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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes snapped open at the sound of gnashing teeth. I blinked a couple of times just to make sure my eyes were open, because all I saw was black. A creature near me was trying to take a bite out of something, but I couldn’t see shit. 
 
    A single light bloomed in the floor in front of me, which illuminated someone walking on the ceiling. Steel bars separated us. My mind raced, trying to figure out how they were ignoring the laws of gravity. I looked down to see a chain affixed to some shackles around my legs, which were floating upwards. 
 
    A sudden shift in my perspective made my head spin. The shambling gnasher on the other side of the bars wasn’t walking on the ceiling – I was upside-down, hanging by my feet! 
 
    This was far less than ideal. 
 
    I saw the thing beyond the cell door in a new light. While it looked human at first glance, wearing a tattered plaid shirt and torn, dirt-stained jeans, it chattered away to itself as it searched for prey. It had once been human but definitely wasn’t any longer.  
 
    The sockets of the eyes were empty, full of putrescent sludge which dripped over its pallid cheeks as it wandered around the room beyond the cell. Something that looked like osteoderms – the thick, scaly armour that covered the backs of crocodiles - had started to grow over the exposed skin of the thing’s head. 
 
    I frantically looked around the cell to find some way I could get myself loose. My heart sank when I saw the door standing ajar. It wasn’t all the way open, but nothing would stop that thing from getting in here with me if it stumbled in the right direction. 
 
    Above me, there was a lock on the shackles, which meant there had to be a key somewhere around here. I just needed to find it. I swung my head in either direction, desperately looking for the key.  
 
    How long did I have before that thing discovered the open cell door? 
 
    My arms were tied in front of me with a loose coil of fraying rope. 
 
    I grinned as I brought the rope to my lips and started tearing at it with my teeth. Sometimes a small victory is enough to stoke the fires of motivation. A jolt of pain in my left arm made me pause. I recoiled for a second and stared dumbfounded at the unmistakable outline of a key sitting just under my skin. 
 
    “Oh, this is some Jigsaw bullshit,” I said and immediately regretted opening my mouth. 
 
    The eyeless thing rushed towards me with its mouth open and its arms outstretched. It slammed into the cell wall and bounced off. Even though its eyes had turned into lumpy strawberry jam, it could still hear me. 
 
    With a long and storied history of watching horror movies and writing my own horror novels and screenplays, I knew I couldn’t waste any time. I worked the rope with my mouth until I could slip my hands free, then lifted my forearm to my lips. 
 
    No time to think.  
 
    No time to second guess myself.  
 
    No time to dwell on how much this was going to hurt. 
 
    If I didn’t do this, then this motherfucker would tear my face off as soon as it came into the cell, and that would hurt a hell of a lot more. 
 
    I bit down.  
 
    The key felt huge in my mouth as my skin bulged around it – a hard core inside the soft flesh of my forearm. Skin tore, blood flowed, filling my mouth with a warm, coppery tang. I pulled away and jammed my fingers into the jagged wound, fishing around inside for the key. 
 
    I found the jagged teeth of the key, then tore it free, ripping out some fatty tissue and part of my skin with it. I tested the fingers of my left hand quickly and was happy to see that I still had a full range of movement. I hadn’t damaged any ligaments. I tossed the gore away from the key and prepared my abs to do some real work for a change. 
 
    I lifted myself up towards the shackles holding my feet in place and felt the pressure rising in my head. The chain was locked with a massive padlock, which I might be able to use to my advantage if I managed to get it free. I slipped the key into the bottom of the lock, and at the same time, the cell door started to creak open. 
 
    The next thing I knew, the damn thing was in the cell with me, and I battled with the padlock. 
 
    I went very quiet and very still. The chain that held me to the ceiling was taut and didn’t make a noise, but if I fell out of those shackles and onto the ground, I’d make a hell of a racket. I’d probably end up knocking the wind out of myself too, leaving me open to attack.  
 
    This next bit was going to be hard. 
 
    The padlock slipped open as I turned the key. I held onto the chain with one hand and worked each of my feet out of the shackles as slowly and carefully as possible.  
 
    The eyeless thing moved around the perimeter of the room, using its hands to feel along the walls. 
 
    My abdominal muscles screamed at me, but there was nothing I could do until my second leg was freed. And after a few terrifying but careful moments, it was.  
 
    For the first time since my rude awakening, I was right side up, and my head swam as the blood rushed back down where it belonged. I held the chain with one hand, the padlock held claw-like by my pinkie finger, with the shackles clutched in my other hand. 
 
    Before I let myself drop to the floor, I threw the shackles into the far corner of the room. They landed with a metal clang that drew the attention of the eyeless thing. It screamed in fury at the noisy metal, and I used this distraction to get the hell out of there. 
 
    I used the padlock to lock the cell behind me, trapping the monster on the other side of the bars. 
 
    That didn’t stop the eyeless thing from launching itself at the creaky cell door again, but this time it was resolutely locked shut. I stepped back as the monster flailed uselessly through the bars at me. 
 
    Another door stood ajar towards the back of the room. It was the only way I was getting out of here, but there was something fishy going on. 
 
    The eyeless thing was one part of the clusterfuck, but not the only one worth considering. I had no idea how I’d gotten here, had no idea where here was, and it was getting exceedingly evident that someone else was pulling the strings. 
 
    Rusty doors in desperate need of some WD40 didn’t just open by themselves. Plus, they’d implanted a key under my skin. But the strangest thing was that there was no surgical scar from the insertion. It was almost like the key had been manifested inside my body, which was utterly impossible. 
 
    Before leaving the room, I scoured every inch of it for something I might be able to use in case I encountered any more of those eyeless things. The dilapidated cabinets around the edge of the room were falling apart, but the packaging of the long-expired food was thankfully all written in English. 
 
    There were some packages that I recognised. An old wrapper from a packet of Tim Tams – clearly purchased by some cheap bastard who didn’t want to spring for the much superior Double Coat variety. I knew you could buy those biscuits overseas – I’d done so many times doing book signing tours for a little slice of home – but I had a feeling I was still in Australia. 
 
    I had to question that when I found a box of 9mm ammunition hidden in the drawers of a desk. You didn’t just find boxes of ammo lying about in Australia. 
 
    Despite not having a gun, I picked up the ammo. Just as I was about to slip them into my pocket, a weird translucent window appeared in front of me. 
 
      
 
    5 x 9mm rounds received.
Compatible with any weapon that can fire 9mm rounds. 
 
      
 
    It looked like something you’d see in a video game. 
 
    “Okay, I think I know what’s going on here,” I said, finally understanding what was happening. “I’m dreaming. This is a nightmare, right? Come on, Johnny boy. Time to wake up!” 
 
    I slapped myself across the face, and the pain was most certainly real. It didn’t snap me out of this nightmare, which meant that there was every likelihood that this was either terrifyingly real, or I was having a complete psychotic break. Maybe my ex-wife was right when she gave me shit for playing so many video games. 
 
    The sound of the slap caught the attention of the eyeless thing locked in the cell. 
 
    I couldn’t just leave it here. One way or another, I needed to put it down. This thing wasn’t human anymore.  
 
    The rest of the cupboards didn’t yield much, but I did find one more thing that stopped me in my tracks – a small pill container with three red capsules inside. 
 
      
 
    3 x minor healing pills received.
Can be used to heal minor injuries over time. 
 
      
 
    The jagged cut in my arm where I’d torn open the skin with my teeth pulsed, but the adrenaline surge had dulled the pain to a point where I couldn’t even feel it. I unscrewed the cap from the pill canister and swallowed one dry. 
 
    The effect took a few seconds to notice, and I really wanted to know whether this nightmare I was in followed video game logic like it seemed to. 
 
    A small icon appeared in the upper periphery of my vision, and when I focused on it, a small window appeared. 
 
      
 
    Minor Health Regeneration
Healing minor injuries. 
 
      
 
    The window showed a number counting down from sixty. 
 
    I watched the jagged cut in my arm with morbid curiosity as the seconds ticked away. By the time it hit forty-five, the wound had scabbed over. By thirty, the redness and swelling started to disappear. The scab began to flake off around the edges. By the time it hit zero, the scab was barely hanging onto my skin, and when I wiped it away, there was no sign that I’d even been injured at all. 
 
    What I noticed was that there was no mention of health or HP or vitality or any of that kind of measurement of a player’s health that you’d typically see in a video game. The injury was the injury, and the pills focused on healing that. 
 
    “Okay, that’s pretty wild,” I said, which sent the monster into another gnashing fury at the sound of my voice. 
 
    “Oh, shut the fuck up, you crusty dickhead!” I called out to it as I headed toward the open door and my only means of escape. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stopped in my tracks at the threshold of the open door. The room beyond had clearly been staged by someone, just like they’d staged the encounter with the eyeless thing. There was a black duffel bag on a wide table towards the back of the room. When I focused on it, a window appeared above the pack. 
 
      
 
    EDGE Force Gear
Equip as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    I had no idea what EDGE Force was, but after the murderous bastard in the previous room, I knew I’d feel a hell of a lot better with a bit of protection. For the first time since waking up, I looked down at myself to figure out what I was wearing. 
 
    Boxer shorts and a singlet. Exactly the outfit I wore to bed most nights. So, whoever had ripped me out of my normal life and brought me into this hell hole had most likely taken me in my sleep. 
 
    A flimsy pair of boxer shorts, especially these ones, which had a single button in the fly that liked to come undone, wouldn’t protect me much if I ran into another one of those monsters. 
 
    I headed over to the bag and unzipped it. Every piece of gear inside was accompanied by its own window that popped up whenever I focused on it like loot in a video game. 
 
      
 
    EDGE Force Combat Boots
Common Armour
5 Armour 
 
      
 
    EDGE Force Combat Jacket
Common Armour
10 Armour 
 
      
 
    EDGE Force Combat Trousers
Common Armour
7 Armour 
 
      
 
    EDGE Force Pack
Common Bag
10 Slot Bag 
 
      
 
    And it kept going on and on. It looked like there was a whole set of EDGE Force combat gear in here. After I’d taken all clothing out, my breath caught in my throat at the sight of the pistol and holster.  
 
    I’d kind of expected it after finding the ammunition earlier, but the gun didn’t look real. It looked like a replica, albeit without the mandatory orange plug inserted into the barrel to distinguish kids toys from the real thing. 
 
    But the fact that there was a gun, which had been left here by someone else, just proved that I was in deep shit. I wasn’t going to be able to slap myself out of this nightmare. 
 
    I focused on the weapon. 
 
      
 
    Ironbark
Common Handgun
Damage: 10
Shot Speed: 0.8
Reload Speed: 1.8
Capacity: 10 
 
      
 
    Another message appeared alongside the window. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to equip Ironbark?
Yes / No 
 
      
 
    I focused on Yes, and the weapon disappeared from the bag. Shoulder straps appeared over my singlet, with Ironbark sitting on my left side. I pulled the gun out and aimed down the sights. A targeting reticule appeared above the barrel, and an ammo counter showed a full magazine. 
 
    There was no point in firing off a test round. I didn’t want to waste any of my ammo. There was no telling when I might find more, if I found any at all. 
 
    Then I equipped the rest of the EDGE Force combat uniform. Similar messages appeared when I focused on each piece in turn, asking me whether I wanted to equip them. There was no need to actually put any of the pieces on physically. 
 
    Part of me felt like I was going mad. The real world had suddenly begun to conform to video game rules, which made my head spin. Then I saw the last two things in the bag: a small earpiece with a microphone, and black against the inside of the black bag, an axe. 
 
    First thing first, I put the earpiece on. A voice immediately came through loud and clear. 
 
    “Hatchet? You found the pack. Well done. This is Delta, I’ll be your handler for this mission. Let me just unblock your progression notification messages now.” 
 
    “My name’s John Rideout, not Hatchet, and you’re talking gibberish. You’d better explain what the fuck is going on right now.” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Your callsign is Hatchet, and it’s the only thing I’m authorised to refer to you by. You’re better off adapting to it quickly. It’s better that way. I’m sure this is all very confusing and unexpected, but things will go more smoothly if you shut your mouth and listen. We don’t have much time. Your callsign matches the edged weapon you’ve been assigned, and it’ll protect you and your family from any threats you might encounter while on Mori Island.” 
 
    My blood ran cold.  
 
    My family. 
 
    My kids, Lorelei and Seth, were the only thing that kept me going most days. Sure, a hot writing career was good, but professional success can only sustain a soul for so long without the hollowness creeping in. My wife Emily, not quite an ex-wife yet, thanks to us not getting around to doing the paperwork, had the kids fifty-fifty. Sometimes more when I had to jet off around the world for book signings or contract negotiations. 
 
    “Are you threatening my family?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I’m here to help you, Hatchet! We’re on the same team. The people who’ve taken up residence on Mori Island are the ones who might hurt your family if they find out who you really are. Listen, I know this is confusing, but you’ve been chosen to help save the world.” 
 
    I snorted out a laugh. “Yeah right.” 
 
    “It’s true!” 
 
    “If your people have turned to me to save the world, then your options must be pretty bloody slim.” 
 
    “You’re the best candidate for this mission.” 
 
    That made me stop running my mouth for a second to consider. 
 
    “And why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but EDGE Command don’t make mistakes. I don’t know how long I’ll be able to talk to you before they jam this frequency, but you need to listen to me carefully.” 
 
    “Talk, then.” 
 
    “There’s a picture in your duffel bag. It’s a photograph of a young woman named Miranda Cullen. The island you’re on right now is being used as a testing ground for a biological weapon, and we need someone to locate, infiltrate the compound and extract her.” 
 
    “I didn’t see a photo, but wait a second, biological weapon? I’m not your guy for this. I just write books. I’m a professional bullshitter, for fuck’s sake. And I’m an Aussie. We don’t do guns.” 
 
    “I don’t make the decisions about who gets chosen, Hatchet. I was recruited by EDGE Command, same as you. All I can do is tell you how it is. Survival is up to you.” 
 
    I wanted to rant and rave at Delta, but it sounded like she was in the same boat as me. Instead, I opened the duffel bag again and looked for the photo. I found it tucked into a pocket inside the bag. 
 
    The photograph showed a young woman walking through a park, carrying an over-the-shoulder bag, holding a book in one hand. She had long brown hair, blue eyes, and was smiling to herself. From the candid nature of the photo, I could tell Miranda had no idea she was being watched. 
 
    “Righto. What do I need to know?” 
 
    “You’ve been inducted into the system that controls our reality, and EDGE Command has manifested a module of that system into a video-game-like interface. It’s just the easiest way to make sure your brain isn’t completely broken by this whole thing.” 
 
    “Try not to break my brain, got it,” I said, although I was pretty sure it was already soundly broken. 
 
    “You’re going to start getting notifications when you do things. You’re going to accumulate skill experience, or skill XP, when you do certain things. Scrounging for supplies will give you skill XP in your Survival skill, which will give you bonuses and points to spend on your actual Skill Trees. If I go into it now, it’ll make your head spin. Just think Skill Trees after we finish up and you’ll understand.” 
 
    I made the mistake of thinking Skill Trees while Delta was still talking, and a window filled with a strange Skill Tree appeared in front of me. There were different tiers of skills locked behind skill level thresholds, and at the top of the window, it showed nine different trees. I flicked through them quickly and my head really did start to spin. 
 
    “Hatchet?” Delta asked. “You opened the Skill Trees, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted. 
 
    “Listen, it’s very simple. Doing specific actions gives you skill XP, and also regular XP. As you increase in level, and your skills increase in level, you’ll get stronger, harder to kill, and gain access to many powerful abilities that’ll help keep you alive. Dive into it after we’re done, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, resisting the urge to dive right into the Skill Trees and start figuring out how I was going to manage this whole thing. 
 
    “Your overall level cap is 50, so you will run out of skill points eventually. But most missions don’t last long enough for any of our EDGE Force to max that out. Your skills have a level cap of 20, and if you hit the level 20 cap, you get a super powerful Level 20 ability that you’ll be able to see at the end of each Skill Tree.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “You need to focus on surviving, retrieving the target, and getting her to the extraction point. After that, you can go back to your real life and forget this ever happened.” 
 
    “I still don’t believe any of this is real,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t either when I was overseeing my first mission, but trust me, it is, and the fate of the world is hanging in the balance. Now, it looks like you were taken to the old site of a cult commune-” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, a cult commune? Which cult?” 
 
    “They called themselves the Fellowship of Cosmic Truth. The cult members were all thought to have killed themselves in a suicide pact years ago, but some of the key cult members weren’t found among the dead. There have been rumours of activity in the commune for the last few years, and EDGE Command has a suspicion that someone is trying to revive the cult.” 
 
    “The cult is tied to this Miranda person. How?” 
 
    “She’s the daughter of Arthur Cullen, the founder of the Fellowship of Cosmic Truth. She’s one of the only people that we know of that made it out of the cult alive, but she’s refused to talk about her experiences on Mori Island to anyone. It’s like she doesn’t remember what happened there.” 
 
    “Could it be her? Is Miranda trying to revive the cult?” 
 
    “Intelligence doesn’t point in that direction. So at this stage, she’s considered a hostage.” 
 
    “And this whole reality-is-a-video game thing, that’s for real?” 
 
    “No, reality is a simulation. It’s different. The way that you interact with the module that’s been integrated with your soul is what looks like a video game to you.” 
 
    “This is too weird.” 
 
    “That might be the case, but the sooner you put the system to the test, the sooner you’ll accept things and get on to the mission at hand. Hatchet, there’s one last thing I need to tell you-” 
 
    That’s when the radio cut to static. 
 
    Delta had mentioned something about comms being jammed when I first talked to her, but I was hoping I’d be able to get all the information I could out of her first. 
 
    I clipped the radio to my belt, double checked the duffel bag for anything else I’d missed and found the hatchet waiting for me. 
 
    It was sleek, with a black handle. The axe's head was black too, aside from the smooth, sharp edge that gleamed silver. It was a lot lighter than I expected, but the only other axes I’d ever handled were when I was chopping wood, and those had been Bunnings specials. They were cheap and nasty, but I had a feeling that this beautiful weapon was worth more than most of my early books made. 
 
    Another window appeared as I focused on the hatchet. 
 
      
 
    Tactical Hatchet
Complex Edged Weapon
Damage: 25
Attack speed: 1.2
Crit chance: 5% 
 
      
 
    Would you like to equip Tactical Hatchet?
Yes / No 
 
      
 
    I focused on Yes, and the weapon disappeared from my hands. I felt a change in the shoulder holsters that held Ironbark. There was something in the centre of my back now, keeping the other two straps together. Instinctively, I reached back over my right shoulder and found the hatchet’s handle. I pulled it loose, and it came free with only a little resistance. Then I put it back, head first, and something pulled it into place as it was secured on my back once more. 
 
    Magnets? Video game logic programmed into reality? Whatever it was, my hatchet stayed put as I turned back to deal with that eyeless thing I’d left in the cell behind me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I headed back into the room I started out in. The blind man was fumbling around inside the cell. It swung its crusty head towards the sound of my footsteps, and I was thankful that the padlock was still there. 
 
    Reaching over my shoulder, I pulled the Tactical Hatchet from its dock. I had 10 rounds in my handgun and another 5 rounds that I’d picked up earlier. When it came down to it, that wasn’t a lot of ammo. 15 shots and I’d be dry. 
 
    A couple of shots would put a person down if you placed them right. Not that I’d ever actually fired a gun. But this guy was clearly not right, and there was no telling whether a headshot would even take him down. He was surviving okay while shambling about without eyes. 
 
    The fact that this poor guy couldn’t figure out how to open the door told me a lot about what was happening to him. Whatever had taken root in his body had a crazy effect on the brain and normal human problem-solving abilities. He was also blind in a world built for the sighted. 
 
    The lock clicked as I turned the key, and the eyeless man snarled a challenge. He ran towards the door just as I swung it open. The creaking of the rusty hinges covered the sound of my footsteps as I stepped into position. 
 
    The thing attacked the door, biting it, tearing at it with its hands, ripping fingernails free from nailbeds. I swung the axe down onto the nape of its neck. 
 
    Blood sprayed.  
 
    Vertebrae crunched.  
 
    The man’s cries turned from anger to shock, then confusion, and then terror. I swung down again, severing the spine.  
 
    He collapsed, gurgling. Blood pooled onto the ground around him as he still gasped for breath. 
 
    At that moment, I couldn’t help but pity him. This guy had once been another person, with a life full of dreams and desires. We could have gone out for a beer and shot the shit like mates. Whatever had happened had taken that away. It had taken the very essence of his humanity and turned him into a snarling beast. 
 
    His teeth snapped together even though the rest of his body was paralysed. I brought my axe down again and severed his head entirely.  
 
    The gurgling, raspy breathing stopped.  
 
    A few lines of text appeared in a small floating window toward the bottom of my view. 
 
      
 
    25 Stealth skill experience gained
45 Edged Weapons skill experience gained
5 Finesse skill experience gained
15 Tactics skill experience gained
18 experience gained 
 
      
 
    As I looked over those lines of text, it was evident that they correlated to the nine different skill trees that I’d glimpsed earlier while talking to Delta. 
 
    But how had those values been calculated? And why did I get differing amounts across different skills? I went back over what had happened, and it started to make a little sense. 
 
    The eyeless man didn’t know where I was, so I guess I was in Stealth somehow. I’d also used the door as a way to distract him while I launched my attack, and it looked like the Tactics skill was closely aligned to using traps and distractions. Finesse, I wasn’t sure how that fit into it, but Edged Weapons was obvious. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure how I’d only accumulated 18 experience points for all of that. I’d have to figure that out later, but I’d learned a hell of a lot about how the system worked. I felt like I owed Delta an apology. 
 
    Another message appeared as the other lines faded away. An icon that looked like a sack appeared, hovering over the body of the slain foe. 
 
      
 
    Check the corpses of your enemies for loot. 
 
      
 
    But how? I extended my hand towards the sack icon, and another window appeared with a couple of items listed. 
 
      
 
    $20 AUD
Box of Matches
Letter to Maria 
 
      
 
    Do you wish to take all items? 
Yes / No 
 
      
 
    I thought in the affirmative, which put all the items into my inventory. I was glad to see a box of matches there. In any survival situation, fire could mean the difference between life and death. 
 
    Did I really want to read this guy’s letter? 
 
    That would make him even more human. If I were in the same position and afflicted by something like this, I’d probably want someone to know who I was. What I lived for. What I died for. 
 
    As it turned out, the EDGE Force Bag that I’d equipped earlier acted like a video game inventory. Thinking about opening the bag made a window display that showed 10 slots, with 4 slots already occupied. The ammo, the pill bottle, the box of matches and the letter all took up a slot.  
 
    Thankfully Ironbark, my hatchet and the money I’d collected didn’t take up any of my inventory slot. But a counter did appear close to my inventory slots which showed the current balance of my funds, along with the two weapons I had equipped. That twenty dollar bill I’d fished out of the pockets of the dead guy was all the money I had access to. 
 
    I should have been used to being broke. Spending fifteen years as a starving artist before I got my first bestseller taught me the virtues of frugality. But finding myself cut off from my comfortably bloated everyday spending account was a bit of a shock. 
 
    My wallet, along with my bank cards, my identification, and the loyalty card for my local coffee shop was nowhere to be found. I could go without my ID, but I was only two coffees away from a free breakfast. 
 
    That hurt. 
 
    My local café’s eggs benedict was the best I’d ever had. 
 
    My coffee card had better be safe somewhere, waiting for me once I was done with this clusterfuck. 
 
    I opened my inventory again and took out the letter. I couldn’t have it taking up an inventory slot that I might need down the track. I wanted to toss it, to stop myself from being exposed to the human that the monster had once been, but I couldn’t do it. 
 
      
 
    Dearest Maria, 
 
    My love, it’s getting harder and harder to think. 
 
    I wish I had listened to you. We both should have left when we had the chance, but I am a fool.  
 
    I thought I could do some good, you know? Maybe change the course of things to come.  
 
    But I’m afraid I’ve only made things worse. 
 
    I can already feel it crawling through my veins, taking me over, just like the others. I wanted to stop it, but it’s too late for that. His vision is destined to come to pass. 
 
    If you ever read this, please know that my last thoughts will be of you. 
 
    Yours, 
 
    Frank 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Frank,” I said the words aloud.  
 
    The sound of Frank’s vertebrae snapping at the end of my axe replayed in my memories. His slain body lay on the ground in front of me, leaking his lifeblood onto the cracked linoleum floor. I took a step back. 
 
    I can already feel it crawling through my veins. 
 
    Those words sent a shiver up my spine as they played through my head. Whatever had popped Frank’s eyes like overripe tomatoes might be infectious, and it might be carried by his blood.  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Or maybe the crazy fucker popped his own eyes. Though I doubted that. 
 
    I would have to be wary. 
 
    I couldn’t make many more inferences from the letter alone. There was no overt indication that Frank had been involved with the cult or was a part of any nefarious activities being done here on the island. But given the little history lesson I’d gotten from Delta about Mori Island, what other reason was there for someone to be here? 
 
    I’d never heard of Mori Island, and I’d spent quite a bit of time in the Whitsundays researching for my trilogy of wereshark books. Not that I’d ever finished those, of course. I’d gotten about halfway through the first one before running out of steam. I’d visited most of the islands, snorkelled on the Great Barrier Reef, and talked to many locals in the more out of reach places. 
 
    No one had ever mentioned Mori Island or any cults in the area. And Mori Island hadn’t appeared on any maps that I’d seen. 
 
    I swore to myself. 
 
    How could an island just disappear? Unless it never existed in the first place, and I really, truly was going insane. 
 
    No. There had to be another explanation. 
 
    So my mission was to find this Miranda Cullen girl, who just so happened to be the daughter of big daddy cult leader, and get her to an extraction point. But where was the extraction point? Delta hadn’t actually told me. 
 
    Maybe that’s what she had been about to tell me before we got cut off. 
 
    Great.  
 
    So I’d need to find a way to get back in touch with Delta as well. Otherwise, I’d have no idea where I needed to be to get out of this hell hole. 
 
    Or maybe I could make a signal so massive that any extraction teams waiting in the wings wouldn’t be able to miss it. 
 
    But before I left this place and the relative safety that I found myself in, I needed to understand this system that this EDGE Force organisation had unwillingly pulled me into. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    All the skill tree menus, endless icons, and the crazy amount of ranks in each skill made my head spin. But I needed to get my head around this if I was going to survive. 
 
    What Delta had told me earlier seemed to be correct. Each skill tree had several different skills, which could be unlocked at different tiers. This meant that I couldn’t just sink a skill point into a higher tier skill without actually levelling that skill up.  
 
    For example, one of the second tier Assault Weapon skills was called Focussed Assault. 
 
      
 
    Focussed Assault
Level 4 Assault Weapons Skill required
Rank 0/5
Skill Inactive
Next rank: Critical hits with Assault Rifles grant a stack of Focussed Assault, granting +0.5% crit damage, up to a maximum of 20 stacks. Stacks of Focussed Assault decay over time. 
 
      
 
    And further on down the tree was another called Intense Focus. 
 
      
 
    Intense Focus
Level 14 Assault Weapons Skill required
Rank 0/5
Skill Inactive
Next rank: Stacks of Focussed Assault decay 10% slower 
 
      
 
    Both skills combined together would give a significant advantage. There were synergies like that all over the skill trees. The system looked as though it rewarded the person who chose to specialise rather than generalise. 
 
    But at that moment, all I could use to defend myself was Ironbark, my Tactical Hatchet, and a box of 50 matches. A skill tree was devoted to Edged Weapons, another devoted to Handguns, and another focusing on Survival, which included a bunch of buffs to burn chance, burn durations, and that kind of thing. 
 
    Usually, when I was playing a video game, I’d experiment with different builds while I got my head around how the game was supposed to work. However, this was an entirely different situation. Real life had real consequences, even if reality was just a simulation. 
 
    I hadn’t even thought to ask Delta about what happened if I made a mistake and got myself killed. Would I respawn, like characters did in a video game? Would I get a game over screen and a retry button? 
 
    Or would I fade to black and be forgotten? 
 
    There was no way to test it out without putting my life on the line. So I decided to act as though I only had one chance, this game was permadeath, and set to the hardest difficulty. 
 
    Each of the nine different skill trees was associated with a primary attribute. 
 
    Under the Strength attribute were Edged Weapons, Physique, and Assault Weapons. Those three Strength skill trees mainly improved physical power and resilience. The next was Agility, and the three skills covered by that banner were Handguns, Finesse, and Stealth. Then there was Intelligence, which included Crafting, Survival, and Tactics skill trees. 
 
    Each skill tree covered by a single attribute seemed to lend itself to a synergistic type of power progression. 
 
    Strength skills would make me harder to kill and turn me into a vortex of chaos. It’d be the equivalent of a tanking class in a regular video game. The level 20 Physique skill, which I would unlock automatically when I hit the required skill level, was very, very desirable. 
 
      
 
    Plot Armour
Level 20 Physique Skill required
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
You are now immune to instant execution attacks. Instead, these attacks will reduce you to critical health level. Plot Armour will only prevent death once per encounter. 
 
      
 
    The name of the skill made me smile knowingly. Plot armour was a way to describe a character in a work of fiction that kept surviving through situations that would have killed them if they weren’t so damned important to the plot. 
 
    In this context, the existence of this skill was chilling. The enemies I’d be facing had instant execution attacks, which may render any skill points I invested in the Physique skill tree useless if they could one-shot me. 
 
    Focusing on the Strength attributes alone might not keep me alive. 
 
    The Agility skill trees would make me harder to hit, make me hit much harder, and bolster both my lockpicking and stealth skills. If I wanted to be sneaky, Agility skills were the best ones for me. The level 20 skills on two of those skill trees were highly desirable too. 
 
      
 
    Guns Akimbo
Level 20 Handguns Skill required
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
You can now dual wield Handguns, which gain all bonuses for both Pistols and Revolvers. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the skill tree for Handguns had different skills augments for handguns and revolvers. The level 20 skill made both sets of enhancements apply to both weapon types and let me dual wield, which sounded very overpowered. 
 
    The level 20 Finesse skill would work perfectly together with Plot Armour. 
 
      
 
    Cheat Death
Level 20 Finesse Skill required
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
When you are reduced to Critical Health, you are immediately healed to 50% health and gain a 100% evasion chance for 10 seconds. Can only occur once every 30 minutes. 
 
      
 
    The Stealth tree looked like it aimed to make me harder to detect, allowed me to re-enter stealth after being discovered, and cause massive damage while attacking unseen. It was a different approach than all the Strength trees, but powerful in its own way. 
 
    The Intelligence skills – Crafting, Survival and Tactics – were more about using your brain to get out of sticky situations. Crafting allowed me to make my own weapons and armour. At level 20, it would allow me to make my own exotic ammo and health recovery items. 
 
    The level 20 Survival skill looked very attractive to me too. 
 
      
 
    Insulated
Level 20 Survival Skill required
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
You can no longer be set on fire. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the Survival tree was focused on finding resources while scrounging for supplies, tracking targets, increasing the healing from cooked items, and increasing the effects of fire. In addition, there were skills in there about greater damage from burning status, longer burn durations, and even the chance for enemies to spread fire to each other. 
 
    That sounded okay in theory, but if I wasn’t immune to my own fire until level 20 in that skill, I’d need to be careful in how I used it. 
 
    The Tactics skill tree focused on setting traps and using bows. The level 20 skill in that tree had the possibility of being overpowered too. 
 
      
 
    Ensnaring Arrow
Level 20 Tactics Skill required
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
Unlock the Snare Arrow crafting recipe, which gains the bonuses for both bows and traps. 
 
      
 
    That level 20 skill was potent. Combining offensive strategy with defensive traps in one package could be very powerful. 
 
    Traps themselves would be handy too, because I would be able to protect myself without directly engaging enemies. 
 
    I had a feeling that the enemies I faced after leaving this starting area would be a lot more potent than old eyeless Frank. 
 
    The amount of choices available to me were overwhelming, and based on the info Delta gave me, I’d never be able to max out all of these skill trees. I had no idea how many skill points I’d get at each level, but reading through the skill pathways, it looked like I’d be getting a steady stream of points as I levelled my way through each path. 
 
      
 
    Edged Weapons skill line
Level 1: Unlocked
Level 2: +10% edged weapon attack speed
Level 3: +1 skill point
Level 4: -10% stamina cost while using edged weapons
Level 5: +5% damage with edged weapons
Level 6: +10% edged weapon crit damage
Level 7: +1 skill point
Level 8: +10% edged weapon crit chance
Level 9: +1 skill point
Level 10: +10% edged weapon attack speed
Level 11: 10% chance to sever limbs with edged weapons
Level 12: +1 skill point
Level 13: +10% edged weapon attack speed
Level 14: +10% chance to execute unarmoured enemies
Level 15: +1 skill point
Level 16: +5% stamina
Level 17: +1 skill point
Level 18: +10% edged weapon crit chance
Level 19: +1 skill point
Level 20: Unlocks Worthy skill 
 
      
 
    The Worthy skill was something I salivated over. It sounded like something straight out of a superhero movie. 
 
      
 
    Worthy
Level 20 Edged Weapon Skill required
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
You can now throw your Tactical Hatchet with precision accuracy and summon it back to you. 
 
      
 
    Images of my own severed hands and axes embedded in my skull flashed through my head. But hey, if it worked for Thor, then maybe it would work for me. 
 
    Each of the skill lines was like the Edged Weapons one. They provided baseline bonuses to several different things, with extra skill points interspersed in between. If I understood things correctly, I’d be able to level those skill pathways up and obtain those bonuses even if I didn’t sink any skill points into the relevant tree. 
 
    That was good news, because unlocking different workbench recipes for crafting was tied to the skill pathway level, not to a skill tree. So I just had to level the skill up and I’d be able to craft some more powerful items. 
 
    The Crafting skill line mentioned workbench recipes, so I figured I’d have to find some kind of system-integrated workbench to make anything. Maybe that would be the case with disassembling items too. 
 
    When it came to the decisions I needed to make about how I would use this system and what paths I wanted to go down, I needed to work with what I had. I didn’t have an assault rifle or shotgun, so the Assault Weapons skill tree was useless for the moment. I didn’t have a bow either, so there was no point sinking anything into any skill that gave bonuses when attacking with a bow in the Tactics skill tree. 
 
    I had a feeling it would be a good idea to sit on my first few skill points until I got a feel for how this whole mission was going to go down. 
 
    Now that I had a bit of a handle on the system, I needed to get out there and start earning some experience. But more than that, I needed to know where I was, how much danger I was in, and to figure out how the hell I was going to find Miranda Cullen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    I headed back into the room where I’d found the duffel bag, then through the door on the other side of the room. I came out into a hallway that had seen much better days. Sections of the wallpaper had been torn away. In some parts, the ribs of wooden slats poked through where plasterboard was smashed away. 
 
    Crushed debris and the detritus of decades of abandonment lay strewn about the floor. The rust-coloured stains of dried blood were shaped into images of some kind. Perhaps runes or glyphs of a language that I had no expertise in. I stood quietly and listened for signs of any other eyeless things stalking the halls, but all I heard was the lonely moan of the wind. 
 
    I drew Ironbark from its holster and held it in a double-handed grip. I had no idea what the kickback would be if I fired it, so best to be prepared. My trigger finger lay flat against the side of the weapon, so I didn’t accidentally discharge the gun by accident. 
 
    This was a larger building than I’d immediately assumed. I thought maybe I was in a house somewhere – a house that somehow contained a retrofitted cell, which was a bit of a red flag – but a house nonetheless. The hall stretched on, with other doors leading away to other rooms along its length. 
 
    This place was huge. If a cult had made Mori Island their home, then they’d need somewhere for their cultists to sleep and places to do all of those culty things that cults liked to do. 
 
    Honestly, I had no idea what real cults actually did. Most of my exposure to them was through the media's lens, where they only focused on the things that caused outrage and bloodshed. For the most part, I figured life in a cult was probably just like being part of a really weird club, with more boring and unremarkable moments than not. 
 
    It looked like the Fellowship of Cosmic Truth had indeed gone out with a bang, not a whimper. 
 
    I approached the threshold of the next door down the hallway. It was almost shut. A clump of fabric blocked the door from closing all the way. I nudged the door open with one foot and aimed Ironbark into the darkness beyond. 
 
    Nothing lashed out to attack me, and my eyes adjusted quickly to the gloom. I headed into the room and found sleeping quarters that had been thoroughly trashed. Sheets and pillow lay strewn about the room. 
 
    Three sets of bunk beds that reminded me of the kind you’d see in army barracks were pushed over onto each other, sitting at an angle against the wall. I checked through the footlockers that sat where the bunks had once been. I found a bit of change there as well as a crisp ten dollar note that looked like it had come straight off the printing press. 
 
    The money disappeared as it was added to my currency total. I found some more 9mm ammo in the footlockers too, which brought my ammo total to 27. 10 in the magazine loaded into Ironbark and another 17 bullets in reserve. 
 
    That amount of ammunition felt like a lot, but didn’t quite seem so much when I realised that I’d never actually fired a gun before. 
 
    After I’d finished checking through the three footlockers and a couple of dressers, another chunk of notifications appeared. 
 
      
 
    25 Survival skill experience gained
5 Stealth skill experience gained
6 experience gained 
 
      
 
    It was killing me trying to figure out how my general experience level was calculated based on how much skill experience I’d gained. It looked like it could be as simple as dividing the total skill experience by five, but I’d need to check again later to confirm that. 
 
    There was no way for me to view past notifications of experience gains. I tried to bring up some older notifications, but once they were gone, they were gone. 
 
    With nothing else left to discover in this room, I headed back out into the hallway. A glance left from where I’d been trapped in the cell revealed nothing. Looking to the right, my blood ran cold. Something wearing a tattered purple robe shambled away from me. 
 
    Had it walked right past the room while I was busy looking for supplies? Or had it come from one of the other doors further down? 
 
    It turned at the end of the hallway. Before it disappeared around the corner, I got a glance of sallow, gaunt skin around its face. A dirty purple hood obscured it from the lips up, but that was enough. Corpse-pale lips were parted to reveal stained black and yellow teeth. 
 
    Then it was gone. 
 
      
 
    5 Stealth skill experience gained
1 experience gained 
 
      
 
    That pretty much confirmed that my experience total was just the skill experience divided by five. I wanted to check how much experience I’d earned toward the next level, but there was a threat that needed to be neutralised first. 
 
    I crept along, checking each room for any hostiles as I headed for the bend at the end of the hallway. No other corpsey cult members revealed themselves, but I swear the shadows within the rooms had been arranged in the most obscuring placements possible. 
 
    At the end of the hallway I slowly peered around the corner. Light shone through dirty windows, casting muddy beams along the next segment of hall. There were bars outside each window, but whether they were there to keep the cult members from escaping or to keep a greater threat from entering the building remained to be seen. 
 
    The purple-robed cultist had disappeared. Had it sped up its patrol? Or had it ducked into one of the other rooms along this hall to lay in wait for me? 
 
    Heading into these rooms like a gung-ho action hero would be an excellent way to get myself killed. Instead, I needed to draw the cultist out into the open, where I could control the flow of combat. 
 
    I reached down and picked up a chunk of debris by my foot and then threw it into the hallway. The sound of the impact echoed through the halls, which was promptly followed by a savage snarl. 
 
    The purple-robed cultist rushed out into the hallway. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman – the pallid skin stretched over its bony frame gave no clues. It looked like a dead body come to life, but I couldn’t bring myself to use the z-word. 
 
    Reality is a simulation? Okay.  
 
    Levelling up like a video game thanks to some benevolent reality hacking? I could maybe buy that.  
 
    But zombies? 
 
    That was one step too far. 
 
    My refusal to believe in it didn’t stop the zombie from lurching towards me. 
 
    I raised Ironbark in a double-handed grip, stood with my legs apart to brace myself, then aimed down the sights. The cultist stumbled towards me with its arms outstretched as I squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The shot went high, right over the cultist’s shoulder.  
 
    I brought the weapon back down, aimed lower, then squeezed the trigger again. The cultist rocked back a step as the bullet slammed into its chest. It slowed for a moment, but I didn’t give it time to rally. I squeezed off another three rounds, right into its chest. It staggered back, which gave me an opening. 
 
    Reaching over my shoulder, I grabbed the handle of my Tactical Hatchet and crossed the distance between us. 
 
    Removing the head had worked wonders last time, so there was no reason not to try that again. The axe sunk into the cultist’s neck, and I was surprised when blood didn’t spray out of the wound. I pulled the axe back for another swing and saw inky black blood pooling around the gash.  
 
    An otherworldly purple glow came from beneath the hood. The surface of the black blood shimmered like a starfield. 
 
    While I was distracted by the sight of the wound, the cultist took advantage. Hands that felt like claws gripped onto me as the cultist opened its mouth wide. It threw all its weight into me, making it impossible for me to swing the hatchet down for another blow. 
 
    But there was a way out of this. Old hard-learned reflexes came to life. The best way to escape a schoolyard bully who had you in his grip was to upset the balance of the situation. 
 
    I dropped backwards, going with the weight of the cultist, using my one free hand to pull him back with me. We tumbled down together, and I used every ounce of strength I had in me to flip the cultist over. 
 
    It hung on tight, but the momentum of our tumble was stronger than the cultist’s grip. 
 
    I got back to my feet as the cultist struggled to lift itself up. I wouldn’t let it distract me again. I brought the axe down in a double-handed grip onto the cultist’s skull. 
 
    With a sickening crunch, the cultist’s arms and legs went limp as it collapsed back onto the ground. I pulled the axe out of the wound and wiped the pooling black sludge blood onto the cultist’s purple robe. I did not want that stuff to touch me. 
 
