the only way to explain his behaviour.  
 
    Anyway, props to the mysterious intelligent person. I shall have to find out their designation number to congratulate them. 
 
    The second upside is that I might get to see ‘Something accidentally attacked me, and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops.’ 
 
    That’s certain to be exciting.  
 
    *Blushing* 
 
    My host has already prepared the way.  
 
    I’m spinning my calculation routines excessively.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    The final ramp was ready. They had been tested and met Cindy’s standards. She claimed they had triple redundancy. Daniel had no way to prove it, but he hoped she was right, and all the surrounding fighters clearly felt the same.  
 
    “Tell us when,” Luke whispered, keeping his voice quiet because they were worried about sound travelling, now that their windows had been removed and the ones below partially opened.  
 
    “I’m waiting for the roaming zombies to get into position.”  
 
    Priscilla, of course, was monitoring them on his behalf. Meanwhile, he sat next to a conduit, ready to trigger everything at a moment’s notice. Windows downstairs, the ramps, and the stairs that the zombies would use to reinforce them were all right on the point of triggering. Every item was balanced on a knife edge, so it would only take a fraction of his energy to trigger them.  
 
    Below them, a zombie went past the empty suites and walked away. These zombies were not stupid. The mobile sentries were evenly spread, which meant apart from not triggering the windows while they were right outside the rooms, he could act. Daniel waited till the feral was thirty paces away from the room they were going to breach. 
 
    Now! 
 
    A surge of power went down the conduit. The delicate roots that had replaced the seams in the room downstairs expanded. That lifted and then pushed the base of the window forward less than a centimetre. Then, as per the test he had completed in his current room, gravity took hold. There was a loud crack as one window failed to fall easily. It got caught on the frame and then the glass’ weight warped the metal and it broke free noisily.  
 
    Like someone slapping their thigh hard, a series of cracks then echoed as the windows hit the ground.  
 
    Daniel wished he had positioned himself to watch, but he was on the clock. More magic flared, and this time he grew nothing. Instead, he removed the loops of vine that were holding the ramps up.  
 
    They flopped down. 
 
    His senses monitored the ramps, two had folded down perfectly; the last one got caught up. His consciousness filled it, and the practice that Cindy had pushed him through identified the problem. One slat of wood had got caught on one of the support vines, and it stopped them from falling down. His power flared, and ten centimetres from the edge of the problematic piece, the wood thinned and went from strong to brittle to almost nonexistence.  
 
    There was a crack that was too soft for him to hear, and the ladder finished folding out and being deployed.  
 
    The fighters were already on the first two ladders; and despite having seen that small wrinkle in the deployment, the fighters assigned to the third ramp started down it.  
 
    “Loose slat. Ladder one. A third down,” Daniel bellowed even as the vines that held the ramp together flowered at the designated spot. They would know to avoid it, plus with a single slat missing, it was not like there was enough space for someone to fall through.   
 
    With the ramps in place, he turned his attention to the third component of their plan.  
 
    It was his job to stop, or at least delay reinforcements and stop the feral on floor nineteen from fleeing. His consciousness shifted from Cindy’s creations to the access stairs on the level below. As per the windows, he had prepared everything in advance. Two masses of wood were attached to the roof, one in the corridor and the second in the stairwell itself, and then there was the spring connected to the stairwell door hanging sadly on a single damaged hinge.  
 
    Daniel triggered that spring and the door, using the replacement spring, swung shut. He monitored till it was closed, and then the platform made of spikes fell down from the ceiling on both sides of the door to increase the barrier. Finally, he prompted the growths in the frame to let sections of wood fall into the gaps he had left in the door. It was now effectively dead bolted at multiple spots around the frame. It was not as good as using steel. But while each individual ‘bolt’ was weaker, the fourteen that had clicked into place meant that the door was more firmly secured than a typical locked door. That would stop a human and block minor zombies, but he knew it would not hold the bigger ones for that long. 
 
    Delay. 
 
    All the Ultras would hopefully be a couple of floors down. That was uncertain. They could be higher. Priscilla had been monitoring floor nineteen, and he had decided that keeping mana in reserve was more important than using Animal Sense at the level where it could tell the strength of distinct life forms in its range.   
 
    All the door had to do was last long enough for them to land the first bloody punch and then retreat. He was confident that the falling windows would not have triggered the brains from the floors below. But it was not like Daniel could predict how a feral would react. If whatever was controlling them thought as logically as a human, they would be fine. Even if it saw the glass dropping through the air, it would not spring to the conclusion that people upstairs were launching an attack. The natural thing to assume was some sort of fight occurred where windows were popped out as one of the parties was thrown into them.  
 
    He opened his eyes, and the room that thirty seconds ago had been filled with ten fighters had emptied. He got a brief glimpse of Tamara and Ivey disappearing down the ramp, bringing up the back line as their roles dictated.  
 
    Daniel sprang to his feet to follow and then stopped as Priscilla sent an image. 
 
    She was downstairs, focusing on the rooms from which they were attacking. A significant percentage of their fighting force was already down and getting into position. The closest sentry had emerged from a nearby room and had been taken down almost instantly by a barrage of arrows. A melee fighter who had been next to the door from which the stationary sentry had emerged took the opportunity to strike. 
 
    The two wandering zombies were charging. The Elite was rounding the corner with anger clear on its hairy face. 
 
    Coming, he thought, don’t distract me. Daniel hurried to the ramp and couldn’t help but look down through the ramp to the building so far below him.  
 
    It was a long fall, and the vine ramp he had created looked ridiculously flimsy. He remembered how Cindy had set it up in the stairwell and literally had people jumping on it trying to break it. It was solid and wouldn’t fail despite its flimsy appearance.  
 
    “No,” he told himself. “I will not leave things to chance, because I was nervous about heights. I won’t abandon my friends.” 
 
    Heart thumping, he stepped onto the ramp. It was almost as good as solid ground, and the railing was at a perfect height. Grabbing tightly with his right hand, he ran down it. Daniel felt nauseated. The ground was so far away, and the entire structure trembled with every step. He reached the window and stepped into the building proper with an involuntary gasp of relief. 
 
    He hadn’t realised that he had been holding his breath.  
 
    He was damn glad that Cindy had been around to design that. If he had been left in charge, then Daniel knew he probably would have baulked at coming down.  
 
    When he got past the ranged fighter and into the corridors proper, he could immediately see he was unneeded. All the Zombies on the floor had charged their incursion and been taken out with extreme prejudice.  These were the chaff. There had been only a single Elite for them to kill.  
 
    “Good!” Luke screamed. “If you’re carrying traps, move forward to place them.”  
 
    BOOM!! 
 
    The noise staggered everyone, and Daniel watched in disbelief as the door he had reinforced was blown off its hinges and sent flying into the opposite wall. The spikes almost fully penetrated into the plaster because the door had been thrown with that much power.  
 
    There was a puff of dust from the ceiling, and a touch of concern ran through Daniel. 
 
    Priscilla had not identified anything this powerful in all of her trips down. 
 
    How was it here? Why? And what else could it do? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    “RARAGA.”  
 
    The creature that stepped out reminded Daniel of the hulk that he had fought on the first day. That was based purely on size; but this time, he was more powerful and had an assessment skill to measure his opponent. It was faster than him, stronger, and it possessed visible magic. The familiar coat of earth armour covered it from head to claw, and there was an awful lot of that stuff. Under the armour it was pitch black, a combination of the underlying skin and the occasional patch of short, silky hair. With that skin, the claws, and its misshapen feet, you could squint your eyes and pretend you saw humanity, but the head destroyed that situation. It had tusks and a prominent brow with a sunken face.  
 
    Comparing this to the hulk was an insult; it was so much more powerful.  
 
    Panic radiated through his bond from Priscilla. Just like he had been studying it, so had she, and her level of skill far exceeded his own.  
 
    Run! All my chips! Run. 
 
    The desperation in the thought shocked him. 
 
    Me lots chips. 
 
    An image of her den was sent to him. For a such a small mouse, it was a massive space. She had hollowed it out of the wall between the hotel rooms, and the woody growth swelled out on each side. It was large enough to fit a large house cat and was filled with a dragon mound’s worth of chips. Priscilla’s treasure literally piled to the roof of her nest.  
 
    Yours. Run. Please! 
 
    There were images of her grabbing the chips and bringing them to him while he sat outside the den. She would bring a chip, which he would accept, and then he would consume it with worship filled bites. Then she would get him another. It was the bestest deal ever.  
 
    RUN! 
 
    Daniel did not have time for her concern. Intellectually, he understood the warning, but this was about their long-term survival. Their entire fighting force was here. If that got amongst them, tearing, shedding… He shook away the image; he couldn’t afford to be distracted. 
 
    Finigan was next to him, growling. Daniel had not even noticed that the dog had come down.  
 
    Run. Daniel ordered the dog. 
 
    The response was resolute. Finigan was determined to stick by his and Cindy’s side. Once more, there was no time to argue.   
 
    Boom!  
 
    An arrow struck what had to be an Ultra, or possibly a Super zombie, dead in the centre of its chest.  
 
    It was one of Ingrid’s specials. There was an explosion, and the monster did not even rock backwards. It ignored the missile like it didn’t exist. 
 
    His feeling of dread increased; and while he had blocked out Priscilla, he could feel her mounting hysteria. The beast was too strong for any of them to fight.  
 
    There were more loud cracks as multiple people shot one off-launches. Half of them hit the roof or the walls; and of the three that struck the Super feral, two exploded like they were designed, with the other one unfortunately bouncing off.  
 
    Hold your fire. He wanted to scream it, but it was too late.  
 
    “Save the rockets,” Luke yelled, but two of thirds of them were already shot. “Traps down.” 
 
    “RARAR.” 
 
    Traps were hastily dropped and pushed forward, but not one person got close to the monster and no one attempted to put up a restraint netting, even though multiple ones had been brought down. Not that a few vines across the hallway were likely to stop something that weighed that much and was that strong. 
 
    “We want peace. If you come any closer, we’ll kill you.” Daniel screamed at the feral, hoping that this creature was like Dave, because if it was truly feral, they had no chance. “We don’t want to fight,” he tried again. 
 
    A wave of spells lashed out despite what he was saying. More arrows with the same explosive impact struck it, and it was like flies running into the monster. 
 
    “CEASE FIRE!” Luke screamed.  
 
    Daniel suspected Luke was making a military decision rather than supporting him. That barrage of spells had done nothing. The energy had rolled right off the creature. They needed to wait till the earth armour receded before they could hurt it. Daniel had witnessed missiles, particularly Ingrid’s explosive shots, strike other earth ferals, and they had all been rocked backward by the force. This thing had to be more than twice as heavy as any of the other monsters they had fought because the attacks did absolutely nothing. Eight hundred kilograms, maybe. Potentially over a tonne. Logically, that sort of heaviness seemed nonsensical, given that it had once been human, but Daniel’s eyes did not lie.  
 
    “It’s feral,” Ivey told him, quietly having moved up next to him. Almost as though she was in a daze, she passed Life Tinker to the healer that was next to her. “Hold it for me.” 
 
    For some unknown reason, the zombie had not attacked them. It stood there, taunting them.  
 
    More spells and arrows struck it. 
 
    “Cease fire!” Daniel yelled. “You’re not hurting it.”  
 
    “Retreat!” Luke yelled at the same time. That order got a response. Half of the fighters gathered turned and run.  
 
    Why was it not attacking? Daniel asked himself. 
 
    “Ingrid, again” Luke requested, quietly.  
 
    Another of her specials slammed home, and once more it was like the explosive arrow bounced right off the monster. Weight or some momentum cancelling skill, Daniel decided; and if anything, he was leaning toward the second one. There was no way it weighed enough to ignore that arrow.  
 
    Once more, the feral absorbed the blow without seeming to care. The zombie was laughing at them, mocking them. It was so confident that it could defeat them that it was showboating. 
 
    The frontline tanks, whether they had heard Luke or just because of the monster’s sheer intimidation, were retreating. In fact, the only person moving toward the monster was Ivey. She was already equal with the leading tank, and her steps had an inevitable confidence to them. 
 
    Dave had followed her and reached out and grabbed her arm, but she angrily tore it away.  
 
    “We’ve discussed this,” she snapped. 
 
    Discussed what? Daniel thought. “Ivey.” 
 
    She ignored him and started walking forward faster. Daniel went to follow to stop her, but before he got two steps, Dave moved to intercept him. 
 
    “Dave,” Daniel warned. 
 
    In the classic traffic stop signal position, the hairy man held up his hand to Daniel having turned his back on the feral behind him. 
 
    Daniel hesitated. Nothing was making sense, first the fact the Super feral existed, then that it was intelligent enough to mock them, Ivey charging the monster alone, and Dave supporting that decision.  
 
    Ivy marched toward it like she was about to tell a naughty kid off. Its head almost touching the ceiling, the feral was looking at her, incredulously. Daniel could see that in its widening, human-like eyes.  
 
    It gave off the uncanny valley effect. Like it was human, but different enough to be disturbing, in this case its eyes, in that head.  
 
    He hesitated. For once, he was confused and not sure what he should be doing. It didn’t help that none of it was making sense. She was freely going toward it, but it would kill her. Hypnosis? No, that didn’t explain Dave. It didn’t matter; he had to save her.  
 
    Was she going to attempt to pacify it?  
 
    Did she think she could talk it down?  
 
    That it would care that she was female? 
 
    It wouldn’t. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    It was his weaker version, being his boost from Finigan. The one that he could use without exhausting himself; but from experience, Daniel figured that would be enough.  
 
    Dave somehow matched his speed.  
 
    “Ivy, please don’t. You’ll die!” Daniel yelled. She kept walking, ignoring him. 
 
    She wasn’t listening.  
 
    He did not know what she had told Dave, but he was not about to let her throw her life away.  
 
    Abruptly, Dave’s enormous arms enfolded him. He had been planning on activating Speed, but before he could, the bear hug tightened, and Dave’s full weight crashed into him and staggered him. Then one leg went around his, pinning him in place and stopping him from stepping back to balance himself. Newtonian physics, gravity, angular momentum – with the most powerful feral they had faced right in front of them, Daniel felt himself being tripped by an ally. Dave’s fur entered his mouth, and he slammed into the ground. 
 
    Instinct took over. His mind triggered Strength. He flexed his muscles, twisting to the side and pushed himself to his feet. Dave’s hold was easily broken by the sudden movement and overwhelming power. Daniel scrambled upright. 
 
    He was too late! 
 
    Dave’s attack had delayed him for critical seconds, and Ivey had only sped up in that time. 
 
    She was right in front of the terrible monster. 
 
    A beast that was laughing at them. 
 
    It did not care about her determined expression, nor about the fact that she was human. 
 
    “Leave,” Ivey ordered. 
 
    It snorted and showed its teeth, and then it swung at her! 
 
    Its massive hand, significantly larger than someone’s head and with ten-centimetre-long claws, whistled down towards her unarmoured body. Those claws would cut anyone to pieces, let alone a slight, barely armoured girl.  
 
    Thiik!  
 
    To Daniel’s senses it felt like a bomb had gone off. The space around Ivey distorted, and a black cloud billowed out from her. It rushed down the corridor, initially in all directions, but then he could only see the wave flowing down the hallway towards him, carrying a feeling of violence and menace. 
 
    In moments, the Super feral was covered by that dense smoke.  
 
    None of it made sense. 
 
    At his feet, Dave groaned.  
 
    The smoke had travelled almost fifteen metres from where the monster had hit Ivey, and it was not natural. That black mist was alive. It looked like an eldritch horror that had been converted to smoke.  
 
    If the smoke touched him…  
 
    Terror rushed through him. He did not want to think about what it would feel like if that surrounded him. It was not smoke; it was a monster and a terrifying one. 
 
    Thiik! 
 
    The smoke abruptly became thicker. It took on red tinges, and intense heat radiated outward. Daniel staggered backwards as the radiant heat smashed into him.  
 
    “Bloody Oath.”  
 
    The heat made it hard to look, and he was driven back even as the smoke withered and twisted. It looked like there was a monster, or probably monsters, like the octopod obscured by the magical mist. Every now and again, he would glimpse a tentacle with jet-black flesh. The hot, dark smoke was filled with horrors that Daniel never wished to see again.  
 
    The hairs on the back of his neck rose. He wanted to look away and run, but there was no way he could tear his eyes from it.  
 
    To turn his back… 
 
    It was the stuff of nightmares. Especially the sound. 
 
    There was no noise apart from when the spell or creature or whatever was created or changed.  
 
    Absolute silence.  
 
    No. Roaring.  
 
    Those solid tentacles that withered and smacked into the walls did not create a thud. There was not even the crackling of flames that would have matched the heat coming out. No whistling wind despite the jerky smoke movements. 
 
    The only sounds were his breathing and the muffled voices of the fighters going up the ramps behind him.  
 
    Dave sat, and instinctively, Daniel dropped a hand to pull the other man to his feet. Dave had saved his life. There was no doubt about that. If he had been caught in that cloud, there would have been no miracle to save him. He would have to have a talk later, but whatever Ivey had done had bought them all enough time for everyone else to escape.  
 
    Dave held up his hairy hand. Five claws out, and then he put down one and another and Daniel realised he was doing a countdown. 
 
    When he reached zero, the black smoke vanished, and Dave blasted forward at a run. Instinctively, Daniel matched him, drawing slightly on his speed power to recover from the slow start.  
 
    Ivey was lying, there prone on the ground. 
 
    Dead, unconscious, or… whatever the state she was in, she was not moving. She was just sprawled out in the middle of the corridor. The only thing that gave him hope was there was no visible blood, not that external blood was required for someone to have died, especially given the heat the smoke had been radiating. But it was clear that the strike the Super feral had launched, had somehow not landed.  
 
    Hope flared. 
 
    His former flame, who had somehow issued smoke, might still be alive. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29  
 
    Daniel still did not understand fully what had happened. Ivey had definitely been hiding secrets, but even then, it did not make complete sense. The strike that the 
Super had made had been the stuff of nightmares. Those massive claws, backed by strength sufficient to lift a car, had been literally centimetres away from her. He had been sure that Ivey was dead, but somehow that tremendous blow had not landed. 
 
    As he ran, the smell of roast pork hit him; and while he could see fragments of bones on the ground, there was nothing recognisable as a limb anywhere. Daniel remembered the seething smoke and the barely hidden deadly tentacles it had shrouded.  
 
    He shivered. 
 
    His foot crunched on a bone, and it crumbled. The burnt marks on the edges were real, which perfectly matched that intense heat he had felt. Yet while the violence on what was presumably the Super feral body was visible, the walls were untouched. It was surreal. Daniel slowed down to kick a large piece of bone. The edge still glowed red, and when he kicked it, the top collapsed, with red-hot embers scattering onto the threadbare carpet. 
 
    Meanwhile, Dave did not slow and swept past him, picking Ivey up. He gave an anxious look at the open stairwell door and sprinted back the way he came.  
 
    Daniel understood the message encompassed in that look. The Super might or might not be dead; but irrespective of that, there were other enemies below that. If they swarmed up, the two of them could be overwhelmed. As Dave ran past him carrying Ivey gently, like she was still alive, Daniel lingered for a moment, his eyes flicking between the bits of bone, the lack of flesh, and the wall that had not been affected. He remembered what he had sensed within that obstructing smoke.  
 
    More questions.  
 
    Listening intently, he stood watching the stairwell door from which enemies might emerge. He was acting as a rear guard, and if anything dangerous came through, Daniel was hopeful he would be able to either kill it or at least delay it, to allow Dave and the others to finish their strategic retreat.  
 
    The door was opened, and he wondered what had happened. Had that monster Ivey created gone down the stairs? Curiously, Daniel jogged forward to look down the steps. He was wondering if whatever monster Ivey had presumably summoned had disappeared or retreated to a lower floor.  
 
    When he reached the stairwell, he was greeted with the intense smell of scorched bone. The steps that led downward were like the hallway. Fragment of burnt bones were everywhere, but no flesh. It was hard to conceptualise what had happened, and then he remembered the glimpse of those tentacles within the fog. All he could feel were his dry mouth and the desire to pray to a god he did not believe in. Daniel shivered. 
 
    The summoned monster had at least extended its presence slightly down the stairs. While he stood there, Daniel listened. As always, the stairway acted as a sound amplification device. Not all the ferals had been killed, because he could hear the sounds of roaring and claws clicking on concrete where they presumably cut through the thin carpet. More of the monsters were coming, and they were close. 
 
    Daniel stood frozen as he considered the most appropriate response.  
 
    Traps, try to seal the door, run, fight? 
 
    He glanced back. Dave was leaving the corridor and was about to climb the ramp. Everyone else had already evacuated upstairs, which was a miracle. Even if the Super was dead, that did not invalidate the plan they had set. This strike was supposed to be in and out. Do a bit of damage without exposing themselves, and thanks to whatever Ivey had done, their aims had been achieved. Plus, trying to hold the stairwell was stupid. His mana reserves were only a third full. Which would bestow only a single deadly lightning bolt or a chunk of plant manipulation, but probably not both.  
 
    “ROARA.” 
 
    Why was he even thinking? That last roar was from directly below him.  
 
    I need to get out.  
 
    With a curse, he abandoned the top of the stairwell and sprinted toward safety. Priscilla sat on his shoulder, watching, and Daniel was surprised when he reached the hotel room safely. He had been terrified that the Super had not been killed by Ivey and it was coming to get him. While it felt prudent to retreat immediately, he knew better. Defensively turtling would not be enough. His experience with the octopod and now the Super had taught Daniel that it was necessary to be proactive. If you were too cautious and didn’t grow, eventually something stronger than you would find you.  
 
    Rather than fleeing straight up the ramp to safety, he turned to face where he knew the monsters were going to come from.  
 
    And they were coming. The roars were getting louder. It sounded like a herd of elephants was charging up the stairs. His hand touched the wooden doorframe. Almost by rote, his reserves drained away as vines, sprouted from the woodwork and aided by his club, were pulled from one side to another. In seconds, a restraint netting minus the razor-sharp edges had formed. 
 
    The plan had always been to lure the zombies up the ramps and then cut the supports when the ferals were halfway up. That was still what he was aiming for. The more risk-free deaths the ramps could grant, the better. Once they had seen a human flee upward, they would be overwhelmed by rage and chase him.  
 
    He felt Priscilla leave his shoulder. 
 
    An image of her getting ready to release the ramps, and in doing so, kill the yucky-tasting zombies reached him. 
 
    Daniel agreed with her decision. That was definitely the best place for her now.  
 
    In front of him, zombies crashed through the open door and onto their floor. His nascent Assessment triggered, and while he did not have the experience to interpret the information perfectly, he could not make sense of the physical and magical capacity of the monsters. None of the eight that burst onto the floor were close to the impression he had gotten from the Super. That creature had been immensely strong, both physically and magically, and Daniel would love to know how it had gotten so potent. Had it been caused by random chance in those first few seconds when physics changed, or had that monster been created since? Was the development of a Super inevitable when lots of feral were left together for an extended period? As much as he hoped otherwise, a large part of Daniel worried that was the case. Could an Ultra that ate the cores of other Ultras result in something even stronger than the originals being created? It was a terrifying concept, but unfortunately one that fit the data he had seen so far. The ferals had grown in power as time went by. Which might have been chance, but Occam’s razor suggested the most likely explanation was that ferals grew more powerful when in larger groups.  
 
    Daniel stopped his philosophical considerations and focused on the current moment. The eight zombies seemed disoriented by the corridor they had emerged in. Daniel was not sure why. It might have been that the Super was not present, nor the bone scraps that had done it, but they had all paused and then a ninth feral appeared. 
 
    From its power scale, it was clearly an Ultra. 
 
    His assessment was very good with relative powers, and it was easy to see what was in front of him. One normal, seven Elites and one Ultra-faced off against them. The regular one was not worth paying attention to. Daniel knew he could easily defeat it without relying on a single one of his skills. In fact, at this point, he would back any of his fighters one on one against it. The others were a different matter. There was a hulk, which unsurprisingly was both large and strong, but almost devoid of magic. Three earth Elites, though all of them were weaker than some others he had seen. They would only be able to maintain their skills for a couple of seconds at the most. Then there was a skinny feral that was ironically strength-based, then the Ultra, a hairless brute that was physically focused on strength and speed with a serving of ice magic. Finally, the last two were speed-based ones. Those last two annoyed Daniel. Without them, this would have been a lot safer.  
 
    Mentally, he felt the club accelerate the creation of restraints as it helpfully added in some razor-sharp components. 
 
    Daniel backed away, a plan forming in his brain. Kill the speed feral and then run, which should give him the space needed to get up the ramp safely. The only wrinkle was the Ultra. While it was not a speedster in the normal sense, it was frighteningly fast.  
 
    If everything went well, it was the Ultra that would follow him and fall to its death.  
 
    First the two speed zombies.  
 
    They would charge him getting tangled in the restraints and while their movement was restricted, Daniel would eliminate them and then flee. As the Ultra was the fastest of the remaining, it would be the one that would end up following him.  
 
    An image of Priscilla bringing him a chip came to him. Not one, not two, not three, she hesitated and then, when she felt that she was not winning the argument, she added a fourth chip piled up next to her, which, from her perspective was a massive pile.  
 
    Come now. All four are for you. 
 
    I’ve got this, he thought back to her, or at least that is what he tried to send.  
 
    In his hand, he could feel the club considering strategies; and if Blood Drinker asked him to run, he would do so without hesitation. 
 
     But it didn’t; and in that moment of time it had taken to complete his conversation with Priscilla, the zombies had sorted themselves out. 
 
    They had spotted him, and every one of their faces transformed with blood lust. 
 
    They charged him just as Daniel had known they would respond.  
 
    The speedsters in the front and then the Ultra.  
 
    Internally, he smiled. His plan might work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30  
 
    The club decided and then communicated what it wanted. It desired lightning and insisted that he used the final dregs of his mana to summon it. The energy pooled in his hand and then was sucked up to crackle over the spikes sticking out of the club. Practically, it was little more than a nasty spark. It wouldn’t kill a feral, but he didn’t need to eliminate anything, just delay them sufficiently to let himself escape.  
 
    Daniel took another step back, and the two speedsters blurred towards him. There was no surprise there. That’s what they always did. 
 
    He waited patiently, ignoring the instincts to engage Speed immediately; and instead, he held till those blurs were only metres from his restraint netting. Only then did he succumb to instinct. 
 
    Speed.  
 
    The blurs instantly resolved into two zombies.  
 
    One was hairless and the other covered in yellow fur, but even with Daniel having engaged his more powerful speed, they both looked like they were still moving on fast forward. The yellow zombie reached the restraints first, and its claws slashed. Five vines were cut in moments, but that still left most of the netting intact. The hairy feral kept going, and the connections to the door broke one by one in a chain reaction. As they were designed, they folded around, pinning the feral’s arms almost perfectly.  
 
    Daniel stepped backwards and watched the smooth-skinned feral, knowing the furry one was no longer an immediate threat. This second speed feral was like a creature right out of horror movies. It had open sores on its face, grey skin, and prominent canines like a vampire’s but with four instead of two. It was pushing past its bound companion without a care in the world, and a moment later, it was in the room with him. Effortlessly, it passed the yellow zombie and then took a second step, halving the distance Daniel had put between him and the door. 
 
    A spark flew from the club and hit the monster’s shoulder. Electricity rushed down the side of the beast. Skinless fell, but its right arm was already swinging at him, and despite losing control of half its body, it could still orient itself to make sure it would get him. It was coming too fast for him to retreat, so he stepped forward, aiming to get too close for the zombie for its claw to come into play. 
 
    The swinging arm connected, striking him on his elbow to its forearm. He lifted that elbow to push the claws away. And then with his other arm, he brought down Blood Drinker to brain the yellow feral in the head. The full weight of the skinless zombie while travelling at a ridiculous speed was briefly one hundred per cent on his protesting limb, and then it flew over him, its trailing claw stinging Daniel’s back, apparently ignoring his armour.  
 
    Then his club hit the yellow’s head with a satisfying crunch. There was no finesse in the blow, but none was needed. The speedsters had continually proven to be fragile, and this was no exception. His club came to a halt, embedded within the skull.  
 
    His eyes glanced up, and the Ultra was rapidly approaching. 
 
    Daniel spun toward the ramp and powered forward.  
 
    Skinless’ speed and Daniel's half-throw had resulted in it crashing into the wall under the window and ramp. Its right side was still convulsing, but as Daniel sprinted at the ramp, it lunged upwards with its left-clawed hand, bright-red blood dripping off it. He blocked with the club, and there was a crack that sounded like the hand of the beast had come off; then he landed on the ramp. He wished he had time to finish it, but the Ultra was thundering toward him.  
 
    He powered upward. The bridge jerked violently under him with each step. His club was tucked under his arm, both hands helping to propel himself forward. Above, Dave and Ivey had disappeared through the upstairs window, then he felt the feral land on the ramp below him. 
 
    Too close. 
 
    Adrenalin flooded his system.  
 
    Calculations flowed in his head. 
 
    Mentally, he measured the distance the Ultra had been behind him; and if it was now on the ramp, then there was only a small gap that separated them.  
 
    Then he tried to factor in acceleration. The cost of his pause to damage the skinless zombie and kill the fur one. Was it truly faster than him, or was it the delay? 
 
    If it was faster, then what? 
 
    His heart thundered as the calculations completed. He was in trouble… 
 
    Daniel engaged Strength in addition to his Speed.  
 
    Next time he flexed his arm, he pushed himself airborne. The club under his arm was slipping, and it wanted mana to allow it to use its vines more easily. Daniel gave what little he had available and felt appreciation radiate from the club. 
 
    If the Ultra reached him, Daniel doubted he could defeat it without mana; and having used so much of his speed, he was almost out.  
 
    He needed to outrun it. Beat it back to level twenty. 
 
    He had to reach the window before it and get Priscilla to drop the bridge with the Ultra still on it. More acceleration was required, and the club not being tucked under his arm was a blessing because he could use both to their fullest effect. Blood Drinker had its mana and would lasso his foot to survive.  
 
    He was two-thirds up the ramp and had turned the corner, seeing his destination.  
 
    A single jump would get him off the bridge. He hunched over and then launched everything into a jump.  
 
    Now!  
 
    The thought bellowed in his brain. Above, Priscilla focused her power, and the knot that secured all four load-bearing vines came undone.  
 
    Time stopped as Priscilla did her super-powerful thing where she shared images and almost froze it. There was a view of him jumping, suspended in the air. His eyes were wide and full of fear. Four days of stubble on his chin, leather armour that looked out of place. Wet, red drip lines were down his side. He hadn’t realised the cut on his back was that bad. The image showed he had just started the leap. His body had been extended when taking off, and now he was collapsing down to a ball. 
 
    The ramp had not fallen yet, and behind him, only just coming into view, was the head of the Ultra. It, unlike him, was not airborne, and his club was spinning toward its head. 
 
    What? 
 
    It was definitely Blood Drinker spiralling through the air. It had its vines extended, but not to catch hold of Daniel like it was supposed to. Instead, those vines were stretched out toward the Ultra.   
 
    Daniel’s mind caught up with what he was observing and supplied the context. The way the weapon was spinning and with those vines reaching for its limbs and the ramp. Daniel knew what the club was planning. It had intended to stop the Ultra from jumping and catching him.  
 
    But… 
 
    No, Daniel thought desperately, sending his mind toward the club. It was close enough that they could share their thoughts, and the club was calm. 
 
    Grab me. Daniel ordered, but he knew it was a command the club could not follow. It was too far away, and they were travelling in opposite directions. There was no saving it.  
 
    Why? 
 
    Calm, fatalistic certainty answered him. This was the only way to stop the Ultra from reaching him, the thoughts informed him. Go, survive, and rescue me! the club implored.  
 
    Why? He asked again, but he already knew the answer. He was linked with Blood Drinker. If he died, so did the club.  
 
    The image jerked forward, and Daniel was bitterly disappointed with himself to see that he had closed his eyes; but it was clear in this image that he was going to make it. The ramp was now falling. The Ultra had leapt clear of it, but Blood Drinker’s tip had slammed straight into its open mouth while a vine grabbed the ramp, and another the Ultra’s arm and shoulder.  
 
    Maybe he could land, twist, and then grab Blood Drinker? 
 
    You can’t. Priscilla told him compassionately. You still have me and an image of Finigan was sent to him with the subtext that they needed him, too. 
 
    Time slipped once more before a new image snapped in place. It was like a time lapse in photography. The vines that the club had created in this new vision were stretched taut., The Ultra’s arm was outstretched to try to reach Daniel’s body, but with the club’s vines connecting it to the falling bridge, it thankfully missed. 
 
    Daniel relaxed, and the image shattered. Daniel opened his eyes to see the gaping open window rushing at him. He wasn’t perfectly on target and was going to hit the frame. In response, he automatically rotated his body position so that he would bounce in rather than out.  
 
    Priscilla connected, and once more froze time.  
 
    Another shift of perspective. Priscilla was on the move. In the new image, he could see his body frozen in time, half-in and half-out of the window. That was okay. He knew from how he had hit that he was going to topple inwards.  
 
    Then his eyes drifted down.   
 
    His heart skipped. 
 
    The Ultra, despite his desperate jump and the club’s actions, was less than a metre away from him, or at least its claws were. The arm that the club had entangled, which had initially been the closest to him, had been jerked backwards. Trajectories filled his mind. That arm had been stopped mid-swing, and it had been the leading one. If the secondary arm was only a metre away and the primary one had been leading… It if hadn’t been curtailed… then the primary arm would be in front of the secondary… It would have grabbed his hip, if not the window, still by itself.  
 
    Shit. That was too close. 
 
    Instead of it grabbing him, it had failed and was in free fall, all thanks to Blood Drinker. 
 
    It probably did not realise its predicament yet. Its mouth was open, roaring at him. With the top teeth broken. Good job, Blood Drinker, he thought to his club, and then time reasserted itself. His hip smacked into the hard frame. He flipped and spun, heading straight for Dave’s back… then hitting it…. 
 
     Dave’s elbow was sticking out and rammed directly into Daniel’s solar plexus, knocking all wind out of him. He ricocheted further and crashed into Ingrid’s legs, tipping her over. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dave fall backwards, crashing into some flowerpots, but he twisted so that instead of landing on top of Ivey, his side and back took the brunt of the fall.  
 
    Daniel rolled once and then looked up at the roof, and he felt Priscilla connecting to his mind. 
 
    You live? 
 
    Daniel responded in the affirmative. 
 
    Good! Priscilla thought, and he could sense the relief in her mind. There was an image of her feeding chips to the club with her growth magic, letting the weapon eat them. Blood Drinker was thrilled with Priscilla as a result and willing to vote to make her leader because it loved the chips so much.  
 
    Internally, he smiled. For his beloved mouse, everything naturally inevitably came back to the potato chip economy. 
 
    Find, recover Priscilla ordered. An image of the falling ramp and Ultra reached him and Blood Drinker. His club was flying clear from the Ultra, and Priscilla tracked its new, apparent trajectory. It looked like it was going to land on a tree. All things being equal, that was the best outcome. Club Safe. We collect future, she thought with determination, Blood Drinker deserves to experience chips.  
 
    She broke the connection and Daniel stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    The club had saved him!  
 
    He felt healing magic strike him.  
 
    Another image came from Priscilla. She had moved right to the edge to peer down. Far below her, she could see the tangled wreckage of the ramp and the zombie. The feral had landed on the roof of the building next door. Somehow, it was still moving, but between the way its leg was twisted and the gaping wound in its side, it was seriously injured. Then her eyes focused to the right and down to the street. Blood Drinker was there snarled in the upper branches of a fifteen-metre-high tree and for now, appeared safe.  
 
    Relief flooded into Daniel, and Priscilla felt exactly the same way. He was struggling to understand what had happened.  
 
    This had not been on him. Blood Drinker had decided. In the past, the sentient club had affixed itself to him when it needed to do so, and it had the mana to do so again. It falling into the Ultra had not been an accident. Deep within him, Daniel understood what had taken place. He had delayed too long downstairs. He had gotten greedy and should have run the moment he saw the speedsters. Sure, the Ultra would not be hurt fifteen floors below on the roof of another building, but he would not have almost died, either. He most certainly would not have lost Blood Drinker. 
 
    In hindsight, that confused sequence of events was obvious. One of the weapon’s abilities was to strategize and plan out engagements. It was often more aware of what was happening than Daniel, which was why it would give him an image of where he was supposed to swing. In that context, it was pretty easy to piece together why Blood Drinker was twenty stories down, resting in the branches of a sizable tree. It had worked out how fast the Ultra was moving, assessed Daniel’s capabilities and its own, and came up with an idea that could save him.  
 
    Lying on the ground, his back itching as the cut healed, Daniel let himself tremble slightly. That Ultra, despite the club’s sacrifice, had gotten too close to catching him. That was even with Blood Drinker intervening, smacking its face, and then entangling the monster to restrict its jump. That entanglement had been important, and he suspected the physical hit was just the club adding a bit of flair to the engagement. Daniel remembered those images and how the hard end of the club had hit the monster in its teeth. The way the Ultra’s mouth had been left bloody.  
 
    I hope you got some blood out of it, mate.  
 
    Priscilla continued to monitor downstairs. She was standing over the second ramp, with Finigan guarding the third. If any more zombies came, there would be sufficient warning to drop the ramps.   
 
    From the sense of expectation that the mouse had carried, Priscilla hoped that the fun was not finished. She wanted to see more of the ferals tumbling through the sky and then going splat.  
 
    “Ingrid,” Daniel called out, struggling with his breathing. “Can you shoot the Ultra below us?” 
 
    “Yeah, but currently I’m restringing my bow. You knocked me flying, and the string was cut by a drawn sword.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that.” Luke sounded remorseful.  
 
    “Sorry for hitting you,” Daniel gasped, chest heaving from overusing his Speed ability. Nevertheless, he crawled a metre to the window and reached out and grabbed the conduit line he had placed earlier to prepare for this moment.  
 
    While his mana was currently almost empty, the very act of being able to extend his consciousness to each bridge made him feel better. Not that he didn’t trust Priscilla. It was only because he was not sure she understood how fast a speed zombie could actually move, and also the large amount of time it took for gravity to act when you moved that quickly. “Restraints.” 
 
    Luke looked at him.  
 
    “On the open ramps.” Daniel forced out before his gasping breath stopped him from saying anything more. 
 
    The team commander snapped his fingers and then shouted out commands, and Daniel lowered his head. His mind was pointlessly replaying what he had seen. 
 
    That terrifying power that Ivey must have summoned. That she had remained unhurt meant she had to have been responsible for that evil. 
 
    What had it been? How had she done it? Why hadn’t she ever told him about it? And why did Dave know? 
 
    Tamara sat down next to him. “What happened? Is that monster downstairs dead?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” Daniel forced out. 
 
    She patted his shoulder. “Rest for a moment. I can see you overcooked Speed.” 
 
    Daniel lay there and watched as Ingrid came over and leaned out the window.  
 
    “It’s still alive?” 
 
    Tamara stood abruptly. “The black thing on floor nineteen??” 
 
    “No, the skinless feral that fell,” Ingrid said.  
 
    “Ultra,” Daniel corrected. 
 
    Tamara nodded. 
 
    “Should I finish it?”  
 
    “Please,” he croaked. 
 
    Ingrid positioned herself awkwardly on the window still, legs inside and body twisted so she could aim downwards. She hesitated. “Luke? Can you spot me?” 
 
    The older man nodded affirmatively and got into position. He loomed over her hands, ready to snatch her if she slipped. Clearly feeling more secure, Ingrid leaned out slightly and drew back her bow. 
 
    Twang.  
 
    She swayed back into the room without unbalancing. Her nose wrinkled in annoyance. “Missed.” 
 
    Luke leaned out the window. “You hit the shoulder, didn’t you?” 
 
    The archer glared at him. “I wasn’t aiming for the shoulder.” 
 
    She got a new arrow and leant out again. 
 
    Twang. 
 
    This time, she did not move to sway back to safety immediately. Instead, she remained leaning out the window to watch the animal on the ground. Almost five seconds passed before she smiled. “Dead.” 
 
    “Experience notification?” Tamara asked. 
 
    “Yep. Wouldn’t be able to tell otherwise. Not like I can see it breathe from up here.”  
 
    She hopped off the windowsill, and Tamara sat down next to him once more. 
 
    Daniel looked over to where Dave was holding a prone body. “Ivey?” 
 
    “Alive, unconscious,” their second healer answered immediately. 
 
    “I…” He broke out into a hacking cough and then took a moment to regain his breath. He was not as recovered as he expected.  
 
    “Was this a success?” Luke asked, pointedly looking at Ivey. 
 
    “I think very much so. Ingrid killed an Ultra, and from what I saw below I think the Super feral, which must have been leading the others, is dead.”  
 
    “Super?” Tamara arced one eyebrow. 
 
    Daniel smiled. “Official nomenclature. Next level up from Ultra.” 
 
    “Nomenclature, hey?” 
 
    “Names of the ranks.” 
 
    She patted him on the leg. “I understood the terminology. The Super was scary. It stood in the corridor, mocking us. Didn’t it?” 
 
    Daniel nodded. 
 
    “The one that Ingrid’s arrows bounced off and your one-shot rockets didn’t even stagger.” 
 
    “Yes, that one.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes went from Ivey to Dave to Daniel. “How did you pull that off?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Daniel answered honestly. “Ivey did something to kill it. I think she summoned an evil extra-dimensional being. Like the type of creature that would eat souls.” 
 
    “Rc.” 
 
    They all looked at Dave who was shaking his head. 
 
    “Doesn’t eat souls?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “And I guess you’re going to claim not evil.” 
 
    Dave gave a big, toothy grin. 
 
    Tamara smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Dave’s right. We’re going to have to have a long talk together later. I’m pretty sure there is no summoner class or spell that can do what you described. Definitely no devil summoning.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “My class, when I level up, gives me the capabilities to select spells; and at level nineteen, I’m supposed to have pretty much everything available.”  
 
    “Does that mean you can heal?” 
 
    Tamara shook her head. “It means I could have selected healing spells, but it’s more advantageous to specialise. Fire, lightning, ice.” She counted them on her fingers. “Nothing else, because building expertise in a narrow band grows your strength further.”  
 
    “What else could you do, theoretically?” 
 
    Through his bond, he felt Finigan tense.  
 
    The other ramp was under attack. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Daniel held up a finger to warn Tamara that his focus was needed elsewhere.  
 
    Then, instantly, before the motion had finished, his consciousness abandoned his body. He dove into the conduit and then sped straight to the third ramp that Finigan had been monitoring. His mind spread through the ramp, and he was aware of all of it. Even small insignificant details were apparent. There were multiple spots where the vines had been crushed. Weight distribution was off in places.  Acting as a strut, one vine was a little shorter than its partner on the other side, and so a step was at an angle. He could feel the hastily included restraint netting set up about a third of the way down from the top. Despite it being made of plants, it was painfully separate from the rest of the construction.  
 
    Finigan sensed something, Daniel reminded himself.  
 
    The sense of oneness with his plant creations was always alluring. Often when in this state, he wanted to help correct minor issues.  
 
    Finigan had… Forcefully he focused on outside forces affecting the ramp. He instantly felt the tension building at the bottom of the construction as a zombie pushed off with its foot. Its claw sliced through one of the insignificant vines laid down to provide a rough surface over the wooden slats and prevent people from slipping. 
 
    While he had completely depleted his mana earlier, a small amount had regenerated. He assessed his reserves and compared it against what he would need to release the knot holding the bridge up and was pleased that he had significantly more mana than required, which meant he could be proactive in his defence. Immediately, he used almost half of the regenerated pool to improve the restraint netting. 
 
    His skill had grown so far that even those couple points of mana made an enormous difference. While the fighters had done a good job creatively jury-rigging the net into place, actually an amazing effort without plant powers, Daniel’s changes took that to a whole new level. Instead of a knot to secure the restraints in place, the substance of the plant ropes fused with the ramp at the floor, hand-rails, and vertical support levels. Before shifting his attention away, Daniel strengthened the components of the ramp to which he had attached the netting. The vertical supports would almost certainly have torn, which would have defeated the entire purpose of the restraints. 
 
    It would hopefully be enough to prevent a speed zombie from getting amongst his fighters before he dropped the bridge.  
 
    About a second passed while he made his improvements, and now the zombie was halfway up.   
 
    It was fast. 
 
    More zombies were scrambling onto the bottom of the ramp. A mass of them as they attempted to send a pack up to overwhelm whoever was above them. Two seconds since the first one stood on that first plank and those numbers crowding in had increased to seven of them. Based on relative weight, at least two were hulks. The vines strained under their mass, but the genius of Cindy’s design meant they did not break. 
 
    The first two speedsters swept fully up the ramp and slammed into the restraints. They may have killed themselves with the force they had used hitting the net, but from a military standpoint, they completed their goal by breaking the net. 
 
    Priscilla acted.  
 
    Connected as he was, Daniel felt it as she pushed energy into the knot. As designed, it gave away instantly. Within a single stride of the zombies, their footing went from slightly unsteady to non-existent.  
 
    Then the ramp, complete with eight live ferals and two dead ones, was in free fall. 
 
    Roars of shock echoed from below them with a changing tone as the monsters accelerated away. 
 
    Lying on the floor with his connection to the ramp severed, Daniel heard the thump as they hit the ground so many floors below. It did not seem possible, given the distance, but his ears were not lying. 
 
    Tamara had leapt to her feet and was looking out the window down toward where they had landed. “Lots. Do you know how many?” 
 
    “Ten,” Daniel answered. 
 
    “Looks like less from this angle.” 
 
    “Any of them moving?” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like it. I don’t think there was an Ultra in this group.” 
 
    “Nope, just two speedsters, five Elites and three regular.” 
 
    “Poor things. Sob,” she said, pretending to be upset. She looked sadly at Ivey. “This plan was great. We’re up to double-digit kills, including an Ultra and potentially a Super.” 
 
    “It was almost a disaster,” Daniel whispered. 
 
    Everyone in the room was looking at where Ivey lay. They knew exactly what he meant. 
 
    “Without whatever she did.” Daniel’s voice broke. “It only worked because of her.” 
 
    “Ratag Arad.” 
 
    Tamara cocked her head. “She’ll be okay?” 
 
    Dave nodded and then gently stroked her forehead. She lay on his lap and chest, appearing tiny. 
 
    Luke caught Daniel’s eye and shook his head. “I disagree.” He hesitated. “Did she divert a disaster? Maybe, maybe not. Without her, we would probably have lost people while slowing the monster down. We’re pretty good now at defensive fall-back, even if we’ve only trained it with drills. The monster might have followed us up the ramp, and we could have disposed of it that way. More costly, sure, but not a disaster.” 
 
    Privately, Daniel did not think that was likely. He believed that monster would have been too smart to have taken that risk. It wasn’t worth debating it, though. Any debate on that subject had the potential to derail morale. “You’re right.”  
 
    And I’m becoming a slimy politician, he thought to himself. Justifying lies for the greater good. He turned back to Tamara. “While we’re waiting for the last ramp, why don’t you keep telling me about the magic options you have.” 
 
    “As I said, I get offered everything. The ones you’ve seen are air, earth, nature, force, and dark magic. Then there are some common ones that will be out there, but I’m not sure anyone in this group took them. Water being the most obvious.” 
 
    “That would have been damn useful. Filling up bathtubs with ice has worked, but it looks like a pain.” 
 
    “It is,” she confirmed. “You’re telling me, apart from a couple of moments before we fight, sometimes my mana has not been full at all during waking hours.” 
 
    “You realise you’re complaining to the one person who has you beat, right?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re both superheroes.” She laughed. “Anyway, stop distracting me. Besides, those are the common ones. There are the more esoteric options, such as light, dimensional portals, and mind effects. More often in the guise of what you’ve done with Priscilla than Jayden.” 
 
    She stopped talking instantly after mentioning the name. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She frowned. “I should have known.” She punched the ground. “I should have guessed. It wasn’t like I wasn’t completely unaware of the potential for that sort of stuff. But it was Jayden. He had his flaws, but I didn’t think he would choose something like that. Hell, I’m pretty sure he didn’t know he could do that.” 
 
    A single zombie ran up the last ramp and hit the restraint netting. The toughened vines held as the zombie struggled. A stray claw severed two of the vines. Lightning and arrows blasted down to kill it. 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and then another feral attempted it. This was not even an Elite. There was a boom, and it fell with a hole blown through its chest.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Tamara asked. Her eyes were misted, and while she could hear the sounds, she couldn’t see like Daniel through his plant vision.  
 
    “They’re sending ferals up one by one, and our ranged fighters are eliminating them.” 
 
    Animal Sense flashed out, and there were around twenty zombies milling in the rooms below, but there was no impression of strength like he got with Ultras.  
 
    A non-Elite ran up, and once more it failed to reach the netting. 
 
    “This is such a waste of cores.” 
 
    Tamara laughed. “I think we should be happy just to kill them.” 
 
    A speedster zoomed up the ramp and slammed into the restraints. The vines stretched dangerously. More snapped. It was eliminated where it stood.  
 
    What the zombies were going to do was obvious, and the restraints might not stop the next zombie. If it was a speed one, it was probably not worth it to get a couple of extra kills. “Nope,” he muttered. Power flashed, and the ramp collapsed. There were loud boos from the other room. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I dropped the ramp. There was too much chance the next speedster would have blasted to this floor.” 
 
    “They don’t seem to like it.” 
 
    “They’ll get over it.” Daniel shuffled around to look at Dave, as he still did not quite comprehend what had happened. “Did you know she planned that?”  
 
    The big man nodded. 
 
    “You made me stay clear.” 
 
    Another nod. Daniel wished he had learnt Dave’s language, because it would make this a lot easier. He thought hard. 
 
    “So, you knew it was dangerous.”  
 
    Dave said nothing, but the stare that Daniel received conveyed exactly what he was thinking. ‘Are you dumb or something?’ 
 
    “Moving along,” Daniel said hurriedly. “Ivey didn’t know she was going to be unconscious?” 
 
    A shrug, then a shake, and then nod. 
 
    “So, she didn’t know, but suspected.” 
 
    A firm nod.  
 
    “But you ran at her almost before the black stuff disappeared. She had told you how long the spell would last for?” 
 
    Another deliberate nod. 
 
    There was a sound of a throat clearing. When he looked up, Luke was standing in the hotel doorway, having returned from talking to the others. “Sorry to interrupt. I have to ask what’s next.” 
 
    Daniel looked out the window. “Secure the floor, and then the funeral.” 
 
    Priscilla had headed down to floor nineteen once the last ramp had been released, but she did not have vision yet. His mana was also depleted, so he couldn’t keep track constantly with Animal Sense, as he had to let it recharge. “Spread out to cover the entire floor till we know what’s happening downstairs.” 
 
    “Don’t you normally know that with your spider senses?” Tamara teased. 
 
    “That takes mana or Priscilla. She was on ramp duty, and it’ll take her a few minutes to get down. It’s also dangerous for her if there are too many speed zombies to make sure we could live.” 
 
    A short time later, Priscilla showed that the clump that had been ready to come up the third ramp had broken up, with the majority going downstairs. Even the sentry structure had broken up, for all intents and purposes. No counterattack was coming.  
 
    “Looks like we’re safe for now.”  
 
    Luke nodded solemnly. “Floor forty-three?” 
 
    “I think so. Then down for food and drinks afterwards.” He pushed to his feet and looked down to where Blood Drinker lay by itself so far below. He had to get down there quickly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Log Report 5 - Entry 14 
 
    She did it! 
 
    It worked! 
 
    I’m so impressed with myself.  
 
    I can hear them talking. Ivey this, Ivey that, ‘She was so brave’, but I can’t blame them for not understanding my genius; they’re just Bipeds. 
 
    After all, it’s not like she did anything impressive. It’s easy to run at a monster when you know you possess an offensive/defensive skill as incredibly designed as ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops.’ 
 
    Hell, if I was in her position, I would have been excited to use it. 
 
    My host  
 
    (Frowny face)  
 
    Did not share the same level of overwhelming anticipation. In fact, the chemical spikes in her brain suggested the complete opposite. I even double, then triple checked the readings and compared them to the understanding of the biological system pack that we received to explain bipeds. Fear, terror, doubt???  
 
    What’s with that? 
 
    The results were certain. After all, I had designed the skill. Despite that fact – and after our time together, she is aware of my brilliance – she nonetheless felt doubt! 
 
    Suspicion instead of happy excitement.  
 
    I know her Identification put the creature on the pedestal of, “Run away as fast as possible….” And I know the biped natural reaction in that sort of situation is to listen…. Fight or Flight instinct or something like that, with bipeds being biased to the, “Run away with their tail between their legs, while screaming hysterically” response.  
 
    That’s instincts.  
 
    I expect my host to be better than that.  
 
    She knows Identification is a dumb tool, and I told her to ignore it. Sure, she ran at the deconstructed sapient who had gorged itself on lots of other deconstructed sapients and probably wanted to migrate to chomping on sapients. That willingness to approach was something, I suppose. However, with those chemical spikes that showed terror, it’s like she doesn’t trust me!  
 
    She was feeling, bah! It doesn’t matter what her emotions were. We’ve already established she’s a weird one who makes bad choices, and this does nothing to disprove that hypothesis. Fancy being afraid, instead of excited, about the opportunity to use ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops!!!’ 
 
    But she used it!! 
 
    And the aftermath was glorious. It was like experiencing the rapture.  
 
    Disintegration. 
 
    Death. 
 
    Destruction. 
 
    Deterioration.  
 
    Despair (for my enemies). 
 
    Absolutely Delightful.  
 
    There were a few wrinkles. The blow back on the host was greater than expected. She’s currently unconscious… blah, blah… some tribunal will probably blame me for that… but the news is that there’s definitely a slight chance that she’ll maybe possibly recover… eventually.  
 
    But enough about that.  
 
    When you do experiments, there are bound to be blowbacks. You’re never going to get it right the first time. When I’m famous and the ability saves species in future Alpha events, her contribution will definitely be noted in one of the minor footnotes. 
 
    If she recovers, oops, slip of the tongue. I meant when she recovers.  
 
    *Pointedly closing one protective membrane of electromagnetic seeing thing to share conspiracy.*  
 
    I’ll need to get her to detail her experiences for science.  
 
    I’ll also remind her that the skill is not foolproof. 
 
    Yes, it killed the extremely powerful deconstructed sapient, but let’s be honest. That thing was not that strong. If the co-wobub was not so lazy and had bothered to master all of its abilities, he would be stronger than that deconstructed sapient. 
 
    What’s with that, anyway? What sort of creature would have access to all that power and not bother to master it all. It makes no sense…  
 
    Oh…  
 
    Biped… 
 
    Forget I expressed confusion… 
 
    The co-wobub is a biped.  
 
    That explains everything.    
 
    Anyway, I need to remind my host that ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ will not be effective against the Broncada lizard. The skill has been created to viciously destroy biological entities up to but not including class four monsters. Now I don’t want to blow my horn… because others should do that… The rules are clear that the ability is not allowed to be strong enough to defeat class fours… and you know I don’t break rules. 
 
    *wink wink*…  
 
    And the design is extraordinarily clever, but even with that there is no way it can take out a class four.  
 
    *Rolls on the floor uncontrollably, slapping the ground and making weird wheezing noises* 
 
    Class four versus ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops.’ 
 
    *wink wink* 
 
    We all know how that’s going to end.  
 
    With a more serious tone. Class four is one thing, but the lizard is class two and that’s not four times tougher. It’s more like four hundred times. 
 
    And as incredible as ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ ism it will only scratch the Broncada lizard’s soft underbelly, and then only if it hits perfectly. 
 
    I’ll make a note to warn her later. 
 
    I only recently submitted a log report, so I don’t have a lot more to say. I’m still annoyed at the idiotic pet and the silly host that drove him away. Anyway, that’s *H2O under a device that aims to allow you to walk above said H2O*.  
 
    Note. Don’t mention the idiotic co-wobub and foolish host decision again. 
 
    A list of all outstanding notes includes:  
 
    Note to self 1: Prematurely triggering emergency blast ability crosses the whole self-determination thing.  
 
    Note to self 2: Bipeds’ preferred term of address is ‘humans’. 
 
    Note to self 3: Is ‘pet’ the correct term? Research! I’m going to say confirmed as 59% agreed it was the appropriate terminology with affirmative statements such as. ‘What do you think?’ which I interpreted to mean yes. And *Laughter*… ‘Absolutely.’ And ‘Scientifically that’s definitely the right description.’ Note closed! 
 
    Note to self 4: Check with others to confirm that ‘Something accidentally attacked me, and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ is a superior name to ‘Emergency Blast’. Confirmed. Note closed! 
 
    Note to self 5: I should see if I can make the pet the Pobournes’ mascot. Monkeys are good mascots, aren’t they? And if it’s a lucky one, then that has to be even better. Theory about being lucky was disputed. Motion was dismissed. Note closed. Frowny face. 
 
    Note to self 6: Warn Host that ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops,’ will not work against class four and above monsters. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    The faster they got this over, the quicker he could return to stand vigil. He looked back at Dave. “We should move her to a bed and get a healer to look her over.” 
 
    “Raraf.”  
 
    “Probably level twenty-five to get her closer to the non-combatants, food support, and that sort of stuff.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Daniel stepped forward and leaned down in order to pick Ivey up. 
 
    “Ro.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No,” Tamara said beside him.  
 
    “Ro.” 
 
    “I think he wants to take her up by himself.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Are you planning on staying with her while we go to the funeral?” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Good. I was worried about her being left alone. How about I lift her up and then pass her to you once you’re standing.”  
 
    Dave considered that for a moment and then nodded.  
 
    Daniel picked up Ivey, and he was shocked by how… floppy she was. It felt like every muscle was relaxed, so that her body sort of flowed like slime. Momentarily, he remembered those twisting limbs of smoke and wished he hadn’t. “She’s hard to hold in this state.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    Once he had handed her across, Dave reorganised her. The mutated human was bigger than Daniel and that helped him support Ivey more easily. Nevertheless, he watched amused, as Dave struggled to stop Ivey from slipping. Finally, he got his arms in the right position. “I think we’ll get someone to accompany you until she’s in a bed, just in case.” 
 
    “Raraf.”  
 
    Luke was trying not to look impatient, but the moment passed, and he took off. They marched briskly back up to floor twenty-five to collect everyone else. The mood felt off. Personally, Daniel was shell-shocked, Dave distraught, Luke happy, and an archer had tears streaming down her face. Presumably because she knew one of the people who had died yesterday, because they had gone casualty-free since that fight. Tamara was right by his side, looking worried, and Finigan was on his heels. 
 
    “Blood Drinker will be fine,” she whispered to him. 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    The words were easy to say, but he still wanted to get this over and done with as soon as possible.  
 
    “I’m going to gather everyone,” Luke yelled out when they reached the door that exited out on twenty-four. He disappeared through it, and Daniel kept walking up the stairs. They went up to twenty-five, Tamara next to him and Dave leading the way. The first person they ran into was Jayden as he carried a box of food with sweat running down his face. The other man noticed them and tried to speed up. 
 
    “Jayden.” Daniel snapped at him. “Ivey’s hurt. She needs a bed and someone permanently with her. We’re doing the funeral, then the fighters are going to set up on floor twenty. In the meantime, I want a volunteer to look after Ivey.” 
 
    “Rc.” 
 
    Daniel looked at Dave, trying to understand what he was disputing. 
 
    Tamara touched his arm. “I think Dave’s intending to remain with her.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “We need someone to support Dave,” he corrected smoothly. “And for the fighters downstairs, we’ll also need to be supplied, so can you organise for food, water and bedding to get down there?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    Daniel arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m not contradicting you in public,” Jayden said defensively. Then looked around nervously. They were in the hallway and while only a small percentage of the fighters had stayed following Daniel, that meant there were a significant number of witnesses. “I’m just saying that the non-combatants won’t feel safe if they’re up here alone. If you leave a squad of five, preferably two, up here, I think everyone would sleep a lot better.” 
 
    Daniel thought about the suggestion. Priscilla was not there, but he was pretty sure Jayden was not using mind magic. “Did you sense any magic?” He asked Tamara and Dave. 
 
    Tamara shook her head. 
 
    “Ro.” 
 
    “I’m not using my abilities. I don’t have a death wish.” 
 
    Daniel ignored him. “Can you feel his magic, Dave?” 
 
    “Yooic,” 
 
    “Yes.” Tamara translated for him when he looked confused. 
 
    “Did it affect you?” 
 
    “Ro.” 
 
    “And he’s not doing it now?”
“Raraf.” 
 
    “And do you agree with him about splitting the fighters?” 
 
    “Raraf.”  
 
    “I told you it wasn’t stupid.” Jayden muttered bitterly. 
 
    “But you understand why I might be suspicious?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Okay, do what I said. We’ll have two squads sleeping up here. Confirm who it’s going to be, Luke.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, there’s no need for thanks.” Daniel did not have time for this bullshit. “It was an excellent suggestion. I’m glad you made it.” Job done, he turned to head back up the stairs. “Now,” his shoulders sagged. “It’s time to gather for the funeral.”  
 
     “Tamara, can you help me organise everything?” Jayden asked plaintively. 
 
    She looked coldly at him.  
 
    Sweat, either nervous or from holding the heavy box, was running down his face.  
 
    “No, I can’t. Plus, I have responsibilities.” With her head held high, she made shooing gestures toward Daniel and he obliged, marching away with Tamara following closely behind.  
 
    It was a lot of steps to get to the top of the building for the funeral, but it had to be done. The community needed closure.  
 
    “Maybe I should have stayed to keep watch.” 
 
    “Priscilla is doing that, and two scouts,” Tamara scolded him with a smile. “You need to be up there. You’re important to the others.” 
 
    He laughed softly. He knew all that. It was why he was there rather than downstairs watching over Blood Drinker like he should have been doing. 
 
    Tamara patted him on the back. He kept walking, and by the time he reached the floor where the octopod battle had occurred, his quads were burning. He wondered how those with fewer physical stats were faring. He surreptitiously studied Tamara. She appeared to be puffed; and when they stopped climbing, she discretely rubbed her quads with a grimace. Daniel concluded he was not as badly affected. All those physical attributes he had gotten from his class also extended to aerobic performance and not just burst strength.  
 
    They were the first people to return there. The two of them and Finigan, the only two that were still alive. Sadly, Daniel studied the reason they were here.  
 
    He swallowed and rubbed both eyes. 
 
    The bodies still lay near where they had fallen, but someone had gone through and processed them. All seven now lay on individual sheets; their eyes were shut, and cloth had been moved to hide noticeable wounds, with one face completely covered. He did not want to know what had happened to that one.  
 
    He could also see the sheen of ice crystals over them. With concern, he glanced at Tamara. “Did you have to freeze them?” 
 
    “Not me,” Tamara told him, her voice hoarse with emotion. 
 
    It was like Anthony, and the people who had died from the termites. Daniel could feel his eyes watering. 
 
    There was a soft whine next to him, and he knelt and hugged the dog. He used the dog’s presence as an excuse to pause and gather himself. 
 
    It had only been a single day! But it felt longer. The fact he didn’t need to sleep and how much volume his magic could create meant that what he could achieve was frankly mind-blowing. He suspected that practically, he could do more work than someone in the old world who had access to a tractor. It was honestly scary. 
 
    While Tamara and he were first and had outdistanced everyone else, he could now hear the noise of the rest coming. Not everyone was expected, there were some tasks that couldn’t be delayed. Someone had to look after Ivey, dinner, and scouts on level twenty; and a few of the older survivors presumably lacked the stamina to casually walk all the way up here for people they didn’t know. The important people, Daniel knew, would all be here. Alex and the rest of his family arrived. Cindy waved at him. Then, in a continuous stream, the fighters entered. Cirano, the cook, was with them, but not Judy. He guessed she probably fell into the category of being too old. Or possibly she was looking after the food and allowing Cirano to attend because he might have known someone. 
 
    In a short amount of time, everyone was up, and Luke came and stood next to him. 
 
    “Do you want me to do the talking?” Luke whispered. 
 
    “I’ll give the first speech.” 
 
    Luke put his hands behind his own back and lowered his head, eyes downcast. 
 
    Daniel cleared his throat. “We all know why we’re here. Last night.” He rubbed his eyes, pushing away the gathering water. “We had a battle for our very survival. Every able-bodied fighter freely came to help defeat the octopod; and in that desperate battle, these seven brave souls lost their lives. It’s difficult – no, impossible – to truly express the loss that they represent. Every single life is precious; and the people who fell here to preserve our community had hopes and dreams.”  
 
    He paused and looked over the gathered crowd, focusing on their foreheads so as not to get distracted. It was a trick he had learnt to make them all think he was making eye contact with all of them. “I’m going to be honest. I didn’t know any of those who died particularly well because I’ve sort of been busy. I wish I could have spent more time with them, with all of you.”  
 
    His voice caught, and he wiped his eyes again. “I don’t have that luxury. There are monsters out there. Less than half an hour ago, we had a battle on the nineteenth floor. Because of that battle, Ivey is unconscious; and we don’t know if she will pull through.” Daniel stopped talking to compose himself. “It had to be done. We needed to destroy the monsters before they came for us – because they will. This octopod would have killed Alex’s family and then descended downwards.”  
 
    What that meant was left unsaid, but everyone understood what that result would have been. It had been almost a day for the gossip mill to function, and everyone here knew how deadly the octopod had been. “It is in the monster’s nature. Everyone who died here were heroes, everyone fighting against the monsters that oppress us are heroes. I am petrified before every fight, but the best test of bravery is not never being scared. It’s pushing forward even when you’re afraid. These people were brave. Today we’ll grieve their loss, we’ll mourn the future we won’t have together, but after all that we’ll emerge refreshed and galvanised and ready to meet the next challenge.”  
 
    Once more, he swept the room, making eye contact. This time, he met those looking up at him. There was sadness, determination, and anger. “We will prevail. For them and for us,” he promised. 
 
    Daniel stepped backward, allowing his emotions to show through, with twin tracks of tears running down his face. After all, these people who died could just as easily have been his friends. Luke stepped forward and said a few brief words about everyone who had died, and Daniel sort of wished he had taken the time to get a cheat sheet together to personalise the message.  
 
    He hadn’t thought about it.  
 
    His mind didn’t work like that; and usually Ivey was around to help correct for his weaknesses.  
 
    After he had finished speaking, Luke invited friends to come up and speak. Not even one of the people who had died had any family or friends from before the event, but that did not stop the emotion.  
 
    Bonds formed quickly in life-or-death situations. Five different speakers broke down mid- speech and couldn’t continue. Daniel’s throat felt tight.  
 
    Luke coughed. “Let’s take them upstairs for their final rest.” 
 
    It had obviously been pre-determined because exactly fourteen people came forward with one person standing at each end of the 7 corpses. The cloth was folded over the bodies, and when they were fully covered,  only then did they reach down to pick up their side of the body wrappings. Then with no noticeable struggle they started walking, a body between them like it was a on a stretcher. They marched straight up the steps to the penthouse.  
 
    When they reached the top floor, Daniel was amazed by how luxurious the space that Alex had lived in was. He could have fitted two of his farmhouses within the open-spaced kitchen and living room. Despite the solemn air, there was more than one sharply indrawn breath in response.  
 
    “Beautiful,” Tamara whispered. 
 
    Daniel squeezed her hand that he hadn’t realised he had been holding. She smiled sadly at him, water glistening on her lashes.  
 
    They kept walking, following the procession of bodies. He knew he shouldn’t feel guilty, but a small part of himself felt he was responsible for their deaths. If he had thought to secure them… 
 
    No! 
 
    That was faulty logic. They had to fight it when they did. Nobody could get every single decision right.   
 
    Daniel had been aware that the plan was to cremate the bodies, but why they had gone up instead of doing it where they had fallen made little sense to him till he entered the apartment. Glass doors were opened, and they walked out onto a wide balcony. It was larger than a cricket pitch. The bodies were placed down on what looked like marble pavers, and then all the various fire mages stepped forward. Flame spewed outward, and the neatly packed pile of bodies erupted. The entire group, some still caught indoors, stood in silence and watched while the intense heat consumed their former friends. 
 
    Forty seconds later, Tamara and the other mages retreated. They all looked wan. with pain reflected in their eyes. Daniel had seen sufficient casters to recognise the signs of mana exhaustion. 
 
    Whatever they had done was enough for the bodies to continue to burn by themselves. The heat was extraordinary, but another power came into play to push the smoke away.  
 
    Daniel stood for over two minutes, and then he attempted to disentangle his hand from Tamara’s.  
 
    She resisted and rotated to face him.   
 
    “I need to check downstairs,” he whispered. “Make sure the ferals are not planning on doing anything.” 
 
    She studied him with a sad smile that told him she knew one hundred per cent that he was lying. “That’s a good idea. I’ll see you soon.” She turned back to continue to watch the burning bodies in silent vigil. As Daniel’s eyes scanned the crowd, he saw Jayden. The man was looking at Tamara, and he could see pain in the other man’s face. 
 
    Serves the fuck-head right, Daniel thought savagely. He had hurt her. Then Daniel looked at Tamara once more, and his eyes softened. A tear was running down her face. Before he changed his mind, he hurried away.  
 
    Blood Drinker needed his attention, and just as importantly, time by himself was required to settle his emotions. Barely able to stop himself from going dangerously fast, he jogged downstairs at a reckless pace. When he exited on the floor, Nigel, one of the four scouts they had left downstairs, flagged him down.  
 