    The loot icon appeared over the body of the cultist as a raft of notifications scrolled by. 
 
      
 
    10 Tactics skill experience gained.
5 Stealth skill experience gained.
15 Physique skill experience gained.
21 Handguns skill experience gained.
45 Edged Weapons skill experience gained 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Edged Weapons Skill level 2!
New effect: +10% Edged Weapon attack speed! 
 
      
 
    19 experience gained. 
 
      
 
    I quickly opened my status screen to see how far away I was from levelling. It was currently sitting at 44/50 experience, so I only needed a few more points to reach level 2. 
 
    I quickly went over what had happened in the fight before looting the enemy. It was pretty obvious that Handguns and Edged Weapons skills would rise by a bit, given that I’d used them in direct combat. Tactics and Stealth probably grew a little bit because I tried to attract the cultist while hiding, and Body probably increased because I managed to flip the monster over to gain the advantage in the fight. 
 
    If I wanted to raise all my skills, I’d need to think about how I would approach combat going forward. 
 
    There wasn’t much of note on the cultist’s loot table, but one thing did catch my eye. 
 
      
 
    Cultist Pendant
A sign of devotion 
 
      
 
    I took the pendant from the loot table and held it in my hand. It showed a strange coiling symbol. It kind of reminded me of a knotted bread roll, though these twists and turns seemed to move in the black and purple stone that the pendant was carved from. I ran my finger over the surface and thought I could feel movement against my skin.  
 
    When I pulled my hand away, I couldn’t tell whether the pendant actually moved or whether it was the light playing out over the surface of it. 
 
    I decided to keep it anyway and slipped it into my inventory. 
 
    There were two other things on the loot table – Crusty Socks and Tattered Undershirt, but neither of them had any associated stats, so I left them behind. Before I continued on, I wanted to see what was under the cultist’s hood. 
 
    Its face had been obscured the entire fight, and I swear I’d seen some crazy purple light coming from under the hood earlier. I pulled the hood away from the cultist’s face and looked down into the empty eye sockets above his sunken cheeks. More black blood covered the cultist’s forehead, and I was careful not to let any of it get on me. 
 
    Frank, the eyeless fellow I’d decapitated earlier, might have been in the initial stages of a change that this cultist had gone through some time ago. There were no eyes in his empty sockets, just a bottomless pit that appeared to go on forever. Shiny black shimmering ichor lay at the bottom of those pits, once again reminding me of a distant starfield. 
 
    Maybe this is what Frank might have looked like had he survived long enough to complete his metamorphosis. 
 
    The burning question was obvious. What had caused this to begin with? 
 
    The zombie theory made no sense. Once something was dead long enough to start the mummification process, the cells were so dead that nothing could reanimate them. There would be no muscles left under the paper-thin skin to ambulate the body. 
 
    No, it looked like something had fed on this cultist, draining him of his essence and reducing him to this husk. 
 
    But what had caused the change? I couldn’t let myself become exposed to whatever had done this, otherwise I might succumb to the same fate. 
 
    I left the body where it lay and continued on. Each of the doors held other dilapidated rooms, and I took the time to sweep through them, looking for more supplies. 
 
    By the time I’d finished sweeping the second sleeping chamber I’d found another five ammo to replace the bullets I’d used. I hadn’t actually reloaded Ironbark yet, so I hunkered down and tried to figure out how to do that. 
 
    It wasn’t as simple as thinking a command to reload the weapon like I could to retrieve something from my inventory or open my status screen. I needed to actually eject the magazine from the pistol and load each round into it manually. 
 
    That would be a hell of a disadvantage in a prolonged fight. Manually loading ten bullets into the magazine before I could slam it back into the weapon would leave me open to attack for way longer than I was comfortable with. 
 
    I was supposed to be able to craft things too, but I hadn’t seen the interface for that, nor had I been able to access the crafting schematics I’d seen mentioned in the Crafting skill tree. I wanted to know whether I’d be able to craft more magazines for my weapon so I could pre-load them with rounds, but I couldn’t even see the crafting list. 
 
    While scouting through a third room, I pocketed another few dollars, gained a bit more Survival skill experience, and another two notifications appeared. 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Survival Skill level 2!
New effect: +5% chance to find crafting materials when scrounging! 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve reached Level 2.
You’ve received 3 skill points.
You have 3 skill points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    The temptation to allocate those three skill points immediately was almost overwhelming. I could choose from any of the unrestricted tiers of the skill trees to bolster my abilities. I simultaneously wanted to sit on the points and spend them, so I decided to review the trees to see if there was anything that I couldn’t live without. 
 
    After a few minutes, I’d found three skills that sounded like sure things. 
 
    The first row of Survival had a single ranked skill called Prey Vision, which made it easier to spot hiding places, which would allow me to stay hidden much more easily. That might mean the difference between life and death, so I spent one of my points on that skill. 
 
    The Crafting tree also had a one rank skill called Common Combination, which allowed me to combine Low Quality Item Components into Common Item Components, and as I looked over that skill tree I realised that the trend continued on up each tier.  
 
    The second tier, available at Crafting skill level 4, let me convert common components into complex components. Next, complex to refined, then refined to sophisticated, then sophisticated to masterpiece. 
 
    That sounded suspiciously like an item ranking system. Low quality, common, complex, refined, sophisticated, and masterpiece. I took a second to look at Ironbark’s stats and confirmed that it was listed as a common handgun. Then, I looked at my Tactical Hatchet, which was listed as a complex edged weapon. All of my armour was marked as common quality. 
 
    Now that I had a 5% chance to find crafting components when scrounging, it made sense to unlock the ability to upgrade those components to the next quality level. So, I spent my next point. 
 
    Having spent 2 out of the 3 skill points I’d just received, I had to spend the last one too. 
 
    The only other single rank ability in the opening skill tier was Helm Splitter in the Edged Weapon tree. It let me spend all my stamina to deal an overhead weapon attack that dealt 250% normal edged weapon damage. 
 
    I hadn’t seen any kind of stamina meter or anything like that so far, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t being measured in some way. My health was being measured, but I couldn’t see any health points or anything. 
 
    Dumping all my stamina into a single attack might sound like an excellent way to get myself killed, but I saw it in the opposite light. If I were trapped, with my back to the wall, it might be the only thing that would let me survive. 
 
    I sunk the last point and continued scrounging my way through the cultist’s sleeping quarters, moving systematically through each room.  
 
    My Survival and Stealth skills kept on ticking upward nicely, as did my general experience total. Stealth hit level 2 pretty quickly, which made me 10% harder to detect by enemies. I also kept a bunch of low quality armour that I found hidden in the sleeping quarters, hoping that I would be able to disassemble them at some point.  
 
    One of the other first tier Crafting skills increased the amount of crafting materials when disassembling items, so I knew I’d get to break these items down into their component parts at some point. I just needed to figure out how. 
 
    Further along the hallway was another right turn and hopefully the way out of these cultist quarters. Don’t get me wrong, they were charming in their own nightmare-house-from-Hoarders kind of way, but I really wanted to get the fuck out of there and get home to my family. 
 
    I turned down the next hall and into a wide opening that led to a darkened space to the left. Straight ahead was what looked like double doors that might lead to the outside if they hadn’t been boarded up and barricaded with broken furniture. It looked like these cultists wanted to keep something out, but that hadn’t worked out so well for them. 
 
    The open space was a high-ceiling mess hall with rows of tables on either side, flanked by long, low benches. Some of those benches splintered and rotted over the years of disuse, but there was still dust-caked crockery on top. Plates, bowls, knives, spoons and forks. This was where the cultists must have eaten together. Another pair of double doors sat ajar toward the back of the hall, which might be the only way out of here. 
 
    Then I heard the shuffling footsteps and hushed whispers of someone talking coming from beyond the threshold of those doors. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    I ducked behind one of the low benches and tried to zero in on where the sound came from. I didn’t need to puzzle over it for too long. A low-grade violet glow preceded the three purple-robed cultists before they walked out of the door that presumably led to the kitchen.  
 
    One of them had a flashlight and shone the beam around the hall, obviously searching for something. Probably me. I watched as the beam of light swung over the top of my hiding place. There was no way I’d be able to escape their detection forever, so I’d need to play this out carefully. 
 
    “Come, my chosen brethren. The interloper awaits his execution.” 
 
    Two voices grunted or groaned wordless replies. 
 
    “He will beg, and he will plead for us to make it swift, but Altrighus demands that he suffers.” 
 
    I was suffering all right, but not in the way these gronks meant me to. Being roped into this suicide mission against my will, knowing full well that whoever EDGE Command was, they knew about my ex-wife and family, was a whole different kind of suffering. 
 
    The only executions today would be those who stood between me and my mission. 
 
    All I could see through the table legs and the benches were a trio of dirty purple robes. It sounded like there was one smart one calling the shots, and two dim bulbs who were there to do the smashing. 
 
    Three against one in a straight up fight would be suicide. But maybe I didn’t need to fight them. They didn’t know I was here. They thought I was still in the cell. I just had to avoid them and get out of there and I’d be fine. 
 
    Moving as slowly as I could, I crept around the back of the long row of tables. The pair of chosen made strange guttural noises as they moved around, making it very easy to keep track of where they were. They also cast a strange violet glow, just like the light I thought I’d seen coming from the hood of the last cultist I’d killed. 
 
    It was killing me not knowing where that light was coming from. It was clearly a different light source than the flashlight beam that swept across the room periodically. But what was causing it? 
 
    They reached the end of the room and disappeared down the hall as I arrived at the end of the long table. As soon as they were gone, I got to my feet and headed toward the door as quickly as I could while still remaining silent. 
 
    My Stealth skill increased by a huge amount, which delivered me to Stealth skill line level 3. It didn’t give me a bonus, but it did award me another skill point to spend later. My Tactics skill line reached level 2, which gave me a baseline 5% damage resistance, which was very nice. 
 
    I didn’t take the time to check my experience level, but I had a feeling that the large chunk of skill experience I’d just gained would put me close to Level 3 and deliver me another 3 skill points to spend. 
 
    But I could worry about that after I was out of this godforsaken building. 
 
    The next room was a massive kitchen with multiple gas burners, huge sinks for washing dishes, large food preparation areas, and enormous shelves filled with long-decomposed foodstuffs. Though I did spy more than a few cans of food that might still be good.  
 
    The kitchen looked a hell of a lot cleaner than the rest of the compound so far, but that was probably just because of the stainless steel covering almost everything. 
 
    As I looked over the room, I started seeing some strange things outlined in my field of view. A small triangular crawlspace was highlighted between two fallen shelves. A vent cover towards the ceiling was highlighted too, showing somewhere that I might be able to hide. These insights must have been because of the Prey Vision skill that I’d unlocked earlier. 
 
    Suddenly a shriek rose from further on in the compound, followed by the sound of rapid movement. 
 
    “Spread out and find him!” yelled the cultist. 
 
    Damn it, I’d left the body of the other cultist I’d killed out in the open. That was stupid. 
 
    This wasn’t just some video game where the enemies ignored the bodies of their fallen brethren. These cultists were real and seeing one of their own killed in such a bloody manner obviously set them off. 
 
    There was movement in the hall behind me, followed by crashing sounds like tables being flipped. I made for the gap between the fallen shelves and slid in there just as one of the animalistic cultists ran back into the kitchen space. 
 
    There was a tight passage between the two fallen shelves, with an opening at each end. I’d be able to crawl through it and escape through the other end if I needed to. I wouldn’t be able to stay here until they passed by though. Soon enough, they would discover the cell where they’d find poor Frank’s body and my empty shackles. 
 
    Then they’d search every nook and cranny of this compound until they found me. 
 
    I waited and listened for any sign that the cultist was joined by either of the other two. Or maybe this one had been sent to the kitchen to block my retreat. From the other side of the crawlspace, I had a decent view of the kitchen. It appeared that this one cultist was alone. I finally got a proper look at this one’s face and saw where that violet light was coming from. 
 
    The empty eye sockets leaked light. They oscillated from deep magenta to shimmering violet in a constant pulsing pattern. The light appeared from deep within the cultist and only cast a faint glow on the kitchen around it. Despite the grime, the steel caught glimmers of this strange light and reflected it in varying shades around the room. 
 
    The kitchen had become the world’s most terrifying disco ball. 
 
    This might be my only chance to eliminate one of these cultists while the others were occupied. I noticed something highlighted by Prey Vision that I hadn’t seen earlier, as it was behind one of the preparation areas. A low chest freezer was outlined as a potential hiding spot. If I could fit in there, then so could the cultist’s body. 
 
    After I’d killed them. 
 
    I checked for any sign of the other cultists, then snuck out of my hiding space when I was sure that it was safe. I had my head on a swivel as I crept towards the bright-eyed cultist. A cone of violet light shone ahead where the cultist looked, which made it a lot easier to see where its attention was focused. 
 
    This nasty business needed to stay quiet, and I had just the skill to use to end things swiftly. Moving at a crouch, I skirted around the side of a food prep area then rose to my full height behind the cultist. There was no button to push or a way to trigger my Helm Splitter ability, so I just went for it.  
 
    Holding my Tactical Hatchet in a double-handed grip, I brought the axe blade down with extreme prejudice right onto the back of the cultist’s head. The moment I swung the axe I felt something inside my body take over, triggering Helm Splitter. 
 
      
 
    Critical Hit! 
Successfully attacking from Stealth does double damage. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to laugh, but I had to stay silent. Not only did my attack do double damage, but that was double my Helm Splitter damage, which was 250% of a regular attack. I mostly ignored the rolling notifications that came through, but I did see something about hitting level 3, which meant I’d have another 3 skill points to allocate. 
 
    I grabbed hold of the cultist’s legs and tried to drag it back towards the freezer, but I felt like I’d just run a marathon. I was absolutely exhausted. That’s when I remembered that Helm Splitter carried a hefty cost – it drained every last bit of my stamina. 
 
    “Nice one, dipshit,” I said to myself. I inwardly cursed as I realised I’d spoken out loud. 
 
    I held my breath as I listened for the sound of anything coming my way, then breathed a silent sigh of relief when nothing did. 
 
    Dragging the cultist into the freezer with a dwindling stamina supply was an exercise in frustration, but eventually I got it squared away. I stayed there until I felt my stamina coming back to me, but with no stamina meter or other measurement, all I could go on was how I felt. Unmoving, I probably stayed there longer than I needed to, but it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    Now I had a decision to make. Did I want to go hunting for the other two cultists with the body hidden, or should I draw them to me? The Tactics skill tree contained information about making traps more effective, but I had nothing to make any kind of trap with. 
 
    I had a couple of ideas of things I could make, though. Researching as a writer of nasty things was sure to put me on all kinds of government lists, but it came with benefits. I had a thorough knowledge of making all kinds of snares and pit traps, but I lacked the resources to make any of them. 
 
    One thing I’d have to keep my eyes open for was a spool of rope. One would be good, but a couple of ropes of varying thickness would work wonders for my trap repertoire. 
 
    Some of the slats exposed from where the plaster had been torn away from the walls might be useful in making some weak traps but wouldn’t work for making any kind of spike trap. The wood was just too flimsy. The best thing to use would be long, supple branches from trees, whittled down to points. But that would take a hell of a lot of time and effort and wouldn’t help me right now. 
 
    Something to keep in mind for the future, though. 
 
    A notification appeared, giving me some extra skill experience in my Tactics skill. 
 
    I hadn’t expected that. Planning and going over strategies in my head was enough to grant me a little bit of skill experience, which was good to know. Maybe there were other ways I could increase my other skill lines in an intentional way without putting myself in immediate danger. 
 
    I’d have to figure that out later. The sound of footsteps in the dining hall took my choice of battleground away from me. The cultists were coming, and I would need to deal with them here. I slipped back into the crawlspace before they had a chance to see me. 
 
    A conversation was in full swing between the head cultist and someone else. It didn’t sound like the short, sharp commands he’d given the bright-eyed cultists earlier. 
 
    “The prisoner is gone. Take Miranda to the temple now. We must begin the ritual immediately. Altrighus does not take kindly to delays.” 
 
    Altrighus? I’d heard that name before. Was that name of the god these crazies worshipped? 
 
    The voice that replied sounded like it cut through radio static. “She’s being transported there now. We experienced some trouble on the way. We didn’t know that the elder’s influence on the island would continue while we returned to the world. Things are different here now. The island is not our friend anymore. We’ve waited too long to return.” 
 
    “We waited as long as we needed to. All that matters is that the girl is delivered, and the ritual is begun. Make it happen.” 
 
    “I will, Aldous. It’s just that –“ A moment of silence followed, interrupted by a crashing noise. “Where the hell did that come from? Shoot it! Shoot it now!”  
 
    A roar broke through the static, followed by a scream and a wet tearing sound.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Aldous asked. I watched as he came into the kitchen, followed by the other bright-eyed cultist. He was focused on the conversation, and bright-eyes stayed by his side. The conversation was the distraction I was waiting for. 
 
    “There’s too many of them! Toss one of the initiates out. Keep them busy!” the voice on the other end of the radio said. 
 
    These people were sacrificing their own? That was ice cold. Though I should have already known from the fact that there were eyeless gronks walking around the place being commanded like sub-humans.  
 
    Cults loved sacrifices, and I refused to be one of them. 
 
    I emerged from the crawlspace and fell into step behind the cultist and the bright-eyed sub-human. I raised Ironbark at the back of the cultist’s head and pulled the trigger at point blank range. A single shot was enough to take him down from that range. He went sprawling onto the kitchen floor, radio clattering to the dirty, broken tiles.  
 
    The bright-eyed cultist turned on me, snarling like a feral animal, but I’d already holstered Ironbark and pulled out my hatchet. I managed to get in a few good hits before the cultist pounced and drove me to the ground. 
 
    Those deep, bright violet pits went on forever. They stretched out into an infinite, timeless field of nothing. The cultist’s eyes weren’t empty – they were full of some other place, some other aspect of reality that peered into our own just as I stared into it.  
 
    Sharp fingernails dug into my chest. It hurt, but my EDGE Force uniform resisted the blows. I closed my eyes and snapped my head forward. The cultist’s nose broke against my forehead. 
 
    I guess my ex-wife was right. My hard head was an immovable object when I decided to get stubborn.  
 
    Well, it had come in handy now as the cultist reeled away from the impact. It clawed at its face, spreading thick viscous blackness everywhere. While it was distracted, I brought one of my legs up and kicked it backward. Then I was on top of it before it had a chance to regain its footing, hacking into it with my hatchet until the light went out of its eyes. 
 
    Another raft of notifications flew by, and I levelled up a number of areas across the board. Physique, Finesse and Handguns all increased to level 2, which gave me three new bonuses. -10% recoil when using handguns, -10% lockpicking difficulty, and 2 extra inventory slots, which brought me up to 12 total slots, with 4 slots available. Survival and Tactics both increased to level 3, which gave me another 2 skill points, and my overall level rose to 4, bringing with it another 3 skill points. 
 
    All up, I had 9 unspent skill points and a myriad of first tier skills that I could put them into.  
 
    Before I moved on, I needed to decide how I wanted to use those points. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The options were overwhelming. There were no bad choices, but some were better than others. Given how well stealth had worked for me so far, I was tempted to invest my points into that tree, but I second-guessed myself as I had no idea what kind of challenges might lay ahead. 
 
    If I dumped my points into Stealth but was put into a situation where I couldn’t hide, it would be a waste.  
 
    That said, if I put my points into an offensive skill but came up against something that couldn’t be stopped or killed, then they would be wasted too. 
 
    Edged Weapons had two attractive options. Hack and Slash increased critical damage with edged weapons by 3% at first rank, and if I sunk 5 points into that skill, it would increase crit damage by 15%. Backstab was the other first tier skill, and it increased edged weapon damage by 6% if attacking from behind at first rank, then with a massive 30% bonus if I allocated 5 points into it. 
 
    A Helm Splitter, from stealth, affected by either of those abilities would cause an obscene amount of damage and might let me one shot some powerful enemies. 
 
    I’d written a zombie movie screenplay where the running joke was that you should carry an axe or a sword with you at all times because they never ran out of ammo. The same logic applied here, but my Tactical Hatchet would become deadlier the more I invested into it. 
 
    Edged Weapons was a skill tree I knew I would have to keep coming back to. 
 
    But for my first significant skill point investment, I just wasn’t sure if it was the wisest choice. 
 
    The Finesse skill tree had a tier one skill call Float Like A Butterfly, which increased my chance to dodge an enemy’s attack by up to 15% at maximum rank. It was obvious that it was designed to work with another skill further on down the tree called Sting Like A Bee, which increased my next attack’s damage by up to 100% at fifth rank after a perfect dodge. 
 
    There were so many useful skills. 
 
    Supply Drop, under the Survival skill tree made enemies drop more useful supplies. Upgrade Efficiency reduced the components needed to upgrade items under the Crafting tree. Every single skill under the first tier Stealth tree was golden. From making me harder to detect, increasing my movement speed while stealthed, to making enemies more easily distracted, I kept coming back to those stealthy skills. 
 
    They would help keep me alive.  
 
    If I stayed hidden, then I would survive.  
 
    If I was found, then there were no guarantees I’d make it out alive. 
 
    Miranda was being taken to the temple, wherever that was. She was my mission, my ticket out of here and back to the real world.  
 
    Back to my kids, Seth and Lorelei.  
 
    The longer I stayed here humming and harring over my stats, the further away Miranda went. That was if she was even still alive. The radio had been silent ever since the crash. 
 
    I sunk five points into the Wraith skill. 
 
      
 
    Wraith
Rank 5/5
Decreases your chance to be detected while in Stealth by 50%. 
 
      
 
    Then, I put two points in Supply Drop. 
 
      
 
    Supply Drop 
Rank 2/5
Defeated enemies have a 12% chance to drop useful supplies.
Next rank: Defeated enemies have an 18% chance to drop useful supplies. 
 
      
 
    My reasoning was simple. The earlier I invested in Supply Drop, the more useful items I’d find throughout my whole time here on the island. Better items meant more options, and more options meant more ways to survive. 
 
    The remaining two points went into Vitality Boost. 
 
      
 
    Vitality Boost
Rank 2/5
Maximum health increased by 10%
Next rank: Maximum health increased by 15% 
 
      
 
    The radio crackled to life again. 
 
    “Aldous! Aldous, are you there?” 
 
    I picked up the radio and keyed it on. I put on my best cultist impression and hoped that the static would mask any inconsistencies. 
 
    “What happened? Is the girl safe? The ritual-” I said, but the other cultist broke in. 
 
    “The girl is fine. Just get to the temple as soon as you can, otherwise you’re going to miss the main event. We came through the forest road, but it’s much too dangerous now. Take the coastal route. It’s longer, but you should get through without any resistance.” 
 
    “What kind of resistance are we talking about?” I asked, knowing full well that the longer I spoke, the more chance there was for the other cultist to realise I wasn’t who I pretended to be. 
 
    “Arthur’s experiments. They have weapons sharp enough to pierce windscreens and tear doors off cars. Plus, there’s something big out there that rammed two of our vehicles off the road. How long until you leave?” 
 
    “I’ve spotted the prisoner,” I said, hoping to throw the cultist off. “Wait for my word.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, then the radio went silent. 
 
    I slipped it into my inventory, then looted the three cultists. 
 
    Finding my first crafting materials made me happy. I looted two low quality crafting components, along with another Cultist Pendant. I also pocketed a twenty dollar note, otherwise known as a redback here in Australia, which slipped into the currency section of my inventory. I found another dozen 9mm rounds, which gave me a nice buffer.  
 
    I could waste a shot or two without agonising over it. The two pendants took up two inventory slots, which was a little annoying considering they were so tiny. They didn’t stack, and one pendant took up just as much room as all of my 9mm ammunition. 
 
    The pendants had a green outline, so I hoped that meant they were a higher level item that I might be able to disassemble when I had the chance.  
 
    At least now I had a forward direction. Miranda was en route to the temple, and I needed to get to her. It sounded like the convoy of cultists was a bit worse for wear after being attacked by the ominous things in the forest.  
 
    Now would be the best time to strike.  
 
    But there was no way for me to get to them.  
 
    Was there? 
 
    I needed to know where this temple was, then I could figure out how I was going to get there. 
 
    I left the kitchen behind and headed out through a receiving dock, which still had an ancient diesel truck sitting in the loading bay with its back doors wide open. The tyres were flat, rubber cracked and crumbling from years of disuse. I had a decent view of the rest of the commune from the dock, and I swallowed nervously at the activity I saw out there. 
 
    This wasn’t some little building in the middle of nowhere, abandoned to history – it was just one of many in a large and active commune. The people out there in the rest of the village weren’t wearing the same purple robes as the cultists. Neither had Frank the eyeless wonder, for that matter. He’d just been wearing regular farm clothes, with all the grubbiness that entailed. 
 
    Someone walked close by the open loading bay doors holding a trio of headless chooks, and I slunk back into the shadows. I gained a little bit of Stealth experience, but I was more concerned with staying invisible. 
 
    I had just under forty bullets between those loaded in my gun and the ones sitting in my inventory. Still, even if I made every single one of those shots count, I didn’t think I’d have enough for all the people out there in the commune. 
 
    Even if I had enough bullets, they’d surely overwhelm me before I even had a chance to mount a decent defence. 
 
    I didn’t relish the idea of killing anyone, and I’d already killed five people since I woke up here on Mori Island. I’m not sure I could count four of those as people, given the level of changes they’d already gone through.  
 
    Those people out there in the commune didn’t look any different from people I’d see driving through any other small rural Queensland town. If they were in league with the Fellowship of Cosmic Truth, then I guess they were just as guilty by association. But what if they weren’t here by choice either? 
 
    I shook my head. Indecision wouldn’t help me here. I needed to move, to find a way to the temple, but first, I needed to know where the temple was. 
 
    Undoubtedly one of these people would know. 
 
    A plan started coming together, but I needed to backtrack a little to make it work. So I headed back into the kitchen and found the cultists right where I’d left them. I breathed a sigh of relief that they hadn’t somehow resurrected themselves like actual zombies. Thank the heavens for small favours. 
 
    If heaven was there, after all. 
 
    I’d just learned that reality is a simulation, and the idea of heaven and hell never sat right with me in the first place. This whole revelation about the nature of reality forced me to look at things in a different light. Maybe there actually was a dude sitting up there in the clouds, waiting to judge us after our deaths. 
 
    Which meant that the other guy sitting on his fiery throne might be real too. 
 
    I didn’t want to take EDGE Force’s word about any of this. I was naturally sceptical about most things, but what choice did I have? I felt like me, but it was impossible to refute the evidence that I’d seen with my own eyes. 
 
    I knelt next to the slain cultist – the one who’d been able to do more than grunt and snarl – and stripped him of his purple robe. 
 
    That long, flowing robe with the hood that deliberately obscured the face would be perfect for blending in. There weren’t many robed individuals out there in the village, so this disguise might get me into places that I wouldn’t have usually been able to get into. 
 
    I slipped the robe on, which shrouded my face well enough. The only issue was that the handle of my Tactical Hatchet jutted up from my back weapon holster, making me look like I had a hunchback. 
 
    Pulling the hatchet away from the mount, I hoped that I’d be able to keep it hidden by holding it against my leg inside the robe. Unfortunately, that looked stupid as hell and meant I had to keep one of my arms out of the sleeves, making it useless if I needed to respond to a threat. 
 
    If only I could move the hatchet holster! 
 
    A prompt appeared. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to move your Edged Weapon holster to your hip?
Yes / No 
 
      
 
    The moment I thought in the affirmative, I felt a weight shift from my back to my hip. I dropped the hatchet’s head down to the new affix point, and it clung there like someone reunited with a lost lover. 
 
    Problem solved.  
 
    Ironbark was one round down, so I ejected the magazine and replaced the missing round before holstering it again. 
 
    I pulled one of the cultist pendants out of my inventory and slipped it around my neck to complete the illusion. 
 
    Because of this, I gained some skill experience in Tactics and Edged Weapons, which rose both another level. Handguns raised a little as well but only gave me 1 skill experience. Reloading my weapon after every fight would net me a little extra skill experience, which would add up over time. I’d need to keep that in mind. 
 
    With my disguise complete, I headed back out of the loading dock and out into the village. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    A man carrying a cart full of vegetables walked by me and didn’t remark on my presence. Thick juicy carrots, potatoes still covered in dirt, and lettuces with large green leaves were on their way somewhere. I wondered why the kitchen and mess hall had been allowed to fall into disrepair when there were obviously a whole host of mouths to feed here when I caught sight of the tent city. 
 
    Numerous canvas tents had been set up as an impromptu community area. One tent was marked with a red cross in a white circle. The medical tent had several single fold-out beds, and most of the beds were full. Red shone through the thick bandages. These people looked like they’d been in a warzone. IVs filled with a pale violet substance fed into the veins of the injured. 
 
    The colour of the solution couldn’t be a coincidence. The shining violet light that pulsed out of the bright-eyed cultists had to be connected to it somehow. 
 
    I tried to take in as much as I could. Just down from the medical tent was a large outdoor kitchen. The vegetables were delivered unceremoniously, dumped out onto the grass, before the man with the wheelbarrow turned around and headed back where he’d come from. 
 
    This commune had been active long enough for vegetables to grow. Maybe they didn’t come onto EDGE Command’s radar until the cult kidnapped Miranda and brought her here. If she was needed to complete some dark ritual, they probably wanted me to stop that too. 
 
    People needed for ritual sacrifice usually didn’t survive the ordeal. 
 
    I wandered through the commune hidden in plain sight. Many people inclined their heads in reverence at the sight of my purple robe. These cultists in fancy dress must hold some position of power over the everyday devotees. 
 
    The people offered me food and drink as I walked around, which I ate and drank with a bit of suspicion. But I hadn’t eaten in what felt like forever. The rest of these villagers were eating and drinking without a care in the world. 
 
    If this cult was destined for a Jim Jones-style mass death by kool-aid, I didn’t get that vibe. On the contrary, the people here looked happy. Most everyone were adults of varying ages, from young adults all the way through to an old man with gnarled knuckles who gripped his walking stick like a weapon. There were kids, too. Not many, but enough to concern me.  
 
    With kids here, I couldn’t do anything to put this commune in danger. Focusing on the mission was fine, but opening fire in this place even if I was discovered would be impossible. There would be no way I’d be able to ensure I wouldn’t injure a child. They weren’t at fault here just because their parents joined a crazy cult. 
 
    A hand fell on my shoulder heavily, and I spun. 
 
    “Brother! What are you doing?” the cultist asked. He wore his hood down low, so I couldn’t see anything from his moustache up. A big bushy beard hung over the front of his robes. He spoke urgently. “We need to leave the village and make for the temple. Why aren’t you on the truck?” 
 
    He indicated a flatbed truck at the other end of the village. The back had been converted into two rows of seats, facing each other. Purple-robed cultists sat shoulder to shoulder, waiting to be shipped out. Each of them was armed with serious firepower. 
 
    “I just wanted to have one last look at the village before we left,” I said, trying desperately to make up some bullshit that wouldn’t blow my disguise. 
 
    “Sentimentality is a weakness, brother. It will not serve you well in the new world. Come, we need to go.” 
 
    He grabbed my arm as everyone around me stopped moving. I thought I’d been discovered, but that’s not what had happened. A villager who’d been carrying a sack dropped it where he stood and drew the knife from the sheath on his belt. Other villagers pulled weapons too, while others fell to their knees, opened their arms, and closed their eyes. 
 
    The man with the knife strode over to one of the kneeling figures and hacked her neck like he was slaughtering a pig. Arterial blood sprayed. The woman’s breathing became a sickening gurgle, but she didn’t resist. 
 
    “It’s beginning,” the bearded cultist said. “We don’t want to be here during the emergence. We need to leave!” 
 
    The truck’s engine roared to life. The man with the knife approached the next kneeling person – a young man barely old enough to grow bum fluff on his top lip. The young fellow was smiling as his throat was cut. That horrifying scene was repeated all over the commune as those with weapons ended the lives of those without them. 
 
    Men and women, these cultists didn’t care. My blood turned to ice as a man with a machete approached a group of three young children kneeling with their arms outstretched. 
 
    Something was very wrong here. A child would never submit themselves to something like this willingly. Something else was driving these people. 
 
    Distracted by the horror around me, I didn’t notice the truck start rolling forward until I heard the engine rumble to life. The cultists in the back of the truck avoided looking back at us as though they knew they were leaving us behind and didn’t want to acknowledge their transgression. 
 
    “They’re leaving without us!” the bearded cultist said. He let go of my arm and broke into a sprint for the back of the truck. 
 
    But the truck was already gone. 
 
    It sped off into the forest, heading for the temple. My attention was focused on the villager with the machete in his hand bearing down on the children. 
 
    I might have been signing my own death warrant, but I couldn’t sit by and watch this maniac slaughter children. I whipped the cultist robe off and drew Ironbark in one smooth motion as I ran to cover the ground between us.  
 
    I grabbed the hand holding the machete and spun the villager towards me, pressing Ironbark’s muzzle to his temple. 
 
    The bullet turned one side of his head to mush. His hand sprung open and dropped the machete. I let him fall and rushed over to the kids. For a flash of an instant, I thought my children were among them. One had Lorelei’s long brown hair, and another had the same shaggy, sandy hair as my son Seth. But when they looked up at me, their faces belonged to strangers. The last was a young redhead girl, couldn’t have been more than four or five years old. 
 
    Chaos happened all around us. Blood flowed, last breaths bubbled out of hacked throats, cries of agony rising in a symphony that threatened to send me mad. 
 
    “What the hell are you kids doing?” I said, grabbing their hands and pulling them to their feet. 
 
    “My mum and dad, they said this was our destiny,” said the eldest, the girl with the long brown hair. 
 
    “Your destiny belongs to you,” I said. “You don’t really think you were meant to be slaughtered like cattle in the street, do you?” 
 
    The boy with the sandy coloured hair stared down at the villager I’d just killed. In death, I could see the similarities. The corpse had the same thick eyebrows and cleft chin as the young boy.  
 
    “Dad was going to kill me,” the boy said in a strange, matter-of-fact way. 
 
    “Not anymore. You’re safe with me,” I said. 
 
    I had no idea how I would keep three kids safe from this madness, but I couldn’t just stand by and let them be killed. 
 
    The young redhead grasped the brunette’s arm like a sailor clinging onto the flotsam of a sinking ship. 
 
    “Do you kids know where the temple is? I need to get there to stop something awful from happening,” I said. 
 
    The young boy nodded. “You follow that road.” He pointed down the way that the last truck had left. The cultist in the purple robe ran down that road, desperately trying to catch up even though the truck was already gone. 
 
    “Can’t go through the forest,” I said. 
 
    “There are monsters in there,” said the redhead quietly, then turned to the young boy. “I told you I saw a monster!” 
 
    Bodies dropped all around us. Once the villagers with the knives had finished murdering the prostrate, they turned the blades onto themselves. 
 
    “Stay with me,” I said. “I’ll get you all out of here. Surely there’s somewhere safe we can go and regroup.” 
 
    “It’s not over yet,” the boy said. 
 
    “No, but it will be soon,” I said. “Come on, let’s move!” 
 
    The girls stood, but the boy was resolute.  
 
    He looked up at me with fire in his eyes. “You killed my Dad.” 
 
    “He was going to kill you!” I said, repeating the words the boy himself said only moments before. 
 
    “I wanted him to! I want to go into the beyond with him to join my mum and my brothers!” 
 
    The boy got back to his feet and ran. That’s when I noticed that the dead were not as quiet as they should have been. 
 
    The corpses of slain villagers had started to writhe and twitch as they lay on the ground. Lines of luminescent purple crawled up their arms, necks, and exposed skin like creeping vines. They pulsed like the empty sockets of the bright-eyed cultists I’d encountered before. 
 
    Slowly the corpses got back to their feet. The pupils of their eyes flashed in the light of the sun like feral animal eyeshine. Wounds still open and bleeding, they stood.  
 
    If I were a smart man, I would have run. I should have hidden, but the two girls were just as shell-shocked as I was. I’d written characters who’d been shocked into immobilisation, but I always thought it was a cliché. That surely wouldn’t happen in real life, right?  
 
    Now that I’d experienced it for myself, I knew better.  
 
    Understanding what was happening and analysing it helped shock me out of my inaction. I holstered Ironbark and grabbed the hands of the two girls before pulling them to their feet.  
 
    Their tiny hands clutched in mine, I ran for a nearby building and slammed the door once we were all inside. I heaved a splintered old wardrobe towards the door to block it off. The two-storey dwelling was still mostly intact and in much better shape than the building I’d woken up in. The windows were boarded up from the inside, which worked in our favour. 
 
    We might have been safe for a moment, but now we were trapped. There was no telling what was upstairs, but I doubted I’d find a sure way of escape up there.  
 
    A fight was coming our way, and I needed to find more supplies. 
 
    Otherworldly moans and shrieks sounded from outside the house we were in. Violet light shone through the cracks between boards as a horde of turned villagers encircled the house. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The horde slammed on the door as I desperately tried to find some way that we might be able to defend ourselves. My Prey Vision skill highlighted several different places we could hide, but once those monsters busted in here hiding would only protect us for so long. 
 
    An eerie violet light glowed through the cracks in the walls and around the outline of the front door. There was a buffet standing right beside the door. I grabbed the buffet before lifting it, standing it on its end, and letting it fall across the wardrobe, braced between the front door and the floor. 
 
    Hopefully that would hold them at bay for a little while. 
 
    That action netted me some Tactics and Physique skill experience. 
 
    “Come on girls, let’s see what we can find upstairs. Stay behind me.” 
 
    I held Ironbark at the ready in case we encountered any reanimated cultists inside the house. 
 
    Nothing about this situation made sense. The neon walking dead outside the house were different from the eyeless freaks I’d dispatched earlier. Both manifestations were afflicted by this otherworldly light but in entirely different ways. There had to be a logical explanation for what was happening, but I clearly wasn’t smart enough to figure it out. 
 
    I prided myself on being able to tell the twists and turns of movies and books before they were revealed, but in this situation I felt like I was stumbling around in the dark looking for a light switch. 
 
    We followed the staircase up to the second floor. If we were quick and there were enough pieces of furniture up here, we might be able to block the stairwell behind us. That would keep us safe, but we’d also be trapped on the second floor with no way to cut a retreat. 
 
    Which wasn’t all that much of a problem, because there was no going back the way we came anyway except through a horde of gnashing teeth. 
 
    A snarling came from somewhere nearby. Three open doors faced us on the second floor landing. I raised Ironbark in the direction of the sound, but nothing launched itself at us from any of the darkened rooms. 
 
    The snarling turned into a canine whine, which then broke down into whimpers. 
 
    There was a dog somewhere on the second level, and it sounded scared. Animals backed into a corner were unpredictable. A medium sized dog could do a lot of damage to a child or an unprepared adult, and these two girls were under my protection. The last thing I wanted was to be trapped between a horde of neon monstrosities and a savage dog with its back to the wall. 
 
    I stepped into the room the whimpering originated from and saw him. The dog was in the corner of the room, locked in a cage. It was a German Shephard, more black than golden, but with a handsome face. The water bowl was empty, and I couldn't see any food left out for him.  
 
    If these cultists knew that the end was coming, then they'd made the conscious decision to leave this animal to starve.  
 
    The moment the girls saw the dog, they rushed over to it. 
 
    Images of teeth and torn flesh flashed through my mind as my terrible imagination did what it did best and visualised the worst. 
 
    “Kaiser!” the girls called out in unison. 
 
    A thick pink tongue lolled out of the dog’s mouth. Its tail wagged happily as the girls stuck their arms through the bars to pat the big dog. 
 
    While they were distracted, and I was relatively sure the dog wouldn’t tear them limb from limb, I put the blockade plan in motion. A queen-sized mattress was the first thing to go sailing over the upper floor bannister, followed quickly by a couple of side tables. Then a bed frame, which splintered and got itself stuck against the sides of the bottom stairwell ever so nicely.  
 
    I gained a bunch of Physique and Tactics experience, which shot me up another skill level in both. 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Tactics Skill level 4!
New effect: +10% Trap damage! 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Physique Skill level 3!
New effect: +1 skill point! 
 
      
 
    Another skill point. Nice. I’d need to allocate that when we were safe again. When I went back into the bedroom with Kaiser and the girls, the dog trotted up to me and licked my hand. 
 
    “He was sad in the cage,” the younger girl said. 
 
    “He can help us, you know,” the older girl said. 
 
    After having two kids of my own grow through that phase of spouting nonsense when you’re trying to actually get something done, I tuned the girls out and tried to get back to the task at hand. 
 
    “You girls just keep Kaiser safe while I keep us safe, okay?” I said and brushed the dog away. 
 
    A sound of splintering wood came from the ground floor, followed by a heavy impact like a buffet being knocked onto the ground. A stampede of footsteps echoed up the stairs as the horde entered the house. 
 
    The stairwell wasn’t a secure as I would have liked yet. Throw enough reanimated bodies at an obstacle and they would get through eventually, just like they had with the front door. 
 
    I headed into the next room, found a heavy old desk, and pushed that over into the stairway as well. That old battlestation was a thick slab of hardwood and took a hell of a lot of effort to push over the railing, but exerting this kind of effort had to help my Physique skill level up. It slammed into the top of the rest of the debris and pushed it all down. 
 
    Right on top of the few reanimated bodies that were trying to get through the blockade. 
 
    They screamed in pain, but I didn’t let up. I cleared out two of the upstairs rooms before I felt safe enough to slow down and take a breath. The reanimated corpses downstairs moved around, shuffling throughout the lower level, but there was no way for them to get up the stairs without getting smarter or a hell of a lot stronger. 
 
    Once I was relatively sure that the bottom level of the house was secure, I wanted to check for any ingress points that might exist on the second floor. The house was freestanding, so we didn't need to worry about any kind of shared walls, but there still might be some way that these things could climb up and get through an open window somewhere.  
 
    I went from room to room, checking whether there were any risks. Thankfully they weren’t. No trees grew close to the house, and there was nothing that would be easy to climb like lattices, ladders, or drainpipes. 
 
    The sheer number of reanimated bodies surrounding the house was mind blowing. No matter where I looked through a window, there was a crowd at least three deep waiting to get into the house. I thought about taking a couple of potshots at some of them with Ironbark, and I might have been able to take some of them out, but the effort would have been futile. Even if I used every single bullet I had, which was just under forty, I still wouldn't make a dent in the horde. 
 
    Once I was relatively sure that we were safe for the moment, I headed back in to check on the girls. They were huddled into the corner together with Kaiser. 
 
    “Well, we're safer now, but we can't stay here forever,” I said. “I know I'm the adult here, but I have to level with you girls. I don't know a lot about where we are, I don't know how we're going to get out of here, and I would appreciate any ideas you might have on what we can do to get through this alive.” 
 
    “Kaiser can help us,” the younger girl said, echoing what she’d said before. 
 
    “He sure looks like a helpful sort, but unless he can sprout wings, I don't think we're going to be able to rely on him alone to get us out of here,” I said. 
 
    The older girl put a hand on Kaiser’s thick black fur. “Kaiser has magic powers. Everybody says so.” 
 
    That was not the strangest thing I'd heard today, so I decided to embrace the madness and go with it. Sometimes within the babbling of young kids, you could discern some truth. 
 
    “Is that true, Kaiser? Bark once for yes, and twice for no.” I smiled to myself, but the smile died on my face when Kaiser woofed once. I laughed nervously. “That was probably a fluke.” 
 
    Kaiser barked twice. 
 
    No. 
 
    “Can you understand English?” I asked. 
 
    One bark. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. Somehow a dog that could understand English was more terrifying than the horde of reanimated corpses on the bottom level of the house. 
 
    I could not even believe that I was contemplating asking the question that sat on the tip of my tongue.  
 
    “Do you have magic powers, like the girls say?” 
 
    Another single bark. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Can you show us?” 
 
    Two barks. 
 
    No. 
 
    “Of course not. Why did I expect any different?” I asked, throwing my hands up in the air. 
 
    Kaiser whined, which sounded suspiciously like a plaintive whine of frustration that he couldn’t show me his magic powers. 
 
    “He needs some of the pretty purple stuff from the temple,” the younger girl said. 
 
    “Pretty purple stuff? Does it shine like those markings on the people downstairs?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. The priests get it after they pray real good, from deep down in the mines. One day Kaiser got some of it for himself and ate it, and then he got magic powers,” she continued. 
 
    “That's not quite how it happened,” the older girl said. “But close enough.” 
 
    Then I remembered that I might have some items made from the same substance. The pendants I’d looted earlier sounded like they were made of the same material.  
 
    It sparkled even in its solid state in the same way that the dead people’s skin did. I'd read plenty of things in my Crafting skill tree which reference the ability to disassemble items, gain extra items when disassembling, and a whole host of other improvements and upgrades when it came to crafting new items.  
 
    If I couldn't use these pendants themselves to unlock this supposed magical ability in this dog, I needed to find a way to break those pendants down into their component parts. Maybe one of those components would let Kaiser access whatever abilities he might have. 
 
    Based on what I'd already seen on Mori Island, it looked as though this substance, this energy, this matter that glowed with violet light had transformative properties. It allowed the eyeless to see, it allowed the dead to walk, and supposedly gave dogs the ability to use magic. 
 
    It was entirely possible, I thought. This substance that the cult was using was somehow tied to why I had been sent here in the first place. I'd been inducted into part of some kind of system that supposedly ran our simulated reality, but whatever part of the system I had access to, it was just a sliver. 
 
    What if this cult had found a way to hack into the system too, but in a completely different way? 
 
    That might explain what was happening here. 
 
    A sound rose over the hubbub below that hadn’t been there a moment before. Engines rumbling in the distance, and they were getting closer. Could those cultists in the truck be coming back to the commune? 
 
    I couldn't do anything about unlocking the secrets of the magic dog, but if there was another hostile force coming towards us that could be a threat, I needed to prepare.  
 
    I headed over to the window of the bedroom and looked out over the ocean of reanimated corpses. The commune stretched out before me. The abandoned market, the makeshift hospital, and the main street were empty. 
 
    A small, armoured vehicle turned into the road leading into the commune. It was about the size of a Jeep, with dark windows and a roof-mounted machine gun. It opened fire on the horde milling around the house as it approached. The weapon fired by itself, without the need for a gunner. 
 
    My mind raced as I tried to figure out whether this new arrival was friend or foe. As the old saying goes, the enemy of my enemy might be my friend. Whoever was in that vehicle clearly had the firepower to lay waste to these enemies.  
 
    What if there was some way that I might be able to benefit from this? 
 
    When you're levelling up in a video game and someone comes along that's of a higher level than you, they can help you power level. That might mean killing enemies for you en masse or completing quests that are much higher level than you are. With their help, you get a slice of the experience a lot more quickly than you’d accumulate experience by yourself. Would it be possible to do something similar here? 
 
    Using the butt of Ironbark, I smashed the bedroom window and fired half a clip at the enemies amassed below. With each shot, I gained a little bit of Handguns skill experience. To my surprise, when those enemies were mowed down by machine-gun fire, I gained the full range of base experience for their deaths. 
 
    As a result, I went up another level for the barest minimum of effort. 
 
    If the people inside that vehicle were part of the same system that I was, then they were absolutely farming experience. They would have gotten more experience from this single encounter than I had in total so far since I woke up here on the island. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve reached Level 4.
You’ve received 3 skill points.
You have 4 skill points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    Four skill points would be a nice jump, but I would have loved to go up another level thanks to this newcomer with the machine gun. If they didn’t turn out to be on my side, then I’d need all the help I could get defending myself against them, so blowing through the rest of my ammo wasn’t an option. 
 
    I filled my clip back to maximum with the ammo I had on hand, gaining another 5 Handguns skill experience, with another thirty or so bullets in reserve.  
 
    That's when the vehicle’s machine gun fell silent and a figure stepped out of the driver’s side door. The outline of this newcomer was masculine, tall, and cut from a different cloth from mine. This guy looked like an action movie star, wearing a mask that covered his face from the nose down.  
 
    He reached back into the car and pulled out a weapon that made my blood run cold.  
 
    He lifted the rocket launcher onto his shoulder and aimed straight at the house. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wait! Stop! there are kids inside!” I called out as I desperately tried to get the stranger's attention.  
 
    He gave no indication that he’d even heard me. The rocket launcher nestled on his shoulder as he aimed down the sights. If he was going to fire, then there was not a lot of time to try and find some way to mitigate the damage. I hadn't seen a bathroom on the bottom floor of the house, and there was still one room left to explore on the upper level.  
 
    Maybe, just maybe, we could Indiana Jones our way out of this. 
 
    "Follow me, girls,” I said and left the room.  
 
    An old clawfoot bathtub sat against the back wall of the bathroom. Even though it looked grubby, it might just be the extra layer of protection that we needed to survive the blast.  
 
    “Everybody into the bathtub,” I said, climbing in first myself, lying down on my side with my back towards the front of the house.  
 
    If the bathtub didn’t hold, then I’d be the next layer of defence between the girls, Kaiser, and oblivion. The two girls climbed into the empty space between me and the tub, then Kaiser jumped in and squeezed in next to my feet. He covered the two girls protectively. 
 
    We waited a few torturous moments until I heard the shoom of the rocket leaving the launcher.  
 
    Two seconds later, the world went to hell. 
 
    Light exploded all around us as the rocket slammed into the front of the house. Everything was white, orange, and splintered wood as a slew of notifications scrolled through so fast I couldn’t read them. But what I could see is that I went up another few levels in a couple of different skill lines and another three levels in overall experience. I was already Level 7! 
 
    There was no time to do anything with my skills because we were flying through the air a second later. Then we unceremoniously slammed into the ground.  
 
    The bottom of the bathtub shattered, sending us all flying onto the grass as flaming debris fell around us. 
 
    I went rolling away, trying desperately to see where the two girls had landed. As soon as I came to a stop, I was back on my feet, trying to spot them. The younger one was on her back, coughing. Still alive.  
 
    Thank heavens for small favours.  
 
    I couldn’t see her sister anywhere. 
 
    Kaiser ran past me, right towards a sheet of plasterboard with a small pair of shoes jutting out from under it. Kaiser pawed at it, then stuck his nose under the shattered wall and tried to lift it. 
 
    I was by his side in a moment and pushed the wall away. The older sister was covered in cuts, and her eyes were closed. I couldn’t see her chest rising and falling. 
 
    She wasn’t breathing. 
 
    “No, no, no!” 
 
    I pressed my fingers to her neck. 
 
    There was no pulse. 
 
    My old CPR training kicked in almost on reflex. I made sure her airway was clear before pinching her nose and delivering a couple of rescue breaths. After no response, I measured along her sternum and pressed down rhythmically for a few beats, careful not to put too much pressure on her tiny bones, before giving her another couple of rescue breaths. 
 
    She bucked underneath me, coughing and spluttering as her eyes flew wide. 
 
    I took out one of the healing pills and pressed it into her mouth. It was only a mild healing pill, but hopefully it would pull her out of the danger zone. 
 
    “Swallow this. It’ll make you feel better, I promise,” I said. 
 
    Her little sister ran at her and took her older sister in her arms. 
 
    Kaiser woofed as he put a paw on my arm. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    The German Shepard looked me right in the eyes with a strange, unwavering gaze that was incredibly unsettling coming from a dog. Typically, a dog will look away after a little while to show its deference to the alpha, but Kaiser didn’t. 
 
    “If you hadn’t shown me where she was, I couldn’t have done what I did,” I admitted to the dog. 
 
    Kaiser looked over at the two girls, then turned back to me and gave me a single solitary lick on the back of the hand. In response, I reached out and gave him a pat on the back of the neck. 
 
    The distinct moans of the reanimated cultist corpses rose from behind us. I was sure the explosion would have taken care of them, but I was wrong. Kaiser growled as he turned back to face them. I got to my feet and grabbed the handle of my hatchet. 
 
    Many of the reanimated cultists were indeed dead, scattered lifeless throughout the remains of the house. The light that blazed on their bodies earlier had faded. The rocket launcher had taken care of most of them, but a throng of a dozen or so headed right towards us. 
 
    I only had two dozen bullets left, so those would only be a last resort. After that, I’d have to rely on my edged weapon. I wish I’d had some time to dump some more points into my Edged Weapons skill line, but there was no time. 
 
    The first reanimated cultist shambled towards me with its arms outstretched. Using a few quick slashes, I tried to inflict as much damage as I could. It seemed counterintuitive to me that my hatchet caused more damage than my gun in numerical terms, but I couldn’t argue with the results. Kaiser launched himself at one of the nearby cultists, chomping down on its wrist, dragging it backward.  
 
    German Shepherds are commonly used as police dogs in Australia, and now I could see why. The power this dog had was extraordinary.  
 
    Kaiser used his weight to pull the reanimate off balance, which sent it tumbling over. It struggled as it tried to get to its feet, but Kaiser went straight for the throat.  
 
    Interestingly, I gained a little bit of experience when that cultist went down. Somehow the system that allocated experience points must see Kaiser as a member of my party.  
 
    Generally, when you are fighting in a party in a video game, the experience is doled out evenly across the whole party. It didn't matter whether you were a healer or playing a support class. You didn't actually need to land a single hit on an enemy to gain the relevant experience. 
 
    Perhaps that also explained why I'd gotten a massive explosion of experience when the newcomer blew the house up with his rocket launcher.  
 
    Did the system handling my experience allocations see him as an ally, as a member of our party?  
 
    I slammed the shining edge of my hatchet into the neck of the reanimate, which caused it to reach up and grasp the wound. The purple energy that shone through its skin leaked out of the bloody mess as well. Tiny motes of violet light floated out of the gash and dissipated into the air.  
 
    The reanimate fell, but two more were closing in. Kaiser leapt at another and took it down in the same manner as the last. These things were dangerous, but they weren’t smart.  
 
    The two heading towards me had their arms outstretched, their lips split back across their teeth in animalistic snarls. 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to keep both of them at bay if I focused on killing each of these in turn before moving on to the next. Instead, I focused on wounding each, removing their ability to follow after us quickly.  
 
    When an arm got too close, I hacked at it, and when I was safe from the dead clawing hands, I focused on damaging their legs. I aimed at the ankles and the knees, trying to take their legs out from under them.  
 
    One of them went down as their ankle snapped out of its socket, just as another cultist came at me from the other side.  
 
    I tried to roll out of the way like an action movie star, but it didn't quite work. The cultist was on top of me before I knew what was happening. I couldn't get a decent angle to use my hatchet, so I had to pull Ironbark out of its holster. I pressed the barrel to the reanimate’s head before I pulled the trigger. 
 
    An explosion of bone, brain matter, and motes of violet light exploded out of the side of the reanimate’s head. I scrambled back to my feet to see Kaiser delivering the final blow on the one I’d hobbled.  
 
    Violet motes flowed out of the thing’s head as though the energy was concentrated there. 
 
    The Edged Weapons skill experience came thick and fast, combined with Tactics, Physique, and Finesse. For every cultist that we put down, another one seemed to crawl out of the wreckage of the destroyed house. Eventually Kaiser and I fell into a rhythm together. I watched his back, and he watched mine. 
 
    We made a great team, but there was only so much that the two of us could do against the encroaching horde.  
 
    Moment by moment, we had to keep retreating otherwise we would be overwhelmed, and eventually we found ourselves standing far too close to the two little girls.  
 
    I looked around for the newcomer with the rocket launcher. He had to have seen us by now.  
 
    He was leaning against the front of his vehicle with his arms crossed over his chest. There was a sword mounted to his back, very similar to how my Tactical Hatchet was mounted to mine. The mask that covered his face from his chin to nose was still in place, and his steely eyes watched as we fought off the horde of reanimates. His blonde hair that fell to the sides of his face was straight and messy, but in a stylish kind of way. 
 
    “Are you just going to stand there? Or are you going to come and help us?” I called out.  
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    The son of a bitch shrugged.  
 
    “We’ve got two kids over here man,” I yelled as I put another cultist down. “You don't want to fight, then fine. Don't get your hands dirty. Just come and take these two to safety.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I want to see how this shakes out,” he said, his voice deep to match his imposing frame. 
 
    “You're with EDGE Force, right?” I called out. “So am I! We're on the same side!” 
 
    “I don't know you from a bar of soap,” he said. “There aren’t supposed to be any more EDGE Force operatives alive on the island. If you survive this, then maybe we can have a little chat.” 
 
    I shook my head as I put another reanimate down. Based on his current attitude, he might have known we were in that house.  
 
    Knew, and didn't care. 
 
    Kaiser cried out as one of the reanimates grabbed him by the back legs. He turned to snap at the violet glowing monster, but another reanimate rushed at him and grabbed him by the throat. He yelped as both of these walking corpses tried to pull him in two different directions. 
 
    I pulled ironbark out of its holster and cross the distance to Kaiser. I executed both reanimates from point blank range.  
 
    “Are you okay buddy?” I asked. 
 
    Woof. Yes. 
 
    “Fight’s not over.” 
 
    Two woofs. No. 
 
    “Then let's finish it.” 
 
    A growl, then Kaiser leapt back into the fray with fervour. 
 
    Meanwhile, I was getting tired.  
 
    Too many hours spent in front of the computer and not enough time on my feet. Sure, when I had my kids, they made me run around, but during the weeks I didn't have them, that was another story entirely.  
 
    I hadn't gotten fat.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
    But it kind of felt like I was on the way. 
 
    I was breathing hard as a couple of reanimates rushed me. In a stroke of luck, they crashed into each other on their way. They fell in the tangled heap, but they still had their minds on their mission. They grabbed my legs and ripped them out from underneath me.  
 
    I went down. 
 
    Hard.  
 
    Their fingernails tore into my legs like claws, and then gnashing teeth tried desperately to sink into my flesh. I couldn't get a decent hit in with my hatchet.  
 
    Ironbark made quick work of both of them. 
 
    I scrambled back to my feet. There were three more reanimates left, and I felt like I only had just enough energy to take them all out. Even Kaiser looked like he was moving slower than before.  
 
    I had enough bullets to waste a couple on these last few if it meant the difference between exhausting my stamina reserves and survival. I put them down with prejudice, then headed back over to the two girls. 
 
    I all but collapsed next to them.  
 
    “How are you girls doing? Are you both good?” I asked. 
 
    They nodded but didn't say a word. Both looked up at the same time that Kaiser started to growl. The newcomer was on his way over to us, and he’d started to slow clap. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have to admit, I didn't think you were going to make it out of there alive,” the newcomer said as he extended his hand out to me. 
 
    “I almost didn't,” I said, getting back to my feet of my own accord.  
 
    I still couldn't tell whether this guy was friend or foe, but after letting us go in alone against the horde of reanimates, there was no way I could call him a friend. I kept my distance and stayed well out of reach of his sword, just in case he chose to draw it. 
 
    “Oh, don't be precious,” he said. I could hear the smile in his voice even though his face was covered. “I wasn't going to let you die. Here, take this.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a canister of pills almost like the ones I'd found after I woke up chained to the ceiling.  
 
    “They’re healing pills. Strong ones. You take one of these and all your boo-boos go away. They’re safe for the kids too. Not sure about dogs, but I guess there's no harm in trying.” 
 
    Kaiser looked at me uncertainly and whined. 
 
    “Just who the hell are you?” I asked.  
 
    “You can't tell from the sword? I’m your backup.” 
 
    “You’re from EDGE Force?” 
 
    “You got cut off from your handler, right?” 
 
    I nodded slowly.  
 
    “This mission is way too important to risk on a lone operator. When you dropped out of comms, they figured you were dead, so they sent me in. I was already halfway through another mission on the other side of the world, but that mission didn't have reality and the future of humanity hanging in the balance.” 
 
    This was starting to make a little sense finally. Although, all I had to go on was his word. 
 
    “How the hell did you get here from across the other side of the world so quickly? I've only been on this island for a few hours. And communications only dropped shortly after I arrived,” I said. 
 
    “Do you remember how you got to the RAZ?” 
 
    “I'm pretty sure they said that this place is called Mori Island. What’s a RAZ?” 
 
    “R. A. Z. RAZ. Reality annexed zone. There are places like this all over the planet that have been quarantined from the rest of reality. You ever hear of the Bermuda Triangle? Other places where strange things happen and people just up and disappear? Towns that vanish overnight? Probably more RAZes. EDGE Command does a good job of keeping track of those dangerous places and shutting them down, but nobody's perfect.” 
 
    Reality Annexed Zone?  
 
    That would explain why I'd never seen Mori Island on any of the maps of the Whitsundays. If this place really was annexed from reality, then these Fellowship of Cosmic Truth cultists had found a way back into the quarantine.  
 
    Unless they never left, of course. 
 
    “How much do you know about the mission?” I asked.  
 
    “Not much, only that the cult is up to something that we need to stop.” 
 
    That was delightfully vague, I thought. I hadn’t quite made up my mind about this guy just yet, and I needed to make sure he really was who he said he was. 
 
    “What's your callsign?” I asked. 
 
    He drew the sword from the sheath on his back. A single edge gleamed silver. The rest of the blade was finished in matte black, just like my Tactical Hatchet. “Sabre.” 
 
    His edged weapon looked to be the same style as mine. His clothes were of a similar fashion, but not exactly the same. 
 
    I mounted my hatchet and offered my hand to him. “The name’s Hatchet.” 
 
    “So you’ve decided that I’m not a threat?” Sabre asked. 
 
    “No, I haven't quite made my mind up about you yet. But you made quick work of those reanimates, so it looks like you're more likely on my side than the side of the cult.” 
 
    Sabre nodded, then kneeled down next to the two girls and tipped two pills into the palm of his hand. “Here you go kiddos, take one of these each. Like I said before, they'll heal your boo-boos. Here's some water.” He pulled his canteen from his belt and offered it to the older sister. 
 
    She was hurt bad, so she took the pill eagerly and swallowed it with a mouthful of water. The pill I’d given her had barely started to heal her extensive wounds.  
 
    Her little sister followed suit, as younger siblings tended to do. 
 
    I watched as the young girl’s scratches and bruises healed before my eyes. No matter how sceptical I was of this newcomer, it looked like he was telling the truth. He was a part of the same system that I was. 
 
    If he had been snatched halfway through another mission, then he may not have been able to be briefed as well as I had. Suppose the communications blackout was still in place? In that case, EDGE Command may not have had enough time to explain the situation to him before sending him here. 
 
    This guy wasn’t all that he seemed, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t here to help. 
 
    “Okay, here’s the deal,” I began. “I was sent here to find a girl named Miranda Cullen. She’s the daughter of the long dead cult leader Arthur Cullen who supposedly disappeared fifteen years ago. EDGE Command doesn’t know why the cultists have suddenly returned after so long or why they abducted Miranda and brought her here with them. EDGE Command want me to go and rescue her, so they sent me in, and I have absolutely no idea what I'm doing.” 
 
    “Yeah, this doesn't really seem like the kind of mission they should send a new EDGE into if I’m honest. Unless, like you said, they had no idea what was going on either. I got even less information out of them than you, but at least I was able to be hacked out of my current location with all of my current gear and skills in place,” Sabre said. “I was just about to use that rocket launcher to blow up an outpost in the mountains in Europe in another RAZ, but I think it came in handy.” 
 
    “There was no way I would have been able to get out of there alive if you hadn't come along. So thank you. I'm sorry I doubted you.” 
 
    Sabre shook his head and held up a hand in front of himself. “There's no need to apologise. If someone had come out of nowhere and tried to blow me up, I probably wouldn't be so friendly either. So what's the plan from here? What's our next step?” 
 
    “Last I heard from one of the cultists was that Miranda was taken to somewhere called the temple. I don't know much about where it is or how we get there, but they said something about a road through the forest being overrun by monsters.” 
 
    Sabre grinned. “Sounds like it's time to go and grind some experience points. That baby back there has a roof mounted auto-targeting machine gun. Anything that makes a run at us will get cut to ribbons. I've got enough crafting components to make some more ammo if we need it. How's your crafting going? Have you levelled it up much?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I've pretty much spent the whole time since I woke up trying to stay alive. I haven't really had a lot of time to get my head around all the systems and stuff that I can access now. I'm guessing I need some kind of workbench or something?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that shouldn't be very hard to find. The EDGE augment can turn pretty much anything that is a conceptual workspace into a workbench capable of accessing the crafting interface. It's not a literal workbench that you need, just something that you can understand could be a workbench.” 
 
    This made me stop in my tracks for a moment and consider the implications of what Sabre had just said.  
 
    “EDGE augment? What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay, so you know how you used to be? No level, skills, or any of that business? That was vanilla human experience. The EDGE augment is what makes us different from the normies. It’s a reality hack, and not the kind of life hack that Buzzfeed likes to make listicles out of. It literally changes us. We’re still human, obviously, but we work differently than before.” 
 
    “Kind of like an NPC suddenly getting access to the same system that a player character would in a role-playing game, right?” 
 
    Sabre grinned. “Nail, meet head. Exactly right. Kind of an accurate analogy too. Before they pulled me into this crazy system, I had no idea there was this whole other world just beneath the surface of our own.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a lot to take in,” I admitted. 
 
    So this EDGE Augment or reality hack or whatever you called it didn't actually need a literal workbench for the disassembling and crafting to work. All it needed was something that I perceived to be a workbench.  
 
    That said a lot about the augment and the logic behind how it worked.  
 
    As I'd moved through the cultists on Mori Island so far, I noticed that the skill experience being allocated to me was based on the actions that I took within a certain scenario.  
 
    Now, does that mean that was based on my perceptions of my own actions, or was there some kind of built in perception of the augment itself that distributed the skill experience as it saw fit? Could I game the system by convincing myself that actions I took contributed to multiple skill lines and not just one? 
 
    Probably not, based on what I’d seen so far. Sabre blowing up the house had inundated me with Assault Weapons skills, and I’d never levelled that up before. 
 
    “Okay, let me help you find a workbench,” Sabre said. “There are going to be a hell of a lot of resources on that pile of dead bodies we just left in our wake. We would be stupid not to take the time to upgrade ourselves as much as possible before we move on. You start looting the bodies while I go and find us a workbench. Just leave all the loot in a big pile. I know your inventory space is probably going to be pretty limited.” 
 
    Sabre walked towards one of the nearby buildings and disappeared into the open door. Meanwhile, I set about looting the corpses one by one. As I moved through the bodies, I noticed that some crafting components could be found in the loot tables now. After only checking through a dozen of the corpses I had already found a handful of low quality crafting components, so investing in the Survival skill seemed to be paying off. 
 
    There were several other interesting things I found in the loot tables of the dead cultists. I found some more of those strange purple glowing pendants that the cultists wore. Even though the townsfolk of the commune hadn't been wearing those extremely culty purple robes, it seemed that they too worshipped in their own way. 
 
    Maybe those robes were a sign of station rather than a statement of devotion. 
 
    I didn't want to think about whether or not these people knew what was coming when they brought their children back to this island. I didn't want to think about it, but I couldn't help myself. The two girls stayed huddled with each other in the wreckage of the house. 
 
    We needed to get them both somewhere safe before we threw ourselves headlong back into danger.  
 
    We couldn't bring kids with us into another combat situation.  
 
    But was there anywhere on this island that was safe?  
 
    Sabre came back out of the barn and motioned for me to join him. “Found one,” he said before heading back inside.  
 
    I turned back to the girls. “You both need to stay close to us, so follow me. Kaiser, you come too. You wait outside the barn and keep watch.” 
 
    Woof. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Sabre was gone, so I used the chance to see how Kaiser was feeling. 
 
    “What do you think about this guy? Do you think that we can trust him?” 
 
    Kaiser whined, then let out two small barks. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm not sold on him either just yet. Not entirely.” 
 
    Sabre waited for us inside the barn next to an old woodworking bench. There was a lathe that didn't look like it had operated for decades. The serrated blade on the machine was rusty and blunt. Other disused tools hung from dusty pegs against the wall. Hammers, chisels, pliers, and everything else you'd expect to find in a handyman's shed. 
 
    “Have you taken the skill that lets you combine lower tier crafting components into the next tier?” Sabre asked. 
 
    “Only the first one,” I said. “I haven't actually been able to break anything down or make anything myself yet, so I was only able to unlock the skills in the first tier. That looked like a pretty valuable one to choose.” 
 
    “You’re not as dumb as you look,” Sabre said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, ignoring the backhanded compliment. 
 
    “That whole line of upgrades is honestly one of the most important ones to unlock as soon as you can. You can pretty much turn those formless crafting components into anything that you know how to make. You can combine them to upgrade all the gear you currently have, which will make you a lot harder to kill. Because at the moment, those walking dead goons would have ripped through you like tissue paper if I hadn't come along.” 
 
    It was true. I was in way over my head and would have never walked out of there alive if Sabre hadn’t come along. 
 
    “I got a whole bunch of experience when you blew up that house,” I said. “I went up a couple of levels too and have a bunch of skill points to spend.” 
 
    Sabre chuckled. “Yeah, it’s like that in the beginning. You go up skill levels fast in the early days, but the level-ups get harder and harder to come by the stronger you get. I’ll show you how the crafting works, and you can spend some time catching up on that as well as allocating all of your unspent points.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said. 
 
    “First thing’s first, stand in front of the workbench and the interface should appear,” Sabre said. 
 
    The crafting window appeared as I approached, which displayed a few different tabs. The one marked as Gear showed a list of my currently equipped gear. As I focused on each piece of gear, extra windows popped up to the side of each item showing which components I would need to upgrade my equipment.  
 
    The next tab was marked Inventory, which showed all the items that I held in my pack. A square section of the workbench highlighted as I looked through my inventory, and another window popped up, showing a message. 
 
      
 
    Place an item here to disassemble it. 
 
      
 
    I would come back to that. The next tab was labelled Crafting. I focused on it, and a list of craftable items appeared, along with the component costs of each item.  
 
    Some of the items I could craft using only crafting components of varying qualities. Some other items required specific items to be used along with crafting components. Here I could see where I was able to combine my crafting components into the next tier. I didn't do that right away because I didn't want to waste any of the resources that I had at that moment.  
 
    “Pretty full on, isn't it?” Sabre asked. 
 
    “Yeah, this is a little overwhelming,” I agreed.  
 
    Sabre sighed wistfully. “You know, I remember my first mission. I was scared out of my mind even though I had a team backing me up. Everyone else seemed to know how everything worked, and they left me to figure it all out as I went along.” Sabre laughed to himself then. “I'm just realising now that's exactly what I did to you when I let you fight off those shambling corpses. Sorry, man. Take some time to get your head around the whole crafting deal, allocate your points, and then we'll find Miranda together. While you're doing that, I'm going to head back out into the village and find whatever intel I can that might help us figure out exactly where she's gotten to. Hopefully someone around here has a map or something.” 
 
    “No worries,” I said. “See you in a bit.” 
 
    Sabre kneeled down next to the girls to the girls to be at their eye level. “How would you girls like to help me find a way out of this mess? Can you tell me where all the important adults used to go? Can you show me where the people in charge lived?” 
 
    The older sister nodded. “We can show you. Just keep us safe, okay?” 
 
    “Of course I will,” Sabre said. 
 
    He left with the girls and headed back out into the village. I turned back to the workbench to try and figure this whole thing out. Kaiser stayed by my side, almost like he didn't want to leave me alone, and I was glad for the company. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Sabre exploding all of those reanimates had put me up quite far in a number of different skill lines, and in my general experience level. I was level 7 now, with a whole host of other notifications about skills waiting in the wings. 
 
    All up, I had 17 skill points waiting to be spent and a slew of new effects unlocked along the skill lines. 
 
    Under Edged Weapons, I now had a 10% reduction in stamina costs and a 5% damage increase when using edged weapons. I’d also unlocked a 5% bonus to my stamina regeneration rate under the Physique skill line.  
 
    But what really surprised me were the bonuses I’d gained in the Assault Weapons line. I’d never fired an assault weapon, but the experience I’d absorbed from Sabre’s rocket launcher attack propelled me way up to skill line level 5. 
 
    Those levels reduced the recoil and spread of assault weapons and increased my reload speed with them by 10%. Under Survival, my chance to find ammo when scrounging was up by 5%, and under Tactics, bows now did 15% more damage. 
 
    I hadn’t even seen a bow or an assault weapon, but I was now further down either of those skill lines than I was down the Handguns line. 
 
    Those 17 skill points I had left to distribute might completely change the way I moved forward, and I couldn’t discount that I might be going about this mission all wrong. If a rocket launcher was an assault weapon, then maybe I wanted to focus on something with a little more firepower than Ironbark. 
 
    I dismissed my skill interface for a second and opened up my crafting interface on the workbench again. I quickly navigated over to the crafting tab to check what kind of weapons I could craft. A weapon from each of the different weapon types was available, but only at the common quality level. 
 
    Even a common quality assault weapon would be able to do more damage than Ironbark. A bow would be better at stealthy kills than my handgun too. 
 
    The crafting components that I'd picked up so far were all listed as low quality crafting components, and the highest that I could combine them into were common crafting components. Looking over the list of handguns, revolvers, shotguns, assault rifles, and bows, I noticed that every single one of them required a huge number of common crafting components to make them. 
 
    It seemed like the item's size somehow impacted the amount of components I needed to craft it. For example, the handguns and revolvers only required 8 common crafting components, whereas an assault weapon like a shotgun or assault rifle cost 16 common crafting components.  
 
    That kind of made sense. A handgun or a revolver was a one-handed weapon in video game logic, whereas an assault rifle or a shotgun was usually wielded with two hands. Bows cost the same as an assault weapon, but making a quiver and arrows was extra.  
 
    There was the option to craft ammunition, but the cost was exorbitant. Five common crafting components, which was over half of what you needed to make a handgun or a revolver, only made a single 9-millimetre bullet. 
 
    It was much the same for assault weapon ammunition. The only way it would be economical for me to make my own ammunition instead of finding it out in the world was if I had a massive oversupply of crafting components.  
 
    The more I dug into this crafting interface, the more I realised that I would never run out of things to spend my components on.  
 
    All the common EDGE Force gear that I'd taken out of the duffel bag when I first woke up was of common quality. To upgrade those, I needed a bunch of common crafting components and half that number again of complex crafting components, which were the next tier up.  
 
    I flipped back to the crafting skill tree for a second to have another look at the progression pathway through these upgrades. The first tier was listed as common, the next was complex, then refined, then sophisticated, then masterpiece. Masterpiece was the highest tier of crafting component available, which would undoubtedly bring the best gear.  
 
    Then I flipped back to the Crafting skill line, as I recalled seeing something in there about unlocking workbench recipes. Sure enough, when I concentrated on the skill line, reaching level 5 in the Crafting skill unlocked complex workbench recipes, reaching level 10 unlocked refined recipes, level 14 unlocked sophisticated, and level 16 unlocked masterpiece. 
 
    Sabre wasn’t wrong when he said that unlocking as much as possible in the Crafting tree would be of greatest benefit. If I could make my own items, I could control what gear I had and how good my armour was.  
 
    In some video games I'd worked on, especially in-depth and complex role-playing games, sometimes the crafting system made items so good that it made other items the player would receive during the story completely obsolete.  
 
    If I could just find some kind of synergy between the items that I could craft and some of the other skills that I could unlock as part of this reality hack, then maybe I'd be able to turn the tables in my favour.  
 
    Some of the higher tier skills that I could unlock in the Crafting tree increased the armour of crafted clothing and the damage of crafted weapons. Another gave me a higher chance of getting a crafting component of a higher level than the item I was disassembling, and another at skill level 14 that made it so that crafting components would no longer count towards my carrying capacity. So instead of going into my inventory, I would just be able to carry around an infinite number of crafting components to use when and where I needed to.  
 
    Combine that skill with the fact that a workbench could potentially take the form of anything that I perceived to be a workspace, that had the potential to unlock a huge advantage down the track. If I could somehow make a workbench that I could take with me, I might be able to break this system wide open. 
 
    I would absolutely need to focus on power levelling my Crafting skill line as soon as possible.  
 
    First off, I placed the pendant that I had looted off the cultists earlier into the disassembling field, which broke the item down and gave me a few low quality crafting components and another kind of item I hadn't seen before.  
 
      
 
    Minor Essence of Altrighus
Adding this catalyst into any crafting recipe will allow the crafter to make minor personalised alterations to the item. 
 
      
 
    That was vague. What kind of personalised alterations? There was only one way to find out. 
 
    I broke down another few of the pendants and got another couple of minor essences that I would be able to experiment with. I grabbed one of the woodworking tools off the wall and put it down on the disassembling field on the crafting bench.  
 
    I almost wasn't expecting it to work, but a message appeared asking me if I wanted to disassemble the wood file. 
 
    I chose yes and was surprised when I received two low quality crafting components as a result.  
 
    When disassembling an item, I gained five skill experience points in the Crafting tree and one experience point in my general experience level. It could be possible to power level through crafting, but I would need to do lots of it to make an impact.  
 
    I opened the Crafting tree again to see if there were any synergies I could work with to make the most of this mass disassembling task. 
 
    That’s when I saw it, right in the first row. 
 
      
 
    Disassembly Efficiency
Rank 0/5
Skill Inactive
Next rank: Gain 10% more components when disassembling items. 
 
      
 
    With five ranks in the skill, that would give me a massive 50% more components to work with when breaking down items. That might have diminishing returns the further I went in my mission, but it was a hell of a lifeline in these early days. 
 
    I sunk five of my seventeen skill points into the Disassembly Efficiency skill, which left me twelve to work with. Just as I’d assumed, the maximum rank gave me a massive 50% more crafting components. 
 
    Luckily I had a lot of stuff to break down into components. The tool rack behind the bench was absolutely stacked with potential crafting components. I might even find more of those minor essences as I disassembled all of that loot. 
 
    By the time I'd finished disassembling all of the old rusty tools hanging from behind the workbench, I had a massive stack of low quality crafting components. That total amount would be halved when I combined them all into common crafting components, but I still had enough to work with that I could play around and make some mistakes and not have it matter all that much if I stuffed it up.  
 
    I went back into the crafting tab of the interface and noticed that the disassembling field changed colour from red to green. I guessed that I'd have to put the relevant components into that field to craft an item. Sometimes in games with crafting systems you didn't actually need to use a specific recipe to make something. You could experiment a little bit, just to see what would happen. 
 
    I didn't like the idea of potentially wasting any of those minor essences that I had found, but I had to know. If something was listed as a minor essence, then surely there would be a way of increasing the quality of that essence. If it was similar to other crafting components, then I might be able to combine two of them into the next tier. 
 
    I took two of the minor essences out of my inventory and put them into the crafting field. It came up with an error message, and the border of the crafting field turned red.  
 
      
 
    Missing reagent: minor essence of Altrighus x 3 
 
      
 
    Ah, so the conversion rate of essences was five to one, not two to one like the crafting components. That meant that these essences were even more important to use correctly. It also meant that I had been right, and you could combine them into something greater than just a minor essence.  
 
    But to do that, I would need more. 
 
    To ensure I had enough components to experiment with, the next half an hour was spent looting corpses, disassembling items, then combining all the low quality crafting components into the next tier so I could use them. 
 
    Once I was done, my legs were starting to get a little shaky, and I realised that I hadn’t had anything to eat for however long I was out, then the whole time I was here on Mori Island. The adrenaline surge from being surrounded by hungry glowing zombies had also started to wear off, and I felt the exhaustion seeping in. 
 
    That’s when I noticed the debuff. 
 
      
 
    Hungry
Stamina regeneration rate halved. Maximum stamina level reduced by 50%. 
 
      
 
    I’d need to find something to eat before we set out again. 
 
    Breaking all those items down into their component parts boosted me to Crafting skill Level 3, which gave me another skill point and reduced crafting costs by 5%. The next rank in the skill line would increase the number of crafting materials I gained when disassembling items by 10%, which would be very nice when I reached that level.  
 
    Reaching level 4 in the skill line would also allow me to deposit further skill points into the next tier of skills, and the next tier had a lot of good stuff in it.  
 
      
 
    Crafting Insight
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
Next rank: Analysing an item identifies what it may disassemble into. 
 
      
 
    Complex Combination
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
Next rank: You can now combine Common Item Components into Complex Item Components. 
 
      
 
    Ooh Shiny
Rank 0/10
Skill Inactive
Next rank: +1% chance to receive a rare item component when disassembling an item. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at the name of the last skill. That’s exactly the kind of mentality the gameplay hook devs banked on when making our role-playing games. Sure, the story was important, but the gameplay hook of keeping the player interested as they grinded through hundreds of battles for rare gear was just as important. 
 
    Some devs argued getting players stuck deep in the gameplay loop was even more important. 
 
    The lure of just one more fight, or just one more dungeon, I might get something cool, was baked into the ethos of making a great video game. 
 
    Here, I might be able to use it to turn things in my favour. 
 
    There was no way to know whether the maximum 10% chance to receive a rare component triggered on every single disassembled component from an item, but based on the wording of those skills, I figured there was a pretty good chance. With ten ranks in the skill, and the first rank granting a 1% chance to find array component, there was a good chance that 10 ranks would equal 10%.  
 
    Now that I had the skill that increased the amount of items I received when breaking down items by 50%, I’d effectively increased my chance to receive a rare component significantly. If I broke down an item that gave me at least 10 crafting components, then odds are that one out of those 10 would be something rare.  
 
    Rare components in role-playing games always meant powerful gear. Maybe it might be an interesting upgrade to a weapon, or adding an effect to a piece of armour, there was no way to know until I mass-produced these craft goods and found out for myself.  
 
    Now that I only had 12 skill points left, I had a difficult decision to make. I could spend all those points to get myself a 10% chance at rare items when disassembling, but this would be at a cost to my combat effectiveness.  
 
    I was wholly outgunned and outmatched by the neon zombie horde. I have no doubt that if Sabre hadn't come along, I'd be dead.  
 
    The question was simple. Did I trust Sabre enough to let him take point on this mission for me to take a step back and provide support? 
 
    When it came down to it, this was all about survival. If I couldn't make it through this mission and bring Miranda back for extraction, then I'd never get back to see my kids.  
 
    I’d promised them that I’d take them to see one of those teenager-friendly comedies at the cinema the next time I had custody of them. Normally I didn’t care much for those kinds of movies but seeing my kids enjoy themselves was the real prize. 
 
    That, and the ability to eat junk food in the dark and not feel bad about it for a change. 
 
    And that was the real mission here. Not the junk food, the kids. 
 
    Survive so that Lorelei and Seth would grow up with a father who was still around. 
 
    I couldn’t just disappear. 
 
    I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sunk the 10 skill points into Ooh Shiny. 
 
    It was done, for better or worse.  
 
    I've never been great at working with others. That's why, no matter what I did for a job, I was always drawn to autonomous, self-managed roles. Writing interactive narratives for video games was what I always wanted to do growing up, but the moment I actually started doing it, I realised it was a lot less fun than I had hoped.  
 
    Every decision of any importance was made by the director or the producer of the project, and my stories always had a tendency to go a little crazy.  
 
    Crazy stories don't sell well.  
 
    Easy to understand cookie-cutter stories do.  
 
    I didn't want to tell the same tale that I'd seen told a million times before, but working in a AAA game studio made me realise that these people had absolutely no faith in their audiences. All they cared about was spoon feeding them a straightforward narrative to keep them plugged into their virtual world. 
 