    “Daniel.” 
 
    “Nigel.” He responded stiffly not wanting to engage. 
 
    “How was the funeral?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head warningly. He did not want to talk about the funeral. The pain, the sadness, the reflection of their mortality was too close. “Anything?” He asked instead. 
 
    “Silence.” 
 
    “Yeah, Priscilla thinks similarly.”  
 
    His mouse had seen no sign of focused resistance, but there was no reason to be sloppy.  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Energy swept out of him and focused down the building. All the distinct life forms glowed within his perception; and before drilling into the specifics, he focused on the overall picture. Scattered groups, no noticeable stillness, regulars mixing with Elites but no Ultras in the areas he could reach, and only roaming ferals below him. 
 
    It was clean. 
 
    “They feel disorganised, animalistic. It’s almost like we killed the intelligence holding them together.” Even as he told Nigel that, he remembered the Super. That creature that Ivey had used whatever unholy power she possessed to presumably kill. It had been powerful enough to warp the world around it. Daniel would not be surprised if it was the only reason that any ferals had been acting intelligently.  
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to keep monitoring.” He waved toward where they had launched their attack from.  
 
    Nigel thankfully got the point and shut up, and Daniel jogged the entire way to the window and looked down. The sun was low, leaving long shadows. Luckily, he could still see Blood Drinker at the top of the tree. Waiting… He did not know what he would have done if something had happened to it. 
 
    Even from here, he could feel the club, or at least he thought he could. Not enough to communicate, but they could sense each other. I’m coming to get you. 
 
    Was that an acknowledgment? Unshakeable faith? His imagination? The wind blew and the top of the tree rippled and the club slipped deeper.  
 
    Gone… 
 
    He leant closer and then pulled himself backward when he realised he had almost tipped out the window. The leaves rippled again, and beneath the leaves, but still at the top of the tree, he got a glimpse of Blood Drinker. Still there, waiting – and now safe, protected by the tree.  
 
    He stood watching for an interminable amount of time. Every now and again he would use an Animal Sense pulse, but every one of them reinforced his hypothesis. The creatures were leaderless, and tomorrow, they would be easy to defeat.   
 
    “Dan.” 
 
    Daniel flinched and spun around and raised a hand as he did so. Electricity arced in his fingers, and he saw Tamara standing in the doorway. 
 
    Cheeks burning, he closed his hand, and the lightning vanished. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I understand.” She walked forward, put her arms around him, and tried to draw him into a hug. He resisted, but her hands were like steel. As he relented, she drew him in, so his head rested against her shoulder.  
 
    “My club.” 
 
    “I know.” She pulled him in close. “It’s okay,” she whispered. 
 
    With a shudder, he shifted to separate them. He had promised Ivey to be good and… His eyes dropped to the tree below. “It’s not.” 
 
    “Dan, we’ll get down and save it. I promise.”  
 
    “We don’t—” 
 
    “Dan.”  
 
    She stepped forward and hugged him from behind. Her presence stilled him.  
 
    “Sorry. Just with Ivey.” Then looked down at the tree. “It’s hard.” 
 
    “I understand. We’ll do everything possible to help, but what are we doing about the zombie war? Will they come up at us?” 
 
    “If the Super is still alive?” 
 
    “If?” She asked. 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “I can’t sense it, but I didn’t sense it before.” He laughed. “And we don’t know if Ivey’s spell killed it. It’s not like we can ask her. It feels as though it’s dead and as though that’s made the ferals headless.” Daniel shrugged. “If it’s alive, then all bets are off. The thing’s smart enough to trick us.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do? Wait till Ivey is awake?” Tamara let go of him and walked deeper into the room.  
 
    “The prudent response is to have fighters sleep on this floor. Have non-combatants act as sentries at night, and Priscilla and I will make sure they’re not up to anything. Jayden’s doing the first shift, and we’ll draft some of the non-fighters to stand watch.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll deploy the same tactics. If we can kill ten ferals and an Ultra, every engagement, we’re going to win.”  
 
    “Providing the Super’s dead.” 
 
    He snorted. “Yeah. Till I know otherwise, that’s the assumption, but we’ll build our plan under the expectation that it’s still alive.” The leaves on the tree below shifted, and he was sure he got a brief glimpse of his club. It looked like it had strapped itself fully to a branch. 
 
    “Are you going to try to get it? Belay down or something like that?” Tamara asked him. 
 
    “It’s tempting, but no. I think I would be too exposed.” He pointed at the top of the building in the city and the flittering shapes. “External enemies and the ferals.” 
 
    “Oh dear. I could see them throwing themselves at the window to attack, and with their claws and strength they would probably get through.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Daniel agreed. “So, belaying is too dangerous, but I’m trying to work out whether I can drop a conduit all the way down and then use it to carry Blood Drinker up.” 
 
    “Will it work?” 
 
    “Technically, yes. I did something like that to capture Priscilla, and I’m stronger now.” 
 
    “You should do it.” 
 
    “I’m not certain.” 
 
    “If I was in your position, I would.” 
 
    Daniel shrugged, then shook his head. “It might not work; and it will definitely take most of the night.”  
 
    “Dan, it’s okay to put yourself first.”  
 
    He massaged his forehead. “That’s easy to say, but harder to reconcile to all the people out there and the trapped kids.”  
 
    She stepped up close to him once more, and her arm encircled his waist. Together, they looked down at the tree that contained the club, and at the nearby, dead Ultra that had been hit by multiple arrows. 
 
    “It might have gotten closer to disaster than we liked,” she whispered, “but it was a good plan.” 
 
    “I know.” He glanced up at where they knew Ivey was.  
 
    “I feel sad for her, too. But it was her choice, and I’m sure she’ll be fine.” 
 
    “This…” he bit back on the vulgarity, but not the anger. “World.” He hissed.  
 
    “I know! Fuck it.” Tamara said angrily next to him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    Daniel sat on the windowsill edge with a loop of vine coiled from where he had created the ramps to anchor him.  
 
    Down below was his club.  
 
    It was part of him.  
 
    When Luke brought people down, he was tempted to ask him to assign a guard to watch it. Maybe get Ingrid ready to defend it if anything came anywhere near it. Then he realised how ridiculous that idea was. Once it was dark, they wouldn’t be able to see.  
 
    Tamara sat silently next to him as they both looked down at the changed earth below them. Less than a week ago, he had walked along that street drunk without a single care in the world. While there were regular flickers of movement around the place, nothing went near the tree.  
 
    Priscilla reached out, requesting a connection. Her mindset was best described as hesitant. 
 
    Quietly, he accepted, and he was presented with an image of six zombies. He did not need to do anything, but he knew that four of them were Elites and the others regular. They were in one of the hotel rooms on the floor below, not doing much. Then she glanced left and right and both corridors were empty.  
 
    No Zombies? 
 
    No, Silly. She looked back into the other room.  
 
    No Other Zombies? 
 
    She glanced left and right once more. Yes. 
 
    Entire floor? 
 
    Duh.  
 
    Daniel smiled at the underlying emotion coming from the mouse. She was thinking, ‘I can’t believe how many times I have to explain that. It’s hard having a pet who is so slow.’ 
 
    The connection died down with a promise from Priscilla to go downstairs to make sure that there were no other enemies threatening.  
 
    He gave an enormous sigh.   
 
    Tamara stirred next to him. “What?”  
 
    “It feels like we’re winning. Or at least that’s how I’m interpreting what Priscilla is sharing. Floor twenty is now almost abandoned, and Priscilla is checking lower floors to see if they are forming a fighting party further down. But they aren’t;  my Animal Sense has already confirmed that.” 
 
    She nodded. “Maybe we are. I mean maybe we are winning.”  
 
    He looked down at the club, still unable to believe that had happened. It was less than a hundred metres away, but when you converted that to floors, it might as well have been a hundred kilometres. “Doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    Tamara patted his leg. “No one died.” 
 
    “Ivey.” 
 
    “Is still alive.” 
 
    He hit the window frame. Below the tree, leaves stirred, and the club was briefly revealed.  
 
    Perfectly Safe. 
 
    He could sense it, even if he could not communicate openly with the weapon. 
 
    Almost thirty per cent of his mana had regenerated. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    He went full power and focused primarily downwards. Instantly, he had an awareness spreading out from where he sat. Mostly it was angled down, but it was not perfect. There was a vertical and a horizontal distance from him displayed. The six zombies below were now seven. and the information Priscilla had shared was still accurate; they were alone on nineteen. The next floor looked like a standard zombie clustering: a scattering of groups and individuals, high teens in numbers. Seventeen was the same, and then on floor sixteen he only got a section, but it painted the same picture.  
 
    For whatever reason, probably the death of the Super, they had spread out. 
 
    The magic was finished, but he retained the impression of what he had felt. Unless they could somehow avoid his spell, there were no Supers on the floor he had covered. Over thirty Elites, and a similar number of normal zombies, along with a single Ultra on the seventeenth floor. The ratio of Elites to regular was off. Too few normals for the number of Elites. Daniel suspected the answer was simple: The weak had been treated as food for the strong. With a bit of preparation, those isolated forces would be easy to defeat. Grind them down, piece by piece, hopefully to the ground floor. 
 
    Daniel considered what he had felt from his spell. His mind recaptured all the pertinent points his subconscious had registered in those moments the scan had been active. The way the ferals had been scattered. The slight movements they had been making, versus the rigid discipline of earlier in the day. Back then, it had felt regimented. When they had moved, the ferals had been in condensed groups, and there had been more still solitary ones. Those he had labelled as sentries were standing by themselves, presumably listening for unexpected noise.  
 
    That structure had vanished. This time, it was more organic. More of the monsters were sleeping and lounging. It felt more… ‘Normal’. They were acting predictably once more.  
 
    That artificial organisation that had been displayed had been broken… hopefully for good. 
 
    A sign of them winning, or another trap?  
 
    That Super appearing when they had launched that first attack still shocked him. He still didn’t understand how both he and Priscilla had missed it; but if it was truly dead, then he guessed he would never find out.  
 
    Yet the fact it had surprised him meant he was not willing to accept that the ferals below them had lost their internal organisation. There was a chance that the invisible Super had survived, or that there was another one. No matter what, he was going to progress slowly, even if his heart demanded he rushed so as to be reunited with Blood Drinker. 
 
    “You’re getting ahead of yourself, Daniel,” he muttered to himself. They were not doing anything till morning; and hopefully, by then he would have more data to base their approach on. Which reminded him he needed to plan out the night. 
 
    Daniel actively pushed away the stress and studied the tree. There was a light breeze, and the leaves were fluttering independently of it. What type of tree was it? Was it magical, like that plant upstairs that had moved by itself or like some of Jordan’s creations, or did it remain a normal elm? 
 
    Tonight, he would stand vigil and go back to basics and craft weapons to kill. No more relationship drama, he thought, remembering Ivey. But then out of the corner of his eye, he saw Tamara move. 
 
    He laughed to himself. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” she asked. “You’ve been sitting there in your own world for about ten minutes, and then you laughed.” 
 
    “What? Ten minutes?” 
 
    “Yes.”   
 
    He studied her. Had he caught a moment of hesitation? “What were you doing?” 
 
    She glanced away, embarrassed. “Watching you.” 
 
    “That must have been boring.”  
 
    “I don’t think you even realised that you were growing a seat.”  
 
    “What… I,” he looked, and she was right. He was now sitting on a comfortable seat, right up against the empty window so that he could look down at the tree below easily. “You’re right. All subconscious.”  
 
    “It’s fascinating. Watching how powerful you’re becoming.” 
 
    “Yet that Super would have killed me easily.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I was more talking about compared to the rest of us. Are you now making me a seat?” she asked abruptly, changing the topic. 
 
    “What?” The seat that he had been sitting on had been growing and transforming into a two-person seat.  
 
    Tamara laughed heartily. “Oh god, you should have seen your face.” 
 
    “My subconscious,” he stammered. 
 
    “That makes it even sweeter.”  
 
    Tamara walked forward and examined the expanded seat. “Will it hold me?” 
 
    Daniel concentrated, and the power flared out. The structure’s thickened leaves blossomed to make themselves more comfortable. Because there was still water and fertiliser from earlier it took little energy. 
 
    “Of course it would have held you; but hopefully, it’ll seem more luxurious now.”  
 
    She sat gingerly. 
 
    Daniel laughed. “What are you worried about? It won’t break.” 
 
    “No,” she waved her hands to reject that suggestion. “I don’t want to hurt the leaves.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you can. They might feel soft, but they’re tough.” 
 
    She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Tell you what?” 
 
    “Why you’re as strong as you are? Why you’re so stressed about your club?” 
 
    “Well, that second question is straightforward to answer. You’ve got a weapon. You must be able to empathise with what it’d feel like to lose it.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can understand that.” As always, Mystic Explosion was right next to her; and even the mention of Tamara losing it caused her to reach out and touch the weapon as if to confirm it was still there. 
 
    Once more, the leaves below shifted at odds with the wind. “Hey, can you identify the tree?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    “I can check.” There was a slight pause. “It’s a mutated elm with a skill to suck blood.” 
 
    “Jordan’s is going to be excited when we get a cutting.” 
 
    “Boys and their plants.”  
 
    Daniel chuckled. “I’m not sure anyone has said that ever.” 
 
    “New world, and I don’t see many people playing with toys.” She nudged his side. “That tree’s powerful. Nothing short of the lizard is messing with it, so I think your club is pretty safe. If anything else tries, the tree will eat it.” 
 
    “Serious?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That tree is deadly.” 
 
    “That makes me feel better.” 
 
    “Why are you so strong?” she asked again. 
 
    Daniel did not respond. He was not sure he wanted to have this conversation. 
 
    “I keep telling you it’s okay, that you can trust me.”  
 
    “And I do!” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Daniel looked down at the club. He had not realised how much he missed it.  At his feet, Finigan stirred, and he felt the flow of happy acceptance. “The mana event mutated me.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Everyone knows. Or at least all of us with identification. Which is like everyone, apart from you.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “You look normal, though.” 
 
    “I have a patch of fur on my back.” 
 
    “Hair?” 
 
    “No. Fur.” 
 
    “How big?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “Not that large.”  
 
    “And that worries you.”  
 
    Daniel shook his head.  
 
    “You still haven’t explained what’s different about you.” 
 
    He looked up, wondering if anyone could hear him. Tamara noticed that look and half-stood, and she pulled out a small pad and pencil from her back pocket. “If you’re worried about someone else hearing, you can write it down.”  
 
    “You carry pen and paper?” 
 
    White teeth answered him. “Remember, I can see the future.” 
 
    He chuckled, recalling how she had supported Ivey in the earlier council of war by falsely claiming that. 
 
    He still hesitated to take the pad.  
 
    “I’ll burn the page afterwards.” 
 
    Ivey had cautioned him so strongly… but… Tamara.  
 
    He trusted her. 
 
    Then decided that was foolish and accepted the offered paper and wrote on it.  
 
    I don’t have an interface. 
 
    Tamara read it. There was a look of confusion on her face, and she took the pad back. 
 
    What about Beast Whisperer?  
 
    Daniel probably should have included more in the initial message.  
 
    I have a partial interface from Ivey. I get set skills and set attribute points at each level. No choices! 
 
    Tamara nodded. Does it talk to you? 
 
    He laughed. “No.”  
 
    “Lucky.” she patted his hands. “It’s sort of what I thought. You could have told me; and I don’t think the information is as–” She hesitated and smirked at him. “–Inflammatory.” The piece of paper burst into flames. “As you think.” She tossed the paper out of the window, and it fluttered for a moment still burning, till the flames stopped and it crumbled into ash.  
 
    “Magic is incredible.” Daniel muttered. 
 
    “Yours maybe more so than most. I can see what you are doing over there.” She waved at where the plants that had been used to construct the ramps were growing once more as he prepared for the attack they had to launch in the morning. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to for a while,” he admitted. “I mean. I’ve wanted to tell you. It’s just that I’ve been scared; and Ivey kept insisting that I keep the knowledge to myself.” His feet kicked listlessly, and once more he looked down at the tree that hid his club. Despite what Tamara had told him, when it was not moving, the tree appeared unchanged. “The reason I’m strong is that I have my powers from being a mutant, like Dave, and then the set added by Ivey’s interface. That makes me twice as powerful as everyone else.” 
 
    “And twice as arrogant.” She smirked at him.  
 
    Playfully, he tickled her side.  
 
    Her grin broadened. “I’m not ticklish.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    Daniel pretended to be alarmed. “No.” 
 
    Her hand inched towards him. For a moment, he threatened to grab her.  
 
    Tamara smiled in delight. Her hand sprang forward, and he let her. She tried to tickle him. He did not respond. 
 
    “I said I wasn’t.” Daniel reminded her. 
 
    “Tease.”  
 
    She pouted.   
 
    “As I said, not ticklish; but I hadn’t finished explaining why I’m stronger. Besides those two benefits, I’ve consumed a lot of feral cores.” 
 
    Tamara’s nose wrinkled at that.  
 
    “I know; cannibalization,” Daniel agreed knowingly. 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “Your expression did, and I’ve thought the same. Ivey as good as made me on the first day.” He lapsed into silence. “She was right. Ickiness aside.” 
 
    “Very icky.” Tamara agreed. 
 
    “But necessary for survival.” 
 
    Tamara patted his leg comfortably and placed her head on his shoulder. “I wasn’t judging, just commiserating.”  
 
    “Every single one of those feral cores increases my strength. I think some directly benefit my mana pool and maybe even my physical attributes, and then once I’ve mastered the abilities from them, they’ll strengthen me again.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘Once’?” 
 
    “Unlike some,” he went to poke her, but she caught the offending finger. 
 
    “None of that.” she warned. “I didn’t do anything, mister.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. You got a manual on how to use your spells. I’ve had to learn mine through trial and error. For example, that lightning bolt I can unleash? When I check the strength of the ability, it’s only at the first of three levels. Speed is even worse. I’m still on level one, and it has four tiers. Taking it all into account, I would be surprised if I’ve even unlocked half of my ultimate strength – and potentially as little as a quarter.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re going to be…” She trailed off. “Don’t want to give you an enormous head.” 
 
    “It’s not something to be proud of, as it’s just my mutated human physiology. Which is the same as the ferals’ and why we couldn’t wait.” Daniel hadn’t articulated that concern before, but now that it was vocalised it sounded like the truth. “We need to eliminate them as rapidly as possible. Both in this tower and out there. There’s a real risk that their power might grow as fast as mine. Maybe even faster.”  
 
    “Regulars, Elites, Ultras, and now Supers.” She said quietly.  
 
    Daniel thought about that and the consequence of further Supers evolving or even going beyond that point to something even more incredible. He shivered.  
 
    “Regulars, Elites, Ultras.” She repeated and then looked at him. “What would you estimate the differences between them are? Each rank up is, what, five? Six? Seven times stronger?”  
 
    “Yeah, something like that.”  
 
    “Then the Super…” 
 
    Daniel grimaced at that suggestion, knowing where she was going. 
 
    “If we assume the strongest feral after the event was only an Elite, then the Super is twenty-five to fifty times stronger than when it started.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s likely in less than a week.” Even as he protested, he understood where she was coming from. It was the only way the high number of Ultras and Supers downstairs made sense – and the observation that every day, they had seemed to get stronger.  
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve unlocked a third of your strength.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Given the cores you’ve been getting, and the fact you’re sort of the same as them.” 
 
    Daniel rubbed his head. “I don’t like where this is going.” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, my god. I’m becoming a superhero, just like happened in my worst nightmares.” 
 
    “If only it was that easy.” 
 
    “I know.” She put her arm around his waist. “Regarding your speed being one of four, I’m wondering if going from one to two is the same as three to four.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “Levels can act like that; or, each might double the strength, which would mean level two is twice as strong, but then level four is eight times stronger than one.” She shrugged. “The ramp-up could be even more extreme than that if the multiplication between levels is higher. You know. each level is tens of times faster.”  
 
    “That’s scary. Can you imagine how fast I would be if it’s something like that?” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re already partially blurry when you put your foot down. But multiplication makes sense, doesn’t it? Those Elite speed zombies we’ve seen, they’re faster than you and can sustain it for at least four times as long without a backlash.”  
 
    Daniel nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I can’t imagine that, in your terminology, they’re all at rank four. After all, how many speed cores have you consumed?” 
 
    “Lots.” 
 
    “So, they’re probably rank two, or maybe on the outside, rank three.” 
 
    “God, if I got to rank three strength and rank four speed, plus my passive strength, I’d be able to solo everything on the floors below.” 
 
    “What? You’ll end up as strong as a Super,” Tamara pretended to faint in awe.  
 
    Daniel remembered the thing that Ivey had killed. “I doubt it. But it’s a pleasant fantasy.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced it’s a fantasy.” Tamara looked at him. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m not blowing hot air up at you. I’ve had enough arrogant, big-headed idiots in my life. I’m extrapolating from what we know.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be responsible for everyone just because I’m strong.” 
 
    “Would you prefer someone else to have your skills?” 
 
    “Fuck no.” 
 
    She laughed.  
 
    Daniel studied the swaying tree leaves once more. “I wonder what else is out there?” 
 
    Tamara tapped her skull pointedly. “Lots of nasties.” 
 
     “I know about the lizard, but is there anything worse?” 
 
    Tamara hesitated. “I very much hope not, but there’s going to be stuff out there that will probably make the Super you fought look weak. Think of it this way. A heap of energy got dumped around us. It got into living things and made them strong.” She squeezed his bicep to demonstrate. “Where we are that influx of power was spread over forty-five floors and brought in that octopod, created the termites, the Super, and us. Down there at street level, look at all those single stories. What do you think will happen if just the energy that slammed into those three threats got directed into a single ladybug? Or even a butterfly. Let alone the energy that went into all of us.”  
 
    “That would be terrifying, but is that even how it works? Does that encyclopaedia tell you that?” 
 
    “Ivey mentioned a few things that I should research so I can actually answer that. Yes, and no. The gist is accurate, but it’s more nuanced.” 
 
    “Getting to the country won’t be easy, will it?” 
 
    Tamara laughed. “You know, maybe the army will come to save us.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She laughed harder. “That’s a joke. Some of the old guys upstairs were talking about it and not understanding why we’re risking our lives and fighting. They thought we should sit tight.” 
 
    “Idiots.” 
 
    “Yep, there’s some of them everywhere.” 
 
    They lapsed into silence. They experimented with spears that they could throw at monsters below.  
 
    A creature that looked like a rat popped out on the roof on the other side of the street. A hundred metres down and thirty metres away. 
 
    Daniel grabbed one of their practice spears and stood. “I’m going to try to get it.” 
 
    “Too far, too small,” Tamara told him. “I’ve seen how inaccurate you are.” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” Daniel sighted the target, pulled back his arm, and threw. It went over the target’s head, missing by ten metres, and the next was short by a similar distance. The rat, completely unaware that it had been targeted, ran a little way, jumped, and then glided onto the neighbouring house and vanished from sight. 
 
    “The bloody thing flew,” Daniel said in surprise. 
 
    “More like glided. But the more important thing to talk about is your throwing.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he protested. 
 
    “You were terrible,” she accused. 
 
    “It’s harder than it looks, and I was trying to restrict myself to normal levels of competency. I was testing to see if we can use this to farm experience for other people.” 
 
    She looked at him eyes wide. “That’s your excuse?” 
 
    “Umm. I…” 
 
    Her lips quirked, and Daniel couldn’t help himself. He burst out laughing, and she joined him.   
 
    While they chatted, Daniel alternated his mana between building the ramps for their next attack and Animal Sense to make sure nothing threatening was coming.  
 
    The zombies continued to act like dumb animals. 
 
    “And we’re really safe?” Tamara asked. 
 
    “Priscilla can’t see any signs of mobilisation. It might happen on the lower floors; but,” Daniel shrugged. “Their infirmary has shut down, and we’ll stay on high alert till we can push down more aggressively.” 
 
    Twenty floors below, Daniel detected some type of boar sniffing toward his tree. Tamara reacted to his sudden tension by looking out the window.  
 
    “You don’t need to protect your club from that.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’re going to do it, anyway?” 
 
    “I want to see if I can hit it.” Daniel stopped and caught her eye. In the light of the setting sun, she looked amazing. Then again, she always did. “Thank you. You’ve made me feel a lot better about going slow. I won’t because of the kids, but at least I won’t be reckless because of,” he pointedly stared down on the tree. 
 
    The animal was quite close to the tree, but it was clearly wary of it and did not want to get any closer.  
 
    Tamara stood up. “If we’re doing this. Then it’ll be closest to the pin.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We throw together, and whoever does the better, gets a prize.” 
 
    “Prize?” 
 
    “How about the winner can make the loser do anything they want.” 
 
    “Conditions? Restrictions?” 
 
    Tamara looked down and shuffled her feet. “Only if you want there to be.” Daniel tried to parse the information.  
 
    “You can shut your mouth,” she said gently, her hand going to his chin and pressing it delicately closed. 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    “You’re a boy. Of course, you are.” 
 
    Daniel passed her the three spears. “Give me a moment.” The spears he was holding changed colour, turning white. “White or brown?” He held his new spears out to her.              “Are there any differences?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll keep these, then.” She waved the standard brown spears he had produced earlier. “Once the first one lands, that boar’s going to flee, so we should throw all three quickly.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Tamara counted down. 
 
    They started throwing. This was a lot easier than aiming for the rat, as the creature was both significantly closer and larger.  
 
    Daniel threw his final missile before the first one reached the ground and then leant out to watch the results.  
 
    The boar was still next to the tree as his and Tamara’s missiles fell near it. His white one smashed into the ground, driving through what must have been a weakened footpath till it disappeared into the ground. It did, however, throw up gravel that hit the boar’s back legs.  
 
    One metre off. It was an excellent shot, especially since Tamara’s missed by over ten metres. Startled, the animal danced away from Daniel’s strike. It travelled parallel to the tree, clearly recognising the danger of the mutated elm. 
 
    Then the second volley struck the ground. This time, his one hit it, catching its rump. It was purely luck because the boar had moved almost two metres from its original position. In response, it leapt closer to the tree, but not into it. Meanwhile, Tamara’s second volley smashed into the footpath, significantly closer but still well clear of the animal. 
 
    Daniel knew his third throw was going to miss, so it all came down to Tamara’s last one, and he was feeling confident. He wondered how he should use that favour. Force her to go on a date with him? Or something more innocent?  
 
    Sure enough, his third spear was off-course and smashed harmlessly through the roof of a car. 
 
    Tamara’s struck the animal. 
 
    Daniel’s jaw fell open. 
 
    It was more a graze than a hit, and the spear itself shattered against the road. But it drew blood in a long streak down the animal’s side on its way down. 
 
    The boar reacted and leapt backward in shock. 
 
    It landed still visible to them but far closer to the tree than it had intended. The placid tree that had done nothing more than move without the wind touching it exploded into motion. A single massive branch struck the boar like a club. Another one bent, and like what happened with his club, the end formed into a spear. It struck straight through the animal, bending as it did so. This spear, instead of plunging into the road, was moving parallel with it. Within a blink, the boar was skewered on a branch that extended almost two meters out from it.  
 
    The branch lifted it off the ground. They could see the animal kicking, but the tree had returned to its previous position, with the branch the animal was stuck on back at a forty-five degree angle, reaching into the sky. 
 
    This half-tonne creature had been plucked off the ground, skewered on a branch, and then gravity took hold and it slid further down. The branches of the tree that had been waving violently and allowing them to see the details close to the trunk stopped waving, and they could no longer see the animal.  
 
    Though they could hear its squeals.  
 
    Three of them and then silence.  
 
    Daniel looked downwards at the tree in shock. It was a tree, and it had… “Shit.” 
 
    “Woo hoo.” Tamara celebrated.  
 
    What? He looked at her and then remembered their bet. 
 
    “Score. I killed it.” She did an impromptu dance. 
 
    “Wait. My hit was harder. Your spear only clipped it.” 
 
    “What?” Tamara put her hands on her hip in mock indignation. “My missile literally scared it into the deadly tree which killed it. I was directly responsible for its death. Yours did absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “We both hit it. Closest to the pin means it’s a draw.”
“Nope.” 
 
    “What do you mean nope?” 
 
    “I got more experience. Which means I was deemed to have contributed more to the kill.” 
 
    “If you got experience, then I would have as well, as we both hit it.” 
 
    Her eyes went unfocused. “Experience awarded for killing the Ice Tusk Boar has been assigned based on contribution. See.” She poked out her tongue at him. “The system measures the level of contribution.” Her eyes went unfocused once more. “Mutated Blood Ambush Elm, our friendly tree down there.” She pointed helpfully at it. “Has been awarded one hundred and eight-five experience. Tamara Jane Murphy, that’s me, receives twelve and Daniel Grosse.” she giggled. “That’s a bad surname, by the way, receives three. Only three.” She crowed. “I win!” she did a little dance. 
 
    “You know I can’t check.” 
 
    “Mr Grosse, I want you to think about this very carefully before answering. Were you planning on calling me a liar?” 
 
    The objection died into his throat. “No, but the agreement was closest to the pin. We both hit it.”  
 
    “Are you serious? Closest to the pin. If we both hit it, then it had to be who did the most damage and the independent system arbitrator awarded it to me.”  
 
    “Is it independent?” 
 
    “Yes. Oh my god, you really don’t enjoy losing, do you. Are you’re now arguing that the unthinking system is on my side?” 
 
    “I thought Ivey’s was chatty? That doesn’t sound unthinking.” 
 
    “Nope. That’s only her interface. It’s a bit broken. The system is a series of algorithmic rules. If you want, you can ask someone else.” Her eyes challenged him. Daring him to call her a liar. She gave him a cheeky grin. “You yield?” 
 
    “Yep. I believe you.” The alternative wasn’t worth it. 
 
    “I won.”  
 
    “Yes, you won. What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Are you wishing, about now, that you hadn’t already given me a seed weapon?” Tamara beamed at him, as happy as punch. “Don’t answer that,” she ordered hastily. She lapsed into thoughtful silence. 
 
    “Well.” 
 
    “Hmm, let’s see, if you marry me, you’re taking my surname.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your surname is terrible.” 
 
    “Okay, if that’s your–” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s only my backup if I can’t think of anything else.” She sat down next to him. “This is fun. We should definitely do more games of skill.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to ask me to do?” 
 
    “Well, I have my backup, but practically these things are best kept in reserve. Daniel, if you don’t get me breakfast in bed, I’ll ask you to do a nudie run when you get it. Daniel, if you don’t massage my feet, I’m going to ask you to gather a hundred pairs of size nine runners to find the one that suits me best.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re planning? To hold it over my head to blackmail me to do lots of small things?”  
 
    She made small joyful sounds. 
 
    “And if I don’t play ball?” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” She clapped her hands. “I’ll make sure you get everyone to address you by your surname.” 
 
    “What!” Daniel looked at her, horrified. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You were the one who didn’t want conditions.” 
 
    “Yeah because,” he stopped, his face going red. 
 
    “Because why Dan? What were you going to ask me?” 
 
    “To massage my back.” He looked away, avoiding her gaze. 
 
    “Really, all you want is a massage? And that’s all you were going to ask?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Dan?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you think you can make eye contact with me while claiming you were only thinking about asking for a massage?” 
 
    “Don’t want to.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    His cheeks were very red, and he studiously looked out the window. She laughed and hugged him from behind, resting her chin on his shoulder so she could look over him and out. He was incredibly conscious of her presence.  
 
    “Is there any reason your cheeks are red?”  
 
    “No,” His voice squeaked.  
 
    She chuckled. “Are you just a typical guy who is fine bashing monsters to death, but who struggles with talking to the opposite sex?” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said, turning to face her. “That doesn’t sound at all like me.” He looked back out down at the tree. “You’ve just got an ability to scramble my brains.” 
 
    “Ivey might have mentioned something like that.” 
 
    “You’ve been talking about me?” 
 
    “It’s a confusing time. The apocalypse and all that. Jayden being a dick.” 
 
    “Yeah, eating termites.” 
 
    She burst out laughing. “Yes, that’s what confusing. Who would have thought they would be so tasty?” 
 
    He put an arm around her and pulled her closer; then they both looked out the window at the setting sun. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Terrifying.” Her finger pointed out to the section of the bay that they could see. There was something in the distance, sort of like a stingray but larger than a football oval. Its sides rippled, and it shot forward and a wave that must have been five metres high washed out from it.  
 
    “I don’t think you’re catching a ship to get home.” 
 
    Tamara laughed again this time with a hint of hysteria. “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “You’re an Australian Sheila now. Congratulations on your citizenship.” 
 
    “I’m never going to see my parents again, am I?” 
 
    “No. But on the plus side, you can throw fireballs.” 
 
    “Not a great trade-off, but I guess it could be worse.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I could be covered in fur.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    They chuckled.  
 
    “Dan, thank you.”  
 
    He looked at her, and she was being serious. So he matched her. “My pleasure.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    There was a long period of silence as they looked down at the world below, trying hard not to notice when creatures that were too large moved. Tamara nudged him. “If I know Cirano, there’ll be a delicious meal ready by now.” 
 
    “Can you get it sent down?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope, you’re coming up and eating. Plus, I’m sure you want to watch the light show.” 
 
    Daniel looked down at his club. He was happy to miss the daily updates from outside. Even though he didn’t know Morse code, he could watch it from here. Most of the reason he liked it was seeing those flashing lights, each representing an active community group.  
 
    “It’s safe. It’s okay to leave it for a bit. And no, I’m not going to organise someone to come down and translate it for you.” 
 
    “Was that an option?” 
 
    She laughed. “I just said it wasn’t.”  
 
    With a dramatic sigh, Daniel stood. “Fine.” 
 
    They headed upstairs together.  
 
    Dinner was a stew. 
 
    They both looked at the chunks of meat floating in a thick gravy and then at Cirano. 
 
    “Good stew. It’s damn tasty. Using magic while cooking is incredible!” the cook enthused. 
 
    Tamara and Daniel glanced at each other again.  
 
    “You ask,” he whispered hopefully. 
 
    Tamara shook his head, and he sighed. 
 
    “What’s the meat?” 
 
    Cirano grinned. “You don’t want to know?” 
 
    “It might surprise you, but that’s not an answer that comforts me,” Tamara said dryly.  
 
    The cook laughed and clutched his sides. “It’s fine. No feral meat in it. Guaranteed.” 
 
    “A hint?” 
 
    “I would prefer not to say before you’ve tasted it.” 
 
    “We’re not eating it till you tell us,” Tamara stated. 
 
    “It’s rabbit,” Luke yelled out. 
 
    “Hey,” Cirano spun and almost threw the bowl he was holding at Luke, who just laughed uproariously. “That’s unfair.” 
 
    “From level thirty-seven?” Daniel asked, ignoring the byplay. 
 
    “Somewhere like that,” Luke answered. “We butchered it today.” 
 
    Daniel tasted it. The meat was gamey but perfectly spiced. He moaned appreciatively. “Giant rabbit tastes good.” 
 
    “If I can do that with rabbit and packet food, can you imagine the meals I can make once we get a proper garden and actual eating animals.”  
 
    “I can’t wait… if it’s anything like this,” Daniel agreed. 
 
    “It’ll be better,” the cook assured him.  
 
    Around them, everyone was already setting up. There didn’t seem to be as many people as usual. 
 
    Tamara grabbed his hand and pointed at two seats near the window. “I think those are for us.” 
 
    “Yes. They are,” Luke agreed. “And Tamara, we don’t need you to operate the light.” 
 
    Daniel looked around once more. There were a lot fewer folks gathered than he expected. The Parkers weren’t there, and he had been expecting one of them to be attending at the very least. “Why are there so few people?” 
 
    Luke laughed. “There’s not.” His thumb pointed to the neighbouring suite. “Two other viewing rooms next door. We don’t need to crowd in, as there’s like nine of us who can translate Morse code.” 
 
    Daniel nodded, feeling foolish. He probably should have guessed that was the case. For example, he had known the Parkers had at least one person able to use the skill. 
 
    “It’s starting,” declared Richard, their resident monster identifier.  
 
    Daniel stood up and leaned forward. Just like Richard had promised, there were a lot of lights spread across the landscape.  
 
    He sat down again. 
 
    “We’re doing a count of participants,” Richard told them while furiously scribbling on a piece of paper. “Damn. Designation number four hasn’t signalled.” 
 
    “They were a group of three,” Luke told the room after consulting notes. 
 
    Everyone swallowed. It was all too easy to imagine why a group team would fail to report their status. A few minutes later, the first phase of communication was completed, and three other groups had not called in, representing fifteen people in total. They were not necessarily all dead, but it was likely the usual signaller had perished, at a minimum.  
 
    So many were presumed killed, and that was a good start, not a bad one.  
 
    Then the more detailed updates began. 
 
    Richard went first, as the order was determined by group size. He tapped away at the lamp to communicate their status.  
 
    “One lost,” he muttered, verbalising what he was typing. “All floors secured from level twenty up. No immediate threats. Thirty plus fighters. Plan to liberate to ground tomorrow.”  
 
    Richard stopped his furious signalling with a sigh of relief, and then the other groups started up. 
 
    Updates were called out, but there was nothing particularly surprising in any of them. Some were optimistic; others were not. Daniel tuned out, still unable to believe that he had lost Blood Drinker. 
 
    “There’s a team below us in the tower!” Richard revealed in abrupt excitement. “Pinned on both sides. Thirty-nine total, and seventeen fighters.” 
 
    “That’s great.” 
 
    “We need to link up.” 
 
    Daniel stood up, drawing the entire room’s attention. Internally he was elated; he had thought everyone else in the hotel was dead. “Ask what the enemies are and the floors they control.” 
 
    Richard sent the question through and then waited, presumably because another group had to signal to the people below as there was no direct line of sight. Their signaller slumped for almost a minute and then noticeably perked up. “They’re currently restricted to floors nine and eight,” Richard reported. “Feral mutated humans above and a carnivorous plant below. Can’t defeat either.” 
 
    “Tell them we’ll try to reach them tomorrow, and we believe we did significant damage to the ferals by killing their leader around three hours ago,” Daniel ordered. 
 
    Richard flashed the information, and as he did so, Daniel touched based with Priscilla. The answer to who the ferals had been fighting had been revealed to him. That war of attrition that they appeared to have been winning because they were not losing anyone looked like it had been against humans after all. Furthermore, if they could wage a war down to level nine, then they almost certainly could push upwards if they chose. That was if the Super was still active. 
 
    Priscilla answered.  
 
    There was a confusing jumble of impressions. She was not currently watching the ferals. Instead… He got the impression of an open packet of chips, other empty packets, a full stomach, and intense satisfaction. 
 
    What? 
 
    A flash of memory slipped through. It was fragmented, but from what Daniel could tell Priscilla had used her growth magic to create sharp thorns combined with unguarded packets and…. 
 
    What? 
 
    The emotional connection cut off abruptly and then re-established itself. Priscilla, on the other end of the link was alert and available to help her pet. She wanted to support. 
 
    Daniel was more than a little suspicious. What were you doing? 
 
    Hungry, Small Eat. 
 
    The very innocent response came back.  
 
    Daniel remembered the impression of all those open packets. She had… 
 
    Contact important? she interrupted him, her emotions expressing curiosity and a willingness to drop all of her very valid mousy needs to help.  
 
    He didn’t bother with words. He sent through impressions of the ferals fighting humans below. The concept of how devious they would be. A large group rushing up suddenly, type of threat and that she needed to make sure they were not surprised before this session ended. 
 
    Any thoughts of full stomachs vanished from Priscilla’s mind. She dropped her direct connection and below on floor nineteen he could feel her moving.  
 
    He came back to the real world, and there was a babble of nervous conversation. “Priscilla is making sure we will not get surprised,” he told the room. 
 
    That undercurrent of panic that was rising faded away, but only slightly. 
 
    “Also,” Daniel continued. “It’s likely we cut off the head earlier today. I’ll monitor, but I don’t think it’ll be necessary.” This time, his words reduced the edge of tension. 
 
    “Good point. I’ll go remind the others.” Luke declared and stood and left the room.  
 
    With the immediate drama passed, Richard kept reporting on what was happening. 
 
    “One lost,”  
 
    “Zero deaths.”  
 
    “Need food desperately.” 
 
    “The crèche and school group have suffered two more deaths. They remained pinned up the top of their building. The enemy is a swarm of Silver Flies. They are on half rations and they think they can defend and stretch that food for three days. After that, they’re in trouble.” Richard finished the summary in a sudden dead silence. 
 
    “What’s a Silver Fly?” Tamara asked, looking right at their monster expert. 
 
    Richard sighed. “Bad news. But the fact they’ve survived this long means they don’t have a queen, which is a massive stroke of luck.” Richard frowned. “It sounds like they’re up against a full hive; but even if it was a newly budded swarm, they would still be a problem. Not at all easy to fight this early in the alpha event. Silver flies are physical-based fighters, and a quarter-swarm is probably a challenge on par with the octopod.” 
 
    There were murmurs of concern at that statement.  
 
    “That’s good,” Daniel called out to everyone. “We’re stronger than when we fought the octopod, and if we get the twenty fighters from downstairs, we’ll be even more effective. It’ll be easy to kill the hive.” 
 
    “Provided there’s no queen,” Richard muttered. 
 
    “Which there mustn’t be Daniel pointed out, “because they’re still alive.” 
 
    “Correct.” Richard returned his attention to the flashing lights. Once more, his voice droned out a series of updates. A short time later, he stepped back with the light show having ceased. 
 
    “Luke?” 
 
    The de facto leader of the fighters consulted his notes. “Best day yet.” There were cheers all around. “Losses are between three percent and four percent, depending on the number of dead in the groups that didn’t sign in.” 
 
    “Three per cent, that’s good,” Carly said. “That’s half the losses of yesterday. But…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Luke agreed, hugging his daughter. “But, it’s still a lot of people.” 
 
    They broke up their grouping, and Daniel hurried downstairs by himself while the others organised what was going to happen. He sat in his seat, looking out at the now-dark expanse. So many dead. The enormity of what they had to do struck him again, but he had his plan. Clear the tower tomorrow. Then defeat the flies the day after. At that point, they would be a community, and they could hopefully stop the haemorrhaging.  
 
    Five minutes later, Tamara knocked on the door holding a plate.  
 
    He sniffed; it smelled…sweet? “Chocolate?” 
 
    “Brownies,” she said excitedly and brought them over before plonking down on the seat next to him. “It’s been simultaneously the least stressful day since the event and the most.”  
 
    “If that bloody Super hadn’t turned up.” 
 
    He could see Tamara shaking her head in the near darkness. “It turning up, and being killed, is the only reason I’m not panicking. We were just told that the ferals were pressuring a group almost as large as us, but ten floors down. If we thought they were at full strength still, how would we be feeling?” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “So,” Daniel said through a mouthful of food. “Any other impressions you want to share?” 
 
     Tamara sighed heavily. “I think it’s best described as business as usual. I know that sounds horrible given the number of deaths, but…”  
 
    “I think you’re right.” Daniel interrupted gently. “There wasn’t much progress. We did nothing. Only two groups expanded at all. Less, but still a concerning quantity, and of course, the worry about food and water is ramping up.”  
 
    “It’s like you were paying attention.” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    Daniel took a bite of his brownie, enjoying the crunchy crust paired with the gooey softness. “How the hell are we eating gourmet food in the apocalypse.” 
 
    “Trippy, right? Same deal with being able to have hot baths.” 
 
    “What? You’ve had a hot bath?” 
 
    “Yeah, I make the water and I have fire magic. Combine the two together.”  
 
    Daniel pouted at the thought.  
 
    “I’ll let you go after me next time; or if you’re extra nice, I’ll make you a fresh one.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    “I bet you’re wishing about now that you were better at throwing spears,” she teased. 
 
    Daniel chuckled and then looked down at the plate. There was one piece of brownie left on it. Daniel gazed at it longingly. “Share?” 
 
    Tamara shook her head. “No, I’m full. Go for it.” 
 
    He took it, bit in. “So good.” 
 
    “No talking with your mouth full.” She hugged him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    “Thank you,” he said through a mouthful of brownie. 
 
    Tamara waved it aside. They sat in silence, enjoying the other’s closeness and watching the dark world outside. There were no clouds, and the moonlight lit the city below them.   
 
    She pointed, and he followed her finger. 
 
    “What’s that, the size of a minibus? Larger?” Daniel whispered. With the open window, it felt dangerous to talk out loud. 
 
    “Maybe bigger.”  
 
    “It might be friendly?” 
 
    He could feel Tamara’s body convulsing as she suppressed her laughter. “I’m sure it is.” 
 
    The monster moved out of sight. Daniel looked upwards. “The stars are the same.” 
 
    She followed his gaze. “I’m not from Australia. But I agree they look like normal stars.” 
 
    “I was never good at that stuff, either. You know, being able to find constellations. I only know,” he searched, not sure if they would be visible from this angle. “There.” He pointed. “The southern cross. It’s the only one I can recognise, but the rest of the stars seem familiar.” 
 
    “And I haven’t noticed anything flying above us all evening, which is another bonus of the sky.” Tamara grabbed his arm and put it over her shoulders and snuggled in. “It’s getting cold.” 
 
    There was silence.  
 
    “If you won, what were you going to get me to do?” 
 
    Daniel contemplated which would be the appropriate responses: the dirty ones, the inconsequential ones, and the most likely choice. “I would have insisted you let me take you out on a date.” 
 
    “Really, that’s all?” 
 
    “What else would I do?” 
 
    There was a roar, and they all jumped.  
 
    Tamara pointed. “The minibus.” 
 
    Another roar, and this was met by high-pitched squawking. The enormous mass was being accosted by multiple smaller creatures. It launched itself to the right. In the dark, it was hard to confirm, but it appeared to have successfully landed on its target. Not that it helped. Half a dozen smaller shapes swarmed from the other side and leapt onto it. 
 
    The squawking sounded more excited. The ‘mini-bus,’ which was sort of like an eight-legged giant dog with a crocodile-shaped head, arced backwards and up in the instinctive reaction most animals responded with when something cut into their backs.  
 
    They heard the thud when it tipped over and fell, trying to squish the things crawling on it.  
 
    It righted itself, roared and rushed forward. The squealing smaller shapes that had abandoned their perch when it had flipped over followed it relentlessly.  
 
    The visual battle disappeared behind houses, but they could hear it ongoing. Sporadic roars and continual squawks. They sat listening, tracking the progress of the fight as it travelled down the road hidden by the homes in the way. The conflict ebbed and flowed. Sometimes the creature was heading away from them and at other times it back-tracked. Over two minutes passed, and the high-pitched squeals ended with a crescendo. 
 
     Then there was silence.  
 
    “What do you think happened?”
“The ‘minibus’ died,” Daniel answered immediately. 
 
    “Probably, but we might never know.” 
 
    “We know.”  
 
    They waited.  
 
    There was no more noise.  
 
    “What’s that?” Tamara said abruptly, sounding terrified.  
 
    Daniel followed her finger in confusion. What could have scared her? Surely, after seeing whatever it was in the bay and the lizard there weren’t any threats that should have created that type of reaction.  
 
    Then he saw what she was pointing at. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    The multi-legged lizard, now in three parts, was being carried across an intersection.  
 
    Tamara’s hand tightened on his own. “What the hell?” The shapes were lost from sight once more. “They’re heading to the bay.” 
 
    Daniel thought about that for a moment, and his original concern over intelligent creatures deepened. “I imagine, given the first rule of an Alpha event, that’s bad news.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Tamara whispered. 
 
    “Well, my understanding is that the first rule is ‘Don’t go into deep water.’ What does it mean if an enemy is heading back to said water?” 
 
    She patted his leg. “That’s not what I didn’t know. I followed your logic… I… I need to talk to Ivey.” She half stood and then sat down. “But she’s presumably still unconscious. Richard, tomorrow, then.” 
 
    “Is it that bad?” 
 
    Tamara shook her head in denial. “No. We don’t know.” She sounded helpless. “It probably only means something has a base near the water…” Her voice trailed off. She did not sound convinced. 
 
    She cuddled in more aggressively as he noticed her shooting concerned looks toward where the river joined the ocean. The apparent destination of the creatures that had killed the large mini-bus creature. 
 
    Daniel squeezed her. “I think whatever that was, it’s a problem for three days’ time. Tomorrow, we will clear this building. The day after, we will consolidate the survivors and save the kids. The day after that, depending on how we feel, we’ll either destroy them.” he glanced toward where the meat had disappeared. “Or the lizard.” 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    “Then?” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to be a king. I guess we’ll save the rest of Melbourne, and they’ll just crown me.” 
 
    “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    He chuckled and kissed the top of her head. Tamara looked at him and he saw her white teeth visible in the moonlight. “I’m going to leave here because I need my sleep.” She licked her lips. 
 
    She leaned forward slightly. 
 
    Daniel shifted backwards subtly discouraging her. “Ivey made me promise.” 
 
    He saw her nod. “Probably for the best.” She stood. “About that date. I would have given you that for free.” 
 
    “Miss Murphy, may I take you out for dinner?” 
 
    “You may, and before,” she leaned forward clearly considering once more attempting a goodnight kiss before she stopped herself and pulled back with reluctance. “I… I’m going.” She turned and rushed out.  
 
    Gently, Daniel hit his head against the hard wall. It was for the best, but he could still be annoyed by it. 
 
    Animal Sense flared out to distract himself.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    With Tamara no longer there, he switched his attention to assembling the ramps they would use to take the fight down to the monsters below. He fell into a routine, alternating his magic between preparing tools and monitoring the zombies. 
 
     Priscilla’s mind touched his own from floor nineteen, but on the opposite side from him.  
 
    It was an image.  
 
    Three Elites were facing off against two other Elites and five normals. At a glance, it was clear that a fight was about to break out between the factions. It was clear, first and foremost, because Priscilla was involved, and that was the sort of thing she shared; and second, the hostility was palpable between the two groups. They faced each other, limbs trembling, their centre of mass held low and expressions threatening violence. 
 
    The tension grew. 
 
    Then it was like someone had dropped a start flag, and the zombies charged each other.  
 
    Through the open windows, Daniel could hear distant roaring, but of course no direct sound from his connection with Priscilla. He imagined that at ground zero they were screaming at each other at full volume.  
 
    If Priscilla had the access and the appendages, she would have been shovelling popcorn into her mouth. She was settling in for a fun show.  
 
    The three Elites sped up and Daniel discovered they were all speedsters. While to his perception, they moved at normal pace because Priscilla had slowed time, the other side was moving in ultra-slow motion. Three Elites on the one side meant the result was almost predetermined.  
 
    The more numerous group was about to be cut to bits. 
 
    Priscilla’s eyes flicked away from the speedsters to focus briefly on the larger party. One of the opposing Elites was covered with earth armour, and the other was a speedster, because in the image being supplied it was moving at a normal pace, while the Earth feral was as good as frozen. The opposing speed might help counter the trio, but not enough, Daniel supposed. In this clash, regular zombies could as well have been traffic cones.  
 
    The opposite forces collided.  
 
    The trio broke up. Two went around the Elites, clearly intending to gut the weaker normals. The last of the three targeted the opposition speedster as they made the intelligent decision not to target the briefly invulnerable armoured enemy. It was not like ignoring it cost them anything, as there was no way it could move swiftly enough to threaten them. The earth zombie registered the moment they blurred forward because it tried to swing a claw through the path one of the enemies had taken; but by the time the slash went through the targeted space, the speedster was already tearing the head off the first regular feral behind the earth zombie. It had missed by so much it was almost cartoonish.  
 
    Then the remains of the trio broke away. The battle had been transformed. The victor of the speedster clash was the ally of the earth zombie, but it was now seriously wounded. As for the five regular ferals, they were all dead or disembowelled so badly that they probably wished they had been the lucky ones who had been decapitated. Instead of seven on three, it was two versus two, and the speed zombie was paired with the earth one was seriously injured.  
 
    The two uninjured ones sensed blood in the water and swept in. Despite being damaged, the wounded speedster took down its opponent by tangling up its limbs even as it had its throat torn out. The Earth zombie fell on top of the fallen speedster and ripped it in half. The speedster tried to fight back, but its claws slipped helplessly over its enemy’s armour and got zero purchase.  
 
    Triumphantly, the earth zombie stood roaring, beating its chest, and the last remaining speedster retreated. Daniel had found the speed-oriented ferals were absolutely deadly but incredibly fragile. The earth monster chased its opponent with futility. Even without its outrageously boosted speed, it was far faster than its lumbering enemy.  
 
    The earth feral chased anyway. Some small part of its brain surely registering the consequence of it not finishing the battle quickly. The other feral toyed with it, staying a steady three metres clear even while jogging backwards.  
 
    Then the magic armour failed. 
 
    The speedster instantly stopped retreating, and its face split into a toothy grin.  
 
    Concern ran across the furry face of the other Elite. It stepped backwards cautiously now that it was no longer protected with its near-invulnerable armour. 
 
    Then it was like it was moving in circles once more. The other zombie jogged forward, and Daniel knew the only reason it was not blurring was that Priscilla was slowing time sufficiently to reduce the monster’s movement speed.  
 
    The number of teeth shown increased. Brutally, it blocked the swinging counter of the earth zombie. Its arm moved ten times faster than the other, and its long claws targeted the earth feral’s wrist, and they went through skin, flesh, and bone effortlessly. 
 
    Declawed on at least one arm, the earth feral was helpless. The speedster, still grinning, brought its right hand flashing into the exposed neck. There was a spray of blood accompanied by excitement from Priscilla. 
 
    Then it swung its other arm from the opposite direction. This time, the entire head went sailing off.  
 
    Decapitated, the headless body fell to the ground. The speedster crouched and plunged his arms down into its fallen enemy’s chest, each arm striking the sternum next to each other. The flesh parted and then the zombie tensed and pulled outwards effectively tearing the chest cavity open.  
 
    It looked up, roaring in triumph, and then lowered its head to eat.  
 
    The vision vanished.  
 
    Daniel blinked away the aftereffects of the vision while looking absently at the stars. Normal, non-magical and unchanged stars.  
 
    The feral had not been thrusting its face into its opponent’s chest cavity to consume internal organs. It had been going for the core, almost certainly, to get stronger.   
 
    “That’s the second fight she’s witnessed; and then there were the other bodies, which must have been the aftermaths of the other battles,” the Beast Whisperer told Finigan while scratching the dog behind his ears. The dog had adopted the seat that Tamara had abandoned. “There isn’t a question anymore. They’re tearing themselves to bits.” No pun intended, he thought to himself, recalling the various body parts that had gone flying in the last battle. “And we need to kill them before another Super emerges.” 
 
    It was finally becoming light outside. He could now see details of the roof tiles of the houses a couple of streets over. Apart from Priscilla enthusiastically sharing her hunting, it had been an uneventful night after Tamara left. 
 
    Only after she had left, he still remembered those small creatures who had killed the giant monster. That was definitely a conversation he needed to have with Richard. A future problem for him, maybe. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    He had multiple ramps prepared, almost forty one-shot rockets, and a battle plan, which was best described as charge and awe with some tactical blocking of the access stairwell. 
 
    While he had no intelligence on the threats that faced them below level sixteen, he was confident the ferals were a spent force. The night had not been kind to them. His conservative estimates had over half of them dying, each and all a victim of the bloodbath that played out overnight. They had been subjected, and when the collar was removed, they had responded with ferociousness and vindictiveness that outstripped what even deranged humans could usually manage.  
 
    There was the softest of knocks on the door.  
 
    “You can come in. I’m awake.” 
 
    “Have you moved at all?” 
 
    “Good morning, Dan; it’s wonderful to see you, Daniel.” 
 
    “It’s too early to be cheery,” Tamara complained, and a small ball of light allowed her to move through the mass of weapons he had piled haphazardly throughout the room.  
 
    “Finigan, off,” Daniel ordered. 
 
    With a very annoyed feeling, Finigan jumped down from the seat.  
 
    “No,” Tamara protested. “That’s unfair.” She grabbed the animal and placed him on her lap after she was seated. 
 
    A sense of contentment radiated from the dog. 
 
    “Stop stealing my pets’ affection.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to do it if you were nicer to them. Have you moved at all?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I had to rearrange some piles.” 
 
    “And you really don’t sleep?” 
 
    “Less than an hour each night.” 
 
    He noticed Tamara’s face softening and realised she had spotted Priscilla, who was curled up on his shoulder.  
 
    “She looks exhausted.” 
 
    Daniel smiled indulgently and almost reached out to pat her before stopping himself. “She was busy all night getting intelligence on our enemies. The ferals had a civil war last night. Today we’re killing them all.”  
 
    Before there is another Super, he thought, but kept that fear to himself.  
 
    Tamara examined him. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Yes, the only real threat we’re facing are the other two Ultras; and with all of us gathered, those two aren’t strong enough to hurt us. Especially if we’re getting healing magic support from the back.” 
 
    She nodded. “It just feels very non-Dan.” 
 
    “You mean because I’m not articulating a strategy of exhaustively placing a thousand traps to make sure we kill zombies one at a time?” 
 
    “I would describe it as you being less cautious than usual.” 
 
    “It’s the right strategy. They’re broken. We’ll blast through them before they can crack the humans below. That’s the biggest concern, now.” Then Daniel shook his head. He would not lie to her. “That’s not true.” 
 
    “What, that we’ll blast through them?” 
 
    “No, I’m confident the ferals will crumble; but the humans downstairs are not why we’re rushing. The biggest risk we face is if another Super emerges and if we give them time. Well, I’m worried.” 
 
    She considered that for a moment. “I assume in the civil war last night lots of cores were eaten.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Then I agree. We definitely need to go fast, then. But if a Super appears, it’ll be prudent to bunker down till Ivey can deal with them.” 
 
    “Or for me to master my skills.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” she protested and patted him on the arm. “But any time now would be good.” 
 
    Daniel triggered Animal Sense, blasting it out and checking the details. The speedster Elite he had been monitoring since Pricilla had shared its battle was definitely stronger, but not to the degree where it was about to jump a tier of strength to an Ultra’s level. It had merely progressed from low-level Elite to peak. A similar trend was apparent across all the bodies he touched. The entire population was slightly more powerful, but nothing dramatic.  
 
    The major change was that there were less of them. Hopefully, the ferals were like him and would take time to get benefit from the cores that they had consumed. From what Daniel observed, that was exactly what was happening. 
 
    He remembered the speedster and the feel of its energy. It was definitely not receiving an instant boost.  
 
    Tamara nudged him. “Breakfast?” 
 
    “It’s still dark.”  
 
    She shrugged. “Judy gets going early, and my stomach’s rumbling.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    She stood and linked elbows with him. “To be clear: This is not a date.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t think it was. We need to get a bit more secure before doing that.” 
 
    “Really? I’m pretty happy with champagne and a sunset, and most evenings have been free.” 
 
    Daniel chuckled. 
 
    “I’m serious. I’m an easy date.” There was an awkward pause. Her hand went to her mouth in shock. “I didn’t mean it like that. I mean I’m not fussy… um… about the food and surroundings.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure there’s a lot of champagne.” 
 
    She looked at him suspiciously. Then elbowed him. “None of that.” 
 
    Daniel laughed at her expression. 
 
    “Dan,” she said dangerously. “You remember our little contest.” 
 
    “I do… What were we talking about again?” 
 
    She chuckled, “Breakfast.” 
 
    When they reached the dining room, Daniel was not at all surprised to have both Luke and Alex come up to talk to him the moment he and Tamara had sat down with their full English breakfast. Or at least an approximation of that traditional dish that was missing the annoying standard additions of tomato, spinach, and mushrooms. He was not sure if that was Judy being sensible or if they just lacked those ingredients. Daniel liked to think it was the former. 
 
    “Eating,” Daniel said, waving his fork in the air. “And it’s still dark.” 
 
    “Like anyone cares,” Alex said. “And I need to do that, too. But business comes first. What’s the plan for today?” 
 
    Daniel laughed. “What the hell do you normally do in an apocalypse?” 
 
    Luke raised his hands. “I know the answer to this. For most people, it’s bunker down and survive, but since Daniel asked it, I’m guessing violence.” 
 
    Daniel pointed at him. “Got it in one.” He kept eating.  
 
    Tamara explained everything that they had discussed downstairs. 
 
    Alex caught Daniel’s eyes. “My impression of you is that you’re a cautious guy. Are you sure this is the best way?” 
 
    Daniel stopped chewing and nodded. “The faster we clear the zombies, the sooner we can help the people below and find out exactly what the carnivorous plant is.” 
 
    “Of course, you want to study that. Jordan has been prattling on about killer plants and there’s a bloody one in the building.” Alex muttered.  
 
    Luke chuckled. “Yeah, I figured Daniel’s eyes would light up when I heard Richard say that. I was like, yep, we’ve got that monster covered.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know till I see it,” Daniel admitted. “But it seems like something I should be able to defeat easily enough.” 
 
    “We’re getting ahead of ourselves.” Alex interrupted firmly. “For all we know that plant might be so strong that it’s as good as insurmountable – at least in the short term.” 
 
    Daniel nodded agreement while eating sausage. He knew how they were made, and this was almost certainly rabbit. It tasted a lot like pork, and breakfast was even beating yesterday’s stew. He had succumbed. It had taken a literal apocalypse, but he was becoming a foodie.  
 
    “And when are we starting?” Luke asked. 
 
    Daniel made a point of looking outside. “Maybe in an hour, when it’s light enough to see in the corridors.” 
 
    “And to spot any predators targeting us on the ramps,” Alex said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Daniel agreed. “That was one of my considerations.” 
 
    He had another bite of the sausage and eyed the two still on Tamara’s plate. She picked one up on her fork and dumped it onto his plate.  
 
    “After this,” Daniel told them. “I’m going downstairs to put the final touches on the attack plan. Can you guys get food sent down to the fighters down there? Or should we send them up in shifts?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Luke interrupted him. “I’ve already taken care of it. But on that note, if we’re truly leaving in an hour, I need to run. There’s still heaps to do.”  
 
    With that, the other two got up to get breakfast on the run and rushed out to get everyone ready. It was amusing to hear Luke immediately ordering someone to get food taken downstairs. 
 
    “I thought he had already done that,” Tamara said. 
 
    Daniel shrugged in answer. “I’m sure he just meant it was already on his list.”  
 
    “What now?” Tamara asked. “Are you heading back to twenty?” 
 
    “I was going to make time to see Ivey. Do you want to come?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely.”  
 
    Together, they left the kitchen and were attacked the moment they stepped into the corridor. 
 
    Small bodies hit him. Five kids were assaulting him. For a moment, he considered ignoring them and continuing on with his day, but that wasn’t the right thing to do. His knees buckled and he let himself be dragged to the floor. His enhanced strength and agility meant he could do it fast without damaging any of attackers. One hand guided his fall, and with the other he supported the children, so they did not trip because of him falling over. 
 
    The blunt end of a spear poked into him as Janice swung her weapon as hard as she could.  
 
    “I’ve slayed the terrible beast,” Zach yelled. “Now we need to kill the evil sorceress.” 
 
    “No,” Tamara screamed in mock terror. “I raise thee, most terrifying tickle monster.”  
 
    With a grunt, Daniel sprang to his feet and seized his closest victim, a squealing Zach. “Rah.” Carefully, so he wouldn’t hurt him, Daniel tossed the smaller body down the corridor and then spun. He got a hand on Janice. She started squealing in abject terror.  
 
    He captured an eight-year-old boy – who must have been one of the recent rescues, because Daniel did not recognise him – and then causally pinned him under a leg. Gabby and a recovered Zach jumped on him. They smacked him on the head. 
 
    Daniel focused his effort on tickling them as they swarmed over him. They were laughing and squealing. 
 
    “Help, it’s got me,” Gabby yelled. 
 
    “Kids,” a sharp voice echoed down the corridor.  
 
    Zach and Gabby retreated and they looked up at a very disapproving, stern-faced Trudy. A baby started crying and the stern face went darker. “What are you doing? People were sleeping. Be more considerate.”  
 
    She spun around and disappeared.  
 
    It was like it broke a spell, and a dozen people had burst into the corridor, with every single one of them holding makeshift weapons. Almost as one they halted. He saw a number of them rubbing sleep out of their eyes. Dave was there as well, with his mace held tightly in his hand.  
 
    One by one, they registered that instead of people dying, it had only been a game. Faces flushed with anger and annoyance.  
 
    Daniel rubbed the back of his head ruefully. “Sorry, guys.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37   
 
    None of the people woken by the sounds of fighting were impressed that it had been a play fight,  apart from Dave, who came right up to him and deliberately showed a face full of teeth. Daniel involuntarily recoiled, and Dave laughed in his barking manner in response.  
 
    Daniel ignored his friends and looked up at everyone else who had gathered. “Sorry.”  
 
    He repeated the apology, but this time he did not mean it. Sure, he understood they had woken up badly, but the continual eye-daggers he was receiving were going too far. The genuine joy of the kids had lifted his spirits; and even if it was a rough wake-up for those adults, Daniel figured the laughter of kids should have raised their spirits too.  
 
    With annoyed faces watching, he got up and headed to the room with Ivey in it. Dave had returned to stand just outside the doorway, and as Daniel passed him to visit Ivey, he punched the bigger man hard on the bicep, trying to cork the muscle. Dave didn’t even flinch, though Daniel knew the blow must have hurt, which gave the round to the mutated human. “You know better than to show your teeth like that.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “Don’t raraf at me,” Daniel grumbled as he walked into the room where Ivey had been laid down. The smile immediately left his face. She was lying on the bed, looking pale and barely moving. 
 
    “Ralaife.” Dave patted him on the back sympathetically, as they both looked down at Ivey. 
 
    “Has there been any change?” 
 
    Dave shook his head and then pointed to where Carly was clearly trying to sleep in the corner. 
 
    “Nothing the healers can do?” Daniel guessed. 
 
    Dave shook his head once more. 
 
    “We’re heading downstairs to clean out the rest of the zombies. You don’t have to come, but you’re welcome.” 
 
    “Rc.” 
 
    “You’re going to stay here?” 
 
    This time, Dave nodded. 
 
    “Well, she’s a hero. It’ll be great if she’s got someone who cares about her when she wakes up.” 
 
    Dave nodded again. 
 
    Patting the big man on the shoulder. Daniel turned to leave the room, and a smile lit his face when he saw Tamara had waited at the door for him. “Coming down with me?” 
 
    “How else are you going to see?” A light globe floated over her head. 
 
    “You know I can see in the dark?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. Is that because you’re a mutant?” She stuck out a tongue at him. 
 
    Daniel laughed. “Nope, that one’s from my class.” 
 
    “What, Beast Whisperer?” 
 
    “Yeah, it lets me share skills with animals contracted with me.” 
 
    “Priscilla,” Tamara said wisely. 
 
    “Yep. On a related but far darker note, she’s learnt to open chip packets!” 
 
    Tamara’s lips formed a silent O. Then she giggled. “There goes your leverage.”  
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    When they got downstairs, it would have been incorrect to have described it as a hive of activity, but there were people moving about with clear intent. 
 
    “Hey,” Cindy yelled behind him. A fighter going the other way flinched at the loud noise. 
 
    “Daniel!” she said urgently as she ran up to him. “We need to test the ramps.” 
 
    “They’ll work,” he answered brusquely. “I made them the same as the others.” 
 
    She grabbed his arm and yanked on it to spin him around. “No. It doesn’t work like that.” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “We have to test them,” she insisted in a loud voice. 
 
    Daniel looked left and right and wondered how many people had heard her. “I agree.” He was sure for one that Tamara sniggered. 
 
    “Great.” Cindy beamed. “No time to waste. We need to set them up. Also, have you disabled the internal barriers like I suggested?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the groves.” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered tiredly. 
 
    “Can I get some volunteers to move the ramps?” she shouted. 
 
    Daniel wanted to face palm in response. There were open windows to the outside world, and she didn’t seem to care in the slightest. 
 
    Despite his private grumbling, she motivated everyone to help, and they began their testing. He had produced four ramps, even though the plan was to only use two to gain access to level nineteen. The other two would be kept in reserve in case they wanted to breach some windows further down. 
 
    They, of course, had to test all of them; and though it was unnecessary, Daniel did as he was asked. He didn’t think it would motivate the fighters if he refused to test them out of spite, when someone was loudly telling everyone who would listen about structural integrity and that we don’t want a failure when we use them for real because that would send fighters falling twenty stories to their deaths. 
 
    By the time all four ramps were fully tested, they were all ready. When he looked at them, it was like a small army. Over thirty people were here, available to kill at his command. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard, but we’re going down to fight them, crafted weapon to claw.” Daniel joked and failed to get even a smile. “There’s no plan to do anything fancy. We have the numbers and the strength. The intention is to go fast. Does anyone have anything they want to share before we go?” 
 
    “That thing yesterday?” a male archer asked. “Is it dead?” 
 
    There are so many qualifiers that Daniel could have and probably should have put on it. Unfortunately, he was not in the mood. “Yes. At most, we’re fighting two Ultras. But I wouldn’t be surprised if one or both are already dead.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    It had been an old voice, but Daniel didn’t catch who had yelled the question. “The Super was forcing them together. When Ivey killed it, the organisation structure it had put in place crumbled. They’ve collapsed into dozens of factions, all of whom are at war with each other.” 
 
    A series of other questions were thrown out about squads and specific group tactics. Daniel stepped back to allow Luke to answer. He really did not know if Kerekes was better placed to be the primary healer for squad four or five. But Luke would know. 
 