    So after I left AAA gamedev, I joined a small team for a little while, but indie gamedev is another beast entirely. When you've got no budget to work with, and everyone in the team is wearing a dozen different hats, the writing often takes a backseat to everything else. 
 
    After delivering only a single indie gamedev project, I quit and looked for something else.  
 
    If you talk to my ex-wife, she'll tell you that quitting is what I do best. I've quit almost every job I've ever started. She'll say that I quit our marriage and quit being a dad on the weeks that I didn't have the kids, and she might just be more right about that than I’d like to admit. 
 
    I’m not perfect. 
 
    But I was not going to quit this. I needed to trust Sabre. Working together was the only way we would get through this alive. He'd obviously been on other EDGE Force missions before and was already powered up to a level that I couldn't even imagine.  
 
    So if my role was to be his support person on this mission, then so be it. I'd be able to use my item crafting skills to make things to help keep us both alive. 
 
    I started off by trying to upgrade Ironbark rather than create something brand new.  
 
    The field on the workbench changed colour to blue when I navigated over to the Upgrade tab. I placed Ironbark down onto the field, and another window appeared, which asked me which attribute of the weapon I wanted to upgrade and showed how much it would cost. 
 
      
 
    Ironbark upgrades available: 
 
      
 
    Damage: 10 > 12
Cost: 8 Common Crafting Components 
 
      
 
    Shot Speed: 0.8 > 0.7
Cost: 8 Common Crafting Components 
 
      
 
    Reload Speed: 1.8 > 1.6
Cost: 8 Common Crafting Components 
 
      
 
    Capacity: 10 > 12
Cost: 8 Common Crafting Components 
 
      
 
    Rarity: Common > Complex
Cost: 8 Complex Crafting Components, 16 Common Crafting Components
Note: Upgrading the rarity of a weapon will increase all associated weapon attributes. 
 
      
 
    A quick calculation of how many components I would need to upgrade to the next rarity level, versus upgrading all of the skills individually, showed that the upgrading the rarity was actually more economical even though it looked like it had a much higher cost. If I unlocked the next tier of crafting component combination, I'd be able to combine the 16 common components into 8 complex components for a total cost of 32 common crafting components. This worked out to be the same cost as upgrading each skill separately. 
 
    I only had 2 skill points left after dropping 10 into Ooh Shiny, but I was committed to the crafting skills now. I dropped those last two points into Complex Combination and Crafting Insight.  
 
    Then, I combined enough components from common to complex to be able to upgrade Ironbark to the next rarity.  
 
      
 
    Upgrade Successful!
Ironbark
Complex Handgun
Damage: 12
Shot Speed: 0.7
Reload Speed: 1.6
Capacity: 12 
 
      
 
    I took Ironbark from the upgrade field and noticed that the ammo counter now showed 12. Upgrading the rarity of the weapon had refilled my ammo completely. 
 
    I switched back to the disassembly field and wanted to try out how my Crafting Insight skill worked. As it turned out, I didn't even need to put the item on the field to see what it might break down into. A window appeared right next to the item in my inventory as I focused on it.  
 
      
 
    Cultist Pendant
Possibilities: Common Crafting Component, Minor Essence of Altrighus, Essence of Altrighus, Greater Essence of Altrighus (rare), Jewellery Setting (rare). 
 
      
 
    That was interesting. Those essences had different tier levels, just like the crafting components. Most everything broke down into generic stuff, but there was a unique jewellery setting component drop here.  
 
    That means that at some point, I might be able to create my own jewellery with extra effects.  
 
    Now that I had a handle on how this crafting system worked, I focused on it like a man possessed. I disassembled everything that I could into its raw crafting materials, then combined them into the higher tiers. I upgraded all of my EDGE Force gear to give me higher armour ratings and went to upgrade my Tactical Hatchet but came to a stumbling block. 
 
    It was already a complex rarity item. I could update the three attributes of the hatchet, but doing that would essentially double the cost of upgrading to the next rarity. Still, I also couldn’t upgrade it right away without the next component combination skill. 
 
    Upgrading the rarity required 16 complex crafting components and eight refined crafting components. Even if I harvested every single piece of gear from the commune, I might not get enough low quality crafting components to actually make those higher-level ones anyway. I could have the stats, but I felt like that would be a waste at this point.  
 
    It would be better to use some of these other components to make myself a new kind of weapon. Under the Crafting tab, I located the schematics for a common quality shotgun and an assault rifle. Thanks to the gigantic literal explosion from earlier, I’d gained a hell of a lot of Assault Weapons skill experience. 
 
    Enough to raise me up to Level 5 and into the second tier of the skill tree. And in the second tier was a skill that made me grin like a lunatic. 
 
      
 
    Exotic Assault Arsenal
Rank 0/1
Skill Inactive
Next rank: You can now rarely find exotic ammo types for Assault Weapons 
 
      
 
    Combined with the bonuses to finding supplies and resources under the Survival tree, this would probably raise my chance at finding exotic ammunition across the board. I knew where I would be spending my next point when I earned it. 
 
    I decided that I was going to focus on shotguns as my assault weapon of choice. Once I had gathered the necessary components to craft myself a common quality shotgun, I placed all of those components onto the crafting field. A message appeared asking me whether I wanted to craft a shotgun. I paused for a moment and decided not to craft it right away.  
 
    Instead, I disassembled a handful of cultist pendants and other cult-related paraphernalia that I'd looted from the bodies outside in the hopes of gaining a few more essences of Altrighus. It took me about 10 or 12 cultist items before I received the five essences that I needed to combine into the next tier.  
 
    I combined all five into an Essence of Altrighus. Once I'd done that, I started the crafting process for the shotgun again. But this time, I placed the essence onto the crafting field as well. 
 
    Violet energy radiated from the essence. It wove itself between all of the different crafting components, infusing them with otherworldly power. None of the prompts gave me any idea about exactly what putting this essence into this weapon would do. It just said that it would allow me to personalise it. 
 
    The moment I crafted the shotgun, I felt the essence reaching out to me. Tendrils of violet light stretched from the crafting field out to my hand and then crawled up my arm towards my head. I tried to pull away, but I found myself unable to.  
 
    Suddenly the light wormed its way into my eyes, and I saw nothing else. 
 
    When I came to, the barn in the cultist commune was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Instead, I was standing in front of a bar that I instantly recognised but also knew was impossible to exist. The man standing behind the bar was six and a half feet tall, heavily muscled, cleaning out a glass with a dishrag. I knew who he was instantly and wondered if I'd finally gone crazy.  
 
    This was Jace Radke, the hero of my urban horror series.  
 
    A person that I had made up stood right in front of me, living and breathing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How you doing, JD?” Jace asked. His deep voice with its American accent sounded exactly like I'd imagined in my head.  
 
    “Yeah, I'm great, thanks. Pretty sure I'm having a complete mental breakdown, but at least you’ve got some good whiskey behind the bar there, right?” 
 
    Jace grinned. “You know it.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because whatever whiskey is behind that bar has to be a figment of my imagination. Just like you are.” 
 
    “Why don't you try a glass and find out? Whatever you want. It’s on the house.” 
 
    “Shit, with an offer like that, how can I refuse? I’ll take a double of Macallan 25.” 
 
    Jace nodded. “A man after my own heart. Here you go, killer.” 
 
    I took the tumbler filled with golden whiskey in one hand and swirled it around as I brought it up to my nose. A melange of dried fruits, citrus, malt and smoke flooded my senses, and my eyes rolled back into my head involuntarily. 
 
    It smelled just like it had when I actually bought myself a bottle all those years ago, celebrating what I thought would be my first of many big Hollywood screenplay sales. Was the sensory input of the whiskey so authentic because I’d already had some before? It tasted just the same too. Vanilla, ginger, spice, dried fruit, with a lingering finish that I never wanted to end. 
 
    “Why'd you call me killer?” I asked, my eyes still closed as I savoured the whiskey.  
 
    “You're here for this, aren't you?” 
 
    I opened my eyes. Jace held a shotgun in his hands that I had written a six book series about. The weapon, otherwise known as Gravedigger, was his signature weapon. In the series of novels, the gun was forged from an alloy of unknown metal found in a meteorite. One of the big twists in the books was that the meteorite was sent to Earth by an angel so that humans could use it to fight against the forces of the devil on an equal footing. 
 
    It was a demon killer. 
 
    That gun found its way into Jace Radke’s hand, and he had a way of finding himself at the centre of trouble. 
 
    “I didn't know it, but I guess I am here for that,” I said. I had tried to craft a shotgun, hadn’t I? 
 
    Jason looked at me with knowing appreciation, then handed the gun over. A notification appeared, which surprised the hell out of me. I figured that I was having some kind of mental breakdown, but the fact that the EDGE Force augment worked here in this unreality unnerved me. 
 
      
 
    New weapon acquired!
Gravedigger
Refined Shotgun
Damage: 5 x 8
Shot Speed: 0.9
Reload Speed: 2.1
Capacity: 6 
 
      
 
    A refined weapon! That was one tier higher than complex, which was the highest I could craft myself. Was this all because I’d used the essence in the crafting process. Maybe the essence was what transported me here to a world that shouldn’t exist anywhere outside of my own mind. 
 
    I equipped Gravedigger. The weapon disappeared from my hands and appeared on my lower back. It mounted itself there automatically, just like my Tactical Hatchet mounted itself on my back. 
 
    Openly carrying guns and an axe in an Australian pub would have drawn a few eyes, but it didn’t even register as a curiosity in this place. 
 
    The hunger I’d felt earlier came back with a vengeance. If this place was real, and the weapon Jace had given me was real, then the food was probably real too. 
 
    “Say, Is the kitchen open right now?” I asked, already anticipating the answer. 
 
    “You know it is. The kitchen never closes.” 
 
    “Can you do me a dozen of those famous buffalo wings?” I took a handful of Australian notes out of my inventory and put them on the bar. 
 
    Jace just shook his head. 
 
    “Your money's no good here, old man. Did you forget that my bar is in New York City? I can't do anything with that Monopoly money. Wings are on the house too.” 
 
    I laughed and put my money away. 
 
    “Thanks mate, I appreciate it.” 
 
    “No sweat, killer. I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for you, so how ungrateful would I be not to pay it back? Yo, Rex! A dozen buffalo wings for my man out here, pronto!” 
 
    “You got it, boss!” said the fry cook, who was one of my favourite side characters in the novels. 
 
    He was just meant to be a bit part, a throwaway, but he turned out to be one of the fan favourites. 
 
    I thought about what Jace had said for a moment and wondered whether it was a thread worth plucking. I've never been good at leaving things alone, so I tugged on it.  
 
    “Yeah, I've got a question about that. You know who I am, right?” 
 
    “Of course I do. You’re JD Rideout. You created me. You created this whole crazy universe that I’m fighting for.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how do you know that?” 
 
    Jace just shrugged. “I don’t know man, I just do. You walked through that door with light shining out of your eyes. You’re not pretty enough to be an angel, and I’d smell that demon stank on you if you were one of the legion. Plus, the shrouding spells cast on the bar hides it from demons anyway. I looked at you and I just knew who you were and why you were here. You’re fighting for your world too, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I am. I’m neck deep in the shit, and I need to get back to my family. The only way that’s going to happen is by leaving a hell of a lot of corpses in my wake.” 
 
    “You have a family, huh?” Jace asked. 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah. A fractured one, but they’re the only reason I’m still going. I have to make my kids proud, you know? And that’s hard when their Mum thinks I’m the scum of the Earth.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Jace said. “Well, the way I look at it is this – your family’s who you choose to keep close. Just look at me. My parents died when I was young, and I had nobody. But it didn’t make me callous. It did the opposite. I know what it’s like to be alone, so I try to be there for those who have nobody else. That’s what this bar is, you know? It’s not just the best damn watering hole in NYC – it’s a family.” 
 
    My words were coming out of Jace’s mouth. My philosophy of choosing family instead of feeling honour-bound to those you had blood relation to was a result of my own family dysfunction. 
 
    It sounded better coming from him. 
 
    I took another mouthful of Macallan and looked around the bar for the first time. 
 
    Piggsy Malone and Juno Blue shared a plate of garlic bread on one of their make-up dates after another of their legendary bust-ups.  
 
    Nicky Manning sat in a booth nursing a bloody mary as he scribbled notes furiously in his notebook for his next story.  
 
    Aiki Flinthart sat in the corner booth, all by herself, with her back to the wall. The coat she wore was full of knives. The gun on her hip only came out when the blades wouldn’t do the trick.  
 
    So far, she had never fired it. 
 
    All of these people had come out of my mind, and here they were, drinking and eating like they really existed. 
 
    Is this the kind of power that drew these cultists to Mori Island? Is there something about that purple gunk – the essence of Altrighus – that allows a person to transcend the barrier between the real world and worlds we’ve invented ourselves? 
 
    Simulation theory says that the longer a civilisation exists, the greater the chance it will exist long enough to create simulations that are impossible to separate from reality.  
 
    Back when humans invented video games, we started out with some really basic ideas. Chess, checkers, a rudimentary ship game where you destroyed asteroids. Then, it was Pong. Very simple, graphically basic games that allowed us to play in a realm beyond the borders of the television screen. 
 
    Video games grabbed my attention like nothing else. I was the kid who spent his weekends at the arcade, feeding coins into the machines for hours on end. Street Fighter was my jam. My friends and I got so good that nobody else wanted to challenge us for the use of the machine. We were kind of jerks looking back on it, but then again, most teenagers are. 
 
    Then games went from the arcade at the local cinema complex to my living room, much to the chagrin of my parents. I always told them I wanted to write stories for video games, but they didn’t get it. They thought I was wasting my potential, as only parents who were raised in another era can. 
 
    They changed their tune after I paid their house off with the money I’d made from writing the story of Sir Poopsalot, the dumb toilet humour platforming game that turned my work in the games industry into a career. 
 
    Each of those universes we chose to play in was an alternate reality all of its own. Of course, it’s not a simulation with the complexity of our own reality, but it’s a reality simulation all of its own. Just simpler. 
 
    I wondered if I’d be able to use the power of Altrighus to go into other worlds I’d created. Not just Jace Radke’s world with its hidden battle between God and the Devil, but others. 
 
    A plate of chicken wings clinked down on the bar. I swivelled back, realising that I'd gotten myself completely lost in thought. 
 
    “Damn, these look so much better than I thought they would. When I first wrote about these bad boys I was super hungry, and I might have put a little bit too much description in about them. But now I don't regret it one bit.” 
 
    Jace laughed. “Eat up, killer. When you get back to your world, just remember about old Jace Radke. It's been a while since anything interesting happened around here, and I'm itching to get back out there. I know the forces of evil aren’t done with this world, and I ain't done with them.” 
 
    It had been seven years since the last Jace book. The fans love them, but after six books I felt like the series had pretty much run its course. I wasn't having fun writing them like I used to. It's not like I didn't have other ideas about where the story might go, I just didn't know whether I was all that interested in telling them.  
 
    Sitting here at Jace’s bar, munging out on the best damn chicken wings I've ever tasted, made me reconsider that.  
 
    Jace and I spent the next little while talking like old friends. It was bizarre knowing that I was sitting at the bar of one of my own fictional characters and even stranger that he knew I'd created him in the first place. This is what you call breaking the fourth wall in the writing business, and unless you're writing a Deadpool comic, it's generally frowned upon.  
 
    Jace knew what he was, but I still hadn't figured out exactly what I was. If I created him, then who created me? I'd spent most of my life thinking that all that religious bullshit was just that. Bullshit. 
 
    But now? I didn't know what to think.  
 
    If my planet, my galaxy, my universe, was just a simulation, then that simulation had to have been set in motion by something.  
 
    Or someone. 
 
    When I was done with the wings, Jace looked pointedly towards the door. 
 
    “You have to get going, man.” 
 
    “I know, but I really don’t want to.” 
 
    “Time doesn’t stop, no matter which world you’re in. I don’t know much, but I do know you can’t stay here forever. You’ve got things to do. If you don’t get to it, then my adventures are over too. You feel me?” 
 
    Time didn’t stop? Oh shit. I’d been here for almost an hour.  
 
    Sabre, Kaiser and the girls wouldn’t know where I’d gone. 
 
    They could have already left for the temple without me. 
 
    “I have to go,” I said as I got up from my seat and headed over to the bar’s door. I gave one look back at Jace, offering him a nod of appreciation for both the weapon and the hospitality before walking through the doors. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The transition between the fictional world of Jace Radke and returning to my own reality was fuzzy and indistinct, like that cotton-headed feeling that followed a migraine once the pain finally broke. Part of me thought I'd finally had a mental breakdown, but I felt the weight of Gravedigger sitting against my back.  
 
    I reached back and grabbed the grip, pulling the shotgun away from the mount and holding it in front of me with two hands – one on the grip, the other on the pump. I raised the weapon and aimed down the sights. A holographic ammo counter appeared in my line of sight, showing six shots available. 
 
    The pump-action shotgun felt great in my hands. It had a weight that Ironbark didn’t. It felt like it could stop pretty much any threat in its tracks, and I was sure it wouldn’t be too long before I had to test it out. 
 
    Kaiser whined from next to me suddenly, which made me jump. 
 
    “Bloody hell, mate! You almost made me jump out of my skin. Where are Sabre and the girls?” 
 
    Kaiser whined again in a beseeching kind of way. Coming from the dog who could understand what I said, that was not a good sign. 
 
    I headed out of the barn with Gravedigger in my hands to see an empty space where the reanimated bodies had once been. The vehicle Sabre had shown up in was gone too. A set of tracks leading away from the commune was all that remained. 
 
    “Did he take the girls?” 
 
    One bark. Yes. 
 
    “Good. At least they’ll be safe with him. He’s a much higher level than I am. Was I gone long?” 
 
    Another single bark. 
 
    I always had the feeling that time worked a little bit differently for dogs. Back when Emily and I were still together, we had a dog. A mad yappy little bugger, a Maltese Shih-Tzu cross called Monty.  
 
    He was great with the kids growing up, but we couldn’t leave the house for more than a couple of hours without him losing his mind. It was like he entered into some kind of time warp that broke his brain. Three hours without humans and he became a whirlwind of destruction. 
 
    Kaiser on the other hand had waited for me. I’d been gone for at least an hour, and he’d stayed here, waiting patiently for my return. 
 
    I got the feeling that if I had some kind of interspecies babelfish I might even be able to have a conversation with Kaiser. The depth of intelligence I saw in his eyes was somehow even deeper than that I saw in my son’s sometimes. Especially when he was going on about Fortnite, TikTok dances, and the latest streaming drama that was all the rage on the internet. 
 
    Kaiser rubbed himself up against my leg, and I noticed a folded piece of paper tucked into his collar.  
 
    “What's this?” I asked as I pulled it free.  
 
    I unfolded the paper, which had lost some of its shine over the years. The coloured side unfurled and revealed a map of Mori Island.  
 
    “Yes, this is just what we need!” 
 
    Then I noticed that a line with an arrow had been drawn on the face of the map. The word TEMPLE was written in messy handwriting on the western side of the island. The arrow followed a road that went through the forest, which was exactly where I didn't want to go.  
 
    Fighting monsters in a dark spooky forest was something I loved writing about, but not something that I wanted to tick off my bucket list.  
 
    It would be a suicide march if we went through there without a vehicle. There were no two ways about it. Another road veered off before the entrance to the forest and followed the coastline of the island closer to the beach.  
 
    “That’s another option,” I said, showing the map to Kaiser. 
 
    The dog seemed to look at the map and understand what he saw. Then he lifted a paw and placed it on the western side of the map, right near the beach road. 
 
    “You know this place? Is it safer than the forest?” 
 
    Woof. 
 
    “You wouldn’t recommend going into the forest, would you?” 
 
    A whine. Filled with fear. No barks though, either for or against. 
 
    “Okay, I get it. If we go the long way, we might make it. If we go through the forest, we probably won’t. Those aren’t good odds.” 
 
    Kaiser wagged his tail once, then it fell still. Almost like he found it funny, then realised humour wasn’t an appropriate emotional response to this situation. 
 
    I didn’t blame Sabre for leaving without us. If he’d disappeared without a trace for an hour, I probably wouldn’t have stayed in one spot forever looking for him. He’d already proven himself to be detached. Plus, I still hadn’t actually seen his face. He kept that mask up no matter what. 
 
    “Come on, we need to find a way out of this place.” 
 
    I patted my hand against my thigh like Kaiser was just some dog to be brought to heel, but if he felt any indignity, he didn’t show it as he fell into step beside me. 
 
    There had to be another vehicle in this place. I kept Gravedigger in my hands as I went from building to building, looking for some wheels. There were a hell of a lot of things I could have kept for crafting, but time was of the essence, and I was maybe an hour behind Sabre and the girls. I pocketed what ammo and crafting components I found, but there weren’t many of either. 
 
    Eventually, we found an old 1982 Holden WB Ute parked behind one of the identical houses deeper in the commune. The old car was white but speckled with rust. One of the wheel arches was almost rusted out, but the windscreen and back windows were intact, if a little dusty. The most important thing? The tyres weren’t flat. 
 
    My luck has always been pretty good, but if I could find a set of keys and got the ancient Holden to start, I’d have to go out and buy myself a lotto ticket when I made it back home. 
 
    Nothing in the glovebox, nothing tucked behind the sun visor. There was no centre console to check in these old utes with their bench seats. I looked everywhere in the cab but couldn’t find a set of keys anywhere.  
 
    Kaiser growled, and I wheeled around to check for threats. He growled again, louder this time, but I couldn’t see anything coming our way.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Kaiser yanked on the leg of my pants to get my attention, then pawed at the steering wheel column. 
 
    A set of keys hung from the ignition. 
 
    I sighed. “Don’t tell anyone about this, okay?” 
 
    Kaiser’s tongue lolled out of his mouth in amusement. 
 
    “Okay, okay, get in, you mutt.” 
 
    Kaiser jumped into the front seat and settled on the dusty footrest in front of the passenger seat. I slipped behind the wheel and turned the key. The engine barely turned over before giving out. I gave it a few seconds before trying again, and this time, the engine roared to life. 
 
    This was no four-wheel drive, so I wouldn’t be able to do any off-roading in it, but it should do the trick as long as the beach road was clear. 
 
    I put the car into reverse and cursed the lack of power steering. There were many shitty things about the future: anti-social media, the erosion of truth and decency, and live-action Disney movies, but power steering was pretty damn good. 
 
    The road out of the commune had clearly seen a lot of use recently. The track was clear and well used, which was a good sign. Sometimes the dirt roads on islands like these could only be traversed with a four-wheel drive, and I did not want to get bogged.  
 
    There were a lot of reasons why I loved this area of Queensland. Islands dotted the horizon, rising from the ocean’s surface. I wasn't familiar enough with any of them to be able to identify them by outline alone, but somewhere here in the Whitsundays was the place where Emily and I took the kids on our last big holiday before things went down the shitter. 
 
    It was just after I sold a screenplay to a big Hollywood production company for far more than I had ever anticipated it would be worth. It was a trope-filled action-horror screenplay that I wrote as a joke, but they ate it up.  
 
    That seemed like so long ago now.  
 
    Almost an entire lifetime ago, like it happened to a completely different person.  
 
    The offer they made me was in US dollars, and at that time, the Australian dollar was worth about half the value of the USD. I was rolling in it. Not quite Scrooge McDuck diving into a vault of coins level, but close.  
 
    With that kind of balance sitting in my bank account, I thought I'd made it. All my time toiling as a shit-tier author had paid off. I booked us an all-expenses-paid holiday to Hamilton Island, staying in the resort’s most luxurious rooms. 
 
    The two weeks we spent on the island were incredible. We went snorkelling, swimming almost every day, and I swear I spent enough on expensive whiskey to pay for someone else's house deposit. We rented a helicopter one day to take us on a flight around the islands, and then the next day we rented out a catamaran and a crew to take us on a day cruise just to see the islands from another angle. 
 
    Emily and I made love like we’d just met each other. Which felt like a miracle because at that point, she hadn’t touched me for about six months.  
 
    I was being completely stupid with my money, and I knew it, but I thought it was worth it to make my family happy. Plus, when you get one dose of success, you think everything you shit out is gold. 
 
    Looking back on it now, it was one of the last times that we actually felt happy as a family. 
 
    I don’t think it was true happiness, though, just distraction. 
 
    A few months later, Emily took the kids and left divorce papers behind. 
 
    Kaiser licked my hand, pulling me out of the memory. 
 
    “You’re a lot smarter than you look, mutt. Dogs can tell how people are feeling, right?” 
 
    Another lick on the hand. 
 
    “Yeah, just got lost in some memories for a second. It’s okay. I’m back. We should be coming up to the fork in the road soon.” 
 
    We drove around a bend in the dirt road, and there it was. One road peeled off to the right, into the forest, and another curled away to the left. I slowed down as we approached the fork. The road heading around to the beach was overgrown and uneven. It hadn’t been maintained over the years, and an old sign gave me cause for alarm. 
 
    It said this road was subject to fallen rocks and erosion. The sign was old, askew, and the paint was peeling. If the beach road had been dangerous fifteen years ago when this sign was fresh, then it would be even worse now. 
 
    “I’m not sure about this,” I said as I brought the ute to a stop. “On one hand, we’ve got the forest. Monsters. Danger. Not a very good time at all. Zero stars on Wotif. On the other hand, the beach road might actually be destroyed, so we’d have to backtrack anyway and still end up going through the forest. We might lose hours, more if we got bogged.” 
 
    Kaiser whined, echoing my concerns. 
 
    “If Sabre has already been through the forest, then he might have taken care of whatever threats lurked within, right? He’s got that gun mounted on top of his vehicle, so he should be able to fight off any threats that come his way. Surely.” 
 
    It was a hell of a gamble either way. 
 
    “I don’t know how much you understand about what I’m going through here, but Sabre is a lot more powerful than me. The people in charge of all of this did something to me. Changed me. They changed him too.” 
 
    Kaiser put a paw on my leg. 
 
    “They did something to you too, didn’t they?” I asked, and Kaiser whimpered in response. “Yeah, dogs don’t just go around learning conversational English by themselves.” I moved the map so that Kaiser could see it better. “Can you show me where you came from? How you got so smart?” 
 
    Kaiser didn’t even hesitate. He prodded the map with his nose right where the word TEMPLE was scrawled. 
 
    “I thought you might say that. We need to rescue someone from there. Someone that they’re probably going to do something pretty bad to. We can’t let that happen, right?” 
 
    Two low barks. No. Then a growl as he focused on the dot nestled at the foot of the mountains. 
 
    I sighed. “All right then. Looks like we’re going in.” 
 
    I swung the wheel to the right, then gunned the accelerator as we sped off into the darkened road that led through the forest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun disappeared beneath the canopy as soon as we breached the threshold of the forest. I switched the headlights on to combat the gloom, but only one of them worked. The driver’s side headlight pierced the darkness ahead of us, and the car’s taillights illuminated everything behind us in an eerie red glow in the rearview mirror. I like to think that I am a reasonably brave person, but being in that forest, hidden away from the sun, gave me the heebie-jeebies.  
 
    Kaiser stood on the passenger seat now, looking out the window as thick trunks of gum trees roared past. A lot of Queensland’s islands had been subject to logging over the years, but if this particular island had been annexed from the rest of reality, then the forest here had been free to grow for as long as the island was quarantined. 
 
    I didn’t take my eyes off the road for a second, but I swore that I could see movement out of the corner of my eye racing along the forest floor beside us. Kaiser whimpered, which made me think that I wasn't just seeing things.  
 
    “There's something out there, isn't there?” 
 
    A single bark. 
 
    “As long as we stay in the car, we should be fine.” 
 
    Kaiser whined. 
 
    The road got rougher the further we travelled. Every now and then, I needed to dodge a fallen branch. Thankfully, most of the branches I had to swerve around showed signs of being recently driven over. Whether that was the busload of cultists that had left the commune earlier, or whether it was Sabre in his vehicle, I didn't know. Either way, it meant that I was on the right track.  
 
    We travelled on in silence for a while. Both Kaiser and I vigilantly kept watch, but no threats materialised from the shadows. Based on the map that was left for us, I couldn't really get a decent handle on the size or the scale of the island. The commune had only been marked with the dot, and the temple had been marked the same way.  
 
    The road that led through the forest was an unknown commodity. We had no choice but to keep moving ahead. 
 
    “So Kaiser, tell me, do you have any family?” 
 
    He whined. Whether it was because he didn’t want to answer my question or maybe something bad happened to his family, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    “It's okay, you don't have to tell me if you don't want to. Are you okay if we play a little yes or no answer game while we’ve got some time to kill?” 
 
    One bark. Yes. 
 
    “I don't know how I got here. At some point, these people snatched me out of my bed and dumped me here on this island to try and save the world apparently. How about you, Kaiser? Were you brought here?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “So you were born here?” 
 
    No. 
 
    Hm. Maybe I wasn’t as clear as I could have been. 
 
    “The people who sent me here said that the cult disappeared 15 years ago. Is that true?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “So while most of the cult disappeared, some of them stayed behind? Did they hide out in this temple place?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “I bet that's where a lot of bad things happened, right?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I thought I saw a shadow dart across the road in front of us, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared. I couldn't tell whether the threat was real or whether I was just psyching myself out. 
 
    “Did they hurt you?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Were you always this smart?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “I bet it’s killing you that the only way that you can respond to me is through yes or no answers.” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    There was a thought that I had niggling at the back of my mind that sounded so absurd that I almost didn't want to give voice to it. But stranger things had happened in the last few hours. 
 
    “Did you used to be a human?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “You've always been a dog?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “And you were born with four legs, already this smart?” 
 
    Yes. He inclined his head at me in that way dogs do when they’re confused. 
 
    “Okay, sorry, just making sure. So you were always a dog, and always a smart-arse.” 
 
    Yes, he barked, then let his tongue loll out the side of his mouth in amusement. 
 
    “Yeah, righto,” I said with a chuckle. “So these cultists, they tried to figure out why you were as smart as them, didn’t they? They experimented on you to see what made you tick.” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    It was amazing what a line of deductive questioning could reveal even with an interspecies communications barrier. This was officially the first reciprocated conversation I’d had with another creature without thumbs. 
 
    Kaiser was one mystery, but my mind kept turning to the essence of Altrighus and the crazy reality-shifting journey it’d taken me on into my own imagination. 
 
    I was still no closer to understanding what this mysterious substance actually did. On one hand, it could reanimate a dead body. On the other hand, on top of that, it could also send me into a fictional world that I had completely made up. Those two different applications of the same essence didn't make sense to me. They seemed utterly incongruous.  
 
    Why did it have one effect on me and another effect on the cultists? 
 
    It was increasingly evident that I had no idea of the depth of the mess I had gotten myself into. I still couldn't quite believe that I had had a Macallan at Jace Radke's bar or that his shotgun lay across the bench seat next to me.  
 
    I’d somehow pulled it straight out of my own imagination. 
 
    Then my mind made another strange connection - a thread that I needed to unpluck.  
 
    “The girls called you a magic dog. Can you use that purple essence somehow?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Can you use it to go places?” 
 
    One bark. Yes. 
 
    “Can you only use it to go places that you see in your mind?” 
 
    A confused whine, as though Kaiser didn’t understand the question. 
 
    “Sorry, let me rephrase that. Can you use that power to go from one place to another? Like would you be able to take us from here to the temple?” 
 
    Kaiser issued a thin nervous whine, followed by a single half-hearted bark. 
 
    “You can? But you don't want to? Or you’re scared to?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I reached out and ran my hand down the back of Kaiser's thick black and gold coat. That seemed to calm him a little. 
 
    “It's okay, buddy. We're in this together now. I've got your back, and you've got mine, right?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Knowing that I had a partner in this that I could rely on was a comfort. I looked over to Kaiser and took my eyes off the road for a second.  
 
    That’s when something slammed into the side of the car and sent the whole world spinning. 
 
    The car hit something hard and came to an abrupt stop. An unknown assailant landed on top of the vehicle, and it sounded like it was trying to get in at us. A warning flashed in the centre of my view. 
 
      
 
    Warning!
Low health. Use a healing item immediately. 
 
      
 
    I took the pill bottle out of my inventory and popped the last pill I had. Healing energy suffused me, and the warning disappeared soon after. I reached across to where Gravedigger was a moment earlier, but the shotgun was gone. 
 
    Kaiser was upside-down, with his legs hanging out of the busted window. Something with mottled, melty skin grasped Kaiser’s legs and pulled him out of the car. The pained yelps that followed spurred me into motion. 
 
    I disconnected my seatbelt and fell straight down onto the steering wheel. I crawled out of the busted window and found myself surrounded by three vaguely human-shaped things. They might have been cultists once, but they’d been twisted into something else. 
 
    One that stood close to me was naked from the waist up, wearing a ragged pair of jeans. There was a twisted weaponised limb where its left forearm should have been. The blade looked like it was made of bone but sharpened to the point of lethality. 
 
    Another sword-armed monstrosity stood not too far away, but the other humanoid in the middle was different. Both of its forearms had grown into savage mauls, spiked with bone and fingers tipped with savage claws. 
 
    Their eyes all glowed purple. 
 
    Kaiser lay on his side behind them. They ignored him to face the bigger threat. I decided to call the ones with sword arms slashers, and the other one I called a crusher. This wasn't going to be a fair fight, but I got the feeling that nothing about what happened on this island would be fair.  
 
    The two slashers came at me, sword arms aimed to kill. They had me with my back to the ute and had every escape route covered. Well, almost all of them. 
 
    I climbed on top of the car as they stalked towards me and started to formulate a plan.  
 
    The car was useless now. There was no way that I'd be able to flip it back onto its wheels and drive it again, so I'd need to find another use for it. There was still a hell of a lot of petrol in the tank, and that would explode very nicely. 
 
    Standing on top of the underbody of the car, I finally saw Gravedigger. It had been thrown out of the window as the car flipped and lay near the tree that the car rested against. I jumped off the other side of the car and grabbed the shotgun from the ground. The moment I turned around, one of the slashers was already on top of me. 
 
    I didn't feel like I was at full health, even after taking the pill. They were only minor healing pills, after all. So when the slasher jabbed the end of its sword arm at me, I tried to dodge out of the way. But it was just a little bit faster than I was. The edge of the bone blade slashed through my EDGE Force fatigues and into my side.  
 
    A thick blooming agony exploded as I spun away. I aimed Gravedigger at the slasher as it came round for another attack and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The kick of the weapon almost blew the shotgun out of my hands, but I managed to keep a hold of it. The slasher’s chest was swiss cheesed with holes carved by the buckshot. 
 
    One down, two to go. 
 
    The crusher lumbered around the side of the car, almost dragging its two mace-like fists behind it. The weight pulled down on its shoulders, giving it a slumped appearance. It was a lot more heavily built than the slashers were. 
 
    But something still didn’t make sense. The crusher was a powerhouse, but could it have really knocked the car off the road like that? 
 
    Or was there something else out there in the forest? 
 
    I’d have to deal with that later. I aimed Gravedigger at the crusher’s chest to inflict maximum damage, but the moment I pulled the trigger, it lifted its mace arms in front of itself to protect its vital organs. This thing was a little smarter than the bright-eyed beast cultists I’d taken out before. 
 
    In fact, these monsters weren’t even wearing purple robes. Their eyes were glowing of course, but that didn’t mean that they were cultists themselves, did it? 
 
    Maybe these were the remnants of the cult busses that tried to make it through the forest but didn’t. This place could be absolutely crawling with these twisted humans. 
 
    I slipped Gravedigger behind my back where it mounted and pulled my Tactical Hatchet into my hand. This crusher was slow, which might give me an advantage against it. The bonuses that I had already gotten for my Edged Weapons skills increased my attack speed, among other things, which might give me the upper hand. 
 
    From the elbow up, the crusher looked almost like a normal human. I aimed my hatchet strikes toward the upper arm and the shoulder, as the section that had been turned into a mace was far too bony to cut through. 
 
    The crusher swung at me, but I danced around the blows to avoid them. Well, most of them. I thought I was tricky by spinning out of the way, but the spiked mace caught me in the back of the shoulder, which sent me spiralling away. 
 
    I picked myself up off the ground and readied myself for another round, but the other slasher was right on top of me. I barely moved out of the way in time to avoid its bone blade. Then a mass of black exploded out of the underbrush behind the slasher and leapt onto its back. 
 
    It was Kaiser!  
 
    With the slasher distracted and the crusher a little further away, I reached back and took hold of Gravedigger. I pumped the shotgun and aimed it at the slasher. 
 
    “Kaiser, away!” I shouted. 
 
    The dog let go of the slasher and bounded away. As soon as he was clear, I pulled the trigger. The whole left side of the slasher’s chest exploded, sending the bladed arm flying away. 
 
    I only had three shots left in Gravedigger. I needed to make the next one count, otherwise I’d be dry before I knew it, and reloading was a pain in the backside. 
 
    “Strategy time, Kaiser. Circle around the car and come at the crusher from behind. Take its legs out if you can. Bring it down to its knees so it can’t cover its face, okay?” 
 
    I glanced back to where Kaiser was a moment ago and couldn’t see him. I stared the crusher down, lifted Gravedigger to aim at it, and grinned when it covered its head and chest with its mace arms again. 
 
    “That’s right, you sonofabitch. Keep looking right at me.” 
 
    The crusher never saw Kaiser approaching from behind. The dog was as quiet as he was brave. Kaiser chomped down on the ankle of the crusher and pulled it backwards. The monster flailed to keep its balance, which exposed its head. I advanced a few steps until I couldn’t miss, then pulled the trigger. 
 
    The crusher roared as its head turned to mush then blew away. 
 
    It fell. 
 
    Notifications rolled through, one after the other. 
 
      
 
    55 Tactics skill experience gained.
25 Finesse skill experience gained.
25 Physique skill experience gained.
30 Survival skill experience gained.
75 Assault Weapons skill experience gained.
150 Edged Weapons skill experience gained. 
 
      
 
    72 experience points gained. 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Finesse Skill level 4!
New effect: +3% crit chance! 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Physique level 5!
New effect: +5% stamina! 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Survival Skill level 5!
New effect: +5% chance to find supplies when scrounging! 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Assault Weapons Skill level 6!
New effect: +3% crit chance! 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Edged Weapons Skill level 6!
New effect: +10% crit damage with edged weapons! 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Edged Weapons Skill level 7!
New effect: +1 skill point! 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve reached Level 6.
You’ve received 6 skill points.
You have 7 skill points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    I never got a chance to allocate those points because the moment I went to loot the bodies of these three altered cultists, I heard the footsteps of something huge coming straight at me through the underbrush.

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ground shook under my feet before I saw the next altered cultist arrive. When it emerged from behind the cover of the underbrush, the size of the thing took my breath away.  
 
    It was at least two metres tall, massive compared to the other altered that I had just dispatched, and both of its arms had been completely changed. Both forearms were replaced with blades, similar to the slashers, but looked thick and uniform on the unbladed edge. 
 
    Lank black hair fell around the huge altered woman’s shoulders. She raised her two arms in front of herself and slammed the thick edges together. Those two arms formed a wedge-shaped shield, which had to have been what ran us off the road. The shieldmaiden ran straight towards me. 
 
    I quickly slipped Gravedigger back onto its mount and drew my hatchet. I hoped that all the stacking bonuses I'd gotten for Edged Weapons would give me an edge in this fight. Just like the crusher earlier, the shieldmaiden couldn't see me once it slammed the two edges of its shield together.  
 
    It might not be much of an advantage, but it was certainly better than nothing. As it ran towards me, I rolled out of the way and lashed out with my hatchet, trying to score a hit on its unarmoured ankles. Kaiser also circled around the shieldmaiden, trying to see whether he could attack it from any angle. 
 
    My first slash barely managed to nick the ankles. The shieldmaiden grunted at the pain but didn’t slow down. It rocketed past, then stopped. It lowered the two halves of the shield so it could find me again. When we locked eyes it slammed the shield halves closed and ran straight at me again. 
 
    The sound of this altered cultist coming right at me was almost like standing in the path of an oncoming train. But I was formulating a plan that might just let us make it out of this alive. 
 
    I rolled out of the way again, trying to slash at its legs. This time the hit was a little better, but barely slowed it down. The next time it stopped to find me again, I'd already positioned myself in front of one of the thick gum trees that dotted the landscape. 
 
    “Come on, you big dumb piece of shit,” I said. 
 
    It roared before slamming the shield shut.  
 
    I didn't even try to hit it with my axe this time. I just rolled out of the way and waited to hear the impact.  
 
    When it came, I was not disappointed. The crack of the shieldmaiden slamming into the gum tree was so loud it sounded like a thunderclap immediately following a lightning strike. This was followed by the creaking groan of a tree collapsing under its own weight.  
 
    The tree came down and slammed on top of the shieldmaiden, but it didn't stay down for long. The blades on either side of the shield and the incredible strength of this altered cultist made short work of the fallen tree, but that was okay. I hadn’t expected to kill it that way. 
 
    I just needed to soften it up a little bit before I tried my final gambit.  
 
    We repeated the dance over and over until I noticed that the shieldmaiden was starting to stumble a little, not holding its shield together as well as it had when it first attacked me. I was moving a little bit slower myself, the exertion taking its toll on my body. 
 
    Hopefully I wasn’t using more stamina than I could regenerate. 
 
    Slowly but surely, I positioned myself where I needed to be – right next to the flipped car. I baited the shieldmaiden to come at me by putting one of the car doors between us. It was my hope that the impact would destroy the car door and send it flying because I’d need it to execute my plan. 
 
    The shieldmaiden slammed into the car door as it tried to get at me, and my strategy worked like a charm. The door was ripped from its hinges and landed nearby. 
 
    It was time to put the final stage of my plan into action.  
 