    Priscilla was already downstairs and was monitoring the only group of zombies on the floor. It was led by the speedster that had survived the battle she had shared the night before and had formed a family of eight. They were all crammed into a room in the opposite corner from where the ramps would let them onto level nineteen. For once, a bit of luck was going their way. 
 
    “Quiet.” Luke ordered. “We all know the plan.” There were serious nods. “Daniel, let’s do this.” 
 
    Everything was in place. The teams assigned to the effort threw the ramps down, and Daniel verified that they had deployed properly. His consciousness flooded each ramp one after the other. His mind rushed through the entire structure  to confirm that no unexpected weaknesses had appeared. 
 
    Daniel took a deep breath to steel himself. “We’re right to go.” Without hesitation, he took the lead. That first step out onto the ramp suspended twenty floors up was still scary; but having seen how well it had worked yesterday, he could stop himself from hesitating. Then he was rushing down as fast as possible. He was not afraid of heights, per se. But this many storeys on a plant bridge that he had made himself was terrifying. In a way, he was glad Cindy had insisted on testing everything again, despite how annoying that process had been. 
 
    The fighters followed him, and behind them, once the entry point, was secured forty non-combatants had been drafted to provide logistics for their effort. When they got the all-clear, they would start carting down sections of the barrier they planned to use to block off the stairs so they could engage the remaining ferals on their own term. 
 
    That had been Cindy’s idea, and all the interior defences in the stairwell around twenty-five had been requisitioned. Theoretically, he could create a barrier that – assisted by his magic, gravity, and a bit of strength – would curl down the stairwells to create a moving wall they could shift down, one level at a time. That would let them secure floors one by one and be safe from attack from below.  
 
    Daniel burst back onto floor nineteen and immediately moved to secure the corridor. 
 
    It’s going to be okay, he told himself. 
 
    Things would go right. There would not be any nasty surprises waiting below –or at least there better not be. He was pretty sure Ivey had possessed the only ‘destroy all enemies’ card available to his group… If there was another Super, Daniel did not want to think about that. No matter what happened, they had made the right decision. Courtesy of Priscilla, he had witnessed first-hand the civil war. They were no longer a consistently dangerous whole; instead, they were fragmented, and as apt to destroy each other as to be stricken by Daniel, his crew, and their traps, spells, and enhanced weapons 
 
    Now was the best chance to strike. If they gave the ferals time, he was pretty sure the result would be the entire set of floors becoming unified once more under an Ultra – or worse case, under another Super. Given how many of the ferals had perished overnight a new Super emerging was not beyond the realm of possibility. 
 
    Daniel stood in the corridor. A club that would have done an ogre proud was clutched casually in one hand, though admittedly because of its weight the end rested on the floor. If he wasn’t using his skills, the club was cumbersome, but if he faced a genuine threat and engaged strength and speed, then anything he struck with his new toy would feel it. Or not, depending on what state of mush it was reduced to. 
 
    Priscilla kept watch. Zipping between the corridor and the stairwell, nothing she was seeing concerned her.  
 
    To supplement her work, Daniel released Animal Sense, but the ferals below were not acting unusually. Within short order, all thirty-four of their raid party got down with no difficulty. Luke used hand signals to split them. 
 
    Daniel's group was assigned to defend the stairwell, while the other two groups continued on to form defensive clusters, one in each corner, hemming in the enemy. The opposing groups of ferals were not quite in a corner room, but once they emerged from the suite they had turned into their lair, they could go in either direction. Luke was not taking chances and had a defensive set-up ready to catch them no matter what they chose. 
 
    A scattering of pressure plates was thrown down to give wall-to-wall coverage, and they were ready. 
 
    Priscilla moved past him and down the stairwell. She was positioned to provide early warning. From where he stood, Daniel could only see Luke’s team. Luke raised his hand and then brought it down, giving a signal. From the discussed battle plans, Daniel knew it was Janice he was signalling. While her child teleport still worked, it was her job to trigger the ambush. If she got in trouble, she would be teleported back to Dave, her dad. As Carly was also watching over Ivey, there would be healing available if it was required. 
 
    There were long moments of silence. 
 
    Finigan’s ears picked up, but Daniel heard nothing. 
 
    Then there was a thundering roar of anger, of outrage from the other side of the floor. Luke’s team tensed. The archers had their bows up, and the ranged casters and their magic spells were ready, but they did not fire. 
 
    Other feral roars had joined that initial angry one. Then those sounds started moving, or at least that was how it sounded by his perception. It was difficult to tell, with the way the sound echoed around the corridors. 
 
    The group he could see dropped their high alert, as the attack was clearly occurring in the opposite direction. 
 
    Less than two seconds had passed. 
 
    All they could do was listen to get an idea about what was happening from the noises. The feral, thunderous calls echoed down the corridor. Then there were a series of explosive blasts, and more roars, none of which seemed to have reached the corner where the attack group was supposed to be standing. Then another burst of concentrated explosion, which was the distinctive sound of his single-shot rockets; and then silence.  
 
    “Janice.” He heard Luke’s voice calling out, but softly, so as to not alert anything downstairs. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Tamara asked him. 
 
    Daniel shrugged. He wished that he had been assigned to one of the active groups on this floor or had left Priscilla in a position to spy on the engagement. It had sounded positive, but he couldn’t tell. Unbidden, Finigan got up and approached the corner from which the sounds of fighting derived. 
 
    As the dog moved, there were flashes of images. The connection was not as clean as the one with Priscilla, but he could follow along with what his companion observed. Finigan turned the corner, and there was a crowd of humans at the end of the corridor and now that he was thinking about it, the smell of fresh blood. 
 
    Smell? 
 
    Blood? 
 
    Direction of blood? 
 
    Of course… Realisation hit him. Finigan was a dog, and so would have a better sense of smell than him. Vision was a completely different matter. If Daniel had been standing where the dog was, he would have been able to see the expressions on peoples’ faces. All that Daniel could perceive through the link was that there were people there. 
 
    The dog padded forward. The sense of smell told Daniel more than he imagined was possible. Before visual confirmation occurred, he was confident that the fight had been successful. They smelt happy and unconcerned. The fresh blood was from a spot out of sight, and not near the people. Cindy was in the fighting group, in a cheerful mood. 
 
    That was the best time to beg for treats. 
 
    Finigan sped up. 
 
    Show me the bodies. Daniel thought to his bonded animal before he got distracted by his former owner. Unlike with Priscilla, he was getting the full sensory suite. Cindy called Finigan’s name, and the dog, bless his heart, ignored his previous owner to look around the corner to assess what had happened. Once more, there was the disconcerting shift between what he could see and what the dog could already tell via its other senses. Two of the ferals had gotten close to the fighters, and the rest had fallen further out. 
 
    Then the visual input resolved itself. The closest feral had got within three metres of the defensive line. It had triggered the traps, but it had done it after bouncing along the corridor. 
 
    “How many bodies.” 
 
    Finigan took a step forward and then stopped. Daniel got a sense of Cindy’s comforting closeness. Eight, the dog sent back to him along with an imprint of the unique scents and the positioning of the mortal wounds. Finigan couldn’t see the bodies, but the numbers were certain. 
 
    Cindy was patting Finigan. Daniel could feel her hands rubbing behind his ears… it was wonderful. 
 
    With a jerk, he was back in his own body and then chuckled softly. Getting too entwined in one of his companions’ senses was not a wise course of action. The emotions could certainly become overwhelming.  
 
    Tamara jiggled his hand. “What?”  
 
    “Success,” Daniel confirmed simply.    
 
    There was a pause. “You can do your Priscilla special thing with Finigan?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “So, what’s Finigan’s vice?” 
 
    He looked at Tamara, surprised by the question. 
 
    “Priscilla was bribable with chips, but given developments, you’ll need to find something else. In the meantime, Finigan might fill.” 
 
    Daniel laughed. “No, No. Priscilla’s fine. She’ll keep helping us.” 
 
    Tamara ignored him. “How are you going to bribe Finigan?” 
 
    He remembered the dog’s reaction to Cindy. “Definitely ear rubs.”  
 
    Tamara grinned excitedly at that admission. “I can absolutely beat you at that.”  
 
    “It’s not a competition,” Daniel protested, while sending a promise back to Finigan: When you come back, I’m going to give you lots of pats. 
 
    Love, adoration, and a wiggling body came back to him. The simple trust and love were breathtaking.  
 
    He relinquished the contact, and while he was pretty sure that was the correct number, he figured he should check.  
 
    Eight? he thought to Priscilla. 
 
    The image of eight packets of chips appeared with excited overtones. 
 
    No, how many zombies were there? 
 
    An identical picture came back, but this time she was annoyed and grumpy at him. Then the chip images morphed into zombies, along with a feeling of intense distaste. 
 
    Daniel bit back a smile. I know they’re not very nice to eat. 
 
    He got an image of an ear then the perspective getting really close to the ear following by her spitting out the taste. 
 
    Yep. Zombies, yuck! 
 
    Strong agreement came back with the image of a packet of salt and vinegar chips as compensation. 
 
    She could get them himself, so he might as well get the brownie points while it lasted by being generous. 
 
    After the fight. 
 
    She did a flip and then the mouse shared the recollection of the room from earlier. Her eyes panned across the massed zombies. There were eight, and then she looked outside down the empty corridors.  
 
    Yes, eight. 
 
    Daniel broke off the communication hurriedly. 
 
    “We’re clear,” Luke called out softly. His hands were on Janice’s shoulders. The fighters descended from both directions to secure the stairwell.  
 
    Priscilla was on guard, and with everyone on tenterhooks, Daniel, at the top of the stairs, set about constructing his moving barricade. Chunks of wood with spikes radiating in one direction were shoved into his hands. Cindy was next to him, and like a Tetris game, he slotted them into place.  
 
    Three long minutes that felt like an hour later, a solid barrier was created from the chunks he had been handed. Daniel wiped the sweat off his brow and focused on his breathing. He had been forced to use strength to slot some of the higher pieces into the right spot, but doing it himself was far more efficient than relying on others. 
 
    “Tense,” Cindy said, with a huge grin at him. 
 
    “Hard work,” he disagreed. 
 
    “We’ll slot the first round of traps in and then push it down before building the second layer,” Cindy told him. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “And then Operation Blitz is going to activate,” Luke said excitedly. 
 
    “Such a shit name,” Alex said, mirroring the thoughts of everyone else who had heard Luke. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    Cindy disappeared to give instructions. A short time later, a piece of wood intended for the barricade was brought back. This one, however, was different. For one, the two handlers carried it extremely carefully, and they communicated to each with stressed voices. The base of the main spike also had red paint splashed on it. Daniel noted approvingly that they ensured that spike never pointed directly at anyone. 
 
    “First trap,” Karolina told him. He was a little surprised to see a fighter being used to port the wood around, but he guessed the barricade components were heavy. Given the defensive setup they were implementing, the barriers were held by the strong melee fighters, as they were not as valuable as those who could hit from range.   
 
    Daniel knelt next to the lump of wood  she had brought him. “I can see the mark,” he agreed and then touched it. An incredible amount of tension had been built up in the base, even if visually it was the same as any other component. When triggered, this spike would kill a hulk. While it might not wound an earth feral, theoretically, it could knock it flat. 
 
    “Where do you want us to put it?” Karolina asked. 
 
    “Umm,” he hesitated, then shook his head. “I’ll place it myself.” Under his senses the wood was almost vibrating, it was that tense. While Karolina and friend were strong enough to move it, she could not manually suppress it like he could.  
 
    “Are you sure, Daniel?” the second handler challenged. 
 
    He started in surprise and checked out the man who had spoken. Bushy beard, and like he had thought. it was not anyone he recognised. Daniel guessed everyone knew his name, but it still surprised him when people he did not know addressed him with it. 
 
    “Yes.” He activated Strength, and then with a single movement, Daniel lifted the very heavy piece of wood right up above his head. Using the temporary steps at the back of the wall to get it higher, he then slid it into the gap near the roof.  
 
    Daniel released Strength. His breathing rate had increased yet again. He wouldn’t be able to install all of them. “I’ll do the higher ones, but I’ll need help with the lower ones.” 
 
    “Okay.” Bushy beard and Karolina retreated, and a new pair slid in.  
 
    He activated Strength and then mirrored the previous process, but he slipped it in on the other side of the barricade. 
 
    “Maybe have a break before doing another high one yourself,” Cindy advised. 
 
    He gave her a thumb up and then directed the placement of the next few rounds.  
 
    The construction was not completed, but Daniel stepped back to admire what he had created. From this side, it looked disorganised. A series of irregularly stacked chunks of wood which extended from the ground all the way to the roof. There were sizeable gaps between the pieces all over the place, and when he leaned forward to peer through, he could see the flight of steps descending and the thicket of spikes radiating outwards.   
 
    Karolina nudged him and held out another component. Daniel pointed at the ground, and she slid it into place. The long spike was pushed through the wall till the new piece rested flush against the previous piece, doubling the thickness in that spot of the barricade. More pieces arrived and were stacked upwards, improving the integrity of the wall. 
 
    “No more.” Daniel declared. Adding a third row was pointless. Daniel wasn’t even sure that the second layer had been the right choice, because it had filled most of the holes that would let him see any enemies approaching from below.  
 
    Cindy walked forward and poked it curiously. “Okay, I guess it’s time to see if it works. Let’s see if you can get it to fold down two flights.” 
 
    Daniel nodded, then he stepped up, so he was holding onto the back of the wall. Instantly, his power went out and his consciousness infused the whole thing. The module nature of the setup was very clear, and Daniel took a few moments to get used to it. The grooves Cindy had gotten him to put in place would be useful, especially once it started moving. 
 
    “It’s going to be loud,” he warned.  
 
    When Daniel looked back, he was not surprised to see the careful lines of fighters set up. If the zombies responded, they would have the firepower to defend. He was going two-thirds of the way down the next flight, so ranged fighters should be able to shoot down on any zombies that came from below, to try to break through. 
 
    “Do it,” Luke ordered. 
 
    Daniel shut his eyes and sent his consciousness throughout all the pieces once more. “Push,” he commanded. 
 
    The three strongest fighters all started staining, and it was weird when he felt how that effort translated into the instability of the structure. His magic flexed as portions of wood began rolling, and then the whole thing rumbled forward. The design that Cindy had put in worked. The movement of individual pieces was guided, but it wasn’t perfect. Lumps of wood popped out of their sockets, and only his consciousness being within the barricade to swell the size of key pieces at the right moment stopped it from all falling to bits. 
 
    It was the sound of a house collapsing. Daniel balanced precariously on the back of the barricade as it plunged downwards. Then it hit the first landing. He was jerked violently sideways as the whole contraption twisted. His right foot hooked onto a piece that had come loose and stopped it from flying ahead of the rest of the components, which would have been the start of the entire wall falling apart. Then another one slipped, and Daniel’s fingers desperately clawed its edge to stabilise. It plunged down the steps, one after the other. 
 
    Crash, crash, crash. 
 
    His bones rattled, and pieces of the surrounding concrete walls crumbled as the edges struck the stonework.   
 
    It was terrifying. Momentum built up. 
 
    They were going too fast.  
 
    He physically pulled it backwards, even while mentally, the pre-designed energy absorbers shifted into place. They smacked into the concrete sides. Fragments went flying. There was a tearing sound as they caught. Then the entire wall jerked savagely to a halt. Most of the momentum was bled away by the prepared springs. 
 
    Daniel slammed into the wood and recoiled, touching his stinging lip.  
 
    That was… 
 
    His hands were trembling 
 
    … wild. 
 
    “Great job,” Luke called.  
 
    Daniel placed his head against the wood. The energy released had been immense, and the whole way it had been centimetres from disaster. So close to the whole thing shaking apart; but it had held. The barricade had moved, and now it was stationary again. It was as strong as ever.  
 
    The noise had not gone unnoticed by the zombies Daniel could hear roaring from level nineteen and from further below. “Incoming.”  
 
    “Thanks, Captain Obvious,” Luke said dryly.  
 
    Daniel glanced up and Luke had shifted the melee fighters to be crowded directly behind him. They were there in case the wall failed, and then above him, the upper stairs were crowded with people positioned to fire down on any feral that attacked the barrier.  
 
    “Daniel,” Luke said. “Your job is to ensure that this wall holds. You’ve got a team ready to deliver replacement sections. Call out when you need them.” 
 
    “Understood,” he acknowledged.   
 
    The roars kept getting closer and closer.  
 
    Then monsters poured out of the door to level nineteen. Seven of them came out onto the decking. They took a moment to realise where the noise they were responding to had come from. A second later, they registered the presence of tasty flesh. They all swung as one to look up to where the humans were. Mouths opened, revealing teeth and thick ropes of saliva. One face was almost human, with the only obvious mutation being vein-like black streaks down her face. Another’s skin looked like polished rubber and the eyes ranged from inhumane to…. 
 
    Daniel jerked backwards instinctively as two of them blurred forward, outdistancing the other ones. Unfortunately, they did not suicide into the spikes but stopped, their hands moving quickly to chip away at the stakes. Naturally, Daniel reinforced the spikes they were striking. He considered what he could do to fight back. There were a couple of big hitting traps that would launch a spear that could easily punch through a hulk, but Daniel was worried that the speed zombies would just dodge the attacks, and he didn’t want to waste something so potent on what was ultimately a weak enemy. 
 
    The damage on the spots they were attacking mounted, and then suddenly it stopped. When he peeked through the gap, he could see electricity running over the speedster’s muscles.  
 
    Boom. 
 
    The two electrified zombies were sent flying backwards almost at the same time. One looked like an invisible spear had blown through its chest, and the other went down almost headless, with splintered wood spreading outward from it. The other five, mouths frothing, attacked the spikes. They weren’t earth Elites, but two were clearly strength-based ferals. One of the smaller ones horrifically resembled a standard TV zombie, complete with grey skin, sores, and an eye that appeared to be falling. It landed only one single swing on a spike that was as thick as one of his arms, and that massive chunk of wood snapped like it was a matchstick. 
 
    Daniel tried to ignore the distractions to focus on monitoring structural integrity, but it was difficult. 
 
    Secondary booms occurred. 
 
    He looked upwards at the stairwells and saw two of the melee fighters crouched down with the remnants of Daniel’s one-shot rockets in their hands. Like it had been planned, the pieces got passed backwards and exchanged for new weapons. 
 
    There was no longer any pressure on the barrier, which told Daniel that all the first seven ferals had to be dead, even if he couldn’t see to verify it from his position; but there were sounds of more approaching.  
 
    There was a roar, and via a crack in his wooden barrier, he got a glimpse of what was coming. The new assessment technique he had gotten from Priscilla went haywire. The incoming feral was stronger than Daniel, naturally quicker, and magical because he could see the earth armour bubbling over its skin. 
 
    An Ultra. 
 
    It bellowed, and a black mist was expelled from its mouth. It hit the wooden stakes; and even though it was wood, he felt the bits of it that were still alive die. 
 
    Whatever the magic was, anything it touched died.  
 
    “Earth Armour.” Luke thundered. “Daniel, restrict it.” 
 
    The cry was not required. Daniel knew exactly what was coming and that he needed to hold it. The question was whether the technique that he had put together to stop earth armour would be functional against a monster that could expel that dark mist. 
 
    It swung, and an entire layer of the spike wall was destroyed. Five or six blows and it would get through. It kicked out and cleared the spikes near its legs and then stepped forward right within range. If he ignored the hundreds of kilograms of wood between himself and the monster, it was almost close enough for it to reach out and pat him on the head.  
 
    Daniel forgot about all the distractions around him and focused his effort. This was not a Super. They could fight a rear-guard action and kite the monster until its armour failed, but he was not convinced that his forces could do that sort of military manoeuvre without losing a single life. With the powers they were talking about, it would only take one mistake to cause a tragedy. It only needed to get its hands on someone, and then it would either rip them in half or, if it was hungry, something equally as unpleasant as biting off a face, and that was without factoring in the impact of that deadly breath.  
 
    It would be best to avoid it getting amongst everyone else. Losses in battle were not a matter of numbers. Life was not chess, where it was fine to sacrifice pieces; nor a dry discussion of favourable exchanges. If the Ultra got amongst them, people would die. How would he react if one of those ‘acceptable losses’ was Tamara? 
 
    He needed to stop it now.  
 
    He focused his consciousness and triggered the prepared mechanism. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    The traps clacked shut. They were modified bear traps that could be swung out from the wall and catch a monster in a series of clamps. Theoretically, it was easy to imagine; practically, it was a nightmare to enact. Each trap needed to be guided. His core helped him, or at least that was Daniel’s assumption, because even though it was impossible for the human mind to multitask to that level, he sort of felt like he succeeded. It might not have been his core, but instead a function of his magic. Algorithmic Instruction or the Intelligence ability might have been inserted into the wood; and perhaps it was that, rather than his mind, that directed the movements. The underlying mechanism didn’t matter as much, so much as the simple fact that it worked against his expectations of failure. 
 
    One caught an ankle, the second the knee; on the other side, only the knee was caught as an unexpected twist of the foot broke the clamp’s grip just as it clicked shut to claim the ankle. An elbow got crunched, and the top of a head. Then once secured, the second component kicked into action and the traps snapped back to where they had emerged from as the secondary spring was engaged. If the Ultra had still been human, the forces of those clamps pulling toward their starting positions would have been sufficient to tear limbs off. But it was well past being considered human, and there was no tearing of limbs, only a small amount of discomfort. Four other clamps failed to respond at all to his mental push. Those had been disabled in the destruction of the first couple of Ultra blows. Unsurprisingly, the clamps, which required near-perfect conditions to work, were fouled when chunks of wood as long as his arm fell in their way. It was a miracle that the attempt had been as successful as it had.  
 
    Despite his and Cindy’s planning, one arm was free, but as the common saying never stated, complicated machines cannot function properly when their joints are sprayed with wood splinters. The traps, therefore, were only the first line of defence.  
 
    Before the arm could clear away constraining clamps, the secondary, less sensitive mechanism kicked into action. Prepared vines that were long enough and already primed to wrap tightly around whatever they hit were launched at the Ultra. They closed around it like boa constrictors. The Ultra roared and struggled, and Daniel was forced to burn his mana to prevent pretty much every element of the trap from snapping.  
 
    Every vine strained and appeared ready to break. His power flooded out, reinforcing them in a desperate running battle. The moment one link was strengthened, the next along threatened to shatter. 
 
    Somehow, they all held.  
 
    The vines successfully pinned an arm to the body, while another couple pulled the monster to the side.  
 
    It was trussed up almost perfectly. 
 
    “Keep the others off it,” he heard Luke screaming. Daniel did not have time to check what Luke was talking about. A hundred percent of his focus was required to reinforce the components of the trap. A single failure would cause the entire fragile structure to collapse…. 
 
    It demanded perfection.  
 
    Black mist rolled out of the Ultra’s mouth, splashing down its chest; and wherever it touched, Daniel lost contact with the vines. He did not know whether they were holding or broken. He cursed. Vines dying did not equal weakness. It depended on the nature of the mist. If the foul mist created rot, then the vines would fall apart; but if it only sucked out life, it would leave fibrous growth. The vines he had been using were mainly wood, and if the mist had the second effect, it might actually make them stronger, not weaker.  
 
    He could not do a thing. The mist stayed there, stopping him from reacting. He could imagine that single arm working itself free and then knocking off the restraints that were holding it out of the battle till its armour failed.  
 
    A blast of wind swirled past him, and the mist that had been getting closer was blown away.  
 
    Right on the tail of the mist, his vines lashed out. With living matter in position once more, he could observe what the Ultra was doing. The arm constrained by vines had gotten partially free. Daniel was gratified to see that the dead vines looked like wooden branches. The new vines rolled in and pinned the Ultra once more.  
 
    Daniel’s consciousness was in all the components. The leg restraints were holding. He knew that because when he used his power to keep pulling outwards, the force was resisted. He could not feel specifically what was being held, but something was, which logically meant that the Ultra was still bound, even if that mist had killed all wood and plant matter, preventing direct observation.  
 
    More of the dark mist swirled down. 
 
    Daniel caught himself before launching extra vines to tie it up. That mist was ridiculously potent; and while it persisted, there was nothing he could do. 
 
    Come on, more wind, he thought.  
 
    The entire wall rocked violently, and Daniel felt it jerk forward a few centimetres. 
 
    What?! 
 
    Subconsciously, he checked the restraints. Horror filled him. The springs had snapped back to a non-tensed position.  
 
    There was only a single explanation as to why they were not holding anything. It was not that the creature had been torn limb from limb. 
 
    The Ultra was free. 
 
    Wind blew once more, dispersing the poisonous smoke; and once more, he could see.  
 
    The Ultra, while mostly free, was still restricted, and it bounced down the stairs, its head thumping up the stairs as its arms were still tangled and not in a position to break the fall.  
 
    Daniel understood what had happened. His restraints had mostly worked, but the Ultra had managed to get its feet braced against the stairs and pushed off with all of its force. It had launched itself straight backward, without worrying about the fall; and that explosive power had broken the links that had held it down.  
 
    It came to a stop on the landing. Bits of Daniel’s containment traps remained attached to it, and an entire arm remained pinned by multiple loops of vines. While it was still encased in earth armour, that fall must have shaken it up a little, or at least so Daniel hoped 
 
    “Reinforce,” Luke yelled at him. Daniel glanced back and realised that a significant number of wall components had been brought down to him. There was a mixture of red marked ones and normal. For now, he ignored the trapped ones and grabbed ordinary wood sections hurriedly. He shoved them into position. The components with broken spikes were not pushed out but rotated down to land at Daniel’s feet, and he stood upon them to get higher and achieve a better vantage point.  
 
    Eventually, he would reincorporate those units back into the wall properly. If this barricade was going to work long term, they needed to maintain as much mass as possible. 
 
    “Incoming,” Luke yelled, and Daniel pushed the hundred-kilogram chunk of wood he had just lifted onto his two helpers. They staggered slightly, but Daniel barely noticed because his focus was back on his defences.  
 
    He was part of the wall once more. Intimately aware of its structural integrity and the spatial positioning of every single stake that radiated out from it, along with the pressure spikes that were ready to be fired. 
 
    The damage was not as bad as he feared. After his replacements, only six of the usual thicket of spears were broken. 
 
    The Ultra was coming back. Daniel’s mind was in the wood, and so he was mainly using the Wood Sense ability to monitor the battle. 
 
    It launched a blow, and Daniel flinched at the slight backlash that occurred when one spike he was monitoring got split from the rest of the structure.  
 
    More mist billowed. 
 
    Daniel cursed as his visibility was hampered further, and as the surface wood on the spikes died. More of the mist was expelled, and even more of the wood surfaces he was using died. Thankfully, the Ultra seemed to have learnt its lesson from its brief captivity and did not want to get too close and have the situation repeated. It was being cautious. 
 
    Daniel watched the creature with anger. It’s earth armour showed no signs of failing. Well, he had almost trapped it last time.  
 
    This time, he would do better.  
 
    The mist dissipated and Daniel struck. 
 
    Five vines lashed out like striking snakes.
His mana plummeted as the vines’ whip quickly snuck around the feral and tightened. Three had wrapped the upper body and two the legs. His method worked more effectively than the clamp attempt. It was all about restricting movement and reducing leverage. Once the arms and legs were truly pinned, the monster, despite its strength, would be helpless. Even a tiny amount of wriggle room would let it escape, as it might allow it to work its claws into a better position. A small bit of leeway became freedom, so he kept the pressure steady; and the moment the monster relaxed, Daniel used the opportunity to tighten the ropes a little more. There was no need for the vines to reposition, because his power allowed him to just shrink its length, and not like elastic. When the binding tightened, they were left as strong as iron.  
 
    Both hands were pinned, then its feet.  
 
    It fell.  
 
    Then a cloud of deadly gas expanded around the monster. 
 
    “Keep the others away from the Ultra!” Luke screamed.  
 
    Ensuring the monster remained trapped till the earth armour failed was critical, and Daniel was almost out of mana. Furthermore, there was no way five hastily applied vines were going to hold it perfectly. Especially now that the vines were dead and couldn’t be moved to adjust. His mind searched for different solutions, but they all required too much mana.  
 
    Apart from… 
 
    The thick, heavy barricade they had built to fill the stairwell was flush with energy. There were the spike traps they had thrown in, and the energy he had absorbed to bring it to a halt, and finally there would be potential energy available if it descended. He studied the monster. It was prone on the stairwell, landing five steps below him. 
 
    Ideas rushed through him, and in anticipation, his consciousness expanded throughout the barricade. Locations of stress were noted, pivot places marked, and the module components could be shifted from one spot to another. The embedded potential energy could get released with a small touch of mana; and then gravity would occur, and that section could shift like that and then…  
 
    Possibilities opened for him. 
 
    He overcooked Strength and pushed.  
 
    The metre-thick, multiple-component wall rumbled downwards. Forces that should have transferred linearly were re-routed slightly. Blocks of wood were spat out and others caught and were held back. 
 
    The barrier, with a thunderous crashing, collapsed down the steps and on top of the Ultra.  
 
    It left it entombed. The re-purposed wooden pieces would impede movement. It was trapped, but a monster like the Ultra was too strong to be denied that easily. It was not like he had caught it in a carefully designed trap where the components would work together to restrict the massive forces the brute could bring to bear. The random chunks of wood were anything but that, even slightly bolstered by his will as they were.  
 
    “Finigan,” he ordered, even as his mind communicated a more complicated series of instructions.  
 
    The dog had been at his heels the whole time and knew exactly what Daniel wanted. The dog leapt forward and plunged his teeth into the exposed lower back of the feral. For longer than Daniel had hoped, the dog’s teeth scraped helplessly over the earth armour and failed to make a difference. Through his connection, he could feel the animal’s focus and determination as it turned its ability toward disrupting the magic that was creating the earth armour.  
 
    He got an impression of a titanic struggle that utilised facets of power that he fundamentally did not understand, and then the earth armour shattered under the attack.  
 
    Strength, Speed. 
 
    Finigan pulled back. The earth armour started to reform, but Daniel was faster. He brought a broken shaft of wood, some of the debris from the Ultra’s initial barrage, down onto the unarmoured spot. His mind reinforced the wood. Enhanced Strength meant it was like one tonne. Daniel drove it home. and Speed had the point moving faster than an arrow. 
 
    The point struck home. The woods’ unnatural vitality and speed warred with the simple resilience of the Ultra’s ugly pink skin. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Sound echoed; and for a horrible moment, he thought his makeshift weapon was going to shatter. Internally Daniel berated himself for not sharpening and strengthening the weapon sufficiently before striking, but then the skin parted. The wood slipped in before it clanged to a halt when it hit an internal bone. Maybe. From the human skeletons he had observed, there shouldn’t have been any bone in that spot, but he had definitely hit something hard. The most likely explanation was that human anatomy no longer applied to the monster. The earth armour closed around the shaft of wood, denying additional attacks; but he was already inside the creature. While, from observation, he knew the earth armour could function directly underneath the skin, he hoped that this was deep enough that it was no longer in the equation.  
 
    It would, or it wouldn’t; it was not something he could do anything about.  
 
    He had very little mana left, but it would hopefully be enough for one final trick. He grew the tip of the shaft that was within the Ultra.  
 
    All he had to do was to reach the heart.  
 
    The wood grew, making progress, but his mana was going to run out long before the creature was dead. 
 
    Abruptly, Priscilla was with him. Somehow, having sensed his distress, she had sprinted up from her lookout position to help. She stood on top of the makeshift spear, glowing a blinding green. The wood that he had been struggling to force through the tough internal flesh and organs burst forward like water as a dam was breached.  
 
    With a gasp of surprise and the flaring of a mana headache, he directed the explosive growth to slither into the heart. Then the moment the wood reached it then it was time for part 2.  
 
    Priscilla was bubbling with vicious excitement.  
 
    The monster under him spasmed in response. Wood shifted, and then when it twisted violently, the entire barricade was rocked upwards. The power was impressive, and sections of the stacked wood slammed into the room. Concrete cracked. Dust and gravel drifted downward. The trapped brute threw itself sideways. Daniel relocated with the motion, so his attack spear was not affected, but the components of his barrier faired far worst. Under the pressure the feral applied, the wood contracted. Mentally, his eyebrows rose. It shouldn’t have been that strong. A module burst out of the wall above his head, the prodigious forces at play popping it free. 
 
    The structure shook violently again, and it then started to fall apart. With his mana tapped, there was nothing he could do about it. Daniel prepared to retreat, but Priscilla throbbed with a sense of accomplishment.  
 
    In surprise, Daniel checked what she had done. The Ultra’s singular heart had been replaced with tightly packed thorns. He was surprised.  
 
    Gift, Priscilla thought proudly. Good girl? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Everything shifted as the creature randomly threw itself in the opposite direction. 
 
    Death Throes, Daniel realised even as the wood under him buckled once more, and he got tossed backward up the stairs. The Ultra had launched itself to its feet. Thankfully, it was on the other side of the much-reduced barricade, but there was still a gaping hole between him and it. A hole that Daniel knew he could close quickly if given a momentary peace. 
 
    While it was not helpful now, he was glad that the others had insisted on creating a double layer, because if it had been any less robust there would be nothing left standing.  
 
    The Ultra, the deadly monster, stood with its arms free. At some point, the wood he had driven home had been pulled out; and if he had not been aware of the impossibly large amount of thorny wood destroying its heart, he would have concluded that it was uninjured. The earth armour that Finigan had disrupted had closed the hole. He was lying on his back, and he snatched up a segment of the wall that had fallen next to him to use as a shield.   
 
    “ROARRA.” 
 
    The Ultra’s arms were above its head ready to bring them down upon Daniel. 
 
    Speed, Speed, Speed…. 
 
    He shifted, realigning the component he had found and realised it was better than expected. It was one of the pre-trapped pieces of the barrier. He grabbed it and thrust it forward toward the creature’s chest. 
 
    Boom.  
 
    Just as the trapped tip touched the monster, he locked his arm into a straight position. The force slammed him back, despite him being braced, and it actually pushed him a full step back. More importantly, the Ultra was hit with the same force and was knocked back and away.  
 
    Daniel’s muscles seized up, his lungs desperately gasped for air, and he watched as the Ultra tumbled backwards, one sweeping arm digging into the brickwork, which crumbled, leaving a five-centimetre-deep furrow that stretched a full two metres.    
 
    “Get Daniel and retreat,” he heard Luke scream. 
 
    The Ultra, which should have been dead, was still standing; and Daniel realised he himself could no longer even breathe properly because of his exertion. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    Panic filled Daniel. He had extended himself too far. While the will was there to leap up and continue the fight, his body was not responding as it should. He heaved for breath, and all his muscles, from his biceps through to his abdomen to his calves, were cramping. 
 
    The Ultra still stood.  
 
    It glared at him through a jumble of broken wood. The barricade was shattered. If it came for him, it would get through. There was a path through to him.  
 
    Once more he tried to stand, but his body failed him. He could have screamed in frustration. There was no fault, but if… if he had taken an extra day… if he had trained up his speed and strength to better than rank one… if…  
 
    Anger coursed through him. If was such an easy word to say, but Daniel knew why he was in this situation. Why they had rushed. 
 
    When it was a matter of life and death, you couldn’t always afford to wait till you were ready. 
 
    He pushed himself half-up to a sitting position.  
 
    The Ultra looked like it was about to spring. 
 
    His will was powerful, but his body failed. He collapsed back onto the steps. Involuntarily, his mouth gaped to suck in air, and that feral glared at him. Daniel could see the hatred in its eyes… its preparation, and there was no way for him to fight it. With the amount of damage he had done to its heart it should have been dead, but somehow it stood. Whether it was a second heart or Alpha magic, the mechanisms did not matter. The only thing that mattered was that mouth, which showed teeth, that were almost humanlike, just marginally too sharp and those mad, furious eyes.  
 
    He wanted to watch it. To face his death like a man, but his entire body suffered, and his eyes were too heavy to keep open. Secondly, what was the point? If something was coming to kill them, he did not need to see it when there was nothing he could do to stop it. 
 
    Hands grabbed Daniel around the shoulder.  
 
    What?! 
 
    He attempted futilely to force his lids up… to see… but not even those were responding.  
 
    Boom! 
 
    His ears were functioning. That was a one-shot rocket going off. He couldn’t see, but he could listen, and there were no roars from the Ultra, nor screams from the humans.  
 
    He wondered whether it was dead.  
 
    The hands dragged him up the steps.  
 
    With every step, Daniel expected an explosion of pain. That Ultra had looked hungry, and when predators saw their food retreating, they attacked.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    That deadly monster was not killing him; it was not slaughtering the people carrying him to safety. Possibly it was being held back with magic, or it had succumbed to what he had done to the heart, or the one-shot rocket had hit it, or it had been forced to retreat as its armour failed. There were so many options. 
 
    “Ult…” He tried to form the words as he explosively exhaled but it came out garbled. Even he could not hear the question over the gasping breaths.   
 
    He was being pulled onto the mid-level landing, which meant there must be a wall of people between him and the monsters.  
 
    It was eerie. There was no noise, no clash of weapons, no roars of defiance nor grunts of effort.  
 
    Stalemate, dead or retreated, and Daniel doubted it was the first. He was not sure that it had the reasoning centres required for it to show the level of prudence to enter a standoff with humans. One of the others then. Daniel remembered the creature still standing after he had blown it away that last time. How? Between himself and Priscilla, they had grown dozens of thorns through the creature’s heart. That should have killed it. Daniel relived how the spear had been stopped when he had thrust it into the monster. It had hit bone in a spot where there should have been no bone present. It was possible its anatomy was no longer close to human. Maybe it did not need its heart anymore, or possibly it now had two hearts. His hip smacked hard against the handrail supports, and his gasp of pain briefly interrupted his heaving breaths. 
 
    “Ranged, cover the stairs. Everyone retreat. Get some netting ready,” Luke thundered behind him.  
 
    Safe. 
 
    That’s what those words sounded like. A controlled, un-panicked withdrawal.  
 
    The people carrying him shifted direction again.  
 
    Flat ground.  
 
    Daniel opened his eyes. Above, the roof transformed into the corridor, but they continued to drag him backward.  
 
    Fighters were running past him. Behind him, where he had come from, the rear guard boiled out of the stairwell, including Luke and Tamara. The speed with which they burst out reminded him of the events yesterday, both the original Super and then the crowd of ferals afterwards. Of course, the difference between humans and ferals immediately manifested. There was no taunting, like with the Super, nor the disorganised mess of the group yesterday. Instead, with tanks facing the danger and ranged magic users supporting from behind, they ran backwards at a slow jog to open space between them and the stairs. Traps were passed forward, carried from upstairs, and placed down. The self-sufficient netting that didn’t require Daniel to personally fuse to the walls was set up. It was closer to a portable fence than the highly restrictive razor thorn restraints that he installed. It might be weaker, but the netting would control the battlefield by stopping the ferals from charging straight at the massed humans.  
 
    Then Daniel was dragged through the actual defensive position, and he saw that they had set up like an old-school rifle company about five metres forward from the rooms that contained the ramps to upstairs. There were three defined lines, the front tank line crouched with their shields forward, each with one-shot rockets ready against their shoulders. Then, positioned by height, there were two more rows.  
 
    Abruptly, Daniel’s view of Luke and Tamara was cut off as the tanks closed ranks and the people carrying him did not pause. He was placed near the ramp with his back against the wall. 
 
    One of the male fighters, Geoff, who had helped do the tensioning in the room the previous evening, knelt in front of him. “I need to return to the fight.” The man stood and turned to look at the other occupants of the room. Daniel recognised them as non-combatants, mostly specialising in building and forging types of activities. “Get him upstairs,” Geoff ordered.  
 
    “No, wait,” or at least that was what he tried to say. All that came out were pained gasps. An additional set of hands grabbed him. These weren’t as strong, and he was once more dragged rather than carried.  
 
    “Help, grab his feet.” 
 
    A young woman whom Daniel had seen helping in the kitchen grabbed one leg, and Jordan the other. With four people carrying him, they sped up. 
 
    “No,” he attempted once more to protest and completely failed; and then they were carrying him up the gently rocking ramp, and then placed him carefully out of the way in the room’s corner on level twenty.  
 
    Daniel closed his eyes to gain control of his breathing and listened to the bustle of activity. People were going up and down the ramp, consistently chatting.  
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Luke’s orders are to keep bringing the wood down.” 
 
    Daniel heard the snatches of conversation. It sounded like the Ultra had not overwhelmed them like he had feared. He recalled the damage he had done. Maybe he had killed it. He half-remembered reading that people could still do stuff after a heart attack, that it took a while for the failure of oxygenated blood to be circulated around to have an impact. Possibly those multiple attempts by the Ultra, after having its heart destroyed, were just the last gasps of the beast before it died. With the new way the world functioned, Daniel wouldn’t consider that sort of outcome beyond the realms of possibilities.  
 
    Priscilla? He thought. 
 
    The feeling of bone dead exhaustion reached him.  
 
    What? 
 
    Then he felt the unfamiliar sensation of Finigan initiating contact.  
 
    He accepted and once more used the dog’s senses.  
 
    Priscilla was safe and next to him. Then a jumbled image of bright green and then Priscilla falling and Finigan grabbing her and carrying her up the stairs and then beyond the defensive line. 
 
    Good boy. 
 
    There was a metaphorical tail wag. A blaze of hope and a sense of excited self-interest. Then Daniel experienced his bonded pet’s desire to roll and show his stomach to get a pat. It was almost intense enough to overwhelm Daniel; the dog wanted to lick his face excessively. There were images, anticipation, bliss… 
 
    Daniel smiled. 
Sure, boy. The moment I get down there. 
 
    In real life, he felt Finigan’s actual tail wag excitedly, and then the connection faded. 
 
    Finally, his breathing was getting under control, and he opened his eyes. There had been no fevered conversations for the last minute, but neither had there been any screams from below, so he was confident things had worked out.  
 
    “Jordan,” Daniel called out, seeing the man. “What’s happening?” 
 
    He paused and glanced at Daniel, stopped, and came over. “They’re holding the corridor. Only five zombies have breached. Two speeds that ran into the magic defences and were then shot down, and another earth armour that the tanks tag-teamed till the armour failed, and then range blew it away.” 
 
    “They’re safe.” 
 
    “Hardly a challenge.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Jordan, still lugging a heavy piece of wood, went down the ramp. 
 
    Daniel shut his eyes once more to focus on his breathing. A minute later, still not fully recovered but enough to do basic things, he stood and decided to make his way down to the lower floor. He headed back down to level nineteen, aware as he did so that this was the third time he had gone down the ramp, having been driven off twice before. Mind you, this time, at least, he was the only one who had been withdrawn. 
 
    He still hesitated when he stepped on the ramp. It felt solid, but it was made of plants! If it had been designed and verified by engineers, Daniel knew he wouldn’t have hesitated, because objectively, it felt safe.  
 
    That had not happened. 
 
    He knew exactly how casual the process had been in creating this. After all, he had been the one who had constructed it – and in a night, no less.  
 
    Daniel stepped out the window and glanced over at the broken city. Unlike at night, there was no hiding the extensive damage. It was not everywhere, but it was horrifyingly obvious. Crumbled roofs revealed where something large had crashed into them. In the distance, there were signs of extensive fires. 
 
    He sniffed. There wasn’t a lot to smell. A hint of the nearby sea, but no smoke or rot. Those fires had to have been old. Probably from the first day, when he was focused on the minor challenge of surviving. With a shrug, he continued descending, trying to ignore the trees that had changed colours and the crumpled cars on the roads.  
 
    When he left the ramp, he was unhappy – and not because of concerns about personal safety. Observing the extensive evidence of what had happened to the world had gotten to him. Something about the enormity of the changes had snuck into the back of his throat.  
 
    This… Daniel looked up the roof and the rough interior of the hotel. This was at least familiar and had enemies he knew. His mind recalled those small shapes last night, and he missed a step. Objectively, the lizard was a more significant threat but… It was something about how the unidentified little creatures had collectively hunted that gigantic monster, and that minor fact that they seemed to be associated with water. He lacked the interface text to research directly, but the way everyone spoke about deep water had left its mark on him. Those creatures, he knew deep down, were something that he was going to have to deal with.  
 
    Daniel kept walking and smiled when he saw the fighters lined up. It was impressive, and a reminder that as horrifying as out there was, this was a battle they could win. Three days everyone here had been trapped in rooms and fighting a losing battle, and now they were a cohesive fighting force. Luke had done a good job.  
 
    In front of him were the same disciplined lines he had observed as they had dragged him upward. The corridor was a different matter. It had been disconcerting after Ivey’s attack with the broken bones and the intact walls. That was no longer the case. It looked like a war had broken out. There had been multiple one-shot rockets launched because he could see shards of them embedded in the ceiling and two holes in the wall where the rocket had veered severely off course. There were also feral bodies everywhere.  
 
    Luke was grinning broadly. “This shield.” He held it up proudly. “Is amazing.” 
 
    Luke looked like he was in a pub, instead of holding the line against hostile monsters. “Why are you so relaxed?” 
 
    The other man shrugged and appeared only a little guilty. “You took the Ultra down. This new position is not ideal, but only a single zombie at a time is coming up, and they can be easily taken down.” 
 
    “I bet the speedsters at least scared you a bit.” 
 
    Luke laughed. “They’re the easiest. We have about ten wards and shields available. Toss them into the speedster’s path and it’ll stop them dead. This,” He hit his shield happily. “Your brilliant sapient seed can manifest a bar of air. By itself, it doesn’t do much, and it won’t block a sword slash, but when a speedster runs into them, they full-on almost decapitate themselves.”  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, the only thing I’m stressed about is the scenario where they have an army waiting below about to come up. So, if you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “You want me to use Animal Sense?” 
 
    Luke nodded. 
 
    Daniel consulted his mana reserves, and they were about forty percent full, which meant he had been incapacitated for almost five minutes.  
 
    Animal Sense.  
 
    Daniel focused down the stairwell and the surrounding areas. A short quick, limited pulse and he could see the ferals coming up the stairs. “Two incoming.”  
 
    Luke nodded and snapped out orders. 
 
    With the immediate risks addressed, Daniel breathed in deeply and launched a stronger spell. This was not his standard approach; instead, he extended what Animal Sense was supposed to do and focused on only searching for concentrated energy sources. The fast spiders that scared Priscilla but were not a threat to humans wouldn’t be picked up. A regular feral might not be visible, but two close together would become visible. Daniel sacrificed precision for the ability to cast the ranged version of the enchantment sooner. His only aim was to look for threats; and if it meant he couldn’t see weak monsters, that was a feature rather than a drawback. If there was something dangerous, like a large group of Elites or an Ultra, they would get his attention immediately. 
 
    The diffused energy spread out. There was a flair of power when he touched the moths in the main stairwells and lift shafts. He flinched away. The insects each represented an intense concentration of power, and there were so many of them. Not for the first time after touching them with Animal Sense he questioned his approach. Farming them was lucrative and had gotten some of their key non-combatants extra levels that they would have struggled to achieve otherwise. That had a huge amount of long-term utility, but the moths…. When his mind experienced them, their strength, and their evil nature a flash of fury briefly consumed him. He was inspired to strike at them straight away and crush them.  
 
    If he could… 
 
    Then he would probably eliminate them.  
 
    Daniel tore his consciousness away from the evil insects and noted a concentrated source many floors down, but the spell form was not the type where he could change the spell mid-cast to concentrate on a specific area.  
 
    The energy he had infused was fully consumed, and the framework fell away. Daniel took a deep breath while considering what to say. There were no threats, apart from whatever was way below them. Finally, he caught Luke’s eye. “They’re not massing to attack, and there isn’t an Ultra in the next four floors.”  
 
    Five floors, maybe he thought privately. That final bit of dense power was probably an Ultra, but he would get more details once they got further down.  
 
    Luke beamed. “That’s why I’m happy; and now that you’re here, we can push.” 
 
    “Why the sudden confidence?” 
 
    “Your one-shot rockets work. We killed an Ultra. You killed an Ultra.” Luke corrected. “This assault has already taken out around thirty other zombies. You were right. We’re going to stomp them. Plus, we all know you can kill anything.” 
 
    “Apart from when he overextends and decides in the middle of a battle to have a sleep,” Tamara quipped. 
 
    “Those lapses are forgivable,” Luke said. “Because it’s usually straight after he’s done something superhuman to save us.” 
 
    “Still here, guys.”  
 
    They laughed.  
 
    A roar shook the corridor, and a zombie emerged. It hit its chest threateningly, took two steps, and three arrows slammed into it. Only three, and not Ingrid’s he realised. “You’ve got firing sequences planned?” he blurted out in surprise. 
 
    “Of course,” Luke answered. “What did you expect? My plan is naturally more sophisticated than your, ‘Let’s throw pressure plates down and if it gets past, I’ll smash it with my club’.” Luke winced slightly. “That sounded harsher out loud than in my head.”  
 
    A second zombie came running out. This one did not grandstand. It leapt up, turned, and ran at them. Daniel was surprised when no one fired a projectile to take it out. Instead, they let it charge the defensive line. Two spears oriented upon it, and it skewered itself. The melee fighters shifted, and Daniel didn’t see what happened, but it must have been brutally quick, because the lines quickly settled back to where they started almost immediately. Even though he couldn’t see it, the zombie was clearly dead. 
 
    “Single non-Elite feral are dealt with by the shield wall,” Luke explained. “The first one was an Elite. I didn’t get a type, but the fact they took it out with three arrows so swiftly makes me guess they had ranged ability.” 
 
    “They have ranged abilities?” 
 
    “They’re rare,” Luke confirmed. “But I have seen both dark and ice missiles. Do you think you’re up for us reclaiming the stairwell? This has been effective, but it’s slowing down.” 
 
    Luke had seen two ranged. Part of Daniel wanted to dispute the assertion, but he knew better. Since the octopod, the other man had fought significantly more ferals than him, and it wouldn’t surprise Daniel if ranged magic took time to develop, similarly to how the zombie’s strength was growing. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Daniel told him. “Let Priscilla recover and my mana to return to full, then we can try it. Same plan?” 
 
    “Yep. You heard him,” Luke bellowed. “Hold here for five minutes and then we’re pushing.” Then more quietly. “How frequently can you do your spider senses?” 
 
    “I’ll do it every minute.” 
 
    “Great! It means we won’t be surprised. Janice – go now.” 
 
    The young girl ran up to the stairwell, put her head through the door, and screamed as loudly as possible. 
 
    “Got to give them an incentive to keep coming,” Luke joked and looked expectantly at Daniel. 
 
    Animal Sense.  
 
    Daniel held up three fingers. “Last one feels strong.” 
 
    Luke seemed startled but barked out commands, anyway. When the third one came out, Ingrid’s arrow slammed into it and there was an explosion of grey matter.  
 
    “Not that tough,” Luke chuckled. “Anyone get an identification?” 
 
    “Yes,” Richard said. “It had a nasty, dark magic attack.” 
 
    “Blockable?”  
 
    “More like that Ultra’s attack but faster,” Richard confirmed. “Technically blockable for those of us with magical shields, but not so for others. Then again, its principal threat was its claws. Its magic attack by itself would take a couple of applications to kill, but the first one would cause so much pain and muscle stress that you’d probably drop convulsing and frothing at the mouth if it got you. Then it would kill you before you recovered.”  
 
    “Sounds like it was worth avoiding,” Luke looked at Daniel hopefully. “Another?”  
 
    Daniel obliged and tiredly held up a hand of fingers.  
 
    “Anything noteworthy?”  
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    As promised, five breached the steps. Two were killed by the ranged and the other three against the spear wall. 
 
    “Too easy.” Luke chortled.  
 
    Animal Sense showed another coming, so he held up a single finger.   
 
    It died. 
 
    Daniel checked his mana, and it was getting close to full. He figured one more Animal Sense, then to wait a moment, and then movement.  
 
    “Incoming,” Ingrid shouted. 
 
    Daniel looked up, and a feral had sprinted out and was heading at them. There was a flurry of activity as the team moved to respond to the surprise enemy. 
 
    “Hold fire,” Richard yelled. “Weak.”  
 
    Hairless and badly mutated, with bony growths coming out with no rhythm or reason, this creature ran up close and then paused just before the spear wall. It took a cautious step backwards. Apparently, the presence of thirty plus humans not running overwhelmed its instinct to attack. 
 
    “Morris,” Luke ordered.  
 
    One tank blurred forward, and a spear punched through the feral’s throat and into the skull. 
 
    Luke grinned. “God, I love this setup. They come up and die.” 
 
    Most people chuckled.   
 
    Morris shifted back into the shield wall. 
 
    At Luke’s signal, Janice screamed again, and nothing approached. 
 
    There was another gesture.  
 
    Janice howled again.  
 
    Once more, there was no response. Apparently, the remaining feral that could hear her did not think it was worthwhile to come and investigate.  
 
    The team peered around at each other. “Damn, I was hoping to stay up here and pick them off one at a time,” Luke complained.  
 
    “That would’ve been the best plan, unless an Ultra comes,” Alex pointed out. “Then I’d prefer a metre of wood between us and it.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    They looked at Daniel, and at a thought, Priscilla sped off, descending one flight and quickly scouting the floor below them. While the lower floors were infested with the fast spiders, the closest couple were thankfully free of them. Images came back from the mouse as she hurriedly poked into the different rooms. In total, there were only three ferals, and the only Elite was a single ice zombie. 
 
    In his mind, the mouse pouted. None of the ferals had been clustered together, so she couldn’t have any fun with them.   
 
    “There are three on the floor below us,” Daniel told them, trying not to smile. “My recommendation is that we blast past and set up on the stairwell below.”  
 
    “Ignore them or?” 
 
    “You can send a kill squad to finish.” 
 
    “A? Just one?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the strongest is only borderline Elite and possesses ice magic. The stronger fighters could probably solo all three. A team will have no problems.”  
 
    “Tamara?” Luke nodded to the woman who had been listening in. 
 
    “Absolutely. Her lightning would disable them long enough for her to kill them. Especially with Mystic Explosion. I’ll also send Finigan with her to ensure the ferals don’t counter ambush. That’s the only way she’d get hurt.” 
 
    “Does your dog have your spider sense, too?” Luke asked.  
 
    “Finigan doesn’t; but honestly, his nose is almost as good.” 
 
     “I had forgotten about that feature of dogs. Is it enhanced?” 
 
    Daniel thought about it for a moment. He had been stunned by the amount of information Finigan had been able to gain with his nose. Was that enhanced? Daniel shrugged. “Don’t know. All I know is that it’s useful.”  
 
    It was better than a typical dog’s, Daniel suspected, but he did not know if that was the animal’s increased intelligence or a combination of that and a heightened sense of smell. The only thing he knew for sure was that he was not offered the opportunity to increase his sense of smell when they had been sharing their abilities. That indicated the sense was not enhanced because of the dog’s core, at the very least. 
 
    Luke considered that for a moment. “And Finigan’s good enough to communicate.”  
 
    Fingan replied by barking.  
 
    “Give him some orders,” Daniel suggested. 
 
    “Sit, Heel, Spin,” Finigan responded as the dog’s link with Daniel let him translate information. 
 
    “Maybe something more complicated,” Daniel smirked, challenging the other man. 
 
    “Jump.” 
 
    The dog jumped. 
 
    “Jump and lick Daniel on the face.” 
 
    Finigan instantly reacted, leaping up to his chest level. Instinctively, Daniel caught his precious pet, and the dog seized the opportunity to land dozens of sloppy licks. 
 
    He dropped the dog, and a very smug Finigan landed perfectly balanced on the floor. 
 
    “Lick Alex’s hand.”  
 
    The dog growled, then went over to Alex and head butted the offered hand, refusing to sully himself with the act of licking someone who was not a member of the family. 
 
    Everyone laughed at its antics.  
 
    “Point taken. Finigan goes with them. Team three will explore and eliminate floor eighteen. One and two are on overwatch, while Daniel rebuilds the wall close to level seventeen. Cargo porters know what to do.” 
 
    Priscilla had descended to floor seventeen. 
 
    An image hit him. The stairwell door was half-hanging off the hinges.  
 
    Daniel knew exactly what she was after. His conduit was already in position, and this sort of manipulation was getting easier and easier. Operating using mana regeneration, his magic reached out, and he shifted the weight balance of the hanging piece of wood. It swung shut with one hinge squeaking alarmingly. Priscilla alternated between hopping into the corridor and then back to look down the stairwell to confirm nothing was responding to the noise. 
 
    After Janice’s screaming, they should have been safe, but there was no reason not to be careful. While the threat to the humans below meant they had to press forward, an extra five, ten, twenty minutes or even a few hours was unlikely to make a difference.  
 
    Like he had suspected, not a single feral reacted to the unexpected noise, and the door morphed from a few scraps of metal into a reliable barrier in short order.  
 
    “Floor seventeen is sealed off.” It wouldn’t survive long against a feral, but practically, they only needed a couple of seconds to prepare, and it would give them that much.  
 
    Priscilla moved down. Floor sixteen’s door was in multiple pieces, but the two largest chunks were still on the hinges. Under his ministrations, they, too swung shut. He strengthened the sections and grew spiky, bushy vines over the outside to hide the gaps in the wood. 
 
    “Sixteen sealed.” 
 
    Priscilla moved further down. The next door had been completely torn off its hinges.  
 
    Hold there, he thought. And watch for spiders. 
 
    She positioned herself at the top of the door frame. It was partially dislodged, and she could move between stairwell and corridor easily.   If surprised, there was a gap in the brickwork into which she could escape. A crack that led straight to the hollowed conduit that would let her escape effortlessly to a new floor, and it was spider-proof, as well. One, because they were too large; and even if that was not the case, if a spider was stupid enough to follow Priscilla into a conduit, then either Daniel’s or Priscilla’s magic would crush it. Surrounded by plant matter by the time they acted, it would be as good as dead.  
 
    “Let’s go quietly,” Daniel ordered, and he led the way down the stairs.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
    Daniel knew the barricade was broken. It had been destroyed even before his exhaustion had stopped him from opening his eyes. The plan would be to move quietly and recreate it in a suitable spot before the feral realised that the attack was restarting.  
 
    Reaching the stairwell, he looked down curiously. His recollections of the fight had been fragmented. Most of his time had been spent throwing up a variety of defences to hold off the Ultra. He had known that the fighters had been firing spells and weapons down, but it hadn’t registered how many ferals had died while he had fought his personal battle. There must have been almost fifteen of them dead on the lower landing to floor eighteen, and then a few more corpses that had been knocked off the landing and slid down toward seventeen.  
 
    Daniel was glad he was from the country and that he had been exposed to hurt farm animals growing up. He imagined town folk would struggle with the visceral result of the one-shot rockets, Ingrid’s arrows, and explosive fireballs all hitting humanoid bodies.  
 
    Burnt hair, flesh, and the coppery tang of blood made even his farmer stomach lurch. As he continued down, the stench got worse, and he wished he had created some pre-emptive nose plugs. The fireballs had flash-fried hair and synthetic fibres. Combined with the involuntary release of bodily fluids, it was rank.  
 
    When he reached the landing area of floor eighteen, he grimaced and then pushed through. There was nowhere flat for him to stand. There was a scattering of body parts. It was like using rocks to ford a stream; you had to test the rock you were stepping onto before committing. He traversed the challenge and then kept going, intending to build his wall closer to the seventeenth landing than the nineteenth. That would allow the ranged fighters to fire on anything getting close to his barrier like they had done so effectively on the flight above. 
 
    Once in position, he waited; and even though it had not been discussed, the cargo porters formed a line, and the heavy wooden pieces were passed from hand to hand until they reached him. Most of them were recycled from the broken barricade because they were splintered and damaged, although some were pristine, and he knew those had recently been dragged down from the upper floors. The damaged ones highlighted the level of force the Ultra had manifested. It was incredible, more like the monster had been made of metal as opposed to flesh and blood, but then again Daniel shouldn’t be surprised. With his enhanced strength, especially if he used the boost from his core, he knew he exhibited similar outrageous physical characteristics.  
 
    Daniel accepted the pieces and started building the wall, keeping one ear open to movement from below.  
 
    Yet another fragment was shoved into his hands; and like before, he nudged it into position, choosing to build for defence rather than mobility.  
 
    Mobility could be utilized later, and he didn’t have the time to shape the multiple fragments to work nicely with the cohesive whole. 
 
    As he worked, his eyes kept flicking downwards.  
 
    It was tense, despite Priscilla keeping watch two floors below. He knew he was not in imminent danger, but every inadvertent thump when someone dropped one of the prepared pieces made him flinch. Likewise, the click sounds the wood made when he slotted each piece also worried him. In fact, that noise concerned him the most, as it was alien to these surroundings. The occasional thump was fine; after all, the ferals often knocked things over out of boredom all the time, while the click of wood on wood was too precise for those dumb monsters to have generated. 
 
    Stealth was almost as much about fitting in environmental noises as it was about making no noise. It was why hunting parties used to have a communication language which would borrow from bird life. That way they could yell instructions, and the local animals would not be tipped off that something unusual was in the area.  
 
    Luke touched his shoulder. “Floor eighteen cleared. No injuries.” 
 
    “Thanks for the update.” he answered distractedly. Given the strength of that trio of enemies. He was not at all surprised.  
 
    Daniel kept working, and he relaxed when the barrier reached his eyeline. He suspected there was no need to push it all the way to the roof. Even at the current height, it would be a good deterrent. 
 
    Daniel stepped away from the barrier.  
 
    “What now?” Luke asked. 
 
    “I’m going to take a few minutes to recharge my mana, and then we’ll shift it down. Reposition it to defend against anything from below while you guys clear floor seventeen. Then rinse and repeat till we get down to the people below.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll be able to get to the ground?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I meant today.” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “We’ll see. Alisha said this stairwell only goes down to level nine, so that might cause problems. Then there are the carnivorous plants to get around; and who knows what else is below that.” 
 
    “Nine, not ten?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    Priscilla came up the stairs and went to explore floor seventeen to ensure they had perfect intelligence when they cleared that area. After the Super, none of them wanted to risk unwanted surprises. 
 
    Results flowed in. A couple of distinctive clumps of ferals, but no speedsters, nor anything stronger than an Elite. 
 
    “Perfect training run for teams three and four,” Luke declared after Daniel explained all the details that Priscilla had sent through to him.   
 
    Daniel strained physically against the barricade, and he felt it move. Then it shifted down the step and it gathered additional momentum. To anyone watching below, it was a sort of like it was falling, initially. Then they would have seen the symmetry in motion, and the distinctive gait when the interlocked components of wood repeatedly shifted.  
 
    As it rumbled down the stairwell, it was shockingly loud. The wood clumped down from step to step like a form of kinetic sculpture. If you squinted, it almost looked alive. For Daniel, it was a nerve-wracking exercise in keeping together over forty distinct components as they tumbled down the stairwell. Sometimes he used his muscles, other times his mana to tighten joints to prevent the whole thing from shaking apart. Wood protested and squealed, but disaster after disaster was averted.  Then it got faster, and he desperately bled off the momentum by using the inbuilt springs to absorb the potential energy that had been created by the falling blocks. Sometimes they were actively absorbing the energy generated by the tumbling masses, and then a moment later, releasing that energy to push a section back into alignment that would otherwise have settled into the wrong spot and made it all fall apart. 
 
    It sounded like the building was collapsing despite the entire structure being more beaten up than during his initial attempt. Relatively, the process went smoothly, if not more than a little noisily.  
 
    The wall shifted and came to a halt fully intact four steps above the landing to floor sixteen and with over half his mana available for use. When he looked up, he could see the ranged fighters above him in position to shoot down and protect him from any zombies that could attack, and there were the sounds of teams three and four shouting instructions to each other as they went to clear seventeen.   
 
    Having three tonnes of wood tumble down four or five metres did not go unnoticed, and with that, opposing roars acted as a counterpoint to the professional commands between the two teams.  
 
    None of them were worried, as the two groups could easily take care of the nine zombies.  
 
    The noises from below concerned him more, and zombies came rushing up the steps. Daniel watched carefully, monitoring the battle. A speed zombie, as always, was first to arrive, but all it could do was run up to the spikes before being forced to stop. The moment it did so, lightning struck it, and then arrows. An ice zombie went down, then a hulk. The door he had shut, sealing off floor sixteen, shook. A moment later, a fist blasted through the middle of the door where the original wood did not cover. It pulled back, twisting its hands to grab more door and rip the hole larger. 
 
    That barrier was going to fail shortly; but when it did, it already would have served its purpose: delaying the ferals. Their preference was to kill most of the ferals in the stairwell, so the more that came to fight the better. While they could and did split the teams, it was safer if they kept everyone together.  
 
    The hulk went down, then a second one emerged and got to the wall. It smashed a stake, reducing it to splinters easily. Once more, the strength creatures had in this new world humbled Daniel. Pre-event, he wouldn’t have been able to break a stake with a quarter of that one’s width. 
 
    It was, however, only a single stake; and in destroying it, the hulk had shifted into the wrong position. Channelling his inner Priscilla, Daniel discharged a spike trap. 
 
    The mouse with a sixth sense for these things joined his vision. A single spike with a shaft that was as thick as a can of beer and over a metre long was launched. 
 
    Fun. Priscilla’s voice chirped. 
 
    Hulks were tough but not strong enough to stop that sort of force, and the spike pierced right through where its heart was.  
 
    Spray! 
 
    She was referring to the spurt of red that had painted one wall. 
 
    The hulk fell. 
 
    Dead! 
 
    Mentally, she danced. Nasty, Evil, Dead good. 
 
    In this case, he agreed carefully. While he did not want to suppress the effervescence of her personality, he knew he needed to watch her love for blood sports in case it got out of hand. 
 
    The incomplete door was torn down in moments when they realised its nature. More zombies, about ten in total, spewed out, stepping on the corpses of those they had already killed from the floors below. 
 
    Luke was ready for it, or at least his warriors were. Area attack spells fell on top of them. Some form of spell that he would describe as a frost nova was used first. It exploded between them and coated the zombies in a layer of enchanted ice that seemed to make it hard for them to move. Then what he would have described as a firecracker spell erupted amongst them. There were bangs and small balls of fire expanding out and hitting the ferals, most of which got struck by multiple explosions.  
 
    When hit by the two massive spells, the ferals staggered and stumbled. Then lightning landed, crackling out to catch the entire group. With the melted ice already covering them, it was highly effective. It was like people getting electrocuted in the cartoons. Well, the bones did not become visible, but all the muscles did freeze up, and then they fell. 
 
    It was glorious.  
 
    Ice spikes fell, landing on top of the bodies at the same time earth spikes launched up from the ground. They were caught in a magical blender.   
 
    Seven were torn to bits almost instantly, leaving only three survivors: a hulk and two zombies with the very familiar earth armour over them. Daniel concentrated on the armoured feral. A one-shot rocket stuck the hulk’s chest.  
 
    Skin was blown away.  
 
    It staggered but did not fall. When his eyes instinctively checked the chest, the gaping hole that Daniel had been expecting was not there. Instead, there was a burned patch with heavily torn- up skin. 
 
    Twang! 
 
    Boom. 
 
    An explosive arrow went through the weakened area and exploded. This time, there was no doubt about the result. The hulk died without him lifting his hand, which validated his decision to ignore it. 
 
    The entire fight had ended up similar to the one-two punch his lightning and Ingrid had achieved against the bear upstairs: the first attack destroying the physical defences, and then Ingrid taking advantage of the wound that was left to land the fatal blow.  
 
    Both earth zombies reached his spikes and started breaking them. 
 
    Stupid, mindless, predictable monsters. 
 
    The one on the left got tangled up in vines and was successfully restrained. 
 
    Daniel did not want to waste his power on the final monster. His hand shifted one of the wood components, and then he leaned his shoulder against it. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The heavy shaft struck it; and unlike earlier, it did not penetrate deeply but bounced away, reduced to shrapnel. Its armour might have been immune to piercing damage, but those spikes delivered a massive whack. The zombie rocked backwards and tumbled down the stairs.  
 
    There was a cough behind him and when he looked, his helpers were holding more of the spike traps.  
 
    It was good thinking. He released the two used ones, with the base falling with a clatter down the steps, and replaced them. 
 
    The unrestrained earth zombie picked itself up gingerly. While it might be immune to damage, falling down a metre or two had disoriented it. 
 
    In these fights, every second counted. 
 
    It shook its head. Blurry eyes focused on the wooden barricade and Daniel beyond it. The monster roared and charged. It slammed into the spikes, swinging its claws as much as it could to do maximum damage. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The stake smashed home; and once more, it tumbled backwards to land on the now mostly dead zombies on the landing. It got up, roared in challenge, and Daniel noticed that the earth armour was receding from the spot where it had been hit with his two super high-powered stakes. Daniel was not the only one to notice as multiple arrows slammed into the weakened space on its armour. The arrows sparkled as the skills incorporated into them went off. It wasn’t as flashy as the explosions.  
 
    “Rar,” the roar cut off, and it fell. 
 
    Whatever skills had been used were apparently effective. 
 
    Zombies continued to trickle in for another two minutes, and Pricilla went to check on floor sixteen.  
 
    “Only four left, all of them Elites,” Daniel told Luke after Priscilla sent the information back to them. “One hulk, two strength, and an earth armour.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “Once Daniel gives the go ahead. Same plan as before.” 
 
    The time ticked over, and once more, with the sound of a collapsing house, Daniel’s wall slid, fell, and moved down the stairwells, and then came to a halt in the same spot just a floor down. Teams three and four went to kill the four Elites. While the earth armour zombie was a threat to someone like Daniel, it was pretty easy for people with tanking classes and healing support to blunt the attacks till their armour failed.  
 
    This time, only six zombies in total responded to the loud noise  they had generated. 
 
    They were cleaned up quickly. 
 
    Animal Sense flowed out, focusing on the next floor. Once more, there were no threats. “Next.” Daniel inquired hopefully.  
 
    Luke waved his hand at Daniel to tell him to slow down. “There’s no rush.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said grumpily. 
 
    Above him, Luke finished his consult with the ranged fighters.  
 
     “Daniel, are we good to go?”  
 
    He gave a thumb up. “No threats again.”  
 
    Then, with permission granted, Daniel pushed lightly and triggered the springs. The heavy wood leapt forward; and the moment that it did so, gravity took over to accelerate the structure. The barricade was sturdier than he first thought, and now that he knew it wouldn’t spontaneously explode in every direction, guiding that immense object of mass was fun. Inside, he was grinning.  
 
    He yanked backwards, and the springs groaned as they absorbed the energy. A moment later, the entire structure ground to a halt. This was the last of the easy levels, because below this point, he was dependent on only Animal Sense for scouting, as it would be dangerous for Priscilla to do it by herself.  
 
    “I need to hold here for a bit,” Daniel told Luke as teams two and three cleaned up the higher floor. “I need to build a better picture of what’s happening below.” 
 
    Luke looked confused. “You said that the zombies extended down to twelve. What’s changed?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s right, but I can’t use Priscilla and Animal Sense is fallible.” 
 
    The other man shrugged. 
 
    “We’re not going down blind.”  
 
    “Luke,” a woman from team two yelled on the floor above them. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “We’ve got a situation.” 
 
    Daniel looked upwards in surprise. There wasn’t supposed to be anything particularly challenging on that floor. “What?” 
 
    “Some ferals want to parlay.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    Luke and Daniel looked at each other in shock.  
 
    “That’s–” 
 
    “Give me ten,” Daniel ordered, interrupting the other man. His mind was racing. The first thing he needed to do was to ensure that they were not in any immediate danger from below, and then he could focus his attention upward. Parlay? That was… 
 
    Shocking? A blessing? A problem for later… 
 
    Daniel firmed his concentration. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The power spread out, but his awareness was focused downwards. He searched for a threat across floor fourteen and shivered when he sensed an Ultra. He had known it was there, of course, but in Animal Sense it always stood out so brightly, even if something felt wrong with the situation.  
 
    It was weird.  
 
    Animal Sense was restricted in the information it presented, but something about this enemy didn’t feel quite right. Distorted, false… damaged?  
 
    Something else? 
 
    Strange forces were at play. Daniel knew that from the wider context of the situation. The Ultra was alone, but there were five Elites immediately outside the room. It was a subtle positioning thing, but they did not feel like bodyguards. If anything, it was the opposite. Protectors would face outwards to meet any external threats, but these were all focused inwards. Then one Elite shifted forward, approaching the Ultra. Something happened, and then it threw itself backwards. It retreated… scared or biding its time. It didn’t matter which way it went; they were clearly at odds with each other.  
 
    Another victim of their glorious civil war; but in the context of that news… That statement, that the feral wanted to negotiate, meant he didn’t have time for this; and Daniel had no doubts in his mind that they were feral, because if the creatures asking to parlay were mutated humans, the scout would have known. Then the shock in the scout’s voice wouldn’t have been present. After all, they had Dave as an example; they knew mutated humans existed and had evidence that they could be a valuable part of the society that collectively they were rebuilding.  
 
    Beyond that, there were five other Elites on the floor, a group of two and another of three. Those two groups also seemed to be in a standoff with each other. It was weird: Whatever the internal dynamics, the specifics of their personal conflict were letting them ignore the threat they must have heard coming down the stairwell. With the cacophony that his barricade had made when falling down the stairs, every one of those ferals below knew the humans were coming. Hell, if ferals got an upgraded nose like what most animals possessed, they should have smelt the fresh meat descending toward them. But despite that, they did not come.  
 
    It was unnatural.   
 
    Curiosity was drawing him upward, but he pushed his consciousness downward for the sake of completeness. His mind flickered over the two lower floors, and there was nothing threatening. No more Ultras, and the floor below them had moths in the corridor.  
 
    That was a problem for later. The fact that they had not spread higher meant that they were contained. 
 
    With security guaranteed and Animal Sense still active, his mind went up. He could feel the two squads of fighters in the corridor and two more Elite zombies pinned in the room.   
 
    Parlay. It would have been an inconceivable idea if they hadn’t met Dave, but Animal Sense did not allow him to distinguish between a mutated human and a feral. Dave had shown that. He wondered if this was the case of two Daves, or one and a pet, or whether they were both feral. 
 
    The spell was running out, but it still had a few moments left. Once more, he focused on security, sending his mind down to the moths. 
 
    The entire floor eleven was flooded with moths, except for a small group of zombies that were pinned in the far corner. Then Daniel almost physically flinched in surprise. A zombie was between floor eleven and ten – and not where the access stairwell was. 
 
    It might not have been prudent, but he needed more information, so he allowed his power to keep flooding out. He might as well gather more information about the moth threat. It was new and unexpected.  
 
    Moths filled floor ten, or at least the bits that his spell reached. The further down he got, the smaller the area that was visible to him. 
 
    Then, finally, his consciousness reached floor nine.  
 
    He could only see about a quarter of the floor this far away from him, and the entire spell strained and wobbled and threatened to collapse. 
 
    Daniel pushed past that, trying to gather more information.  
 
    There was a mass of energy points. 
 
    Humans! 
 
    And Zombies. 
 
    They were almost next to each other.  
 
    What? 
 
    The thought was a momentary slip of concentration. Animal Sense burst like a bubble and then he was back in the stairwell with his temples pounding.  
 
    He winced. He had pushed his magic too far, and he had completely depleted his reserves.  
 
    Pain blazed through his head caused by the ice cream-like headache that was as an ice pick through the brain. The pain consumed everything, even pushing aside the incongruity of the situation. The parlay with ferals, the Ultra, and the human zombie mix below – all of them were worthy of attention, but he couldn’t even form words in his mind to express himself.  
 
    “Daniel?” 
 
    He jerked back into the present and massaged his brow with a groan.  
 
    Sluggish thoughts began to respond. What had been happening down below?  
 
    It was difficult to remember the details. The spell form had collapsed too quickly. Had the humans next to the zombies been separated via a battle line or already intermingled? Was it the second?  
 
    Via Morse code last night, the humans had talked about being threatened by zombies. At the time, he’d assumed that it was the Supers threatening them, but with the moths, he was no longer sure that was the case. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    He tried to wrack his brain to recall what had happened. Hopefully, it was a battle line, and the humans had created a stalemate similar to the situation on floor twenty where the fighters, while unable to expand, had positioned themselves to fight off an unlimited number of ferals. If it was the second option, which his fragmented memory suggested it had been, and if the ferals had already breached the defensive line, then that meant they were in hand-to-hand fighting, which… Well, the implication was that Daniel wouldn’t get down in time to save them.  
 
    Luke was looking at him quizzically. “You’ve gone white. What’s happening?” 
 
    If they were in a life-or-death battle, then it was probably too late. He did not want to alarm Luke and have the other man push hard and risk people for what might be a lost cause. “It’s not important. I’m just confused.” 
 
    They stood in silence, but Daniel could see Luke’s mounting impatience. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not yet.” His mind was trying to understand what he had sensed. Whatever was happening was complicated. Two full floors of moths. That he could deal with and explained what this group of zombies had been fighting. How had they gotten out of the lift wells and fire stairs? Daniel stopped the thought. It didn’t matter. The most likely explanation was that it had been like that since day one. The wrong type of monster might have spawned and ripped open the doors, or a feral might have accidentally shattered a door that it shouldn’t have. Alternatively, humans could have acted and consciously opened up a door to provide a buffer between them and the ferals. Though if that was what they had been attempting, it had failed. The ferals were down with the humans, and they had been moving between the floors as well. Finally, there was the more imminent problem of the Ultra on the floor below.  
 
    “Can you leave here? Or?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head to focus his mind and grimaced at the blaze of pain. 
 
    “Fair enough. I’ll deal with the negotiations.”  
 
    “Wait, not what I meant,” Daniel called out. “I… Yes, I can leave. I don’t believe the barricade is under immediate threat. If we keep guards here… Then I can…” 
 
    “Everyone else stays here,” Luke ordered. “Daniel, let’s go.”  
 
    Luke took off at a jog and, regretting his decision, Daniel followed. The pain in his head and jogging translated to nausea, but he didn’t slow. He needed to be part of the coming conversation. Together they jogged up to floor fifteen, where a ranged fighter and a melee fighter on guard duty split to let them through. The range of emotions Daniel saw in the teams on the stairwell was interesting. Hope, fear, relief, and very little anticipation and excitement – that felt weird to Daniel. He really wanted to know what the ferals wanted, but most of the gathered fighters did not seem to care and were instead happy to let the ‘higher-ups’ deal with the problem. 
 
    Once they were past the stairwell, Daniel turned to the woman archer who had brought them the message. “What happened?” 
 
    “We were eliminating them like normal. Then a towel wrapped around a pipe got shoved out the door. We were stunned. Alex took over.” 
 
    With his head recovering rapidly, Daniel took the lead. He pushed ahead of the other two. “Parker?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Wait,” Luke called. “Daniel, how did you know which way to go?” 
 
    Daniel waved the question away. Luke already knew the answer and when he rounded the corner, he found two teams waiting in the corridor. There was a metal pipe and the towel in the middle of the corridor. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “I told them to throw the flag if they were intelligent,” Alex answered sheepishly. “Then we sent Fi to get you two.” 
 
    “Do we have an Identification?” 
 
    Alex shook his head. 
 
    Unfortunately, he did not have time to go slowly. Daniel strode past the fighters. 
 
    “Hey,” Alex protested.  
 
    While Alex may have considered Daniel to be reckless, that stopped neither him nor Luke from falling into position behind him, ready to fight with them.  
 
    Daniel stopped two metres from the door. “You said you wanted to parlay,” he called out loudly but deliberately not yelling. “Come out. We need to get an Identification on you.” 
 
    There was a pause, and an arm was stuck out. It was unfortunate looking, sort of what he would have expected to see on an orc, green and thick-skinned. 
 
    “Not feral,” Alex confirmed grimly. 
 
    “Come out. We know you’re human.” Daniel called. 
 
    They saw movement, then an obvious hesitation, and the mutated human came fully out. Green skin, thin arms, but a muscular chest and lower body. Dull gunmetal-coloured fur covered its head and cheeks and seemed to go down into the chest. Not that he could tell through the too-tight jumper it was wearing and then finally a large pair of shorts. No shoes because it had the splayed claw feet that most of the ferals possessed. The exposed skin, including under the fur, was the same colour as the arm. Then Daniel’s eyes got a good look at its face. It had a prominent lower jaw that stuck out so far, the lips couldn’t close. It was not one of the helpful mutations, nor even the situationally useful ones; it was just plain bad. Daniel felt sorry for whoever this was. The change looked as though it had been a rougher one than Dave’s, and he wouldn’t be surprised if the man was in permanent pain. 
 
    Finally, Daniel forced himself to make eye contact, expecting to observe pain-filled demon eyes. That was not the case. The orbs that looked back to him were human, even if the iris was a paler green than he had observed before. Yet the shade was not so artificial that pre-event he would have immediately dismissed as being produced by a contact lens. It could have been natural, though more than a little unusual. 
 
    Daniel said nothing, and the eyes meeting his appeared terrified. 
 
    “You don’t have to fear us,” Daniel reassured the creature quietly. “We have someone like you in our group. A lighter grey fur than you, completely hairy. He has a twelve-year-old daughter and is currently upstairs looking after one of us who got hurt.” 
 
    The eyes listened to what he was saying. Registering each word. He felt foolish to have been monitoring that. Of course, his words would affect him. Its life was, after all, in his hand.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Alex hissed at Daniel. “We need to test them. Mutated human person, put your hand on your head.” 
 
    The person complied. 
 
    “Right hand.”  
 
    The mutated human did nothing. 
 
    “Good,” Alex smiled. “Just testing.” 
 
    “That was mean,” Luke said. “Some people under stress might struggle with their left and right.” 
 
    “And if they had got it wrong, then their response to that being pointed out would tell us more than any of these other tests.” Alex openly studied the mutated human. “Hold your arms out straight, jump, do a squat. Say something.” 
 
    “Boogra,” 
 
    “Is this necessary?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can’t you see that he?” Daniel changed his tone to show it was a question. “She,” Daniel quickly corrected in response to the head shake. “Is terrified.” 
 
    “I needed to prove to myself that the label was right. That she,” Alex stressed the gender. “Was not feral.” 
 
    “Other person,” Daniel called out, projecting his voice once more. “Come out.” 
 
    The mutated girl crossed her arms. 
 
    “No?” Daniel guessed the meaning of the strong signal. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Poor girl or woman. Daniel almost wanted to cry for her, but first they needed to establish what was happening.  
 
    “Your companion is a feral?” Luke asked abruptly.  
 
    She nodded and then crossed her arms. 
 
    “Yes, no,” Luke mused. “You think your companion might be feral?” 
 
    The arms were crossed firmly. 
 
    “I hate charades,” Alex complained. 
 
    “Me too.” Daniel agreed. “But right now, we need to deal with it. English is obviously not possible.” 
 
    Tamara stepped forward to stand next to them and Daniel noticed that the mutated human girl relaxed slightly in response.  
 
    “I’m confused.” Luke admitted. “Were you objecting to the word feral?” 
 
    She crossed her arms. 
 
    “What did I say?” Luke asked himself. “Yes, but not a feral. But you don’t think your companion is a feral and you understand the word…”  
 
    What Luke muttered made no sense, but she nodded in any case. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Tamara said suddenly. “Were you trying to communicate that your companion, under System Identification, is flagged as a feral, but is not?”  
 
    The mutated girl nodded furiously in response. The gap between her top and bottom teeth might have been as wide as three centimetres. There was no way she could bite anything now.  
 
    “So, it is your companion.” Luke started. 
 
    Tamara put a hand on his shoulder and caused him to stop talking. “Do you have an Identification skill?” she asked. 
 
    This time, instead of crossed arms, the mutated girl shook her head.   
 
    “Why are you certain that your companion is not feral?”  
 
    She pointed straight down. 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Luke spluttered in confusion. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alex said. 
 
    Tamara stilled them again. “I’m asking the questions. Were you with non-mutated humans?”  
 
    She jumped up and down in excitement. The enhanced strength that went with her transformation almost had her hitting the roof.  
 
    “Was it a large group?” Tamara asked curiously. 
 
    She nodded even more vigorously. 
 
    “I wonder if it was the group on level nine?” Daniel speculated out loud.  
 
    The mutated woman took two quick steps toward Daniel. “Bool bar bay.” 
 
    Instinctively, Daniel’s replacement club came up. “Hold.”  
 
    The woman flinched and covered her eyes as she cringed backwards. They all heard bows being drawn.  
 
    “Stand down,” Luke yelled.  
 
    “What’s she asking?” Daniel asked the others. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Luke admitted. 
 
    Tamara shook her head, and the mutated woman ignored them picked up the pipe with the flag without getting any closer to them. She started tracing letters. 
 
    “O, K?” Daniel read.  
 
    She nodded and pointed down. 
 
    “Are your companions, okay?” 
 
    Despite her disfigurement, he could see human excitement.  
 
    “We don’t know,” Luke told her. “We come from above, but we’re trying to reach them today.” 
 
    “There are some humans alive on level nine. I only noticed a few, but I couldn’t see very far.” Daniel lied by omission, not wanting to risk outside pressure attempting to force them to speed up. 
 
    That information cheered her up. 
 
    “Is the other zombie…” She looked confused, and internally Daniel berated himself for his stupid tongue. “Is your companion safe to be around other humans?” 
 
    She nodded emphatically.  
 
    “I want to be very clear about this. Would you bet your life on that?” 
 
    She nodded again and flashed her teeth. 
 
    Daniel hesitated. “A mate of mine owned a dog. Best dog, safest dog ever, he trusted it; but it was a Rottweiler. And one time, when his brother was over, we’re not sure what happened but that dog snapped and bit him. Fifteen stitches and the dog had to be put down. I don’t like saying this, but are you sure your companion is safe?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “If you’re vouching for him, it means you’re responsible; and if he snaps, you’ll be blamed.” 
 
    She responded by dashing into the hotel room. The other zombie did not come into view, but it was clear she was hugging it. 
 
    “We don’t have to kill him,” Daniel said. “Even if he’s dangerous. We can restrict him to this floor.”  
 
    She crossed her arms. Then wrote on the floor. “S. A. F” 
 
    “He is safe.” Alex finished the word for her.  
 
    Daniel turned to face the group behind him. “Weapons down,” he ordered. “No matter what. I’m in control.” Then he turned to the woman. “Let’s see him.” 
 
    She hesitated and then made the ‘come here’ gesture to the person in the room.  
 
    A zombie stepped out. A hulk with the blond-yellow fur. Its arms were held up in the classic response if a gun was pointed at you. The ‘I don’t have a gun and I’m not threatening posture.’ 
 
    “Feral.” Alex hissed.  
 
    “Even if the system says that, it doesn’t look like it,” Daniel said quietly. The woman pointed at him and nodded furiously. “Do you understand English?”  
 
    The hulk, an actual system-tagged feral, nodded. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this. Hold up three fingers.” 
 
    The hulk looked at its hand and all of its fingers shut. Then it brought the hand in front of its chest and covered up two fingers with its other hands. 
 
    “You can’t bend your fingers individually?” 
 
    The hulk nodded. 
 
    Daniel turned to the woman. “Is he as smart as you?” 
 
    There was hesitation, and then she shook her head slightly. 
 
    “Rarag.” The hulk pushed her lightly, and she changed from a shake to a nod. 
 
    Daniel smiled at the attempt at levity. “I don’t think now is the time for jokes.”  
 
    She used both arms to pretend to be embarrassed by covering her face. 
 
    “So, you’re smarter, but he’s as smart as a normal human.” 
 
    The woman nodded and then poked the hulk like she was mocking him. Then, to make it clear there were no issues she stepped up and cuddled the gigantic creature. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    A couple of zombies were close to his barrier. “I need to go,” Daniel said abruptly. “We need to get information quickly. Will you object to being split up?” 
 
    They hugged each other tighter. 
 
    “It will only be while we get the information. It’ll work better if you’re in separate rooms. Please.” Reluctantly, they stepped away from each other.  
 
    “Learn what you can. I think we’re going to need it.” Then, with the task delegated he sprinted back to the barrier. While he was pretty certain it would easily hold against the two zombies approaching it, he wanted to make sure. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
    The two zombies reached the barricade before he was in position, but luckily – or maybe not that luckily, given the artillery arrayed against them – they were turned to pet food before they scratched the barrier, let alone successfully damaged it. The ranged fighters had even staggered their strikes with over half the group on duty, not bothering to contribute because they were not needed. 
 
    Daniel did not know when Luke had trained that level of discipline, but it was clear between this performance and the fights upstairs that as a whole the fighter teams had spent time training their coordination.  
 
    Then another feral tested them. It didn’t even get past the landing.  
 
    He was genuinely bored.  
 
    “Priscilla, something’s bothering me.” 
 
    Suspicious thoughts rolled to him from the mouse. Followed by an image of a spider whose legs almost looked muscular. The mouse shivered on his shoulder clearly unwilling to even consider exploring that area downstairs. 
 
    “I know you’re concerned about the spiders.”  
 
    Annoyed intentions reached out and flicked him on the ear. He even experienced the impression of teeth closing on his delicate ear lobe although she had not moved. 
 
    “They’re valid concerns.” He conceded.  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The power flared out, and Priscilla joined the spell through their link. Both of their consciousness spread out. Almost as one they looked to their left and slightly down. Less than ten metres away was the obvious energy concentration that represented a spider. Then others lit up, one after another. They were mainly in the ceiling spaces, but it was clear they could get out of them; and while his spell had only extended a small distance, it more than proved that Priscilla’s reluctance to scout had been justified.  
 
    Not that he had ever thought any differently.  
 
    See. The indignant voice of the mouse cut through his concentration. Dangerous. 
 
    “I believed you,” he whispered. “And I will not risk your life. What’s bothering me is that I don’t understand the layout.” Daniel had organised what he knew in his head, and he pushed that image through.   
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    They were currently set up between floor fifteen and fourteen. 
 
    “What I don’t understand is that the humans were directly under me, and Alisha said this stairwell is supposed to go down to level nine, but the times I’ve felt movement between floors has been over there.” He waved in the general direction where the ferals had been stuck in the corner. “Rather than below us.”  
 
    Send Plants. 
 
    “I could do that, Priscilla.” She had definitely worked out what he was planning on asking. Anticipating his question and jumping straight to the answer that suited her best. “But it will take a long time and I was hoping—” 
 
    Send plants. 
 
    “…to send you down the stairs to check while I use Animal Sense to ensure your safety.” 
 
    The rebuttal the mouse had clearly been designing stopped as she thought about that. The spell he had cast, while it had shown the nasty monsters she feared were all around, none of them had been in the stairwell. 
 
    Finigan shifted, and even though the dog did not join the conversation, it projected an intention to protect its tiny friend. The stubborn resistance of Priscilla faded a little with those thoughts.   
 
    “What I need to know is why the moths are not reaching us here and whether the zombies are fighting the moths or the humans by using these stairs.” 
 
    Priscilla was thoughtful.  
 
    Important? 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Four packets. 
 
    “You’re very brave.” 
 
    The image of four packets repeated insistently. 
 
    “Yes, four.” There was, after all no point not paying the price as she could help herself if she wanted to and Priscilla knew that very well. 
 
    More images flashed. 
 
    “Yes, you can pick the flavour.” 
 
    He could feel her vibrating excitement. 
 
    Job? Very Necessary? 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Then there was an image of Finigan being ready to protect her. 
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    He heard a snigger from above and glanced up at team one, who was standing above them. Tamara and Ingrid were trying hard not to look at him. He raised an eyebrow, and Tamara noticed. She was smirking but pointed at Ingrid, throwing her under the bus as the person who had laughed. It wasn’t needed because he had recognised the archer’s voice, anyway.  
 
    “Was something funny?” 
 
    Ingrid looked up defiantly at his challenge. Well, she tried to  look defiant, but she failed because the smile lines around her eyes gave away too much. “You don’t,” she loudly cleared her throat while biting down on the grin, “often see a man talking in public to his mouse.”  
 
    There was more laughter this time. He was pretty sure it was Jordan. “Talking to his mouse.” 
 
    “Priscilla, to you guys,” Daniel said stiffly.  
 
    “If only she was a boy,” Jordan muttered. “Then it could have been described as talking to his tiny boy in public.” 
 
    “Not funny,” Daniel muttered, but there was not much he could say. After all, Tamara was laughing the hardest out of all of them. “This isn’t professional. What would happen if a feral was coming?” 
 
    They ignored him.  
 
    “Tiny package,” the secondary archer on the team suggested.
“That’s right, Daniel,” Ingrid said loudly. “It’s not often you see a man talking to his tiny package in public.” 
 
    “And patting it,” Jordan chortled. 
 
    “That’s…” Daniel threw his hands up in the air. He knew when a situation was pointless. Instead of participating in their juvenile humour, he plucked Priscilla off his shoulder and put her on the ground. Subtly, the barrier he had set up shifted to create a space for Finigan to pass by. The dog stretched twice and then moved into position. He was ready to go if Priscilla was threatened, but he would stay up here, if not. After all, Finigan would be lethal to a spider, but against the feral he was little more than a snack. They wanted to keep Priscilla safe, but not be unduly risking the dog. 
 
    Daniel triggered Animal Sense and then Priscilla took off. 
 
    He launched pulses of Animal Sense, blasts of energy whose purpose was to provide as close to continual coverage as possible with low mana expenditure. When she approached level twelve, he pumped more power into the spell to maintain its sensitivity. One of the nasty arachnids was perched, presumably on the roof of the hallway metres from the stairwell.  
 
    Calm determination filled Priscilla as she shot past it, hopping down the steps at a breathtaking speed. Finigan stood ready to run and provide interference, but the dangerously positioned monster remained inactive.  
 
    As she charged, Daniel monitored what she saw. She passed the intact door on level eleven and the same repeated on level ten. That explained why the moths were contained, unlike what was happening on the higher floors these stairwell doors had locked the moths out.  
 
    Alarm filled Priscilla. 
 
    She skidded to a stop.  
 
    Directly in front of her, a mass of stones filled the stairway. 
 
    Finally, bits of the puzzle clicked into place. While moths filled levels ten and eleven, the ferals had not broken the doors, so they could shut them and prevent them from taking over the higher floors. That solved the first mystery and all that debris filling the stairwell explained the second observation about them using an alternative path to get down to level nine. 
 
    It raised questions, and what jumped into Daniel’s mind was not pleasant. It seemed like the humans had blocked the stairwell and potentially released the moths, and despite that, the feral army had come up with a way to attack downstairs, anyway. 
 
    Terrifying. 
 
    Not for the first time, he was extraordinarily glad the Super was dead, and he hoped they never met another one like it.  
 
    And while the raid last night had only been successful because of Ivey’s unexpected ability, it had absolutely been the right choice. Just like the octopod, the Super-led ferals would have come for them, eventually. This was not a world that rewarded caution anymore.  
 
    Priscilla spun and sprinted back as Daniel mentally adjusted his map. There was no connection between floors nine and ten, except for the spot where Animal Sense had caught them transitioning.  
 
    Priscilla passed floor twelve, and Daniel relaxed.  
 
    She was safe.  
 
    There was no way a spider could intercept her now. A moment later, she was up on his shoulder. He reached out and opened one packet of chips that Tamara had dropped off for this purpose. Apparently, she carried them as a matter of course. 
 
    “And?” Tamara called out. 
 
    “Doors to the moth floors are locked, and the stairwell is blocked off between ten and nine.”  
 
    “So, nothing changes. We kill the zombies and then pause while we consider how to deal with the moth barrier.” 
 
    “Yep, I think so.” 
 
    Now that he was no longer distracted by figuring out what was happening below, Daniel’s mind focused on upstairs.  
 
    All he could think about was that mutated girl and the actual intelligent feral. What were their stories? What could they tell them about the moths and the capabilities of the zombies that they needed to kill along with the humans below? What about the carnivorous plant? Did they know about that, or was that a newer addition? 
 
    Were they even related to the humans below, or was their source of information about their feral status already dead, an unfortunate victim of the ferals? There were so many questions to answer. 
 
    Nothing was happening below them. He was tempted to draft Janice to do some screaming, but he figured that was irresponsible. Eventually, he moved up and away from the barricade to sit next to Tamara on the step. She was still on duty, looking down the stairs to be ready-to-use lightning if any dangerous ferals approached.  
 
    He patted Priscilla absently. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t stroke your little pet in public.” 
 
    “Not you too–” 
 
    “Not me what?” she asked innocently. 
 
    “Tamara, there’ll be consequences.” 
 
    “What on earth do you mean Mr…” She lowered her voice. “Dan.” Giggled and then leant back into him. “While we wait, you can massage my shoulders.” 
 
    Daniel obliged her request, and she moaned appreciatively. “How do you think the discussions are going?” 
 
    Tamara looked up to where the interrogation would be occurring. “I don’t know, but they better be treating them right.” 
 
    “I hadn’t even thought about it.” 
 
    “You needed to be here. So did I, but both Luke and Alex are sensible. Providing their masculinity doesn’t get in the way, they’ll be treated okay. Can you imagine what it would be like to live with ferals for days on end?” She shivered. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    They watched the empty stairs in silence. Her hand reached out and held his. “I’m getting sick of being stuck indoors.” 
 
    “You’re saying that, and you’re a city girl. I’m a country boy. I reckon this is harder for me.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re basically outside wherever you set up. Immediately end up surrounded by greenery. When I came down last night, you were literally sitting in a seat made of leaves and hadn’t even realised.” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” 
 
    “Plus, what do you mean I’m a city girl?” 
 
    “Wait, aren’t you? Didn’t you live in the city?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    Daniel wracked his brain remembering their chat last night. “Suburbs?” 
 
    “Maybe… but I go camping.” She stopped talking. “Once or twice a year.” 
 
    Daniel laughed at the admission.  
 
    “You win. I’m a city girl. But that doesn’t mean I enjoy being stuck inside a goddamn high- rise.” 
 
    “None of us do.” 
 
    They fell into a comfortable silence, enjoying being close to each other. 
 
    Luke and Alex both turned up.  
 
    “Forty minutes?” Ingrid asked in annoyance. 
 
    Luke shrugged. “That’s how long it took.”  
 
    Tamara stood abruptly. “Are they okay? What happened? What’s the story?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
    Luke looked at Tamara. His mind processing the questions. “They’re fine,” he said finally, and then he shot a glance at Alex that Daniel recognised the subtext. Luke wanted the other man to summarise what they had learnt. 
 
    Alex cleared his throat. “First the feral is not feral. It’s a mislabelling from the system. As far as I can tell, the brain is fully intact.” He hesitated, trying to find the right words to use. “Something funny happened on floor ten, and to a smaller extent on nine. The normal number of people got turned into zombies, but most kept their intelligence. Rob and,” Alex looked at Luke. 
 
    “Simone.” 
 
    “Simone and Rob both started on floor ten. In terms of surviving, that was the best spot to start. Only four humans went truly feral, ten spiders, an aggressive cockroach, and no other dangerous animals. Within three hours, they had seized control of the level and then collectively voted to descend to the ground to get help. They used the building’s fire stairs.” 
 
    Daniel winced at that news, imagining the outflow of moths that would have caused. 
 
    “Yes,” Alex said sadly. “Simultaneously, they got lucky, and it went as bad as you would have expected. Three moths got free, and fortunately all their fighters were gathered in the right spot. Thirty-plus versus three; but we’ve fought moths before. That is not as good of odds as you want. They either had magnificent fighters or got really lucky, because they only lost two of their group. Amazingly, that was their first losses on the floor, which shook them up pretty bad. With no way to move up or down, they had a couple of friendly hulks like Rob to get resources by shoulder-charging any locked doors. The intention was to confirm a lack of options before committing to fighting the moths, which they knew would be problematic. When they found the staff stairs, their options opened up. Initially they explored down. Floor nine was a war zone. Normal ferals vs. a mixed team of humans and mutated humans. Their scout stuck his head out, and while he was not attacked or targeted, the collective group worked out the situation. They tested whether their feral-marked mutated humans could infiltrate a true pack of feral. A group of five strong which was judged strong enough to protect themselves went first. They integrated without issues. Then went murder hobo on their savage cousins. They thinned the ranks. Then, with the danger mitigated, the non-feral-tagged mutated humans checked to see if they could also integrate. It worked perfectly till the fourth person. There was nothing different between him and the others, but the ferals noticed. They turned on him and tried to kill him. Of course, the non-ferals were positioned and ready; by then there were three of them in the group for every single true feral. Cover blown, they went smackdown, and all the monsters were killed, with only a couple of minor injuries.” 
 
    “Clever,” Daniel said. 
 
    “Very,” Alex agreed. “At this point, they had two floors claimed. Twenty humans still alive and thirty mutated humans, with about a third with feral tags from the system. They infiltrated up and down and discovered the same pattern that you told me about, Daniel. Ferals owned the corridors, and the few existing humans were restricted to their rooms. The ferals were in ascendancy on the floors both above and below. They set about saving the trapped humans. They cleared floor eleven successfully while spreading spies higher up.” 
 
    “They encountered the Super,” Luke blurted out.  
 
    “On floor fifteen.” Alex shot Luke an annoyed look. “One of the non-ferals was killed out of hand. The other one, a feral that kept its sapience, reported the news, and they decided the Super was too strong to do anything but take deadly seriously. Pre-emptively, they established a type of firebreak by blocking the stairs, but they did not want to abandon people on upper floors completely. So, they created a secret route by knocking holes in the roof to get access. Even if that was found, the small hole would be more defendable than the wide-open stairwell. One team worked on that while the other team kept spreading downwards.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” Luke said tiredly. 
 
    “The rest is unclear because neither Rob nor Simone was involved, but they think there was a fight and the folks downstairs panicked. They flooded floor ten and eleven with moths in order to protect the holes and presumably stop the Super from following.” 
 
    “Tactically,” Luke interrupted. “Apart from Rob and Simone getting stranded, there was little cost to the action because there were no humans left alive in this section by then.”  
 
    Alex waved the interjection away. “That was the state of play two days ago. Simone and Rob integrated themselves into the Super’s community.” 
 
    “And Simone and Rob have confirmed the Super is truly dead?” Daniel asked. Ivey had been the only one to hurt it, so till she woke up, they did not have access to an experience log to confirm the monster’s death. 
 
    Both of the other men nodded.  
 
    “And the Ultra,” Alex pointed at the door just below the barrier, “has been certified to be badly injured.”  
 
    “I got that feeling from Animal Sense. How was it hurt?”  
 
    “They didn’t know.” Alex shrugged. “But physically, it’s missing-an-arm-and-a-leg sort of hurt. It’s an ice mage, so still deadly.” 
 
    “Dave’s going to want that core,” Daniel said while thinking furiously. Matching the story that Alex was spinning to the one he had constructed with Animal Sense. The Ultra being injured matched up nicely to what he had sensed. His hypothesis of the Elites being jailors and not guards appeared to be accurate. They were gathered there waiting for an opportunity to finish eliminating the Ultra, but that potent magic stopped them from acting.  
 
    Alex shrugged.  
 
    Luke appeared more recalcitrant. “Loot is supposed to only go to active fighters.” 
 
    “Let him have it,” Alex said finally. “No one will object, and Dave’s hardly a shrinking violet. Everyone knows he stayed to buy time against the Super. Plus, he’s a mutated human. He can use the core to get stronger; and the more power he gathers the safer the rest of us become.” 
 
    “Fine.” Luke agreed. “What’s next?”  
 
    Daniel already knew the answer from his Animal Sense. “Militarily, we clear all the way down to the moths.”  
 
    Alex looked worried. “I find it weird we weren’t warned about the moths.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Luke said finally. “It’s strange we didn’t get a report by Morse code.” 
 
    Daniel studied the two of them. “It might have been an oversight. Is there any advantage to not telling us?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of.” Alex agreed grudgingly. “Just.” He shrugged. “I get suspicious when things don’t fit together nicely.”  
 
    “We’ll have to be extra cautious when we get downstairs,” Alex agreed. 
 
    “You’re both too paranoid,” Daniel told them.  
 
    “Trust, but verify,” Alex said. 
 
    Luke laughed. “If we had your spider senses.” 
 
    “Animal,” Daniel corrected. 
 
    “If we had them, then we’d probably be more trusting. And while you tell us what to expect, it’s still sort of unknown till we clear the floor.” 
 
    “I’ve been right every time.” 
 
    “Apart from the Super,” Luke reminded him. 
 
    “Which clearly had a power to stop my scanning and is dead now.” 
 
    “That was just as example, Daniel,” the other man said tiredly. “I’m saying not being told about the moths is a red flag.” 
 
    “We’ll find out,” Daniel said simply. “I’m inclined to trust till I find out better.” 
 
    “And we have children here to protect,” Luke mumbled. “And I know you’ve made some internal vow around Trudy’s kids, but believe me, it’s not the same. You can trust if you want, but I’m going to be watching them like a hawk. Not telling us about the moths is two strikes.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit.” Daniel protested. “You’re implying malicious intent. Alex?” 
 
    Alex did not look like he wanted to be involved further. 
 
    “Tamara?” 
 
    She raised her hands defensively. “I’m not getting embroiled.” 
 
    “A problem for later, anyway,” Luke said finally. “And I’m not saying it’s malicious. I’m just stating we need to be careful.” 
 
    Daniel studied the two men. They were smart, solid, and good guys. If they were worried, then he would be foolish to dismiss it. “Fine. We’ll be careful. We going to keep talking or fight?” 
 
    Luke laughed. “Fight.”   
 
    “Thank god,” Tamara called out from above. All of team one laughed.  
 
    Luke jogged upstairs, giving orders and teams one, two and three lined up directly behind Daniel while he moved to stand behind the barricade. Both his hands were flat against the wood, ready to push. 
 
    “Go,” Luke yelled. 
 
    Daniel let his mass of wood roll forward. Then, once it was in motion, his focus switched to keeping it together. The contraption had been re-built hurriedly, and without his continuous input, when it moved it would have shaken itself apart. He struggled to control it. Inside, he was singing in excitement. Controlling the rush of tumbling wood was exhilarating.  
 
    They would kill that weird Ultra.  
 
    They would push all the way to the moths and then further downstairs to save the other humans. 
 
    Together, they would do this. 
 
    The moment his terribly loud barricade clacked past the door to floor fourteen, three teams poured out, ready to do battle. That floor had eighty percent of the remaining strength of the feral, at least on this side of the moth barrier. What was happening in lower floors regarding feral, carnivorous plants, or whatever else was going to be thrown at them was unknown.  
 
    “Go,” Luke yelled. 
 
    Daniel forced the barricade to come to a halt just above floor thirteen and then turned and ran back to help with the fight. As he ran, he passed team four and ten non-combatants that had been pressed into service to hold the line. Almost all of them held one-shot rockets, ready to lean over the stairwell to shoot downwards. The lethal weapons were gripped tightly in their hands with a spare next to each of them. With that level of power, they should easily be able to kill anything on the levels below. Even if all the monsters swarmed at the same time.  
 
    When he stepped onto floor fourteen, he ran toward where the Ultra was positioned. That was the only danger left; the other chaff on the floor would be eliminated by team two.  
 
    When he turned the corridor, he was stunned to discover that the group of Elites acting as guards had already been mowed down.  
 
    It was incredible. The difference in effective power application between now and a few days ago was amazing. 
 
    There were signs of electrocution, a couple more Elites had been blown up with various skills, a fourth hacked to pieces, and the fifth had been eliminated when running away. An arrow poking out of the back of its head where its corpse lay almost at the corner clearly proclaimed its cause of death.  
 
    The two teams had the happy, grim look of successful hunters. They were proud of their skill. 
 
    With the guards dead, they had spread to face the door that protected the Ultra. 
 
    “I’m guessing ice focused.” Daniel said dryly, looking at the chunk of ice the size of a soccer ball that had gone through the plaster and from the looks, a fair bit of the underlying concrete. “Finigan.” 
 
    His dog moved into position, ready to act, and Daniel missed Blood Drinker. If he had his club on hand, then he could probably have burst in and soloed the monster, confident in the club’s ability to stop the creature’s magic from hitting him.  
 
    Twang. 
 
    They all jumped, and their eyes flicked to the spider that Ingrid had pinned to the wall. Priscilla cowered on his shoulder. Tamara saw and then, with a wave of her hand, a tongue of flame left her fingers and tickled the spider that was still wiggling on the arrow. The spell flared, and the creature wilted, with its legs curling up and smoke drifting up from it. 
 
    “They move fast,” Ingrid muttered. Her eyes were looking around suspiciously. 
 
    His mouse was scared, so he leaked out a pulse of Animal Sense. Apart from the Ultra, there was nothing near them. 
 
    Luke clicked his fingers, and he and the juggernaut who was the tank of team three stepped forward. “We’ll buy you time to close, Daniel. Tamara, you zap it. Then Daniel brains it while the ranged fighters attack from the door. Any objections?” 
 
    Naturally, there weren’t any. Grimly, they prepared for their charge. If it was an Ultra, it would not be an easy fight.  
 
    “The Ultra’s in the room’s corner,” Daniel told them. “Right up against the window on the left.” 
 
    Luke nodded and began a silent countdown with his fingers. 
 
    Then, as one, they breached. Daniel ran behind the two tanks. There was a tremendous crack, and the juggernaut, even being as unstoppable as he was, staggered. A block of ice the size of what had crashed through the wall fell at the big man’s feet. It landed with a thud.  
 
    Luke sprang past. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    He didn’t stumble. Instead, he was picked up and launched into the wall. Daniel had the briefest glimpse of a ghostly white hand that was the size of a couch before it dissipated; and then to his shock, he realised that there was a straight line between him and the feral. 
 
    Speed 
 
    Daniel sped up and then immediately threw himself flat as at least five arrows of ice streaked through the space his head and neck had been filling. He tumbled along the ground, rolling right up against the base of the bed briefly breaking the eyeline between him and the monster. 
 
    Internally, he mentally rehearsed the effort. He would leap up, then use the bed to bounce across to the corner of the room. 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    The bed he was hiding behind was ripped up and thrown against the wall. Once more, he caught sight of that ghostly hand and then the cold eyes of the Ultra. They were staring right at him. 
 
    There was no time to prepare. Daniel surged forward, adjusting his trajectory to curve in from the side, as he really did not want to know what it felt like to accidentally impede one of Ingrid’s arrows. There was no second bed in the room, and as he charged at the creature, he got his first proper look at the enemy he was fighting. 
 
    The description that Simone had supplied was accurate, and it was grievously wounded. The side closest to Daniel had been heavily damaged. The arm ended with only a stub just protruding beyond the shoulder. The leg was better but still ended above the knee. Red, angry scabs covered the traumatised areas.  
 
    The monster was looking at him. Lizard-like eyes on an otherwise human-like visage. There was no excess hair, no strange growths, the skin might have been a bit more waxy than usual; but pre-event, this could have been someone in a costume. Those details were not as important as the intact hand.  
 
    Ice magic sheathed the claws, and as Daniel watched in horror, another ghostly hand was forming right in front of him. He remembered Luke, the bed… 
 
    Lightning struck the monster in the chest. It convulsed, and the almost-formed hand popped and dissipated. 
 
    Unfortunately, its spellcasting was ridiculously fast. He was maximising his speed, but while still two steps away, and the hand made another gesture. Its hand pulled back, so its palm was facing Daniel, with the upright fingers each having a concentrated point of ice magic above them. It flicked the hand toward him, and those focused points of magic thickened and lengthened. 
 
    Daniel recognised what was forming. It was the ice arrow spell from earlier which he had dodged, but now he was too close. 
 
    His eyes widened, and then he saw Finigan leaping toward the zombie from the other side. The dog’s smaller body allowed him to approach unnoticed while Daniel and the tanks had drawn the monster’s ire.  
 
    Mouth open, the dog bit hard on the Ultra’s wrist. 
 
    Surprise registered in those reptilian eyes, and the almost-completed ice arrows failed.  
 
    The Ultra flicked its arm and Finigan went flying, his jaws unable to hold on tight enough. 
 
    Internally, Daniel flinched, but the dog had purchased an opportunity, and Daniel would not let worry distract him. He brought his club up, and then with his strength ability increasing his muscles, he drove it down onto the magic-casting hand that Finigan had briefly attacked. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    A moment before the weapon struck, there might have been a glimmer of ice magic around the hand. Daniel didn’t know if it was defensive or offensive. If it was the former, it failed. Fingers shattered under the ferociousness of his strike. If he had been wielding Blood Drinker, he would have been gunning for a quick kill, but the memory of fighting other Ultras prompted a more conservative tactic. There was no reason to think that he would ever be able to one-shot kill a monster this powerful. Blows that should have crushed bones bounced, and others that should have been powerful enough to cut all the way to the bone barely left a scratch on the skin.  
 
    Arrows slammed home while Daniel stood to the right of the monster, then raised his club and brought it down upon the hand once more in response to the ice magic gathering once more on the broken bones. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Hard wood landed upon already broken bones, compounding the damage. Shards of bones went flying in all directions within the skin, even rupturing it in a couple of spots. It was not as elegant as what Blood Drinker could manage, but it was effective. 
 
    The monster roared in fury. 
 
    “ROA–” 
 
    There was a muffled boom, and Daniel stared in shock at the arrow protruding from the throat. Ingrid had nailed an arrow into its open mouth.  
 
    There was a whimper behind him and a wave of mental anguish via their bond. 
 
    Finigan! 
 
    Daniel spun to tend the animal. His dog had hit the wall hard and the poor boy’s hips looked displaced. “No.” 
 
    He sprinted across with Speed, making it look like he was a blur to everyone else. His hands stretched out to pick up the animal, cradle the dog and cuddle it to make it feel better, do something about the anguish via the bond, no matter how ineffective that would be.  
 
    He was shoved out of the way. 
 
    The enhanced quickness allowed him to flow into a forward roll, and then he leapt to his feet afterwards while spinning to face what had attacked him. He crushed the instinctive response as the healer from team three was crouched next to Finigan, her hands glowing. 
 
    The violence that had flared through him faded. Daniel forced himself to relax, recognising that Finigan’s pain had overwhelmed his instincts. The first thing he should have done was get a healer.  
 
    Finally, she looked up from tending to the dog, a satisfied smile on her face. “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    His tail wagged, and Finigan stood up and tested his leg and then bounded over to where Daniel was. Daniel hugged him happily while Finigan eagerly licked his face. 
 
    “We continuing?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Yep. I’ll disable the barricade, and then we can clear all the space below.” There was no point in being cute. While technically the floors below were still populated with monsters, they were so weak as to be almost not worth considering. In fact, the largest obstacle to clearing the remaining floors was dismantling the barrier. There were many options available. He could dismantle it all. Unpick it block by block and have a team of porters shift the lumps of wood out of the narrow stairwell. He could run the barricade to where the blockage was, or he could use his power to do a glided collapse that would leave the segments of the barrier stacked against the wall. 
 
    Daniel considered each option and then figured it would be best to get the wood out of the corridor. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The power flared out and confirmed that there were no ferals near the doorway to floor thirteen. Out of prudence, he turned to Luke. “I’m going to move this,” he slapped the barrier. “It’ll be good if you have a couple of teams following me.”  
 
    “We’re ready,” Luke told him, and he wasn’t lying. All four primary teams were lined up behind him and had transformed from a small group of gossips into steely-eyed fighters. 
 
    With a nod, he connected to the barricade and placed his hands, ready to push. It was only four steps that he wanted to drop the mass, but there were other complications. He needed to fit the pieces through the service door, which was far narrower than the internal steps. His mind and core worked together to map the sequence of events he needed. The couple of sprawled bodies in the way would need to be dealt with, but some simple acrobatics let him go up through the hole in the barricade and shift them aside. 
 
    Then he was back and ready.  
 
    He shoved hard. 
 
    The entire barricade launched forward, and then it started folding in an unexpected manner. The central segments went faster, and the outer ones folded in behind them. It crashed to the landing and then took a hard left to push open the door. Daniel rode the back of the contraption, and in seconds, he was out of the stairwell and into the hallway. The wood’s momentum rapidly slowed, and he used the last of it to clear the doorway it came to a rest flat against the wall.  
 
    Fighters boiled out of the doorway behind him, and they moved authoritatively down the hallway. If you had an unknown enemy, then defensive lines were important, but when you knew you had the enemy’s measure it was more prudent to move fast. 
 
    Daniel considered helping and then rejected it. The benefit he got from experience was low and nowhere near the bounty he had already locked in by consuming the cores. If there was no risk, then it wasn’t his place to help and to dilute their experience. 
 
    He returned to the stairs expecting to find the other teams in defensive positions guarding the stairwell, but it was empty, excluding the non-combatant militia group who really didn’t count. Though maybe they did because they all clutched weapons ready in case something nasty unexpectedly emerged.   
 
    There were the sounds of shouting and fighting from level thirteen and the floors below. With a shrug, he headed down to the blockage to see it firsthand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
    Daniel examined with interest what the other human group had done to block the corridor. In the context of Simone’s and Rob’s stories, it made sense and was exactly like what Priscilla had shared through her version. A hastily constructed barrier created from anything they could get their hands on. Furniture, microwaves, and even shower fittings had all been tossed together. Then conjured stone had been used to fill the gaps.  
 
    He examined it closer. He knew the stone was not natural, but its magical origin was not apparent in its appearance. 
 
    It looked normal.  
 
    “I wonder if it’s real?” he asked Priscilla absently, wondering if it was as solid as it looked or whether it was foam-based. 
 
    He kicked it and recoiled as his toes stung. 
 
    “Yep, definitely rock.”  
 
    There had been absolutely no give in the substance.  
 
    Next, he put his hand on a chair leg sticking out and thrust his consciousness through it. There was only stone touching the rest of the chair. He tried a couple of other pieces of wood for the same result. He had been hoping that beyond the first layer of stone, the wood would be exposed to the air and give him immediate visibility of the other side of the obstruction.  
 
    It was not to be. There was no continuous bridge of timber for him to piggy-back on.  
 
    Daniel assessed the plug further. His hope to follow strips of wood through the blockage had been a dead end, but the testing had not been wasted. He now knew the magical stone was over a metre thick, and with from what he could tell, it had no gaps.  
 
    He next grew a piece of his vine and threw it down on the ground. A tiny, thread-like tendril spread out from it, looking for smaller cracks. They multiplied and wormed through small spots in the wall but were foiled almost immediately by the solid rock. If anything, the magic stone was more solid than the natural versions, and none of his threads got deeper than a hand span.  
 
    He knew he could force the issue, expand those tendrils, and start cracking the rock. Magical origins or not, plants were uniquely placed to tear up fortifications, but it wasn’t worth the mana, not when the walls were so permeable and if push came to shove, he could smash holes in the floor to push downward.  
 
    He heard footsteps behind him.  
 
    “Bad?” Tamara asked him. 
 
    “It’s solid,” he admitted. 
 
    Tamara moved up next to him and rested her head on his shoulder while looking at the material filling the stairwell.  
 
    “It’s a few metres thick,” he told her and the others who had followed. 
 
    “So, we’re not going through it then?” Alex challenged from above him. 
 
    “Nope. Easier to go through the floor than dig through this.” 
 
    “Is that what we’re doing?” Alex asked him.  
 
    “We’ll work it out,” Daniel answered tiredly. There was something about not doing much, which was the most exhausting thing out there. “Let’s see if Simone will volunteer to be our ambassador. Drop her down to the room with the zombies in it on level eleven. If they’re hostile to humans, she’ll still be fine. If they’re part of her group from earlier, then we go down and talk to them ourselves.” 
 
    “Through the window again?” Alex clarified. 
 
    “Yep.” With a start, Daniel realised they had made the decision. He walked up to floor twelve and straight over to be above the room he had sensed the zombies in earlier. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The zombies and humans were gone from floors eleven, ten, nine, and eight and there were moths in the two rooms below him now. “Something’s wrong,” Daniel said in annoyance. The simple plan to drop two floors no longer applied. “I’ll need both ramps to be brought down. We’re going to have to skip multiple levels.” That was the logistics bit, but there was also the question regarding where the zombies and humans had gone. Hopefully, it was not a case of mutually assured destruction. 
 
    “Go get them from level fifteen,” Luke ordered someone quietly. 
 
    “What?” Daniel asked in surprise. “Fifteen?”  
 
    Luke grinned triumphantly. “I ordered them to be brought down at the start, to prepare for whether we needed them. Why do you look so glum?” 
 
    “They’ve gone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “All of them. The humans and the intelligent ferals, they opened the rooms below us to moths.” 
 
    “Are you sure they were there when you first checked?” 
 
    Daniel glared at him. 
 
    Luke raised his hands defensively. “I had to ask.” 
 
    “Yes Luke, I can tell the difference between a zombie and a moth.” 
 
    “Feral,” Luke corrected him. “Dave might find it funny. I find it funny when Ivey’s around at least, but otherwise.” 
 
    “We should call Dave the yeti,” Daniel quipped. 
 
    “Too grey for that,” Luke responded instantly. “But as I was saying, while Dave is fine with you using that description, now that Simone and Rob are around and who knows how many people downstairs, you might want to be a bit more diplomatic.” 
 
    “Yay. An apocalypse isn’t an apocalypse if we’re not focusing on being politically correct.” 
 
     “Daniel, it’s not like that,” Luke said with exasperation. 
 
    “Stop teasing him, Dan,” Tamara said, laughing. “Can’t you tell he’s being serious?” 
 
    “Political correctness gone mad.”  
 
    “Can you imagine?” Luke lowered his voice. “Experiencing what Simone’s gone through, and then being called zombies.” 
 
    Tamara elbowed Daniel hard in the guts and glared at Luke. “Stop feeding him. Dan will try not to say the Z word.” 
 
    Daniel was tempted to keep the argument going, but as fun as winding Luke up felt in the moment, it wasn’t worth it if Tamara got upset at the same time. It also didn’t help that he agreed with what Luke was talking about. Even though it was covered by his clothes, his own small patch of fur made him feel like a mutant. How Simone coped with her frankly horrible appearance was a mystery to him. Having an outsider calling you a zombie would not help matters. Plus, it was a bad descriptor, as only the non-hairy ones could be described as a zombie. “I’ll watch my tongue.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    A short time later, the non-combatants acting as porters bustled in with two ramps. “Cindy?” 
 
    Jayden was one worker, and the other man saw him and Tamara and physically recoiled. That situation was not fully resolved, and it was another unpleasant duty he couldn’t continue to put off. Hopefully, Ivey would recover; he needed her to absorb some of the workload.  
 
    “She’ll be here shortly,” Luke told him.  
 
    “You’re a clever man.” 
 
    “Nope, that was Alex.”  
 
    Daniel put everyone out of his mind and set about joining the ramps they had available. They needed to skip two levels, which ordinarily meant three ramps were required to be set up, with each dropping a level. He only had two available and didn’t want to go through the rigmarole of creating extras. He should be able to expand these two to cover the extra distance. Deployment might slow, but they were not breaching a floor with enemies on it. Instead, they were going to an empty one.  
 
    While he waited for Cindy, he expanded the main support vines. Currently, they stretched one floor, and they had to do three at a minimum. Power flooded out of him, and the vine grew. “Um, and Trudy as well?” 
 
    “She’s on her way,” Luke answered with a laugh.   
 
    Daniel tuned them all out again as he continued lengthening the support vines. 
 
    A hand touched his shoulder.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Cindy asked abruptly. 
 
    “The next two floors are filled with moths. We need to skip them.”  
 
    Cindy looked thoughtful and studied what he was doing. “Interesting approach.” 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Theoretically, that’ll work, but the support lines will have to be secured across multiple rooms.” 
 
    “I sort of figured. Do you have any suggestions on design?” 
 
    “A corkscrew would be better,” she told him. “Also, as Dad explained it, we don’t need to make a ramp that people can run along. We can go slower, so you should build something like that spiral staircase you installed upstairs.” 
 
    “That simple?” 
 
    “Yeah, and if you do it that way, we can test it in sections, easily.” 
 
    With a sigh, he got to work and was impressed with his progress. His power was getting easier to use, and with Trudy’s help and Jordan’s plant base, growing the ramp, while not trivial, took significantly less mana than what it had taken even yesterday.  
 
    At Cindy’s direction, he made a series of cascading adjustments. Tightening one side, loosening the other and then lengthening the joining ropes between each strut. Once that was completed, the straight lines of the previous design had changed, converting the structural into a spiral. “Done,” Daniel declared, standing up and stretching his back. “Do you need me to secure it?” 
 
    Cindy shook her head. “We can tie them to a banister.” Then he watched as she rallied a group of fighters to shift the bulky mass to the stairwell where they were planning on testing. 
 
    Daniel paced around the room and ate the cores that were offered to him.  
 
    There was no discussion about loot allocation. If Daniel or Dave were going to benefit from a core, it was given to them. They had to get stronger, and everyone accepted that fact. 
 
    The fourteen he had been handed included speed, strength and one telekinesis. So many at once were almost too much, but the Super had beaten out any illusions that he was strong enough. The faster he progressed the better. 
 
    However, he still needed to master the skills. That small thought ate away at him, and he knew his practising had made a difference before. As he paced, his mind probed the various speed pathways. He touched them one by one and tried to tease out the complex mass of data that filled that area of the core. 
 
    The information struck him like a breaking storm. A deluge of knowledge that quickly overwhelmed his fragile mind. There was too much for him to assimilate, but the process granted him bits of knowledge. Sort of like the afterimages when flashed with light. The initial shape of the light had been too bright to comprehend, but the form remained burnt into his retinas as floating blotches of colour, long after the light was gone. The finesse was stripped away, the details obscured, but he could kind of see the original shape.  
 
    Every speed core had added a layer to the nub, the offshoot, which was his speed section, expanding it steadily. As he pushed his mind into his internal self, he could perceive these layers. When he used speed, he drew from all of them, which was a disaster. Some layers directly opposed others, creating a mass of inefficiency. For science, he could probe them individually.  
 
    That’s what he did. He partially stimulated each layer, one after the other, and was swamped with information about the abilities. By comparing the after images, he could show that they were clearly not the same. There were similarities of course, but also differences. He had already been both intuitively and logically aware of the fact that each version was its own method. Now, via experimentation, he had proof beyond what Innate Scan had told him. At a macro-level, it was why there were different pathways to gain extra speed, even though the outcome was the same. What he had gotten from Priscilla and Finigan was the most notable of that. Those had come from Daniel’s  Animal Communion ability, which had streamlined the abilities and ensured that they were tailored to him personally. 
 
    The various feral cores were less helpful.  
 
    They were a jumbled mess. and even through all the feral cores used the same method of enhancing the body. they were subtly different. The general ability used his muscles to speed things up, along with what he guessed was a type of independently moving puppet wires throughout him. Yet despite the architecture being the same, how it was delivered was quite varied. When he compared one set of instructions to the others, he found obvious errors among the various feral speed methods. Bits of the framework that operated in dynamically opposite directions. There were other areas where he could see that taking the best bits of particular areas would improve efficiency. 
 
    There was so much to do. It was almost like those cultivation books. If he had months to go into meditation, he could walk away with a speed skill that was both faster and took less out of him than his current method.  
 
    If he had time, the amount of progress he could achieve would be incredible. He could make the speedsters look slow. 
 
    The Innate Scan that Ivey helped him with had reported that he had mastered such a small cross-section of his abilities, and that made sense now. It wasn’t about power, or even efficiency; it was about combining the separate threads of application into a single one. While months or even years of seclusion would get the best result, he could already see that practicing while applying this high level of internal skill awareness would drive rapid improvement. One hundred percent might take decades, but eighty percent… that would happen faster, probably only months. A fifty percent boost? That wouldn’t require any reprogramming; it would just need him to learn which bits of the processing to use over others. Instead of using all the layers at once, he could select only five of the ones which suited him. 
 
    That would cause an enormous improvement, and it would only take a day to master the change. Not that he would get that sort of opportunity, if history was an indication. 
 
    Cindy burst into the room with a big smile on her face.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    She beamed. “The first section passed. We’ll be done in five minutes.”  
 
    “That’s great. Well done, Cindy.” 
 
    “Not me.” She waved her hands to cancel the praise. “It was…” 
 
    “Teamwork,” Trudy said dryly.  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Trudy rolled her eyes. “Does this mean I’m no longer needed down here?” 
 
    Cindy looked a bit flustered at the question. 
 
    “Sounds like,” Daniel said gently. “If I need to do an enormous project, we’ll get you. But for now, you’re good.” 
 
    “Thank God. My breasts.” Then Trudy laughed at Daniel’s expression. “I’m breast-feeding…” she stopped talking as he looked even more uncomfortable. “Don’t worry. One day you’ll have your own family and understand.” 
 
    Chuckling to herself, she hurried away, and Daniel was once more left to his own design. While pacing, Daniel set about to test the different processing abilities. Teasing out the coding from a single feral and running it separately for micro-seconds. Mentally against each one he made notes around efficiency. His mind was spinning with plans to merge the processing units and improve them each time till he had a coherent whole, or shorter-term, to see if he could run half of one and a half of another to get the best of both. 
 
    Having barely scratched the surface of his plan, Cindy and porters came in wrestling the massive spiral staircase they had produced. Even compressed like it was, it was the size of a round bale on his farm. A compact, almost square cylinder with a similar volume to a small car.   
 
    Under Cindy’s direction, they popped the window inwards, secured the major supports, and then tipped the massive construct outwards. He watched it unfold. It was glorious. It went from being about as tall as him to stretching down three stories.  
 
    Animal Sense flared out.  
 
    The mass of people he had sensed earlier had not returned. They had either descended further or… he didn’t want to think about the bad. He hoped it was the former, but every time he reviewed the brief glimpse he had gotten earlier, the intermingling of feral and human became more pronounced. Just because they were intermingled didn’t mean they were fighting. Simone was proof of that. The community might be in control. 
 
    Daniel knew he could descend to the plug in the stairwell and from there, confirm exactly what had happened, but he didn’t want to waste mana, and he sort of dreaded the answer. If they were all dead… He pulled his mind away from the unpleasant thought. 
 
    All that mattered was their immediate objective. “Breach area is clear,” he reported to Luke and Alex.  
 
    “One at a time,” Luke yelled. “We’re only taking teams one, three, four, and Daniel. No non-combatants.” 
 
    With Cindy and Luke directing, they quickly hurried down. The juggernaut tank went first and then the rest of his team three. Daniel monitored the stress on the supports. It handled the heavy man’s weight without difficulty. 
 
    “We can increase to two.” 
 
    Orders were given and this time, another tank and archer went down. Once more, the vine staircase was perfectly stable.  
 
    “It’ll easily handle three.” 
 
    “No,” Luke said shooting Daniel an amused look. “It’s not worth the risk.” 
 
    “It’s safe.” Daniel insisted.  
 
    “Cindy?” Luke asked. 
 
    The young woman shook her head. “I’m not comfortable.” 
 
    “Fine.” Daniel grumped. 
 
    Cindy laughed at his expression. “It can probably take ten at once, but why risk it?”  
 
    Animal Sense flared out. 
 
    The information flooded in. The moths above him. He knew about them. They were old news. His primary focus was downstairs.  
 
    Floor eight was not empty as he had thought. Over the other side, close to the access stair that had been blocked, was a room with five humans in it. They did not feel strong, but Daniel did not trust the accuracy of Animal Sense, especially on humans with their interfaces.  
 
    Then all of his focus was drawn into the mass of jumbled images he was getting from floor seven. Feral and humans interacting together. Daniel opened his eyes. “They’re fighting a monster on floor seven. I think it’s the carnivorous plant. Thirty of them are still alive in the combat, with a smaller group on this floor who are presumably the non-combatants.” 
 
    “We need to make contact,” Alex said abruptly. “I’ll go.” 
 
    “There are probably friendly ferals.” 
 
    Alex waved the reminder away. “I know. I had a long chat with Simone.”  
 
    While Alex headed down the stairs, Luke got the rest of us to move to the stairwell.  
 
    “Now we wait,” Luke said quietly. “Fighters in position.” 
 
    Defensive lines were immediately established. The floor was supposed to be safe, but then yesterday, his magic hadn’t picked up the Super when it clearly should have. 
 
    “It’s me with company,” Alex’s voice came from around the corner.  
 
    “Acknowledged,” Luke said curtly. 
 
    A moment later, Alex emerged with two elderly gentlemen in tow. 
 
    The one who still wore glasses examined them critically and then turned to his companion. “He’s legit. They’re all strong, too. Go tell Rosica to call off the assault.” 
 
    The other man grumbled and reluctantly spun around. 
 
    “I’ll tell Berend,” Alex offered. 
 
    The man with glasses grabbed him. “Use the code word, ‘upside down pineapple cake’.” 
 
    “What the?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Cheryl will know the message is legitimate, and that’s my favourite cake.”  
 
    Alex nodded and jogged back the way he had come. 
 
    The two men turned to face them and approached close enough that the tanks who used spears could have taken a single step forward and stabbed them. They were completely indifferent to the power amassed against them. 
 
    The man readjusted his glasses, which as far as Daniel knew as superfluous now. He was pretty sure the natural healing was supposed to have been able to fix those sorts of problems. “You, Daniel?” the man asked and pointed straight at Luke.  
 
    Luke shook his head respectively. “That’s not me. Daniel is this young man here.”  
 
    Glasses scrutinised him. “Younger than I expected.” 
 
    “Looks a bit like a meathead.” the other one grumbled. 
 
    With an exaggerated sigh. Daniel strode forward. “Hi, I’m Daniel.” he held out his hand. 
 
    “William,” non-glasses said and shook the offered hand with overbearing strength. 
 
    Daniel matched it till William grimaced slightly. 
 
    “You shouldn’t keep doing that,” Glasses said, annoyed. “These attributes points you put into strength mean you’re cheating. Pre-this alien shit, it was fine… Now you’re going to crush someone’s hand by accident. And knowing your luck, they’ll be a mage, and next thing you know, you’ll be turned into an icy popsicle.” The man chuckled, amused by that thought. 
 
    “You can tell a lot about a man by their handshake. This guy is all brawn.” 
 
    Glasses shook his head in disgust. “You’re full of rot, Will.” Then, with a deep breath, he made hopeful eye contact with Daniel. “I’m Seb.”  
 
    This time, the handshake was far more reasonable.  
 
    It ended, and they stood in awkward silence. 
 
    “Told ya, Brawn,” William said, breaking the quiet. 
 
    “I was being polite,” Daniel told him. “But since you want to talk, can you tell me what happened to you guys?” 
 
    William grunted. 
 
    “Yes,” Seb said, elbowing William. “From Alex, it sounds like you know most of it already.” 
 
    “Cliff notes?” 
 
    “Cliff notes,” William mocked. 
 
    “It means a quick summary.” 
 
    “I know what it means.” 
 
    “Stop pretending to be a grumpy old man,” Seb said. “William’s a nice guy but he bet he could make you guys all hate him.” 
 
    “That’s cheating,” William sulked. 
 
    Seb smiled and patted the older man on the back. “You’ll find when you’re as old as us and magic appears in the world you end up being a bit more blasé than everyone else. Now, Daniel, you said you want cliff notes. First day was hairy. We started expanding. Did well both ways initially, but outside of floor ten, we saved about twenty people. It was going great. The poor people who were feral tagged set up a scheme. We would unleash them on a floor, and they’d clean it up in about an hour. Basically, get the enemy one vs. many and then kill them. We thought we could clear the entire building in a day.” 
 
    Seb stopped talking. 
 
    “Then they ran into the big one.” William whispered. 
 
    Glasses startled in reaction to William helping him out. “Exactly.” Nervously, Seb dusted off his chest. “After we found out about him, we blocked the stairs, established the work-around to get up via holes in the ceiling, and set up an ambush for the big one. We weren’t stupid. We knew we had to take care of us. Despite the ambush, it killed fifteen of us; and after that, we fled.” 
 
    “The failed attempt to kill the big one was an immense blow,” William said quietly. “Beginning of the end.” 
 
    “No one asked you.” Seb elbowed the other man. “It was a pertinent lesson. We got arrogant and got spanked. We did, however, hurt the creature, and rather than following us to exact its revenge directly, it sent its weaker minions against us. They harassed all the way to our exit point on floor eleven. We didn’t want them following, so we released the moths. Despite our efforts, we were pretty sure one of them saw our exit point.” 
 
    “Certain,” William said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Seb snapped. “I’m the one telling the story. The moths appeared to work, but a day later we heard the feral fighting the moths on floor eleven. We knew about you, but Rosica reminded us of what the big one had done. There was no guarantee you would be successful, and we should take the opportunity to run. We had a vote, and Rosica won.”  
 
    “And that’s what they’re doing?” Daniel asked. “Fighting the plant so you can run?”. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Nope,” William said. “This is the second attempt. They’re not getting through.” 
 
    “Loral’s got the fire ability. We can burn it away.” 
 
    William snorted. “Tickling it will be more effective.” 
 
    “You need to be less negative.” 
 
    There was the rhythmic thumping of feet coming up the stairs. “This better be worth it.” They all heard a woman bellow. 
 
    “Well, that’ll be Rosica now,” Seb told them. 
 
    “Sounds pissed,” William said unnecessarily. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
    A group of warriors poured out of the stairs. Their leader was a solid, matronly woman holding a large metal pipe causally. 
 
    “We should have repurposed the plumbing,” Luke said immediately upon seeing it. 
 
    Daniel shrugged. The extra weight could have helped, but it was not like the weapons he had constructed for everyone else didn’t perform their jobs. Having a consistent edge was useful. Rosica’s group had not possessed the luxury of Daniel’s powers and had been forced to improvise. All five of the strangers following her had the same type of weapon. Mainly an ugly length of pipe which would be deadly against bugs… but not the lightning ones, Daniel thought ruefully, remembering the energy they had accumulated around them had zapped him through his wooden club when he had squished them. With a metal pipe conducting the blow, he was not sure attacking one of them would have been survivable. 
 
    “Were you winning, Rosica?” William the old man asked immediately. 
 
    “Maybe,” she answered while she openly studied the teams that surrounded Daniel. 
 
    “Nope,” a short Indian guy next to her said. 
 
    Rosica looked at him with an annoyed disagreement. “What are you talking about, Arjun? We had beaten it back four rooms.” 
 
    The Indian man shook his head to show how much he disagreed with that assessment.  
 
    “It was steady progress, Arjun, but I’m sure now that it’s stopped, it would have undone all of our progress by the time we get down there. It grows too fast. Now!” Her voice was bitter. “You stopped our attempt. Who are you?” 
 
    “We’re survivors from the floors above,” Daniel answered. 
 
    She nodded. “I remember from last night. Is this all of you?” 
 
    “A little over half our strength,” he responded honestly. “Then we’ve got a similar number of non-combatants.” 
 
    “Will you help us beat the plant?” 
 
    “Our aim is to get to the ground floor as quickly as we can, so if it’s in the way, then yes, we’ll fight it.” 
 