    I'd only get one shot at this, and I'd have to make it count.  
 
    The next time the shieldmaiden ran at me, I positioned myself out in the open and waited for it to come. Then rolled out of the way before I booked it back to the car. I hoisted myself up onto the car’s roof and shouted at the monster. 
 
    “Come on, you bastard! Come and get me!” I yelled. 
 
    The shieldmaiden roared, slammed the shield halves back together again, and ran right at the car. I jumped off the flipped car and rolled towards the broken car door. I had no idea whether I would get enough time to do what I needed to do, but there was no other option. I propped the car door up between myself and the car, then aimed Gravedigger right at the fuel tank.  
 
    I pulled the trigger. 
 
    I tried to duck down behind the door to escape the brunt of the blast, but the wave of heat that engulfed me as the car’s petrol tank exploded was all-consuming.  
 
    Still, it was a good thing that I was still alive to feel the pain that followed. My skin burned, my ears rang with tinnitus, and my mouth was full of the taste of oily smoke.  
 
    I'd survived the blast, but the shieldmaiden wasn't so lucky. Bits of it were spread all around the clearing. Spot fires burned here and there, but none of them took hold. This rainforest was wet enough to not allow the flames to take.  
 
    Thick greasy black smoke billowed up from the remnants of the car. The force of the explosion had thrown the other three bodies around too, so I had a harder time tracking them down than I expected. 
 
    For the next phase of my plan to work, I just hoped that they had some cult paraphernalia in their loot tables. 
 
    Luckily for me, they did. 
 
    Each of the altered held Cultist Effigies, which all shone with that same purple luminescence as all of the other culty stuff I’d gotten my hands on. My Crafting Insight ability showed that all I’d get from these items were Essences of Altrighus of varying potency. The mystery of it all was where I would find another crafting bench to disassemble this stuff into its component parts. 
 
    But I had a strategy for that too. Something that Sabre said to me back in the commune stuck with me, and it’d gotten wedged in my mind. 
 
    He’d said that the crafting interface was triggered by pretty much anything that our minds identified as somewhere where you could make stuff. The reality hack we’d been augmented with was subjective and based on our perception. We’d used an actual workbench in a barn before, but you could pretty much turn anything into a space where you made stuff. 
 
    That thought triggered a wave of anger to boil up from my core and radiate outwards. This reality hack that EDGE Command had come up with had the capability of turning someone into a fully-fledged war machine. Technically if it could turn any space into a crafting bench, then it had that capability at every moment. EDGE Command had just locked that function away behind our perception to trigger the interface. 
 
    Was this a conscious decision, or were EDGE Command playing around with reality-altering technology that they didn’t fully understand themselves? 
 
    The test I planned on carrying out would see if I was right. 
 
    “Kaiser, I need your help to find something,” I said. 
 
    Kaiser trotted up next to me. He had a patch of singed fur on one side, but it didn’t look like the skin had been burned. 
 
    “I want you to go and find me a couple of sticks. Just big enough for me to hold in my hand, okay? And see if you can find any sharp rocks that look like an axe head.” 
 
    Kaiser tilted his head in confusion, then set off on his mission. 
 
    “Trust me,” I said as he headed off. “I know what I’m doing. I think.” 
 
    Among the wreckage, I found what I was looking for. A small sheet of metal, mostly flat. It was lucky I’d found a car from 1982. A lot of cars these days weren’t even made of steel, and I certainly wouldn’t have been able to salvage a flat piece of a plastic body after an explosion like that. 
 
    I also found myself a few pieces of unburnt seatbelt, which I cut into little strips using the sharp edge of the Tactical Hatchet. The weapon's edge was incredibly sharp, and though it was awkward, I managed to cut myself a good dozen strips of fabric. 
 
    Kaiser returned shortly after with a bunch of sticks in his mouth. He dumped them on the ground next to me, and a couple of rocks tumbled out of his mouth too. Each of the stones almost had an edge, but that was okay. I was pretty sure that my plan would work. 
 
    I placed the piece of steel on the ground in front of me and grabbed one of the sticks. Focussing on the flat steel I tried to convince myself that this was my work bench. This is the only place I could make this experimental hatchet out of sticks and stones. Only here, on this piece of steel. Nowhere else. 
 
    I stood the stick on its end and used the hatchet to gently cut a split right down the centre of the stick. Then, I took the sharpest stone out of the selection that Kaiser had presented to me and placed it inside the split stick. When it was secure, I grabbed a piece of seat belt fabric and wrapped it around the stick to secure the stone in place. 
 
    Something flickered beneath this makeshift weapon that I was crafting. A pulse of light, almost like a display refreshing, rippled out across the surface of the piece of steel.  
 
    I lifted up the freshly crafted axe, which surprisingly had its own mini window displayed next to it.  
 
      
 
    Crafted Tomahawk
Low Quality Edged Weapon
Damage: 10
Attack speed: 0.6
Crit chance: 3%
Disassembles into: Low Quality Crafting Components, Small Stone (Edged), Spool of Twine 
 
      
 
    It was barely worth using, but it had proved my point. I’d just made this item out of sticks, stones, and a little bit of makeshift rope. The interesting thing was what it broke down into. I wouldn’t need this little throwing axe, so I broke it down into its component parts. 
 
    I received three low quality crafting components, a small stone (edged) and one piece of twine. 
 
    It was the small stone and the twine that interested me the most. I pulled them both out of my inventory to take a look. 
 
    The stone was a lot sharper than the one I’d used to make the tomahawk. There was a distinct, ridged edge here, unlike the blunt, flattened edge that appeared before. The strip of seatbelt I’d used was transformed entirely too. It was now a small ball of twine, which would be much easier to use to make things. 
 
    This reality hack was so powerful that I could now literally change the nature of things in the world around me. This hack could make me as powerful as Superman, but EDGE Force only let me use it while wearing kryptonite shackles. 
 
    Conscious of the billowing black smoke that would undoubtedly bring unwanted attention down on top of us, I quickly broke down the cultist effigies into their component parts, which awarded me three Essences of Altrighus and one greater essence. I also made several other low quality throwing tomahawks, which I then broke down into their component parts. Then, I combined all of the Spools of Twine into a Ball of Twine.  
 
    Using my Tactical Hatchet, I hacked away at the corner of the crafting bench I’d made, looped twine through the hole, and fastened it to my belt. Now I’d have a crafting bench with me wherever I went, and I would be able to power level using crafting. 
 
    Though I couldn’t do that here in the forest. I took one of the Essences of Altrighus out of my inventory and held it up in front of Kaiser. 
 
    “The girls said you were a magic dog, and you indicated before that this stuff makes your magic work. Were you telling the truth?” 
 
    Woof. Yes. 
 
    I held it out to him. “Okay, so how-” I began, but Kaiser lunged forward and took the essence out of my hand with his mouth. He swallowed, and his eyes burned with purple light, shining right out of his pupils. 
 
    “Get us out of here, buddy. We need to get to the temple. Can you take us there?” 
 
    Kaiser put a paw on my leg just as I saw a ripple opening in the fabric of reality behind him. The forest scene disappeared, replaced with a view of some old ruin, unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Kaiser turned around and headed toward the open reality tear. 
 
    I followed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Moving through the tear felt very much the same as coming back to my senses after leaving Jace Radke’s bar. The quality of the air felt different here than in the forest too. It was humid and oppressive under the canopy of those trees, but here the wind blew as the sun began to dip below the horizon. 
 
    I’d been on this island long enough for the sun to set, which was a sobering thought. A mountain ridge rose to the east. The map Sabre left for us showed the temple nestled in the foothills there. The island sloped down to the west, abruptly ending a couple of kilometres away, where cliffs kept the ocean at bay. 
 
    I knelt next to Kaiser and ruffled the fur around his scruff. 
 
    “You actually did it. You are a magic dog!” 
 
    Kaiser gave me a pointed look that made it very clear he was disappointed that I had even a shadow of a doubt in his abilities. 
 
    “I’m sorry, okay? Today has been quite an adjustment. You know back in the real world, the most danger I come in contact with is avoiding the MAMILs when I’m going for my morning walk.” 
 
    Kaiser inclined his head toward me, not understanding. 
 
    “Ah yeah, acronyms probably aren’t something a dog has to deal with. Half your luck. A MAMIL is a middle-aged man in lycra. They ride up and down the foreshore walking track on their racing bicycles, absolutely fanging it, being a complete nuisance to anyone trying to go for a morning stroll. Then they take over all the good coffee shops I like to cosy up in to get some writing done. All you can smell is sweat and cheap cologne. Horrendous.” 
 
    The dog’s tongue lolled out of his mouth in amusement. 
 
    “The temple is that way,” I said, pointing toward the bottom of the mountains. As I watched, a helicopter rose over the ridge and hovered there. “Okay, that’s a pretty good sign we’re going in the right direction. Do you think we’ll make it there by nightfall?” 
 
    Kaiser whined, then turned around and headed off in the other direction.  
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” I asked. “That’s the wrong direction!” 
 
    Two short barks. No. 
 
    “Did you bring us to this particular place for a reason?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “You’ve got a plan, don’t you?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “All right, mate. Lead on. Just know that we need to get to that temple and find Miranda as soon as we can.” 
 
    Kaiser headed off towards the edge of the forest. I didn’t really want to go back in there, but Kaiser hadn’t steered me wrong so far. It was easier to trust Kaiser than Sabre. 
 
    There was a trail here, which was barely visible but definitely there. I had a feeling that Kaiser had walked this trail numerous times before. The forest here was much sparser than the heart of it where we’d been attacked earlier.  
 
    Eventually we came to a rise as the undergrowth gave way to an upthrust of rock. After a few minutes, I saw our destination. 
 
    There was a cave mouth nestled in the lower reaches of the rise. Kaiser trotted inside, and I followed, holding Gravedigger at the ready. 
 
    As soon as I stepped into the cave, I pulled the torch out of my inventory and switched it on. The beam of light washed over a residence of some kind. A hidden safe space. I followed Kaiser with the torch beam, who whined as he headed further into the cave. Kaiser sped up, then stopped and howled. 
 
    The torch beam illuminated something white. Time seemed to slow as I panned the torch beam over the skeleton. Blackness stained the ground beneath it. Decomposition had melted the flesh from the bones long ago. 
 
    “Do you know who that is?” I asked. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “I’m sorry buddy. I’m guessing they were a friend.” 
 
    I panned the light around the room and tried to find another light source. Whoever that body was, they wouldn’t have wanted to spend all their time in the dark, and they’d gone undiscovered here long enough that the cave had probably been untouched for years. 
 
    I found a couple of candles on a nearby table. I took the box of matches out of my inventory and lit one, then lit the other candles from the already lit one. I then placed those candles around the room to try and figure out what this place was and why it was important to Kaiser. 
 
    There was a single bed to one side of the cave and a dog bed resting at the foot of it. A painting hung from the cave wall, and I was surprised to see a lifelike rendition of Kaiser looking back at me. But the Kaiser in the painting was much younger. Just a puppy, from the looks of it. 
 
    I found a dozen shotgun shells stashed in a dresser, along with a couple of crafting components. There were some clothes in here too, which included skirts and dresses. The skeleton most likely belonged to a woman. 
 
    Cans of food were stacked high in another cupboard, and I was excited to find a little camp oven with a few cans of butane gas to use as fuel. There was also a good supply of canned dog food. 
 
    “This was a safe house, wasn’t it? You and whoever that was,” I motioned toward the skeleton. “You hid out here from the cult, didn’t you?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “It must have been quite a while since you've been here. We can use this place to regroup. I'm sorry about your friend.” 
 
    Kaiser trotted up beside me and licked my hand. Then he gently took my wrist in his mouth and pulled me towards a small bookshelf on the other side of the cave. I allowed myself to be led and quickly saw what it was that he wanted to show me.  
 
    A small leatherbound notebook sat by itself on one of the shelves. As I looked at it a small window appeared.  
 
    Diary of Doctor Daisy Cathcart
Do you wish to read this book? 
Yes / No 
 
      
 
    I picked up the book, then went over to the bed and sat down on it. Kaiser curled up in the dog bed and kept one eye on me as I read it.  
 
      
 
    August 12 
 
    It's the first day of my new deployment, which means that it's time for a new diary. This place is called Mori Island, and I'd never heard of it until Mnemtech assigned me here. Apparently there's something here that you can't find anywhere else on the planet, something with mutagenic properties, and it's integral to our research.  
 
    The remnants of an old cult are still here on the island. Some crazies left over from when the cult imploded about ten years ago. They call themselves caretakers. They won't let anybody in or out of the mine, which they call the temple, which is obviously causing some supply issues already. The only samples of the substance we can get our hands on is what they allow us to. 
 
    It's not like Mnemtech doesn't have the capability to just take what they want. They’ve got their own private army at their disposal. But I get the feeling that Mnemtech somehow needs the cult to continue the research. It’s almost like the cult could bring a halt to our whole operation at the drop of a hat if they wanted to. 
 
    Anyway, I'm excited to be here. When they tell you that the research you'll be doing might change the course of human history, sometimes it's just hyperbole.  
 
    But sometimes, just sometimes, it’s not.  
 
      
 
    This wasn’t the first time I’d heard the name Mnemtech. They were a big tech research firm out of Silicon Valley, mainly focused on artificial intelligence, robotics, and brain to computer interfaces. They had a huge public relations win a few years back by installing the first cybernetic limb replacement that used brain control. 
 
    If the cult had been gone for fifteen years, but this diary said that Doctor Daisy Cathcart was here ten years after the cult was disbanded, then the research noted down in this diary was long finished. I continued reading. 
 
      
 
    August 16 
 
    Okay, yeah, this isn't just hyperbole. I have no idea what that glittering purple substance is that they're pulling out of the mine, but I know that it's about to change everything. That's why I haven't written in this diary for days. The research that we're doing here is all I can think about.  
 
    Plus, there's one other little problem. The lead researcher saw me scribbling in a notebook yesterday and said that it is a breach of the non-disclosure agreement that I signed before coming to the island. So, if I want to keep my job, then I need to keep my mouth shut about what we are actually doing here.  
 
    That's okay, that's totally fine, I'm just going to write about totally unrelated things because I can't not write in my diary. Plus, he doesn’t need to know about this diary. I’ll have to be careful where I keep it stored. 
 
    Today I took a walk down to the beach by the coastal road. Walking down there was lovely, but coming back up the hill wasn’t so great. There are islands all around us here, and I kind of wish that I had time to go snorkelling.  
 
    That's okay though, with the amount of money I'm making from this research, I'll be able to afford to take a few years off and travel around the world.  
 
      
 
    I flicked forward through the pages, skimming them for any information I might be able to glean. Doctor Daisy came across as a positive, passionate and intelligent person, but Jeez Louise she could waffle on with nonsense. 
 
    I stopped on one entry about a month into her research stint as something caught my eye. 
 
      
 
    September 25 
 
    I'm going to need to figure out how to say this in such a way that it won't get me in trouble. I can't talk specifics about what we're researching. Project leaders have made that abundantly clear. But the things that we're doing here are unravelling the mysteries of reality. We’re learning things that we don’t really understand, because we didn't even know what we didn't know.  
 
    Every single person on this planet can benefit from the advances in technology that we’re making here. Not just technology, but other things. I don't even know how to express it because there are no words in our current language that adequately encompasses all that we are doing here.  
 
    The closest thing that I can think of is creation itself, but that statement is loaded with a level of hubris that would make even Doctor Victor Frankenstein blush. And I'm not talking about sitting down and painting a picture or anything that simple. This substance makes reality its own medium.  
 
    Our limitation at the moment is that we only have one conduit that allows us to access this awesome power. 
 
    And that conduit has designs of their own. 
 
    There’s no option but for us to push ahead and stay the course. 
 
      
 
    Creation itself and making reality the medium perfectly described the purple substance I’d encountered already. I had no doubt in my mind that this substance was what brought me to Jace Radke’s bar and allowed me to bring his weapon back into the real world. 
 
    It wasn’t just reality that it changed. In my case, it turned something that was a complete product of my imagination into its own pocket reality, then opened a door between the two. 
 
    I read on. 
 
      
 
    October 4 
 
    This is the first really hard day. 
 
    We lost someone in the lab today. Another researcher. I can’t even write their name down so they’ll be remembered. 
 
    One of the experiments went wrong. We had to put it down.  
 
    It proved to me that we don’t have complete control over this. As awesome a power as this is, it could just as easily be used to destroy our world instead of making it better. 
 
      
 
    I flicked forward in the diary again. 
 
      
 
    October 7 
 
    A bit of hope. 
 
    We did something new today. Something we’ve never done before. We brought something through from the other side. 
 
    Having a focus on this side of the tear was the grounding we needed. 
 
    Side note, I got a puppy today. 
 
    His name is Kaiser. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s what this is all about, huh?” I asked, putting my hand down over the side of the bed to pat Kaiser. “She’s your master, isn’t she?” 
 
    A single low bark. Yes. 
 
      
 
    October 24 
 
    They asked me to do it again, but I refused. Things are getting bad here. I should have known that one successful experiment would embolden them to disregard the safeguards we have in place. We have those safeguards for a really good reason! 
 
    So they made me do it again. 
 
    I’m pretty sure they’re going to shut us down soon. 
 
    Mnemtech has found an alternate source of the substance. Now that Mnemtech has secured enough of it to continue their experiments elsewhere, they’re planning to abandon the island. 
 
    It’s out there somewhere.  
 
    I tried to bring something else through, but it didn’t work the same as before. Kaiser came through from the other side as happy and intelligent as we planned. I swear he’s just as smart as a toddler and gets up to just as much mischief. 
 
    We did it.  
 
    I don’t know how we did it, but we did. We have a dog that will be able to play chess in a matter of weeks. He can already recognise 76 distinct words and phrases, and he’s only a few weeks old. 
 
    Well, I don’t really know how old he is. Because he wasn’t born, per se. He just… came through. 
 
    Whatever happens, I’m not letting them have him. 
 
      
 
    I could already kind of tell where this was going, so I skipped ahead a bit to the last page. 
 
      
 
    December 25 
 
    It’s Christmas Day. Kaiser is a few months old now. I’ve found a safe place out in the mountains where we’ll go once Mnemtech leave. I already have a plan in place. 
 
    Kaiser can do something that we didn’t expect. Exposing him to the substance allows him to open a doorway to wherever he wants to go. He’s only ever known two places: the lab and the walled garden up on the surface where we let him run free.  
 
    When he opened his first rift, he opened it to the garden. To somewhere he feels happiest. 
 
    He needs to see a place to be able to open a rift, I’m sure of it. Otherwise he’d be able to open a rift into the forest and disappear without a trace. 
 
    Today I managed to convince my superiors that Kaiser needed to go for a walk outside. It’s Christmas after all, and our research has come leaps and bounds thanks to Kaiser. 
 
    So I took him for a walk and I showed him the cave. I explained the plan to him. I used our language cards to make sure he understood. 
 
    He’s seen the cave now, so we should be able to disappear without a trace. We’ll make our escape as soon as I can get my hands on some more of the substance. 
 
      
 
    Language cards? I’d used them with my kids when they were learning how to talk. Lorelei loved them, but Seth hated them. He was the most strong-headed of my two kids and always had to do things on his own terms. Language cards would be a game-changer with Kaiser. 
 
    I slipped the diary into my inventory and set out to find the cards. It didn’t take long. When I picked the cards up, Kaiser lifted his head and panted happily.  
 
    “Come on, Kaiser. You and I are going to have a little chat.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a long, arduous process to have a conversation with Kaiser. Each word card displayed the word in large friendly letters and accompanied it with an image representing it.  
 
    It was the same kind of word/image association that I used with my kids to try and get them ahead of the curve when speaking and recognising objects and concepts. 
 
    The cards had many common words and phrases on them like food, water, want, happy, and so on and so forth.  
 
    When I did it with my kids, it was easy because we would just go through each card, and they would repeat what was on it. Well, Lorelei did. Seth just wanted to keep watching The Wiggles. But Kaiser had no way of actually talking. Yes and no answers would only get us so far.  
 
    So I came up with a system. I placed all of the language cards out onto the floor between us, and Kaiser would indicate which ones he wanted to use to say whatever he wanted to say.  
 
    The first thing he chose to say broke my heart.  
 
    Love mother miss mother. 
 
    He was very insistent that the mother card needed to be used twice. 
 
    Doctor Daisy Cathcart must have been very special to him. He must have meant a lot to her as well, considering that she'd gone and had a portrait of him painted. 
 
    The very existence of that painting made me a little uneasy. If Daisy was out here working for Mnemtech, who in the hell had the kind of artistic chops to paint that portrait of Kaiser? I couldn't see any art or painting supplies here in this cave, so maybe one of the other researchers did it? 
 
    I decided to ask Kaiser himself. 
 
    “Where did you come from? The diary said you came from the other side. Where is that?” 
 
    Kaiser put a paw down on the card that said don’t know. 
 
    “What’s the first thing you remember?” 
 
    Cold. Then, mother. 
 
    “Your mum mentioned bringing something else through from the other side. Do you know what it was?” 
 
    The following three words sent a chill prickling up my back. Angry hungry dog. 
 
    “Is this angry hungry dog still alive?” 
 
    Don’t know. 
 
    “How long has it been since you saw your mum?” 
 
    Kaiser tapped his foot multiple times on the card that said long. I had to stop him because he just kept tapping his foot over and over. Long long long long long long. 
 
    “Okay, I get it. A very long time. How did you survive all this time?” 
 
    People. Good dog. 
 
    “You found the people who were still here. In the place that I found you, right? You were a good dog, and they took care of you?” 
 
    A single bark. Yes. 
 
    “But then something changed.” 
 
    Girl. Good girl. 
 
    I took the photo of Miranda Cullen out of my wallet and showed it to Kaiser. “This girl?” 
 
    Woof. Yes. 
 
    “So she’s good, huh? Here I thought that there was a chance she might be behind all of this. But you seem like a pretty good judge of character.” 
 
    Kaiser wagged his tail. 
 
    “Her name is Miranda. I was sent here to rescue her, so that’s what we need to do. She’s in the temple, which I’m guessing is the same place you came from. So you can open doors to wherever you can think of using that purple stuff?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Do you think you could open a door into the temple for us?” 
 
    Kaiser whined, then placed his paw on another card. Scary. 
 
    “Yeah, I know buddy. Hey, look, I’ve got two kids at home. They’ve always wanted a dog. I know you’re not just any dog, but after all of this is over, how would you like to come and live with us? I know I’m not your mum, but you’ve grown on me, you big furry bugger.” 
 
    Kaiser pawed the happy card so much and with such enthusiasm that he dislodged it from its place. 
 
    “That’d make me happy too. So before we can do that, we need to save Miranda. We need to save the good girl, okay? She’s in the temple, and we need to get to her. Without her, we don't get to go home.” 
 
    Kaiser put his paw on the card that said okay.  
 
    “All right, but first, can you tell me how you open those doorways? Those rifts? Because that shiny purple stuff works way differently for me.” 
 
    Kaiser considered the cards as though it was a hard thing to explain using picture cards designed for toddlers. After a few minutes, Kaiser went and picked the card that showed an image of an eye, accompanied by the word see. 
 
    That didn't make a whole lot of sense. There was no way that Kaiser would have been able to see this cave from where we were in the forest. Kaiser looked up at me expectantly, then pawed the same card again.  
 
    “Yeah, I hear you buddy, but I'm just not quite sure what you're trying to say.” 
 
    Kaiser closed his eyes, and he kept his head pointed straight at me. He lifted his paw and placed it back down on the same card.  
 
    “Seeing with your eyes closed,” I mumbled, then wanted to slap myself across the face for being an idiot. “Memories! You can see this place in your memories because you've been here before. So you can only open rifts to places you've been, that you can see in your memories?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Now we were cooking with gas. I was a little bummed that I couldn't just get my magic dog to open a rift back to my house and avoid going to the temple entirely. It would have been nice, but that wouldn't work because he'd never been there. Still, understanding how Kaiser’s power worked was a step forward.  
 
    “I guess it's time for us to prepare and get the show on the road,” I said. “I know all of this stuff belonged to your mum, but I might be able to use it just like I used all of that stuff in the barn to make some things that might keep us alive. If there’s anything you don't want me to touch, you just let me know, okay?” 
 
    Okay. 
 
    I ransacked the room. I wasn't gentle with anything as I went through the drawers in the cupboards, flung the clothes in the wardrobe onto the bed, and found every single thing that I could disassemble into component parts. 
 
    I didn't go anywhere near Daisy's skeleton, and I kept the diary safe in my inventory. Everything else was fair game for disassembly.  
 
    I untied my mobile crafting bench from my belt and placed it on the table. One by one, I broke everything in that room down into component parts. I quickly reached level 4 in the Crafting skill line.  
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Crafting Skill level 4!
New effect: +10% crafting materials gained from disassembling! 
 
      
 
    That was a very welcome bonus, but I broke so many things down that it wasn’t long before I hit level 5 as well. 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Crafting Skill level 5!
New effect: Complex crafting workbench recipes unlocked! 
 
      
 
    That was very interesting. I took some time to look through these new complex crafting recipes and was pleasantly surprised at the new arsenal of toys I had to play with. Along with the new complex item quality upgrades, I also now had access to several more sophisticated traps.  
 
    That wasn't the best new thing, though. I could now make my own grenades. They came in various spicy flavours, from basic explosive grenades, flash grenades, to incendiary and cryo grenades. Both the incendiary and cryo varieties required some extra reagents that I hadn't encountered as yet. 
 
    After a bit of poking around the crafting menus, I found that I could combine 5 complex crafting components into the catalyst for either an incendiary or cryo grenade. I then needed to use another 10 complex crafting components to make the grenade, but I figured it would be crucial to make sure I had a couple of those up my sleeve.  
 
      
 
    Explosive Grenade
Complex Assault Weapon
Damage: 250
Components required: Complex Crafting Components x 10 
 
      
 
    Flash grenade
Complex Assault Weapon
Damage: 0 + blinds all targets
Components required: Flash Core, Complex Crafting Components x 10 
 
      
 
    Incendiary grenade
Complex Assault Weapon
Damage: 50 + 20/s for 10 secs
Components required: Flame Core, Complex Crafting Components x 10 
 
      
 
    Cryo grenade
Complex Assault Weapon
Damage: 100 + movement speed reduction over 10 secs. Thawing enemies take 50% extra damage.
Components required: Cryo Core, Complex Crafting Components x 10 
 
      
 
    The regular explosive grenades were cheaper to make, and they’d definitely come in handy, but the extra effects of the flash, cryo and incendiary grenades couldn’t be passed over. Extra damage over time effects, movement slowing effects and disorienting effects were almost more desirable than straight-up damage. 
 
    I was lucky that I had already invested a skill point in combining common crafting components into complex crafting components. That opened up so many more options. 
 
    Further investigation into the already cluttered crafting interface revealed that the flame core, cryo core and flash core were actually craftable but required an investment of complex components. The high cost would be worth it, so I went ahead and made two flame cores and a cryo core. 
 
    Then I made myself two explosive grenades, two fire grenades and one ice grenade, but was a little frustrated to see that they didn’t stack in my inventory. Each grenade took up a whole inventory slot, and I didn’t have many to spare with all the various crafting components and other miscellanea I had. 
 
    There had to be a solution to this. After delving a little further into the crafting menus, I came across a section titled Containers. I could make all kinds of bags with increased inventory space and several ammo enhancing containers. 
 
    One of these was a grenade belt attachment, which could hold six grenades. I used a dozen complex components to make the belt attachment, then immediately equipped it. The three grenades in my inventory automatically moved across to this new container. 
 
    Another bag was listed in the crafting components section that I wanted, but I didn’t have the necessary skills or components to make it. 
 
      
 
    Autoloader 9mm Ammunition Pouch
Automatically loads 9mm rounds into a clip ready to reload.
Components required: Complex Crafting Components x 20, Refined Crafting Components x 10 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t need to manually reload each bullet into the single clip I had, which would be a hell of a benefit in a fight. But I couldn’t even make refined components yet. To do that, I’d need to reach Level 9 in Crafting and spend another skill point to unlock the Refined Combination skill. 
 
    That would take a hell of a lot of crafting. But luckily for me, there were a hell of a lot of things to disassemble here in the cave. 
 
    By the end of my crafting spree, the cave was looking pretty bare. I’d reached Level 8 in the Crafting skill line, which reduced crafting costs by 5%, gave me an extra skill point, and increased my component yield by 10% when disassembling. 
 
    Those were all great bonuses, but it didn’t propel me up to Skill Level 9, which is where I really wanted to be. 
 
    All of this Crafting experience tipped me over the threshold into Level 10, and I banked another 3 skill points. But that made me stop because I hadn’t even noticed that I’d levelled up to level 9 earlier. It must have been during the chaos in the forest. 
 
    I had 7 skill points to spend now, and I knew exactly where I wanted to spend those. Five points immediately went into That’s Far Enough, which gave me a 25% chance to stagger an enemy when attacking with a shotgun. I also took a single rank skill in the Stealth tree called Sleepy Time, which unlocked silent takedowns, and then unlocked the skill right next to it called Silent Reload, which did exactly what it advertised on the box. Reloading in stealth was now silent. 
 
    It was going to be a hell of a slog to get any of my skill lines up to Level 20 to unlock the last superpowered skill in just one skill line, let alone in multiple skills. 
 
    Along with the grenades, I upgraded all of my EDGE Force combat gear to the highest level I could with the crafting components that I had access to. I had three essences of Altrighus left, and I was hesitant to use any of them just yet.  
 
    Using one of those essences while crafting a shotgun had resulted in me going into a pocket universe of my own creation, and the next time I'd used some, it allowed Kaiser to open a rift to take us halfway across the island in the blink of an eye.  
 
    With only three of these essences left, I decided I would hang on to them until I had a specific reason to use them. Crafting components were a dime a dozen, but these essences seemed far harder to come by until we found some more cultists to kill.  
 
    A plan was starting to form that might allow me to power level some other skills, but time was of the essence. If Miranda was already at the temple, then we might already be too late.  
 
    However, if the cultists had encountered the same things in the forest that we had, that might have delayed them from delivering Miranda to the temple. If that was the case, then I might be able to go into the temple and clear it out before they even arrived. 
 
    Either way, we wouldn't know where we stood until we found out what was happening at the temple.  
 
    With all of the resources from Kaiser’s cave harvested, it was time to move on. I packed up his word cards and slipped them into my inventory. We’d probably need them later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    After leaving the cave behind, Kaiser led me through a rocky path to the top of the ridge. It was a hard slog ascending that path in the dark. The sun had long sunk behind the horizon, and I just had to keep reminding myself that darkness would help conceal our approach. 
 
    It didn’t help that I kept thinking about the angry hungry dog that Kaiser mentioned earlier. The unseen monster that apparently came through from the same place Kaiser did. 
 
    From the vantage point on the ridge, I could see down into the cultist complex in front of the temple. Outdoor lights illuminated some sections of this tent city, but others were shrouded in darkness. It was hard to get a handle on the exact layout of the complex, which made it difficult to formulate the best angle of approach.  
 
    The diary had mentioned a mine that the cultists called a temple, and this must be it. I didn't much enjoy the idea of heading down into a cave, but it looked like that was exactly where the temple was. Two massive floodlights illuminated a hole in the base of the mountains. Unnatural, carved stone blocks outlined that black entrance. A tree with gnarled roots that hung down over those stones sat above the entrance of the temple. 
 
    A couple of sentry towers were placed on either side of the road that led into the complex. Even from this distance, I could see tiny figures standing atop those towers, watching. Floodlights swept back and forth as the sentries kept watch. 
 
    Those two sentries were going to be a problem. If this were a video game, then I'd just find a way to climb those towers and take them out, but the problem was that those floodlights were constantly moving, panning back and forth. If I killed the sentries, then the other cultists would know that something was up.  
 
    A couple of empty flatbed trucks were parked to one side, which meant a fair few of the cultists had made it through the forest unharmed. I couldn't quite see what shape those trucks were in, but I secretly hoped they'd been banged up. 
 
    This whole compound looked military. There had been a helicopter buzzing around earlier, but it was nowhere to be seen now. Was this gear left over from when Mnemtech was here years ago? Or was all of this new? If so, who was supplying the cult with all this gear? 
 
    Suddenly both floodlights snapped into place on the road that led to the compound. Another light approached from the forest road, revealing the gate that ran between the sentry towers and the fence that encircled the whole complex.  
 
    It was another truck, but this one wasn't a flatbed. It was smaller than the others but was completely enclosed. The cultists that had been milling about the complex only a moment before snapped into action. A pair of them rushed to the inside of the gate and hauled it open. The truck sped inside, slamming on the brakes once it passed the complex gate, almost like it was being pursued. 
 
    The spotlights were still pointed at the edge of the forest. Gunshots rang out from the sentry towers as they opened fire on something.  
 
    I only got a brief glimpse of the massive creature. Despite its size, it moved as quick as lightning. It moved quadrupedally, wolflike in its gait. There was something off about the way it moved as it lumbered away, unbalanced and unnatural.  
 
    The hair on Kaiser’s hackles raised. He growled low in his throat as he watched the scene unfold.  
 
    “Is that your angry hungry dog?” 
 
    Woof. Yes. 
 
    Terror bloomed from my stomach like a cold sickness and washed over me. “It’s like you, isn’t it? Smart?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “But they couldn’t control it and couldn’t keep it in a cage. It might be best if we left the defences in the encampment down there in place, then. At least they’ll stop that thing from following us back into the temple.” 
 
    Kaiser looked at me, providing no indication about whether he agreed with my plan. 
 
    “Or plan B, we use one of the last two essences we have, and you take us down into the labs directly.” 
 
    A whine, then a single half-hearted bark. A reluctant yes. 
 
    I took one essence out of my inventory and held it out to Kaiser, who gently took it into his mouth. Then the world fell away from underneath me, and I went tumbling down through a black abyss. 
 
    I landed hard, and Kaiser landed next to me. A circle of light illuminated both of us in the infinite black of wherever the essence had taken us. I held Gravedigger tight like it was a crucifix or a string of prayer beads. Something to ward away the darkness.  
 
    I spun around to scan for threats, wondering whether we had actually been transported to a dark place within the labs. I pulled the flashlight out of my inventory and switched it on, which seemed to start some kind of chain reaction. The torch beam fell on a dilapidated set of stairs, and a light appeared above the tiny shack as though someone somewhere had just switched on a stage spotlight.  
 
    I immediately recognised the cabin as one of the locations I'd written for a horror movie screenplay that I've never been able to sell, and for good reason. It was your standard, run of the mill slasher set in a cabin in the woods filled with drunk teenagers and an invincible enemy out for blood. It was painfully by the numbers.  
 
    But if I’d managed to bring Jace Radke’s world of the infernals to life, then what if I’d managed to bring Mordecai Barnes and his creepy scarecrow mask to life as well? 
 
    That chill that I had felt when I saw the monstrous creature in front of the camp returned, so I spun around to ensure nothing was waiting there in the darkness. I half expected to see Mordecai’s torn hessian sack face, unstitched at the eyeholes, wielding his rusty scythe that somehow remained preternaturally sharp. 
 
    But he was nowhere to be found. Instead, there was another building behind us marked with a sign I recognised. 
 
    Midnight Beach Police Service – Maritime Office.  
 
    The spotlight appeared over the office again, just like it had with Mordecai’s cabin. That was where Chief Alex Bishop was when he first learned about an impossible murder. A shark attack victim wound up hanging from a tree six metres in the air. Both the victim and the tree in question were covered in the bite marks from what appeared to be a great white shark. 
 
    Great whites are terrifying, but they can’t climb trees. 
 
    In this story, which still sat unfinished and unpublished, there was a wereshark on the loose. There’s a whole subplot there about an ancient curse and an effigy of an old god hauled up from the bottom of the ocean, but I never ended up finishing it. It just seemed too weird, like Jaws meets the Wolfman. So I canned it, but here was the maritime office, waiting in this black abyss. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what's going on here?” I asked Kaiser, who only whined in response. “I think I know, but if I say this crazy shit out loud, then there's no taking it back.” 
 
    I waited a moment before saying anything else, then continued on foot past the MBPS maritime office. Kaiser and I walked past a dozen other landmarks from other stories, screenplays, and other works I'd written over my years. Some were from screenplays, some were from novels – both published and unpublished – and some were from video games I’d written. 
 
    Each location came with an overwhelming sense of deja vu. They looked exactly as I pictured them in my head as I was working on them.  
 
    Eventually, I came to the facade of Jace Radke's bar. The first time I'd used one of the essences in a deliberate way, it had brought me to a specific area of creation within my subconscious. It delivered me to the tool that I needed to solve the problem I had at the time.  
 
    But this time, it wasn't about making a specific weapon. Rather it was about getting to where we needed to be. But that didn't quite make sense to me because Kaiser had been able to open a rift previously. Something had happened to bring him here into my subconscious. 
 
    “Did you try and take us to the lab?” I asked Kaiser.  
 
    He looked away and whined in fear. He barked once, and then after a moment, he barked twice. A yes and then a no. I got the meaning straight away. Kaiser tried to take us into the lab, but he got scared. He couldn't mentally commit to taking us where we needed to go, so the essence took us somewhere else. 
 
    It took us to the only place that it could, which was my creative nexus. The area where all of my imagined universes existed. 
 
    While we were here, there was one thread that I wanted to investigate further. If the reality augment that EDGE Command had installed within me continued to crossover into these worlds that I had created, then there was the possibility that I might be able to level up my skills in here.  
 
    Power levelling was a tried and true method of cheesing your way through the hard parts of a video game. Most of the time it involved some kind of exploit or system break, which is exactly what these worlds could do for me. 
 
    I could return to Mori Island and lay waste to the remains of this insane cult once I’d become as powerful as a supersoldier. 
 
    One thing that I had noticed about myself since waking up on the island was that it was very rare for me to feel physically exhausted. The only time I'd felt that way was when I used my Helm Splitter move on a cultist way back in the beginning. But since then, I'd been able to keep moving forward without any problem at all. I hadn't even felt tired, which as a father of two, I can tell you is an absolute miracle. 
 
    Back in my normal everyday life, on the weeks that I didn't have my kids, I’d wake up at midday and stay up until all hours of the morning working on whatever project that was burning away in my brain. 
 
    But the weeks I had my kids were a completely different story.  
 
    I was up at the crack of dawn to make sure that they got ready for school on time, then I did the morning school run and sat in traffic like every other parent unlucky enough to get stuck with that duty. I’d try and be productive in those hours between nine and three, but I’d mostly fail. 
 
    By the time they were home, bathed, fed, and their homework was done, then it was time to start arguing with them about going to bed. By the time I'd won that argument, I was pretty much ready for bed myself, which usually happened around nine.  
 
    For me to have been able to continue going like the Energizer Bunny on the island, while doing things that should have taken a toll on me, made it obvious that this reality augment had fundamentally changed how my body worked. 
 
    If I didn’t need to sleep and only had to rely on my stamina regeneration rate to kick in, then I might be able to supercharge levelling up my Physique skill. 
 
    It just so happened that I had the perfect place to go to test out my theory. Chief Bishop from Midnight Beach was a gym junkie, and while writing about the actual acts of going to a gym was boring as hell, writing about that type of personality was actually pretty fun.  
 
    They tend to be control freaks, especially when it comes to physical activity and food. But I knew for a fact that there was a 24-hour gym just around the corner from the maritime office of the Midnight Beach Police Service, and I already knew everything there was to know about the guy who ran it.  
 
    I headed back along the path towards the maritime office and took a deep breath before opening the door and walking inside.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    I closed the door to the office behind me and came face to face with Chief Bishop. 
 
    “Chief Bishop, hi there. I’m-” 
 
    “I know who you are. What the hell are you doing in my town, Rideout?” Chief Bishop said.  
 
    He was an imposing physical specimen of a man, sporting an unironic moustache trimmed with razor precision. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he used a construction level to measure it. 
 
    “Just passing through, Chief. I promise.” 
 
    It was bizarre to me that the characters in my stories knew who I was, and they were aware that I shouldn’t be in their worlds. 
 
    “You’re carrying a hell of a lot of weaponry. Why should I let you into Midnight Beach?” 
 
    “I’ll leave it all here if you want me to,” I offered, then handed Gravedigger over to Chief Bishop. 
 
    He considered the gun for a moment before handing it back to me. “You keep your weapons, but I'll be accompanying you anywhere you need to go. There's something out there, and it's killing people. You might even be able to help me stop it.” 
 
    I didn't have the heart to tell him that the person afflicted by the curse of the wereshark was standing right behind him. His deputy, John Halford, had managed to snag the cursed Effigy of the Starving Shark in one of his crab pots. Depending on where we were in the story, John might not even know that he was the killer they were hunting. 
 
    “Yeah, I've heard about that,” I said. “I need to go see Ronnie at the gym. I need to strengthen up as quickly as I can, and Ronnie’s is the best place to do that.” 
 
    Chief Bishop smiled widely. He was good friends with Ronnie and was always happy to recruit new people for the gym for his mate. 
 
    “Well, why didn't you say so? John, I'm going to need you to hold the fort while I take my friend down to Ronnie’s. You're up for the challenge, right?” 
 
    “It's ten o'clock at night,” John said. “The biggest challenge I’m going to face is trying to keep my eyes open.” 
 
    Chief Bishop bristled at that. “That's not the kind of thing that you want to admit to your superior officer.” Then his expression softened a little. “Let's hope things stay quiet tonight. For everybody's sake. The morgue doesn’t have much room left.” 
 
    If Deputy Halford was going to stay back at the office, then there would be no problem. The curse that he was afflicted by needed a specific set of conditions to activate. In fact, that’s one reason I never finished the book. I’d written myself into a corner. 
 