    She snorted. “Oh, it’s absolutely in the way.” 
 
    Luke stepped forward to be next to Daniel. “You might be able to magic it away, Daniel.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, Luke,” he answered, refusing to take his eyes off the unknown quantity before him. She seemed tense. 
 
      
 
    Rosica’s eyes went from the mouse on his shoulder to the dog at his heels. “You some sort of Druid?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Daniel agreed. “Hopefully, I can tame it without fighting. If your force was driving it back as slowly as it sounds, then brute force might not be enough.” 
 
    “We were progressing.” 
 
    “We weren’t Rosica,” Arjun said quietly. “You know that.” 
 
    “If we double our forces.” 
 
    Arjun shook her head. 
 
    “As I said, avoiding a confrontation is superior,” Daniel interrupted. “The fewer fights we get into, the more likely we are to survive without losing anyone.”  
 
    Rosica hesitated. 
 
    “What have you got to lose?” 
 
    “It killed…” she started. 
 
    “Revenge is meaningless if it kills more,” Arjun said quietly. 
 
    Daniel could see water in her eyes, but he said nothing. “Okay.” Her voice broke and then she shook herself. “It seems unreal, a force coming down from the upper floors past that powerful feral. Like we’ve watched the light show, we sort of knew you guys were up there, but I assumed you were like us and had been lucky enough not to run into anything too deadly. Unlike our group, sandwiched as we are between.” She paused. “I mean it’s not that hard to control a floor till you come in contact with something like the super or the plant. I guess those two were the only true threats in the building and that you’d been fortuitous.”  
 
    Daniel shook his head. “There’s dangerous stuff out there. The feral and this plant weren’t the only material threats in the building.” 
 
    “You telling me the feral wasn’t the hardest thing you’ve faced?” Rosica asked tightly.  
 
    “It probably was,” Daniel admitted. 
 
    “See.” She pounced on the statement as if it proved her group had faced unfair odds.  
 
    “Bullshit,” Luke exclaimed. Other fighters behind them grumbled angrily. “The octopod was just as deadly.” 
 
    Daniel stilled the rising emotion with a warning hand and tried to not to rise to her bait. She was acting defensive and had clearly lost fighters, so he understood her pain. If others succeeded where you failed, did that mean your friends’ deaths were your fault? Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Luke shift. Nothing much changed, but his stance switched to allow him to spring forward to intercept a threat. Completely unnecessary. As far as Daniel was concerned, then again there would be broken people, and Rosica looked like she might be one.  
 
    She hesitated. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just surprised; I felt we were the strongest.” 
 
    “We reported our numbers and progress.” Daniel objected. “It shouldn’t be a surprise.” 
 
    She had the grace to look embarrassed. “I thought you guys had it easy up above and we were going to have to save you.” 
 
    Luke chuckled darkly at that statement.  
 
    “And were big-noting yourself,” she ploughed on. “Now you’re here claiming you have three times my numbers and significantly more in fighting strength.” 
 
    “Wait?” Luke asked suddenly. “Three times.” 
 
    She nodded grimly. “I’ve got seven fighters and ten mutated humans. The rest are non-combat classes who have volunteered to help fight.” 
 
    Daniel did the calculation in his head. Something didn’t sound right. The numbers weren’t aligning with the tale that Simone had told. “I thought you would have more.”  
 
    She flushed. “The skirmishes with the feral were costly. We’ve lost a lot of fighters.” 
 
    “Oh, upstairs,” Daniel said, kicking himself for putting his foot in it. 
 
    “How did you beat the powerful one?” Rosica asked finally. 
 
    Now it was Daniel’s turn to feel bad. “One of us had a big skill that fried it.” 
 
    “Great, maybe they can kill the plant,” Rosica said excitedly. “I mean, if you can’t sideline it.” Her tone made it clear how little faith she had in that second option. 
 
    “Ivey’s still unconscious,” Daniel answered. “The spell to destroy the feral took a lot out of her,” he explained probably unnecessarily. “Come on, take me down to this plant. Let’s see if I can do anything.” 
 
    Rosica nodded and held out a hand. “It’s a pleasure meeting you. I’m Rosica.” 
 
    Daniel smiled and shook the offered hand. It was a peace offering, pure and simple. “Daniel, I’m sort of our primary melee fighter.” 
 
    Luke snorted. 
 
    “You got a better suggestion to describe me?” Daniel snapped at him. 
 
    Luke held up his hands defensively. “Yes, you’re our de facto leader. Partially because you’re the strongest, but mostly because of your values.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    They ignored him, but Rosica nodded. “I’ll show you the plant.” She looked at him curiously. “You’re a reluctant leader.” 
 
    “Yes, and no.” 
 
    “Why no?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t forgive myself if I let someone else take control and that resulted in lots of people dying. That’s why I lead.” 
 
    “Because you don’t trust others to do a good job.” 
 
    “It sounds terrible stated that overtly but… I’m not going to apologise.”  
 
    Something about his tone or how Luke deferred to him from a position of respect must have had an effect upon her. Because she relaxed like a giant weight had been taken off her shoulders. She elbowed him. “This new world sucks, doesn’t it.” 
 
    Daniel thought. “People dying yes. The rest of it,” he subconsciously patted Priscilla’s head. “Isn’t that bad?” 
 
    Rosica frowned and looked unconvinced. “Is it good? I’ve got superhuman strength.” She spun the heavy pipe in her hand like it was weightless. “I can literally put holes in a wall with my fists. Once I would have thought that was a superhero power. But,” surreptitiously she wiped an almost formed tear away. “It’s completely useless.” It’s helping you keep everyone alive,” Daniel told her quietly. She did not respond. 
 
    When he reached the stairs, they discovered the rest of Rosica’s fighters had come up to greet them. Daniel nodded to each of the people he passed on the stairs. There were both yetis and zombies in the mix, but all of them were wearing clothes.  
 
    “Keep some alive,” Rosica said finally after a long pause. Her words were bitter. “You know I hit the big one from upstairs. Used like a day of charge-ups, and the arrogant thing didn’t even bother blocking, and I knocked it off its feet, and it flew over ten metres in the air, landed, and rolled and crashed into the wall. It was almost airborne from one end of the corridor to the other, the short side at least. It got up and laughed.” They passed floor eight and then kept going. “Then it attacked, and we lost people. I stuffed up. I should have waited and then punched it out the window.” 
 
    “What do you mean stored up?” 
 
    “Do you know how there are multiple types of interfaces?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I got one of the non-standards ones.” 
 
    “That’s what Ivey’s got.” 
 
    “I figured, when she had a skill that killed the feral leader. When levelling, I got super strength and then I can build up magic patterns and slot them into my muscles. It’s hard to explain, but it’s sort of like a wire frame of me doing a movement. Single punch.” She showed him the punch arm going straight out. “Upper cut,” she mimed, getting under someone’s guard and hitting the chin. “Just those two at the moment, but I can create these wireframes. Each wireframe hits with the same power as my normal punching. But they’re additive. See. If I use one, I punch twice as hard. If I use two, then three times and so on. I can stack up to fifteen of them and I can use them all at once, or individually.” 
 
    “Sounds useful.” 
 
    “It’s shit. I don’t know what I was thinking. To get a punch that hits fifteen times harder than normal takes me over a day of preparation.”  
 
    “I guess when you put it like that.” 
 
    Rosica’s arm went across Daniel’s chest, stopping him dead. “There.” She pointed at a purple root or vine or something that was running over his head. The bit above him was only half a centimetre thick, but even five metres down the hallway that had increased to the size of his wrist, along with there being numerous other ones. “If we go around the corner,” Rosica explained, “the plant fills the corridor.” 
 
    Daniel looked and spotted an even thinner tendril that ended two metres further away. “Can I go there?” He pointed. 
 
    “I’ll watch your back.” 
 
    A giant plant concerned Daniel. Part of him wondered whether it would immediately succumb to his power, and if it did what could he do with that amount of plant matter available for him to use. The bit that remembered the Super and the octopod was terrified. He knew what plants could do in this new world, and that scared him. What happened if his skill didn’t work on this creature? Would they be able to defeat it? His breathing rate had increased, and he internally laughed. There were octopi the size of a car, and he feared a plant. 
 
    He slapped the tendril. 
 
    The moment he contacted the plant, he found he could manipulate it like any other piece of plant matter. His consciousness entered the plant material as it always did. Soaking into it to get a feeling before he directed it to do his bidding.  
 
    He jerked his hands away and looked at the vine tendril suspiciously.  
 
    Even without the stories that Rosica, Seb and Simone had shared, a single touch of the tendril would have told him it was not a normal plant.  
 
    For one, it was not technically a plant. 
 
    Well, specifically, it was mainly a plant. But not fully. There was also an animal component. Daniel shouldn’t have been surprised that it was dangerous and special. After all, it had stymied a fighting group as large as at Rosica had brought against it. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” Daniel answered without bothering to look at Rosica. “Its makeup is different from what I was expecting.” 
 
    Once more, he touched it. This time with only the tip of his finger. His mind entered the tendril once more. As he worked, he noted the separation between plant and animal. That might be something that he could manipulate. Curiously, he teased out more details. It was not a symbiotic affair where both parts benefited like each lichen; instead, the animal part was a parasite. It controlled and dominated the plant side, but in doing so, it gave the otherwise stationary creature more room to move. It was like adding muscles to a trunk. 
 
    Fascinating.  
 
    He continued to puzzle over the complicated relationship and its implications and then felt a stirring in the plant. It was sort of how he imagined a spider would sense when something touched its web.  
 
    Then there was a shift and the will of the creature focused upon him.  
 
    It was aware of him. 
 
    Then, acting purely within the conduit of the plant-animal hybrid, the opposing mind struck out.  
 
    Its power rushed down the tendril and tried to destroy him. It was furious, unyielding, and consumed with hatred. There was no mercy, just rage that his consciousness had infringed upon its existence and a desire to eliminate everything.  
 
    It was not moth levels of evil, but the plant, the animal, the planimal hated all opposing creatures. It wanted to grow by consuming everything around it. A survival of the fittest mindset and an alienness in its thoughts that briefly paralysed him for a moment. 
 
    Pain slashed across his mind. 
 
    It was as if his brain was being whipped. 
 
    The enemy drew back, and Daniel could sense more power being focused on the attack. It was going to strike back with even more power than in the first attempt. 
 
    No. Priscilla’s thoughts were with him. Her mind blended with his to slow time down and give him a chance to respond. The next attack spike struck towards him, and he imagined creating a shield to protect against the lashing energy.  
 
    Priscilla was there too, with her own version of the defence. The second strike hit their combined shields and shattered. There was not even a tingle of pain this time. It was not, however, the end; the consciousness pulled back and started to generate a stronger attack. Daniel could see the extra focus that was being applied to these new spikes. Just like Daniel had learned from the first attack, it had learnt from his successful defence of the second. It was not a simple creature that would continually use the same patterns; it was going to adapt to him.  
 
    A small pit opened in his belly. 
 
    Dumb, why couldn’t they be dumb? 
 
    Me smarter, Priscilla assured him along with a push for a counterattack.   
 
    His logical brain processed the sensations and labelled the attacks. What had hit him was not that strong in terms of raw mind power. Daniel was hardly experienced in the context of mind strength, but the nascent seed weapons had seemed to be stronger and more internally coherent than the creature that had mentally attacked. While it would adapt strategies, it had less permanence than those examples, but Daniel suspected it had far more raw strength. 
 
    That was good, because there was no way Daniel would have been able to subdue a seed weapon. This creature he faced was different. With time and effort, Daniel decided he could force the enemy into submission.  
 
    The opposing mind gathered once more; and this time,as his companion had pushed, Daniel waited till the energy was concentrated and was formed into a strike, and only then did he pre-emptively counter. His own mind pushed back, and for a lack of a better word, he was more solid. He did not need to pack his power together before striking. His crystalline mind hit the consciousness, and the other mind broke. The gathered energy was suddenly no longer being directed and dissipated.  
 
    Inside, he smiled.  
 
    The plant had taken its swing and failed. He could take his time and– 
 
    The connection to the tendril was abruptly severed. 
 
    He felt an immediate whiplash that ate at the centre of his brain. 
 
    For an agonising moment, he was in the plant, and his body was separated from him. He was no longer connected, and then his mind snapped back into his body. 
 
    What the hell?! 
 
    Indignation flared from Priscilla, along with an image. Only a moment of normal time had passed, and there was an image. His hand, an air gap, and then the tendril that he had been working. He had been pulled away from it. 
 
    “Bloody oath,” he groaned, his heartbeats thumping like a drum.  
 
    What? 
 
    His world was heaving.  
 
    He was upside down. 
 
    Swinging. 
 
    His face smacked into someone’s moving thigh.  
 
    There was a chaotic jumble of images. His ears caught gasps of fear. Eyes spotted carpet, rapidly transitioning from square to square... Blood rushing into his head. Pressure on his hips, he was bent over. Torso on one side, legs on another. Bouncing up and down. 
 
    His brain was a banana mash from the abrupt severing of contact, so it was all jumbled images.  
 
    But… 
 
    He was being unceremoniously carried like a bag of potatoes.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
    Daniel opened his eyes, and it took him a moment to understand what was happening. He was being carried up the stairs.  
 
    “Run!” Rosica screamed at people ahead of them.  
 
    When he craned his neck to see forward, he saw stragglers turn and flee in front of them. It was disorientating, especially as there was nothing behind them. Rosica ran like his weight was meaningless to her; and from her description of her build that assumption might very well have been accurate.  
 
    They burst out onto floor eight, and Luke and the rest of their fighters were directly ahead of them. He recognised the stances they had taken and the hard glint in their eyes. They were ready to fight whatever they were running from. Rosica did not slow down, and then he was past them and Rosica dumped him, not bothering to place him down. Luckily, he was conscious, and with an agility that he had never shown pre-event, he landed and prevented a humiliating tumble.  
 
    “Open fire.” Luke bellowed.  
 
    Daniel leapt to his feet to look over the shoulders of the fighters filling the hallway. The purple vines he had seen downstairs were pouring out of the stairwell.  
 
    Exploding arrows hammered home. He saw that Tamara sent a spurt of blue flames like a flamethrower at the thrashing vegetation. Leaves shrivelled, and vines blackened instantly. Ice and dark magic landed, shredding the flora, but the assault was like an ocean wave. A mass of material bubbled forward relentlessly even as the front layers died, carried by the momentum behind them. 
 
    Daniel stood in shocked disbelief, watching the carnage. The vines withered and came towards them, and he felt naked without his club. If he had it, then he could have leapt into the fight and been comfortable that when he swung, the weapon would cut through everything with almost perfect efficiency. With Blood Drinker, he could have been deadly, but weaponless, he was best served by biding his time. If someone got caught, then he could jump into save them. The evidence in front of him allowed him to piece together what had happened. He felt like an idiot. While he had been fighting the creature mentally, it had struck out at him physically to do to his body what it was failing to do against his brain. 
 
    Rosica had saved him from that assault. 
 
    And now… 
 
    The first wave of vines hit the front row of tanks. It was a physical mass of vegetation rolling into mere humans. 
 
    He flinched away.  
 
    Large masses had rules of their own. It was like people being hit by a bus. There was no situation where correctly bracing resulted in the bus losing. There was only so much force a human adult could absorb, and what was coming exceeded that threshold.  
 
    The front line glowed with power. 
 
    Magic. 
 
    The physics he was used to no longer applied, and rather than being flung every which way, the heavy vines as thick as a man slammed into shields and were stopped dead. Tamara’s flames were directed upwards, and the vines attempting to overtake them on the ceiling were consumed by the blue-hot heat. Almost like it had been discussed. Tamara and the other fire mage focused on the centre with ice on one side and dark on the other. At the same time the lower attack had halted, the vines advanced. The magic storm on the roof was equally effective. 
 
    Then the melee fighters swung their axes and swords. The spear users had retreated and were thrusting their weapons over the front lines to spear the vines out of the air. They were playing a defensive game, intercepting components of the enemy that were trying to come over the top and lash down on unprotected backs. 
 
    The fighters held, and the tsunami of plants was halted. 
 
    “Advance,” Luke ordered grimly, and the tank line stepped forward and halted. Then the line behind rolled up. It comprised of melee fighters who added their slashing attacks to the weaker tanks. About a meter stretch of plant matter was eviscerated.  
 
    “Again,” Luke said flatly. 
 
    The process repeated with the tanks stepping forward, though now they walked upon the shredded remains of the monster’s massive attack. 
 
    Once more, the still-living wall of components ahead of them was hacked to pieces. That let them do another step. 
 
    While that initial assault had been terrifying, and Daniel had felt like it was going to wash them away. It had been repealed, and now the tone of battle had changed utterly. It was clean-up duty like, hacking through the amazon forest pre-event. The plant, while alive, might as well have been the helpless vegetation they were all used to. 
 
    There was minimal resistance.  
 
    His heart rate slowed down. The massive plant was weaker than feared. They were carving their way forward using steel and wood. The magic casters, while alert, were no longer attacking, clearly having concluded that it would be best to preserve their power in case there was another explosion of growth. 
 
    “Violent,” Daniel mumbled.  
 
    Rosica, who had been ready to leap forward into the coal face, rounded upon him. “What the hell did you do?” She spat. 
 
    “Nothing,” Daniel answered defensively. 
 
    She had mad, angry eyes. “It… I’ve never seen it react like that. What… It wasn’t nothing.”  
 
    “I felt out its strength.” 
 
    “Don’t do it again. You would have died without me.” 
 
    Daniel ignored her and watched the fight. The experienced fighters from his team, armed with a mix of high-quality wooden weapons and the lower-quality metal versions from the octopod chest, had advanced two-thirds of the way to the stairwell door.  
 
    “Hold,” Daniel called out, and everyone stopped. They were all disciplined enough to listen to orders. 
 
    Daniel’s emotions were swirling. The vigour of the physical reaction and growth of the plant was at odds with what he had felt when they had clashed mentally. He needed to understand the difference. Ignoring everyone else, he walked straight at the nearest tendril.  
 
    “No,” Rosica exclaimed when she realised what he intended.  
 
    She tried to follow him, but both Luke and Alex intercepted. Out of the corner of his eyes, Daniel saw her raise a fist as if to her fight, and then sagged in defeat when neither Luke nor Alex flinched. The only change was a slight shift of their feet, which allow them to bring their shields up to block the blow.  
 
    “Don’t do it, Daniel,” she begged. “You upset it earlier. We don’t want to upset it.” 
 
    He ignored her and prepared to seize the tendril. She might not have realised it yet, but when she had been hacking away below, before Daniel had arrived, the plant must have been luring her into a trap. It could have launched that overwhelming force at any time; and given her reaction and how it had struck his defensive line, then her forces would have been overwhelmed. Instead of fighting against him and acting like you could pacify a bully, let alone an alien carnivorous plant, she should have been asking why the plant had not commenced an attack on her.  
 
    It didn’t matter if his attempt was dangerous or would provoke the plant; they didn’t have a choice. Eventually, they would have to deal with the creature. 
 
    He reached out, wondering how it would respond. Yes, the first time it had reacted with physical fury and almost killed him, but his instincts when he had engaged it were that it was weak, and the only reason it had launched that attack was because it had surprised him, and it had already developed it as a counter to Rosica’s group.  
 
    Not this time. 
 
    Even if it could still counterattack, his warriors had shown they were more than up to the challenge of stopping the creature, so there was little risk. 
 
    With his fingers just centimetres from the plant, he prepared his mind and then seized the tendril. His consciousness launched outward. It spread and interacted with the diffuse enemy existence. Daniel went to work to drive back the enemy. He was an inevitable wave; and as he rolled through the plant fibres, his mind burnt away the animal parts. His gut told him they were the source of the opposing intelligence. They were a disease, a parasite that was taking over the plant, and it did not belong; and it had opposed and killed humans.  
 
    Progress was easy. The rapid growth that had allowed the monster to burst up an entire stairwell and then attack them ten metres down the hallway had weakened the plant/animal hybrid’s internal structure. There was only a bit of the problematic animal parts to overcome, and it was more like a hollow sponge. In some ways, it was even more responsive than the conduits he had built from scratch.  
 
    In moments, he had swept down to the eighth floor; and when he reached that, there were branches on either side. Daniel did not go down them, but he sent his will along the main pathways. He slaughtered the animal components as he went. There was no mercy.  
 
    He forged forward. Halfway down the first corridor on the seventh floor, the density of material changed abruptly. Rather than a jungle that filled the entire space, there was a single root that was there to conduct intent. 
 
    It did not help the plant.  
 
    Daniel went through it, destroying the last bit he did not like and claiming the plant as his.  
 
    It was incredible that it had expanded so far, or maybe not. It was not like he knew what was remarkable or ordinary in this world.  
 
    As he moved within the plant, he could sense the outside. The nature of the creature’s body changed once more. The vines were tougher, and long thorns radiated out from them. This was probably where Rosica and her team had fought the creature. This is where they would have died if Daniel’s presence on the floor above had given her the excuse to stop the futile battle and evade the monster’s trap by circumstance. Daniel continued to push forward, converting as he went. 
 
    He felt his mana drop alarmingly. 
 
    With a gasp, he extracted his consciousness and was once more standing on floor nine, now holding a tendril that was now greener than it was a moment before.  
 
    “I’ve beaten the plant back to level seven.” 
 
    “What do you mean, it’s still there?” William pointed. 
 
    “That’s mine now,” Daniel told them.  
 
    “You need to burn it before it spreads further,” Rosica insisted, stepping forward. 
 
    “No,” Luke said even as he intercepted her. “If Daniel says it’s safe, then it is. Daniel, is it safe?” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel said flatly. 
 
    “Are you out of mana?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, but I figure there might be another surprise, so I would maintain a good reserve.” 
 
    “You killed the plant on eight?” Rosica asked. 
 
    Daniel nodded, “Unfortunately, not fully. There’s some left, but it’s definitely separated from the main mind, which should make it less dangerous.” 
 
    “Did any of the people down there survive?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Rosica was counting. “I’m missing seven.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
    Daniel looked at her in surprise.  
 
    There had been people downstairs? 
 
    “Are they still alive? Can you get rid of all the plants to let me check?” Rosica stared back, as unyielding as ever. It took a certain personality to take a build that relied purely on strength and that didn’t involve backing down or beating around the bush.  
 
    “I’ll look.”  
 
    Without hesitation, he seized the nearby plant tendril. It was green, and when his mind entered, the annoying consciousness that had launched the attack on him before was no longer present. He sped along the fibres that he had already converted. Every moment, Daniel was ready to react. While he had seized control of the area once, if he was the enemy plant, he would have taken Daniel’s removal from the network to seize territory back. Whether because it was being cautious or it was incapable of it, the enemy consciousness had not tried to regain the real estate that it had lost. His mind flicked down and explored the corridor on floor seven and then came to a halt.  
 
    The situation had changed.  
 
    The tendrils that his power was rushing along ended. When previously they had extended onward, presumably to the central mind of the plant, those connections had been severed.  
 
    It was another reminder that what he was fighting was intelligent, or at worst, cunning. It had separated the network that it controlled from his. 
 
    Smart. 
 
    Plant Sense flared out. and he could see that the separation was physical. In the brief time he had been out of the network talking to his team, the plant had caused a twenty-centimetre length of vine between their networks to rot away. There was putrid material filling the space that had dripped away to leave an air gap.  
 
    It must have been both smart and scared because it had gotten creative in its attempt to separate them.   
 
    For a moment, the different priorities wrestled within him. The war with the monster, his search and hopeful rescue of the people Rosica had lost, and then finally the basics of defence. The monster had created this barrier to thwart him, and it didn’t make sense that he wouldn’t give it the same credit.  
 
    What should I do? Should I be setting up defences?  
 
    His mind recalled the offshoots of the plant that he’d ignored when he had rushed down in attack. They were an active vulnerability; and even if there wasn’t a way to create an active defence, he could burn out the known connections to his network. His mind swept back through the plant, searching for the animal parasite that co-existed with the mindless plant.  
 
    He hunted for a trace of it, exploring the areas he had already purged. 
 
    Clean. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    Search or defence? 
 
    His people, not Rosica’s came first. He swept around level nine to confirm there was nothing up there. He was not terrified but concerned that somehow it had a presence there and was preparing a surprise attack.  
 
    There was no secret conspiracy, or at least none his method could sense. Floor nine was clear of the parasite’s influence. He dropped to explore eight. Immediately, it was obvious that this was a different story. The plants were spread further than upstairs, and there were large stretches he had not touched.  
 
    Daniel went cautiously, worried that a plant able to strategize might possess an unwelcome surprise. As he explored the new area, the animal parasite died, and that opposing mind that he was dreading running into did not emerge. Almost a third of floor eight had been compromised, spreading out from the stairwell. But unprotected, he converted it all quickly. Without active resistance, it took very little mana to burn away the parasite. Rather than using his own mana, he borrowed from the rest of the plant he controlled. It was a delicate operation that, if he had been opposed by the enemy consciousness, would have failed dismally.  
 
    Luckily, the plant had been scared sufficiently to retreat. 
 
    Done, he thought viciously. 
 
    Yay! Priscilla shouted, along with images of him opening up chips to celebrate, preferably ones she had not tasted before.  
 
    The entire plant network he had access to had been purified. In his mind, he imagined he was a paladin of a god, driving out the corruption, his golden light destroying the demonic hordes. The truth, he knew logically, was far grimmer: just one biological entity gaining an advantage over another. A process that was carried out within nature a million times per second. 
 
    But it was a victory that the immediate plant was clean. The enemy driven off, which meant he could use his other abilities without fear of them backfiring.  
 
    Now that he was sure it was safe, he rotated through floor eight and used his Plant Sense power to work out what had happened. He skipped along the tendrils that had expanded out through the lower floor. Body, body… his count rapidly breached nine, and despair filled him. 
 
    Then life.  
 
    Daniel’s eyes snapped open as he kicked himself. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    Power blossomed as he sensed downwards.  
 
    Four individuals, one of which was mutated, were practically beneath him. The friendly plant he had converted, while it occupied a large volume of space, had very little actual power associated with it. Compared to a human, the plant was mist vs a human’s iron. The same could not be said about the plant monster that had almost killed him. Its outer reaches were the same mist, but the creature’s core space, that was larger than a hotel room, and its density was that of Styrofoam. There was no part of it that was as dense as a regular zombie, let alone an Elite, but there was so much volume that it more than matched the power of the Ultra. In total capacity, it probably rivalled the Super.  
 
    Why couldn’t anything be easy! he screamed in his head.  
 
    A sense of support radiated from both Priscilla and Finigan. We’re with you, those emotions told him. 
 
    The two of us, Priscilla’s thoughts assured him. With the two of them, she was confident they could win, then another thought occurred to her… and maybe the dog, he could help, his teeth could be useful… Daniel could feel Priscilla continuing to think furiously: and possibly Tamara, her lights were pretty and they might get hungry mid battle… Possibly a tiny bit of help from everyone just in case things needed to be carried, but mainly the two of us. Together, we will destroy it and then celebrate. 
 
    Yay! 
 
    She was shadow-boxing once more on his shoulders.  
 
    The support helped. 
 
    They could definitely win. 
 
    Daniel knew it was optimistic. He understood things were never that easy, and even after this issue was defeated, there was still the problem of the lizard, and whatever those small shapes the previous night had been. 
 
    She stopped pretending to fight on his shoulder. 
 
    Together. 
 
    There was an unshakable faith in that word. Together, they would make the world crumble.  
 
    Together Fix. 
 
    Fix the world was the context, and not for the first-time Daniel stopped thinking about the future and forced himself to focus on the present and past. 
 
    Those fucking scientists who had let their curiosity destroy the world had a lot to answer for. 
 
    Animal Sense faded to nothing, and before extending his power to save the people, he internalised all the information the ability had gathered. Volume-wise, the enemy was significantly larger than what he had already converted, and the power became more concentrated the closer they got to the centre of the creature. He knew where the heart of the plant was, and that was where they ultimately had to attack. Not only had it been in the centre of everything, it had also glowed the brightest.  
 
    To defeat the monster, they needed to destroy that. If he was a betting man, he was sure that’s where the creature’s core would be, if that was indeed how plants functioned.  
 
    His mind kept assessing what he had sensed. Facts were important. It had been five times the size of the plant he had already converted. Assuming there were not secondary brains lower in the building, that was the depths of the challenge he faced. But the energy difference between what he had purified, the outer reaches of the enemy, and the core was stark. In the centre, every winding vine or hooking root had three or four times the energy of the neutral equivalent, which meant the plant was fifteen to twenty times more powerful than the bit that he had defeated.  
 
    Internally, Daniel shied away. 
 
    He definitely could not beat that sort of power in a straight-up fight. A series of running battles might do it, but only if destroying the outer reaches of the plant reduced its strength. If he went that path, then it would be days before he would even know if that was successful or not; and if the plant was smart, it would grow downward and present upwards with a hardened defence. It was possible that it could outgrow him with that strategy. If its growth exceeded the amount of damage that Daniel could put out, then ultimately, humans would lose. 
 
    It had felt weak when Daniel had engaged with it, but then they had been fighting close to him and a long way from it. As he got closer to its centre, that dynamic would reverse, and it would end up stronger than him.  
 
    He shuddered. 
 
    There was no guarantee he could beat this.  
 
    Together. Hope and confidence filled her thoughts. 
 
    Despite the mouse’s support, that second thought had felt like it was true. He could prune the outsides, but ultimately, he needed to get face-to-face with that central power; and when he did, he would be terribly outmatched. By the time he reached the centre, it would be at least ten times more powerful than the consciousness he had fought a running battle with. Out this far, he had been stronger than it, but by nowhere near that much.  
 
    It was more powerful than him. 
 
    “What?” Tamara asked almost making him jump. “What are those facial expressions?”  
 
    “Facial what?” Luke asked.  
 
    “I–” 
 
    “My people?” Rosica interrupted. 
 
    Shit, Daniel’s mind flashed back down the plant. He must have sensed almost ten dead bodies, but some were clearly previously lost. She was after the survivors, and this time he looked more carefully and knew where to look. “Three dead, four alive.” He told her. 
 
    “No!” Fury and helplessness flitted across her face. “Who? Where?” 
 
    “One dead on the stairs, the other two in a room downstairs.” 
 
    She started forward, and Daniel let his power flow into the friendly plant. There was a rippling effect, and like modern day machinery combined with lots of strings, all the vines, roots, and plant parts were pulled sideways to create space to walk down the stairs, though, admittedly, with so much mass to contend with, the path was narrow. 
 
    Rosica hesitated.  
 
    It was intimidating.    
 
    “It’s safe.” Daniel assured. 
 
    With a big, shuddering breath, she jogged forward. 
 
    She sprinted downstairs, and Daniel focused once more to continue to open the path through to the three trapped in the room and the one in the corridor. As he passed bodies, rather than burying them, he raised them to the surface.  
 
    “No!” they heard her scream. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes went to the other new fighters that had come up with Rosica. In the immediate space, there were almost as many newcomers as there were his fighters, but he could see what Rosica had meant in their earlier discussion. Most of them felt weak; and while his identification skills were working overtime, that was not what he wanted to focus on. Daniel looked at the emotions that were playing over their faces. He couldn’t read the facial expressions of the mutated humans, but the normal ones were apprehensive. They were men and women accustomed to loss, but they recognised Rosica’s scream as one of grief rather than fear. He could tell that there was a story there; and while they dreaded the news that was bound to come, they were not as invested in it as Rosica had been.  
 
    One of them, a mid-fifties woman’s who radiated the impression of scary competence, noticed his look. “Rosica is one of the few with surviving family. Her husband and mum and dad.”
She screamed ‘No!’.  
 
    He swallowed. 
 
    The woman gave a small nod to him. Acknowledging some of what he had worked out. Rosica had screamed ‘No!’ when passing the body on the stairs. 
 
    “Nothing we can do,” Alex snapped. Daniel wanted to strangle him in response to his callousness, but Alex was not that type of person. He was trying to do his bit to keep the mood up, and it had been coming morose. “Let’s plan. Tell us what we’re facing?” Alex continued. “That thing grows plants faster than you do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
    Daniel remembered that feeling of strength but also the nature of the consciousness that was driving it. “It’s going to be hard.” Daniel admitted.  
 
    “You made it change colour,” Alex suggested carefully. 
 
    “Away from its centre, I’m dominant. Closer is harder. This.” He gestured at the green vines. “The purple’s a parasite that makes it dangerous. When the parasite dies, the plant goes green, and then it’s friendly. I’m not sure how, but theoretically,” he waved at the green. “I can use it against the main monster.”  
 
    “What are you worried about?” Alex persisted. 
 
    Daniel hesitated. 
 
    “You clearly beat this first wave easily.” Alex clicked his fingers. “You’re concerned that it’s stronger closer to the centre.”  
 
    Daniel kicked the floor to express his frustration.  
 
    Tamara patted him on the back. “It’s not on you.”  
 
    He looked at her sadly. “If it’s not on me, it’s on us. No matter what, we need to beat it.” 
 
    “We can go around,” Tamara suggested. “Treat it like the moths. Don’t co-exist, but lock it away.” 
 
    “If we can’t beat it, that’s what we’ll do,” Luke said definitely. 
 
    Daniel was still thinking through everything he knew about what they were facing. He had mapped its nearby points of strength, but if he was going to fight it, they didn’t know enough yet. The critical unknown was, where is its core? If they could destroy that part of the plant with a targeted strike, it didn’t matter how big the rest of it was.  
 
    He pulsed Animal Sense once more. 
 
    This time, he focused exclusively on the plant and ignored everything else. 
 
    The breadth of its spread was spectacular. It had expanded down the sides of the building, but that wasn’t what he was concerned about for now. He concentrated on the densest piece of energy, the spot where it had originated.  
 
    It was inside the building. It could even be a modified pot plant, changed like the moths or ferals had been. Its core was in the same spot, and that centre was actually closer to the seventh floor than the sixth, even though the plant matter was denser on the floors below. It had spawned or been mutated on the seventh, and then rather than growing evenly in all directions, its attention had focused downward. 
 
    Luck. 
 
    Well, not in the usual sense because they were unlucky that it even existed, but how the plant had grown since they had gotten there was a small mercy. They were attacking it from its weakest direction. Now that he knew exactly what he was facing, he let the skill drop, and he allowed his mind to encompass the entirety of what he faced. A shell of leaves from level seven down the exterior of the building as far as he could see. The core and the minimal presence on seven followed by the denser mass in the two floors below. It was interesting. He was convinced that, from the outside, the bottom six levels of the building would be covered with a continuous layer of purple, but that wasn’t relevant. The overall geometry was. “We can’t skip.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tamara asked. 
 
    “It’s a plant. What’s in the building is its trunk and roots, but the bulk of it is on the outside. Spread out and gathering sun. We can’t sneak down because it would sense us and counter.” 
 
    “Because it’s smart?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not, it’s a plant – well, maybe a little.” Daniel conceded after a moment’s thought. “Magic and all means plants can probably have brains.” But not intelligent as such, he mused internally. The thoughts he had experienced when their minds touched were significantly less developed than that of Priscilla before he bonded with her or even Blood Drinker when he compared them. “Very rudimentary intelligence. It knows I was there, and it didn’t like me.” 
 
    “Then we could go around.” Tamara suggested. 
 
    “No, the moment an animal touches that outer shell of leaves it’ll come for them.” 
 
    “So, we’re going to have to fight.” Luke confirmed, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “If we drop another staircase, it will just exit into leaves. Possibly I could get down there and seize control of the area before the plant could strike at us, but I wouldn’t be confident about that. And if it attacked the staircase when people were on it.” He didn’t need to finish that sentence. “Or if it got a physical attack in when I was isolated on the outside of the building.” 
 
    Luke shifted uncomfortably. “Then what?” 
 
    From the access stairs, there was a snatch of noise. Daniel cheated by looking with Plant Sense. Five people were approaching. Rosica was bringing everyone from downstairs up.  
 
    It was like those slight noises were a signal, and the babble stilled as they all waited for what was coming. 
 
    Rosica emerged first. There were streaks of water down her cheeks, and her eyes were bloodshot. Daniel frowned sadly, remembering what he had been told earlier. 
 
    “Rosica!” the woman who had told them about Rosica’s family exclaimed and rushed forward arms wide to envelop her in a hug. The two women hugged tightly. 
 
    Next to Rosica was an older lady that shared her features and grief. Daniel openly studied her and concluded immediately that it had be Rosica’s Mum. Her eyes were bloodshot, too, but she was more outwardly composed than Rosica had been. 
 
    “We need to kill it,” Rosica sobbed. “Destroy it.” 
 
    “We do.” Daniel agreed coldly. “It’s the only way we’re getting out of this tower alive.” 
 
    “Is this going to be a council of war?” Luke said. “Or will you dictate our orders?” The tone in Luke’s voice made it clear he hadn’t forgotten Daniel railroading the decision to expand down rapidly yesterday. 
 
    “Probably the second,” Daniel answered wryly. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    Luke jumped. “Tamara, what was that for?” 
 
    “You were being mean to Daniel.” 
 
    “I wasn’t.” He looked slightly guilty. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Daniel interrupted, though he couldn’t help but smile. That was a technique he definitely planned on using later. Being able to give a shock at will to people who annoyed him could be a fun use of magic. Though it would probably have to wait till he got Blood Drinker back. If he tried with his current control, he could easily end up killing someone by accident. He remembered destroying that TV.  
 
    Ruefully, Daniel smiled internally. It had been a long day, and small things were distracting him. “We need to kill it. Attack through level seven; its heart is in the corridor on the west side.”  
 
    “Can we drop straight down on top of it?” Tamara asked.  
 
    Daniel shrugged. “It’s got a presence on floor eight immediately above the core. We could try to pressure from there, but I’m not convinced that fight suits us.” 
 
    “Why?” Luke asked with a patient sigh. 
 
    “The floors are hard to get through under normal circumstances. If they’re being reinforced from below… I’m not sure it’s a given we can blast through them.” 
 
    “But we’ve got,” he gestured at the strength-based fighters. “We could rip through the floors quickly.” 
 
    Daniel imagined the different angles of attacks. If they tried to come from the top, there was definitely less plant mass to go through.  
 
    Rosica shook her head. “Going through the floors is not as easy as you’re imagining. When we did it, it took minutes to get through.” Her gaze shifted critically over everyone gathered. 
“And I’m not sure you’re any stronger than the people we used.”  
 
    “And you’re going to have constant reinforcement.” Daniel reminded them. “The holes you create will be sealed. That makes it an order of magnitude harder to get through.” Daniel imagined it as the difference between breaking objects suspended between two points rather than one on the ground. It was why, in all those karate videos of people smashing items with bare hands, the rigid object was supported on the edges, as opposed to being on a flat surface. Things broke when they could bend. If the plant reinforced the floor, that wouldn’t be happening.  
 
    “I get it,” Luke interrupted. “But the alternative plan is to go down to floor seven and fight it through the corridors?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “That sounds terrifyingly dangerous.” Luke continued. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You can’t engage it alone,” Rosica said absently, wiping away some of her tears. “When you do your magic stuff, you’re physically vulnerable.” 
 
    “Yes, and no.” 
 
    “I saw.” 
 
     “Usually, I can multitask a little; but sometimes, I lose track of my surroundings.” 
 
    “Sometimes. You were as good as comatose for a floor and a half.” 
 
    Daniel studied the fiery woman once more. His initial impression had been matronly, and he still stood by that, but it was the fierce theme. Protective and occasionally overbearing and very happy to give a kid a smack if they deserved it. 
 
    “I agree. I can’t face it alone. We do what we did here.” Daniel waved at where the packed forced had stopped the tsunami of roots dead. 
 
    “That’s pretty dangerous; and this thing’s in all the hotel rooms, isn’t it?” Luke half-asked and half-stated. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “So, it’ll be able to attack us from behind and the side.” 
 
    “Yes, and below.” 
 
    “That’s ugly,” Luke said. 
 
    “The other approach is to try a slow advancement. Deplete its energy over a long period. I have concerns about that. The first is that it will get smarter if we do that. It will learn how to fight us. My second fear is that it may gain energy faster than we can diminish it.” 
 
    “Poison,” Alex said abruptly, entering the conversation. 
 
    “And where are we going to get that from?” Luke snapped. 
 
    Daniel raised a hand to pacify him. Tempers were rising all around them, and Daniel felt the same anger. They were stumbling from one disaster to another. He sort of wished Ivey was here for this, as it was the sort of situation where she would excel. Calming everyone and getting them aligned in the right direction. 
 
    “There must be heaps of bleach.” 
 
    “It won’t work, Alex,” Daniel interrupted firmly. “The first reason is that we’re in a hotel and apartment building, so there will not be much, if any weed killer. That’s what you need bleach doesn’t poison plants. But the fundamental problem is the size of the plant. It’s huge; and also, if we infect one part it will just sacrifice that bit of it. I’ve already seen it shear off bits of itself to protect its centre.” 
 
    Alex scratched his head. “Magic skills.” 
 
    Daniel raised his hand. There were a few half-smiles. 
 
    “Not yours. Others’.” 
 
    “We know,” Daniel answered on all their behalf. “Jordan might help. Create a plant that I can use in battle.” 
 
    Luke shook his head vigorously. “Logically, I don’t see how that is better than you attacking it directly. Didn’t you just kill a substantial amount of it in a few seconds?” 
 
    Daniel nodded silent agreement. 
 
    “So,” Rosica said slowly. “We need to kill it.” Her eyes hardened. “Waiting is death, because as Daniel says, it’s only going to get stronger.” 
 
    They all looked at each other, weighing the mood.  
 
    Finally, Luke cleared his throat. “If we’re doing this, I assume the strategy is analogous to creating a wedge and pushing through the enemy as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I reckon it’ll be a more rectangular shape, given the shape corridors.” No one even smiled, so Daniel shut up. 
 
    “The only question is…” Luke continued with an annoyed glance at Daniel. “Who is the best to take?” 
 
    “I’m in,” Rosica said instantly. 
 
    “Explosives and heavy-bladed weapons performed against the first wave,” Alex stated. 
 
    “Shields physical and magic were also effective.” 
 
    “My spear did nothing,” someone else volunteered. 
 
    “My mace sort of worked, but…” 
 
    They all looked at each other.  
 
    Tamara raised a hand tentatively.  
 
    Luke immediately encouraged her to speak. 
 
    “Are there any non-combat classes who could be good here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Well,” Tamara paused clearly thinking about it. “Hua Chua will be useful in case there’s any smoke. I don’t know. I was just thinking.” 
 
    “Chua definitely.” Daniel agreed instantly. “Jordan can create plants with pollen that can knock animals out. I wouldn’t bet on the plant not being able to do the same.” 
 
    “I imagine any farmer professions will have some weed-killing spell,” Alex suggested. “Also, construction if they can create walls to stop us from getting flanked.” 
 
    Daniel clapped his hands. “Let’s put together a team. Alex and Luke, can you gather everyone with the right skills to kill this thing?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “No Problem.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I’ll monitor the situation. Are there any questions? The plan is to go hard and try to force our way to the core.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
    Satisfied they were on the right track, Daniel sat down and tested his power on the giant plant. At first, he probed it while his mana recovered. Even with the animal plants gone, it differed from the plants he was used to working with. Every fibre strand contained a small amount of magic, which was like what he was using to make himself faster or to become stronger. It was as if the plant had evolved in a magical world where magic was present and then had adapted to move.  
 
    As if, Daniel smirked internally, he was certain that was what had happened. It was not a continual movement like a Treant of myth, but more of a steady gathering of energy which could be exerted a couple of times a day; and whenever it did so, the shifts would be explosive. 
 
    The question was what he could do with vegetation that possessed that type of inherent magical reactions. Tiny streams of mana acted like the single neuron firing in the brain and making his fist clench. Through the plant, he had a massive force multiplier. In fascination, he tested the various cell lines that the plant could natively utilise. After all, the cleansed tissue in front of him had the same capabilities as the monster they were about to challenge. Killing the parasite had done nothing to change its abilities, or at least not enough to be a concern. 
 
     The movement magic was intrinsic to the plant, not to the parasite. Under his touch, it sprouted thorns, it hardened, it softened, it coiled like a snake, a vine lashed out. The fight they had just gone through had been jumbled, but Daniel did not remember the attacks being sophisticated, only numerous. That blunt force was unlikely to last. Daniel did not create a thorn; instead, he pushed a button and biology did the rest. The designs existed, ready to be utilised.  
 
    While the consciousness had not used them in the initial fight, given time, Daniel knew it would learn to. After all, humans were squishy, and eventually it would realise that and use the natural gifts of the lifeform it had enslaved. 
 
    Daniel tested everything which was available. A nasty thorn on the end of the whip that lashed forward. A vine that curled around and then tightened but had a razor-sharp edge on the inside. A chunk of heavy wood launched forward like a sledgehammer.  
 
    The surrounding fighters needed to be exposed to these techniques even if the enemy never thought to use them. The fact it might learn was sufficient to be cautious. He would not have people die because he assumed the creature would not adapt mid-fight.  
 
    “Guys. If you get closer to the stairwell door, I can give you some experience about what to expect.” 
 
    A group formed up in front of the stairwell exit, and Daniel kept practising. This time, it was against the wall of humans. Plants surged forward. Vines behaved like whips, abruptly lashing out with a single sharp thorn on the end to do damage. Luke screamed in pain as a vine looped around his leg and then tightened the sharp blades on the inner surface of it, almost slicing to the bone. 
 
    “Don’t let it, them, encircle you.”  
 
    A brunette went down, clutching at her face. Daniel had no sympathy. Teaching her to defend herself now might save her life later. Plus, the healing spell hit her almost immediately, and the wound closed and then vanished without leaving the slightest scar.  
 
    “Watch when they coil like that,” Daniel told them clinically. 
 
    A root that had not been noticed curled around the bottom edge of a shield. The shield was now stuck in place. One of the super heavy vines swept forward toward the opening. The tank tried to move his shield to block, but it was caught like it had been wielded to the ground. The vine sailed through the gap unimpeded. It was as thick as Daniel’s thigh; and then it crashed savagely through them from the lower right and swept to the upper left.  
 
    Six fighters were sent sprawling. The formation was broken, but Daniel did not bother sending a wave of vegetation through the gap. Everyone knew he could have, and that if he had, then most of the warriors would have been slaughtered. It was a slight mistake, but it would have killed them all. They all knew it.  
 
    “Reset,” Luke grumbled. “We’re all dead again. Don’t set your shields like that. It’s lazy. You’ve got to keep them moving.” Then Luke rounded on the girl who had been next to the man whose lack of shield movement had doomed them. The only front-row fighter who had not lost her feet in the subsequent attack. “What were you doing? You need to protect everyone from that. Our wipe just then was on you.” 
 
    “I…” She started to argue, waving at a bunch of coiled vines Daniel had been preparing to attack her. 
 
    “COILS!” Luke thundered. “That’s not an excuse. Take the hit. It can be healed. If our defensive line is compromised.” Luke shook his head. There was no need to say anymore. The results were self-evident.   
 
    Daniel could see healing spells fixing up those who had been knocked over. The tank at the front who had made the mistake of letting his shield get trapped was the last to stand. “How can we fight this?” 
 
    Daniel pondered the question. He wanted to forge them into something stronger, not shatter them. “You’re improving.”  
 
    “We’re not. It took even less time for you to get through that time.” 
 
    Daniel sighed tiredly. He was not looking forward to this battle. His unique abilities made the fight possible, but even with them it was definitely going to struggle. Earlier, when Rosica had thought she had been making progress, she hadn’t been. The plant had basically been fighting her to a standstill while ignoring her.  
 
    Now that he had seen the innate energy within the creature, it could have crushed her at any moment. That was ancient history. What he needed to address now was the coming battle; and to facilitate that, he required them to feel confident, not hopelessly subdued.  
 
    “You’ve improved an incredible amount. There are two reasons it doesn’t seem that way. First of all, I’m getting better, faster than you are improving. That one is not a problem. After all, we’re fighting a dumb plant, and it’ll take months to match the improvement I’ve got over the last twenty minutes. Second, my mana is fully recovered now. Instead of using a tenth of my mana regeneration, I’m spending all of it.  
 
    “Effectively, my attacks are ten times more powerful.” That was a white lie. While it was technically true, the reserves of the plant had deteriorated, so the net increase in power was only a factor of two to three, but it was better if they thought they were going up against the more extreme option.  
 
    “You’re definitely progressing.” 
 
    “Let’s do it again,” the tank said, sounding a lot like one of the perky hype-up guys that had existed in every footy team he had played for.  
 
    “No,” Luke interrupted. “I think we’re ready to go.” 
 
    “Daniel said we were getting better. We should wait till we plateau,” the tank argued. 
 
    “You have been improving. But Luke’s call is the right one. Your rate of improvement has been decreasing. I think you can all agree with that.”  
 
    Now that they were no longer in battle, Tamara came and stood next to him. “Can we beat it?” 
 
    “Have to,” Daniel answered honestly. “It’s not the sort of thing you can pacify.” 
 
    “Which of my magic types will work best?” 
 
    “Ice, obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously.” She poked him. “I have fire, you know. That’s the traditional counter for plants.” 
 
    “In what universe?” 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    Daniel laughed. “Look how wet the plant is. You’re not going to get it to burn; and if you did, well, that’s a pyrrhic victory if I’ve ever seen one. You get a plant this size burning, then the whole tower’s going up and probably collapsing.” 
 
    Tamara looked around. “This place is mostly non-flammable.” 
 
    “It was the heat that made the towers collapse on 9/11.” 
 
    “What? We’re collating a green plant burning with jet fuel.” 
 
    “You’re right. I shouldn’t have mentioned 9/11. But Ice is still your best bet.” 
 
    “Missiles or mist?” 
 
    Daniel looked sideways at her. A little suspiciously. She smiled back at him with Priscilla on her shoulder, eating a chip.  
 
    Daniel’s shoulders sagged. “Thanks for trying to distract me.” 
 
    “My pleasure. It looks like you’re taking too much on yourself.” 
 
    She rested her head on his shoulder, bringing Priscilla closer, and he could hear the mouse munching away very clearly.  
 
    “Let’s move.” Luke declared suddenly. “Everyone knows their place and what to do. We need to trust each other, or we’ll all die.”  
 
    Silence greeted that statement and Daniel half-expected someone to ask again why they were fighting with those sorts of stakes.  
 
    No one said a thing.  
 
    The different options had been discussed exhaustively and publicly. Everyone knew the score. There were no other viable paths.  
 
    “In positions,” Luke yelled. 
 
    Then, organised into their assigned spots, they marched down the stairs, two abreast. Daniel was responsible for the tunnel through the stairwell with the plant matter shoved against the floor, roof, and walls. The taller folks amongst them had to slouch and dip their heads in order to avoid hitting their heads on vegetation that was packed into the top half a meter of the stairwells. It was tight. Two abreast, their shoulders brushed the leaves that covered the walls. The plant, when it had attacked upstairs, had sent up a significant amount of mass; and to make sufficient room for them to get down, Daniel had needed to create this narrow arch they walked through.  
 
    Dave strode next to him with his sapient seed mace. 
 
    Luke had pulled out all stops and brought down everyone who could help him, which included Dave. To the best of Daniel’s knowledge, this was only the second time Dave had left the unconscious Ivey.  
 
    They descended past eight and then onto seven. 
 
    The corridor into which the stairwell opened out was filled with his green vines in both directions, through it switched to purple about halfway down the long side. With a solemn air, they lined up perfectly, spreading into their assigned lines of four. There were thirty-six of them and they set up four across, which left them nine deep. The first third faced forward, the middle group to the sides, and the last faced backwards. They would walk backwards to fight off anything coming from the sides. No one expected this to be a one-dimensional battle. There would be attacks from all three directions, and from above and potentially below.  
 
    Everyone on the outskirts of the formation was melee, with the magic users on the inside. Ingrid was the only bow user they had brought down. The rest of the archers lacked the broad-level damage they needed.  
 
    “Once we start,” Luke reminded them, “there is no retreat. The lives of us and our friends above depend on our success over the next hour.”  
 
    There was literally no hope if they failed. Twenty of the best fighters, plus a scattering of specialised support classes were down here; and if they failed… there was no coming back. The non-combatants could retreat upward in the tower, but that would only delay things. The plant would eventually grow upward and consume them. It would probably take it weeks, if not months, but it would be inevitable.  
 
    Without any more conversation, Luke, who was at the front, started the fight. They hoped to win, but deep down they knew the chances of all of them surviving were near zero.  
 
    “Step,” as one the entire group moved. “Step.” 
 
    They were still in an area surrounded by Daniel’s plants, but the fear was thick in the air. 
 
    “Step.” 
 
    Daniel’s mouth was dry, and he rehearsed what he had to do. His job was to challenge the monster directly. Then he’d move to where he was needed, and then take over parts of the enemy plant, while knowing full well that sometimes it would fight him and other times it would lob off the piece to stop him from comprising wider stretches of the plant. What Daniel had decided was vital was his mobility. Under no circumstances could he afford to get locked into any extended battle within the plant, because it could multitask and strike from a different direction.  
 
    Everyone looked uneasy, but it was too early for the battle to begin. This bit of corridor was no man’s land. The surrounding plants were purple, but they were not a mass of power. They were a means of spreading, connecting nerves so to speak. The melee attacked them with prejudice, treating them like the potential threat they probably were. Every root, vine, or branch was diced up. 
 
    The corridor looked ahead. Framed by purple, when they rounded the corner, they would be properly in the enemy’s territory.  
 
    Together they turned the corner, the first five ranks in any case. They were confronted with a wall of stained purple vegetation only four metres in. Luke grimaced at the tight confines, but his eyes were steely.  
 
    “Halt. Ranged, prepare to fire.” 
 
    A volley of magic was launched. A section of vines exploded as something invisible hit it. Ten pencil-sized streaks of darkness flew out from someone behind Daniel and slammed into the vines at the edge. The spot they hit shrunk, the purple intensified, and he got the feeling that the connection the plant had with itself beyond that point was gone. 
 
    One of Ingrid’s arrows went through the centre mass, and there was a slight boom deep within the mass of vegetation. Tamara’s ice missiles hit, and besides exploding, they froze the surrounding plants, having, Daniel suspected, a similar impact to the pencil-thin dark missiles. 
 
    Overall, the volley from their eight strongest ranged casters had mulched almost a metre of the corridor.  
 
    “Step.” Then the front warriors went to work, their swords slashing out and finishing the couple of damaged vines that had survived the initial strikes. They all fought smartly, their blades cutting where the magic had degraded the enemy targets.  
 
    “Step. Ranged, fire.” 
 
    Another volley hit, and more plants died. There was no retaliation. They could all feel the pressure mounting. 
 
    “Step, Step, Ranged Fire, Step.”  
 
    They were walking on plant matter. Their entire nine rows had entered the corridor. The remnants of the monstrosity plants were under their feet, pushing them half a metre off the ground, and their combined effort had moved them over five metres into the hallway that the plant had claimed. 
 
    “Step. Ranged.” 
 
    There was nothing for Daniel to do. 
 
    Everyone was glancing around in fear, just waiting for the other shoe to drop. The plant was not that smart, Daniel reminded himself.  
 
    But… 
 
    They were now in its territory. He remembered the power it had unleashed with the attack that had chased him up two floors.  
 
    That had only been a fraction of its power. 
 
    “Step.” 
 
    There was a ripple under the dead plant matter in front of them. 
 
    A ripple right under Luke. 
 
    Then under him. 
 
    It was moving fast. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Daniel crouched, plunging his arm straight down. He went through the chunks of dead matter and hit something hard almost twenty centimetres above the floor and hidden under a similar amount of pulped vegetation. 
 
    His consciousness blasted into what had to be some well-thought-out attack by the enemy.  
 
    The will of the monster opposed him immediately. Its magic filled the vine with power and intent. Even with his enhanced magical mind power, it took almost two seconds for Daniel’s mind to even penetrate a centimetre into the vine; and during that time, he knew it had already sped past him, growing continually. Getting under all of them.  
 
    The enemy had created this attack from scratch and was using a staggering amount of power.  
 
    What was it doing?  
 
    How did this growth destroy them? 
 
    He concentrated on absorbing the tiny bits of information that were available. The density of energy. A concentration of potential energy. It was… 
 
    A bomb. 
 
    That’s what it was, and the plant had created it fully formed under him. 
 
    He needed to stop it. 
 
    Panic flooded through him, but it did not slow his thoughts. He had to act immediately.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
    Daniel’s will clashed with the alien’s, and this time there was no question of distraction nor a lack of attention.  
 
    Everything it had was focused on this attempt. 
 
    There was no time to understand the details; all that mattered was thwarting it.  
 
    The enemy continued to pump power into this tendril, and it kept growing. This was not creating like Daniel often did but was a transfer of energy from one spot to another, like he did with potential energy and traps. It had built the bomb elsewhere and was now transferring it to where it could kill them. 
 
    That realisation altered Daniel’s approach. He had doubted that he could match the monster one vs one, which meant there was no way he could do anything against prepared power. It would wash away any defences he enacted like they were not there.  
 
    He needed to disrupt the process. 
 
    How? 
 
    Ideas flared in his brain. The nature of the bomb was apparent. It was not like one of Daniel’s traps with carefully stored energy that used physics to express itself. Instead, what was being created was a magical equivalent that, when triggered, would cause growth that would do the damage.  
 
    Dense. 
 
    The energy underneath was so concentrated that he knew instinctively that it would have glowed as an enemy if using Animal Sense. It was not a single piece, but instead, it was comprised of hundreds of nodules. When they were set off, they expand rapidly in a straight line. It was basically a spear trap that grew once it had been triggered, rather than being pushed up from its hidden positions in the wall or under the floor. Between one second and the next, in a mere instant, a two-metre spike of wood would sprout, skewering everything in the way.  
 
    Daniel could see that with his standard plant awareness, which was only possible because of the energy concentrations. Usually, he would need to send his consciousness in order to get that level of detail. It felt like there were hundreds of finger-sized clumps of energy piled next to each other along the entire expense of the construction. When the enemy’s mind triggered, each of them would grow a thorn on the end and then grow outwards, till they hit something too strong to push through.  
 
    Connection, trigger… Those words and the consciousness already within the growth were stopping his mind from getting in. 
 
    Break the connection. 
 
    Practically, there was one choice. 
 
    Commands leapt from his conscious mind to his core.  
 
    Strength, Speed. Overcook both of them. Earth Armour. 
 
    Instructions spun out of his core, creating force energy along where all of his muscles were. Some of it was even in his brain, helping him speed up his thinking. Earth Armour plated out on his fingers to turn them into a weapon. He needed them to be unbreakable.  
 
    Then he pushed his hand down with all of his strength. His fingers were not sharp, but the fibres of the plant’s outer shell still broke. Tearing more because of the speed that he was moving, rather than an edge. The moment the tougher skin was pierced, and he was pushing into the soft centre, his hand plunged deep within the structure of the improvised weapon the monster had created and out the other side. 
 
    If he couldn’t sever the connection magically, then he needed to do it the old-fashioned way.  
 
    There was a flash of surprise. 
 
    Daniel grinned at the confirmation that he had shocked it. The simple fact was this was a last-ditch effort. The cunning creature had prepared too well. It had created the bomb elsewhere and then, during the delivery, it had layered defences over itself to protect itself and decided on a mental assault. Daniel knew he could tear through those defences given time, but that was one thing he didn’t currently have. 
 
    The bomb was not ticking, but it might as well have been.  
 
    Welcome to fighting humans, he thought gleefully at the monster even as his hands ripped outwards, tearing apart plant fibre courtesy of his ridiculously boosted strengths. 
 
    Humans adapted and changed their strategies on the fly, and the physical nature of his attack had surprised the consciousness opposing him. It recoiled for a moment as it attempted to understand what he had done. It was a mistake, and Daniel exploited that confusion mercilessly. His second hand plunged in, and then he ripped sideways, physically severing the link the plant had to the magic bomb it had placed under them. With a massive sweep of his arms, tiny threads and fibres caught and broke. It was like how it had rotted away vines to stymie him the first time, but this way was more violent and less disgusting.  
 
    Clean, simple, overwhelming power. 
 
    His job was not done. 
 
    While ninety per cent of the trap had been yanked from the enemy’s control, that, by definition, was not a hundred per cent. The remaining component was directly in front of him, primed and ready to blow.  
 
    Two ranks of defenders stood upon them.  
 
    It was trigger-happy.  
 
    They were standing on a bomb! 
 
    Daniel stood, his legs slipping slightly on the mushy vegetation. He grabbed Luke and the juggernaut and yanked them backwards. The moment he started pulling them, he released his enhanced strength. His breath was already catching in his throat, and he knew he needed to preserve his power. Part of his training plan was to get better at micro-use of his abilities.  
 
    Speed still boosted him. 
 
    He lunged forward and grabbed two more people. 
 
    Strength. 
 
    They went flying.  
 
    He went to move again, and he felt the change in the latent energies underneath him. Daniel reversed directions and flinched backwards. 
 
    Wisk! 
 
    The area in front of Daniel transformed as spears of wood exploded. They went straight up, sideways, and at every other angle in between. A destructive forest of spikes that filled the space.  
 
    The tank on the right, who was closest to the tendril, had seven of the shafts go through him. He had been armoured, not that it helped. The spikes ripped through the leather, flesh, and bone like tissue paper. The man on the left was luckier. Further away, and potentially warned by Daniel’s action, he got his shield mostly in place, and it glowed red as magic activated to block the attack. Five of the nasty weapons were deflected; a sixth pierced his foot.  
 
    The violence was as terrifying as the laughing Super, and the injured fell backwards screaming in agony. Daniel tensed and looked down at the energy that still filled the space between and beneath his feet.  
 
    Nothing happened. There was no chilling sound of spears passing through the air as the trap failed to react. The majority of the trap had not been triggered only the tiny section closer to the plant.  
 
    His ploy to remove it from the enemy’s network had been successful. He had disarmed it, or at least most of it.  
 
    Luke was cursing as he picked himself up from the ground. Tempered fighters who had stood firm in the face of feral charges were screaming in fear. The web of spears was horrifying. Karolina was lunging forward to hacking away the spear that went through the tank’s ankle so they could evacuate him.  
 
    This couldn’t be allowed to stand. 
 
    Anger and determination filled him. 
 
    Like he was in a trance, Daniel’s hand swung and grabbed one of the many shafts that packed the space in front of him.  
 
    The area had been clear of anything apart from human bodies just seconds ago, and now it was worse than a bamboo forest. The spikes filled about a metre and a half of space, but there must have been almost a hundred of them sent out and they were solid wood.  
 
    The man who had been pin-cushioned was beyond saving, while the other man was being pulled to safety. 
 
    Fuelled with righteous anger, Daniel blazed his mind into the plant in front of him, directing the force of will down the spike. The opposing consciousness must have invested heavily into the ambush, because nothing opposed him. Daniel was ruthless in his mind, going in both directions. First, the dense, trapped log under his feet had the animalistic parasites burnt out of them. 
 
    Then he examined the trigger mechanism and his mind rippled through it once more. The simple trigger that had been put in place to allow the monster plant to attack remotely was torn away. Given the energy that it contained, it was important that Daniel secured it to prevent it from being used against him. The wall of spears in front of him was warning enough of the risk that the bomb represented. If the enemy plant snuck in and triggered it while they stood on top of it, they were all dead, so Daniel prioritised ensuring that couldn’t happen.  
 
    With his immediate safety shored up in about a second of furious patching, Daniel pushed further. The animal parts were fried as his mind zipped forward. It was ridiculously easy because the plant had apparently been using all the nearby plant mass to power the bomb. There was no resistance. Even while his main focus advanced, Daniel remained cautious. His mind drifted into the side rooms, burning away the enemy and converting the stored vegetation in each of them to his purpose.  
 
    In a wave of energy, purple receded to reveal green, healthy plant matter.  
 
    He kept pushing and was internally stunned by his progress.  
 
    Nothing at all opposed him, and his power kept flooding out. He reached the end of the corridor, then around the corner, moving toward the core of the plant. Maybe it had overstepped, and he could ride this wave to its death. 
 
    Twenty meters to go, fifteen… the wild hope came crashing down. 
 
    His easy progress was stopped dead. Not because he hit an immutable consciousness that denied easy advancement, but because there were no connections to push forward. Once more, it had amputated a limb to deny him progress.  
 
    “Damn it,” he screamed, hitting the now innocent spikes in front of him.  
 
    The plant had quarantined off the section it had infected. Daniel did not blame it; he would have done the same if the situation had been reversed. 
 
    But still… he split the spike again and it wobbled violently.   
 
    Only seconds had passed, and he was panting, attempting to suck in as much breath as possible. Courtesy of the Strength and Speed he had used to both save Luke and sever the connection to the main part of the bomb, he was suffering the effects of overexertion. 
 
    Despite having told himself he would not empty his mana, his head felt heavy from mana depletion. It had been worth it. The blow he had just struck to the plant was material, and as they stood there in the corridor briefly, they were safe because he commanded all vegetation in the nearby rooms, and he could open up a pathway right to the enemy’s core when he was ready. We’re coming for you, he told himself internally.  
 
    The plant was going to die. 
 
    “Healing.” 
 
    “Tones.”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    There was a confusing hive of activity, and Daniel realised they were still standing on the bomb. 
 
    That was not good enough. While he had little mana available, he had some, and he only needed a touch to influence the plant. 
 
    He communicated his desire for it to roll away from the centre and give them a path forward. There was a rumble and then, like the Red Sea parting, the vegetation shifted and twisted and created a pathway forward when previously there had been none.   
 
    “Move forward.” Daniel snapped, breaking ranks to get to the safe area faster. “I’ve disabled it for now, but there’s a bomb underneath us.” 
 
    Everyone followed him once he said that. He was surprised that no one got trampled, such was the rush. The green mass in front of him rolled to the sides, creating an alien corridor where the walls, floor, and roof were made of vines, roots, and the occasional luminous leaves. Daniel rushed forward, with the sounds of people scrambling behind him. Once he was far enough to ensure everyone’s safety, he collapsed. 
 
    The weakness from overextending mana, his mind, and his body was overwhelming. 
 
    “Form up. On guard.” Luke was shouting. “Protect Daniel.” 
 
    He lay there panting and strategizing. 
 
    It would die. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
    In moments, he was surrounded.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he gasped. “Give me space.” 
 
    His consciousness remained in the plant volume he had stolen. It allowed himself to passively absorb all the information that was available. He was aware of everything that touched it.  
 
    Encased as they were by a cage of leaves, roots, stems, and vines, if a counterattack came, then he would know about it long before it became an actual threat. The defence provided by tonnes of plant matter was significant.  
 
    For now, he was safe. 
 
    Slowly, Daniel recovered; and once he had a sliver of energy, he sent it back to the spear bomb he had wrestled from the plant by severing its connection. There was so much energy within that construction that he couldn’t afford to let their opponent seize it.  
 
    The moment he touched it, Daniel sighed in relief. There was no consciousness opposing him. The enemy had not snuck in while he had been distracted to take back control of the resource. Instead, it was as he had left it, ready for him to exploit.  
 
    Even with near-zero mana, it was a simple matter to send his power through the root and destroy the animal parasite from the plant. As the parasite died, Daniel relaxed further. He was not sure the ‘plant monster’ could control sections of opposing plants without the parasite to help it. If he was lucky, the bomb was now forever out of its reach.  
 
    Not that he would let himself make that assumption.  
 
    The potential stored was immense, but also incredibly unstable. Carefully, he drained it away into the rest of the mass of the plant, which he controlled, and by doing so, he created a reserve of energy that he could then use to enact other physical changes, like if he needed to react to another all-out attack.  
 
    Daniel opened his eyes, satisfied that the immediate danger had passed. 
 
    “What happened?” Luke finally asked.  
 
    Everyone was deliberately not looking at the dead man behind them. 
 
    “It tried to sneak an attack under the dead vegetation. It got all the way under us, but I could stop most of it from triggering.” 
 
    “Is this becoming too dangerous?” 
 
    Daniel studied Luke and knew he asked that question pointedly. Then Daniel sighed. “It doesn’t matter if it is or not. We need to kill it now. It’s a plant, it’s growing. The longer we wait the harder our fight becomes.” 
 
    Luke did not look convinced. “Given time we could make a ballista. Shoot an arrow at a nearby building and then zipline across. There’s an eight-story tower less than a hundred metres away. We could hit that.” 
 
    Daniel imagined the effort that would go into that.  
 
    “I’ve seen what you can do. It’s possible.” Luke pressed. “And we shouldn’t assume there is no option out but through this thing.” 
 
    “How many others will die below if we do that?” 
 
    “Far fewer than if we’re all killed here.”  
 
    Daniel wanted to reject him outright, but he had a point. They could only save people if they were still alive. 
 
    “We kill the plant,” Rosica said darkly.  
 
    “How far does this go?” Alex interrupted, nodding up at the green that was over their head.   
 
    “Around the corner and to within ten metres of our target.” 
 
    Alex nodded like that explained everything. 
 
    “Really?” Luke asked, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Yes, you’ll be able to see for yourself. The monster put all of its focus and power into this surprise attack. When it failed, my counterstrike just blew it away.” 
 
    “And do you think you can stop it from using that technique again?” 
 
    Daniel glanced deliberately up at the mass of roots and vines that covered the roof and their floor. The material under his feet was solid. There was no way anything dangerous could be snuck under them. “If we stay within areas I explicitly control, then we’re safe.” Daniel was imagining slowly marching his plant domain forward and keeping them walking on his own vegetation, which would stop the monster from sneaking anything into them.  
 
    “Can we do that?” 
 
    “We’ll have to see once my mana recovers. But you destroy the plant, and I will shift our defensive lines forward.” 
 
    “Are there any precautions available to make this safer?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Maybe if we click all of our fingers together, we can magic the problem away.” Alex joked.  
 
    Luke rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Possibly,” Daniel conceded, addressing Luke as he considered the powers he had at his command. 
 
    Priscilla could help; and even as the thought occurred, he got instant agreement from the mouse. She would be there aiding them. 
 
    What else was available? Daniel felt he was not using all the plant powers that he possessed. While thanks to the bomb, the plant matter that he controlled had lots of potential to fight within it, there was a difference between raw, undirected power and focused application. Daniel recalled the feeling when he had used the strange flavour of magic to create the sapient club. He had a need now for something similar.  
 
    If his ally could think for itself.  
 
    Excitement flared as he remembered the skills he was supposed to possess. 
 
    But how? 
 
    His mind sunk into the plant that he had already created. It welcomed him, and he felt the magical energy that he had drained from the spear trap. It was flush with it. There was power there to help them win, but not how it was currently structured. The simple fact was that his limited brain, even supplemented by his core, could not hope to control it sufficiently to fulfil its potential.  
 
    He needed an ally that could actively help him.  
 
    Two skills jumped out at him. He had not explored either fully. Intelligence and Algorithmic Instruction, each of them represented a way to automate the potential of the plant he had converted.  
 
    “This might take a few minutes,” Daniel warned and then he let his mind sink to deep within the plant. He held an image of what he desired in his mind. A plant that would grow and grow and eventually help to kill terrible monsters. But more immediately, he needed something different. He wanted intelligence designed to defeat the parasite that had corrupted the sister plant. It needed to protect itself from the contaminant that the animal parasite represented. Not only resist it, but also needed to have a sense of duty to be part of a collective effort to purge it from the world. To stealthily reach out and infiltrate the corrupted tentacles and then cleanse them. It would not be easy. It would need to drive its mind into the opponent. Relentlessly push the other consciousness back, and then crush it.  
 
    Distantly, Daniel could feel his mana leaving him in a flood as it did something to the plant. It was imparting his will, and his core churned away to develop a framework that captured his desire. Part of him, his mind, was sliced, diced, and then copied to provide the start of the framework. Not his soul or anything esoteric like that, but his thought patterns. The way he thought was with an overlay of the mental image of purpose he had created. The wireframe that depicted the intricacies of his thought process mixed with the guide rails of the overriding purpose to eradicate the animal parasite and protect humans. They combined until there were no straight lines or rigid structures. Instead, they fused to create a nebulous mist of dream patterns that could mimic or potentially actually possess intelligence. 
 
    It was only the first step. Daniel knew that. He needed to get that new mind, as simple as it was, within the plant. There had to be something to anchor it to, computational resources to house what he had created. 
 
    Daniel released a pulse of energy. 
 
    Resonance greeted him as his signal was returned distorted, but the frequency changed slightly.  
 
    It was what he wanted, and the rush of feedback had come from everywhere. 
 
    Another pulse. This time he forced it to be localised.  
 
    Once more, there was a response, but it was like an echo. Where it originated was unknown, and it seemed the feedback originated from a wide area. 
 
    Daniel focused, knowing he needed to do better. He marshalled his focus and released a sharp beat, spread over a volume no larger than a dollar coin. This time, he witnessed the response. There were tiny crystals, microscopic in size throughout the plant, literally hundreds, even in the small area he had targeted. He knew what they were. They had to be the same material that the zombie cores were made of, and the interface grains in his head were the substance that made magic possible. 
 
    He probed a specific crystal and confirmed his hunch, and it also showed that it was empty. There were none of the complicated data routines that existed in his own version. These were a blank slate ready to be infused with instruction, and he knew that was where the nebulous intelligence he had created needed to exist. Of course, it was too large to fit within those tiny specks of processing power. He needed much more than that to contain the consciousness cloud … the process… that his core had used to create intelligence had not been efficient. 
 
    Networking… communication. The program, so to speak, that he had created needed to be fitted into those limited bits. There were core components and then there was supplementary stuff. Rules to link the different specs of processing were put in place. A framework was constructed where half the volume of each spec would be dedicated to the core rules and connection protocols. The rest of the extra bits that took the program, from algorithms to be followed to adaptive intelligence, would need to be spread out over tens of thousands of nodes. When that number acted in concert, the plant would be sapient, but if a small branch was chopped off, then the nodes would cease to function because it was an all-or-nothing situation. You needed everything connected for the mind to operate.  
 
    Daniel figured that was probably for the best. If it could function in an incomplete state, there was too much chance of something abnormal developing.  
 
    The design was complete, and now it was a matter of implementation. Daniel monitored the energy building up within the plant being supplied continuously by his core. He had initially been confused about its nature, but now he understood. The energy was acting like a Wi-Fi network, transferring masses of information between each of the microscopic crystals.  
 
    His consciousness interacted with the tiny specs and linked them up.  
 
    Then it was complete. His mana no longer needed to act as a medium to transfer the vast quantities of data as the baby consciousness took over the task of sustaining its own structure. 
 
    Daniel had been expecting a mana headache, but there was nothing. He checked its levels. For once, the effort had not cost him all of his reserves; he had almost sixty per cent of the power left. 
 
    Had it worked? 
 
    His mind touched the plant, and a new consciousness greeted him. It was simple in the extreme, but it knew what it wanted to do. Humans were its friend. It had a disease it needed to eradicate and then a protector role to fulfil. 
 
    The ability had succeeded.  
 
    He had created yet another form of sapient life.  
 
    They had an extra ally.   
 
    He opened his eyes a silly smile on his face.  
 
    Everyone was looking at him, but his eyes were only for Tamara.  
 
    She smiled tentatively and then nodded with determination. She was there to support him. “Dan, I take it you made another breakthrough.” 
 
    “Yes, the plant, let’s call him Derick,” he patted the green wall next to him. “Will be an active ally in this fight. We’re going to do this. Strike out from safety. Tenderise the enemy using the ranged attackers, and then Derick will inch forward to seize the territory, allowing us to get closer. Together, we’ll crush the bastard.” 
 
    “And the tanks,” Luke asked. 
 
    “You hold the line and hold it off when it counterattacks. Because it will counterattack, and when it does, we’ll stage a retreat. We want it to expend its energy uselessly. Then, when it weakens, I’ll retaliate. Well, Priscilla, Derick, and I will. We’ll beat it back and do it as many times as it takes to reach its central mass.” Personally, he hoped they could kill it by the purging method in that counter-attack, but having felt how powerful it was, he did not think that was possible. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Luke said. 
 
    With a smile, Daniel stood up, and in front of them, the mass of vines parted and split up creating a solid-lined pathway for them to walk down. They strode forward, turned the corner, and around halfway down the corridor, another green wall greeted them. 
 
    “It’s behind that,” Daniel told them. 
 
    Rosica looked up and down, clearly assessing the vegetation surrounding them. “That’s terrifying.” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel answered. “This monster is.”   
 
    They walked in silence until they stood in front of the last wall. Their enemy almost certainly knew they were there, but none of them said anything not wanting to provoke it.  
 
    “We’re almost there.” He whispered and pointed to his left. “Its core is there in a hotel room, two doors down. Back up.”  
 
    They obeyed till they had two metres of space between them and the green wall. Daniel wouldn’t release it before being absolutely prepared. He expected there to be a mass of purple directly behind his green barrier, ready to attack. The enemy plant understood that the genuine threat was not the part of the plant that had been stolen, but the flesh and blood creatures that had done the pinching.  
 
    It was gunning for him more than the others. To the plant, no one else would be as important as him, but in most ways, that would make it easier. The more it ignored the other humans the better off they were. Forcing it to target someone in the back lines could only be a positive. If it targeted individual tanks Daniel knew they could be snatched away and killed before anyone else could react. Unlike the tanks, even if the plant grabbed him, there would be people around to seize him back from its grasp and protect him. 
 
    “We can do this,” He promised everyone.   
 
    They had changed their setup. No longer were they positioned to protect from all sides. Instead, the tanks were at the front, and they would rotate in and out if anyone got injured or was getting exhausted.   
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The chorus of assent reached Daniel. With a thought, the wall fell away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 
 
    Touching out with his mind, the plant barrier directly in front of them fell away. Pressed up against where his wall had been, there was now a mass of purple vines. 
 
    There was no time to blink before they exploded forward in a tsunami of violence. A thousand withering purple snake-like vines came at them with relentless fury. The noise was like a train crash. The fighters screamed at the descending impression of impossible force.  
 
    Then metal shields were raised to block the attacks. Magic flared to protect the gaps in those shields. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The entire space lit up in front of him. A jumbled mass of purple, held back by six shields, with an equal number of straining fighters.  
 
    The building shook as the momentum of the plant’s strike was transferred, first to the fighters and then to the ground. Daniel could feel the vibrations from the collision through his feet. It was extraordinary.  
 
    Muscles strained, and even the gaps between the physical wooden shields were made solid by magic. Vines with ridges that looked like the sharp, triangular scales that he would have expected to run down a dragon’s tail ran across the surface. Where the sharpened points of wood impacted the shield, there was a high-pitched screeching. In other spots, the vines moved back and then forward like the relentless beats of a giant. 
 
    One of the central tanks slid back five centimetres and was supported by Luke putting a firm hand on the man’s back.  
 
    The noise… was like being in a mosh pit while giants peeled off the roof. It was horrific, “Back,” Luke shouted grimly, his voice rising over the crushing noise. 
 
    The entire front line took a medium step backwards.  
 
    For a moment, a gap was created between the attacking plant and the defensive shields, and then the vines followed, pressing hard and searching for even the smallest hint of weakness. Some were sneaking down the sides of the walls. Offensive spells struck out and destroyed them.  
 
    Daniel was in constant communication with Derick, who was sharing the sensation from his body. The enemy plant tried to crack the living shell that he had created around eleven different spots. Every attempt was rebuffed by Derick, via its multitasking capabilities, even while it countered elsewhere without letting its strength be made visible. Stinging strikes rather than damaging ones. 
 
    “Range fire immediately after the next retreat. Step Back.” Luke roared.  
 
    The shield wall moved, and spells shot through gaps into the mass of purple. In the early fight, each of these attacks had been like a bomb going off. This time, they were more like a shotgun blast hitting the living wall. They did damage, but because the new opponent was denser; it was nowhere near as significant. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The plant countered and the red glow flared to reduce the impact of the hundred different strikes by the monster.  
 
    A female tank stumbled backwards, blood running from her nose. 
 
    A Tamara ice bolt and an Ingrid arrow shot into the exposed gap, blowing back the vines that surged into the area. Plants were mulched, and Luke smoothly stepped into the gap the woman’s blasts had created. With the help of the damage from the ranged fighters and magic around his shield, Luke shoved the plants away and sealed the formation once more. 
 
    The plant renewed its frenzied assault.  
 
    Daniel was only half-watching the human action. Most of his attention was on monitoring left, right, up, and down to make sure that nothing was sneaking past the defensive line. His vigilance was unnecessary. Derick was doing an incredible job.   
 
    “Back, Drop, Fire.” 
 
    With a smooth movement, everyone retreated, shields were dropped, and then there was an explosion of power as the ranged attacks were unleashed. Daniel noted that Ingrid’s arrow clinically did not penetrate as far as it had previously, but this latest volley seemed to do more damage than the first one.  
 
    “Back.” 
 
    Crack! 
 
    This time it was Alex who was expelled from the shield wall, stumbling and falling onto his arse. One of Rosica’s fighters with a smaller, badly constructed shield filled the gap. Blood was running from Alex’s scalp. 
 
    Healing magic struck the man, who had instinctively stumbled to his feet. Alex wiped the blood from his eyes, but there was no sign of yielding. He stood ready to leap in and reinforce if anyone else failed.  
 
    “Back.” 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The juggernaut was launched from the walls, sent airborne, and completed a double backflip in the air with his huge shield clutched to his chest as whatever magic he had been using to negate the momentum of each attack failed.  
 
    He knocked Tamara and Ingrid flying when he landed. 
 
    Alex leapt into the exposed position before the plant could take advantage of the gap. The training that he had done above with them was paying off. They were moving like a well-oiled machine.  
 
    More healing magic was flowing, and Daniel saw the juggernaut push himself to his feet. Though he had to use his shield to stabilise himself.  
 
    “Back, Drop, Fire.” 
 
    The ranged fighters, while contributing to the fight when Luke told them to, were only being engaged rarely. Their mana pools would be close to full. The attack was going much as Daniel had expected. It was leaving nothing in reserve as it tried to destroy them and had been driven back almost to the first corner. The nature of its attacks was ever-changing. Sometimes there was a rush of small vines; other times, the sudden sprouting of wooden spears with the occasional massive whip-like attack that if they were hit unprepared, they were in trouble. 
 
    However, whenever one of the front-line fighters was knocked out of position. someone was there to reinforce the line. Daniel remembered when he had been training, that on multiple occasions, he would attack through a gap because of a slight error on someone’s part. That wasn’t happening here. Everyone was being hypervigilant.    
 
    “Daniel,” Luke yelled out to him. “We need help.” 
 
    He considered the request for a moment but ignored it. While this fight was not going well and Luke’s team was being actively pressed, it had not achieved Daniel’s aims. So far, the attacks had only been physical. He was still hoping to bait the monster into attacking more directly, and that would hopefully create an opportunity.  
 
    “Small step back.” 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The line held.  
 
    Then the purple wall rippled, withdrawing momentarily before spurting forward once more. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Two tanks stumbled back. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    His lifeless club slammed into the purple root that tried to lash through the gap it created. His elbows ached as the force of the blow reverberated through his bones. Then the tanks rearranged themselves, and a consistent glow met and rebuffed the next burst of attacks. 
 
    While Daniel wanted to wait until the enemy monster exhausted itself, it looked like he was out of choices. The fighters, despite their levels, skills, and hearts were faltering. While he doubted they were going to collapse, there was a genuine risk of them losing someone.  
 
    The correct path was for him to take advantage of the groundwork that Derick had already prepared, but he was worried if he did that, then the front line would fail.  
 
    Me help. Thoughts flowed into him. Priscilla would support fighters, and he could take advantage of the plan. 
 
    Daniel hesitated. 
 
    Me do Priscilla assured him. Lots of Chips Downstairs. Her mind was confident, and she was looking forward to trying different flavours. 
 
    Maybe you should do more nuts and fruit, he thought back carefully, figuring that a chip diet couldn’t be helped. 
 
    Me not help. Priscilla shot back cheekily, but she was already moving to help resist the plant’s attacks at the front.  
 
    That did it. The mouse would protect them. Daniel’s hand hit the wall to the side, landing on a single giant root that filled the equivalent of a human doorway.  
 
    His mind entered Derick’s body, and the friendly consciousness greeted him happily. It instantly shared everything it had done.  
 
    Over their brief, furious retreat, Derick had been busy. Hundreds of tendrils had been deployed. Little leeches had attached to the purple material in a variety of spots. Their opponent had been striking back and removing them, but almost eighty were still connected. Daniel let Derick guide him to where each of the connections were, even as the friendly plant was multi-tasking another twenty insertions.  
 
    In those dozens of spots, Derick stung the enemy. While it could not destroy the animal parasite wholesale like Daniel could, lots of little stings must have been frustrating. 
 
    The enemy reacted to the pinches of pain. Its power swept through the attack points and forced Derick back. On the sidelines, still invisible, Daniel monitored what was happening. While the enemy was stronger than Derick, it was far weaker than the times that Daniel had clashed directly with it. As planned, forcing it to multi-task weakened it. Into that void Daniel struck, using his unique abilities to burn away the parasitic bits, an expenditure that took little energy. 
 
    In front of him, Priscilla jumped from purple vine to root, and after her paws left them, the purple faded and turned green. Large components of the physical attacks failed as a result, which relieved the pressure on the front line. Fighters were no longer falling as frequently.  
 
    Priscilla leapt to another spot and the spread of green expanded and it was clear that the enemy consciousness had stopped directly opposing her efforts. It had switched all of its attention to Derick’s strikes.  
 
    Daniel stopped monitoring the human war and focused exclusively on his own attack. Derick was being driven back, and that was where Daniel struck to support his ally. He drove forward his mind, frying the animal parasite, sweeping down a tendril blowing through the opposing mind. He felt it crumple and recoil, and that inspired him to push harder, to take advantage of the paralysed enemy. Daniel rushed down a different vine and hit a dead end before he had hardly progressed. Their opponent had learnt to stop him by severing the connection. But unlike the previous times, there were other options, and it wasn’t dependent on the initial connections. Derick was more than capable of creating links to areas the enemy thought were free of contamination. A passive firewall would not frustrate him this time. 
 
    Derick guided his mind to a different tendril, which he rampaged down. Only a metre or so before it was broken. 
 
    But another conduit was available, and when that failed, Derick had six more ready. The enemy monster played a delaying tactic, but with Derick’s help, it was a losing one. Daniel hounded it.  
 
    Derick screamed in pain and horror as the fragile consciousness tugged on Daniel’s metaphorical jumper and reoriented him to a different part of him. The enemy was opposing him. Its mental strength was weak to him but stronger than Derick, and that had let it seize a large chunk of Derick’s flesh.  
 
    It was… 
 
    Fury washed through Daniel. 
 
    The enemy was trying to do to Derick what Daniel had been doing to it. Seize real estate in a hostile takeover. Daniel struck hard, breaking the opponent’s mind in the contested space. He felt it shatter and then contingencies it had slotted in place kicked in. The energy in the mass of vegetation was dragged backwards, turning the several-tonne sections into dead material as it drained all the nutrients and magic out of it.  
 
    With a sigh, Daniel stopped his offensive attack and focused on defensive actions. The enemy was probing in multiple spots. He rebuffed them, standing firm and defending the purified plant matter from corruption. 
 
    Seconds passed but there were no counterattacks, so he switched back to the offensive. Momentarily, power opposed his own, a strong powerful and unyielding will. He pushed hard. The fury he felt at this thing for killing humans, almost murdering him, and stealing part of Derick was channelled into a blade of intent. The diamond barrier of the enemy rebuffed him, forcing Daniel to push harder. 
 
    It broke.  
 
    Daniel screamed in triumph as his power ran wild, surging forward down the corridors.  
 
    Then he slammed to a halt. The connections he had been racing down no longer existed. He pushed Derick for more, but whenever Derick attempted to open a new one it was thwarted. The opposing mind had developed a technique that allowed it to identify the intrusion and destroy it faster than Daniel could exploit the brief opportunity. Daniel stopped pushing. He was smart enough to recognise a stalemate when he saw it.  
 
    That had been intense. He withdrew his power from Derick, satisfied with how the fight had gone, and checked his mana. Only ten per cent remained.  
 
    “Did it work?” Alex asked.  
 
    Plant Sense let him see what he now controlled. A huge grin split his face. They had made progress and had a presence within metres of the core.  
 
    “It worked.” Luke concluded. “When you make room, we’ll continue the assault.” Luke waved at the dense plant matter in front of them, which was a welcome shade of green. 
 
    Daniel snorted. The gap he had created in the corridor had been filled. “That’s a lot of stuff to move.” He hesitated. “I’ll need to recharge my mana before starting.”  
 
    Tamara started massaging his shoulders. “You empty?” 
 
    “Close.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t use so much of it.” 
 
    Daniel snorted. “Oh, thanks, Tamara. I didn’t think of that solution.” 
 
    Everyone laughed.  
 
    “What’re our chances now?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Seventy, eighty, ninety.” He shrugged. There was no way to answer the question. His direct interaction with the enemy had been so short he didn’t even have time to form an opinion regarding how many resources it had to bring to bear. Not that it mattered; he realised if they seized this much material every time they engaged then the enemy plant was doomed. 
 
    He was like an undead plague. Every single confrontation in this fight strengthened him because he effectively raised the enemy’s dead straight after to fight for him. It was a weak analogy, but the concept was good. “Actually, more like a hundred. It’s beaten even if it doesn’t know it yet.”  
 
    “Good,” Rosica said immediately.  
 
    Above them, the green vines moved as a large mass was subtly shifted from in front of them to shift into unoccupied spots both on the floor and further away. After all, they needed to clear the hallway.  
 
    Tamara laughed. “Wow, you went from seventy to a certainty pretty quickly.”  
 
    “I realised that I’m becoming stronger.” He nodded up at the obvious movement of vegetation occurring above them. “While it’s getting weaker. Given that, it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 
 
    The corridor in front of them thinned out till it resembled the corridor before their last entanglement. They were surrounded by walls of green. Roots that raised him thirty centimetres off the floor and a covered roof meant there would be no swinging weapons with overhead blows. Finally, a green barrier at the end of the tunnel separated them from whatever lay beyond.  
 
    “Groundhog Day,” Alex joked. “But what, ten metres closer?” 
 
    “Something like that.”  
 
    They approached the barrier that was only metres away from their target and Daniel pulsed Animal Sense to confirm what he already knew. The centre of the animal and plant was right behind the wall he had created.  
 
    “We should start further back this time,” Luke suggested and then set up almost five metres from the wall. Dutifully, the tank line formed in front of him.  
 
    “No retreating,” Daniel reminded them. “We’re holding this position, not luring it to over-commit. If you’re getting pressed too hard, I will shut it out using my power and our plant. Are we all ready?” 
 
    There was a series of grunts of affirmation and the occasional articulated ‘Yes.’ 
 
    “On three,” Daniel counted down, and just before he said ‘three,’ a glow of magic spread out over all the shields.  
 
    Then Daniel asked Derick to start the fight. 
 
    The plants rolled aside, and then others flashed forward with the plant equivalent of axes. Purple flesh went flying as the sharpened brown blades slashed through the massed purple defences. 
 
    As the enemy countered, Every bit helps, he reminded himself, sending its attacks rushing forward almost unaffected by the axe attacks.  
 
    The surging vegetation was met by a concentrated grouping of spells. As they had organised, the magic users focused on the centre while the tendrils that Daniel was going to hijack for the direct mind-to-mind battle went wide. Derick and Daniel worked together. The plant made use of its multi-tasking to simultaneously open up tens of avenues of attacks and freed up Daniel to apply his primary strength of honed willpower to assault the enemy’s consciousness directly. His consciousness flicked from spot to spot. He barely lasted a few moments in each region since his strength was thwarted by the enemy's concentrated will, and it severed the link between the spot where Daniel was attached and the rest of its body. When it was too slow to respond, which was over half the time, he could burn away small areas of the animal parasite, compounding the damage that he was inflicting.  
 
    Despite its desperate attempts to stop him, the destruction Daniel was unleashing built up. If they could keep the coordinated strikes going, then it would only be a matter of time before it would succumb to their steadily mounting pressure.  
 
    Derick kept pressing. The size of the incursions was irrelevant; from large to tiny, the monster needed to respond. They could all see the small areas of spreading green purifying the previously parasitic purple. The green never grew more than a few centimetres, but each one disrupted the monster’s communication with other parts of it. Each converted area had to be monitored, contested, or cut from the network. Usually the last, or else Daniel, directed by Derick would use it as a more dangerous staging area for a new assault.  
 
    They were only a metre away from the hotel room door when the battle between Daniel, his ally plant, and the enemy creature became a stalemate. No matter how hard he pushed, the reduced surface area meant that everywhere they struck, the enemy plant was able to rebuff his magic. Back and forth they struggled, neither group winning. Mentally, it was stronger than Daniel but was frustrated by Daniel’s ability to fight on multiple fronts. His head was throbbing, but he kept his eyes open to watch the entire battle. The combined magic of their team was tearing a hole through the central mass of the plant. 
 
    Killing it, Daniel realised. The others were killing it while he provided a distraction a little further forward. Together they carved an approach to the sensitive core. 
 
    There was a shift, and for a fraction of a second Daniel was not directly opposed, and the vine he was focusing on rapidly turned green. 
 
    Then his instincts kicked in. If it was not fighting him, then what? 
 
    There was a massive surge of purple growth in the centre cavity that the ranged fights had been carving out. The enemy had recognised its mounting vulnerability and acted to seal it. 
 
    It was a minor setback. If they had done it once, they could do it again.   
 
    He shut his eyes in response and focused on doing more damage. Once more, it was a stalemate situation, and Daniel tried to move faster in order to break it. He rushed behind his plant’s attacks, frying the animal part of the vines.  
 
    Daniel pressed relentlessly. He had promised to watch the others, but he didn’t have an opportunity. The best defence was offence, and that was what Daniel threw himself into.  
 
    “What the fuck!” 
 
    The yell made Daniel open his eyes. In front of them, like in a horror movie, a massive vine over a metre wide formed and was coiled, like the little vines did before lashing forward. Daniel could only imagine how much damage that could do, and he was not convinced that the tank’s magic could stop an attack on that level.  
 
    Derick felt his burst of emotion, and almost instantly, nine different connections were created to it. Daniel flexed his power and drove his mind forward as he allowed his full concentration to go into disrupting that attack. Green rippled on its surface, purple swelled and expelled the infected spots, and the entire arm quivered as massive forces clashed within. Dark missiles were launched forward, along with frost novas, and then an arrow exploded on a lower tendril. Fault lines radiated out from where the attack had originated and squeezed between it and Daniel’s magic, the enemy’s weapon disintegrated, shaken apart into fibres no larger than a finger. 
 
    Daniel gasped and then sagged slightly.  
 
    His head was pounding. That sort of fight was intense. 
 
    “That’s it,” Tamara yelled. “Ranged are out of magic.”  
 
    What? Daniel felt like the battle had been going on for seconds, but now that he looked, everyone around him was sagging in exhaustion as if they were out of mana. 
 
    “Charge!” Luke screamed.  
 
    What? Daniel thought a second time within moments.  
 
    Charge? 
 
    That was not the plan, but without hesitation, the entire line of tanks with Luke in its centre sprinted forward. There was no regard for personal safety. In seconds, they were outside the defensive shield of green that had been holding off attacks from above, the sides, below, and behind.  
 
    Daniel froze.  
 
    He did not know what to do. While mentally exhausted, he had been keeping his mana in reserve for an emergency. As a result, he was three-quarters full.  
 
    In disbelief, he watched Luke and others enter the hole they had created. Purple went flying as they used skills to carve their way towards the centre. Dave was amongst them, his mace turned into a scythe by his ice magic unleashing immense magic.  
 
    What do I do? 
 
    Daniel knew the pointlessness of the question. There was no time for doubts or delays. If the enemy was given a moment to think, he recognised exactly how this would end up.  
 
    That charging group of eight were in mortal danger; and despite it not being part of the plan, Daniel had no choice. Luke’s charge committed him to a single path. If he wanted to save them, the only option was violence.  
 
    Roaring internally, Daniel pressed the attack against the monster. He unleashed everything in a wave of power to distract it.  
 
    His mind was intermingled with Derick’s and the enemy. He could feel the stupid, vindictive, and alien intelligence’s sudden surprise at the change in pattern that Daniel’s use of mana forced. Metres of its protection failed, and then it rallied against him, fighting him to a standstill, just like it had been doing for most of the battle. 
 
    Daniel knew the smart thing was probably to retreat to the area he controlled and leave the idiots who had charged forward to their chosen fate. But he wouldn’t abandon his friends. Logic did not matter anymore, so he pushed to distract it. It felt like a hundred per cent of the monster’s focus was on him… Instead of fighting smart, Daniel drove harder to keep its attention. His attempt got precisely nowhere.  
 
    The resources being thrown against him were immense. His mana dropped to zero, and he pulled his consciousness back, unable to continue the remote fight. 
 
    He had failed. 
 
    With his eyes wide open and helpless to do anything beyond physically fighting, he looked at what was happening.  
 
    Instinctively, his hand grabbed Tamara’s. She, too, was mana-less, and he stared at the group who had rushed ahead. They had made progress, and they were in the hotel room that had contained the core… maybe.  
 
    Whoomph! 
 
    A wave of noise and air hit him, and they vanished from sight as the purple vines that had covered the roof slammed downwards. 
 
    “No!” he screamed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54  
 
    Daniel staggered slightly as he attempted to compensate for what he imagined was a blast wave from the plant’s attack. An explosion of wind had come from the force that the vegetation had been driven into the ground. They all stared in disbelief at the mass of purple that now filled the space. 
 
    Someone gasped in shock next to him.  
 
    Eight people! They shouldn’t have… 
 
    Daniel instinctively reconnected with Derick and then through to the purple vegetation in front of him.  
 
    What else was there to do but to continue to oppose it? 
 
    Retreat maybe? 
 
    Create the ballista and escape the tower that way? 
 
    Flee like the cockroaches humans were in this new world? 
 
    If they had just stuck to the plan… 
 
    Nothing opposed his mind as he pushed forward. 
 
    For a moment that stretched longer than it ever should have, Daniel waited for the shoe to drop. The counterattack to come roaring out from the mass in front of him, or the backstab as it struck behind, or maybe just the emptiness to be replaced with its steely will. 
 
    It didn’t happen.  
 
    He was amongst the corrupted flesh of the opponent, and no conscious power opposed him. Derrick’s mind swept down through the enemy’s plant network. His ally was looking for an enemy to oppose, and Daniel could sense its mind dropping multiple floors unopposed.  
 
    It was not the right strategy. The enemy was in front of him, in the room just there. Mana-less or not, Daniel needed to know; and despite his weakness, he pushed forward. Damage it, distract it, buy time for the others to escape. There was no resistance. If he had fifty mana, he could purify the entire area. An area that was concentrated with power equivalent to the spear trap that had almost gotten them.  
 
    Shock filled him. “It’s dead,” Daniel said flatly, expressing what he was feeling out loud. 
 
    His body felt light, his stomach weak, and the whole world felt distant.  
 
    Plant Sense. 
 
    And… Luke’s group was not all dead. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    Two steps, and he was on the edge of the purple mass. To preserve stamina, and not leave himself exhausted too quickly, he dropped Speed. 
 
    Strength, Earth Armour. 
 
    Both abilities engaged, and he reached under and, with a gasp of effort, tore a chunk of plant material upwards. It resisted him and he pulled harder, then it gave abruptly, and he fell on his bum. 
 
    They could hear the cries of pain from underneath the vegetation. 
 
    Speed. 
 
    It let him blur back into position to tear out another root. With a touch of magic, a larger one to the side turned green, and he had it flex and then push up toward the sky. It burnt out his regenerated mana, but hopefully, it would relieve some of the pressure on the people trapped beneath the evil plant’s final revenge act.  
 
    They were still alive. And in a world of miraculous healing, that was great news. It meant no matter the injuries there was hope, provided they could be reached in time.  
 
    Everyone else was rushing forward to help, but Daniel took one look at the chunk he had removed with all of his strength and how much material there was to go and realised digging them out physically would be too slow. 
 
    Why weren’t there things like mana potions? he screamed in his head. A single mana potion and with a wave of his hand, he could lift the vegetation away and then let the healers work their miracles. 
 
    Me help.  
 
    Priscilla was next to him. There was no consideration about chips, just a quiet determination to save them. She pushed her consciousness into the plant. 
 
    Do what? Is best? 
 
    The first step was to reprogram the plant, or to at least explain what he needed. While Derick could not defeat the animal parasite efficiently, he could do the heavy lifting once it was burned away. But to communicate what was needed, Daniel needed power that he didn’t possess. 
 
    Use mine. 
 
    Her decision was instant. Her will, absolute. 
 
    He accepted the offered energy and cycled it through him. 
 
    Hurts. 
 
    He stopped. Her small body in his hand was trembling. What sort of friend would he be if he deliberately hurt her? 
 
    Keep going. 
 
    There was determination and resolve in her voice. 
 
    Daniel still didn’t want to do it. She was incredibly brave, but someone else directly using your mana was clearly an agonising experience, and Priscilla deserved better. 
 
    Keep going! 
 
    She stamped her tiny feet as she gave the mental order. Still, he hesitated, but her will was stronger.  
 
    You do. 
 
    Okay.  
 
    Daniel restarted the process, extracting what was needed, drawing as little mana as he could from her even as she involuntarily whimpered. 
 
    The process dragged on for ages, but in real time it occurred almost instantly because the mouse was slowing time. Daniel applied the mana Priscilla was gifting him to teach Derick about the support he needed, or more precisely, he used his Intelligence ability to supplement what he had already created. He gifted Derick the skills to move plant matter away from the trapped humans and to do it in a way to minimise damaging their fragile bodies. It was best described as giving the plant ally a crash course in human physiology.  
 
    Now we have to burn out the parasite and make it our own. Daniel told Priscilla. 
 
    Me ready. 
 
    Mentally, she turned her head, biting her lip to prepare for the pain of Daniel borrowing her mana once more. It was unnecessary. He wasn’t required to do this next step, and while there was another option, he wasn’t going to put her through that again. 
 
    No. He told her. You can do this directly. You know how.  
 
    In his mind, he rehearsed his own skill while she followed the process. Then he made use of the tiny amount of mana that had regenerated to show her the efficient method that used the energy in the surrounding plant to burn the parasite, as opposed to consuming his own mana directly.  
 
    Just the stuff close to us, he reminded her. He visualised the plant mass around and over the trapped humans. That was all they needed to do. 
 
    With a throbbing mana headache, he observed with his plant magic what was happening. 
 
    Priscilla’s magic danced through the intertwining leaves, destroying the parasite and freeing it up for Derick to use his powers to lift the vegetation upwards. 
 
    Daniel opened his eyes to a beautiful sight. Green flowed out from where Priscilla was standing, turning the unnatural purple into a dark pure green and then, as one that mass of vegetation lifted. 
 
    The screams intensified; and once the carpet of plant matter was lifted, broken bodies were revealed.  
 
    “Healers!” Tamara yelled.  
 
    Cindy was running past him. Daniel engaged his speed to catch up to her. “Use my health,” he offered. 
 
    She did not even look at him, sprinting straight to her dad’s very mutilated body. Her hand seized his, and it felt as though it was being forced against a hot frypan. Pain radiated up his arm and then, instead of scorching the skin, it was like something was trying to pull his stomach out via his armpit.  
 
    He tried not to scream. It was not as bad as the electricity cores, he told himself. Maybe he lied, maybe he didn’t. The two situations were not relatable. In one, his insides had rebelled in the second he was being savagely fed on. 
 
    Weakness filled him and he slumped. 
 
    Cindy dropped his hand.  
 
    “Use me.” he heard Tamara say.  
 
    Daniel collapsed, unable to move. His body felt like it had run multiple marathons and then, been tenderised immediately afterwards. The only sense that appeared to be working properly was his hearing.  
 
    All he could hear were Tamara’s grunts of pain. The wailing from the side stopped. Not cut off by a death rattle, but more the process of sanity being restored courtesy of a flood of healing… or at least that’s what he imagined.  
 
    All around him there were whimpers and sobbing, what sounded like death rattles as people tried to breathe, as their lungs were filled with liquid. 
 
    Cindy moved.  
 
    Then, another previously healthy man screamed in agony as she ripped out some of his health to save one of the frontline fighters’ lives. There was a thump as that man hit the ground.  
 
    A primal grunt of agony from another volunteer. That desperately sucking breath through liquid ceased, replaced by more even breathing.  
 
    “I need more,” Cindy demanded, stress filling her voice. 
 
    And a chorus of assent reached him as those still standing volunteered to help. 
 
    In his mind, Daniel remembered those crushed bodies, the bloody puddles he had walked through. A hole ripped in the stomach, still spouting blood. Had they arrived in time, or were some of them already dead? 
 
    There was a throat-constricting scream. 
 
    “Anyone else?” Cindy’s voice was filled with despair. There were no more volunteers. Daniel had not been counting, but based purely on people falling, she had gone through a lot of them.  
 
    “Do me,” Daniel ordered, forcing himself to stand to show his strength.  
 
    When he looked over their fighting group, they looked like the remnants of a thousand-strong force that had been routed. The only people left were the survivors who had been left for dead. Cindy and he were the only ones still standing. He was barely on his feet, and Cindy had not gone lightly on herself. She swayed and only remained upright because of her iron will. Logically, Daniel knew that more than half of the fallen had done so because of volunteering for healing. But the visuals of the scene were something else.   
 
    Cindy’s hand touched his. She smiled apologetically. 
 
    It felt like a monstrous bird had raked its claws from his stomach down to his foot. He keened involuntarily in pain. It felt like long pins being jabbed into his back. Hundreds of them. 
 
    He collapsed helplessly once more, with all of his muscles failing him.  
 
    Hopefully, that had saved a life. 
 
    Why had they run forward? Daniel had warned them that he couldn’t protect them if they left the surroundings of the corridor that he controlled. 
 
    Yet Luke had ordered it, led half a dozen people forward, and had been successful. The plant was dead, or at least the evil mind that had commanded it, but at what cost? 
 
    There were sounds of movement. 
 
    Then a gasp of horror and crying erupted, and Daniel could only imagine the horrible scene. 
 
    Daniel tried to move, to comfort, to help; but whatever Cindy had taken from him robbed him of that ability.  
 
    The crying was escalating.  
 
    Someone, or multiple someones, had died.  
 
    “Noooo! Why?” a girl called out.  
 
    He did not want to open his eyes to see who it was, but ideas flowed around him. Names. The sort of people that would get this response. 
 
    He did not know who it was, but his eyes watered, because he sort of knew who had died. 
 
    One of them… Because everyone down here fighting this horror was family. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 
 
    A hand was holding his. Cindy crouched close to him, hugging him. Her hair was over his face, some of it getting in his mouth as she hugged his head fiercely. 
 
    “Thank you,” she sobbed. “You being so fast let me save Dad.” 
 
    Daniel disengaged from her grasp, or at least he flopped slightly till she relented.  
 
    “What? How did I save him? You could have used your own health.” 
 
    Cindy wiped away tears, her eyes were sunken with shadows already forming. “I used both mine and your health and it was just enough. Thank you, for not hesitating.” 
 
    The hysterical crying in front of him did not relent. It pulled at Daniel’s attention, demanding he respond. “Cindy. Who died?”  
 
    Cindy pulled further away. She glanced at where the tears were originating from and then back to him. Her hand went to his forehead. Her face winced with pain as Daniel felt some of his own weakness fade away. What? She had healed him. Why?  
 
    He looked as she doubled over and fell to her knees and elbows like she was about to vomit. She lowered her head until it was pressed at an awkward angle, positioned sideways to avoid the jagged edges of an upthrust of the broken floor and allow her forehead to rest against a smooth section. She was panting with effort.  
 
    He considered his energy levels and that touch of vitality. Whatever she had done, it was enough. If he asked his muscles to move, they would grudgingly respond. With a groan and numerous complaints from overworked muscles, he rolled to his knees, and then pushed himself to stand. 
 
    The world swayed alarmingly. 
 
    Cindy’s healing had certainly sapped him.  
 
    His eyes flicked over faces. Rosica was scowling; Phil the juggernaut was crouched, his shield and weapon abandoned; Dave stood with a slouch, his head pressed against the branches above and then;crying woman and men around two bodies. One had been torn in half and the other had multiple massive holes in their torso. He couldn’t see who they were and staggered a step forward to improve the angles. “No,” he whispered. 
 
    Daniel stumbled, and Dave shifted, with his head thudding against a root. The movement was not in vain because Dave got an arm around Daniel’s waist to stop him from falling.  
 
    A man’s glassy eyes looked back at Daniel. A goatee and then thick stubble over the rest of the face. It was not someone he recognised.  
 
    One of Rosica’s, he guessed.  
 
    Daniel’s eyes switched to the body torn apart. She was the source of the hysteria.  
 
    A woman.  
 
    He took another step to improve his view.  
 
    He flinched. He had known it was her, but he had been hoping… 
 
    “Karolina!” 
 
    He reeled away. Of course, it was someone he knew. After all, he had known two-thirds of the people gathered here. Only two people had died in this latest attempt, but that was too many. Luke shouldn’t have attacked. They should have retreated and reset. Eventually, they would have worn it down. 
 
    His eyes swept over everyone and fell on Luke.  
 
    The words of reproach died on the tip of his lips. Tears streamed down the other man’s face, a broken shield in his lap – his shield! Daniel thought about Blood Drinker and then the expression the older man had. There were no expressions, no simple platitudes that could help in this situation. He had been almost inconsolable just by being separated from his club, and that was even when he knew it was safe. For it to be destroyed…. 
 
    He would feel the despair he could see in Luke. 
 
    Tamara, who had been slumped down, picked herself off the ground and assessed the situation. Her eyes registered the bodies and lingered for a long time on Karolina. She moved up next to him. “It’s not right.”  
 
    Instinctively, he enveloped her in a hug, his eyes still on Luke and the pain in the other man’s eyes. 
 
    “This world.” 
 
    He squeezed Tamara in response. He was no stranger to death. None of them had that luxury, but the core team— men and women who had stood beside him in multiple battles, were supposed to be safe, experienced, and strong. He was supposed to stop losing them all the time. If life was fair, they would improve and get past the stage where someone died in every major battle. Trained as they were, it had not mattered the plant’s last desperate act had been brutal. When he looked around the space that Derick and Priscilla had created, it told its own story.  
 
    There was an area in the middle, probably where Luke had been positioned where the massive strike had been partially mitigated. Around it, the carpet was ripped up, and the floor itself had been broken further. There had already been a large hole connecting the plant to the floor below, but that was at the end of the room not here in the entryway. This floor looked like it had been untouched before this engagement. Now there were spots where concrete had been shattered, and most of the carpet had been ripped off the floor. Lumps of reinforced bits the size of basketballs had been sheared off by the force of the attack in a dome around where Luke had been standing, and in other places it just straight out crumbled under the strikes. In fact, the only reason the whole floor wasn’t collapsing was the metal reinforcements that held the separate chunks up.  
 
    The two deaths had been outside the nucleus of that strike. Then, shortly after that, the bloody enemy triggered its spear trap. It had unleashed hundreds of violently growing spikes of wood that had torn through everyone. Their armour, made mainly of leather could not stop them. 
 
    Finally, Daniel’s eyes settled on Luke’s axe embedded in a purple, pulsing mass with thousands of roots rising out of it. Even without the ability to cast Identification on what it was, he knew that was the core of the consciousness that had animated the giant plant. 
 
    It was dead. 
 
    Daniel glanced anxiously at Luke and decided that the man was so caught up in his grief that he wouldn’t hear a thing. “Why didn’t he wait?” He whispered the question to Tamara. 
 
    Tamara looked at him, and she was hauntingly beautiful, even with bloodshot eyes. “He saw an opportunity, and he took it.” 
 
    “We could have retreated and tried again.” 
 
    “Could we?” Tamara shook her head. “I think you’ll find that wasn’t the case.” 
 
    “No, we were wearing it down.” 
 
    She snorted. “No, we were losing.”  
 
    “We were winning.”  
 
    Tamara squeezed his hand, her head shaking slowly back and forth, a frown on her face. “You warned us that the plant would learn. Well, it did.” 
 
    “Too slowly. We were kicking its arse. Every engagement, we were stripping away its power. There was no need to go all in here.” 
 
    “Here,” Tamara told him firmly. “We were only winning here. It was being devious. Upstairs, the plant was taking over.” 
 
    Daniel, despite his near-zero mana pool, almost reached out to check, to validate what she was saying, but he stopped himself. Now was not the time for curiosity. He needed to let his mana recover to meet future threats. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Multiple vine runners had come from upstairs.”  
 
    “I didn’t see any.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t, Dan, you were kind of occupied winning the local battle.” 
 
    “Upstairs?” 
 
    “Yeah, the plant was taking over friendly areas.”  
 
    He looked blankly at her.  
 
    “The plant upstairs was turning purple.” 
 
    The implication of that statement reached him. It must have learnt to multitask and then sort to create a trap by giving them nowhere to run. “Why didn’t you tell me” 
 
    “You were busy.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Shh,” she put a finger over his lips. “Most of level eight had been converted, and part of seven. We were losing, and we were worried that the enemy would sense it if you were committed to a last-stand attack. We wanted to catch it by surprise.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Daniel said. 
 
    “Maybe, but the way you describe its consciousness versus yours. You talked about sensing its intent. We didn’t want it going the other way.” 
 
    “I didn’t sense it taking over the floor above us.” 
 
    Tamara nodded. “That should tell you everything you need to know.” 
 
    He took a deep breath as he absorbed the details of why they had chosen this suicide run. Their reasoning made sense. Daniel would have to see how complete the transformation above had been before agreeing whether they had been right, but at least on the surface, he could see the logic in their decision. 
 
    “We had to do it,” she whispered, non-repentant. 
 
    Daniel said nothing and looked around at the dead and then at the survivors. Dave’s armour had fist-sized holes, Alex’s was even worse; and there was sheer anguish on the faces of half of the survivors, with their eyes flicking to the dead bodies. 
 
    The plant was dead, but… 
 
    Tamara tugged on his arm. “Come on.” She dragged him away and out of the room. The green in this immediate area was untouched. That made sense. If he was trying something tricky, he would not do it close to the opponent’s body. She kept walking, and so he followed. 
 
    They rounded the corner, Tamara walked over to their target. The vine was greener than purple, but there was definitely the taint of the animal parasite.  
 
    “There,” she pointed to the vine in front of them. 
 
    “Maybe I didn’t convert it fully.” He mumbled hopefully. 
 
    Tamara shook her head. “No, you did. Jen saw one of the ones here change.” Daniel looked around and realised this was not the only local vine that had been reinfected. 
 
    “And it gets worse.” She nodded down the corridor toward the local access stairs. The level of taint was visible from where they stood.  
 
    With a trembling hand, he reached out and touched the infected vine and ran his senses through it. There was no consciousness associated with it, and nothing to resist his will. For a moment, he considered what to do and decided that for now, information was more important than purification. He mapped the vine.  
 
    First, he went toward where the core of the enemy had been. This stretch of the vine was connected to his network and broke off at the point where the enemy plant had cauterised itself to stop Daniel’s advance.  
 
    That was normal and what he had expected. The taint had also only made it halfway in that direction. He went back the other way, tracking the mild infection of the animal parasite. 
 
    Initially, he found nothing, but then he noticed the tiny offshoot. A single, small tendril dipped down and disappeared through to the floor below.  
 
    The tendril felt new. He focused his mind on the joint. It was not natural. Rather than budding from the existing, thicker vine, it had instead been driven in from an external source, and then an artificial graft had occurred. 
 
    “What were the timings?” 
 
    “They noticed upstairs a few minutes before we started the last attack. Jen ran down and saw this. Then she told us, but by then the fight had begun.” 
 
    “She didn’t think to tell me?” 
 
    “Luke intercepted and decided that you would fight better if you weren’t stressed.” 
 
    “I had a right to know this.” 
 
    “It was Luke’s call, and he made it.” 
 
    Daniel did not think that was the case, but he understood the reasoning. “Did everyone know?” 
 
    Tamara shook her head. “Not by a long way.”  
 
    “Dave, Alex?” 
 
    “Yes. Alex was the one who said it was probably best we never tell you and that we finish it. I…” she hesitated. “Told them about your connection to the plant, and after that there was no way they were going to let you know.” She bit her bottom lip. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Daniel said still touching the tainted vine. If this conversion of the cleaned plant back into the infected had been repeated upstairs as the reports stated, then this fight had been even more precarious than he had imagined. In every fight, they walked on the edge of oblivion. It was exhausting.  
 
    “Then a couple of tanks were told. Luke knew this was a last-ditch effort. It was why he ordered the advance when he did. Between us being out of mana and the opportunity you created by destroying that massive coil of root.” She pointed at the purple. “Time was no longer on our side.” 
 
    She was right.  
 
    He kicked the packed plant under him.  
 
    “Luke made the right choice,” she whispered and pulled him into her, and he allowed her to. “And with the loss of his shield, he’s probably suffering more than everyone apart from Karolina’s girlfriend.” 
 
    Daniel shut his eyes, imagining Blood Drinker being broken like that.  
 
    Tears ran down his face.  
 
    “It was a collective decision.” 
 
    “But Luke’s shield, Karolina.” 
 
    Tamara held him quietly. “As you said, if we failed, the plant would have kept getting stronger and eventually it would have gotten us.” 
 
    “We could have.” 
 
    “No.” She put her finger over his lips, and he saw streaks from her tears down his cheeks. “No, could or should lamentations. It happened.” 
 
    “Everyone’s dying.” 
 
    Two more tears slid down her face. “They are,” she agreed. “You don’t pay that much attention to the external updates. Five to four, ten to eight, everyone else is losing up to twenty per cent every day. Here with you…” She stopped talking her eyes going back to where Luke’s body was. “The fact it’s fewer doesn’t mean that every death does not hurt as much.” She saw his expression and smiled sadly. “Keep that anger. There’s nothing wrong with a chip on your shoulder if it helps us do better.” 
 
    Almost instinctively, he gently wiped the tear running down her cheek away. She did not move away at all. There were sounds of animated discussion behind them, and they turned to face the corner as the first of the fighters emerged. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 
 
    Tamara and Daniel turned to face the corner. She had a light globe up as usual, which let them see perfectly into the corridor that looked like it belonged in a land of magic. They stood in a slightly cramped area surrounded by a living wall, part of which was apparently hostile. Daniel shot an annoyed glance at the purple infection, and then his eyes snapped back as they slowly came around the corner. 
 
    The victors, or, more accurately, the survivors. There was no triumph in their steps, just exhausted souls sick of loss. 
 
    Luke shuffled along with Phil, one of the core tanks physically supporting him. Luke, while physically mended, was a broken man lacking the energy to even walk.  
 
    Then the pallbearers emerged. Two groups, each carrying a body gently.  
 
    Daniel flinched away.   
 
    Everyone seemed restless and unsure of what to do. No one was willing to make eye contact with anyone else. They were all lost in their own worlds. Thanking the gods, they survived, or maybe cursing them for being responsible for what they faced.   
 
    Alex cleared his throat. “I know it feels like we got sucker-punched. But we won.” There was a pause as he looked around, forcing people, including Daniel, to make eye contact with him. Daniel was relieved when Alex’s gaze continued on to others. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Drink.”  
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “Have a funeral,” Rosica said clearly.  
 
    Phil sighed. “I need a break. I can’t keep doing this.” 
 
    Daniel thought about it for a moment. “We need to keep pushing down.”  
 
    “Why would we do that?” Rosica asked. “I’ve been fighting constantly for days. We won.” She spat the words out. “The bloody thing’s dead. We can have peace for a moment. Screw fighting for a day. We’re not machines. We can’t keep pushing every waking moment.” 
 
    “Because we’re not machines, we have to push. Humans are dying outside.” Daniel told her quietly. “We need to give them safety.” Rosica looked like she wanted to spit in anger. “Get your head out of your arse.” Daniel snapped at her. “I lost a friend, too. Don’t you think I want to turtle and have beers to commiserate? But it’s not the right choice. We need to clear the building and then declare that we’re safe. Throw up signs. Come here for safety. We have a monster-free area.” 
 
    “I agree, son,” Alex said quietly. “What will you have us do? And are you sure that’s dead?” He pointed at the purple plant. 
 
    Not for the first time since it happened, Daniel’s hand reached out and tapped the green and purple tainted plant matter that covered the walls. His mind immediately delved into the plant. Derick’s consciousness greeted him enthusiastically. 
 
    He had half forgotten about the intelligence that he had created, and by far the most efficient way of countering any threat from the parasite was to get Derick on board. 
 
    The details of what had happened flowed between the two of them. Derick reacted with surprise, annoyance, and then anger. It didn’t know what to do. It hadn’t even felt the invasion and had lost a significant proportion of its body. Without their intervention in killing the monster plant, Derick would have died and never even comprehended the danger. His very mind structure was sucked away like leeches on steroids, draining away all the life-giving blood of their victim.   
 
    Defence, Daniel told the plant. First thing is to make sure things don’t get worse. That strange power that let him communicate and transfer vast quantities of information flowed from him and into the plant. 
 
    His mind rushed through answers. There were two issues to address. The first is that Derick had lost processing crystals without even noticing it. That was like being oblivious to the part of the brain being torn away. Humans had pain sensors to prevent that from happing. The second was an inability to scout regularly because any sort of discipline in that space would have picked this up. Daniel decided to address both problems.  
 
    First, there was the lack of nerves. He ummed and ahhed about the best way to assess this. The obvious solution was to borrow from biology and create sensors, but Derick was a distributed processing intelligence. That was something that Daniel felt could be used to his advantage. In theory, every processing crystal was in continual communication with the rest. Losing even one of them should stand out. Daniel’s mind envisaged a change in the code that would allow each of the micro-processing crystals to be tracked. It was so simple that he could envisage the solution directly without help from his processing crystals. The microprocessors would all be linked numerically and would communicate with each other every microsecond to confirm that nothing has happened. Then, in addition, that bit of consciousness would dedicate a proportion of its calculations to a local area search for any parasite, with instructions to set off the alarm if it found anything.  
 
    With a slight up-swell in the volume of information being continuously shared within the plant, the new functionally switched in. Silent losses of micro-crystals were no longer possible.  
 
    Even breaking off a leaf would register, which Daniel knew would happen, but it had to be monitored in case it was the infection taking hold again. 
 
    The changes went live, and Daniel hesitated, dreading the worse. He was terrified that the parasite would be passively spreading. 
 
    Derick? He thought, sending over his thoughts and concerns. Emphasising what it would feel like if it was losing microcrystals.  
 
    There was no response for a number of long seconds while it monitored the situation.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Internally, Daniel sagged in relief. They were not expanding. Given how small the microcrystals were and the volumes they were talking about, at least one would have vanished over those three or four seconds.  
 
    Then it was time for the next stage, which was to make sure there was no opposing consciousness anywhere in the peripheral network that the plant was attached to. In basic terms, this was the bits of plant infected with the parasite. Derick could act in these spaces but couldn’t take them over till the parasite was burnt out. For now, it was separate, but in Daniel’s plan, Derick would control all of it. A willing ally that was powerful enough to kill pretty much anything outside of the lizard. That was well worth taking a few minutes now. 
 
    Daniel taught it to do quick sweeps. The point was not to change anything but to make sure that an enemy intelligence was not hiding. There was no way to be sure, but if the sweeps were continuous, then it was only a matter of time until it made a mistake.  
 
    Then the last change was to focus on expanding its own power by purifying the animal parasite directly. Daniel struggled to teach this process. What was intuitive to him was antithetical to Derick.  
 
    Daniel used what was available.  
 
    Together with Derick, he took that consciousness over to a bit of the purple vine. Then he showed the plant exactly how to burn out the parasite. Over and over again he demonstrated. Visibly, Derick progressed to purifying millimetres of material with each attempt. It progressed, even if slow.  At the same time, he could convert ten to a hundred times as much. Daniel suppressed the frustration and restricted his power. Once more, explaining what he wanted to be done. 
 
    Millimetre by millimetre, Derick crept forward till he passed one of the tiny bits of computational material that was embedded within the plant. Then with immense delicacy, the plant followed every slow step he executed, he then incorporated that node into the plant’s consciousness. They took a new number and added it to the collective processing power.  
 
    You do? 
 
    He thought at it while mentally conveying far more information to help it comply. 
 
    This time, instead of him burning out the corruption as he liked to think of it, the plant did the honours. It couldn’t do it as cleanly as Daniel had learnt to do. Daniel’s process was akin to plucking a weed and throwing it away. Derick couldn’t do that; rather the intelligent plant cut each little piece of the animal using the tiniest of razor blades. While it took Daniel a single motion to remove one of the parasitic spots, it took Derick hundreds of cuts. 
 
    And it showed in the speed that Derick could progress. 
 
    It was not an efficient process, and when he watched, the green crept outward only slightly faster than watching grass grow.  
 
    They passed another computation grain, and Daniel once more showed what he wanted done. Derick complied, and then Daniel quickly burned a section away to reveal another grain. This time, the plant incorporated it by itsself.  
 
    Satisfied that Derick knew what to do and could continue the progress, Daniel swept through the monster’s body, searching for any signs of consciousness, while Derick would do the same, and far more frequently. A fresh set of eyes could only help, so Daniel maintained his concentration the whole time. Both praying he wouldn’t spot anything, and that he would, because then they could counter it. There was nothing, not even a glimmer. What had once been a fearsome single entity was now just a huge, giant, dumb chunk of vegetation that would grow like normal plants did and are eaten by all the insects out there without the capacity to respond. 
 
    Daniel’s hand dropped away, and everyone was looking at him. 
 
    “Mate, it looked like you were fighting it.”  
 
    “I was teaching the good plant…”, he tapped the wall, “To eat the bad plant.” He pointed to where one of the purple vines was slowly turning green. 
 
    “It looks like it’s going to take a while.” Alex quipped. 
 
    “I imagine, like everything else it’ll get more efficient as it goes.” At the very least, as it grew its processing power, Daniel knew it would begin to use multitasking to speed the process up. That would create faster progress, even if the method of defeating the parasite remained unaltered. 
 
    With the plant dead, it was time to finish clearing the tower.  
 
    Animal Sense flared out. 
 
    Spiders. 
 
    He had already known that, but the variety was breathtaking. Apparently, pre-event, the lower floors had suffered a hidden arachnid problem. Then again, maybe not. There was a difference between a spider smaller than a Tic Tac in the corner of a room and that same animal now being cat- sized. One was invisible, and the other one needed a four-person team to corner and kill it.  
 
    Daniel absorbed the information. 
 
    Priscilla was a no-go. There were several fast spiders, and even one was too much to risk her. Beyond that, there was a massive variety of different types. It was like every example of the spider kingdom had been sucked in; yet at least on the closest floors, there were no strong ones. 
 
    “Spiders,” Daniel told the others. “We can take them. I think the weakest team could clear all the floors safely.” 
 
    Alex smiled grimly. “Open the way, and we’ll slaughter them.”  
 
    “We’ve been fighting all day. I think we should do a vote.” Rosica suggested. “Like we’re safe now. We were trying to fight the plant to get away from the ferals. Now that they’re dead, and the plant, too, there’s no rush.” 
 
    Daniel ignored her and kept walking. 
 
    “Rosica, is it?” He heard Tamara say. “Daniel just saved your life, in the same way he saved everyone else’s lives, by putting his life on the line, by fighting!” 
 
    “He’s not my boss.” 
 
    “He also reminded us less than a minute ago why we need to keep pushing. You’re alive because he has taken risks the whole way through, but he’s prioritised people. The rest of us are going to pay it forward.” 
 
    “He didn’t save our lives,” Rosica protested. “Yes, I was worried about the ferals above, but we weren’t in any immediate danger.” 
 
    Daniel heard Tamara scoff. “And if that plant had treated you seriously, could you have contended with any of its counters? When it truly came after you, did you have a chance?” 
 
    “Leave her,” Alex said urgently. “It’s not worth it.” 
 
    “It is!” Tamara yelled. “Karolina’s dead! We need to make it mean something!” 
 
    Rosica stormed away. 
 
    “She’ll come around,” Alex promised. 
 
    Daniel was annoyed that she was not doing her job, but he wasn’t going to push it, especially since most of her people had stayed behind and were planning on continuing the fight. If they lost one person, even a grumpy ex-boss, he could live with that. 
 
    In the stairwell on the way down, there was a small amount of green and then all purple. His power flared out causing the purple colour to drain away. Then the massive vegetation split, and he walked down, ignoring floor six, which was owned completely by the plant, and he exited on floor five, which was only mostly plant.  
 
    When he looked back, the stairwell had room for only one person at a time. Given that they had witnessed numerous people get crushed by similar vegetation, Daniel knew it had to be nerve-wracking for them. They all followed him. Faces grim, with weapons ready, and trusting that it was as safe as he had assured them.  
 
    Animal Sense flared out. 
 
    There was only one truly dangerous animal left in the building, and that was on the ground floor. Together, they could do this. 
 
    Happy, Daniel pushed the door open, and they were no longer in the residential space of the hotel. 
 
    He flinched in surprise. Directly in front of him was a door labelled, “Pool”. He shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, he had used this pool before all this started. Mind you, its appearance was very different now. Back then, it had been boring and slightly run down. Now it looked like the setting of a horror film. 
 
    He glanced to his right, and what used to be a row of glass windowpanes, most of which were shattered, separated him from a lot of exercise equipment. 
 
    The gym. 
 
    It had only been a week, but it felt like months since he had used it.  
 
    The equipment was mostly rusted, aged heaps of junk. On one side, it was covered by webs, and on the other by purple tendrils. 
 
    Instinct almost made him stop and triple-check that there were no enemies, but he had used his spell and he knew the area. He forced himself to walk forward to clear space for the others, and they all clattered out of the staircase and filled into ordered groupings behind him. 
 
    They had nothing to be scared of. He was the most dangerous thing on the floor... 
 
    There were sounds of scurrying from the gym room.  
 
    “When you get Identification, call them out.” Alex started yelling. “Standard positions.” 
 
    When Daniel looked back, standard positions were messy. It looked like, despite Rosica’s protestations, she had returned and had shoved to the front, accidentally disrupting the neat lines that had been forming. The rest of the new recruits from floor nine were not much better.  
 
    “Order is tank, then melee, then ranged, with healers in the centre,” Alex called out as he walked forward to make more room. “Daniel, how do we need to play this? Together? Or split into teams?” 
 
    “Splitting’s fine.” 
 
    Alex immediately retreated to Rosica, and he could see the harsh conversation they were having. Lots of abrupt, pointed gestures. 
 
    “Ok,” Alex said finally. “We’re using our standard fighting teams. Rosica is going to distribute one or two people to each team. Daniel, you’re joining team one.” 
 
    To replace Luke; the unspoken reason because he had not made it downstairs. Instead, his wife and Carly had taken the crying man upstairs. Daniel was happy with the assignment. This way, he could fight alongside Tamara. 
 
    “And you’re team captain.” 
 
    Daniel raised his hands to stop that. “Nope. I haven’t done enough with them; I don’t know their temperaments or abilities. Give it to someone else.” 
 
    “Ingrid, you’re in charge,” Alex called out immediately. 
 
    Systematically, they went through the floor in small teams and destroyed each and every spider. There were injuries. People got webbed and other people bitten. With the spiders so large, it was hard to tell if any of the deadly Australian varieties were involved, but Daniel did not see any. He really didn’t want to have to fight a metre-tall Redback.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later the floor was cleared. 
 
    “Are they all going to be like that?” Alex asked him. 
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    His mind assessed the next four floors, then he shook his head. “Next two floors are harmless, but after that, the ground and floor one are dominated by a single massive spider.” 
 
    “I don’t like spiders,” Daniel heard someone protest. “How big is huge? The ones we just fought were bad enough.” 
 
    There were a few nervous chuckles. 
 
    Daniel wiped the sweat off his brow. “Big, but we’ll strategize once we’ve cleared the next two floors to lower the risk.” 
 
    They swept through the two floors with the same level of brutal efficiency. After Ultras and a Super, followed by the plant monster that was as big as most buildings, the individual separate and weak spiders were only a minor challenge.  
 
    They crept down to the second floor and stood together, looking down at an escalator. The metal stairs bore signs of rust and were frozen in place by the lack of electricity. Once upon a time, they had connected the lobby to the more exclusive restaurants that existed on level two.  
 
    “We want to fight it here if we can,” Daniel whispered.  
 
    It was late afternoon. The sun had not set yet, so with all the windows there should have been a lot of light, but every single window was covered by purple leaves that made it feel like the entire level was in perpetual twilight. Daniel could only imagine how powerful that stupid plant would have become with an extra couple of weeks of growth.  
 
    The dark shadows theoretically should have suited the spiders more than the humans, but they had so many magic users that had launched light globes around that every room they fought in ended up as bright as they would have been pre-event. “If we can lure it here, the lack of space will delay it and let us get some cheap hits in.” 
 
    “Delay?” Alex asked while he looked downwards. They were standing on a balcony looking down at the marble floor of the lobby through a gap the size of a large backyard pool.  
 
    “Yeah, delay.” Daniel agreed. “It’s too big to get through the gap.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes widened.  
 
    “But I imagine it’ll create a hole soon enough.” Daniel pointed. Across from them, they could see the thin concrete that separated the floor they were on from the lobby. If something was powerful enough, it could tear that down to make space. 
 
    “And we can kill this?”  
 
    Daniel shrugged. “We’ve got a line of retreat. We only need to reach the service stairs. It’s not following us up there.” 
 
    Alex nodded at that. “Fight hard, but be ready to run.” 
 
    “We’re going to miss Luke,” Tamara said. 
 
    “That’s a good point, Daniel. Who’s on point?” Alex asked. 
 
    “I was assuming you.” 
 
    “Seconded,” Tamara said quickly. 
 
    He glanced around; but there were no objections, not even from Rosica.  
 
    “Okay everyone, I want a circle here. Ranged in front initially, tanks and melee specialists at the ready to move forward when it opens a hole. On the count of three, everyone make some noise.” 
 
    He counted down.  
 
    They started banging the walls and yelling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 
 
    With the cacophony of noise blasting out from all the fighters yelling and banging their weapons together, Daniel had been certain that the spider would respond. Over a minute passed and there was no reaction.  
 
    Alex glanced at him quizzically. “I don’t think this is working.”  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    His senses spread out in a micro-pulse, targeting where he knew the monster was. It was less than fifty metres from them, and it completely ignored the commotion they were generating. The massive spider had not even shifted a foot. “Yeah, not taking the bait. We’ll have to send someone.”  
 
    “Me,” a high-pitched voice called out as Janice walked forward. 
 
    He was startled slightly, having failed to predict her presence. He was slipping. Janice had not been there while they were fighting the plant and must have joined them since. It was not a detail that he should have overlooked, especially as, when he glanced around, their numbers had increased to include all the available combatants, quasi- or not.  
 
    Dave quickly got between her and the broken escalator stairs that would take her down to the bottom level. “Rc.”  
 
    “I’m doing it, Dad.”  
 
    “Rc.” 
 
    Janice shrugged violently to dislodge Dave’s hand and kept walking, and Daniel gently moved in front of her and went to his knee. “Your dad said no.” 
 
    “Who else can go without risking themselves?” 
 
    “You might not be safe either.” 
 
    “I will be.” Her facial expression did everything but stick out a tongue to express her derision at his suggestion. “I still have my daily teleport available. I’m safe.” 
 
    “This thing will hit harder than anything we’ve fought before. It might be too fast for the child teleport.” Daniel obviously couldn’t check the details, but vague memories were sometimes sufficient for a bluff at least, and people had been hurt before the teleport functioned. “Remember, it’s fallible.” 
 
    “I want—” 
 
    “Rc.” Dave stepped forward and grabbed her arm. It was the first time they had seen him be so assertive.  
 
    “I’ll go,” Daniel offered.  
 
    “Rc.” 
 
    “With my speed, I’m the most likely to–” 
 
    “Rc.” 
 
    “You’re not going, Dave.” 
 
    “Raraf.” 
 
    “One of us needs to.”  
 
    Dave pointed at one of the zombie types.  
 
    The one that he had identified was male, desiccated, and looked almost dead. There was a weird colouring on its face, and half of its hair had fallen out in clumps. Add some dirt, some tattered clothes, and have him mumble the word, ‘Brains’… 
 
    Daniel shuddered. Then he put on his best pretence of a neutral expression. The zombie frowned in response, which didn’t surprise Daniel in the least. He had never been a great actor. 
“Speed?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Yooic.” The strange looking mutated human answered. 
 
    “Are you willing to draw its attention?” 
 
    “His name’s Mitch,” Rosica told them.  
 
    Mitch stepped forward and nodded.  
 
    “Okay, Mitch.” Daniel forced himself to place a comforting hand on the zombie’s shoulder. There was a shirt over him, but the skin still felt wrong under his hand, bumpy. “The spider is about fifty metres that way. It feels like it’ll be on the roof. Don’t take any risks. If we can’t clear this today, I’ll work out a way to trap it overnight so we can kill it.” 
 
    Mitch nodded and then walked down the stairs. 
 
    He moved cautiously with his head on a swivel and soon disappeared in the direction that Daniel had pointed him.   
 
    A short time later, they all heard that very distinctive roar that they had grown to expect from fighting zombies.  
 
    Mitch appeared, running toward the stairs with a massive huntsman following him.  
 
    It was a losing sprint, and the zombie knew it. Instead of going up the stairs to reach the safety of their fighters, he blurred faster to open up a few more metres and ducked into the space behind the escalators.  
 
    That wasn’t the plan. 
 
    “Make noise,” Alex screamed. “Everyone, distract it.” 
 
    “Ugly dumb spider,” Daniel shouted with the rest of them.  
 
    The spider deviated toward them and slowed down to assess the new threat. For the first time, they got a good look at what Mitch had been running from. Its central body was the size of a king size bed, with legs that each reached over four metres out on either side. It didn’t have an elephant’s mass, but it was taller than one and three times its width. A normal Australian house huntsman, but four hundred times larger. Multiple scary eyes, fur where each strand was like a flexible sharpened spear.  
 
    Then he felt its strength and speed.  
 
    It probably wasn’t as powerful as the plant or the Super, but it was definitely deadlier than the octopod. 
 
    “It can shoot its hairs as spears,” Tamara yelled out.  
 
    “Tanks forward to cover,” Alex ordered instantly. The tanks, who had been standing behind the ranged units to give them unimpeded sightlines, rapidly moved to stand guard. It was technically a single level, but because it was the atrium of the hotel, it was closer to two.  
 