    For Deputy Halford to undergo the change, he needed to detect human blood immersed in salt water, just like sharks do when they get into a feeding frenzy. 
 
    As long as Halford stayed on dry land, we had nothing to worry about. My problems with the book stemmed from running out of ideas about how I could get him in the water while there was blood around. 
 
    Ronnie’s gym was just around the corner, and even though it was a short walk, I wanted to walk down the esplanade of Midnight Beach and take in the ambience. Out of all of the places I’d invented for my stories, Midnight Beach was one of my favourites. 
 
    It was meant to be my version of Castle Rock, the fictional town at the centre of a whole bunch of Stephen King’s novels. I’d had grand plans to finish a Midnight Beach trilogy, but that kind of got derailed after my wife left me. 
 
    Just being here made me want to jump right back into the book and finish it, but I’d never be able to do that if I didn’t finish my mission on Mori Island. 
 
    We turned away from the beachfront and into a side street. The waves crashed on the beach behind us as we approached the neon sign to Ronnie’s gym. There was a late night boxing match raging when we arrived. Ronnie was shorter than Chief Bishop, but what he missed in height he made up for in bulk. He turned around as we entered. 
 
    “Get that mutt out of here!” Ronnie roared as he laid eyes on Kaiser. 
 
    I raised my hands in defence. “He's okay, he's okay. He's friendly, and he’s housebroken. You are housebroken, right?” 
 
    A single bark. Yes. Then Kaiser snorted in mock offense. 
 
    “I don't care if he can recite the Jabberwocky. He's not welcome in my gym!” Ronnie yelled. 
 
    “I tell you what,” I said. “Let’s have a little competition. We’ll see how many push-ups we can do in ten minutes. When I beat you, you let Kaiser stay in the gym while I do what I need to do.” 
 
    “Chief, who is this punk?” Ronnie asked. 
 
    “You don't recognise him?” Chief Bishop replied. 
 
    “No. Should I?” 
 
    “This is JD Rideout.” 
 
    Ronnie’s eyes widened in recognition. “Oh geez, sorry boss, I was all caught up watching Graham get his arse beat. Intense focus and all that, you know?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said, still coming to terms with the fact that my fictional characters knew who I was. “I'm in a spot of trouble, and I couldn't think of anywhere else better equipped to get me into fighting shape quickly. I need to strengthen my body.” 
 
    “Well shit, you know you came to the right place. What are you aiming for? Agility, power, bulk? You want to be strong or do you want to look strong?” Ronnie asked. 
 
    “Strength training. I want to be able to lift a car,” I said. 
 
    Chief Bishop and Ronnie looked at each other like they’d been handed the winning lottery ticket. Then Ronnie nodded slowly as he looked me over before rubbing his hands together.  
 
    “We need to assess where you’re at right now before we throw you in the deep end, all right?” Ronnie asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    “Show me how many push-ups you can do before you want to call it quits.” 
 
    I unpacked all of my gear and laid it out next to the foam mats on the gym floor. I lowered myself down and tried to remember the form of a proper push up from when I’d gone to the gym regularly all those years ago. 
 
    It had been a long time. I managed twenty before I started to feel the burn, then another ten before my limbs started getting wobbly. Then a notification popped, which made me grin like a lunatic for being right. 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Physique Skill level 6!
New effect: +2 inventory slots! 
 
      
 
    I fell on my face shortly after that when another notification announced that my stamina was low. 
 
    “36 push-ups? Not bad. Better than I assumed when I first saw you,” Ronnie said. “But how the hell did you think you’d be able to beat me in a push-up contest, man?” 
 
    “Persistence,” I said. I could already feel my stamina recharging, and when I felt like it had been replenished, I got back down and did another round of push-ups. 
 
    I counted in my head this time, and I’d hit twenty-six before feeling the burn, then thirty-eight before the wobbles set in. I rounded the whole set out at fifty-two before having to give in. 
 
    That was a hell of an improvement just after one set. 
 
    Ronnie and Chief Bishop’s eyebrows rose in unison as I sat back for another stamina recovering breather. 
 
    “Were you just playing around on that first set?” Ronnie asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope.” 
 
    “Go again,” Ronnie said. 
 
    Once my stamina had recovered, I did. This time I only managed the same amount before having to stop for a breather. So it looked like the strength of my body was directly tied to my Physique skill score. I waited out another breather, then went back for more. 
 
    After another set, another notification popped. 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Physique Skill level 7!
New effect: +1 skill point! 
 
      
 
    Another skill point was always welcome. I then opened my whole notifications window before it had a chance to disappear and saw a rolling log of how much experience I was getting per push up. 
 
    A push up with a full stamina bar was marked as easy and gave me 1 skill experience. As I got more tired, it was marked as medium and gave 2 experience, and the last few were marked as difficult and gave 3 experience.  
 
    I earned more skill experience for physical actions the less stamina I had. I was only getting 1 general experience for every 5 skill experience, which was consistent to how that calculation worked on Mori Island. 
 
    The next round of push-ups was even better than before. I hit seventy-five total before I wanted to collapse into a heap. These recovery pauses were killing me, though. I just wanted to keep pushing forward. 
 
    Sometimes in video games, food could give you energy boosts, so I wondered whether that was the same here. I’d created this world, hadn’t I? Could I change things while I was inside it? 
 
    As it turns out, no, I couldn’t. Whatever powers had brought me here, they didn’t give me the power over this place while I was in it. It was like it’d been plucked right out of my head as it was. 
 
    That’s not to say that the energy drinks in the vending machine didn’t help. I bought an absolutely horrifically named one called Muscle Milk and downed it. A buff appeared which showed my stamina regeneration rate was improved by 10% for the next hour. 
 
    That was fine because we would be here a while, and the vending machine was well stocked. 
 
    “This is absolutely insane,” Ronnie said. “I’ve never seen anyone do something like this. By now, you should be exhausted!” 
 
    “I don’t think the same rules apply to us as they do to him,” Chief Bishop said.  
 
    I huffed and puffed through another recovery period. “Well, in the regular world where I come from, you’d be wrong. When I wrote about this world, you guys are pretty much governed by the same set of rules that my world is based on. But then I got kidnapped by this group who hacked reality and changed the way that I work. I still don’t understand it, really. I especially don’t understand why their system works here, in a place that came into being right out of my head.” 
 
    Ronnie shook his head. “I understood about half of what you just said.” 
 
    I laughed. “I didn’t come here for your smarts, Ronnie. I came here because I know you can train a poor hopeless sap like me to get strong. So let’s get training.” 
 
    Ronnie grinned. The next few hours turned into a blur of different exercise machines, high-intensity interval training, sparring with Chief Bishop, and aerobic workouts. I refreshed my stamina regen buff whenever it needed it, but after levelling up to Level 11 and Level 12 in the Physique skill, I sunk those five points into I Can Do This All Day, which increased my total stamina by 25%.  
 
    As the limits of my stamina grew, I had to seek out different activities to push through limitations. I couldn’t just do one thing forever, because eventually everything just got marked as easy, and I stopped gaining as much experience from it. 
 
    The next time I looked at myself in the full-length mirrors down one side of the gym, I almost laughed at how ridiculous I looked.  
 
    When you see a superhero on the big screen, you can kind of believe that Thor or Captain America have those massive muscles and a body shaped like a Dorito chip, right?  
 
    Seeing that kind of a physique on someone just walking down the street looks weird and unnatural. 
 
    It looked even more unnatural on me. 
 
    The things I looked most forward to in life were sitting in a dark room with my kids watching an old-school kid-friendly horror movie, with stacks of freshly popped popcorn, a packet of Twisties, and sometimes if we were feeling particularly adventurous, we'd make homemade chocolate milkshakes.  
 
    I’d always tried to keep fit, which all went out the window after the marriage breakdown, but it was always more of a functional fitness rather than an aesthetic fitness. As I looked at myself in that mirror in Ronnie's gym, I had a dysphoric moment where I didn’t even recognise myself.  
 
    Plus, I wasn't even where I needed to be before I headed back to Mori Island yet. 
 
    The next time I did push-ups, Ronnie sat squarely on my back, and he was built like a brick shithouse. Having that extra weight on my back changed every single push up from easy to medium, until my stamina started depleting, then they all switched to hard. Pushing myself that hard definitely hurt, but it was worth it because of how quickly my Physique skill levelled up. 
 
    The gym-goers all seemed to peter out the later it got, but Ronnie, Chief Bishop, and I kept going. It wasn't until about 2:30 in the morning that I finally hit Physique level 20. 
 
    The notification that appeared came with fanfare this time. The icon hovered in front of my face, and fireworks exploded behind it. The light from those fireworks didn't extend to Ronnie and chief Bishop, so they didn’t have any essence in this reality, but I could see them. 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Physique Skill level 20!
Final skill unlocked: Plot Armour!
You are now immune to instant execution attacks. Instead, these attacks will reduce you to critical health level. Plot Armour will only prevent death once per encounter. 
 
      
 
    Hell yes. That’s what I wanted. I’d be able to walk into anything that Mori Island threw at me now. The list of other bonuses I’d gotten along the Physique skill line were very welcome. I scrolled through the litany of additional bonuses and grinned. 
 
      
 
    Level 8: +5% health
Level 9: +1 skill point
Level 10: +2 inventory slots!
Level 11: +5% health
Level 12: +1 skill point
Level 13: +3% armour
Level 14: +5% stamina regeneration rate
Level 15: +1 skill point
Level 16: +5% health
Level 17: +1 skill point
Level 18: +3% armour
Level 19: +1 skill point
Level 20: Unlocks Plot Armour skill 
 
      
 
    All up, that was a hefty boost to my survivability, but that wasn’t the best thing. All of that Physique skill experience had boosted me all the way up to Level 22. Along with the 5 extra skill points I got from levelling up the Physique skill line, I also netted an additional 33 skill points from levelling up. So all up, I had a massive 38 skill points to distribute. 
 
    Considering I’d now maxed out the whole Physique skill line, it meant that every single tier of skills in that tree was now able to be selected. I sunk 15 points into Armour Plated, Numb, and A Little Pick Me Up. 
 
      
 
    Armour Plated
Level 9 Physique Skill required
Rank 5/5
Skill Active
Your base armour is increased by 25% 
 
      
 
    Numb
Level 18 Physique Skill required
Rank 5/5
Skill Active
All incoming damage is reduced by 25% 
 
      
 
    A Little Pick Me Up
Level 18 Physique Skill required
Rank 5/5
Skill Active
Healing items are 50% more effective. 
 
      
 
    I chose those three skills because I figured they’d give me the best chance at surviving the fights to come. Another skill in the Assault Weapons tree I really wanted would increase my armour by 25% while wielding a shotgun. With Gravedigger by my side and my armour rating supercharged, I would be almost unstoppable. I decided to save 5 of my skill points for when I reached Level 9 in my Assault Weapons skill. 
 
    That still left me with 13 skill points. 
 
    I sunk another five into If It Bleeds… 
 
      
 
    If It Bleeds…
Level 0 Edged Weapons Skill required
Rank 5/5
Skill Active
Edged Weapons have a 25% chance to cause Bleeding. 
 
      
 
    Then I sunk another 3 points into Supply Drop, raising it from Rank 2 to Rank 5, increasing my chance for defeated enemies to drop useful supplies by 30%.  
 
    I decided to keep the last 10 skill points I had in reserve for after I’d levelled up a few more times in the Assault Weapons and Edged Weapons skill lines. Now that I was a lot harder to kill, I’d need to increase my own killing power, but that wasn’t something I’d be able to do in Midnight Beach. 
 
    I could dump Deputy Halford into the ocean and nick my thumb to force him to change into his wereshark form, but I had a different idea for how I might be able to level up those skills. 
 
    Kaiser was asleep by the gym door when I went to leave. 
 
    “Come on buddy, it’s time for us to go back,” I said. 
 
    Kaiser looked up at me with bleary eyes, then stretched his big shaggy body out. He gave a quick yawn as though he protested me waking him up, but he dutifully trotted out of the gym by my side. 
 
    We headed back into the Maritime Police office, and I paused before heading back through the door to my creative nexus. 
 
    “Say, Chief Bishop, have you got any extra 9mm ammo and shotgun shells?” I asked. “How about some painkillers?” 
 
    Chief Bishop gave me a sidelong glance. “You want me to give you Midnight Beach munitions and supplies?” 
 
    “I tell you what, I’ll make you a deal. If you help me out, I’ll finish writing this book, and I’ll publish it myself. I’ll send your story out into the world.” 
 
    A warm smile spread across Chief Bishop’s face. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” 
 
    I headed back through the door with two stacks of 24 shotgun shells and another 2 stacks of 60 9mm ammunition. There were some strong painkillers there too, and the window that appeared showed them as Strong Health Pills. They’d heal 50% of my health over 60 seconds, but with my newly acquired skill, that increased it to 100% over 60 seconds.  
 
    Chief Bishop had given me a dozen.  
 
    I immediately transferred them into the pill container for easy access in combat. 
 
    There was also a bulletproof vest which I took as well. That would provide some much needed extra armour. Chief Bishop didn’t want to give it to me, but then I told him I’d expand Midnight Beach Police’s budget when I edited the book, and that seemed to make him happy enough. 
 
    Fully reloaded, Kaiser and I stepped back through the office door. We arrived back at the crossroads of my creative nexus, and my blood ran cold. 
 
    We weren’t alone here.  
 
    A trio of slashers, a pair of crushers, and a shieldmaiden were all waiting for us.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I knew what these twisted monsters were capable of, but I was a hell of a lot stronger this time around. Newfound power waited in my coiled muscles. With Gravedigger in my hands, six shotgun shells locked and loaded, I headed into battle a little less terrified than last time.  
 
    One slasher made a run at me, and I blew the legs out from under it. Another shot into its malformed face from point-blank range ended it. The other two slashers were a bit smarter than this one and launched themselves at me in a pincer manoeuvre, but I was too fast. I swung toward one, Gravedigger boomed, and another slasher went down. I launched myself out of the way of the other slasher, rolled to a stop, then brought Gravedigger up to finish it off. 
 
    The shieldmaiden barrelled towards me with both halves of its shield raised in front of its chest, cutting off my view of the other slasher. The shieldmaiden’s legs were fair game, though. Gravedigger boomed again, and the shieldmaiden toppled. She fell to the side as her ankle snapped. Viscous black liquid tinged with violet corruption flowed out from the wound where the bone pierced the mottled skin. 
 
    She wouldn’t be getting up again. I finished her off with my Tactical Hatchet as she struggled to slash at me with the sharp edges of her shield.  
 
    The crushers and the last slasher closed in. Both crushers raised their spiked mace hands and started spinning. They spun faster until they became blurs, both of them advancing on me behind the slasher like a sentient whirling meat grinder. 
 
    The slasher’s sword arm was held back, ready to strike, when it suddenly surged forward. It was propelled by a burst of violet energy. 
 
    That was new! 
 
    The sword cut a deep gash in my arm as I barely managed to get out of the way in time. The crushers spun so fast that the air itself hummed with their approach. The slasher stopped behind me, skidding to a halt, then turned back towards me. It held its sword arm back again, ready to skewer me from behind like a lamb and fetta kebab. 
 
    I positioned myself between the slasher and one of the crushers, then waited until the slasher launched itself forward again. I leapt out of the way, just in time to hear the slasher and crusher collide. They both went down in a heap, and I drew Ironbark from its holster to end them both as they tried to disentangle themselves. They never got the chance. 
 
    The other crusher spun slower, eventually coming to a stop. It teetered back and forth as it tried to regain its balance. Ah, so they could only spin like that for so long before feeling the effects themselves. Good to know. 
 
    While it was recovering, I put it down with a single bullet, then noticed the notifications waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Assault Weapons Skill level 7!
New effect: +1 skill point! 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Edged Weapons Skill level 8!
New effect: +10% Edged Weapon crit chance! 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached Handguns Skill level 4!
New effect: +10% handgun accuracy! 
 
      
 
    Beyond the opaque notification window, something flickered into existence. I dismissed the window to see what it was, eager to find out how these altered cultists could get into my own creative nexus from Mori Island. 
 
    The shimmering violet energy took the shape of a person in a flowing robe. As it coalesced, the robe faded to billowing shadows at the bottom. Most of the face was obscured, aside from a distinctive cleft chin. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” the person in the robe said. 
 
    “That’s pretty rich coming from some dickhead who’s invaded my creative nexus,” I said. 
 
    Kaiser growled low in his throat and stood by my side. 
 
    “You were only able to travel inside your soul because of the power of my God,” the robed figure continued. I had a feeling that I knew who this guy was, but I was a little scared to admit it, even to myself. 
 
    “Where have you been all these years, Arthur?” I asked. 
 
    He grinned. “Ah, so you’re not an idiot then.” Arthur Cullen, the leader of the Fellowship of Cosmic Truth, pushed the hood of his robe back, revealing himself at last. “I’ve been waiting many years for Altrighus to reveal the secrets of creation to me, but there is only so much I can learn on this side. The door is locked, and without the key, I cannot return to my island and continue my life’s work.” 
 
    I could see right through him. Both his plan and his presence. The key was obviously his daughter. Why else bring her back here after all these years? But more than that, Arthur himself was translucent, like a projection from another place. 
 
    “You’re on the other side of some kind of metaphysical door, right? Sounds familiar,” I said. “Kaiser here told me something similar.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Similar, but not the same. You see, I stepped across the threshold so that I might learn how to shape reality myself. Kaiser is different. You see, I painted him, just like I painted all of them, and then brought him through into our world.” 
 
    I remembered back to Doctor Daisy’s cave and the painting that hung above her bed. The painting of Kaiser. 
 
    So Arthur had been the one who painted it. 
 
    “Creation is not the realm of Gods,” Arthur continued, raising his hands at the strange spotlit buildings all around us – the buildings that had sprung from my imagination over the years. “It is the realm of men and women like us. We are demiurges, but our creations are limited to the realm of imagination. I paint, and you write. We are not so different.” 
 
    A pang of panic rocked through me. How the hell did Arthur know so much about me? 
 
    He smiled slowly. “Fear not. You and I are cut from a similar cloth. Altrighus has forged a link between us, which is how I was able to project myself here. For the longest time, I was the only demiurge who had ever set foot on Mori Island. Altrighus gifted me with the ability to bring my vision into reality, but I knew it was only a fraction of the power that Altrighus had locked away in the realm from which she came. So I left our world, watched my family collapse, and my daughter taken out from under my sight.” 
 
    “You didn’t let her go completely, right? Your goons brought her back here. She’s the key to whatever lock is keeping you on the other side, isn’t she?” 
 
    “You are quite perceptive. Those who are given to following a strong leader cannot think for themselves. Those who remained after the transcendence just kept the lights on in the commune. They also kept tabs on Miranda on the mainland. They knew that when I gave the word, they would retrieve her and bring her home. She is my greatest failure, so I must use her in whatever capacity I can to fix this world.” 
 
    “I quite like the world how it is, thanks. It’s where all my stuff is,” I said. 
 
    I almost made the mistake of mentioning my kids. Luckily Delta’s reminder came back to me. The reason they’d given me the callsign Hatchet in the first place was to protect me. Probably from megalomaniac interdimensional cult leaders hellbent on reshaping the world in their own image. 
 
    Arthur Cullen shook his head. “Capitalist nonsense. Stuff is one of the main reasons we are in this mess. We are so focused on filling every moment of our lives with distraction that we make it impossible to find meaning!” 
 
    Violet energy surged around Arthur as he spoke. 
 
    “The spark of imagination is dying,” Arthur said. “People can’t think for themselves anymore, but instead look to blindly follow whatever cult of personality reinforces their own prejudices! I will wipe the slate clean and start again. Planet Earth will have the chance to rise from the ashes of our sins. Humanity can begin afresh, with a true God as their shepherd.” 
 
    I grimaced. “You know what I saw your cultists doing in the commune? Killing innocent people. Women and children. Is that your doing?” 
 
    “Only by purging the impure can we truly be free,” Arthur said. 
 
    “Yeah, see that’s the kind of shit that’s not doing you any favours. You know you sound like a crazy person, right?” 
 
    “Only the insane can function in an insane world-” he began, but I wasn’t about to let him spout another bullshit monologue. 
 
    I raised Gravedigger and fired a round right at Arthur Cullen. 
 
    The shot passed through him harmlessly. 
 
    Arthur’s smile fell. “Very well, if you choose violence, then violence you shall have.” 
 
    Another surge of violent energy exploded out from Arthur. It washed over me to no effect. I watched the blast wave as it hit the door that led to Midnight Beach. The energy infused the door, making it shake inside its hinges, then threw it open. 
 
    I didn’t even have time to react before a two and a half metre tall, grey-skinned, shark-faced humanoid burst through the door and into my creative nexus. 
 
    Deputy John Halford’s beady black wereshark eyes locked on me. The dorsal fin rose from the centre of his hunched back. The wereshark’s mouth split into a toothy grin, complete with rows upon rows of serrated teeth, made to rip animals bigger than me to shreds. 
 
    Kaiser whimpered by my side, but that violet wave of corruption wasn’t done yet. 
 
    The blast wave of violet energy hit every single door to every single place I’d ever written about and blew them open. The monsters that I’d spent an entire career dreaming up streamed out of their respective universes and right into my creative nexus. 
 
    A great black shape sped out of a barn door. That blur came from a small town where a feral vampire named Melchior almost single-handedly wiped everyone out. A horde of Feeders, which was what I called the zombies in an old screenplay that I sold but never made it to film, rushed out of another door.  
 
    A deep guttural roar came from somewhere nearby, which I could almost guarantee belonged to a messed up human-dinosaur hybrid monster. I’d spent a lot of time watching Jurassic Park, okay? That story never saw the light of day, but Cera, my dinosaur Frankenstein, was obviously still kicking around in my subconscious. 
 
    Arthur grinned. “You made these beasts. Let’s see if you can best them.” 
 
    With that, Arthur’s form fell to smoke as he disappeared. Thunderous footsteps sounded in the distance. Cera was part Triceratops. The idea was dumb, and she looked even more ridiculous than I expected her to. Who the hell is scared of a Triceratops, right? It’s not even a carnivore. But seeing Cera bowl over a dozen Feeders as she ran put a bolt of terror through me. 
 
    “Have you got any ideas on how we might get out of this?” I asked Kaiser. 
 
    Kaiser just looked up at me and whined. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a plan, but we’ve only got one shot at this,” I said, opening my inventory.  
 
    I expected to see two essences left, but there was only one. What the hell had happened to the other one? Did it take another essence to pass into Midnight Beach or get back to my creative nexus? No time to figure it out now. We needed to get out of here.  
 
    “I only have one essence left, and I need you to open a rift to Mori Island. I know you’re terrified of the temple, of what happened there, but we’ve got no other option. We need to make sure they never do this to anyone else, okay?” 
 
    Kaiser barked once. Yes. 
 
    I handed Kaiser the last essence, and he took it into his mouth. His eyes blazed purple as the air in front of him started to shimmer. A second later, the air tore itself apart, showing a darkened stone corridor beyond. 
 
    I stepped through without hesitation and turned back to make sure Kaiser followed. The wereshark form of Deputy Halford ran towards us, mouth opening to reveal rows of terrifying serrated teeth. Cera slammed into the wereshark, knocking the shark monster to the side. 
 
    Kaiser jumped through the rift, which slammed shut behind him, cutting off the monsters I’d created from crossing over into this world. 
 
    With my back to the stone wall, I let myself slide down until I came to a stop. Kaiser joined my side and licked my hand. 
 
    “I didn’t know he could do that,” I said. “My creative nexus is supposed to be my own, isn’t it? Arthur Cullen just walked in like he owned the place.” 
 
    Kaiser whined.  
 
    “I had plans, man,” I lamented. “We levelled up so much in there. It was like our own personal training zone. We could have easily crossed over into Feeder world and mowed down hordes and hordes of zombies to supercharge some of my other skills, but it’s way too dangerous for us to go back there now.” 
 
    I didn’t want to think about what might happen if I was killed while inside my own imagination. There was something oddly poetic about being consumed by the monsters that I invented. I’m sure my ex-wife Emily would have something snide to say on the matter. 
 
    Luckily for us, we hadn’t left Midnight Beach empty handed. I was fully loaded with ammunition, had a brand new bulletproof vest that I wore under my EDGE Force combat gear, and we were closer to our destination. 
 
    We might even be inside the temple already. 
 
    The corridor was dark, but a flickering light illuminated the end of it, banishing the darkness. I hoisted myself back to my feet. 
 
    “Which way should we go?” I asked Kaiser. 
 
    He sniffed towards one end of the corridor, then sniffed the other way. He walked towards the flickering light, and I followed, falling into step next to him. 
 
    This stone corridor looked as though it had been carved into the stone of the mountain. The sides were rough but straight, as though carved with pick-axes in times gone by. 
 
    A torch hung from a sconce at the next intersection. This next hall was lined with torches, and in between each torch hung a painting. As we walked past these paintings, I saw twisted human forms. Their faces were contorted in agony, and their bodies were reshaped into weapons, constructs, and other horrifying things. They looked like someone tried to cross the Hellraiser and The Thing universes together, melding flesh for the sole purpose of prolonging pain and suffering. 
 
    One of the paintings showed a pillar of human bodies, each twisted and entwined with each other, with the faces looking outward. Their mouths were open, and this painting had a name printed at the bottom of the frame. Perpetua in Deliciis. I had no idea what that meant. 
 
    Another painting showed something that I’d already seen before. The slasher with its sword arm made of bone was rendered in horrific detail. It stood ready for battle. The title of this painting was Cruor Eques. 
 
    We continued on in silence, taking in each of the nightmare images painted by Arthur Cullen. They were all marked with a small AC on the bottom right corner of the painting, because Arthur was clearly a narcissist that needed people to know that he’d brought these nightmares into reality. 
 
    I found a painting of a crusher further down the hall titled Cruor Pressura.  
 
    There were no paintings of the shieldmaidens, but there were a whole host of other terrible things that might be waiting for us on the island somewhere. Cruor Arcum carried a bow made of bone and sinew, which fired arrows that appeared to be made of bone.  
 
    Another potential enemy we might face were called Cruor Lancia, but a better name for them were spearheads. They looked awkward as hell. Their faces were turned upward, held in place by the length of spear that jutted out of their mouth, which pointed straight up. These things would have no way to see where they were going. 
 
    Any of these horrific creatures could have been brought out into our reality by Arthur Cullen. If I could bring weaponry across from my imaginary world, then Arthur’s nightmarescapes could have brought forth innumerable terrors. 
 
    If the monsters I’d built my career on were over there on the other side of my creative nexus, then wasn’t I just as bad as him? Opening another rift into that place might let them all out into this world, and that was not something I could risk. 
 
    That genie would be very hard to force back into the lamp. 
 
    Kaiser and I continued down the corridor and eventually came into an armoury of some kind. Many weapons sat in racks, and they looked like they had only been forged recently. The blades of the swords, axes and spears looked incredibly sharp and ready to inflict damage. Shields in various styles hung on either end of each rack. 
 
    We stepped into the room as quietly as we could, careful to not reveal our position in case there were enemies here that we couldn't see. 
 
    Had Arthur Cullen only brought through the twisted forms that we'd seen in his paintings? Or had he brought through this entire temple, shaping it from things he’d painted? Nothing like this place should have existed in Australia, least of all on an island in the Whitsundays. 
 
    By the time Australia was colonised by the English, swords and bladed weapons were almost a thing of the past. Those that did exist were only worn ornamentally. Colonial Australia was a world fuelled by black powder, and while blacksmiths certainly still existed, their work was mainly focused on farming equipment and horseshoes. 
 
    No knights walked around in plate armour, using swords and shields to dispense justice. The closest we ever came was the ironclad bushranger Ned Kelly, but he still relied on firearms. 
 
    This armoury and the weapons within should not exist, and yet here we were, walking through the racks of medieval weaponry. 
 
    Focusing on a nearby sword brought up an information window. 
 
      
 
    Longsword
Common Edged Weapon
Damage: 20
Attack speed: 1.5
Crit chance: 1%
Disassembles into: Low Quality Crafting Components, Common Crafting Components, Scrap Metal, Complex Crafting Components (rare), Strong Blade (rare) 
 
      
 
    Each weapon I focused on was accompanied by a similar box, and I knew what we needed to do before we left this trove of supplies. 
 
    We closed the heavy double doors that led back the way we’d come and locked them from the inside. There was one other exit from the armoury, and we closed those doors too. There was no telling how long it would take to break down all these weapons and shields, but it had to be done. If we were discovered, then at least the door would hold for some time while I figured out an escape plan. 
 
    It was a slow process, and I needed to place the items onto my mobile workbench in just the right way to make the crafting interface appear. It didn't work at all for some of the larger weapons like the halberds and some of the larger tower shields, but one by one, the weapons all disassembled into raw components for me to make new stuff to power myself up. 
 
    My inventory filled up quickly but combining all the crafting items into the highest possible rarity solved that issue. Once I had a stack, I could convert them en masse, which was a hell of a lot better than breaking them all down one by one. 
 
    I also got a handful of rarer components, thanks to my Ooh Shiny! skill, like a Serrated Edge, which increased my chance to cause bleeding effects, and a Sturdy Grip, which reduced my chance to be disarmed. It might be time to upgrade my Tactical Hatchet from its base form given to me at the start of this whole debacle. 
 
    I also got a couple of armour boosters from the shields like Hardened Lining, which increased the armour value of an item by a small percentage amount. Even though I’d got it from a shield, not a piece of armour, the crafting interface still let me put that rare component into my EDGE Force Combat Jacket when I upgraded it to the next rarity. I did the same to my pants and my boots. I didn’t look any different, but my armour value was through the roof now. 
 
    When I inspected one of those shields hanging on the wall, one line right at the bottom of the info window caught my eye. 
 
      
 
    Highland Targe
Common Shield
25 Armour
Reduces critical damage by 20%
Note: The damage and crit reduction of shields is governed by your Physique skill level. Your Physique level will also allow you to perform other actions, such as a Shield Bash. 
 
      
 
    With a Physique skill level of 20, completely maxed out, using a shield might be a good idea. I did an experiment with a couple of Strong Blades, a rare component I’d also received earlier. Crafting a shield required 16 components, and I dumped 16 refined crafting components into the interface, along with two Strong Blades and the Sturdy Grip. 
 
    The resulting item was a thing of beauty. It was in the shape of a heater shield, with a straight edge on top, followed by two bladed, curved edges that met at the shield's bottom. The set of grips on the inside ran horizontally.  
 
      
 
    Edged Shield
Refined Edged Shield
40 Damage
50 Armour
Reduces Critical damage by 50%
Note: Edged shields gain all bonuses unlocked under your Edged Weapons Skill Line and Skill Tree. The damage of this shield is now also influenced by your Physique skill level. 
 
      
 
    I picked the shield up and was surprised at how easy it felt to swing around. It was big enough to cover most of my torso but light enough to be wielded comfortably. 
 
    Or maybe that was because of my supercharged Physique skill. The damage was certainly nothing to sneeze at either. 
 
    Those two wicked edges would let me turn this defensive equipment into a weapon if the need arose. Any attacks would also gain all the bonuses of my Edged Weapons skill line and tree, which would turn me into an absolute powerhouse. 
 
    I upgraded my Tactical Hatchet too, adding in the Serrated Blade and the remaining refined crafting components. I only had just enough to cover my upgrades, even though I’d dismantled absolutely everything in the armoury. 
 
      
 
    Tactical Hatchet
Refined Edged Weapon
Damage: 50
Attack speed: 1.0
Crit chance: 12%
Effects: Bleeding chance increased by 25% (Serrated Blade) 
 
      
 
    A grin spread across my face as the stats of my new edged weapon were revealed. The hatchet and the shield could change the way I approached combat completely while making me a hell of a lot harder to kill. The hatchet looked way cooler now too. The blade didn’t become serrated like I expected it to – it glowed with purple energy. 
 
    I quickly equipped the hatchet when I heard footsteps coming our way. They quickened as they approached the door. 
 
    “Why are the armoury doors closed?” someone asked. The voice was unfamiliar and on the other side of the barred doors. 
 
    “They’re not supposed to be closed,” another voice responded. 
 
    “Somebody's in there. It might be the ones we were looking for. Send for the executioner and get them to break this door down!” 
 
    I looked down at Kaiser, who returned my nervous gaze back to me. 
 
    “The only way through this is to get them before they get us,” I said. 
 
    Kaiser agreed with a single bark. Yes. 
 
    With my newly crafted shield in my left hand and my upgraded hatchet in my right, I marched over to the barred door. The upgraded hatchet sliced through the wood with little resistance a moment before I kicked the door open, ready to take the fight to the cultists. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    The doors exploded open and knocked back the closest two cultists. The force that I now commanded with my maxed out Physique skill was insane. The cultists slammed back into another three who were clustered close to the door. I couldn’t allow them to regain their footing, so I immediately went on the attack.  
 
    I brought the glowing edge of my upgraded hatchet down on the closest cultist, and their new wounds bled freely. There was no debuff indicator to show that they were bleeding, but I was sure that this opening attack had done the trick. I kicked the stunned, bleeding cultist back even further as the other tried to regain their footing.  
 
    Kaiser leapt into the fray, tearing at the cultists as they tried to keep the dog’s fangs from their exposed skin. Only one of these cultists even had a weapon, and we were keeping him off balance well enough that he couldn’t put it to use. 
 
    They clearly hadn’t expected to find us here. 
 
    A nearby cultist lashed out at me. I raised my shield to block his attack, and the sharpened edge of my shield lopped the ends off three of his fingers. He screamed and drew his hand back, opening himself up to another attack. I lowered my shield and slashed the edge of it across his midsection. 
 
    A gash of red appeared in his purple robe as the edge of my shield opened his belly. He went down trying to shovel his own guts back in, and I moved onto the next. These basic cultists were no match for us now. My increased Physique skill and overall level made it easier to move with refined control in battle. 
 
    I tried to use my newfound physical prowess to control the battlefield. I hit harder, and I resisted incoming attacks better than I had ever been able to before. The power flowed through me, and I wanted to push it as far as I could. I broke our targets apart, allowing Kaiser to focus on one while keeping all the others focused on me.  
 
    In video game terms, that particular strategy is called tanking. It’s a tactic where the physically strongest and best armoured player in a group focuses all the aggro of a group of enemies and soaks up their damage. 
 
    The cultists quickly caught on, though. One of the cultists called out, “He’s making the dog pick us off one by one! We need to attack together!”  
 
    They became a lot harder to break up then, but they were still no match for us. 
 
    Between the debilitating bleeding I inflicted, the defensive barrier of my shield, and the savage edge of my Tactical Hatchet, Kaiser and I reduced the throng of cultists into a single lone limping figure who tried to stumble away in the opposite direction. He trailed purple-tinged blood after him. 
 
    I grabbed the cultist by the robe and spun him around towards me. 
 
    His gaunt face twisted in fear. 
 
    “Finish me, I beg you! I want to join the master in the great beyond,” the cultist said, eyes squeezed shut. 
 
    “Tell me what I need to know, and I’ll be glad to oblige,” I said. “Tell me where Miranda Cullen is.” 
 
    The cultist’s eyes widened in fear. “She’s at the altar. But the ritual’s already started. You’ll never get there in time.” 
 
    I punched the cultist in the face. “Directions!” 
 
    The cultist coughed out the broken shards of a few teeth as he spoke. “Down there! But you’re too late. The time of his return is almost here!” 
 
    “Thank you, but I’m going to give it a shot,” I said before pulling Ironbark from its holster and blowing the cultist’s brains all over the stone wall. 
 
    I groaned at myself as I let the cultist fall limp. “That was a reject 80s action hero one-liner. Don’t judge me too hard for that, okay?” I asked Kaiser. 
 
    The tongue lolling out the side of his mouth said enough. He’d already judged me. 
 
    I turned back to the pile of corpses we’d left behind to start looting them just in time to see a huge hulking figure step into the end of the corridor, right in the direction we needed to go. 
 
    “This must be the aforementioned executioner,” I said, and the name fit the bill. 
 
    Where the other twisted cultists had edged weapons intertwined with their physical forms, this new arrival did not. His hulking frame was at least two metres tall, with the kind of physique you’d expect to see on a wrestler in their prime. Well, aside from the gut that bulged from under the blood-stained leather apron. The black hood he wore over his head looked almost burnt, and the only hint at the monster underneath were the two glowing eyes showing through a ragged tear in the front. 
 
    The dark leather apron was like something you’d see on a butcher-turned-murderer in a horror film. The most dangerous thing was the enormous axe he held in both hands, still stained red from others he’d executed. 
 
    There was no way around the executioner if we headed straight ahead. He stood between Miranda Cullen and us, and there was little chance that we’d be able to best him with strength alone. 
 
    So we retreated. We headed back into the armoury, which we’d stripped bare only moments ago. I felt the heavy footfalls through the stone ground as the executioner gave chase. He grunted with effort as he pushed his massive frame to run. 
 
    This guy could move. I ran around a couple of the racks which had previously held swords and shields, but there was nowhere to hide. Instead of manoeuvring around those racks, the executioner just barrelled straight through them, showering the room with splintered wood and debris. 
 
    I equipped one of my incendiary grenades, pulled the pin, then threw it at the executioner. It landed at his feet, then exploded into a flash of superhot flame, which caught on the executioner’s apron. The hooded figure flailed as the fire spread, bumping into other flammable racks. 
 
    I whistled as a signal for Kaiser to follow me, and we booked it out of the armoury. There was no point closing the door behind us – we’d already broken the door bar. 
 
    We ran as fast as we could, putting as much space between the executioner and us as we could. 
 
    There was no doubt that this big boy would recover quickly and continue his pursuit. Huge bruisers like this were tankier than I could ever be. If only I’d levelled up my Survival skill line and invested some points in the trap making skills. 
 
    My Prey Vision didn’t show any areas we could hide as we ran through the corridors, so there was no option but to keep running. 
 
    The layout of these corridors was confusing, with stairs heading up, stairs leading down, and hallways that felt like they looped back onto each other. We encountered several cultists as we ran, but they were always alone or in pairs and were no match for us. The only regret I had with moving so quickly was that I didn’t have time to loot them. 
 
    Kaiser and I approached a four-way intersection up ahead. There was a statue standing in the centre of it, and it depicted something horrific and inhuman. It looked like some kind of alien centipede thing from the back, with hundreds of legs encircling a tiny rendition of planet Earth. 
 
    I moved to the front to see it in greater detail and immediately wished that I hadn’t. There was a humanoid face on the top of the segmented insectile body, and upon closer inspection, each pair of legs were not legs at all. They were arms. Tiny human arms, complete with intricately carved fingers which grasped the planet in the centre of this monster’s clutches. 
 
    The grotesque nature of the statue made me pause and take it in. Was this what Arthur Cullen had planned for our planet? Was this creature something dredged out of his nightmare that he wanted to bring into the real world? He seemed to have a fascination with weaponry, and this creature didn't seem to share that particular element of his other aberrant creations. 
 
    There was also a bit of an eerie similarity between Arthur Cullen’s obsession with edged weapons and the fact that I had been recruited into something called EDGE Force, which had a similar hard-on for bladed weapons. They even gave me a call sign - Hatchet - to be used instead of my own name. 
 
    Was there some kind of connection there that I wasn't seeing?  
 
    EDGE Force sent me here to stop what Arthur Cullen was doing. 
 
    I didn't have time to ponder it any longer as the tell-tale heavy footsteps of the executioner came sounding from one of the other corridors that led into this statue room. 
 
    I couldn’t tell which of the four directions the footsteps came from, so I walked around the statue's base to see if I could narrow it down. When the executioner didn’t appear, I used what little time I had to build rudimentary traps using the crafting components I had left over from my earlier crafting spree. 
 
    There weren’t many options and even fewer which could be used in this situation. A leg snare trap was like the bear traps I’d seen in movies, but we didn’t have bears like that in Australia. Unless you counted the mythical drop bear, which didn’t actually exist. Leg snares wouldn’t work, but a tripwire might. 
 
    I crafted a single tripwire and decided to deploy it just to see what it would be like. To my surprise, the moment I equipped the tripwire and readied it for deployment, a ghostly preview of the newly crafted trap appeared in front of me, connecting the bottom of the statue with a nearby wall. It reminded me of how it would look placing a trap or some kind of fortification in a video game that required base building.  
 
    As I shifted my focus to one of the nearby hallways, the trap preview followed my gaze. When I was happy with where the tripwire was positioned, the interface seemed to recognise that this target location was where I wanted it deployed. 
 
    The tripwire appeared precisely where I wanted it to, with sharp attachment points that appeared drilled into the concrete. 
 
    As I listened to the executioner’s heavy footsteps coming towards us, I crafted another few tripwires and placed them systematically around this statue room. Either we could entangle him well enough to finish him off with raw firepower and the grenades I had, or we could slow him down enough to make our escape. 
 
    But I’d played video games where there was a brutal, invincible boss type enemy that just kept coming for you, and I had no desire to repeat that experience in real life. 
 
    I turned around just in time to see the executioner turn down the closest corridor and lock eyes with me. 
 
    His hood had burned away, leaving a terrifying melted face in its wake. His lips were gone, making the executioner look like he had a constant snarl on his face, but it was the teeth that made my blood run cold. They were sharp and animalistic, as though someone had transplanted the jagged teeth of a saltwater crocodile into the face of a man. The apron was burned away from one shoulder, leaving a blackened crust where the fire had taken hold on the skin. 
 
    The executioner raised his axe over his head and roared a challenge that echoed through the temple walls. I swallowed nervously as the monster ran straight towards us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    I retreated to the rear side of the statue as the executioner barrelled towards us. I kept one eye on him and another eye on where I was going. The last thing I wanted was to fall prey to one of my own traps. The moment the executioner hit the tripwire, he roared in frustration and surprise as he went sprawling into the statue room on his face. 
 
    I withdrew Gravedigger from its holster and headed back to the prone monster to deal as much damage as I could before it got back to its feet. I pumped four shotgun blasts into the executioner before it rose. 
 
    This was one hardy son of a bitch. 
 
    With speed that I didn't expect it to have, the executioner lashed out with the handle of its enormous battle axe, which knocked my feet out from under me. I scrambled backwards to get out of its range as quickly as I could, but I should have gotten back to my feet instead. 
 
    The executioner reached out with one massive hand and grabbed the front of my combat jacket. It lifted me as though I was a child's doll, then opened its savage maw and pulled me towards it. 
 
    I struggled as hard as I could to get out of its grip, but even with my Level 20 Physique skill, it held onto me with its iron grip. 
 
    So instead, I reached back for my Tactical Hatchet and brought it down right onto the side of the executioner’s neck. 
 
    Blood sprayed, and violet motes floated up from the wound just like it had with others infected by Altrighus’s taint. The executioner’s hand sprung open, dropping me unceremoniously onto the floor. 
 
    I retreated and caught my breath as Kaiser distracted the executioner. He barked at the axe-wielding maniac before chomping down on one of his ankles, then quickly retreated to the other side of the statue. The executioner spun, and I used that time to replace the four shells I’d fired moments before. 
 
    Kaiser had a history with this place, and I thought I saw a hint of recognition in the executioner’s eyes as he marched towards Kaiser. And it wasn’t the kindly recognition of an old friend. It was like coming across the school bully who made your life a living hell in primary school. 
 
    Axe in hand, the executioner stormed towards Kaiser. 
 
    Luckily for us, the dog was smart. It led the executioner right into another tripwire. I got a chunk of Survival skill experience as the big bruiser went down hard again with another frustrated roar. 
 
    I ran back to the rear of the prone monster and unloaded another five shells into his back, capitalising on the opening. Then I moved back, out of range of his massive axe, and put the statue between us. 
 
    With another roar, the statue of the centipede-looking thing exploded towards me. The arc of the axe blade passed through it, smashing me with chunks of concrete. There was no way to dodge the barrage, so I took the full force of it.  
 
    It slammed me backward, and I lost my footing on the rubble that littered the stone floor. The dust left in the wake of the destroyed statue made it impossible to see. 
 
    Stumbling back to my feet, I knew I was hurt bad. I’d taken a massive chunk of concrete to the chest, and my face was slick with fresh blood. I reached into my inventory and popped a healing pill as I tried to figure out where the executioner was. 
 
    I couldn’t see a thing, but I could hear him moving. Nothing to the left, nothing to the right. Where the hell was this guy? I turned back to the dais the statue was once on and saw the outline of the executioner instead. 
 
    I tried to jump back, but I was too slow. 
 
    The axe came down in a killing arc, and I took the blade in the shoulder. 
 
    It should have cleaved me in two, but instead, it sent me flying backward as the universe exploded into white-hot pain.  
 
    A message appeared, flashing a warning. 
 
      
 
    Death Defied!
You survived somehow and have been reduced to critical health.
Plot Armour exhausted for this encounter. 
 
      
 
    Then I was face down in the dust and stone, struggling to breathe. The pain across my shoulder and chest was explosive, coming in waves as I tried to move. I quickly pulled up my inventory, took four healing pills out of the pill bottle, and then knocked them back, swallowing them dry. I had no idea if the effects of the pills would compound, but it couldn’t hurt to try. 
 
    A wave of cold healing energy washed over me, competing with the hot mess that had become my shoulder and chest. I hadn’t healed completely when I got back to my feet, but I needed to put some distance between myself and the executioner. 
 
    Pulling the pin on another incendiary grenade as I ran, I tossed it over my shoulder just as the executioner leapt down from the base of the statue. The explosion caught him by surprise, then the flames caught and crawled all over him. The apron burned to cinders and fell away, revealing a hideous scar running across the executioner’s midsection. 
 
    Then I realised that the scar wasn't a scar at all. It was a thin line holding back an image of absolute terror. That scar broke apart and revealed two rows of dagger-like teeth and a tongue that slipped out and lashed back and forth in fury. 
 
    Both of the executioner’s mouths roared as the flames died down, and it ran towards me once again. I had to hurdle a waist-high tripwire, which was much more difficult than it would have been normally now that I was healing, but a plan was coming together that might let me take this motherfucker down permanently. 
 
    I ran towards the opening of one of the nearby corridors that still had a tripwire attached. The dust was still thick, but slowly settling. I hoped that the tripwire would be masked by the dust cloud so that the executioner wouldn't see it. 
 
    I remembered exactly where it was and slid right under it like an action movie star. I skidded on stone and gravel debris that peppered the floor and immediately regretted my decision. Still, I scrambled back to my feet and turned around just in time to see the executioner rushing towards me with its battle axe held in both hands and the mouth on its belly opening and closing ravenously. 
 
    It didn't see the wire, which took it right in the waist, right between the two jaws in its stomach. 
 
    The executioner pitched forwards and swung on the tripwire until it slammed into the ground. I pumped shell after shell into its back and head as it struggled to get back to its feet. When it was close enough to resume its assault, I put some further distance between us.  
 
    It eventually got back to its feet, and I knew it would be pissed off. I'd holstered Gravedigger and pulled two grenades from my inventory. One explosive and one incendiary. 
 
    The moment the executioner got back to its feet I lobbed another incendiary grenade at it. The grenade exploded at the monster’s feet, and the flames consumed it once again. The executioner reared back, roaring from both mouths, and I grinned. 
 
    While his belly mouth was open, I pulled the pin on the explosive grenade and lobbed it into his waiting maw. 
 
    I had no idea how big the explosion would be, so I turned and ran. While I retreated further down the corridor, the force of the blast threw me forward. I scrambled to turn around, hoping that the grenade was enough to finish him off. The silhouette of the executioner from the hips down still stood, but not for long. 
 
    The rest of him was splattered across the walls of the corridor. 
 
      
 
    Executioner Olsen Defeated
1500 experience points gained. (Base Experience x 3 Danger Bonus) 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve reached level 25!
You have 9 skill points to distribute!  
 
      
 
    That one boss encounter had boosted me up three whole levels, but that was thanks to the danger bonus. He’d only be worth 500XP usually, but I was probably a hell of a lot less of a threat than he was. Kaiser stood behind the fallen executioner, wagging his tail. 
 
    I slumped forward, reeling with the knowledge that I’d come so close to death.  
 
    Real, actual death. 
 
    If I hadn’t power-levelled my Physique skill, I’d be the one who was a smear on the corridor walls. 
 
    The battle gave me some Survival, Assault Weapons, Tactics, and Edged Weapons skill experience, along with the three levels I’d gotten from defeating Executioner Olsen. 
 
    Assault Weapons went up by 2 levels to Level 9, giving me one more skill point and a 10% recoil reduction with assault weapons. Edged Weapons hit Level 9 too, giving me another skill point, leaving me with 11 to distribute. The boost in Survival and Tactics took me up to Level 6 each, giving me another 5% chance to find crafting materials when scrounging and increasing bow damage from stealth by 25%, respectively. 
 
    I couldn’t use the bow increase, but the extra crafting components would be very useful. The best thing was that both Assault Weapons and Edged Weapons rose to Level 9, which unlocked the next tier of skills. 
 
    Before I allocated my new skill points, I had to loot this boss monster. If this whole thing followed video game logic, then boss monsters always had the best loot. I walked over to what remained of the executioner and held my hand out to him to open his loot table. 
 
      
 
    Mind Key (Key Item)
This key is adorned with the symbol of the mind. 
 
    Executioner’s Greaves
Sophisticated Armour
45 Armour
Boosts Edged Weapon damage by 10%. 50% if the Edged Weapon is an axe. 
 
    Shotgun Shells x 8 
 
    Dire Edge 
(Rare Crafting Component)
Raises Edged Weapon crit chance by 25% 
 
    Greater Essence of Altrighus 
(Rare Crafting Component) 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened at the crazy good loot that awaited me. I immediately equipped the Executioner’s Greaves, replacing my upgraded EDGE Force Pants. The armour rating was the same, and they looked like a tattered mess, but I couldn’t go past the colossal damage increase they gave to my Tactical Hatchet and all attacks I made with it. 
 
    Next time I upgraded the quality of my edged weapon, I’d be adding that Dire Edge to it for sure. The crit chance boost was incredible. 
 
    The best part of the whole loot table was the Greater Essence of Altrighus. This matter was what allowed me to open a portal into my own creative nexus and for Kaiser to open doors to places he’d been before. Now that we had one more of these, we had options. 
 
    I couldn’t go back into my creative nexus again with all the monsters running amok, but there might be some way I could use it and remain safe. I’d need to think about it a little longer. 
 
    Then I turned my attention to my skill trees to distribute my 11 skill points. 
 
    First up, I dumped 5 points into All Out Of Bubblegum in the Assault Weapons skill tree. 
 
      
 
    All Out Of Bubblegum
Level 9 Assault Weapons Skill required
Rank 5/5
Skill Active
Your armour rating is increased by 25% when wielding a Shotgun. 
 
      
 
    A similar skill in the Edged Weapons skill tree called Juggernaut would give me the same increase when wielding an edged weapon. That was enticing, and to keep my armour rating high when switching back and forth between my hatchet and Gravedigger would be valuable. But there was also another skill called Ain’t Got Time To Bleed, which increased the duration of bleeding debuffs by 15 seconds at fifth rank. 
 
    The If It Bleeds skill I’d already taken gave my attacks a 25% chance to cause bleeding, and keeping those enemies bleeding for longer would make any battles with hardcore enemies much more manageable. Damage over time would keep wounding them even if I wasn’t able to keep up a full-frontal assault. 
 
    The further I looked down the Edged Weapons tree, it became clear that keeping enemies bleeding was the central mechanic of the synergies within. 
 
    At Skill Level 18, I could unlock an ability called Crimson Scourge, which would give me a 25% chance to recover some lost health when killing an enemy with a bleeding status. We Can Kill It also decreased the movement speed of bleeding enemies by 50%, which would make large groups or bigger enemies much easier to avoid. 
 
    I sunk 5 of my last 6 points into Ain’t Got Time To Bleed. 
 
      
 
    Ain’t Got Time To Bleed
Level 9 Edged Weapons Skill required
Rank 5/5
Skill Active
Enemy bleeding duration increased by 15 seconds. 
 
      
 
    I then went back into the Physique skill tree and sunk my one final point into Stand Tall, which I wish I’d had when facing off against Executioner Olsen. 
 
      
 
    Stand Tall
Level 18 Physique Skill required
Rank 1/1
Skill Active
You can no longer be knocked down or immobilised. 
 
      
 
    Now it was time to find Miranda Cullen and figure out how the hell we would get off this island. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the dust began to settle, I heard the telltale sounds of chanting coming from somewhere nearby. Just as the approach of Executioner Olsen was masked by the confusing acoustics of this place, it was impossible to identify precisely which direction the chanting was coming from. 
 
    I rejoined Kaiser in the statue room, and for the first time, I noticed the plaque on the base of the statue. This piece of art which lay in shattered rubble all around us was called The Arrival of Altrighus. 
 
    So that monstrous creature who was about to envelop the planet was Altrighus. Was the arrival something that had already happened? Or was it a prophetic vision of things to come? 
 
    It seemed to be like Arthur Cullen was a painter, not a sculptor, so the statue probably wasn’t made by him. Altrighus was central to the beliefs of the Fellowship of Cosmic Truth, but did this devotion to Altrighus predate them? 
 
    Surely Arthur didn’t just stumble across this place and discover the things that the essence of Altrighus could allow him to do by chance. 
 
    There was a deeper level to this, I was sure of it, with some kind of connection to EDGE Force. 
 
    It was just too weird that both the cult and the organisation that brought me here had hard-ons for edged weapons, and that I could do something similar to what Arthur could with these essences of Altrighus. 
 
    We eventually figured out which corridor the sound of the chanting came from. Kaiser and I followed it for some time, the sound becoming louder and louder as we moved. Eventually, we came to a vast chamber. The cavern-like ceiling was high above us, and the roof was adorned with sections of light that glowed purple like everything else that seemed to be tainted by Altrighus. 
 
    Kaiser and I arrived at a balcony which overlooked the bottom level of this arcane cathedral. Rows of Cosmic Truth cultists sat and chanted rhythmically in front of what looked like a largely flat stage. If they had heard the sounds of the battle between myself and Executioner Olsen and the explosion that decisively ended it, they gave no indication. 
 
    It was what was on that stage that made my breath catch in my chest.  
 
    Miranda Cullen was chained to a throne carved from the same stone that the rest of the stage was made of. This entire cavern looked as though it had been hewn directly from the rock, carved to mimic the grand dimensions of a cathedral. A twisting segmented symbol was emblazoned on the wall behind Miranda, blazing with an otherworldly light, bathing everything in a shimmering violet hue.  
 
    It didn't look like Miranda was waiting there to be executed or sacrificed, as cults often liked to do. The cultists that lined the pews were all dressed in the customary purple robes of the fellowship, but the one who stood by Miranda's side wore a more elegant uniform, primarily black, which looked like it had been lifted from a Jane Austen novel. Victorian, but with a hood to mask the priest’s identity. 
 
    Kaiser and I snuck closer to the side of the balcony and hid behind a column to get a better view. The balcony stretched around the cathedral room on both sides with doors at each end. Wrought iron candelabras stood intermittently around the balcony.  
 
    The large wooden door at the end of the balcony on the right stood closed. A matching door stood open on the other side of the balcony. 
 
    I did a quick headcount of the cultists below and felt my mouth go dry when I came to the final figure. There were 47 cultists, including the cult priest. No matter how strong I was, there was no way that Kaiser and I would be able to take them all in a head-on fight.  
 
    We had the high ground and the advantage. I still had a belt full of grenades which would make short work of lots of the cultists. If we could somehow barricade one of the doors that led onto the balcony, we could then funnel all the cultists through one entrance and take them out one by one.  
 
    It had worked for King Leonidas and the Spartans in that movie 300, so why wouldn’t it work for us?  
 
    Using one of those candelabras to brace the other door closed, we would be able to bar the door and control the direction the cultists came at us. 
 
    How I approached this fight would also dictate how much skill experience I would get, and in which skill lines. I was eager to level up my Edged Weapons skill as much as I could, as well as my Assault Weapons skill. Explosions would raise my Assault Weapons skill, and if I finish the rest of them off with my hatchet and shield combo, then hopefully, the rest of the skill experience would be Edged Weapons. 
 
    My one concern was using explosives in such close proximity to Miranda. Our mission was to get her out of here alive, not riddled with shrapnel. With the cult priest standing so close to her, there would be no way to take him out from up here. I didn't have any guns capable of long-range sniping, which would have come in handy. 
 
    At some point, we'd have to face that priest, and I wasn't looking forward to seeing what kind of powers he might unleash. 
 
    As though he knew I was thinking about him, the cult priest’s voice boomed out inside the cathedral. 
 
    “The time of the arrival is almost here, my dear friends. Soon you will be inducted into the army of the All-Seeing, shedding your human forms and joining the infinite sight of Altrighus.” 
 
    The priest had an Australian accent. He must have been one of the cult members who survived after the implosion of the fellowship 15 years ago. Was he one of those who remained on the island? Or was he one of the cult members who kept tabs on Miranda Cullen on the mainland all these years? 
 
    “Can you feel the weight of his gaze?” the priest asked. “You are all blessed by his sight. You give yourselves willingly to him and to his apostle, our great leader Arthur Cullen, who waits on the other side of eternity for you.” 
 
    “We give ourselves willingly,” the cultists cried out as one, almost joyously. 
 
    The twisting segmented symbol behind the throne that Miranda sat on brightened so much that it became difficult to keep my eyes faced forward. 
 
    “Altrighus sees you, and blesses you, and brings you to your ultimate forms.” Shadows rose as the priest lifted his arms in front of the glowing symbol. That's when Miranda started to scream.  
 
    Her eyes burned purple, stretched wider than any human eyes should be. A third bright light bloomed as a slit at the centre of her forehead split open. A stream of violet energy rushed out of Miranda's third eye and into the throng of waiting cultists. 
 
    The changes started immediately. The cultists tore out of their robes as their limbs became weapons. Some became Cruor Eques, or slashers, with swords for arms. Others became Cruor Pressura, with twisted bone-shard covered mace hands. 
 
    One cultist shrugged off his robe just in time for the bones in his forearm to split apart, spreading above and below the ruin of his arm. Ligaments and sinew stretched between the ends of the bones as his sternum ripped open with a sickening sound. The cultist reached into the gore and tore one of his ribs from his body before nocking it like an arrow into his arm bow. A Cruor Arcum, as we’d seen in the paintings earlier. 
 
    Two shieldmaidens rose as well, standing head and shoulders above the other cultists. I had no idea what name Arthur Cullen gave them, as I didn’t see a painting of them earlier. 
 
    While this was all happening below, the sounds of crunching bones, tearing skin and snapping tendons playing a symphony of the macabre, I moved as quickly as I could to the closed door. I grabbed a nearby candelabra and slammed it down into the iron brackets. 
 
    Then I grabbed a pair of incendiary grenades from my grenade belt, pulled both pins with my teeth, and threw them over the edge of the balcony.  
 
    The incendiary grenades didn’t have shrapnel, and their fires were usually contained to the explosion radius, so I was relatively sure I wouldn’t hurt Miranda. 
 
    Shrieks of shock and agony rose up from the changing cultists. 
 
    Then the priest’s voice boomed out again. “Headsman Olsen failed in his mission! The interloper still lives. Weapons of Altrighus, serve your purpose and kill him!” 
 
    Every single burning purple eye turned up towards us. Roars and shrieks of the gathered changed cultists tore through me, shredding what confidence I had that I could take them all out and live to tell the tale. 
 
    I couldn’t let doubt creep in at a time like this. I needed to move. The cathedral chamber below didn’t loop back around to the way we’d come in, so now the cultists only had one avenue of attack. We headed toward the open door, Gravedigger held tight in my hands. 
 
    The stairway that led down to the cathedral floor was dark except for the multitude of glowing purple eyes that stormed up the stairwell towards me. 
 
    I lifted Gravedigger and pointed it towards the mass of cultists, then pumped two shells into them. 
 
    The muzzle flashes illuminated the horde of monsters in a staccato strobe light of death and destruction. Heads exploded. Blood flowed. Glowing eyes were extinguished, and yet they still came. 
 
    After Gravedigger ran dry, I grabbed an explosive grenade from my belt, pulled the pin, then threw it down the staircase. I pirouetted, so my back came flat to the wall behind me and started reloading my shotgun. 
 
    The grenade went off, and the sound of bodies reduced to mush almost made my stomach turn, but I swallowed the bile down. I could vomit later. 
 
    After I’d survived this. 
 
    I only had one incendiary grenade left, two explosives, one cryo grenade, but plenty of handgun and shotgun ammo. Gravedigger was fully loaded when I pivoted back into the mouth of the stairs, and I unloaded into the coming throng.  
 
    Their numbers were far fewer than they had been moments before. Far fewer than I expected. I fired down into the stairway again, but this shot was ineffective. A shieldmaiden blocked most of the blast with the closed halves of her shield. The slope of the staircase made it very hard to aim at her legs either. 
 
    “Damn it,” I said, then holstered Gravedigger.  
 
    Precision and time were needed here, so I pulled one cryo grenade out of my inventory and lobbed it at the shieldmaiden. It exploded, freezing her in place. I pumped a half of Ironbark’s magazine into the small space between the shieldmaiden’s shield and the stairs, shredding her knees. 
 
    When the ice thawed, the shieldmaiden fell prone, the halves of her shield splitting apart as she tried to catch herself. I emptied the last bullets in Ironbark’s magazine into the shieldmaiden’s exposed head. It took bullet after bullet like a meat sponge before I heard the sound of splintering wood somewhere behind me. 
 
    I took a few steps back to get out of melee range of the shieldmaiden and turned to see where the noise came from. 
 
    The other shieldmaiden exploded through the door on the opposite side of the balcony, twisting the wrought iron candelabra out of place and splintering one of the doors off its hinges. 
 
    “That’s less than ideal,” I said as I ejected Ironbark’s magazine and reloaded it. 
 
    The closest Shieldmaiden was at the mouth of the door now, stooping her melted face under the door frame, then stepped out onto the balcony. I swallowed nervously as the Shieldmaiden slammed her shield shut, then launched herself at me. 
 
    The other Shieldmaiden was approaching fast from the other direction. There was no option except retreat. Soon I’d be nothing but a Hatchet sandwich, an unremarkable smear of gore left behind in the RAZ. 
 
    My kids would never know what happened to me. An image of Seth and Lorelei crying as my ex-wife Emily told them I’d finally disappeared and was probably gone forever flashed into my mind, which focussed my resolve. 
 
    I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    The shieldmaiden surged towards me as my back was to the wall. I holstered Ironbark and waited until the very last moment to leap out of the way of the Shieldmaiden. I felt the impact vibrate through the stone under my feet then drew my Tactical Hatchet. I spun toward the Shieldmaiden and activated Helm Splitter. 
 
    My Tactical Hatchet came crashing down on the back of the enemy’s head and split the whole skull in two. The Shieldmaiden went limp and slumped to the ground as I watched the other Shieldmaiden stalk towards me from the other side of the balcony. 
 
    I was moving slowly with my stamina drained, and my Tactical Hatchet felt like it weighed a tonne. I kept holding onto it as my stamina recovered. Using Helm Splitter now was a lot different than what it had been like when I first unlocked the ability. Back then, I hadn't levelled up at all in my Physique skill line, and I hadn't taken any skills that increased my stamina regeneration rate. 
 
    Now I was a lot better equipped to recover. 
 
    I slipped into the corridor that led back to the chamber I fought the executioner in. I had no idea about how I might finish this fight, and I hoped my assumptions would be correct. Helm Splitter could be used with any edged weapon. Would that include the enormous headsman's axe that the executioner had left behind? 
 
    We'd soon find out. 
 
    I could hear the Shieldmaiden following me through the corridors, and I glanced back every now and then to make sure that she was still on my tail. Kaiser stayed by my side, which I was thankful for. He seemed to realise that I was a lot more powerful than I had been before.  
 
    As we came back to the statue chamber, I spied the savage axe embedded in the stone, right where I’d left it. I was very glad I hadn’t decided to break it down into its component parts as the Shieldmaiden turned the corner into the corridor behind me.  
 
    I grabbed the axe's handle with both hands and tore it free from the gouge in the stone. I dragged the head of the axe back, balancing the grip on my shoulder, blade faced up to the ceiling, as I waited for the Shieldmaiden to get within range. 
 
    The Shieldmaiden’s lank black hair fell around its twisted play-doh face as we locked eyes. Then it slammed its shield halves closed and ran right at me. 
 
    The moment it came within range, I activated Helm Splitter. 
 
    My body moved on its own, lifting this hefty axe overhead, bringing it down right as the shieldmaiden entered my melee range. 
 
    The edge of the axe carved a bloody line right down the middle of the Shieldmaiden as it rushed towards me. The inertia carried the shieldmaiden forward even as the axe split it in two. One half of the monster flew by to my left, the other half to the right. Crushed bones, severed arteries and shattered organs added to the pile of gore still steaming from the headman’s execution. 
 
    A pair of slashers had followed us but stopped in their tracks at the sight of me covered in the shieldmaiden’s blood. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Having a reprieve to let my stamina recoup was one thing, but seeing the slashers afraid to approach me was another. I had no delusions that I’d finished off all the altered cultists, but I’d made a significant dent in their numbers. 
 
    A pair of Cruor Arcum – I decided to call them rangers on account of their creepy arm bows – shuffled into the end of the hallway and tore splintered bone arrows from their rib cages.  
 
    They fired their bone bows at me immediately, and I almost didn't have enough time to raise my shield to block them. The double impact shook my arm, but the shield held strong. 
 
    I moved slowly as my stamina recovered but quickly got to a level where I could move unencumbered again. I would have to come back to loot that shieldmaiden after I'd cleared out the entire area. The cult priest was still an unknown danger that I needed to overcome before I could rescue Miranda. 
 
    A dread thought crossed my mind. What if the priest had already taken Miranda somewhere else? The attack of the altered cultists could have covered a retreat. 
 
    Or worse – what if he’d killed her outright? 
 
    I forged ahead and blocked another volley of bone arrows from the rangers. One of the arrows flew a lot lower than last time. These bastards were also aiming for Kaiser! 
 
    “Hang back buddy,” I said to Kaiser. “I can take a hit, but you probably can't.” 
 
    Kaiser stayed back, just like I asked him to. 
 
    The rangers were close enough to hear the shlick of them drawing their ligament bowstrings and the twang of them loosing the arrows. Twin impacts followed a second later, and I used the moment’s reprieve to lower my shield to see how close they were. 
 
    They were a few metres away now. I’d be on them before they could draw another arrow. 
 
    Sprinting at them, I lashed out with my Tactical Hatchet with one hand while slashing the edge of my shield at the other ranger. Twin lines of flesh and blood opened as I spun between the rangers. I focused on finishing one off, then heard the other draw its bowstring back again. I spun around just in time to see a dark flash rush the ranger and pull its leg out from underneath it. 
 
    “Thanks, Kaiser,” I said. 
 
    The hound looked up at me with a grin on his face, tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth. 
 
    “Nice to know you’ve got my back. Not that I ever doubted it. Come on, let’s go and get Miranda.” 
 
    I noticed then that I’d levelled up my Edged Weapons and Assault Weapons skills, as well as Tactics and Finesse. I didn’t have a chance to see what the effects were and decided I’d have to review my stats, effects and skill trees when we next had a reprieve. 
 
    We encountered a handful of altered cultists on our way back to the cathedral, but they were nothing compared to what we’d already faced. We finished off the dregs and headed back to the cathedral balcony as quickly as we could. 
 
    The stone throne was empty. 
 
    Miranda stood over the body of the cult priest. The dagger in her hand dripped with fresh blood. 
 
    “Miranda!” I called out. “Nice work!” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” she asked as she flicked the blood off the end of the knife. 
 
    “I’ll come down. Did I get them all?” 
 
    “Stay right where you are. I have no idea who you are or what you want with me. You could be another cult crazy for all I know!” 
 
    “I might be crazy, but I’m not cult crazy. I’m-” for a moment, I almost gave her my real name instead of my callsign. But the more I saw of what was going down on Mori Island, the more I wanted to keep my family way out of this. “I’m Hatchet. I was sent here by EDGE Force. They sent me here to rescue you.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” she said as she knelt next to the cult priest and undid the knife sheath from his belt. “If you come anywhere near me, I’m using this on you next.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you, I swear,” I said as Kaiser and I headed down the stairwell that wasn't full of altered cultist corpses. These stairs, just like the cathedral right around us, had been carved from solid stone. As we arrived at the bottom level Miranda stood with dagger in hand waiting for us. 
 
    I mounted both my Tactical Hatchet and my shield on my back, then held up my hands in front of me to show that I wasn't holding any weapons. 
 
    “I'm Hatchet, and this is Kaiser,” I said. “We've been through a hell of a lot to find you. Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” 
 
    Miranda scoffed at that. “Hurt? No, physically I'm fine. I’m pretty sure I’m going to have a very colourful conversation with my therapist when we get out of here.” 
 
    “Did you know that your dad was a leader of a cult before they brought you back here?” 
 
    “So you know the history as well, huh?” Miranda laughed dryly. “I didn't know much. The only thing I can remember from that long ago was how much of a disappointment I was to him. I don't even remember the day that I left the island. He never said goodbye.” 
 
    “Well, he certainly isn't going to be winning any father of the year prizes,” I said and was glad to hear Miranda laugh in response. I thought maybe I might have overstepped the mark. 
 
    “So EDGE Force, huh? What's that about?” 
 
    “By the sounds of it, you and I were brought here under similar pretence. I never signed up for this either. They took me out of my home, did something to me, and sent me on a single mission. Rescue you, and I get to go back to my-” I almost said family, but I stopped myself at the last moment. “- back to my real life.” 
 
    Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean they did something to you?” 
 
    How the hell could I try and explain that they'd augmented me with some kind of reality hack that let me see our simulated universe like a video game and level up like a damned RPG character? 
 
    “Hang on, don't worry.” Miranda stepped down the stone stairs in the centre of the stage. 
 
    I could feel the weight of her gaze. Her eyes looked through me, but not in the way that someone's eyes glazed over when I explained my next novel idea to them. It was like she saw through the exterior that I presented to the world and stripped away the layers one by one. 
 
    That third eye that had opened in the middle of her forehead and brought forth the stream of violet energy was closed, but Miranda still had some kind of power. It was almost like I could sense it. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” she said, then chuckled. “What the hell have they done to you?” 
 
    “I'm pretty in the dark about that myself,” I said. “When I woke up here, suddenly I could level up just like I was in a video game. When I do certain things, then specific skills level up, which grant me experience and skill points, which let me unlock different abilities and enhancements that seemed to change me from the inside out.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding,” she said as she looked me over. She spun me around and inspected me from head to toe, seemingly dropping her standoffish attitude that she had only minutes before. “Oh man, they've done a number on you.” 
 
    The tone of voice she used struck a deep chord of worry. 
 
    “What exactly are you doing right now?” I asked. 
 
    “I was a complete and utter disappointment to my father,” she said, but I didn't know how that was related to me, so I let Miranda continue. “But whatever he did to me when I was a little girl just didn't manifest in the way that he wanted it to. And just to be completely clear, I don't mean that he touched me or anything like that. In fact, it was probably a lot more sinister.” 
 
    “You've got me a little bit worried here, Miranda.” 
 
    Kaiser whined. 
 
    “How much do you know about what my father can do?” she asked. 
 
    “I know that he liked painting monsters and that somehow he could bring those creations through from his imagination into the real world.” I almost mentioned that I could do something similar but decided to hold it back. 
 
    It's not that I didn't trust Miranda, but maybe I didn't trust myself. There was no point in talking about it if those monsters were still rampaging unchecked in my creative nexus.  
 
    “You see Kaiser here? He’s a product of your father's imagination too. I found an old diary from a researcher who worked with a company called Mnemtech, and she talked about some experiments that the Fellowship of Cosmic Truth were helping them with. One of those experiments was to see whether an inhuman creature could be imbued with human intelligence through your father's paintings. Kaiser is the result of that.” 
 
    Miranda got down on one knee and held her hand out to Kaiser.  
 
    “I knew it as soon as I saw you,” she said as she scratched him behind the ear. “My father was obsessed with weaponizing humanity, which is why you see all of those twisted forms in the paintings. I never understood why he chose to see everything so grimly when he could paint such beauty.” 
 
    “What a strange thing to be obsessed with.” 
 
    Miranda smiled. “He always said that we were meant to be weapons and that it had been that way since the dawn of time. Conflict is in our nature, and from the first time we wielded fire or realised we could make tools, we used them to kill each other. Tribes formed around strong leaders who focused the fear that we all have in our hearts into hate against the other. We followed those who knew how to forge us into weapons against those that they despised.” Miranda shook her head. “My father said I was meant to be a leader, not a weapon to be used in someone else’s war.” 
 
    I hated to admit it, but what she said made a twisted kind of sense. Human history was literally written by the victors of wars that killed millions. When it came down to it, hate was the easiest way to control someone. You figured out what they hated, and you could figure out how they were going to act. Teach them to hate something so badly that they would fight against it, and you may as well put the weapon in their hands yourself. 
 
    Finding out Arthur's motivations had a strange feeling of symmetry. I'd been brought here to fight someone else's war against him. Opposing Arthur Cullen was the only way that I would be able to get back to my family. 
 
    I’d been turned into a weapon too. 
 
    “What war is it that your father is trying to fight?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Miranda said, shaking her head. “He always said that we needed to be prepared for when reality came crashing down around us. I have no idea what he meant by that.” 
 
    I was silent for a moment as I contemplated whether or not I wanted to be honest with Miranda. She hadn't held anything back with me, so the longer I thought about it, I saw no reason to hold back with her. 
 
    “When I woke up on this island, I was chained to the ceiling with one of those cultists stumbling around outside the cell. After I freed myself and realised what happened to me, EDGE Force told me that the reality we live in is just a simulation. What if something was coming that threatens the stability of our entire reality?” 
 
    “You know I wouldn't be surprised if my crazy father wasn't actually crazy after all,” Miranda said with a sad laugh, then reached into her shirt and pulled out a medallion that looked like it was made of the darkest amethyst. I'd been here long enough to know that it was carved from the essence of Altrighus. “Before we go any further, there's something I need to show you.” 
 
    Miranda closed her eyes, and a shimmering violet portal flashed open behind her. 
 
    “Come with me. Please,” she asked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    We stepped through the portal and found ourselves back in the cultist commune where all of this began. We must have been inside one of Miranda's memories because everything looked brand new. It was as though the commune had just been completed.  
 
    A couple of people walked here and there in purple cultist robes, but most everyone else just wore simple clothes, the kind you'd find rural folks wearing in a small Queensland farming town. The smell of freshly baked bread lingered in the air coming from the kitchens. 
 
    “Is this what it used to be like?” I asked. 
 
    Miranda shrugged half-heartedly. “I don’t really remember. I was only two years old when everything collapsed, and I was taken back to the mainland. But there’s something I need to show you. Follow me.” 
 
    Miranda led the way through the commune towards one of the houses in the residential area. The house didn't look any different from the others in the row of houses. All of these were probably built at the same time. 
 
    “This is the house that I first remember,” Miranda said. “Dad wanted everyone else to know that even though he was the leader of the fellowship, he was just another member. They looked to him for guidance, but being part of the group was more important than being above it.” 
 
    “That's a little strange for a cult leader,” I said. “Especially someone who wanted to forge others into weapons to fight for him.” 
 
    Most of the time, a cult sprung up around a personality that everybody else flocked to. More often than not, that person used their position of power to gain whatever advantage they could over their group to achieve their own ends. 
 
    Miranda smiled. “Yes, he was a very strange man.” 
 
    “Can you tell me a little bit about him?” 
 
    Miranda shook her head. “I think it's better that you see for yourself.” 
 
    This pocket universe that we found ourselves in appeared to be born from Miranda's memories, not from any fictional place like Jace Radke’s bar or Midnight Beach. I could tell this from the fact that everyone we passed didn't even acknowledge our existence.  
 
    We were there as ghosts, not participants, which was very different from when I used the same power to enter my creative nexus.  
 
    It did make me wonder whether the power of this ancient entity actually opened portals through the boundaries of space and time, or whether these microcosms of memory were stepping sideways into our own subconscious. Was imagination the same as a memory? One that we invented for ourselves? 
 
    I looked out into the distance to see if the horizon looked the same, but there was a distinct fuzziness that merely suggested the separation between sea and sky. The same indistinctness appeared around the borders of the houses, like I was looking through some kind of post-processing effect. 
 
    Memory is a funny thing. When we recall a memory from the depths of our meat processor, it's not a perfect recreation. It simply extrapolates the details from the core emotion and sense experience that we can recall from that moment. That's probably why the trees looked so vividly green, the sky such a brilliant azure blue, and why the smell of baked goods seemed to permeate everything. 
 
    This is how Miranda remembered her time here. She focussed on the good things. 
 
    Discovering the world through the eyes of a child is a joyous experience. Everything is new and overwhelming and beautiful, and the bad things are so temporary that they may as well not exist.  
 
    Not like being an adult where you have to look purposefully to see the beauty, and all of the stresses of life wear you down so much that you can barely even notice that beauty anymore. 
 
    We entered the house, and I was struck by how normal it looked. Bookshelves lined the walls of the lounge room, and art hung from the walls between them. These paintings weren’t like those I’d seen in the temple, filled with twisted monsters.  
 
    These paintings showed images of flowers, a table setting, and the sun rising over the sea. In pride of place above the fireplace, a portrait of Miranda and her father. A set of couches sat in the centre of the room with a small coffee table between them. There was no modern technology. No televisions, no radios, no telephone. Nothing. 
 
    “How old were you in this memory?” I asked. 
 
     “I had my third birthday on the mainland. So that would make this about fifteen or sixteen years ago.” 
 
    The lack of technology wasn't a limitation of that particular time if that was the case. Fifteen years ago, there were mobile phones, video game systems, and we were on the cusp of the transition from VHS to DVDs. Music still came on CD back then, not streaming platforms. 
 
    That was an interesting discussion with my kids when they discovered my old CD collection. They couldn’t wrap their heads around how they worked, and why I couldn’t just play the music from my phone and connect it up to our Bluetooth speakers. 
 
    It still surprised me just how much the world had changed over the last twenty years. 
 
    This whole house was devoid of anything technological, but that could be a byproduct of what Miranda's three-year-old mind remembered about her first home. It may not exist in this memory because she didn't remember it. 
 
    We continued through the house, heading through the kitchen and out into the backyard. 
 
    A young Miranda sat in an adult-sized chair in front of an easel that held an empty canvas. The young Miranda wore a simple painting smock that was oddly devoid of colour. 
 
    I remembered when my kids were introduced to paint, and they got it everywhere. Non-toxic and washable is great, but they still leave a hell of a mess to clean up. 
 
    Miranda’s father, Arthur Cullen, hunkered down next to her, holding a palette with various colours on it. Miranda held a thick paintbrush in one hand as Arthur looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “You can do this, my daughter,” Arthur said. “I know you can. All you need to do is close your eyes and think about something that you love. I know you like reading stories about animals, so why don't you try to imagine a puppy like the one in those lift the flap books that you love so much?” 
 
    “Can we read a book?” young Miranda asked hopefully. 
 
    Arthur sighed. “Not right now, my love. Now is the time for creation. For that is why we make this island our home. This is a place of creation. It wants to see what you can create. Just close your eyes and imagine anything that you want. Then, paint it.” 
 
    Young Miranda closed her eyes tightly. The hand around the paintbrush squeezed with white-knuckled intensity, and her other hand was shut tight in a closed fist. She was very obviously uncomfortable with what her father was asking her to do. 
 
    “I can't do it!” she said finally, throwing the paintbrush onto the verdant grass beneath her. 
 
    “Yes, you can!” Arthur said, his voice suddenly growing aggressive. “You are my daughter, you have the same gift of creation that I do, but you can only unlock it if you paint something on the canvas. You need to do this, Miranda. It is your destiny.” 
 
    The older Miranda that stood by my side shook her head. “We would do this every day, you know. He'd bring me out here and sit me down in front of a blank canvas and demand that I paint something, anything that came out of my imagination. He never listened to me when I told him that when I close my eyes, I could see nothing.” 
 
    Young Miranda cried. “I can't see anything, Daddy! I can’t see anything!” 
 
    “Yes, you can!” Arthur grabbed the paintbrush off the ground and smacked three-year-old Miranda's hand so hard that welts rose on her young skin. “You can do this. You must do this. Stop being such a little bitch and do it.” 
 
    The Miranda from my time instinctively grabbed her right hand and cradled it against her stomach. Kaiser whined and nudged his nose against her leg to comfort her.  
 
    So, Kaiser had obviously made his mind up about her already. 
 
    The dog growled low in the back of his throat as he watched this grown man slap the child's hand again and again as Arthur ignored her pleas to stop. 
 
    The child was a blubbering mess by the time Arthur realised what he was doing to his daughter. His face changed. The anger was replaced with a fallen mask of regret and self-recrimination. 
 
    “Oh my daughter, oh my sweet baby girl, come here,” he said, taking young Miranda into his arms. She tried to push herself away but relented after a few seconds of resistance. “Forgive your father, my beautiful girl. I’m not perfect, and I’m sorry for hitting you. But your destiny, your very life’s work, cannot begin until you unlock your imagination! Here, watch this.” 
 
    Arthur sat down in front of the canvas. He sat Miranda on one leg and cradled her with the arm that held the loaded palette. He mixed a green blend and put paintbrush to canvas. As he painted, the Miranda from my time spoke. 
 
    “He did this every day. Every damn day. No amount of beating ever fixed what was broken inside of me. It’s called aphantasia, you know.” 
 
    “Aphantasia? I’ve never heard of it,” I said as I watched this figment of memory paint what looked like a twisted, corrupted version of a tree. 
 
    “I can’t visualise anything. I have absolutely no ability to picture anything in my mind. I bet if I told you that there was a room with a table in the centre of it, and on that table, there was a bowl of fruit, you’d be able to see that table, the bowl and the fruit, right?” 
 
    I nodded, and I could see the table in my mind’s eye. The bowl was full of bananas, plums, nectarines and oranges. All the fruit that would fill my actual fruit bowl on the weeks I had my kids. 
 
    Miranda laughed. “It’s so easy for almost everybody. I’ve looked into it, you know. Only one to three percent of the population have aphantasia, and there’s no treatment. Dad had this big plan that I would be some creative prodigy, powered by the island's energy, but it all went to shit. You know I always think to myself that if I hadn’t been so broken, then Dad might still be here, and none of this would have ever happened.” 
 
    “Hey, you can’t know that,” I said. 
 
    “I know, but I can guess. Maybe he couldn’t live with the shame of having a daughter that couldn’t follow in his footsteps. I know it’s pretty messed up to think that way about a guy who beat a child because they couldn’t paint, but he was my Dad, you know?” 
 
    “I get it,” I said and secretly hoped that my own kids didn’t have to make any concessions like that about loving me. 
 
    I’d never lay a hand on them, but I’d also never been a perfect parent. I put my career ahead of being a dad. I knew it, they knew it, but there was nothing I could go back and change about it now. 
 