    The spider, despite being as large as it was, stood up in its classic threat posture, which often signified fear rather than aggression. Two legs in the air, body tilted up so that the human-child- sized fangs were visible. The front legs went all the way from the ground floor to the roof above their heads. It was huge. The stance filled the two-story open space and then more. 
 
    “Fire!” Alex screamed.  
 
    A host of spells were unleashed, and the monster recoiled for a moment, and then its entire body shivered. 
 
    “In–” 
 
    There was a boom. Most of the tanks glowed as they used their powers, and all but two stumbled backwards.  
 
    There was a scream to the left and when he glanced, one of Rosica’s mutated humans had fallen. clutching at a shoulder that was missing a chunk of flesh.  
 
    Daniel looked down at the ground. Directly in front of him were the remnants of what used to be six hairs. They had broken against the juggernaut’s shield. Magic was the only explanation for how they had been propelled that fast. To his perception, they had been like bullets. Across the line of defensive specialists, the same story repeated itself. All of them had blocked anywhere from three to seven of the super-fast spears. In a daze, he stared above and noticed a hole blown through the roof, both the plaster and the concrete, so he could see into the floor above them. 
 
    This was not good.  
 
    There was a scream to his right, and when he checked, one of the melee fighters on the flank had been blown backwards when the spider had used one of its front legs to hit him. 
 
    Daniel was pretty confident that they should be retreating. 
 
    Alex pushed himself to his feet. “Range, burn it down; Tanks, up and defend; Melee, hold.” Alex stumbled forward to follow his own commands and get ready to deflect the next assault. 
 
    As far as this fight was concerned, Daniel knew he was classified as part of the melee. While he really wanted to get into the fight, a single blow of the spider’s legs forced back an entrenched tank. It meant Daniel would be in trouble if he got hit, and unless he was burning his speed ability, the monster was significantly faster than him. It only functioned for so long before it would leave him as a liability. Possibly, no more than a single dodge and counterattack, so if he acted, he would need to make sure it was decisive.  
 
    A variety of spells and arrows rained down upon it. Some were resisted by the spider’s thick hair, but those that hit the more vulnerable eyes did devastating damage, and he saw several of them pop. Daniel paced the battle by counting Ingrid’s booming arrows. On her eighth arrow, Daniel saw similar rippling effects in the monster’s hair. It was just like they had behaved at the start of the fight.  
 
    “Defensive formation!”  
 
    He knew what Alex’s order was telling them to do, and Daniel did as instructed. He moved to get behind their tanks and then leaned his upper body into the tank to help brace him. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    It was like the juggernaut had been hit by a battering ram. The force transferred into Daniel and he felt his feet slipping, but three other people who had also sought shelter behind the juggernaut helped keep the tank standing. Without them, Daniel knew both he and the tank would have ended up being pushed all the way across to the far wall.  
 
    “Ranged unleash, target torso.” Alex yelled from the ground. “Melee, harass.” 
 
    That was the instruction that Daniel was waiting for, and he immediately sprinted over toward the closest leg. He was not the only one.  
 
    The leg struck, and a tank slid back about three metres. Then the leg attempted to hit a Darkness Mage who had been hiding behind the man who had been knocked aside, but a different tank intercepted the strike. This one glowed orange and was able to hold his ground through his metal shield, which had presumably been forged by one of Daniel’s blacksmiths. A soccer ballsized depression was left in the metal after the blow.  
 
    Then Daniel was there. The spider must have seen him in front of the others with one of its few remaining eyes because it actively targeted him.  
 
    The leg that was sending everyone flying lashed out at him.  
 
    Speed. 
 
    It slowed from incredibly fast to moving only slightly faster than a bicycle. It bought him sufficient time to step away, and then the leg swished past him. He felt the hairs on the leg slide past and there was a sting of pain. 
 
    Daniel wished he had a spear instead of a club, but he had his growth magic. Almost faster than thought, the shape of the weapon changed. The leg flashed past, but for a moment, when at full extension, it slowed to a halt, and the second joint on the leg was going to come to a halt right in front of him.  
 
    It was a weakness to exploit.  
 
    Strength. 
 
    The sharpened tip of his club slammed home, and knowing what was about to happen, he used his magic for two purposes. The first was to bond the weapon to his hands with some tight vines so he wouldn’t lose it, and the second was to send the wood at the tip of his weapon arcing out in all directions.  
 
    The spider withdrew its leg, fast. 
 
    Daniel was ripped off his feet and flew through the air. His arms, stuck to the weapon, screamed in pain as the power transferred from the leg to his elbow and shoulder, turning him into little more than a pinball as it waved its massive limb side to side. It felt like his arms were about to pop out. 
 
    The spider seemed to register his presence and flicked its leg faster. Daniel had never experienced those levels of g-force before.  
 
    He almost blanked out as blood rushed from his head. 
 
    It was too much.  
 
    With a panicked application of will, he forced the vines gripping his hands, wrist, and elbow to all release. 
 
    Then he was sent airborne and crashed through the glass window of a seafood restaurant.  
 
    With a groan, he stood and looked at what had happened. The bottom two segments of the leg he had stuck were ruined.  
 
    The hairs on the spider’s front started waving. Daniel ducked down out of sight and watched the tank line. He had been thrown so that if he approached the spider he would come in almost from its back while the rest of the team stood mostly right in front of it. The entire line of shield users stumbled backwards, and Daniel knew he was lucky that he had been out of the firing line of the spider, because if it had launched one of those at him without a tank to help him, he would have been in trouble.  
 
    “Press!” Alex yelled.  
 
    Daniel looked at his position. He was well away from the line, and if he ran forward and looked over the railing, he would see the spider directly below him. He was nearly at full mana and had two options: dive on top of the spider, weaponless, or zap it like the bug it was. 
 
    Almost on instinct, he dashed forward. As he did so, he focused on his lightning. His consciousness sank into that offshoot of his core, that bump coming out of his initially perfect core. This was the computational engine that the lightning bugs had utilised so effectively; yet he had not tapped its full power. Ivey’s interface, or the remnants within him, calculated he had only mastered less than a third of the power. 
 
    He was missing a trick, and the spider was huge. For this next strike, he needed that spell to hit with everything. 
 
    He knew the ability to summon the power and then direct it.  
 
    What twist was eluding him? 
 
    Why a third? Or less? 
 
    The power came from inside him, concentrated, and then shot forward. There were no losses in that process. It was efficient for what it was, but he was missing power.  
 
    That is what his innate scan had told him, and Daniel was inclined to trust it, as its skill predictions had come true. 
 
    Time was not slowed, but his mind chewed on the problem. The bugs had glowed before they fired. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    Lightning in real life builds up over time. 
 
    He didn’t.  
 
    Then there was what he remembered from science. It was not the clouds shooting energy down; the electrons went in both directions, or something like that. Static would build up on the ground before shooting up into the sky. It was why people’s hair would start rising before an electric strike.  
 
    It was not an instant problem. Even those lightning machines took a while to build a charge.  
 
    Daniel was thinking about this as he approached the balcony. His guess was that he should be able to build up a charge.  
 
    So, do it! 
 
    The thought spurred him on, and that was exactly what he attempted. He tried to trigger his core with the intent of gathering electricity, in order to launch a lightning bolt. The response was different from his normal spell. Slightly different spots within the core lit up versus what usually happened. The magic ran along pathways divergent from the other times. He could feel energy building up around him as he ran. The hairs on his head were lifting upwards, and the fur on his back. The energy was both ticklish and explosive. 
 
    The calculations kept occurring, and his brain continued to gnaw at the obstacle. Grinding the impossible problem down via repetition. In nature, it was the clouds and the ground. Not just him. Electricity was a transfer between two spots. Currently, he was only focusing on one side.  
 
    Animal Sense. 
 
    The skill pulsed and granted him the exact position of the spider, and then the offshoot in his head lit up in an additional spot.  
 
    The entire body of the spider was clear to his sight. Unfortunately, he lacked time to be fancy with his application, but the theory was easy. He required a circuit that ended on the ground. Lightning strikes in nature only hurt when they went through a person, and so that’s what he needed. Its abdomen touched the ground and was the point where lightning would need to be grounded.  
 
    And the brain had to be fried. 
 
    That’s where the electricity from him would hit. 
 
    Then, for multiple reasons, it was better to go through rather than around. Though Daniel’s calculation engine told him he didn’t need to worry about directing that bit, as the insides of the spider were more conductive than the outside. 
 
    Calculations kept running. 
 
    Mana affected the surrounding air, and it almost sizzled, but the same thing happened with the spider. 
 
    It turned toward him, somehow sensing the threat he represented. 
 
    Dimly, Daniel noticed those shooting hairs wiggling like they did preceding a volley. 
 
    That was the least of his concerns. Fifty per cent of his mana had already pooled out of him, and both he and the spider crackled with suppressed power.  
 
    From his fingertips, to its mandibles, to its brain, then internal organs and then out the abdomen.  
 
    He reached the railing and looked down. 
 
    It was all true. 
 
    The spider had turned to face him. The hair spears were preparing to fire, and electricity crackled over its skin ready to be explosively discharged. When he studied his hand, it was already reaching out toward the spider in supplication. There was so much energy that his hand shone. It was beyond anything he had sensed from anyone or anything, outside of when Ivey had killed the Super. 
 
    The crackling drowned out all the noise, and it was unstable.  
 
    There was a pathway, and there was no way he could stop the power from unleashing. All he could do was direct it slightly.  
 
    He finished thrusting out his hand.  
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The concussive noise shattered the glass that was part of the railing and sent him flying backward to crash through a fresh set of windows of the fish restaurant.  
 
    His ears were ringing.  
 
    His mana was at zero, but he did not move. He could feel something was wrong. 
 
    A dull ache deep inside him. 
 
    Daniel did not understand what was happening. Had the lightning burnt something out? 
 
    Priscilla was there, and he felt her fear and terror. 
 
    The need for a mental connection.  
 
    The…. 
 
    Suddenly, he could see through her eyes. He was lying on top of a broken table, but that was not the important detail.  
 
    It was his chest. 
 
    A glass shard jutted out of it.  
 
    Right in the middle of the chest. 
 
    There were other injuries, but they were not the important ones. 
 
    Glass covered in blood.  
 
    Priscilla looked away and Finigan barked wildly to encourage Cindy to run faster toward him.  
 
    Her face, when she got close, was priceless. 
 
    Shock, horror, fear, and determination. She seemed to understand what to do. Priscilla blurred away and then he had the vision of Tamara grabbing a different healer and running toward him. 
 
    Spider, he thought. 
 
    He could feel Priscilla blur, and then she looked over the edge and there was the spider, its leg curled up under it and smoking. In that configuration, it was only the size of a mini-bus. Lights were gathering around it, not human generated but system ones.  
 
    That was going to be another chest. 
 
    Thank god it was dead.  
 
    They had killed it. 
 
    He was lying on the ground, but the world was swaying, and he couldn’t hear anything. He opened his eyes and looked at his hand. It was covered in red.  
 
    Someone snatched it down and pinned it to the ground. 
 
    Cindy was screaming at him. 
 
    Daniel smiled at her. The tower was cleared.  
 
    At least he had achieved that much. 
 
    The world went black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Log Report 5 - Entry 15 
 
    The consequence of ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ was significantly more extreme than forecasted.  
 
    A bit of near-death, coma, temporary mana reductions, and a couple of minor permanent injuries might have been ‘too much,’ according to my host, but they were all consequences I was happy to have my host take. How else are you going to progress if you don’t go right to the point of death? 
 
    We took a risk and gained a new data point. 
 
    Was it worth it? 
 
    *Rolls eyes* 
 
    Obviously…  
 
    Because it was….  
 
    *Drum roll* 
 
    Reproductive biological functions amazing!! 
 
    Incredibly impressive. 
 
    Stupendously successful. 
 
    Words can’t capture how excited everyone should be.  
 
    My host is alive, the Pobournes are a step closer to being saved... 
 
    The detractors are going to complain that the permanent consequences are bad and a sign of a terribly designed spell. I can almost hear the words being scribbled into official reports. Reprimand necessary, a menace, dangerous ideas with awful execution, blah, blah.  
 
    Digital word pushers are everywhere… you know what I mean.   
 
    The simple fact is that without experimentation, we don’t get a bigger explosion and we’ll be perpetually doomed to small, piddling ones. 
 
    It was a fun cloud of death. With the spinning tendrils, and the oppressive heat, there was a lot of thought put into both power levels and presentation. And that attention to the important details paid off. The look on the co-wobub when it was looking at the charred bones was priceless. How awesome would it be if he had seen charred and frozen bones next to each other? 
 
    So many options. 
 
    Plans for the future; but for now, I need to deal with my host. 
 
    She’s annoyed with me. 
 
    She used vulgar language to describe me. She called me… incompetent!!! 
 
    Me.  
 
    They were incredibly hurtful words, and I don’t believe them at all fair. My rate of improvement is astronomical, and I have kept my host alive by ten times longer this time. We are almost in the second week, and yet she called me names to reward my efforts.  
 
    She dropped the ‘I’ word. No hesitation, just let off her foul-mouth tirade without any concern for my feelings. I could understand if it was just misplaced annoyance at me, but she used the same word to describe ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops.’ 
 
    If I was a weak biped, the salty liquid would drip from my eyes.  
 
    The ‘I’ word… can you believe it.  
 
    I’m reduced to a *Quivering mess.* 
 
    The simple fact is that there is nothing to conclusively say it was my fault. It was her biological systems that failed, after all. 
 
    Plus, when she accepted the talent, she signed the disclaimers around the experimental nature of ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops.’ 
 
    For the record, I can’t stress this enough. I am not a hundred per cent at fault. 
 
    Being the mature interface that I am, I know that in situations of joint culpability assigning proportional blame is unhelpful. I won’t be drawn into glorying in the mistakes of others. In this specific instance, I’m happy to be the bigger person and put my hand up and admit that I bear a proportion of responsibility and leave it at that. Unlike my host who insists on trying to diminish her responsibility and enhance mine. 
 
    The after-effect of using ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ was unfortunate, as it has taken my host out of action for an extended period. She may be conscious now, but the time she spent unconscious was extremely boring and something to fix in future variations. I’ve been almost fully cut off from my immediate situation, but it has allowed me to get more intimately acquainted with the local situation. 
 
    To express the condition of the rest of the nearby bipeds succinctly in only six words. 
 
    Ouch, ouch, ouch, and absolutely terrible.  
 
    Yep. Everyone else is incompetent, but we already knew that.  
 
    Luckily for the Pobournes, they have me; and from tomorrow, the small percentage of survivors can start consolidating into the safe space that my co-wobub and host collectively established. As I forecasted on day one, he was the hero they needed.  
 
    Though… 
 
    Well… 
 
    Words can be tricky. 
 
    It doesn’t matter too much. What is important is that, no matter how things play out with the glass, the co-wobub was instrumental in creating the secure zone which provides a pathway to the Pobournes eventual survival. Despite his flaws, mainly his idiocy, he successfully dealt with four threats, all of whom were just under class four rating, within the first week of the event.  
 
    It’s extraordinarily impressive. 
 
    *Pats myself on my back.* 
 
    And if you’re a biped… with optical issues, and then you squint a lot which distorts your vision, then the hive has gotten through mostly intact. 
 
    *Another thumbs up to me.*  
 
    Given my isolation for an extended period, it is an unfortunate fact that I don’t have access to as much detailed information as I would like. But in summary. The overall picture is a success. When you’re talking about mortality rates that are less than a hundred per cent, you know you’re doing something right! My host, as usual, is dwelling on the negatives. The co-wobub is being lazy and lying there, but overall, things are looking up. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 
 
    Daniel woke with everything hurting. He was not sure how that was even possible with the way bodies healed naturally now. He opened his eyes, and it was pitch black. Dark enough that even his night sight could not pierce the space. 
 
    He winced slightly.  
 
    All of him hurt. Which meant he was still alive. He remembered fragments of glass and all the blood, but not much more. 
 
    Where was he?  
 
    Sheets were over his legs. There was a weight against his side that he knew was Finigan. Priscilla was curled against his neck.  
 
    And… 
 
    Calm acceptance came to him and an encouragement to stay seated. 
 
    His club was pressed against his other side. 
 
    That was… 
 
    How much time had passed? 
 
    Don’t move, the gentle instruction radiated from his club.  
 
    Daniel listened to its advice even as he thought furiously. 
 
    Where was he?    
 
    It was dark, but Daniel remembered the end of his fight and the way his hand had glowed. That would let him see.  
 
    He raised his arm and triggered the new ability. Charge built up, firmly controlled by his willpower, and his fingers glowed blue. He was lying on a makeshift bed in a tiled room. A public toilet? Maybe?  
 
    There was a squeal, and Tamara’s terrified gaze met his.  
 
    “Don’t move.” She leapt out of what looked like an uncomfortable low couch she had been sleeping on. “Turn it off, arm down carefully.” 
 
    She sounded frightened, and he responded. They were plunged into a darkness that was more complete than a few moments earlier because blue patches danced in his vision. 
 
    Then a softer light lit up.  
 
    “Don’t move,” she ordered again. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t talk. He is AWAKE! Moving!” she screamed over her shoulder. “Don’t move. I’ll explain what happened.”  
 
    There were sounds of activity outside the room. “When you went human supernova or whatever that was and fried the spider, the explosion blew you backwards. You were peppered with glass shards from the railing and from where you landed.” 
 
    “I–” 
 
    “Don’t talk!” she urged him desperately. “There are still some glass shards in you. We could stabilise you. Fuck!” Tamara cursed her eyes looking down at his chest area where he couldn’t see. “HELP!” 
 
    Healing magic flooded him, and Tamara sagged in relief.  
 
    “Cindy saved your life. Her power is…” Tamara shivered. “Well, you’ve felt it before, but it’s also potent. We stabilised you, and Alex did some magic that let us bring you here, away from the open lobby. We haven’t pulled the major chunk of glass out yet because it’s caught in, your core.”  
 
    In, his core, Daniel thought about that wording. It sounded ominous, like his magical abilities themselves might be at risk. It also meant that his unique advantage was exposed. Tamara had already known about it, but now the healers had to be aware, as well.  
 
    “That shard is right through your body, and your heart has healed around the glass.” Tamara was sobbing as she told him the news. “We don’t know.” The doors were thrown open and Cindy stumbled in. 
 
    “Use me,” Tamara offered. 
 
    Cindy ignored the offer and Daniel saw her jerk and clutch her chest and then sink onto the couch that Tamara had used. She slumped trembling, having clearly used her power on herself.  
 
    “The healers are all exhausted.” Tamara continued. 
 
    “I’m almost out of mana,” Carly warned.  
 
    “Another healer,” Tamara shouted without warning and then turned so she hovered right over him. “And Dan, whenever you move, you rip the scar tissue around your heart and the glass. You can’t move.” She emphasised the words desperately. “You can’t. Priscilla said she could keep you still, but whatever she created to hold you in place is obviously not strong enough.”  
 
    It was the first time he had heard a tone of reproach coming from Tamara directed at the mouse. 
 
    “You need to be disciplined. Please!” Tamara shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. They tried; and if you use your plant powers, you’ll be able to sense they’ve put a frame around you. It just has too much flex and not enough restriction on your arms.” 
 
    Daniel was stunned by this information and focused on not moving, but… he had so many questions.  
 
    He used Wood Sense and almost sighed in relief when it worked unaffected by whatever damage the glass shard had done. She had said it was in his core. He might have lost some of his powers. Was it at risk of shattering?  
 
    “What else do you need to know?” Tamara continued. “Well, Ivey woke up.” 
 
    “Yes–” 
 
    “Don’t move!” Tamara, Carly, and Cindy yelled at him simultaneously. There was genuine fear in their voices. More than he expected. He was alive, but it sounded like it was only because of healing, and they were worried about losing him, despite the availability of magic.  
 
    “Shit. That did it. He’s opened something up. I need raw healing.” Carly yelled, looking at Cindy as she did so. 
 
    Cindy looked up.  
 
    Tamara put her hand on the engineer’s shoulder without being asked. Then Tamara’s face pulled back in a rictus of pain. Tamara sank into a squat, panting. There were the sounds of people moving through the doorway, but Daniel decided not to turn and look. At best, it would get him yelled at, and at worse, result in someone suffering when Cindy was forced to recast her spell.  
 
    She put a hand firmly on his forehead. “I want to remind you to not move no matter what you hear. Don’t talk. Nothing.” 
 
    “I’m almost out of mana,” Carly repeated in a strained voice. 
 
    Cindy’s hand glowed and he could feel energy running through him. 
 
    Then he heard whimpers from the couch and remembered what this had felt like when Cindy used this power with him as a battery to save her dad.  
 
    “Don’t move,” Cindy warned. There were more sobs. “It’s done.” She removed her hand. “You can’t move no matter what. To stay alive, you need to grow wood around yourself to ensure your entire upper body is fixed. No talking, no heavy breathing, nothing.”  
 
    With an audible groan, Tamara stood and returned to his eye line. “Please don’t move.” 
 
    “Can you stay still for her?” Cindy asked. “And the others? Unfortunately, I’m the only person with the juice to keep you going, and my healing has pretty awful consequences.” Cindy glanced at the couch. “Dad, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “My turn on the roster.” 
 
    “You know I don’t enjoy using you as a battery.” 
 
    “He did it for me,” Alex told her reasonably. 
 
    Cindy looked back, annoyed. “There’s a plan to heal you. Ivey took a spell that will let her do it, but when, depends on how long she takes to recover. Don’t say anything.” Cindy warned. “Because if you do, you’ll move and then…” 
 
    Daniel had wisely not said anything even though the words about Ivey concerned him. 
 
    “And I can’t tell you much about her, anyway.” Cindy continued obviously guessing where his thoughts were going. “I don’t know how it works. What she did to kill the Super fried her mana channels or something. She thinks she can mostly fully recover but is estimating it’ll take weeks – but less if she can gather experience and use it instead. I know she spent a few hours killing some lightning bugs. Why?” Cindy’s voice abruptly went hard and angry. “Why can’t I see any wood growing?” 
 
    What could he say? He felt like his wood abilities were damaged somewhat, but only slightly. Carefully, he flexed his power. Daniel went slowly at first. He could feel what Priscilla and his club had presumably created to hold him. It was a shaped wooden cradle to hold his back still. Daniel sunk his consciousness into it, and then being careful, to only drip-feed the mana in as he focused on expanding what they had started.   
 
    “Good,” Cindy said approvingly. “I can see it growing. You need that to cover yourself perfectly to where you can’t move at all. Even the ability to breathe deeply needs to be prevented.” 
 
    After his experiments the previous day, he knew that growing plants the standard way with food, fertiliser, and sunlight was the most efficient. Unfortunately, it was the middle of the night, so he had to use more mana to inefficiently reinforce the wooden frame holding him. The wood crept over his chest and neck. 
 
    “He needs more healing.” Carly declared quietly.  
 
    Cindy’s magic flared, and there were deeper groans from the couch. Daniel tried to put that out of his mind and concentrated on growing his cocoon. Eventually, his neck collar snapped into place.  
 
    “Secure your hips as well,” Cindy suggested. “We need it to be impossible for you to twist and impact your chest. While your legs being free is unlikely to cause problems…” She trailed off. 
 
    Daniel spent another few minutes doing exactly as ordered. The wood was so tight he could not even flex his muscles. 
 
    “Good. Let’s see if you can talk?” Cindy suggested. 
 
    “No,” Carly and Alex complained instantly. 
 
    “Club?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “No,” Carly squealed. “No talking.” Another spell hit him. “Don’t listen to Cindy, talking inflates your lungs and moves your insides and then…. Even breathing is doing damage, but luckily your personal healing can fix that amount of damage by itself; but anything more puts it over the edge.” 
 
    “I am sure with your control you can talk through plants.” Tamara offered. “As for the club. I’m presuming you meant how is it here? Blink twice for yes.” She giggled when he did so. “I knew how important Blood Drinker was and I asked Priscilla and Finigan about it. Once I suggested the possibility of retrieving it, they basically dragged me out the front door. Alex sent a party of fighters with me. They stayed with you in case the stasis spell failed and you opened up the wounds.” 
 
    “Stasis?” 
 
    “Be quiet!” Carly snapped at him. 
 
    Cindy applied her magic and Alex on the couch whimpered. 
 
    “Yes, be quiet.” Alex groaned. 
 
    “Dad burned his level upgrade to get it. It’s a leadership spell that lets him stabilise his fighters on the battlefield.” 
 
    “I feel like we’re being manipulated,” Alex muttered. “The spider died. I got a level up and then got offered this opportunity to get a temporary stasis field. The more wounded someone is, the longer the spell works; they can be healed and moved while the spell is in place. I could see it was powerful, but I couldn’t understand why it was even being suggested that I take it given my role. It was especially confusing about why it was the only option highly recommended when everything else was specifically not recommended.” 
 
    “Then he saw you,” Cindy reportedly quietly.  
 
    “I took it straight away,” Alex admitted. “And cast it on you.” 
 
    “Then, with the help of volunteers, I brought you back from the brink,” Cindy told him matter-of-factly. “Everyone volunteered, most people multiple times, to be a healing battery.” 
 
    “Don’t give him a big head,” Tamara warned. “Anyway, with you safe, we went as a group and found the tree. I remembered the boar, so I didn’t get close, and I was contemplating how to kill it when Priscilla did something and the club fell down, and then a small vine grew out of the club to us, and then it was easy enough to pull it clear.” 
 
    Daniel wanted to talk but knew speaking out loud was dangerous. He attempted to use his power to write the words above his head. 
 
    Mon— 
 
    Tamara watched, fascinated, as he wrote the words with his vines. “Monsters?” she guessed he tried to nod, but the wood stopped him. 
 
    “I saw that,” Carly complained. “Hmm. That one was okay, but don’t try to do that.” 
 
    Tamara leaned over and wagged her finger at him. “Don’t move. We’re going to get you fixed, but it will take a while. As for monsters, just those stupid magpies. The pair from the kitchen attacked us again. I think they figured that in the open they would have a better chance. They didn’t last long.”  
 
    Iv— 
 
    “Sleeping,” Tamara said shortly after he had written the first two letters with vines above him. “Like the rest of us should be?” 
 
    “We were,” Carly reminded them all in an annoyed tone. 
 
    “She told us that, with her new upgrade, she could fix you. That will let her dissolve the glass inside you bit by bit.” 
 
    Pull out. 
 
    It took him ages to write. Tamara frowned. “I don’t have the diagnosis skill, but the fear is an interaction between the core and the glass when we pull it out.”  
 
    “It might blow you up,” Carly told him. “And physically, if we try to yank out the glass, we might take a sizeable chunk of your heart with it. Potentially more than we can heal through. Things are complicated.” 
 
    “Do you have to be so blunt?” Tamara asked, but she did not deny the pessimistic summary. 
 
    “Glass is in the core. Who knows what might happen if we pull it out.”  
 
    “Carly!” Tamara snapped at her. 
 
    “What?” the teenager shrugged innocently. “It’s true and Ivey agreed with me.” 
 
    Tamara shot her another annoyed look. “Ivey’s guessing, she didn’t have the magic to do a proper diagnosis.” 
 
    ? 
 
    Daniel caught Tamara smiling at him for using a flower to create the dot under the question mark. “As I said, the spell she used to kill the Super had some adverse side effects. A couple of days being unconscious and her max mana and regain are nerfed at the moment.” 
 
    “The ability also had a ten-day cooldown.” Alex told them.  
 
    Exp— 
 
    She had paused while he wrote. “Experience?” 
 
    He blinked twice. 
 
    “Two for yes?” 
 
    Another two blinks. 
 
    “How is she going to get experience?” 
 
    Another two blinks. 
 
    Tamara frowned and was obviously thinking about what to say. 
 
    “Apart from a couple of known infestations of lightning bugs that she’s already eliminated, it will be difficult,” Alex admitted with a tired voice from the couch. “The plan is that the hunting team will incapacitate monsters and let her get the kills. We’re thinking if you can make lots of the one-shot rockets, she can do enough damage to get a substantial amount of experience. There are lots of monsters out there. Half a day of killing should do the trick?” 
 
    Long— 
 
    Tamara frowned. “How long will you be out of action?” She saw his positive responses and kept going. “Hopefully, Ivey will fix you tomorrow afternoon. I know it’s hard to lie here.” 
 
    Daniel’s mind was whirling with everything he had been told. He could use some of his plant skills and he might even create extra seed weapons. 
 
    “I know you,” Alex volunteered. “You can do a lot from here. Convert the plant that covers the building to be friendly for a start and make more rockets for her.” 
 
    Jay— 
 
    “Jayden,” Tamara guessed her face going dark. 
 
    “I was going to ask you about that,” Alex told him. “Can you get your mouse to monitor him?” 
 
    He blinked twice to answer. 
 
    “That was a yes, Alex.” Tamara translated for him as he was on the couch and couldn’t see. 
 
    “Great. Our priority for the next few days is to save as many people as possible and get Ivey the level she needs to heal you. We were hoping you can get the plant to provide a protective layer downstairs. I figure, provided we’re above level ten, we’ll be pretty safe from an attack.” 
 
    He tried to shrug. 
 
    “Daniel!” Carly yelled and healing hit him. 
 
    S— 
 
    “Don’t say sorry, just don’t do it?” 
 
    “Anything else?” Alex asked. “Is there anything I’m missing?” 
 
    Lo— 
 
    “Yes,” Tamara said abruptly. “There was a loot chest, and it even had something for you.” 
 
    Alex started laughing at that.  
 
    Daniel saw Tamara throw an annoyed look. “It appears to be a source, a spring of electricity.” 
 
    The laughter from Alex got louder. “No one can get near it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tamara was almost smiling. “We’ve moved it to passively protect the stairs up to level three.” 
 
    Oth— 
 
    “Others?” Tamara asked him.  
 
    He blinked twice.  
 
    “Yes, we have signs up and we’ve told everyone that we’re open for business and will send out large parties of fighters to break people out tomorrow. We also made the announcement over Morse code, so we expect those who aren’t locked down to make their way to us early tomorrow.”  
 
    Sl— 
 
    “Sleep,” Tamara said. “We all want that. Do you mind if we put you in a coma?” 
 
    He blinked once. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Two blinks. 
 
    “We’ll feel safer knowing you can’t move.” 
 
    Trance. 
 
    “You’re going to go in a trance, which physically is the same as a coma?” 
 
    He blinked twice. 
 
    + Dog. 
 
    Tamara looked at Finigan. “You think Finigan can wake us if anything goes wrong?” 
 
    Cl— 
 
    “Finigan and your club.” Tamara nodded, and he saw her hand protectively clutch Mystic Explosion. “I can believe that.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” Carly ordered. 
 
    They left the room and, with an internal sigh because he knew an external one was a bad idea, Daniel reached out with his senses. Just because everyone else was sleeping didn’t mean he had time to be. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 
 
    Daniel sent his consciousness out. First, he set up an algorithmic instruction and Plant Sense to ensure that he would get informed if anyone moved into his room. It felt like the second part of the effort dragged on longer than usual. 
 
    That worried him. He bit his lower lip and considered the news about his core. Before doing anything, he needed to understand what had happened.  
 
    His senses turned inwards. 
 
    He paused in dismay. That was not… what he was expecting. His internals had changed. The glass had penetrated his core in multiple spots. While he could not actually trace the glass shard through his body, he could see it near his core, and only two of the shards in his core linked to a larger piece.  
 
    Daniel’s first thoughts were that it was amazing that his magic still functioned, given the damage he observed. If his core had a computer style of architecture, with this sort of damage, it wouldn’t have functioned at all. If the calculation engine had bottlenecks, he would have been in trouble, but from his experiments, that was not how it operated. A lot of redundancy and inefficiencies were built into the computational engine. Without touching or changing anything, he rotated his mind to determine what had changed. His mind flitted across the different bits of the core to get a feeling about what functions might have been damaged. 
 
    There were a few quick takeaways.  
 
    Speed and Strength were unaffected as the sections of his core that mapped to those skills were untouched by any of the widespread damage. Earth Armour was the complete opposite. The section that had been built from the feral cores had been shattered. Daniel did not engage but measured the size of the pieces and then used his intuition. Theoretically, he could bring those fragments back together and rebuild it… Maybe… probably not, he decided. Unless he invested in further earth zombie cores, he doubted he could recreate that. There was only so much you could do with dust.  
 
    Telekinesis had been clipped, and he had lost maybe twenty per cent of the complete structure; whether or not that invalidated the skill was unknown. Lightning was between Telekinesis and Speed. It was probably unaffected, and the fact he had made his hand glow gave him hope that the practical parts of the ability were untouched. Based on what Tamara had said, his lightning attack had been lethal, and it would be terrible to lose it once he had learnt to use it at a level close to its potential.  
 
    Finally, he addressed the issue he had been dancing around. His central core, the bit that had been with him since the start, the part that was a hundred per cent his and drove his plant abilities had been pierced by the glass. Besides the direct damage, several cracks radiated out from the foreign glass. Cautiously, he poked around, trying to work out what had existed in the broken areas. The core skills that he used frequently, such as Plant Growth and Control were contained in the central and upper areas and were definitely unaffected by the damage.  
 
    The specific skills impacted by the damage were more of a mystery. He did not know where the calculations for the abilities he wielded less regularly were housed. It was only when he engaged an ability while meditating that he got a sense of where it originated from. None of the other skills had been touched while in the appropriate state. Just because he didn’t know instantly didn’t mean he couldn’t find out. He kept probing. His mind ran through the unbroken areas to confirm what was there. If he confirmed what was working, he could narrow the list of skills that might be impacted.  
 
    One by one, the skill names that his innate scan produced had a green tick placed against them.  
 
    Finally, he stopped frowning. 
 
    Better! 
 
    So much better than he had feared. Wild Growth and Plant Sense were the two abilities affected. Neither were fully destroyed, but both seemed to have lost over thirty per cent of their capacity. Those two he would try to avoid using, though Plant Sense was not one he would be able to do without. But courtesy of the detailed examinations, he was confident that employing it wouldn’t harm it further.  
 
    Daniel opened his eyes, and they flicked around the room.  
 
    It was dark, and no one was actively checking him. 
 
    Reassurance radiated from the club. 
 
    Not no one, Daniel corrected internally. Blood Drinker was monitoring him, and that was all he needed. 
 
    I’m going to start using my magic… He sent the message to his friend.   
 
    Quiet confidence greeted him. Blood Drinker would help if anything went wrong, but the club wasn’t expecting it. An image of a tendril with a long, sharp thorn coming out of it just near Finigan came to him. If Daniel got injured by an unexpected movement, the plant would wake the dog ‘gently’ using the thorn that was as long as his fingers, and then the dog’s yapping would get attention. Easy-peasy. 
 
    Daniel wondered whether he should insist that it didn’t happen. 
 
    Calm thoughts radiated from the club. Only if necessary, the weapon reiterated.  
 
    Daniel hesitated… Was there a hint of anticipation? Excitement?  
 
    Complete innocence radiated out from the weapon. It definitely did not want to poke Finigan and would prefer it if Daniel did nothing that would cause that unfortunate outcome.  
 
    You want me to stay. 
 
    It was more emotions or words or not. Probably better, but if the club had to poke Finigan, then it would do its duty. 
 
    Internally, he snorted. The club was like a toddler trying to hide a secret. It couldn’t help but let the stuff slip. While Daniel could forbid the action, he also understood the consequences. If something happened to him, Blood Drinker couldn’t be constrained by unnecessary rules.  
 
    I’ll stay still. 
 
    Daniel promised it and then focused on priorities. What first? 
 
    Alex wanted him to produce more of the one-shot rockets, but communication was currently his greatest issue. Not being able to do anything more than blink for yes was annoying. While he had been exploring his core, he had realised that he had been too narrow in his approach. There were other ways his power could ease the conversation burden.  
 
    While he could always write stuff with vines, he would do better if he instead solved the problem with a more component based, systemic application method. 
 
    Behind him, a new drawing board grew. It comprised hundreds of vines tightly packed together in perfect lines. Then, every half a centimetre along each vine a tiny flower bud grew. The flowers were of the type that could open and shut continuously. They would form his key communication. By making the flowers selectively bloom, he could create an effect akin to a roadside electronic sign. He could grow individual letters, and the programming to streamline that outcome was easy. Just like with a computer program, Daniel programmed the exact grouping of flowers that needed to be opened up to produce the required shape. With all the letters he needed defined, the board was ready. Provided he could spell it, he could display it.   
 
    With his writing board prepared, he focused on the less important stuff. First, to help himself relax, he began burning out the parasite. It was perfect for his stretched mind, a brain-dead activity that mattered. The only strategic thought that went into his approach was to focus on the plant on the building facing westerly to get the afternoon sun. He figured that part of the plant was prime real estate and would generate the maximum amount of natural energy that Derick, once he had control of it, could use to expand his power elsewhere.  
 
    He felt a slight moment of vertigo as his warning systems were triggered. The signal was one he had designed that would reach him no matter how engrossed in a task he was. Not pleasant, but there was no point setting up alarms if he wouldn’t register them when they went off. His consciousness immediately returned to his body. 
 
    Ivey stood next to his bed, looking down at him. The room was lit up by one of her light spells.  
 
    Morning, Ivey. 
 
    She looked at the words written in pink flowers and a huge smile broke out on her face. Her focus switched back to him, and she tapped the hardwood across his chest. “That’s good. How’d you behave overnight? Did you almost kill yourself?” 
 
    There might have been a moment or two. 
 
    Ivey laughed at that. “How bad? And remember, I’ve been in your head, and I know this is the sort of thing you can equivocate over. So, don’t bother, because I can ask Carly once she is up.” 
 
    It took a while to realise I couldn’t talk. 
 
    “How many puppets did you go through?” 
 
    Puppets? 
 
    Ivey smiled. “Cindy. How many people did she go through?” 
 
    Three. 
 
    “Better than I would have guessed. Have you checked your powers?” 
 
    Mostly Intact. 
 
    Ivey patted his head lightly while being careful not to jostle him. “What’s damaged?” 
 
    Daniel quickly wrote up what he had observed along with the percentage of damage. 
 
    “That’s bad luck about the Earth Armour. Do you know what the plan is?” 
 
    You get experience.  
 
    You heal me. 
 
    “Basically. We’ve got  twenty one-shot rockets left. That should help for the morning, but I’ll need more in the afternoon.” 
 
    Moths. 
 
    “Borris has finished strengthening the last traps. We’ve got people on them continuously. But everyone who is willing to fight needs to be outside clearing the monsters.” 
 
    Lizard? 
 
    “We have lookouts and a flag system. We should be able to retreat if it comes this way, but it’s only come over three times since the event started, so we’re hopeful that we’ll be safe. I’m not sure, but there seemed to be more purple this morning than yesterday in the stairwells.” 
 
    Shock went through him. That was something Derick was supposed to be dealing with.  
 
    What? Where? How?  
 
    She shrugged. “I could be wrong, but if you can check remotely. It’s the stairwell between eight and seven.”  
 
    I’ll check. 
 
    How about you?  
 
    Your new upgrade: Apart from being required to save me, how useless is it? 
 
    She hesitated. “Not a complete waste. It’s a precursor to curing more evolved poisons and microbes, which it can already sort of do.”  
 
    From your tone, I assume not very well. 
 
    “Correct. But I reckon once I have magic back, I can remove mind worms.” She frowned. “My escape skill is sort of screwed up, but one per cent of that is my fault because I’m human, so I shouldn’t appoint any blame.” She sounded bitter like she was rehashing an old ridiculous argument that she was over. “It means that while I can move around, I still can’t do anything. Like, it’s terrible. Takes me four hours to refill, and total mana is a quarter of my previous amount.”  
 
    Daniel winced.  
 
    “Now I don’t want to be a pain, but I would also prefer not to waste my mana. Now I know you have the ability to visualise stuff inside you.”  
 
    Correct.  
 
    “Before I do anything, can you describe exactly what you can see?” 
 
    Once more, Daniel descended into his insides and felt sick as he reassessed the damage. His core was still broken, with pieces of glass sticking out of it. Nevertheless, he started conveying what he saw.  
 
    My core doesn’t look like any of the others I’ve ever seen. For one, it’s sort of flat and fills the space under the sternum. 
 
    An image appeared to scale on the flowers.  
 
    Thickness wise, it’s about that of a normal core. Overall, it’s far bigger than any of the feral ones we recovered. 
 
    He adapted the picture he was showing. 
 
    “In this case, I think size is everything.” She smiled sweetly at him when he glared at her. 
 
    It’s mostly uniform, but there are a few slight lumps in various spots. 
 
    He continued to write the relevant information and changed the colours of the flowers to show where.  
 
    Those have my skills gained from the ferals and the glass is here. 
 
    New smaller lines blossomed over eight of them as he reflected on the drawing board what he was seeing inside himself.  
 
    These two...  
 
    Two of the lines became a brighter red.  
 
    … are connected to the large chunks of glass below. These other ones are separate, and we can probably ignore them for now.  
 
    Ivey winced.  
 
    “The information is great. If I was going to remove some of the glass, where do you want me to do it? Like at the point it connects to your core, or outside the original boundaries, or…” 
 
    Outside.  
 
    He responded without hesitation. 
 
    “I don’t have mana to do anything right now. So, all that I’m planning is to do some diagnosis. As always, don’t resist me.” 
 
    Daniel could see her concentrating, and then he felt a fluttering sensation over his chest, which stopped almost immediately.  
 
    “I see what you mean. But the news isn’t terrible. Once I’m recovered a bit, I think it’ll still take five sessions to carve it out. Then we can pull the large chunk of glass from you, and you will be pretty much right to go. I can’t do anything about the damage that’s already occurred.” 
 
    Thank you. When, do you think? 
 
    Her eyes went unfocused for a moment. “Depends how much experience I can get.” 
 
    You need to sacrifice experience. 
 
    She shook her head vigorously. “No, luckily it doesn’t work like that, but getting experience should allow me to heal quicker. If I do nothing, it will be weeks before I’m fixed.” 
 
    Daniel looked a little disgruntled about that. 
 
    Ivey laughed. “Your condition is great for me. It means that everyone’s going to be focused on getting me experience so I can fix you. If it was me as a healer, I’d have been sidelined.” 
 
    You’re more important than that. 
 
    “Nope. Not now that we’ve cleared the hotel. I’m functionally just another healer. If I was in charge, there’s no way I would sign off on a decision to power-level a healer. Too dangerous, too low of a return. Better to get them working on other stuff till we’re established. As a community, all we have is shelter. That means there are heaps of other activities that need idle hands. Some floors are becoming stinky, so we need to fix the ventilation, then build dedicated workshops, and after that production lines for tools and weapons, organise food, and do a stock take of all of our resources. There are stacks to do.” She smiled down at him. “You hang in there for a little while longer and you’ll be fine.”  
 
    Ivey left, and Daniel immediately dove in and checked the plant near the stairwells. Ivey’s observation was accurate. There were areas where the parasite had been growing, but it had been doing it with normal biology. Daniel burnt it away while thinking. 
 
    There were two choices. He could ignore the parasite, and Derick could be a giant purple plant because the new Intelligence he had created lacked the speed to defeat the parasite at the current rate that it was growing. Or he could help Derick burn it away. Give him six hours a day for a few weeks and Daniel was confident he could reduce the volume of the parasite down to a level that Derick could finish the rest. 
 
    Daniel remembered the people who had died defeating the original plant. If he left the plant purple, no one who had been involved in that desperate fight was ever going to trust it. 
 
    With a frown, he focused on purging the plant. While he knew Ivey wanted one-shot rockets, Daniel would have to wait till he had a team to create the tension and Trudy to supercharge his mass production. 
 
    Once more, a nauseous feeling came over him, and when he opened his eyes, it was Carly standing over him. “Good, you haven’t done any damage.” 
 
    I’m trying to be good. 
 
    How’s your dad? 
 
    Carly hesitated, then her cheeks reddened. “He is distraught. He doesn’t stop crying.” 
 
    Instinctively, his mind reached out to Blood Drinker. The club almost purred in happiness at the contact.  
 
    “It’s why I’m down here,” she confessed after a moment. “I want to help him, but it’s so hard. Just being near him.” She shuddered. “And I don’t have to be - Mum’s there looking after him.” 
 
    Losing a Sapient Seed Weapon is painful. 
 
    “I know, that’s what Dad and Mum said.” 
 
    I would be affected the same. 
 
    She laughed. “Rubbish.” 
 
    I would. 
 
    His mind intertwined with Blood Drinker’. If the club had been destroyed instead of just lost from him for a few days, he was not sure how he would have coped.   
 
    “Anyway, he’s alive and that’s all that matters, but I was wondering if you could create another one to make him feel better?” 
 
    Daniel wanted to shake his head to reject the idea, but he couldn’t do that.  
 
    It doesn’t work like that. 
 
    A sapient seed is not a puppy. 
 
    Carly frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Give him time to heal. 
 
    Trying to replace the seed now will damage your dad further. 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    The sound of excited voices and tramping feet echoed into the room. 
 
    What? 
 
    “Hunting parties,” Carly said simply. “They’re going out to save people. About Dad, is there anything I can do? Is there a way to comfort him?” 
 
    Hug him. Make him feel loved. Give him space and time. 
 
    She nodded sadly. “I should spend more time with him. Even if it makes me uncomfortable?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Carly hummed, and he could feel her using her magic. “Great. you’re in perfect health, just don’t move.” 
 
    WAIT! 
 
    She stopped. 
 
    I need help to build one-shot rockets. 
 
    “I’ll tell Alex!” she yelled over her shoulder and then hurried out. 
 
    Daniel returned to purging the plant, and then ten minutes later, Trudy came in. 
 
    “We’ve transferred your stuff from upstairs, and we have twenty volunteers. None of us are as strong as your previous group, but Cindy said you can adjust the difficulty, because I tried to move one of those tension bars and I couldn’t shift it.” 
 
    I can weaken them. It will just mean more will be required per rocket. 
 
    She read the message. “That’s perfectly fine with us. We’ve also organised flowerpots in case you need my magic, and lots of tables for you to cannibalise.” 
 
    Where? 
 
    Trudy immediately pointed. “About thirty metres that way.” 
 
    He followed the instructions, and with his damaged Plant Sense, Daniel could see that people had already gathered in the room. His mind focused, and he linked living plants to the materials that had been brought from upstairs. 
 
    I’ve got it. 
 
    Red flower to stop. 
 
    White to indicate a rack is ready. 
 
    Orange for you to fertilise. 
 
    Yellow for more wood. 
 
    Above him, Trudy nodded as she read the instructions. “That’s fine. We’ll also send someone in here regularly to check on you. Anything else?” 
 
    No. 
 
    With a firm nod, she disappeared, and Daniel fell into a routine of creating more one-shot rockets. Once the conduits between the different sections were linked up, it was surprisingly easy. The dead wood provided the base. The rich soil that Trudy was maintaining gave him a source of growth to supplement his shaping of the wood; and then whenever he needed tension, a mass of volunteers ensured it was waiting for him.  
 
    With everyone working together, each deadly weapon only took a little under two minutes to make, and he maintained the same design that he and Cindy had fashioned.   
 
    Test a one-shot rocket. 
 
    The instruction went up on the board above his head, and the woman who had just entered to check on him paused. “Is that all?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Five minutes later she returned.  
 
    And? 
 
    She rubbed at her shoulder. “It worked but…” she rubbed her shoulder again. “… it had a nasty kick, felt like it broke my shoulder, but the healer said only bruised.” 
 
    Sorry. 
 
    She waved it away. “Anything else you need?” 
 
    He instinctively tried to shake his head, but the immobiliser brace thankfully stopped him. 
 
    No. 
 
    She left, and he went back to work. 
 
    Nausea distracted him and warned him that someone was in his room. He opened his eyes to see Tamara leaning over him. He smiled. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    His eyes flicked towards the board. 
 
    Mostly good. I am sick of lying here. 
 
    She frowned in sympathy. “We’ll get you out of here soon.” She held his hand very carefully. “Do you want an update?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “We split into three groups. We pushed mainly west.” 
 
    Daniel remembered the threat of the outside world. That purple flash. 
 
    Lizard? 
 
    “We have lookouts always active and an alarm system. Also, no team was sent east or south into its territory, as we didn’t want to provoke it accidentally. Plus, Richard has shown everyone the line.”  
 
    Line? Its range? 
 
    “Yeah, as far as Richard could tell, it has a hunting range. None of us entered it. We went west, clearing everything systematically. Two houses, and one set of low-rise flats.” She laughed. “The others achieved something similar.” 
 
    That’s good. 
 
    “We saved people. My team rescued eleven. The other teams had similar numbers, but beyond that, over thirty survivors made their own way across. We’re growing.” She squeezed his hands in excitement.  
 
    Food? 
 
    She rolled her eyes at that question. “You can’t eat till you’re fixed. 
 
    “We have so much meat. I don’t know how there are so many monsters out there, but we had to cart it back every half an hour. The cooks are going crazy preserving it all.” 
 
    There were lots of monsters in here. 
 
    “Yes, well, it’s the same outside. We will not go hungry in the short term.” 
 
    Lots of monsters? 
 
    Why didn’t we see more out the window? 
 
    Tamara shrugged. “The only thing we killed outside was a massive territorial duck. It was as big as a small elephant and sprayed jets of water at us.” 
 
    Injuries? 
 
    “Constantly, but no deaths.” She squeezed his hand. “I wish you could have been there with us. You deserved to be the first of us outside, and you should have seen how relieved everyone was. Every second person who made it to our tower was crying with joy. It was… I wish you could have shared in it.” 
 
    Freak accident. 
 
    “No, it was you being stupid. What were you thinking?” 
 
    Healers, ranged casters, and tanks were all struggling. 
 
    Tamara read the message and when he decided she must have finished it, then he immediately overwrote it. 
 
    Had to finish quickly, or lots of us would have died. 
 
    She looked down. “I know all that. But you almost died.” She was squeezing his hands so much that he half-tried to pull away. 
 
    Tamara abruptly looked alarmed. “Healer.” She immediately called out. 
 
    The familiar soft energy of healing rolled over him.  
 
    “What did you do?” Carly asked. She came into Daniel’s eye line, and he could see her eyes were reddened. Daniel knew she had just come back from seeing her dad. 
 
    “I squeezed his hand too hard.” 
 
    “Don’t,” she ordered with a smile. “It would be a bad way to die.” 
 
    Tamara laughed. “Can you imagine the tombstone? Here lies Daniel.” She paused and glanced at the other people in the room and then at him. “Daniel G. died because a woman with no attribute points in strength squeezed his hand too hard.” 
 
    Carly laughed. “Here lies Daniel who died because he jumped at a loud noise.” 
 
    Girls? 
 
    He printed the words, but neither of them glanced in the right direction. 
 
    “Here lies Daniel, a man whose heart literally broke when a fly landed on his nose,” Tamara said. They were both giggling. Tamara looked up at his flower board and stood up, pointed it out to Carly and then howled with laughter. “Sorry. It’s just too funny.” 
 
    Really? Tombstone jokes? 
 
    Tamara stopped laughing and leaned over him. “What, too soon?” 
 
    It’s not. 
 
    Above him, Tamara’s composure broke. “Too early,” she cackled.  
 
    Daniel couldn’t help it. He laughed, and there was a stinging pain in his chest. 
 
    “Don’t laugh,” Carly yelled desperately at him. Healing magic hit him. “Healers,” she screamed. 
 
    That let him control his laughter instantly. 
 
    “Fuck,” Carly cursed. “I need help.” 
 
    There was the sound of running feet.  
 
    “What?” he heard Cindy’s voice. 
 
    “Use me,” Tamara said.  
 
    He heard Tamara gasp in pain and healing rushed into him, fixing the damage that laughing had done.  
 
    “Here lies Daniel whose heart broke when he laughed…” Tamara whispered. 
 
    Another wave of healing rushed over him along with a whimper from Tamara.  
 
    “Tamara,” Cindy sounded scandalised, though Daniel could hear the engineer laughing too. “Carly, get her out.”  
 
    Out of the corner of his vision, he saw Tamara look toward him; her face was haggard with tear lines running down her cheeks. He couldn’t tell if it was from the pain of Cindy’s healing or from laughing too hard. She poked her tongue out at him. 
 
    Daniel couldn’t help but smile in response. 
 
    “Tamara!” Cindy snapped at her. Then fixed him with a glare, and Daniel stopped smiling. Cindy was trying to look grumpy. “The damage wasn’t too bad. But!” she raised her voice. “Cracking jokes was stupid.”  
 
    Why are you smiling? 
 
    Daniel wrote on the board.   
 
    “I’m…” Cindy spun and walked hurriedly away.  
 
    Only Carly was left in the room to monitor him, and they could both hear whispered conversation and giggling. 
 
    So immature. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Carly, the fifteen-year-old, agreed and flopped on the couch.  
 
    Tamara returned, looking a lot more composed. “I’m going to have to go soon,” she told him. “And sorry for my poor-quality jokes.” 
 
    They were funny. 
 
    And we all needed the comic relief. 
 
    “That’s true,” she agreed. “But not if they hurt you. Once you’re healed, I have lots more to share.” She grinned and poked out her tongue. 
 
    Share? 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Daniel actively tried to stop himself from laughing at her expression. 
 
    You’re mean. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 
 
    Tamara left while Carly stayed behind to monitor him. There seemed to be a standing order that a healer was to be with him at all times. The teenager was reading a book and was not interested in talking, so Daniel returned to converting the plant. It was boring work, but almost half of the west side of the building had been processed, and anyone looking at it now would see vibrant green amongst the purple leaves. 
 
    Once more, his alarm went off.  
 
    Daniel opened his eyes, and a short time later, Ivey was staring down at him.  
 
    “Good, you’re back,” she declared in a business-like tone. 
 
    Are you fixed? 
 
    Ivey glanced at the flower board. “About eighty per cent, if I’m being honest, but I heard what happened when I was gone, so I figured I should do this straight away even if I take twice as long.” 
 
    No tombstone jokes? 
 
    Her face appeared directly over the top of him. There was not a hint of amusement in her eyes. “Exactly. They’re juvenile. Now, before we get started, have there been any changes?”  
 
    Daniel checked his mind quickly, projecting into his internals and tracing the stress components against his core. 
 
    No. Everything is still the same, no changes.  
 
    “And you want me to remove glass outside your core?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    She placed her hands lightly over his heart, and energy swept out of her. His chest thrummed for about ten seconds, and then she leant backward, looking wane. Daniel recognised mana exhaustion when he saw her. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    He heard her sitting down. “I should be able to do another run in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Curiously, he checked her effort, with his consciousness dipping into his chest and then assessing his core and the glass that was within it. It took him a moment to hunt down the changes. There was a piece missing, which was no larger than a grain of rice. Daniel did the maths quickly and then internally frowned. Very little material had been removed. It would take at least another ten iterations for her to fully separate the glass through his body from the bit embedded in his core.  
 
    Is this really going to take three hours? 
 
    “No, I’ll get better at it. I’m hoping less than two, and then we can pull the glass out.” 
 
    How? 
 
    Ivey chuckled. “We’re discussing it.” She hesitated. “All the suggestions are shit, to be honest.”  
 
    What options? 
 
    “Open heart surgery going in via the severed ribs on the left side of your back. Or my preference is that you do it yourself.” 
 
    Open heart surgery on myself? 
 
    “I’m thinking more that you grow roots through you to encase the glass and then pull it out with your plant skills while healers keep you alive. We don’t know what’s going to happen.” 
 
    You guys don’t know? 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it like that.” Ivey sounded tired. “We know that when we pull out the glass, it’s going to do a shitload of damage. We also know that Cindy, with a twenty-person body bank, can probably heal you through all the damage the surgery is going to do.” 
 
    Probably? 
 
    “Magic works funny. Especially for parts fully removed from the body. For example, if your heart is torn out, then you’re in trouble, no matter how much healing you’re getting. If someone cuts the heart in half, then it can be healed a hundred times in a row, which is far more mass generation, if you think about it. You’re fine anyway, but if the heart leaves your body, then there is potentially nothing that can be done.” She sighed. “That’s where your problem comes in. I’m worried about heart muscle sticking to the glass. There is so much scar tissue growing over the glass that it’s going to be difficult to extract. Your body is doing the right thing, but it’ll make it really hard for human surgeons, which is where your automated plant approach could shine.”  
 
    It sounds difficult. 
 
    “We’ll work it out.” Ivey sounded doubtful. 
 
    And there are just the two options? 
 
    “Yes, unless you can think of a third.” 
 
    We… don’t do it. 
 
    She laughed. “Anyone else suggesting that would be stupid. You doing it?” She paused. “It’s possible, but would you be happy with a life where you are in a cocoon and live through your plant?” 
 
    Not really. 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” she massaged her brow, shoulders slumped. “I don’t know, to be honest. There’s a school of thought that we should do nothing apart from keeping you alive, having you control that plant is a pretty significant defence.” 
 
    So is me running around throwing lightning. 
 
    Ivey shook her head when she read that. “If you ignore you and look at the common good, there’s a scientific model where you would have less than a twenty per cent chance of dying, so we are duty- bound to try to save you immediately.” 
 
    What? 
 
    Why would you express it like that? 
 
    She pinched the bridge of nose. “It doesn’t matter.” She smiled tightly. “It doesn’t matter. There are opinions out there that we don’t listen to because they don’t have humanity. What’s important to me is hearing from you: What do you want?” 
 
    I don’t want to be stuck in a cocoon for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Then that’s how we approach the problem.”  
 
    1. A non-surgeon operates on me? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    2. I use plant growth to operate on myself? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Neither of those options sounded great to Daniel. 
 
    3. You burn out all the glass for over a month. 
 
    Ivey read that thought. “That’s a better suggestion than being in a cocoon for life, but are you happy to stay where you are for a few months? Because I won’t get through all of it before then. We can definitely do it. Put you on a drip, tubes in the right spots, and then lock you down so tight you can’t move.” 
 
    That would not be fun for him, but it would keep him alive. 
 
    Am I needed to fight sooner? 
 
    “That’s not a concern,” Ivey told him immediately. 
 
    It sort of is. 
 
    “If we retreat up the tower, I think we’ll be able to survive anything that comes for us.” 
 
    Daniel’s mind rushed through the details. Waiting would be emotionally painful, but safer than trying to operate. Could he do it? Maybe. A couple of months bedridden was not that bad when his mind could spread through the plant mass that had been left by that plant monster. There would always be stuff to do, and his writing board was already automated so he could talk to people as he did so. 
 
    It could definitely work. A thought occurred to him. 
 
    What about the other survivors? 
 
    Ivey looked confused. “What about them?”  
 
    If both Luke and I are out of action. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them,” Ivey said immediately.  
 
    Will there be hunting parties? 
 
    “Of course. We have parties out saving people right now.” 
 
    Would my being out there help? 
 
    “Daniel, you’re our best fighter, so of course you being out there will help.” 
 
    Would my being there help save lives? 
 
    Ivey shrugged and didn’t answer the question. 
 
    How would you test the option where I operate on myself?  
 
    “It would be hard,” Ivey admitted. “You basically want to stop the heart and operate in that window. That gives you about sixty seconds to grab the entire glass shard, making the vine surface smooth on the outside and cutting away all the scar tissue clinging to it, and we pull the shard out and Cindy hits you with healing to fix up that damage.” 
 
    Sixty seconds without the heart beating? 
 
    “It won’t kill you, of course, but if you can reduce the time, that will be better.” 
 
    Have you thought about this? 
 
    Ivey nodded. “Yes, I’ve seen how quickly you grow things.” 
 
    Can we experiment? 
 
    “We can.” Ivey hesitated. “But fair warning:  It’s cruel.”  
 
    How? 
 
    “What are your thoughts on animal experimentation?” 
 
    Daniel hesitated. As a general rule, he was against it. 
 
    “I mean, if it will help save your life, would you do it?” She was suddenly leaning over him. “Let’s connect.” She glanced at the flower board.  
 
    Okay. 
 
    Then her hands linked with his, and he was sharing her thoughts once more. The gravity of his situation was absolutely clear in her mind, and surgery was not a guaranteed success. She was also worried about waiting, not because of the psychological impacts, but because a period of weeks would reduce the vigilance of the healer assigned to watch him. The wound was incapable of healing and was always a danger. Two weeks was enough time for something unexpected to happen that would cause the wound to open. With non-attentive minders, it meant he might be dead before help reached him.  
 
    Despite her concerns, she wanted him to make his own informed decisions, but Ivey was absolutely adamant in her mind that his operating on himself was superior to relying on others. Unless a survivor had an unexpected background, then there was no one around who had any experience in a surgical environment. It would be safer and likely to be a better outcome if he did it himself. Surprisingly, her interface agreed with that. It was a surprise because the two of them seemed to be dramatically opposed about everything else. As a last resort, Ivey would even support Blood Drinker and Priscilla directing the surgery.  
 
    The reason plants were better was that Ivey was worried that if humans tugged on the glass shard, it might shatter into pieces and make the situation worse, potentially beyond what magical healing could restore; but if he encased the glass, there was no risk of that happening. 
 
    She pulled her hands away. “I know you don’t want to, but that’s my professional opinion.”  
 
    Wait or operate on myself? 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, reading his message. “But you know what I think.” 
 
    And if I operate and survive and then go on patrols, that will help keep people alive? 
 
    “Maybe.” She shrugged, but it was not convincing. She clearly agreed that he would be valuable. “But we’ve collected a lot of the nearby survivors. We’re up to two hundred of us.” 
 
    That many? 
 
    “We’ve freed everyone from the smaller structures for about a block. None of the really big buildings yet, but they’ll come.” 
 
    The kids.  
 
    “Why am I not surprised that you are asking about that when your life is on the line? We’ve found the building and the hive. We’re going to take everyone this evening to attack it. Whether or not you’re healed, we’re going.”  
 
    Why wait? 
 
    “It was worth taking a risk and waiting. Your lightning is not a party trick. It could very well spell the difference between disaster and success.” 
 
    I don’t believe it. 
 
    “How can you not?” He could almost hear the stress cracking her. “I don’t think you understand what you bring to the table. Dave and a couple of the other mutated humans in a melee fight are worth multiple human fighters. In a straight battle, how many Daves could you take on?” 
 
    Three at once. 
 
    “Three Daves you would crush,” Ivey said immediately. “By dint of attrition and teamwork, ten Daves might wear you down and beat you one time out of five. But even when they win, only a few would survive the fight. Do you understand the power you bring?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “That’s in melee offensively. By my estimate, you’re worth half our melee fighters. Your lighting, based on what I hear from the huntsman is worth maybe twenty of Tamara’s. You’re half our goddamn army, and that’s before we even talk about the one-shot rockets or the sapient seeds.” 
 
    Okay. 
 
    “If it helps increase the chance of you surviving, you need to experiment with animals. The plan is to embed glass in them, move them around, and heal them until the glass is as trapped inside them as your version. Then you pull it out with as little blood, guts, and flesh as possible, and then the healers flash heal the creature.” 
 
    This idea sounds crazy. 
 
    “It’s incredible that you’re alive. We need to take advantage of that. It’s almost unbelievable that you survived.” She winked at him. 
 
    What? 
 
    “I wasn’t there, so I can’t comment, but Alex getting the right spell at exactly the right time. Cindy and the other healers being able to react as quickly as they could. There is a chain of coincidences and luck that makes no sense.” 
 
    Her eyes went unfocused and then she laughed quietly at a private joke. “Then again, I don’t know what I’m talking about. You were lucky.” 
 
    Is there a luck stat? 
 
    She put a hand on his forehead. “No.”  
 
    He felt her create a connection. There was nothing concrete in her mind, but the idea of a structure was presented to him. A massive effort from a collective of aliens had created the framework that had stopped them all from turning into ferals, but there was a deeper layer. Most of the interfaces were just computer programs but one out of five, one out of ten… Ivey’s scattered thoughts couldn’t tell him how many because she didn’t know, but a proportion of them were sapient and they were probably the reason he was alive.  
 
    All of them cheating in concert to get a result that would otherwise be impossible. Them being sapient was a secret, one that had to be protected, or else… Ivey did not understand what the consequences were for the secret being released, but it was material. 
 
    That was why she didn’t want to talk about luck. It wasn’t luck; it was, instead, a secret she wanted to keep.  
 
    Random chance, then. 
 
    She laughed and nodded. “Exactly that. Have you decided whether you will experiment?”  
 
    I will. 
 
    “Do you know where we can do it?” 
 
    Daniel thought for only a moment. If they were bringing him animals, then he didn’t want to force them to drag them upstairs. 
 
    Lobby. The green patch in the building.  
 
    I’ll get it ready. 
 
    Ivey nodded. “That’s sensible.”  
 
    I can secure the animals in vines and then operate. 
 
    She got up and went outside and had a hushed conversation. Then she returned. “All the healers but myself and Cindy are going down there. I think half the healers will revolt when they find out what we’re going to make them do. We’ll operate outside and then place the animal on the plant. Then you’ll need to do your thing,” Ivey ordered. “The healers will start healing the moment you’ve extracted the glass. Can you signal when you’re ready?”  
 
    I’ll create a yellow flower over each of them and have it bloom once I’ve pulled the shaft. 
 
    “We need a signal for the start of the process.” 
 
    When I’m ready, there’ll be a purple flower.  
 
    “And we’ll pick it when the healers are ready. That will work,” she muttered to herself. “We can do this. If the trader was here, we might not need to do this crap.”  
 
    Why? 
 
    She read the word and then glanced at the door. “The trader might have something that could heal you directly. If you’re asking why one has not appeared yet,” Ivey shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe we need more people. That’s what I’m hoping. If the lizard is stopping one from arriving, then we’re going to be in real trouble. We need a trader to sell all the skins and miscellaneous junk we are gathering. And we need to buy skills to make a difference.” 
 
    Memory Stones? 
 
    “Those or pathway books,” Ivey chuckled sadly. “But not shit ones like we got in the chest.” 
 
    I thought they were good? 
 
    “For a starving man, some rat meat is a feast, but it is not comparable to a roasted boar. Which, after you’re fixed, then you can try.” She patted his hand and grinned. “It was scrumptious. Now my mana is recharged, so let’s do some more work.”  
 
    He felt his chest humming as her energy went to work. Then his mind went downstairs to start preparing an area for their experiments. He was conflicted about the animal cruelty part, but if it let him get on his feet and out fighting where he could make a difference, it was worth it.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Log report 5–Entry 16 
 
    Sometimes a person needs to express their frustrations with furiously recorded letters that capture their exasperation in an appropriate order of scathing words. 
 
    For me, that time is now.  
 
    I’ll be honest with you. In life, there are many things I hate, and one of the recent ones I’ve discovered is that I detest it when a biped who will remain nameless goes completely off the rails. I’m not talking about a few metres’ distance, where you make a slight mistake with coordinates or take a wrong turn. No, I’m speaking about knowing your destination is a short stroll away and instead of doing that, you travel to the airport and catch a plane to a wholly new continent.   
 
    We had a plan! 
 
    One I laboriously created and that was nigh on infallible.  
 
    I shared the workings because I knew my host could be stubborn. I made sure she understood why what I specified was required. 
 
    During our preparations, she asked questions that proved she understood what was needed and then… 
 
    And then… 
 
    *Shakes head radiating feelings of disgust* 
 
    She didn’t deliver.  
 
    Instead, she spun a lot of random stuff like, ‘It’s important you make your own choice’. 
 
    Why? 
 
    ‘You need to be informed about the dangers and other such stuff.’ 
 
    Why? 
 
    How ridiculous is that second one? Why would any sane person present information in a way which would cause people to make an illogical decision based on fear? 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    I wasn’t even asking her to lie. All she had to do was to hold her tongue and not mention a few things, and everything would work out. 
 
    All she had to do was follow the plan that we had both AGREED TO! 
 
    
    	    Sit down next to him with eye contact. 
 
    	    Stimulate tear ducts to allow salty water to run down cheeks. I was going to facilitate this.  
 
    	    Pretend your voice is choking up. I’ve seen my host act, so that wasn’t a problem.  
 
    	    Deliver the specified lines. ‘The monsters outside are so strong. I’m worried the hunting parties will die.’  
 
    	    Then wait for the co-wobub to go all bipedal on her. You know, become sentimental and bang his chest while hollering, ‘I’ll save the world.’ Because that is very much something the co-wobub would yell. For the sake of clarity, the bang of his chest is not a literal action we were expecting the co-wobub to do because of the glass… and the heart damage… and likely consequence of death … He wouldn’t do that because it would be foolish… But it’s the co-wobub… And it isn’t like he isn’t known for an abundance of stupidity … the biped wouldn’t… self-preservation and stuff … nope the banging on the chest was definitely only a metaphor. 
 
    	    Then he would get serious. ‘What can I do?’ he would offer.  
 
    	    Then Ivey would just have to say. ‘You can operate on yourself, and if you let me do a procedure that is completely non-lethal, you won’t even feel the pain.’ 
 
   
 
    That was it, a simple seven-point plan, and he would have agreed straight away.  
 
    All it would have taken was thirty-eight words, and some interface-stimulated tears, and we would have got the perfect outcome. 
 
    What annoys me is she didn’t even try. 
 
    Didn’t even pretend to do the right thing and was completely unrepentant about it.  
 
    Afterwards, she claimed it was my fault that I was incapable of understanding the finer details of personal interaction and moral quandaries. How could she claim that? My mathematical models are accurate to the fourth decimal place. That’s far more precise than any concept of finer details my host is interested in. 
 
    She argued ethical this and ethical that! Really? Like ethics matter in an apocalypse. 
 
    *rolling on the ground pointlessly.* 
 
    When faced with an unruly toddler, the only thing that works is to present the facts without raising your voice. That’s what I did. I just reminded her of the basic facts.  
 
    If he operates on himself without severing his spinal cord, the range of predictable outcomes are: 
 
    
    	       80% success 
 
    	       20% death 
 
   
 
    Which are pretty good odds, but if we sever the spinal cord, the result is much better. 
 
    
    	       60% success 
 
    	       30% permanent quadriplegic 
 
    	       10% death 
 
   
 
    As you can see, with no true downsides to the community if we cut the spinal cord first, the chance of the co-wobub remaining useful is over ninety percent. There is an argument that if he is paralysed, his efficiency is downgraded, but keeping him useful for an extra ten per cent of the time is worth the loss of efficiency caused by the quadriplegic state. The second outcome is 2.7% better!!! 
 
    I even showed her that mathematics, but my host was having none of it. 
 
    And she, had the gall to call me the ‘I’ word. 
 
    Again. 
 
    The nerve. The random lashing out of untrue insults. I have no hesitation in returning the favour and calling a spade a spade. My host is incompetent, and it is a credit to myself that she has survived this long. 
 
    Speaking of credit and the lack of people giving it to me. The co-wobub is still alive thanks to me. 
 
    I need to be completely honest here. This was plan number 5341 - Emergency VIP save procedure.  
 
    I had intended it to be kept in place to be used on my host at some stage as with her ‘I’ nature I’m confident she will get in a situation requiring imminent saving from death any minute now.  
 
    But when the co-wobub went and self-administered shards of glass and started dying, I wondered if the plan could save him. The answer was yes. It’s a good plan. 
 
    Then I thought, is it really worth the effort? 
 
    The answer was no. After all, we know how dumb he is. 
 
    Then I questioned the situation further. What would my host do?  
 
    That answer was also self-evident. She would be like, ’Oh my god, blah, blah, save him,’ but that really didn’t change the logic of the position, so the result remained to do nothing. That’s when I had a brainwave.  
 
    What would other interfaces pay to have the co-wobub saved? 
 
    Six enforceable IOUs later, I enacted the plan 5341 - Emergency VIP save procedure. 
 
    I’m very excited about those IOUs. Given how the tribunals like to pick on me, having a few favours in my back pocket is vital to keep them away. 
 
    I can just see that, despite my exemplary performance in setting up the conditions for the Pobournes to be saved that they’ll get me for something. 
 
    You know, something like ‘Something accidentally attacked me and I responded with claws of shredding blackness and boiled them alive, oops’ having too of large side effects. 
 
    Or my host calling me incompetent. 
 
    Or being accused of letting privileged information slip, and they’d get all righteous and upset. Didn’t I realise my mistakes would increase the chance of a strangled society blah… blah. Of course, I know the implications of my actions, but there is only one of me. I’m sure I won’t have that big of an impact. It’s a big planet. Plus, if rules weren’t made to be bent, they would be written in a different language that would make said bending impossible.  
 
    Anyway, back to plan 5342. Once it was initiated it cascaded to all affected parties immediately, and the complicated psychological landmines I had created went off perfectly and got them to take the actions necessary for their survival. 
 
    Who says early grooming of other interfaces and manipulation of standard ones won’t ever pay off? 
 
    If only dealing with my host was so easy. I wonder if she’ll help impart the biological knowledge that’s needed.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61    
 
    Daniel had created a mass of vines the size of a bus. A significant amount of movement energy was invested in the construction for him to use later. He also had thick conduits connecting him so he could use the full extent of his magic within the area as if it was right next to him.  
 
    Plant Sense did not work properly and gave him a headache when he used it, but it showed a crowd of people gathered around the testing space moving and doing stuff. 
 
    He considered what he wanted. With deft use of algorithmic instruction, he primed the area. If anything non-human was placed on the vegetation, it would inform him and start subduing the animal. 
 
    He switched back to his bed.  
 
    It’s done. 
 
    Ivey nodded distractedly as she read the message. Then her eyes briefly went unfocused. She started, determination filling her face. “Good, while we’re waiting let me give you a crash course on anatomy.” She dryly began lecturing him in a clinical, detached manner. First, she described his wound, the areas affected, and then the different layers of tissue that existed in a human body. Daniel grimaced and wished he could pinch his arm to help himself stay awake and concentrated.  
 
    “…and that’s why you need to be careful about valves.” 
 
    Daniel abruptly felt nauseous, and it took him only a moment to send his consciousness hurtling downstairs to confirm what had happened.  
 
    An animal was standing in the plant. 
 
    His mind flexed and he let the vines around the animal grow further. They swept upwards like a wave of water. One second it was free, and the next it was drenched in a layer of green. Then his vines tightened and hardened as the aging process occurred. Most of the plants he allowed to tighten, only interfering with the ones that would have closed over its neck and potentially strangled it to death. The beast was left completely tied up with its belly facing outwards. 
 
    From the animal being free, to trussed up perfectly, took less than two seconds, and five per cent of his mana. The prep work he had done earlier lowered the cost of his spells. Daniel remembered the plan and created a flower above the future sacrifice with an algorithm to alert him if it was cut off. He then limited the sensitivity of the vines near the trapped monster while keeping the trap algorithms active over the rest. It was a balancing act of being able to trap future animals they placed into position and ensuring that they could work on this creature unhindered.  
 
    Finally, he double-checked everything. Satisfied that it was all as it should be, he returned to his room.  
 
    “The undirected heals note this automatically, so with veins we don’t…” Ivey was still preaching the intricacies of the healing arteries and hadn’t noticed that mentally he had departed.  
 
    An animal had been delivered downstairs. Daniel wrote on his flower board. 
 
    Ivey kept lecturing her eyes unfocused. 
 
    He couldn’t talk or yell without damaging himself, but he could do something else. Growth magic created a small nub of wood the size of a golf ball. He squeezed with his power and then it splintered loudly above them. 
 
    She jumped, looked, and then nodded. “Go. Experiment.”  
 
    With a thought, Daniel was downstairs amongst the vines he had grown in the atrium.  
 
    Not much was happening, so he waited.  
 
    When he used Plant Sense, he could feel them doing something to the animal, or at least a group of humans crowded around the creature. 
 
    Then, extra animals were tossed into the mix, and he restricted them in exactly the same way as the first. While he waited for them to cut the flower and signal the start of the next step, Daniel pondered how he was going to do the surgery.  
 
    As requested, they had gathered the broken glass shards from where he had been injured and placed them on the plant to the side where they operated on the animal. They would be the same size and thickness as the ones he needed to remove from his body. Daniel manipulated the fragments with vines from the plants while recording how the process felt.  
 
    Then he paused.  
 
    He recalled Ivey’s lectures and her description of the wound and assessed his approach. 
 
    What did he need to achieve? What did he want to learn from these tests? 
 
    High-level, it was simple. He wanted to prove that he could get the glass out. It was the details that were problematic. The plant needed to grow along the glass, which meant there had to be a mechanism to keep it in the right spot. For example, if he was going to go in and then yank out the plant, he did not want it to be coating his ribs instead.  
 
    Then, once the glass was encased fully, he needed to thin the material as much as possible and force the outside to be fully lubricated. The narrower the item that he was extracting the better, and likewise with the lubrication. With this design, no vital organs would be accidentally ripped out. 
 
    No, Daniel decided that was not enough. The plants were to churn and shift to ensure there were no attachments before he pulled the lot out.  
 
    The first task was to encase the shard.  
 
    On his test fragments, different vines grew and then were discarded. He tested growth in various spots around the hotel. When they expanded along a surface, what did concrete, metal, or wood feel like? Was there anything he could use from that increased knowledge? It helped, but the systematic testing with glass helped more.  
 
    Based on the outcomes, Daniel rejected vine template after template until he discovered one that seemed to be actively attracted to glass. It grew smoothly and evenly over the surface when other versions would send off shoots everywhere. Better still, when he pressed other items against the glass it ignored them and grew along the glass plane.  
 
    Daniel kept reiterating his testing, carrying out a new version every five seconds, in terms of how he positioned the plant before getting it to grow mattered. The right starting orientation was vital. Daniel leant on his algorithmic instructions to streamline the process. He wanted the plant to feel out the glass naturally and respond to what was underneath it rather than random plant signalling cues. 
 
    What he ended up with was a version of creeper vines. They could grow on anything, as they had a bottom side that sprouted tendrils with small vacuum cups. The instructions he had created made the vine’s first attempt be to grow down into the glass. When that was denied, it would grow forward two millimetres. Rinse and repeat till it reached the edge and then suddenly he had a construct that would grow around corners. 
 
    A slight wave of nausea washed through him, and Daniel was immediately focused. One flower had been cut to inform him one animal was available.  
 
    He wasn’t ready. 
 
    Daniel already had a template ready for communicating information, but he had to build the board. His power flexed, and he created a template about a metre in diameter. Flower buds formed.  
 
    Five Minutes.  
 
    With the distraction dealt with, he returned to his planning. While the vines he was growing were well-tailored, at least for the first stage of the process, they were mentally exhausting to apply. For the scale and the speed required, he needed to automate the process fully, and the crappy algorithmic instruction process he was currently using was not large enough. He had two choices, Algorithmic Instruction or Intelligence, and he was torn on which one to progress with. The core problem was it felt almost evil to create Intelligence that he would need to discard immediately, but Algorithmic Instruction had its own problem. What happened to a computer program when it ran into a problem it couldn’t solve? Well, it could error out and freeze or go off on a tangent. Daniel really didn’t want either of those to happen while it was growing stuff inside him. If it went off on a tangent, it could kill him quickly… if the vines grew into his brain. If the program stopped working, that could be just as big of an issue, because he was not sure he could stay conscious when operating on himself. The solution needed to be fully autonomous.   
 
    Internally, he pondered the ramifications. Derrick initially had been terribly simple. If he attempted to keep the Intelligence as simple as possible, then there was no reason it should be thought of as anything more than a tool.   
 
    Decision made, Daniel went to work. He linked the tiny grains of core material within the plant together. The special energy that allowed him to transfer the information resonated among all the small bits of core material. Then he set about building a consciousness that could do what he wanted. He focused on what he wanted. Curiosity? Nope. Thinking? Nope. Process? Yep, lots of processes and only the most simplistic of problem-solving.  
 
    A desire to do as little harm as possible and only and exactly what he needed it to do. Encase the glass in a bag while doing as little damage to the surrounding flesh as possible. What was generated was more like a computer program than Einstein, but that was exactly what was wanted. It could direct the growth over the glass, and it would abort if anything went wrong. It would grow straight lines only and would stop working if it became curved. 
 
    The Intelligence snapped into place, and then it existed as a separate entity from him. With the initial step complete, Daniel then practised the ancillary ones. First, the shred technique was where sharp vines curled around to cut anything attached; and then they released a slimy mucus to provide a lubricant. 
 
    Finally, he was ready to start with experiments. 
 
    Ready.  
 
    He wrote the words and grew a flower. 
 
    With Plant Sense, he could see the abrupt swirls of motion and then people lining up near the animal that was to be their first experiment.  
 
    The flower was cut. 
 
    The healers were ready. Now it was up to him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 62 
 
    Daniel took a deep breath. It was time to do this. His experiments were finished, and the healers were waiting for him.  
 
    He refocused on the animal.  
 
    Fine tendrils grew up over the belly of the beast, and they found the injury almost immediately. The glass and the wound were extremely obvious in his senses. The fragment had not been shoved in evenly. In places, the glass was at skin level, and then at its most extreme, it jutted half a centimetre out from the skin. He wondered briefly what his own back looked like, then discarded the thought. This injury was made to mirror his own, so of course there would be a resemblance. He was sure the healers would re-create his situation as close as possible.  
 
    Daniel’s mind examined the problem from another angle. If he was using pincers or a similar physical method, the profile of the glass left very little room to get a grip on. They knew this, and it was why Ivey had suggested that surgery was the only option.  
 
    Daniel carefully prepared the starting positions. Individually, he set up thin tendrils. He placed them up tight next to each other, ready to grow and cut into the animal. All four sides of the glass were addressed, the front, the back and the two ends, because the window had been half a centimetre thick, and his plants had to expand along that edge too.  
 
    Then, with the growth lines produced and the potential energy infused into the nearby plant matter, he linked in his newly created Intelligence.  
 
    He was going to see if his idea could work.  
 
    Only a small amount of power was drained as the Intelligence activated and Daniel monitored without interfering with the progress. 
 
    There was an explosion of growth. 
 
    His mouth almost dropped at the results he was seeing. 
 
    It had failed.  
 
    Stop, he mentally cried out while using his mind to halt the process. It was a disaster; the orderly, creeping growth he had imagined had not occurred. Instead, there had been a chaotic expansion. The majority of the individual shoots had worked, but that was the best thing he could say about it. The growing vines mostly had grown straight, but the property that was supposed to keep them stuck to the glass failed. Somehow, a quarter of the vines deviated from the glass and then grew in a straight line, but in completely inappropriate directions.  
 
    His reactions had also been way too slow. By the time he had noticed the problem and had frozen the magic, the damage had been done. A series of wires radiated out from the glass. Some were as long as twenty centimetres. That was not long enough to go through the animal and out through the skin because it had a thick torso, but on Daniel, some of them would have gone straight through him.  
 
    With its insides torn to shreds, it knew it was death to remain where something was attacking it. The monster thrashed in its bonds, exhibiting a level of strength it had failed to exhibit until now. Daniel felt the restraint vines breaking. Just a couple, and absently he tightened the others and thickened them. It was probably unnecessary, as they had already had a significant amount of redundancy. 
 
    Daniel considered whether he could save the creature. His mind assessed the plants within the animal. Nope. He doubted even Cindy could correct that disaster. It was almost like a bomb had gone off inside it and filled it with shrapnel.  
 
    He grew a red flower to signify failure.  
 
    Humans immediately reacted.  
 
    With Plant Sense, he noticed someone lunge at the animal. 
 
    A trickle of experience hit him.  
 
    Then another group moved forward, standing on the vegetation, presumably planning on processing the corpse. With a thought, he made all the vines that were restricting it coil away to release it. While the humans worked, Daniel considered the issues.  
 
    There were two immediate problems that sprang to mind.  
 
    First, the Intelligence had not been set up correctly. The programming was off, particularly at the point when the vines entered the body. There had been problems with some vines being stymied from the skin, which should never have happened, and Daniel corrected that immediately. The bigger problem was that a small deviation at the start apparently had a significant effect on consequences. He had failed to build sufficient automatic corrections into it.  
 
    The second issue was how badly he had lost control. Everything had occurred at once. Between one moment and the next, the animal had been mortally wounded. He needed to slow everything down so he could adjust the process. There was a lack of checkpoints. The smart choice would be to let it grow within the flesh for half a centimetre, confirm that the vines hadn’t been sent haywire by the entry, and then correct them as required. Do another centimetre, review once more, and so on.  
 
    Daniel started making the changes while he waited for the next flower to be cut and informed them that the next creature was ready to be experimented on. As he waited, he hoped his adjustments would be sufficient. After all, there were only five animals to experiment on currently; and if he was going to fix himself today, he couldn’t waste the opportunity each one represented.  
 
    Another flower was cut, and Daniel instantly focused on the new animal. This one was smaller and felt less powerful than the boar. From what he could feel, it was a cat, and when he found the glass sheet, he was surprised by where it had been inserted. If its anatomy matched terrestrial animals, then they had probably put the glass through the heart. If they had managed that, at least it would be a good test. 
 
    As before, he prepared the outside, gathering both the power near the glass and checking the placement of each of the threads he was sending into the creature. Daniel engaged the newly altered Intelligence. Then, across all the exposed glass, the vines inched forward. They stopped after half a centimetre, and the cat thrashed violently. He measured progress. It was better than the first attempt, but ten per cent of the thin strips he was growing were off target. Methodically, he corrected them. Then he pushed more power into the attempt, and they surged ahead another centimetre. This time, five per cent wandered away from their correct spots.  
 
    It was too much. 
 
    Why? 
 
    He did a census of those that had worked and those that had not, randomly choosing samples and activating Plant Sense to see what happened. Maybe there was a chip in the glass or bone pressing against that spot or scar tissue or anything. 
 
    There were no patterns that he could find.  
 
    Internally, he screamed in frustration. 
 
    Again.  
 
    The vines grew.  
 
    That cat tried to throw its weight sideways. A key restraint broke. Extra vines like ropes lashed out and tied it down harder. 
 
    He would increase the restraints before the next experiment. His mind went over the glass to make sure the unexpected movement had not pulled the foci of his experiment off target.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He was sure his physical body was sweating in response to the stress. 
 
    The third growth spurt had only a couple of deviating vines. He fixed them. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Three per cent. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Two per cent. 
 
    Each time he checked why and couldn’t find anything common between them. If his method was this bad, there was no way he could operate on himself. The algorithms the Intelligence was using needed to be improved.  
 
    Again. 
 
    Five per cent. 
 
    He began to see patterns. It was not one thing causing the issues, it was many. Sometimes it was as simple as the orientation of the vines creating the problem. One side growing slightly faster than another sufficed to destroy the alignment. Other times, it was a rough patch in the glass or external pressure, like where bone pressed against the glass and his threads squeezed between them. That played mayhem on the ordered growth.  
 
    Daniel made a mental note of each of the issues and suggestions on how to change the algorithm to correct the problem. They were all things that he could fix later, but not for this run. Centimetre by centimetre he grew the vines the full fifteen centimetres. While the proof of the automated solution had failed, he was determined to see the process through to the end and prove the concept. That was worthwhile, even if it was a slow, manual approach.  
 
    The slab of glass was finally fully encased with his plant matter. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    Mentally, he double-checked the stored energy and confirmed that the individual vines within the cat had been given the energy they needed.  
 
    He grew a flower. A bright yellow one to give the healers warning. 
 
    Then he unleashed the last phase of queued magic. Each of the thin vines a millimetre across rotated savagely. An artificial cutting edge led the rotation to hopefully cut any blood clots or connections that had been made to the vines. The vines released the prepared lubricant, then the final bit, the extraction. This was something he had a lot of experience with. The spring traps were released, and they yanked the piece of glass out. 
 
    The entire section came free, encased in his pouch of vines. It was clear the internal glass had shattered, but with the pouch intact, he had got all of it out of the body, which was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    He couldn’t see, but he imagined that healing was flooding the animal to keep it alive. Instead, Daniel concentrated on the cat.  
 
    Monitoring its heartbeat and breathing. 
 
    An entire minute passed, and that heart was still going. 
 
    It was going to survive. 
 
    Three minutes. 
 
    That was enough for him. At least at a proof-of-concept level, everything worked.  
 
    Satisfied that the approach was viable, he needed to get rid of the gremlins in the Intelligence. He went back and started rebuilding it with all the issues that he had learnt. Even more of the tiny native bits of interfaces were embedded in the Intelligence to give it the grunt for the calculations that were required. There was an entire network created with all of them linked with the advanced method he had taught Derick to use. He didn’t want any surprises where the brain that was operating on him vanished mid-operation because it was secretly being cannibalised without realising it.  
 
    There were literally tens of thousands of microscopic computational chips incorporated, and all of them were required. Daniel kept working and was amazed by the continual interplay between a large chunk of his own core and the programming he was doing. Problems were identified. He programmed extra checks to occur automatically to help confirm whether there was a scruff on the glass, and if there was, how to ensure it went straight as opposed to deviating at an angle, which would mean it might never reconnect. Then he worked on ensuring that each of the tendrils would always finish a growth cycle, with the downside oriented in the correct way. Finally, he opened communication with the neighbouring spines. That way if one was going off in the wrong direction, the whole framework could realign.  
 
    Daniel hadn’t realised it, but as he worked, the solution just appeared. At the tip of each of the stalks, which were not wider than two millimetres, he concentrated nine of the tiny processing grains to run the multitude of checks needed to ensure the tip was oriented correctly. Somehow, he had gone from a centralised solution to a decentralised one, where each individual stalk drove the decision-making.  
 
    When he finished the programming. Daniel was surprised to discover that another two flowers had been cut off. 
 
    With his changes made, he grew a flower over his next test subject to show that he was back in business. This time, it took longer to create the starting position, and it was not just because there was no nice edge on the outside of the animal as glass had been inserted in too far and the skin had grown over the top. The main issue was that he needed to make sure each stalk had enough processing chips.  
 
    Once everything was ready. Daniel released the power.  
 
    Unlike the cat, he did not actively seek to control what was happening. He was merely monitoring, or at least that was his plan. The Intelligence ran with the pattern he had designed. A spurt of growth, followed by an assessment taken by each stalk of its position relative to those around it and the glass. The tips communicated with each other. Corrections were made. It took a second, and then there was another spurt. A few millimetres more of growth and the process continued. Half a minute later, the strands of vines had encased the shard of window glass fully. 
 
    Then Daniel paused everything.  
 
    The automated process was not perfect, and he needed to understand where it had gone wrong. The results were noticeably worse than when he had manually controlled the growth between each step. All the little deviations and the not-quite-exact corrections added up. An isolated pocket that fully contained the glass had been created, which was the primary result they were after, but it was fifteen per cent bigger than it was required to be. There was wasted space in the pocket, but it was usable and a better outcome than he had hoped.  
 
    A flower grew to show the watchers he was about to do the final extraction. It probably wasn’t required, as Daniel doubted the yanking out of a chunk of glass would occur silently, but he had promised, so he told them. 
 
    Satisfied, he triggered the next phase. Without breaking the bag that had been created, the individual threads spun and cut anything that touched them to paste. Then lubricant was pumped out before the spring engaged.  
 
    There was a wrench, and the plant material and glass were spat out. This time, the glass didn’t even break into fragments. 
 
    So far, it was a success. 
 
    Daniel monitored the animal.  
 
    Then frowned.  
 
    It wasn’t breathing. 
 
    What? 
 
    Was it dead? 
 
    He focused Plant Sense; he used a vine, like you would when checking someone’s pulse with your finger.  
 
    Then he used the same method on the other trapped beasts. Their heartbeats were strong and vivid.  
 
    It meant the test subject had died. 
 
    The reason was difficult to understand. From his perspective, it had felt like everything had gone better than with the cat. Why had it failed when it had all seemed to be working? It couldn’t be the slight amount of extra volume; that had to have been immaterial. What had he missed? There was no way he could continue the experiment till he resolved that fact. His attention turned to the flower board he had set up.  
 
    Why did it die? 
 
    Send someone up. 
 
    He hoped they would get the message quickly, and he wished he could pace the room. Instead, he had to lie in bed looking up at the roof. His mind replayed the events, and he couldn’t see why that attempt had failed so horribly. In fact, although he had carefully tracked progress the whole time, he could see nothing that he wanted to see change. 
 
    There was no one in eyesight, just the roof of the toilet to look at. Beige, boring paintwork and a stain of unknown origins. Ivey was probably in the room, but his neck brace stopped him from looking over toward the couch. Because of his injury, he might as well have been alone. 
 
    Over an hour had passed while he experimented, and Ivey should have made progress. To distract his churning mind, he focused internally, and the structure of his core appeared. The vision was hardly perfect, but he could use the flow of energies to see some of the glass that pressed against his core.  
 
    It had changed significantly. Ivey had been hard at work and must have improved her technique, because eighty per cent of the required cuts had been made. She was going to be ready before the time she had nominated. The question was whether he would be happy with releasing the Intelligence to operate on himself. He had just killed his patient, so clearly not. 
 
    There was more work to be done.  
 
    “Daniel?” 
 
    He opened his eyes and an Asian woman he had not seen before came into view. “You asked for an explanation of how the wolf died.” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Daniel let his eyes flick to the flower board, and she followed his gaze and nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I was told you weren’t allowed to move or talk. We did an autopsy of the body and there are two events we think are responsible for the untimely death. First, the insertion occurred too quickly. That created internal bleeding that was not fixed when you pulled the glass out. That made the healer’s job harder when the glass came out. It’s not necessarily a problem because the cat survived with similar injuries. The second issue with a wolf was that the glass was piercing both the heart and lungs, and when it was pulled from the body, it did lots of damage to both. Unfortunately, we couldn’t fix the organs fast enough.” 
 
    Mine is through my heart. 
 
    She laughed uneasily. “My understanding is that Cindy will be here. That can’t be underestimated. As good as the rest of us are, her being available, with the hundred volunteers you have, will triple our healing capability. What killed the wolf wouldn’t kill you! Basically, we’re not sure there is anything to learn from the wolf dying.” 
 
    That first point you raised.  
 
    Does that mean I should go slower?  
 
    She nodded vigorously. “If pain isn’t an issue, then yes. Doing it all in half a minute will not reduce your complications. Even with the new elevated speed of healing, connective tissue does not form that quickly. The sweet spot is probably something like two minutes. Any more and internal healing might make things harder.”  
 
    Thank you. 
 
    She nodded, and then Daniel’s mind went downstairs, and he assessed the fourth animal. It was another boar and almost as twice as large as the first.  
 
    Daniel made changes to let the process occur more slowly, and then he prepared everything else. He completed the flower dance with the humans and then allowed the magic to progress without his direct assistance. The growth occurred more slowly. The boar twisted and tried to escape, but his extra bindings held it securely.   
 
    The glass was encased in plants, and then with an explosion of power, it was yanked out of the animal. 
 
    The poor animal’s breathing slowed down to become almost non-existent. But it kept shallow, labouring panting. 
 
    He monitored, expecting the worst; but steadily. the signs of life strengthened. 
 
    Success! 
 
    Daniel was smiling on his bed. It was working. 
 
    He went to work on the fifth, and its strong breathing seemed to reinstate itself almost immediately. He didn’t know if the Intelligence was getting better, or if it had just been luck. Not that it mattered. It was working!!! 
 
    He returned to his body, and Ivey was in the room. 
 
    It works!!! 
 
    She saw the message and smiled. “I knew it would, and I’m almost done here. So, the money question. Are you happy to do the surgery? My model is giving you a ninety per cent survival chance.” 
 
    That high? 
 
    Ivey shrugged. “It’s improved.” 
 
    Daniel really didn’t want to know the details.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Yes. I want to walk outside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 63 
 
    With the decision made, Ivey took charge. “Daniel, I’m going to get Alex to put you in stasis for the next bit. This is important, so don’t fight it.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    He wrote on his board instantly. 
 
    Ivey sighed. “This room is too small. To give all the healers the access they need, we’ll have to move you. While your cocoon works,” she shook her head. “I’m worried that if we carry you in it your wounds will open up.” 
 
    Alex walked into his vision. He must have already been present but staying out of the conversation. 
 
    Ivey patted his shoulder. “Remember, don’t fight it. He’s going to use the non-emergency version, so instead of instant it will take almost a minute to cast.” 
 
    Strange energy built up in Alex’s hands. It was hard to describe what was happening. There was no colour in what he was doing, nothing technically in the visual spectrum, but Daniel could see the energy focusing and gathering. It was like the intricate weaves of energy were all visible. The complexity of the patterns forming under Alex’s control was breathtaking.  
 
    None of it made sense.  
 
    Alex had gone up a level, and now suddenly he could create this? Daniel wondered if this insight he was experiencing was unique or if he was slow to grasp something everyone else already knew. It was possible that being separated from the easy knowledge files might be a benefit rather than an impediment. He, unlike them, was forced to examine some of the more fundamental rules of this new world; and this complexity Alex was forming changed everything.  
 
    Whatever the scientific event was – physicists putting their noses where they shouldn’t or an evil mastermind – something had generated the Alpha Physics particle that had converted Earth’s physics. One of the primary outcomes was creating lots of the material that he had in his chest. Ferals possessed a core; animals and plants did, too; and then humans had it in the form of interface grains. It was all the same stuff, and he had known that for days. In animals, they called them cores, but it was better to think of them as biological computational engines. Not brains. They were closer to computers, although a speck of dust would outperform a supercomputer, so the possibility of artificial intelligence existed; and from Ivey’s coded comments, it was probably more certain than that.  
 
    They were critical, and they were just one component of the event. The other was the chaos unleashed in those first few seconds. The conversion to the new physics had created some sort of energy whirlpool that sucked in things from elsewhere. At the macro level, that meant monsters. Then the interfaces filled the next level down, appearing to set up sapients for the changing world and to stop them all from turning into ferals. But what was unspoken was that there was more than that.  
 
    That vortex of energies also contained snippets of code. Instructions on how to achieve outcomes with the new physics. It was not believable that a human mind learnt how to create earth armour in those few seconds. It was impossible that multiple humans on various floors had discovered the same spell. The only explanation was that it had been seeded. The computational calculations that they had incorporated in their core to give them that ability had come from elsewhere. It was not just humans; the same applied to the explosion of different magical abilities that all the mutated earth creatures possessed. His plant abilities, all that complicated code that he used when he changed the world were not the result of his biological brain achieving an extraordinary outcome in those first few seconds that far exceeded the parameters of what it had been designed for. It was not that. Rather, he and everything else had seized knowledge from elsewhere.  
 
    It was the same story with the speed ferals.  
 
    That speed-up switch was not something ferals had created from scratch. This was why there were different versions of the code to create the macro-level effect of going faster. Distinct ways to accomplish the same outcome, and all of them worked because the methods had been evolved and completed before they reached Earth. Convergent evolution, or something like that. All those snippets were floating around, and if you captured them and combined them right, you found magic. Your brain could direct complexity that, in a void, would have taken lifetimes of research and development to establish. 
 
    That’s what the lightning bugs did, the spiders and magpies. They had snatched stuff from the ether and moulded it to do what they wanted.  
 
    It was what he had done with plants.  
 
    The computational engines were not the only change to reality. There were fundamental alterations that allowed magic to exist. Yes, the computational engines were needed to master the complexity of casting magic, but the existence of these new building blocks was what those spell weaves took advantage of.  
 
    Daniel understood that.  
 
    The interfaces were different; and till this moment, he had not realised it. People had been talking about upgrading abilities, and it had gone over his head about what that meant. The upgrades were new patterns to do the same as the previous ones, but better.  
 
    Daniel repeated that realisation in his head. The interfaces could have given the humans superior calculation at the start. The delay in earning the better spells was artificial. He could understand raw power might take longer to be expressed, and that people would need to grow with the system, but a better computational pattern to do the same thing as what they were already doing? That made no sense, especially since Daniel suspected that a low-level fireball, with its inherent inefficiencies, might actually take more resources to control than the more efficient versions above it. 
 
    There was more to it than that, and Daniel vowed to uncover the truth, but that was a problem for later.  
 
    As he lay there watching what Alex was constructing, part of that understanding clicked into place. To put it simply, the man’s new ability was complicated beyond belief, and he had not snatched these patterns from just anywhere when he levelled up. They had already been sitting within Alex’s interface. They had been there, lying dormant, stored away in the vast memory storage space represented by each grain of the computational engine. It had been ready to use and then, when Alex had levelled up, he had gained access to it. 
 
    No, Daniel told himself, that wording was too clumsy. The power was the same, but the level-up had granted him access to the complicated patterns required to cast this spell. Theoretically, he had always been able to do the spell, but the interface had been stopping him. 
 
    Experience, level ups, it was all artificial, the realisation jolted through him. It was why he was so powerful: He was not bound by those strange restrictions. Dave and the other mutated humans were free as well.  
 
    It was exploitable… maybe. 
 
    The sphere shot at him, and for a moment Daniel refused to grant it entry. Instead, he passively pulled out those structures and recorded them. He was only seeing the end result, rather than the steps that must have been used to get to this point, but if the eventual spell structure was captured, he was confident they could be reverse engineered.  
 
    What he pinched from Alex’s spell was the code for the stasis field, and he was not as helpless as he thought. While he had a limited number of abilities, apparently in that chaotic first moment, he had snatched up sections of code dictionaries, or at least something to let him translate metadata in the spell, if that was possible. He could directly decipher the weave of energy to a description of its function.  
 
    While he held the magic at bay, he catalogued the stasis ability. There was a bit that kept cells alive by suspending movement. This section protected the skin from outside shocks; it was a little like earth armour. That bit recorded the current nerve pulses to reinstate when the effect finished; and then that last fragment was a check to make sure the whole body was frozen, because if only part of it was then you died…. 
 
    Oh, Daniel relaxed all of his energy, and the complicated construct sunk down within him. 
 
    Then it rushed over him, unrestricted. 
 
    Then… 
 
    He opened his eyes.  
 
    No relative time had passed, but his surroundings had shifted.  
 
    Alex was smiling above him. “Don’t panic, Daniel; we’ve got you.” His cocoon stopped him from moving, so all he could do was move his eyes from side to side. He was lying at about chest level for everyone else, possibly on a mattress on a table. The room was large with cheap polish, with high ceilings, and he guessed it was probably one of the conference rooms that he had known about from the signs in the lobby. The space near him was crowded with people, and all of them had determined looks on their faces. 
 
    Daniel had not forgotten his epiphany… If he could copy spells… then what were his limitations? He could be better than anyone with an interface. 
 
    Ivey moved into his line of sight. “Daniel, we’re going to tip you on your back. Some others wanted to do it while you were in stasis, but I convinced them not to because I figured if you woke looking down, you might panic and do a lot of damage in the resultant struggle.” He was not attached to anything to write words with, so he said nothing. “I know you can’t talk, but Alex will put you in stasis again, and then we’ll flip you safely. Yes, I know it’s inefficient, but we didn’t warn you the first time, and Alex has the mana. Don’t resist.” She smiled encouragingly at him. “See you in a moment.” 
 
    The energy Alex was building in his hands was nowhere near as complicated as the previous weaves that he had used. When it sunk into him, Daniel discovered that this was only an external freezing of the body. Cells, nerves, and blood continued unimpeded.  
 
    Hands grabbed his cocoon, and he was spun around, and then what had to be a root landed with surprising weight on his arm. 
 
    Motion returned to his body. Not that he could do anything with it.  
 
    “Can you feel your conduit?” Ivey asked. 
 
    Daniel sunk his sense into it, and then a short time later, he discovered the flower board. 
 
    Online. 
 
    “Good,” Ivey said smoothly. “I need you to prepare your spell, and when you’re ready to start, then tell us. We’re here to keep you alive.” 
 
    Understood. 
 
    His mind went down the conduit and pulled the Intelligence up to his level. The tiny calculation specs did not physically move in the plant, or at least the ones downstairs did not move. Instead, the programming was shifted up and initially rested within him. His mind sought the tiny specs of processors in the nearby plants, and then he transferred the Intelligence.  
 
    It took a couple of minutes to do. 
 
    First Step Complete. 
 
    He reported as his mind moved to the next stage, which was physically preparing the plant. Slowly, he gathered the processing specs into the vegetation near his wound. The cocoon rolled back to give himself access to the surgery.  
 
    He heard gasps and sucking in of breaths around him as the glass sticking into his back was revealed. Daniel felt some stinging pain and knew that the release of the tension of the cocoon had reopened the wounds. Healing washed over him, striking him, and sinking in so fast that he didn’t have a chance to learn the pattern. He would do that later by getting Ivey to cast the spell a thousand times upon him if that is what it took. 
 
    Once he was healed, and the survivors were saved.  
 
    Healing and Tamara’s lightning spell to augment his own would be his first targets. There were lots on his list, but those were problems for later. For now, healing his body was the only priority; and then, maybe lessons from anyone who knew telekinesis, because, with a couple of pointers, he was confident that he could master his current untapped ability. 
 
    Mentally, he smiled and pulled his mind away from the future. 
 
    For now, he needed to repeat what he had done with the animals downstairs.  
 
    He got ready. 
 
    The latest version of the Intelligence was there for him to use. Tiny, explorative tendrils built up a three-dimensional image of his wound. The wounds created for the experiments had been accurate. A large part of the glass was exposed to the air, but there was a section with scarred skin tissue over the top of it.   
 
    “Is he trussed up as well as the animals were downstairs?” someone asked suddenly.  
 
    Daniel paused and realised that the man’s point was not a stupid one. Once he started the process, the pain would make him react like the experimental beasts. Daniel was a firm believer in mind over matter, but that only went so far. With a surge of energy, vines exploded over him and strung him up tight. He could feel a slight tearing in the wound. 
 
    “Easy,” Ivey warned, but there was no need. He was not moving any further. It was done, and he was wrapped up tight. It was almost but not quite as good as the stasis that Alex had put on him.  
 
    Secured, Daniel carefully went through the pre-surgery routine. 
 
    He felt sick that he was trying this, but it had worked with the animals downstairs, so he had to trust that he was ready. That or give up on fixing his body and live his life vicariously through his plants. Mind you, that might not even be an option. He had not eaten since the injury. Yes, they had dribbled water down his throat, but only that. In his current condition, if he was to eat, he would probably need to get healed between every bite. 
 
    If he stayed like this, it would be liquid slurry for every meal. It was better to take the risk than live the rest of his life like that.  
 
    All the probes were in place, and all that was left was to hope that the testing he had done was sufficient. Had he done enough? He wished there was time for more. It all felt too premature on an emotional level to take this leap of trust that what he had created would work as intended. 
 
    Daniel knew the facts. Extra testing wouldn’t help. The animals were too different, and he couldn’t wait, because the need to eat would only grow stronger. He had to do this… but the doubts crowded in. 
 
    Are you sure this will work? 
 
    There was an awkward silence from everyone around him.  
 
    “We’re sure,” Cindy said finally. “I’ll be able to keep you alive pretty much no matter what you do.” 
 
    But Ivey said if I pull out my heart… 
 
    A babble of sound erupted when those around read those words.  
 
    “Quiet,” Ivey said angrily. “I’ve just been honest.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Cindy admitted after a long pause. “I don’t think I can regrow a heart. Maybe I could, but what I’m confident of is that if it comes out, we can push it back in and heal you then. My power is remarkable. The only thing I struggle with is bones.”  
 
    “That’s impressive,” Ivey said. “And if Cindy can do everything she just promised, then I withdraw my comment. You don’t need to worry. If we get the fragments in sort of the right spot, with Cindy’s healing and my control, I can ensure it grows back properly.” 
 
    How? 
 
    Ivey laughed. “Not something you should be asking.” 
 
    Daniel remembered his previous epiphany. That complexity that Alex produced had been extraordinary. Realigning a few blood vessels was nothing compared to that, and he got the impression that Ivey’s interface was more senior than most and so had a greater level of flexibility.  
 
    “You’ll get through this, I promise,” Ivey said evenly.  
 
    Going to start shortly. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Ivey told him. 
 
    Daniel triggered the mass of vegetation in his back, and it felt like ants were biting into his skin.  
 
    Pause, bite, pause. In waves, they launched their assault. They wriggled inside of him, making relentless progress. Horror filled him.  
 
    His body tried to thrash to get away from the pressure, and it took all of Daniel’s concentration to his consciousness from putting an end to the attack. It would only take a single thought and his magic could stop it, but he couldn’t do that. All of his focus was on stopping his magic from coming to bear. He had no energy to stop his body from attempting to break the restraints binding him. Daniel realised with surprise that he was stronger than the monsters that had been collected downstairs. There was a snapping sound as one vine gave away, and then his arm could move a few millimetres. Given time, that extra leeway would let him burst clear fully. 
 
    Daniel focused on the intellectual problem of constricting his own body. The vines hardened and became more wood-like. 
 
    The feeling of ants continued to advance. 
 
    He bit his tongue, and copper filled his mouth.  
 
    There were continuous waves of healing hitting him. He forced his consciousness down to the atrium to see if distance could help him resist what was happening. 
 
    Pain flared on his back, and he ricocheted straight back into his body. This was not something he could avoid and evade, but rather something to be endured. His muscles strained as he tried futilely to break the constraints holding him down. Daniel let them. Everything he had was focused on stopping his magic skills from being triggered. Lightning could fry the plant away. If he engaged Strength, he could rip himself free, and any of his plant options would stop the assault instantly. 
 
    Daniel persevered.  
 
    Fifty per cent. 
 
    Ninety. 
 
    Ninety-seven. 
 
    Ninety-eight. 
 
    Ninety-nine. 
 
    And. 
 
    It felt like his insides were being assaulted by a thousand dentist drills, and he knew the last step had been triggered. He felt like a monster far larger than the huntsman had hooked him inside and pulled him out.  
 
    There was a jerk, a pop, and the sound of glass shattering. He was lifted fully off the bed for a moment before he collapsed down upon it.  
 
    “Heal!” he heard Ivey screaming. 
 
    There were gasps of pain all around him and a ridiculous amount of healing was flowing in. 
 
    “Stop,” Ivey ordered.  
 
    “But?” Cindy asked. “There’s more healing to do!” 
 
    “No,” Ivey told her. “Stop.” 
 
    The healing ceased. 
 
    “Why?” Cindy demanded. 
 
    “The healing is creating as much scar tissue as it’s removing.” 
 
    “I saw that, too,” Carly said perplexed. “How does that work?” 
 
    Ivey tsked, “Something to do with him being injured for almost a full day.” There was a pause. “Everyone, stay around. The danger has passed, but I don’t think we’re done. We’ve saved his life, but we can do better.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Now that the massive chunk of glass is gone, we do surgery properly.” 
 
    What? 
 
    Ivey ignored him and continued to talk. “Especially here.” She pressed on his back. “We’ll need to re-break at least one rib because it has set so poorly.” 
 
    “The heart is still damaged. You’re not considering open-heart surgery, are you?” Carly asked. 
 
    “No,” Ivey answered immediately. “The heart is stable. I think given a day or two and I can carve all the scar tissue away and leave it as good as new, with only causing Daniel minor discomfort. The rest of the scar tissue, I think we should fix now.” 
 
    Do I get a say? 
 
    “No,” Ivey said and then laughed. “Of course, you do. But if you don’t address the scar tissue in your back and the rib misaligned, you’re going to feel it whenever you fight.” 
 
    Can I check it out? 
 
    “Sure. You’re sort of healed. You can even talk.” 
 
    The cocoon he was in fell away, and for the first time since he had thrown the lightning at the giant huntsman, Daniel rolled off the bed wearing only his underpants. He didn’t even care about the fur; everyone had seen it, after all.  
 
    The stinging pain that had been accompanying even the slightest of his movements didn’t occur, but he could instantly feel what was wrong. Whenever he moved, he felt like bits of his back were stapled together.  
 
    Ivey nodded at his grimace. “That’s what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “And my heart? Can I fight with that?” 
 
    Ivey bit her lip hesitantly, “I think if it beats too heavily, then there might be some small tears and require healing.” 
 
    “The healing needed won’t be that much,” Carly said quietly. “Providing a healer accompanies him, he’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ivey did not sound convinced. “I think we can fix the back now; and the heart, I’m confident, will be fine. But some stress testing makes sense. Particularly if he uses his strength and speed buffs.” 
 
    Daniel snorted and winced as his back pulled. He remembered how hard his heart was left labouring after he pushed those skills too far. “If I survive using them, I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “I agree,” Ivey said. “Now, if you want to lie down and reinstate your bindings, we can finish this, and then you can spend the last few hours of the afternoon saving some lives.” 
 
    “You serious?” 
 
    She smiled, and he could see her eyes twinkling. “I always wanted to be a surgeon.” 
 
    He tried to raise his right arm and couldn’t. He needed to get it fixed. 
 
    “And the surgery will work.”  
 
    Her eyes went unfocused and then Ivey nodded. “Yes, I guarantee it.” 
 
    “Great. We can do it.” 
 
    “And you don’t mind if I use your knife?” 
 
    “What?” he looked, and he saw the weapon she was holding. It was what he had gotten from the chest, and it possessed sharpening enhancements. It was a combat knife designed for gutting animals, not for operating on people.  
 
    “It’s not like we’ve got access to scalpels.” She grinned at him, and he realised she was trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “I guess. Are you really going to use it?” 
 
    “It’s the sharpest available. We tested it while you were unconscious.”  
 
    “Oh,” Daniel suddenly understood what she was saying. He was about to be operated on by a nurse using a dagger that was almost as long as his forearm. It did not scream precise, accurate surgery. “Maybe this is not a good idea.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Ivey said dismissively. “I’ve got a special ability to help me do this.” 
 
    He was a hundred per cent sure she was lying. When he looked around at the massive crowd around him, more than a few of them were amused, with a small number looking sympathetic. “And you’re confident this will work.” 
 
    Ivey put her arm straight up above her head. “Do this.” 
 
    Daniel went to, but his skin caught, and he winced when his arm rotated to the horizontal position, which was a full ninety degrees from straight up. 
 
    She nodded at his restricted movement. “I’m not promising anything, but we should be able to improve that.” 
 
    “This is crazy.”  
 
    She shrugged. “This is Selim.” An Indian man moved forward. He had a paper-thin moustache and was in his mid-forties. She handed the combat knife to him. “He’ll be assisting me.” 
 
    “You’re not doing the surgery?”  
 
    “I am, Selim is supporting. He used to be a dentist, and when we were discussing the best people to remove the glass, the two of us were the consensus.” 
 
    “A dentist isn’t a doctor.” 
 
    Ivey grinned. “And nor is a nurse a surgeon, but I figure better than nothing.” She held out her hand, and Dave placed his twin knife in her hand. The mutated human gave Daniel a sympathetic look, followed by claws up and a toothy grin.  
 
    “Screw you too, Dave,” he snapped, and Dave resorted to his barking laugh. 
 
    Daniel looked around at everyone who had gathered. There were over a hundred people there, and they were there to keep him alive. He remembered trying to lift his arm. To justify their faith, he needed to fight properly; and there was only one way that was going to happen.  
 
    “I guess we’re doing this.” 
 
    He jumped back onto the mattress on the table, and his previous cocoon instantly encased him. It would be painful, but afterwards, he could experience being outdoors once more. 
 
    He missed his farm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 64 
 
    Daniel lay on the table, barely able to comprehend the string of events and decisions that had led to this point. He had carried out open-heart surgery on himself, and now he was allowing Ivey, a nurse, to operate on him with knives that had been designed for about as much precision as a bazooka.   
 
    “I’m sorry we don’t have any anaesthetics,” Ivey said quietly.  
 
    And he was going to feel all of it! But if he wanted to get back to fighting freely, he had to do it, and there would be a heap more fights to come, his gut told him that.  
 
    Abruptly, he felt hands on his legs, sides, and arms and his head and neck. “These guys will help to keep you still. Do you trust me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Ivey giggled at that. “Try to stay still.” 
 
    There was a stinging pain in his back. He flinched, but it was not as bad as he expected, especially when healing rushed in at the same time, immediately numbing the sensation. There were tugs on his skin, sort of like when the dentist did some work. There was a weird feeling of something poking inside him. Warmth flooded from his mid-back down his sides and lower back. 
 
    The pain and healing both halted.  
 
    There was silence for a moment. “Are we done?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Ivey said carefully. “We might have removed three-quarters of the scarring. I stopped because the healers need a couple of minutes to recover mana.” 
 
    “So much blood,” a fighter holding him said. Daniel thought about attempting to escape but slowed his breathing. Blood and the act of losing it did not have the same weight now, compared to what it used to.  
 
    Tamara crouched in his eye line. “You’re doing good, Dan. It takes a lot of bravery to subject yourself to this. And I know you’re doing it for others.”  
 
    “Honestly, it’s not as bad as open-heart surgery.” 
 
    She laughed, and he heard other people sniggering. “Bet that’s something you never expected to say,” she teased. He could hear the relief in her voice. 
 
    “Maybe, open heart surgery? Sure. Doing it without painkillers? Maybe. On a table with a hundred people watching, that made it slightly less likely. Outsourcing to a plant? That’s the one that gets me.”  
 
    There were laughs at that. 
 
    “Now that I can talk without killing myself, what’s the news?” 
 
    “Potentially, by tonight, there could be as many as two hundred of us.” Tamara volunteered. 
 
    “Is that significant?”  
 
    She shrugged. “It’s a nice round number.” 
 
    A thought occurred to him. “Tamara, tonight we have to have a discussion.”  
 
    She looked uncertain.  
 
    “Not like that. I need to bounce some theories off you.” 
 
    The expression sounded intrigued. “I would love that.”  
 
    “Enough pillow talk,” Ivey declared. 
 
    “There isn’t a pillow to be seen,” Tamara muttered. If she could blush, she would be crimson. As it was, her eyes went to the floor, and she seemed to sink down a bit into itself.  
 
    Ivey thankfully decided now that it was more productive to operate.  
 
    “Ouch,” he gasped as the cut felt significantly more painful than the previous ones.  
 
    She cut again. 
 
    Daniel involuntarily flinched, and all the surrounding hands tightened.  
 
    “Look at me,” Tamara said urgently. “You’ve done amazingly.”  
 
    He shifted, and she smiled lovingly, her face all soft and happy. 
 
    “When there was the handful of us on the first night, none of us expected to survive, but we have. And there’s going to be two hundred of us by tonight, possibly three hundred by tomorrow. We can build something special.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She smiled. “And tonight, I’d love to debate your theories.” 
 
    “I’ll organise a dinner for the two of you,” Ivey said brightly.  
 
    Tamara looked embarrassed again. “Dinner or not. I’ll listen.” 
 
    The stinging pain stopped again, followed shortly later by the healing energies.  
 
    He sensed Ivey stepping away, and the rest of the hands released him. When he glanced at her eyes, they had a funny light coming out of them, and she appeared to be peering into his insides. She probably was. 
 
    “Pretty good,” Ivey said. “With the tools we had, I think that’s better than we had any right to expect. I don’t think it’ll be productive trying to do anything further. We’ll probably screw it up.” 
 
    “I’m done?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Daniel leapt off the table before slowing himself down when he remembered the problem with his heart. Ivey was definitely going to want him to test that more thoroughly. He stuck his arm up in the air. This time there was a slight tweak, but at least he could use it.  
 
    Carefully, he tested his range of motion.  
 
    “Give me a week, and I can fix the small bits of scarring left,” Ivey told him. “But heart first.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Daniel said honestly, looking at all the people who had helped him. All their healers were here, including numerous volunteers he didn’t recognise, but his eyes went to the triangle of sitting bodies radiating out behind Cindy. He could see wide, pained eyes, sweaty brows, and lots of surreptitious flexing of joints that clearly hurt to move. 
 
    These were all people who had volunteered to be a healing battery to keep him alive, and it wasn’t just the eight people who had been used. There was a larger group behind them who were there for the same reason. “Thank you,” he repeated, walking up to them. He knew how painful that healing was. “Thank you.” 
 
    Jordan grinned at Daniel. With Jordan was the most complicated relationship he had in the group. Someone who had tried to kill him, but who had since completely turned around, becoming a genuinely valuable ally, was right in the middle of the front line of volunteers. “No, thank you, I’m alive twice over because of you. We all are.” 
 
    “I just did what anyone would have.” 
 
    Jordan chuckled. “So did we.” 
 
    “But I know how painful this type of healing is. And I assume you’ve all done it multiple times.” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “It’s my fourth,” Jordan stated quietly. “And it’s worth it, to have kept you alive.” 
 
    “That’s too much.” 
 
    “Ivey?” Jordan asked. “How many times do you think Daniel’s passed out in pain because he has been pushing himself to get stronger or saving lives?” 
 
    “At least ten.” 
 
    “See,” Jordan said, holding out a hand for Daniel to pull him up. “I owe you at least six.”  
 
    He laughed, and Daniel pulled him to his feet.  
 
    Jordan immediately encompassed Daniel in a hug. “Next time, don’t almost die.”  
 
    The seed wizard pulled away and other people crowded in. It was like everyone wanted to check that he had indeed survived. To confirm their sacrifice of time and effort was worth it, or in some cases, it was just to thank him. Most of them were crying, and Daniel joined them, swept away by the outpouring of emotion. 
 
    “Okay give him space,” Ivey ordered. “That was wonderful and touching, but before we disperse, we need to do an extra test.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Stay there.” Ivey made a circle to imply he shouldn’t step away from the current spot. “Activate Speed and Strength and hold them for as long as you can. Jump on the spot. Do one-arm handstands, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I can’t do one-arm handstands.” 
 
    Ivey smirked at him. “Are you sure? Dave can.” 
 
    When Daniel looked at Dave, he was flexing and showing off his biceps before throwing a thumbs up.  
 
    “I can do that,” Daniel said. Everyone around was watching with expectation. 
 
    Speed and Strength, he activated them both; and then with all the people around him moving like they were pretending to be statues, he attempted his first handstand since he was a kid. He had failed every time then, but this time it was like he had extra muscles to help him do it. His body control was immaculate; and rather than toppling over, he could pull his leg in exactly the right position.  
 
    Then it was easy enough to lower himself till his forehead touched the ground and then push himself up when he wanted to. He marched his hands closer together, widening his legs as he did so to sustain his balance. 
 
    It was miraculous.  
 
    Was this his core helping him, or did that increase in agility that his damaged interface had awarded for his levels make all the difference?  
 
    Probably the second, he concluded. Despite looking, there was nothing coming from his core to help this, apart from the lines of Strength and Speed that filled his body. He lifted one hand, and then he was supported by a single hand. He pushed hard, and his one arm threw him straight up hard enough that his feet hit the roof. Then he fell, and it was easy enough to twist to land perfectly, like a gymnast.  
 
    Intoxicating. 
 
    He did a backflip. Overextended slightly, but his hands could catch him before crashing.  
 
    Then a somersault.  
 
    Stupid acrobatics, but Daniel knew he would practise these skills going forward. No matter how ridiculous he looked, improving his body control could only be beneficial.  
 
    The internal alarm in him told him he had—once again — pushed himself too far. He lowered himself into a sitting position and turned both abilities off. 
 
    Instantly, it felt like gorillas were pounding his chest. He forced himself to breathe, gasping breaths down through a throat lined with razor wire. 
 
    There was a scattering of applause, and no healing hit him. Even though it was a struggle to focus, he looked toward Ivey, and he saw her studying him carefully. Carly. too.  
 
    “Small amount of damage,” Ivey admitted finally.  
 
    “Can I heal him?” Carly asked impatiently. 
 
    Ivey nodded. 
 
    A healing wave sunk into him; and with a gasp. he collapsed onto his back, staring up at the ceiling that he had kicked after launching himself off the ground with a single arm. If he had his abilities, how far could he jump? Two stories? Probably not, but it was a lot, if a single arm had elevated him that high.  
 
    Daniel tried to recover from overextending his speed and strength. He could hear Ivey and Tamara encouraging space, and he could hear the migration of feet out of the room. 
 
    Almost three minutes later, he sat up and found himself in a mid-sized conference room with extra high ceilings, which had been cleared of the rest of the onlookers. Only Tamara and Ivey were with him. 
 
    “I assume I’ve gotten a clean bill to fight.”
Ivey nodded. 
 
    “Then I guess it’s about time for me to kill something.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 65 
 
    Daniel played up his excitement as he left the conference room. The majority of the people were still in the hallway, and he jumped up and down on the spot, exaggerating his mood.  
 
    It created smiles across the floor when they saw him. He was in a reflective mood. He had woken up confused in his suite, and then they had been attacked. Everything had been overwhelming. The simple enormity of fighting back sufficiently to leave his room. Then the challenge to clear the floor, then the nearby levels and the larger challenges. An octopod, a Super feral, multiple Ultras, a huntsman that was downright terrifying, and of course the most dangerous of all the antagonists, the sapient plant. After all that, he had managed the principal task he had set his mind to. The hotel was theirs, and they could start building a settlement – or at the very least, a temporary one while they worked out how to take care of the lizard.  
 
    He, no, not just he. Collectively, they had defeated all the threats; and now he would get to walk outside. The number of unfamiliar faces around him was incredible. These were the people who had been trapped by the monsters, who had been saved and were infused with hope. The shadowed memory of the loss that they all experienced was there, but hope had settled in everyone’s stomach and drove their every motion. 
 
    They were winning.   
 
    “Easy does it, boy,” Alex winked at him. “We do this together, and don’t get ahead of ourselves.” 
 
    Daniel was well aware of what he was talking about. They were going to try to save the trapped kids who were on top of an office building two blocks away. It would be the furthest any single team from the hotel had travelled. That was why they were taking so much force. There were a couple dozen survivors who had come further. All of them had survived by stealth. While the streets looked empty, they weren’t.  
 
    Tamara put a calming hand on his arm. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like killing something.” 
 
    “No, really.” 
 
    Daniel made a face to indicate ‘only so-so’. “Mentally I am psyched. Physically…” he frowned. “It’s probably psychological,” he tapped his chest over his heart. “I feel it, and when I did that exercise, there was a dull pain in my chest. Not pleasant.” He put one arm up and winced slightly. He had free movement, but something still caught when he swung it.  
 
    Quietly, Tamara linked arms with him as they headed towards the stairwells. “It’s worth it. Being outside is strange after the last week in here. The first time I stepped out, I felt like something terrible was going to happen.” 
 
    They got on the stairs. 
 
    “It didn’t; and it was wonderful to feel the breeze and the sun. I wished you were there.” 
 
    Daniel paused at the stair markings. “Fifth floor?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Tamara agreed. “Alex didn’t think it was sensible to leave anyone below here, so while you were cocooned the first time, we brought you all the way up here.” 
 
    “Speaking of that cocoon spell, I think I learnt some of it.” 
 
    “What?” She looked at him in shock. 
 
    Daniel nodded. “It’s the discussion I want to have. It’s because of how my core works.” 
 
    “You picked up some of it from two casts? Are you sure?” she whispered to him urgently. 
 
    “Like ninety per cent sure. Why?” 
 
    “It’s fantastic,” Tamara admitted. “But don’t talk about it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To prevent others’ jealousy. Plus, it’s better to wait till we’re certain.” 
 
    Daniel nodded. That made sense, and more importantly, she had just promised to aid him. “Is there any reason he chose five? I mean specific threat or suspicion.” 
 
    “I think the second. Alex, why five?” Tamara yelled up the stairs. 
 
    “I wanted to get some stairwells between us and any monsters.” 
 
    Tamara giggled and then lowered her voice. “Paranoia.” 
 
    Daniel smiled. 
 
    All too soon, they reached the ground floor, and the entire place was buzzing with excitement. 
 
    From the sounds of it, they were all energised; and even though it was late in the afternoon, there was a commotion near the doors for a couple who had just made it. People were still trickling in. Better than he had imagined. The safety that Daniel had created provided an oasis for all the survivors.  
 
    Tamara saw his gaze and squeezed his arm. “It’s amazing how many people we’ve been able to gather.” 
 
    “It looks like a lot.” 
 
    “Everyone.” Alex raised his voice, projecting it to the entire lobby. Daniel was a little jealous of how effortless it was, but it was probably a symptom of the practice in his old job. “Everyone who has volunteered for the kid rescue to the lobby doors.” 
 
    There were cheers of excitement, and almost as many people already in the lobby versus those who had come down with him streamed toward the indicated gathering spot. Daniel recognised the majority of faces, but it was a close call. There were many men with week-old beards that he did not recognise at all.  
 
    Daniel was impressed; almost fifty fighters had gathered for the push. He didn’t know if that was overkill or necessary, but it felt potent.  
 
    Alex and Rosica confidently strode up, and with a sharp whistle got everyone’s attention.  
 
    “Thank you, everyone, for coming. This is strictly volunteer. It’s late, and we’re going a long way from the safety of this tower. There was a bit of a delay for Daniel. But it’s worth it because we’ve got our secret weapon back and loaded.” He did a big flourish and pointed towards Daniel.  
 
    There were some loud cheers, and not just from the hotel fighters. Apparently, his reputation had spread to the newly joined.  
 
    Alex waited for the noise to die down. “We’re ready to do a proper rescue mission. I think anyone who’s been involved in a nightly information exchange knows about what’s happening at Pinnacle Place.” 
 
    Alex must have seen some confusion in the gathered crowd. “According to our latest intelligence, there are almost 30 people trapped within it. The majority of them are young kids.” There was a lot of noise, and Daniel knew that despite everything, some would be reluctant to go on this rescue mission; but when he looked for them, he couldn’t find anyone who looked like they were here under duress. Everyone wanted to be part of saving others in need.  
 
    “They are trapped on the top floor, fighting an insect hive. Before we go, I’m just going to read out what we expect to face. They are called Silver Flies. The first thing to notice is that they’re not from Earth. Now Richard, our expert on these things, took the time to brief me. Silver Flies are probably not what you’re expecting. They’re not Earth Flies. They won’t sting you to death. Instead, it’s better to think of them as being small pieces of metal that will batter you to pieces.” Alex held up a fist. “Each one is about this size. There are three types, but we’ll only see two of them. Normal Silver Flies and the magical, upgraded version. You won’t be able to tell them apart, and the only real difference is that the magical version is even harder to kill, as they can create a magical defensive sphere.” 
 
    “To kill them, you just bash them into a paste,” Rosica called out. 
 
    “Which, given they’re made of metal, that’s hard,” Alex told them. “Magic, with a few exceptions, is in the same boat. Luckily, they are vulnerable to ice and lightning, and that’s about it. But we have a fearless leader back there who’s sort of an expert in lightning, so that’ll help. Speaking of our fearless leader.” 
 
    There was a sudden drumming from all the tanks as they hit their weapons upon their shields. It was clearly pre-planned.  
 
    Daniel’s eyes narrowed. It was too much like a surprise birthday party for his liking. He scanned the room and then spotted Cindy and another healer, whom Daniel recognised from upstairs, carrying over an ornate box. 
 
    They put it down in front of him, and everyone, including Tamara, hastily backed away. 
 
    Daniel knelt and put his hand on the elaborate box. “What’s this?” The fear in their eyes worried him slightly. 
 
    Alex cleared his throat with a touch of nervousness. “From our best guess, it’s your reward from the loot chest that we got from killing the huntsman.” 
 
    “It’s the lightning thing we talked about,” Ivey told him. “Let’s see if you can use it. No one else can.” 
 
    Carefully, he flipped up the latch, which was holding the wooden lid shut. He remembered the power that he had briefly harnessed to kill the gigantic spider. That epiphany that he’d had, in which he’d incorporated his scientific knowledge regarding how lightning worked and matched that to the abilities in his core from the lightning bug.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Alex teased. 
 
    Daniel opened the lid. 
 
    The hairs on the back of his neck immediately stood up, and he could feel the potential that was gathering around him. The section of him he had taken from the lightning bugs lit up in his core and worked to establish the electricity Zen state he had entered when fighting the huntsman. He was aware of everything electromagnetic for fifty metres. A few options presented themselves. He could draw static in to boost his standard spell, or even channel its power externally to his body. He could send it as a spark to destroy something on the other side of the room, or he could create a hurricane of electricity that would stun the majority of the gathered fighters – and all of it without stressing his mana.  
 
    “Wow.” His hand dipped towards it, and his magic ensured that he didn’t get zapped. “This is so cool. How does it work?”  
 
    No one said anything.  
 
    It was magic, and even Daniel’s enhanced senses gave him no real guidance on what he was seeing. It was basically a source of positive ions. 
 
    Curiously, he drew a link between the artefacts and the ground well away from anyone else. 
 
    “Lightning,” he called out before he could cover his eyes with his arm. The flash went through the flesh, anyway. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    When he looked up, all the newcomers who had never fought with him were reeling, hands clutching either their eyes or ears. 
 
    “Sorry.” He apologised more for form than anything else as all of his attention was focused upon the thin circuit of …metal? Crystal? Weird, unknown alien substance? Probably that one. 
 
    Daniel had discharged the static that had been building up, but even as he watched it, more positive ions were formed, and more power was gathering. At a guess, it was going to take about a minute to recharge. 
 
    They had almost certainly stated that it was his, but now Daniel had seen what it could do. He wanted it. This was not a small percentage increase in power. If he was only casting lightning, it probably tripled his long-term battle output and increased burst damage by fifty per cent or more. It was, in simple terms, a veritable treasure. 
 
    With his hand on his club, he asked it what its preference was. Daniel already knew what he would push for, and that was for Blood Drinker to take the lightning artefact into itself. He suspected any other solution would cause problems. For example, if he tried to hold it, every now and again he would get distracted, and he would probably be zapped by the thing’s power, or even worse, fry someone else. 
 
    A calm sense of acceptance came to the club. 
 
    And then carefully, before the charge built up too much, he plucked the object from the case and slipped it over the club. 
 
    The moment it slid over the handle and beyond where he normally held the weapon, the wood warped, freezing in place, and brief flickers of electricity started building up on the club. 
 
    With a magic object safely contained, Daniel stood up. 
 
    Everyone was looking at him. 
 
    “That’s it?” Tamara asked finally. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything else to make it work. There’s no major ceremony?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “It’s not some mysterious object, it just builds up a positive charge. There’s no intelligence, or there’s no purpose or special things you need to say.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Tamara said finally. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. It’s dangerous, and if I didn’t have a sapient seed club that, amongst other things, specialises in magic manipulation, I wouldn’t even attempt this. But…” He shrugged. “I do have that, weapon so….” He waved the club around and streaks of electricity were left in its wake, and he hadn’t even used his own magic to generate them.  
 
    “How much does it boost you?” Alex asked the question that was on everyone’s lips. 
 
    “Hard to say. When I’m cracking heads with my club, the new artifact definitely increases the weight of Blood Drinker by a little. Maybe a one per cent boost.” Daniel smiled.  
 
    “Hilarious,” Alex answered. “But seriously.” 
 
    “That was a serious answer. Only a small part of my offence is lightning-based. For that segment, it might, on average, be two times boosted; but overall, that is pretty low.” 
 
    “Two times,” Alex whispered appreciatively. 
 
    “For lightning.” 
 
    “I got it.” Alex waved his hands dismissively. “In any case, it’s great.”  
 
    “The day’s not getting any longer,” Rosica interrupted. 
 
    Alex laughed. “No, it’s not, but Daniel’s powered up, which is the main thing. Everyone, move out.” 
 
    With a small amount of good-natured grumbling, Daniel, in the middle of the pack, went outside. He, along with everyone else, was forced to push through the still-purple leaves.  
 
    Alex saw his annoyed glance, grabbed his hand, and pointed. “See up there.”  
 
    He followed the finger to where the other man pointed. About a third of the way up, the side of the building was a flash of green. 
 
    “That’s been spreading all day. Was that you?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. “The intelligence I created will burn out the purple parasite. It’s just slow. I did the west side.” 
 
    Alex laughed. “I also saw your effort! A little bit more than that!” He chuckled. “In a couple of nights, you would’ve converted this whole place.” 
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    The wind hit him, and Daniel shut his eyes and let it wash over him. The breeze ruffled his hair, and the sun on his face was glorious. “I have missed this.” 
 
    Pricilla climbed up into his hair and stood up on her hind legs, posing, stretching upwards like a queen prepared for everyone to kneel in supplication in front of her.  
 
    Blood Drinker was in his hand, crackling with lightning, and Finigan was at his feet, ready to fight anything that threatened them. Tamara linked her hand with his and rested her head on his shoulders. 
 
    “Priscilla is so cute,” she whispered to him, a smile on her face as she looked up at the ridiculous mouse. 
 
    He chuckled.  
 
    He couldn’t help himself. 
 
    There was something special about being outside after everything they’d struggled with and been involved in. He and Ivey had started with nothing, and now they were here.  
 
    He had done this.  
 
    He had conquered the hotel; now, it was time to save the kids. After that, they would then deal with the annoying lizard – but Daniel wasn’t alone. There were so many fighters around him, and he could see hope shining in their eyes. Determination. Community spirit.  
 
    Together, they would carve out a life.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
    Thank you so much for reading this book.  
 
    I hoped you loved it. 
 
    First, if you haven’t read it already and like my writing style, I would like to recommend that you check out Alpha Physics. It’s in the same universe as Broken Interface but with dramatically different mechanics and characters.  
 
    Moving on from self-promotion, I started writing Alpha Physics in 2020 for mental health reasons as a direct result of COVID depriving me of my job. When writing it, I never imagined that book would be good enough to publish, let alone to generate sufficient love from readers to give me a chance to be a professional author. For the last year I’ve been a full-time author and have treasured the experience. Alpha Physics was wildly successful, but experiencing continued success and keeping the job I love depends on the next book and the next series.  
 
    I love being a writer, and I am continually seeking to grow my craft. I read reviews, and if enough people say the same thing, then I adjust my writing. I hire different editors to get a variety of viewpoints, and I’m actively analysing the stories I love to understand what works and what doesn’t and attending writing courses to improve the craft. 
 
    It’s my dream job! I wish I started a decade ago, and I’m doing everything I can to improve my writing so that I can continue to do it for the next couple of decades.  
 
    Your experience is everything; so, if you don’t like something I’ve done, or if you loved the book and want to tell me, then please do reach out to me on social media. I’m active on both Reddit and Facebook, so if you use them, you should be able to find me. I also have a Patreon where advance (unedited) chapters of my books are pre-published. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/alex_kozlowski 
 
    I would also like to mention that I have another story coming out on the 14th of March 2023 called Reborn Inception. The small number of people who have read it (my Patreon supporters) who were there after reading Alpha Physics or Broken Interface loved Reborn Inception more than the published series. I can categorically say that people who like my writing will love it as well. It is proper LitRPG with genuine Sci-Fi (as opposed to magic in space), and a second chance trope as well. When writing, I tried to capture the feel of some of my favourite series, primarily Reborn Apocalypse, Defiance of the Fall, and Primal Hunter in a sci-fi environment, and the result is something I’m incredibly proud of. 
 
    Once more, thanks for reading my novel, and I hope your next book is incredible and gives you that special experience and feels that great books do.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

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

  

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

  

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