    Arthur finished his painting and took a few seconds to lean back and admire it. It was undoubtedly a tree, but the branches were twisted and misshapen like broken human limbs. The pieces of fruit that dangled from this leafless tree were human organs. Hearts, lungs, brains, looped intestines, and other such gore. Arthur painted them with such vivid detail that they seemed to be stretching off the canvas and into the real world.  
 
    “This is the gift that I wanted to pass to you, my daughter.” Arthur reached into his shirt and pulled out an object that was made of the essence of Altrighus. 
 
    The essence was carved into a strange form, like a religious or ritualistic effigy. It almost looked like the substance had been woven into this form, not carved. But having handled the essence before, I knew that it was as hard, or maybe harder, than stone.  
 
    Motes of light drifted off the surface of that totem and flew towards the canvas. The motes sunk into the surface of the painting, and nearby, a violet rift began to open in the green grass. The body tree pushed and twisted itself out of the ground, brought forth into our reality by the power of the effigy. It was the product of Arthur Cullen’s imagination made real. 
 
    The tree twisted and flexed until it grew still. The organs hung from the branches on placental cords. The lungs wheezed, and the heart beat as it hung on the vine. The ends of branches were fingers and toes that curled and moved with a macabre rhythm 
 
    “Was your dad always this fucked up?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s all I ever saw of him, but there are paintings from before I came along that were beautiful. Those are the ones I remember.” 
 
    Every monster I’d seen on Mori Island was a product of Arthur Cullen’s imagination. If these things were still being brought into our reality, and Arthur Cullen had been missing for fifteen years, then who or what was bringing these things through to our side? Was the Arthur Cullen that appeared in my creative nexus a ghost? Or was he still here, tied to the island somehow? 
 
    It could have just been the lingering energy that teamed through this island keeping his legacy alive, but I had a feeling that wasn't the case. Miranda had been brought back here for a reason, so they obviously needed her for something. 
 
    “This is what he wanted for me,” Miranda said. “He wanted me to become this engine of creation, to bring new things into this world that had never been seen before.” 
 
    “Why, though? It looks like he was just as capable of doing that himself.” 
 
    Miranda’s gaze became steely. “Just keep watching. I think I know which day this memory is from.” 
 
    Arthur stood from the chair and put young Miranda down on the ground. He held her hand as he walked towards the grotesque tree. Just before he reached it, Arthur froze up and squeezed Miranda’s hand so tight that she screamed. She ripped her hand free as her father fell onto the ground, convulsing into a seizure. 
 
    Young Miranda screamed. The cultists rushed out from the village and took Arthur away. A young woman comforted Miranda, but she was inconsolable. 
 
    The older Miranda turned to me with a sad smile. “That was the first time he ever had a seizure. The reason this day was so vividly imprinted in my mind is because that was the first day I realised that my father wasn’t invincible.” 
 
    “Seizures? What was wrong with him?” I asked. 
 
    “As it turns out, the doctors over on the mainland had found the brain tumour a few years before he formed the cult and moved everyone out to the island. This place kept him alive for him to create these things.” She pointed at the tree with its living organs. “Whoever or whatever Altrighus is, it didn’t want my father to die. But he was obsessed with the body that was failing him that had poisoned him. He saw his own body as an enemy to be conquered. Whatever energy slowed the growth of his brain tumour couldn’t hold it at bay forever. My Dad’s paintings grew more and more terrifying the sicker he got.”  
 
    Miranda wiped a tear from her eye.  
 
    “This was one of the last good days I had with him.” 
 
    I put my arm around Miranda’s shoulder. It was all I could do to comfort her. 
 
    When it came to putting words into my characters’ mouths, I always had something to say, some witty repartee. But when it came time for real deals to go down, I found myself unable to form the words. None were good enough. 
 
    Sometimes words were just empty things. 
 
    Miranda blinked away the tears. “Anyway, this is what I wanted to show you. It just goes to show that Dad was wrong. I can still channel the power of Altrighus, but just not in the way he wanted me to. Dad wanted me to follow in his footsteps, but I always wanted to walk my own path.” 
 
    “We’ll get you out of here,” I said. “I promise.” 
 
    Miranda laughed. “You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    We retraced our steps and headed back through the memory portal. Once we were back in the temple, I turned to Miranda. “We need to figure out what our next move is.” 
 
    She nodded. “You tell me what our options are, and I'll help any way I can.” 
 
    “At some point, I need to loot the corpses of all of these enemies. After that, we need to find a way to get out of the temple and figure out how to contact the people who sent me here. There's something on this island that's jamming all external communications, and I've been incommunicado with EDGE Force since shortly after I woke up.” 
 
    “I think there might be something nearby that could help with that last bit,” Miranda said. “That cult priest talked about some kind of communications room that they used to talk to the mainland. Maybe that's where they're jamming communications from as well? Everything down here is kind of falling apart, but I'm sure if we look around, we’ll be able to find it.” 
 
    I pulled the radio out of my inventory and checked what frequency it was tuned to. I made a mental note of it, just in case. 
 
    “We need to make contact with EDGE Force. From what Sabre said, they're the ones who hacked me into this area to begin with. The whole plan was to find you and get you to the extraction site, but I have no idea where that is. It's been so long now that I hope that they still have a plan to come and get us.” 
 
    “Who's Sabre?” Miranda asked. “I saw someone dressed in clothes like yours only a few hours ago, just after the dragged me in here. They brought him through this chamber of worship and took him down there.” Miranda pointed to a wooden door at the back of the chamber, under the stone balcony. 
 
    “Was he wearing a mask that covered his nose and mouth? Did he have blonde hair?” I asked. 
 
    Miranda nodded. “I don't know where that door goes, but I've only ever seen people go in. Nobody ever comes out.” 
 
    “There must be another way out then. But before we go, I’m going to need you to explain something to me. You can see what EDGE Force did to me, right? How?” 
 
    Miranda shrugged. “I have aphantasia, so I have no mind’s eye, but I see more than most. You’ve heard about auras, right? The shimmering colours that shine out of a person?” 
 
    I nodded. “There's always some psychic or mystic looking to cash in on people who are gullible.” 
 
    “Auras are real, but not in the way people normally think of them. I think that those psychics and mystics who latch on to the existence of auras might have a little bit of the same sight that I do. But I can see them clear as day. They only have a little bit to do with a person's personality, but more to do with what kind of anima that person has an affinity for.” 
 
    After everything I'd witnessed so far on Mori Island, I was pretty much willing to buy into anything at this stage. “What's anima?” 
 
    Miranda blushed. “It's just what I call it. It’s what my father called it. Anima is the name that they gave to the feminine part of the soul, the bit that was nurturing and creative. The wellspring of creation. This,” she grabbed the sparkling purple pendant around her neck and lifted it. “This is made of crystallised anima. The power that flowed through me, amplified by whatever innate abilities I have, is pure transformative anima. Every single one of us has a spark of anima in our hearts, in our souls, and that's what makes us human. That's what I see when I look at someone.” 
 
    “When you looked at me, you saw unnatural anima, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes and no. Someone did something to you that changed the way that anima flows through your body. All the cultists here had this vivid violet light emanating from them, but yours was not just one colour. Yours was a shimmering cascade of different colours, of different affinities of anima. The man they dragged down there was similar.” 
 
    That definitely sounded like Sabre. But what about the girls? 
 
    “Did you see two girls with him?” I asked. 
 
    Miranda shook her head. “No. Just him.” 
 
    I didn’t want to think about what these cultists would have done with the two girls. They were meant to be sacrificed along with the rest of the commune, so I didn’t hold out much hope that they were still breathing. 
 
    “Tell me how your powers work,” Miranda said. “I need to understand what they’ve done to you.” 
 
    “Basically, I get skill experience for doing things, and that skill experience levels up whatever ability is tied to that particular action. Killing enemies with my axe levels up my Edged Weapons skill and also gives me some basic experience points, which levels me up. Every level I go up, I get three skill points, and I sink those into whatever skill tree I want, as long as my skill in that tree is at a high enough level.” 
 
    Miranda considered this for a long while, trying to wrap her brain around it. “If these people have learned how to make an anima battery, that’s incredibly dangerous. For you and everyone else.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kind of feel like a superhero, with more power than I know what to do with.” 
 
    “No, you’re not a superhero. You’re a bomb waiting to go off.” 
 
    Everything got very quiet all of a sudden, and Miranda’s deductive gaze became withering. 
 
    “The human body can only hold so much anima before things start going wrong. How much do you know about the concept of qi?” 
 
    “Like the mystical energy that passes through your chakra and stuff?” 
 
    “Exactly. Well, it’s not really that. It’s just one aspect of the body’s internal anima regulation system. Let me see if I can figure out what they’ve done to you.” Miranda moved closer to me and lifted both of my arms. “Feet apart, please. I need to be able to see your anima circulation system.” 
 
    I did as I was asked. “You can see it? Like you can see auras?” 
 
    “They’re very similar, but I’ll only be able to see your anima flow system if I draw on this.” Miranda held the necklace tight and closed her eyes. “Just hold very still, okay?” 
 
    A bright violet light bloomed from the centre of her forehead as her third eye opened. The weight of it passing over each of my limbs, then up and down my torso kind of felt like simultaneously jumping into a frozen lake and into a hot tub set to boil. 
 
    Then suddenly, the light winked out and Miranda gasped for breath. 
 
    “Someone in EDGE Force knows what they’re doing, thank the gods. The reason you have those skill lines is so that your anima flow system can prepare itself to handle more anima being sent to different places in your body.” 
 
    “That’s probably why some of the skills are locked behind certain skill line tiers,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly. It’s so you don’t overload your system and become some kind of monster like these cultists do when they’re exposed to pure anima.” 
 
    That was a sobering thought. 
 
    “You’ve supercharged your physical form somehow, haven’t you?” she asked. “I can see it. You’re probably stronger and tougher than almost any other human on the planet right now. You’d be almost impossible to kill by anything that wasn’t supercharged with anima too. How did you get so strong so quickly?” 
 
    I recounted my experiences with the essences we’d found already. How they took me into worlds I’d created myself through my writing, how I’d levelled up my Physique skill in Midnight Beach, and how the spectre of Arthur Cullen had shown up and let all of my monsters loose inside my creative nexus. 
 
    Miranda’s eyes widened. “You saw my father?” 
 
    “I think so. I don’t know if it was him or some kind of echo or projection, but yes. He was so much more powerful than I was.” 
 
    “No, you’ve got that backwards,” Miranda said, shaking her head. “He knew you were a threat, which is why he’s thrown your – what did you call it? Creative nexus? It’s why he’s thrown it into chaos. If you were in control of it, he would be no match for you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You could go anywhere, into any world you’ve created, right? That means you could pick and choose the place you want to go to maximise any of the anima lines and skills that EDGE Force has given you. You could make yourself unstoppable, and my father does not like to lose.” 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing I can do about it now,” I said.  
 
    Going back into my creative nexus now would be suicide. 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” Miranda said. “You said my father used violet energy to open all of the doors to your worlds and let your monsters loose? Well, we might be able to work together to put them all back where they belong. I didn’t inherit his imagination, but I did inherit his affinity for soul anima. Here, let me see if I can’t help things along a little.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and clutched her necklace again. Her third eye opened, and I felt her looking through my skin and muscles, right through my chest, at my heart. A surge of heat bloomed there, followed by a second of pain. Then, a notification window appeared, but the border around this one was fuzzy, almost glitchy. 
 
      
 
    New Effect: Anima Battery Supercharge
All skill experience gains have been increased by 25% 
 
      
 
    New Effect: Anima Creature Alpha
All anima creatures created by you will now obey your commands. 
 
      
 
    Miranda slumped down to the ground in front of me as her third eye closed. I slid down to catch her before she fell backwards and smashed her head on the stone stage. 
 
    “D-did it work?” she asked weakly. 
 
    “I think so. We’ll test it out in a minute. You just rest now, kid.” 
 
    And so she did. I took off my jacket and folded it up for Miranda to use as a pillow. Kaiser joined her, and she draped an arm around his soft fur. I let Miranda have a decent rest, and I used the time to review my stats and effects. If we were going to rush headlong into a supercharged training montage, I needed to formulate a plan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I started out by opening my skill lines and checking out what level I was at for all of those. 
 
      
 
    Skill Lines
Edged Weapons: 10
Physique: 20
Assault Weapons: 10
Handguns: 4
Finesse: 5
Stealth: 4
Crafting: 11
Survival: 6
Tactics: 7 
 
      
 
    The skill line progression showed exactly which skills I favoured. The Agility skills – Handguns, Finesse and Stealth – were the same skills that I would have tended to avoid if I was actually in a video game. It was interesting to see that my preferences carried over into the real world too. 
 
      
 
    Next, I reviewed all of the cumulative skill line effects I’d built up so far. 
 
      
 
    Edged Weapons
+20% Edged Weapon attack speed
-10% Edged Weapon attack stamina cost
+5% Edged Weapon damage
+10% Edged Weapon crit damage
+10% Edged Weapons crit chance
+3 skill points 
 
      
 
    Physique
+6 Inventory Slots
+10% stamina regen rate
+5% stamina
+15% health
+6% armour
+7 skill points
+Final Skill Unlock: Plot Armour 
 
      
 
    Assault Weapons
-20% Assault Weapon recoil
-10% Assault Weapon spread
-10% Assault Weapon reload speed
+5% Assault Weapon crit chance
+15% Assault Weapon crit damage
+3 skill points 
 
      
 
    Handguns
-10% Handgun recoil
+10% Handgun accuracy
+1 skill point 
 
      
 
    Finesse
Lockpicking is 10% easier
+3 crit chance
-5% reload speed
+1 skill point 
 
      
 
    Stealth
-10% chance to be detected
+10% damage bonus when attacking from stealth
+1 skill point 
 
      
 
    Crafting
-10% crafting costs
+20% crafting materials gained when disassembling
+Unlocks Complex Crafting Workbench plans
+2 skill points 
 
      
 
    Survival
+10% chance to find crafting materials when scrounging
+5% chance to find ammo when scrounging
+5% chance to find survival supplies when scrounging
+1 skill point 
 
      
 
    Tactics
+5% damage resistance
+10% Trap damage
+15% Bow damage
+25% Bow damage when attacking from Stealth
+2 skill points 
 
      
 
    On reviewing my skill lines, it became abundantly clear that I’d need to level up many of the low-level lines to bank up some skill points. I got three new skill points for every overall level I gained, but increasing skill line levels had the potential of giving me 7 new skill points total for every skill line. 
 
    I glanced over at Miranda and Kaiser and was happy to see that even Kaiser had shut his eyes for a minute. The pooch had been going full pelt with me so far, but he didn’t have the luxury of a regenerating stamina reserve. 
 
    I moved on to each of the skill trees and reviewed what skills I’d already chosen. 
 
      
 
    Edged Weapons 
 
    If It Bleeds… (Rank 5)
+25% Bleeding chance when using Edged Weapons 
 
    Helm Splitter (Single Rank)
A powerful overhead attack that deals 250% weapon damage but costs 100% of the user’s stamina. 
 
    Ain’t Got Time To Bleed (Rank 5)
Increases Bleeding duration by 15 seconds 
 
      
 
    Physique 
 
    Vitality Boost (Rank 2)
+10% maximum health 
 
    I Can Do This All Day (Rank 5)
+25% Stamina 
 
    Armour Plated (Rank 5)
+25% Armour 
 
    Numb (Rank 5)
+25% Damage Reduction 
 
    Stand Tall (Single Rank)
You can no longer be knocked down or immobilised 
 
    Pick Me Up (Rank 5)
+50% Healing Item effectiveness 
 
    Plot Armour (Single Rank)
You are now immune to instant execution attacks. Instead, these attacks reduce you to critical health level. 
 
      
 
    Assault Weapons 
 
    That’s Far Enough (Rank 5)
+25% Stagger chance when using Shotguns 
 
    Exotic Assault Arsenal (Single Rank)
You can now find exotic ammo types for assault weapons 
 
    All Out Of Bubblegum (Rank 5)
+25% Armor when wielding a Shotgun 
 
      
 
    Handguns 
 
    No skills selected 
 
      
 
    Finesse 
 
    No skills selected 
 
      
 
    Stealth 
 
    Wraith (Rank 5)
-50% chance to be detected by enemies 
 
    Sleepy Time (Single Rank)
Unlocks Silent Takedowns 
 
    Silent Reload (Single Rank)
Reloading while stealthed is silent 
 
      
 
    Crafting 
 
    Common Combination (Single Rank)
Unlocks ability to combine Low Quality Item Components into Common Crafting Components 
 
    Resource Bonanza (Rank 5)
Gain 50% more components when disassembling items 
 
    Crafting Insight (Single Rank)
Allows you to identify what an item may disassemble into 
 
    Complex Combination (Single Rank)
Unlocks ability to combine Common Item Components into Complex Crafting Components 
 
    Ooh Shiny (Rank 10)
+10% to receive rare item components when disassembling 
 
      
 
    Survival 
 
    Prey Vision (Single Rank)
You can now easily identify hiding places which may allow you to conceal yourself more easily 
 
    Supply Drop (Rank 5)
+30% chance for enemies to drop useful supplies 
 
      
 
    Tactics 
 
    No skills selected 
 
      
 
    Miscellaneous effects 
 
    Anima Battery Supercharge
All anima gains have been increased by 25% 
 
      
 
    Anima Creature Alpha
All anima creatures created by you will now obey your commands. 
 
      
 
    Looking over all the powers I’d amassed in the game so far, I was pretty happy with how I’d specced myself out. The only missed opportunity I could see was under the Stealth tree. I hadn’t done a single silent takedown since I took that ability, and the way I’d approached conflict with enemies hadn’t been in a very stealthy way, so silent reloads hadn’t mattered at all. 
 
    That didn’t mean they wouldn’t come in handy later, though. 
 
    Every skill I’d chosen so far was all about raising the deadliness of my hatchet and Gravedigger. I did wonder whether I was hyper-focusing on two things way too much, or maybe that was the right way to become unstoppable. 
 
    With the new effects from Miranda, supercharging my skill experience gain would also boost my overall experience level, which would let me level up more quickly. 
 
    I had a single skill point left to distribute from the last Tactics skill line level up, and I decided to sit on it for the time being. If we were going to power level, then I'd wait until later to allocate that one. 
 
    The cathedral seemed eerily quiet. It wasn’t long before Miranda began to stir. She woke with a shock, grabbed at her wrists, then shook her head as if to clear it. 
 
    “I thought I was still in chains,” she said. 
 
    “You're safe now, kid. But I have to ask you one question. How the hell did you change what EDGE Force did to me?” 
 
    Miranda shrugged. “I'm not sure. It's just something that I've always been able to do. My dad brought stuff through from his imagination, but I can see how anima works inside someone. If the animal flow has been tampered with, then sometimes I can change it. What they did to you is very rudimentary. They barely understand what they've done.” 
 
    “What exactly did they do?” 
 
    “Everyone has an anima battery inside them. It's kind of like your heart, but can’t be detected by anyone except those who can see anima. It's a spark that burns inside your chest, giving you a baseline anima flow, and in your case, they’ve changed the way that your battery works. It spikes whenever you do something aligned to one of those skill lines?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “They've made your battery create more energy than normal. All I did was amp up your battery’s power.” 
 
    “Isn't that dangerous?” I asked. “Too much blood in your circulatory system and bad things can happen.” 
 
    “Over prolonged periods? Maybe. That's why I only gave you a little boost, not completely supercharged you. You should have gotten another ability as well. I just made it so that anything you create from your own anima has to obey you. I figure that's going to let us get all those creations of yours under control. You said you'd be able to power level yourself if you got back to your creative nexus, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    “Good. My father is powerful, and if we're going to face him, then you're going to need to be as strong as you can be. My own abilities are static. They’re unique, but I can't make them any more powerful than they already are.” 
 
    “We best get to it then.” 
 
    Miranda took off her necklace and passed it to me. The swirling, segmented symbol carved out of glistening purple reminded me all too much of the statue we'd passed earlier. The one called The Arrival of Altrighus. The way that centipedal body was curled around our planet was eerily similar to the swirling pattern of that necklace. 
 
    “Every time I've used one of these in the past, the essence has been consumed. Are you sure you're happy to lose this?” I asked. 
 
    Miranda laughed. “It's probably because you used the anima inside those essences. I’ve reinforced the anima flow inside this necklace to always retain a small portion, which regenerates over time. I’m sad to say that over the years, I’ve gone back and revisited my old memories many times, and this necklace is the doorway.” 
 
    “Did any of the cultists know about that necklace?” I asked, suddenly realising the level of power that Miranda held. “Did they tell you why they brought you back here?” 
 
    Miranda shook her head. “I think they believe that my father isn’t dead. But he’s been gone fifteen years.” 
 
    “Whatever we do, we can’t let this fall into the wrong hands,” I said, holding the necklace up to her. “I have a feeling that your father needs this to come back into this world. If it’s a bridge or a door, and he’s spent the last fifteen years somewhere else, then this might be his key back.” 
 
    “You should keep it safe. Until all of this is over,” Miranda said. “I don’t know what’s going to happen if he gets his hands on me.” 
 
    I looked down at the necklace and an information window appeared. 
 
      
 
    Pendant of the Edgewalker
Allows the user to walk between worlds.
This item cannot be disassembled. 
 
      
 
    I slipped the pendant over my neck and tucked it into my shirt. 
 
    “I’ll protect it with my life,” I said. 
 
    “So let’s do this. You can bring me with you, right?” Miranda asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Kaiser came through with me last time. He’s like us, you know. But he can only use the essences to go places he’s actually been before.” 
 
    “You use it to go into worlds you’ve created, I use it to relive memories, and Kaiser goes back to places he’s been before. It’s so weird that it works differently for everyone.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know how your father could use this if he got his hands on it,” I said, and the atmosphere in the room changed. “If he went somewhere else fifteen years ago, then this might let him come back.” 
 
    Miranda shuddered. “We can’t let that happen. His vision for the world, a weaponised human race… There would be no end to the death and destruction he would wreak.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and held the pendant in my hand. I willed a doorway into my creative nexus to open, and it did. We crossed over before anything inside had a chance to get out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    My creative nexus was in chaos. Monsters from every book, screenplay and video game I’d ever written were battling it out like they were tributes in the Hunger Games.  
 
    Robert Kane, the immortal slasher from my It Came From Sundown series, was trying to fend off a horde of Feeder zombies with his machete. This was a different slasher to Mordecai Barnes, the scythe-wielding scarecrow-sack-wearing slasher from another series. Mordecai was busy sparring with Melchior, the feral vampire.  
 
    My wereshark from Midnight Beach circled around Cera, the human-dinosaur hybrid monster, trying to avoid her brow horns as she charged. 
 
    I curled my fingers around the necklace and felt the trickle of anima coming out of it. 
 
    “Go back to your worlds!” I called out. “This is not a crossover event, and I am not cut out to be an Avenger! Go back to where you belong!” 
 
    Tendrils of violet energy shot out of me and wrapped around the nearest monsters. The Feeder zombies were all whisked off into the darkness, and Robert Kane flew off in the opposite direction. Back to the town of Sundown, which is where his story originated. 
 
    Likewise, the wereshark and Cera the dinosaur hybrid, were flown back into their respective worlds. The door to the Midnight Beach’s Maritime Police Office was nearby, and I watched with morbid curiosity as the wereshark morphed back into John Halford. Even the teeth that were pushed out of his shark mouth as he turned back were whisked away by the tendrils of violet energy that ferried him home. 
 
    Soon enough, the darkened boulevards of my creative nexus were silent again. The street lamps shone down on the entrances to all of the worlds I’d created over my writing career. 
 
    The doors were all shut once again. 
 
    “That worked a treat,” Miranda said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I still don’t understand how.” 
 
    “You poured your heart and soul into these creations. They wouldn’t exist without that creative spark inside you, and that is fuelled by anima. They all come from your anima, and I just made sure that anything that matched your anima signature knew who it came from.” 
 
    I wanted to know more about how it worked, but I figured it would be like someone asking me where my story ideas came from. You could always make some bullshit up like they came to me in the shower, or I was inspired by this or that and put my own twist on it, but the truth was a lot simpler. 
 
    I had no fucking idea where most of these ideas came from that ended up in my stories. 
 
    Miranda was probably the same. She had aphantasia, so her mind didn’t work the same way mine did, but it obviously had gifts of its own. 
 
    “So, where to next?” she asked. 
 
    “I really want to level up my Edged Weapons skill line next, and I know the place to do that,” I said. “What’s the first rule of zombie movies?” 
 
    “Cardio?” Miranda asked, quoting the movie Zombieland. 
 
    I laughed. “Well, yeah. But also no. The real first rule of zombie movies is that swords, axes, cricket bats with nails through them, they don’t run out of ammo.” 
 
    “You can always rely on them. Smart.” 
 
    “There’s an old screenplay I wrote called Last Man Standing. It's about a survivalist out in the Australian Bush who's making his last stand against a horde of zombies called Feeders that are bearing down on his property. I did end up selling the screenplay, but it never got made. For some reason, the Australian film industry has an aversion to horror films. Which is very strange considering Wolf Creek came from us, and the original Saw movie was written by an Australian. It's just got this taboo, which I never really understood. Anyway, that world exists in that screenplay, so it must exist somewhere in my creative nexus. We should be able to find an entrance to Feeder zombie world and level up skills until we hit the level cap.” 
 
    Miranda nodded. “That sounds like a plan.” 
 
    We headed down the darkened streets of my creative nexus, looking for some indication of where we needed to go. While we were getting our bearings, I came across something in the centre of the nexus that I hadn't expected to see. 
 
    There was a mote of energy, of anima, sitting right in the heart of the nexus. It pulsed with black and white energy, both somehow luminous yet producing no light. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” I asked. 
 
    “That looks like your anima core. Your creative spark.” 
 
    When I was going through school, I had a bit of a reputation with my teachers as being the daydreamer. My mind would wander during class when I should be focusing on math or science, but instead, I was thinking about the video game that I wanted to play when I got home, or what was going to happen in the next Goosebumps book that I just bought at the last Scholastic book fair. 
 
    As a result, I got really good at coming up with quick answers when I was called on. I'd make everybody laugh, which was a defence mechanism. Some of my teachers hated me because I was the typical class clown, but my Grade 7 teacher was the one who said the words that I'd never forget. 
 
    His name was Mister Sabri, and he was the kind of teacher that made you want to go to school. His focus was on English, and he'd always talk about the book that he wished he'd written. 
 
    I guess he saw something in me that I hadn't seen in myself. He once told me that I had a gift for evoking emotion through prose, and to a 12 year old that didn't really mean a lot. Evoking and prose were two words that were kind of out of my wheelhouse at that age. He saw the way that I was in class and that my confidence always took a dip whenever we had to do something analytical or mechanical. 
 
    “No matter what life throws at you, don’t lose your creative spark, Mister Rideout.” 
 
    The fact that he called me Mister Rideout stuck with me, like we were equals in that moment. I was just an acne-laden pre-teen, and this teacher called me mister. It was like my self-perception shifted in me then, and it’s stayed that way ever since. So if this dude saw something in me, then there must be something there. 
 
    Here I was looking at the spark, that very thing Mister Sabri was talking about. It wasn’t this esoteric concept, but instead, an actual anima engine chugging away unseen. 
 
    “Earth to Hatchet,” Miranda said, pulling me out of my own dive into memory. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, let’s keep moving.” 
 
    Not long after, we came to another illuminated entrance. This one was a mound of dirt with a weathered steel hatch sitting on the surface. 
 
    “That’s the one. We head through there, and we pass into the world of Last Man Standing.” 
 
    “So, do we all go through?” Miranda asked. 
 
    “You probably could stay out here if you wanted to,” I said. “But last time this is where Arthur- I mean your Dad – showed up. He came right into my creative nexus like I’d left the door unlocked. He might do that again.” 
 
    “I think I’ll come with you,” Miranda said, and Kaiser barked once to agree. 
 
    With that, I knelt down in the dirt and started unscrewing the hatch cover. It opened with a hiss, and I pushed the hatch cover into its fully open position. I headed down in the tunnel first, gingerly descending the ladder, knowing that it’d be booby-trapped by Wilfred Kritch, the owner of this little slice of northern New South Wales paradise. 
 
    I reached the bottom of the ladder without incident and stopped in my tracks. The first tripwire was easy enough to see, and I managed to disarm it without setting off the shotgun it was rigged up to.  
 
    The next trap, a pressure plate, was a bit trickier. It was rigged so that anything that stepped on those would trigger the two claymore mines that pointed towards me. The words on the front of those mines were ominous – Front Toward Enemy.  
 
    I managed to step over the pressure plate and unhook the mines from their triggers. I didn’t breathe until I’d placed both of those mines into my inventory. They might come in handy in the fights to come. 
 
    That’s when I heard crotchety old Wilfred Kritch’s voice from behind me. 
 
    “That’s about far enough,” Wilfred said. “How the hell did you find me? And how many are with you? Speak! Otherwise, I’ll give you some new breathing holes!” 
 
    I raised my arms. “My hands are empty, Mister Kritch, but I am armed. I’m sure you can see the shield on my back. I’m no threat to you. In fact, I’m going to help you out with your zombie problem.” 
 
    “Turn around, whippersnapper!” 
 
    I did. Slowly. 
 
    Wilfred Kritch was even older and more gnarled than he’d looked in my imagination when I wrote this screenplay as a young man. 
 
    The moment he saw me, he knew who I was. The dawning recognition made him lower his shotgun’s barrel to the floor. 
 
    “JD Rideout? Is that you?” 
 
    Miranda’s voice came from behind me. “JD? I thought you said your name was Hatchet.” 
 
    Kaiser barked twice. No. 
 
    I was getting it from all sides. “Okay, sure. Yeah, my name’s JD. JD Rideout. I guess the cat’s out of the bag now. When EDGE Force sent me here, they gave me a callsign to protect my identity back in the real world.” 
 
    “Like the world’s worst superhero,” Miranda said.  
 
    “Yeah. Thanks,” I said, then noticed Kaiser looking up at me with a goofy dog grin on his face. His tail wagged in amusement. “And you, you can shut your mouth.” 
 
    Kaiser’s mouth closed, but his tail kept wagging. 
 
    “I know who you are,” Wilfred said. “It’s an honour to have you here.” 
 
    “An honour?” I asked, not expecting to hear that. “But I made this whole place, the zombie plague, trapped you here in your compound. Why the hell are you happy I’m here?” 
 
    “Not many people get to see their creator, let alone invite them in for tea,” Kritch replied. “How about you, darlin’? It looks like you could use a nice cup of tea.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Miranda said, then offered her hand to Wilfred. 
 
    He took it and shook. 
 
    “Let me close up this hatch. JD, you go on and put the kettle on. I’m sure you know where it is. After all, you created all of this.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” I said, then headed further into the tunnels.  
 
    This massive underground store was how Wilfred had lived for so long. The idea came from that old movie called Tremors, where that survivalist Burt Gummer was the only one prepared enough to fight back against the underground dwelling worms called graboids. 
 
    That's what you do when you're trying to come up with your own scenarios and things as a young writer. You take what works from other things, remix it, and put your own spin on it. So instead of an old survivalist fighting underground carnivorous worms in the desert in the United States of America, Last Man Standing was an old survivalist fighting against the zombie apocalypse in the rolling hills inland from Byron Bay. 
 
    I still thought this idea had some legs. With a rewrite and some contemporary changes, I might actually be able to sell this again now. The rights reverted back to me a few years ago, and heaven knows that anything with zombies in it tends to sell these days. 
 
    I found the ladder and hatch leading up into the compound and headed up. Miranda had a hard time getting Kaiser up the ladder, so we worked on that together. Once we were at the top, the noise of the Feeder zombie horde was impossible to ignore. I couldn’t see them yet, but I knew they were there. 
 
    Watching zombies through a television screen was one thing, but actually being in the middle of them was another thing entirely. Their moans, groans and the constant shuffling of their movement was a three hundred and sixty degree wall of sound that you couldn’t ignore. 
 
    No wonder Wilfred slept in the bunker. 
 
    Then there was the smell. A thousand walking corpses in tropical heat was a fragrance sensation the likes of which I’d never smelled and never wanted to smell again. 
 
    I found the stainless steel kettle, filled it with tank water, then switched the gas burner on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I made the tea nice and strong, then brought it over to a small table in the middle of Wilfred’s dining room. It was laminated chipboard, with pieces of laminate missing from around the edges. Dusty bits of particleboard lay untouched under the table. 
 
    We briefly explained to Wilfred Kritch exactly why we were here. He didn’t quite understand all the video game terminology, but he understood the intent. The more zombies we killed, the stronger I would get, and the more likely it was that I’d live through this mess and get back home. 
 
    “So, are you ever going to do anything with my story?” he asked. 
 
    All these characters that had sprung out of my head had the same wants and needs as all of us. We all wanted to be seen, to do more. I felt terrible for all the half-finished manuscripts and ideas that I’d started but never followed through on. Were all those characters sitting somewhere in my subconscious half-formed, waiting for me to complete them? 
 
    That was an existential crisis I didn’t need. 
 
    “How much ammo have you got here?” I asked. 
 
    Wilfred laughed to himself. “I stockpiled a whole heap before John Howard wanted to take our guns away from us. You’ll wear out your guns before my stockpile runs out, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    “I need shotgun shells and 9-millimetre ammunition. I mainly want to level up my Edged Weapons skills, but supercharging my Assault Weapons and Handguns skills wouldn’t be bad either,” I said. 
 
    “There’s no end to those fuckers outside, so you can kill to your heart’s content,” Wilfred said with a smile. “I’d be glad for it, to tell you the God’s honest truth. It’s been years since I’ve had company. This hound you’ve brought with you? Reminds me of a dog my daddy had back when he had his dairy farm. Do you want to play fetch, boy?” 
 
    I almost expected Kaiser to react negatively or ambivalently to something as banal as a game of fetch, given how smart he was. Instead, Kaiser’s ears pricked up and his tail wagged furiously. 
 
    “I think that’d be a great idea,” I said. 
 
    The tea was a balm for the soul, and I was glad for a reprieve. Despite how good I’d become at killing things, I didn’t relish it. The idea that I’d be shedding a lot more blood before all of this was done was something I tried to not think about. 
 
    The longer we stayed here, the longer it was before I got to go home. So I left Miranda and Wilfred to play fetch with Kaiser outside as I set myself to my task. Kaiser running back and forth to chase down the ball seemed to whip the zombie horde up into an even greater frenzy, but the walls around the compound were so strong that it didn’t matter. 
 
    Over the years, Wilfred had constructed a walkway around some of the inner walls, which gave me some great vantage points to fire at the zombie horde. 
 
    These were your standard slow-moving, non-thinking zombies. They were straight out of a Romero movie, rotting in the Australian sun. 
 
    Shooting them from above was going to be an easy way to get more skill experience, but actually levelling up my Edged Weapons skills was another thing entirely. There weren’t many decent places where I could get a good hit in with my Tactical Hatchet. 
 
    Not while keeping myself safe at the same time. 
 
    I unloaded Ironbark into the zombie horde and watched my supercharged skill experience start banking up the Handgun skill levels. By the time I’d used all the pistol ammo in my inventory, I’d gone from Level 4 in Handguns up to Level 9, bringing with it a host of new skill line perks. I gained another skill point and 10% improvements to handgun reload speed, crit chance and recoil reduction.  
 
    Focusing on headshots, which I guessed counted as critical hits, levelled up my Finesse skill line to Level 7 too, granting me another skill point, and increased my chance to evade enemy attacks by 5%. 
 
    I’d also levelled up to Level 27, which gave me another 6 skill points on top of the 3 I already had. I kept focused and decided to resist the urge to place them immediately until I’d levelled up some more. 
 
    Then I burned through all the shotgun shells in my inventory. Gravedigger made short work of the zombie horde clawing at the fences. One shot absolutely destroyed the head of the one zombie I aimed at and rained down hell on the ones clustered around it. 
 
    It was so unfair that I almost felt bad. But also, not really. EDGE Force had gated this power behind these skill lines and skill trees when they could have powered me up right from the word go. To give me a fighting chance against Arthur Cullen and his cult. 
 
    They decided not to. 
 
    So I had to take every chance I could get at turning the tables in my favour. 
 
    Exploits like this were something we’d always watch out for when testing games. Sitting in one area, grinding on the same enemies, levelling things up infinitely was something we’d patch out as soon as we could. 
 
    EDGE Force couldn’t patch this. This world was mine, and I was going to use it to get the greatest advantage I could. 
 
    The time sensitive nature of the mission didn’t really matter anymore, even though I knew Arthur Cullen had more to throw at us. Miranda was here with me, far away from where Arthur could lay his hands on her. 
 
    After blowing through all the shotgun shells in my inventory, my Assault Weapons skill line levelled up to Level 12, which gave me yet another skill point and reduced my spread with assault weapons by 10%. 
 
    It also levelled me up to Level 28, raising my total skill points to spend to 13. 
 
    Once all my ammo was spent, I headed back into Wilfred’s compound to get some more. Miranda played a card game with the old man, and Kaiser was spread out on his back getting tummy rubs from one of Wilfred’s feet. 
 
    “You three look cosy,” I said. 
 
    “This is nice,” Miranda said. 
 
    Kaiser’s tail wagged. 
 
    “How are you going out there, son? Are you winning?” Wilfred asked. 
 
    “Like you said, they just keep coming. I’m going to grab some more ammo, but I need some help with a strategy. I’m supposed to level up my Edged Weapons skill, but there’s no way I can actually get within melee range of those zombies. Any ideas?” 
 
    “I’ve spent the last few years shoring this place up so that the zombies can’t get within arm’s reach of me, so not really,” Wilfred said. “And don’t even think about opening those gates.” 
 
    “Damn. And no, I’m not going to let the zombies in. Just because this all sprung from my imagination doesn’t mean that they wouldn’t tear me apart if they had the chance. Although… Miranda, that ability you gave me that lets me control my anima creations – do you think the zombies would listen?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll test it out.” 
 
    I headed back down into Wilfred’s bunker and filled my inventory with shotgun shells. I really wanted to focus on my Edged Weapons and Assault Weapons skills while I was here. Handguns was a secondary skill that I’d level up if I needed the extra levels. 
 
    I reloaded Gravedigger and realised that this whole bunker was an absolute treasure trove of items that I could disassemble. Of course, Wilfred might not like it, but he would have to obey me too, wouldn’t he? 
 
    I’d come back after testing out my theory. 
 
    After I’d climbed back up to the walkway on the inside wall, I looked out over the sea of Feeder zombies. They stretched off into the distance as far as the eye could see. I raised both hands in front of me and slowly spread them apart, feeling a little stupid while I was doing it. 
 
    Who did I think I was, Moses parting the Red Sea? 
 
    To my surprise and delight, the zombies started shuffling back to either side, forming a patch of bare earth in a line right in front of me. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” I said. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    I leapt down from the walkway and headed over to the reinforced gate. It had been strengthened with huge logs that I’d need to move if I wanted to open it up, but thankfully my maxed out Physique skill made that a non-problem. 
 
    Wilfred came running out of his house when he saw me moving one of the beams out of place. 
 
    “Stop it! You can’t do that!” he called out. “If you move that, we’re all going to die!” 
 
    I commanded him in the same way that I commanded the zombies: through sheer force of will. I imbued my words with command. 
 
    “This is fine. I need to do this, and you won’t be harmed.” 
 
    I kind of felt like Obi-Wan Kenobi doing his Jedi mind trick on the Stormtroopers.  
 
    These aren’t the droids you’re looking for.  
 
    Move along. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Wilfred said. “We won’t be harmed.” 
 
    I removed the last two reinforcing beams and let the door to the compound swing open. 
 
    The zombies outside didn’t rush in to kill us. I kept them at bay with a command to remain docile, and I started the slaughter. Using a combo of my Tactical Hatchet and edged shield, I reduced the zombie horde to bits and pieces. The bodies were dropping a whole host of items, but I had no inventory space to claim them. 
 
    I unloaded with Gravedigger, splatting bodies left and right, turning upright rotting bodies into piles of rotting flesh. 
 
    The stench of putrefying bodies and gunpowder was an awful mixture. 
 
    Once I ran out of ammo, I commanded Wilfred to go down into the bunker and bring some more up here, so I didn’t have to leave the killing fields. 
 
    When one row of zombies fell, I commanded another to step forward and take their place. I didn’t even bother counting them as they fell. Once I hit Level 14 in Edged Weapons I unlocked an incredibly potent skill that gave me a 25% chance to execute unarmoured enemies when attacking with an edged weapon, so the zombies fell even faster. 
 
    It definitely stopped my Edged Weapons skill from rising as fast, given that so many enemies were going down so quickly, but my overall levelling was so much faster as I gained much more experience from the enemies dying. 
 
    What I was doing felt like a cheat. 
 
    Nowadays, gamers could just go on YouTube and find out the best way to do things. Optimal levelling, farming currency, where to go to get the best loot in the shortest amount of time, but when I was growing up, it wasn’t so simple. 
 
    I used to wait for the next issue of Hyper magazine to be released, and it would have a little cheats section at the back. Sometimes they’d have special mini cheat books in it with codes and secrets for the latest games. 
 
    This whole process felt like I’d stumbled onto a way to completely beat the system. Given that EDGE Force would have been able to watch me go about my mission if they hadn’t been jammed out of Mori Island, was this really something I wanted them to see? 
 
    Maybe I could keep this to myself, just in case they called on me again. 
 
    The improvements that I had made with my stamina recharge rate made it easy to keep going. Whenever I felt tired or sluggish, I'd just give myself a few seconds, and that feeling would vanish. I hadn't actually slept in over a day and a half, and to be honest, I wasn't even sure how long it had been since I woke up on the island. The fact that I could just keep going and going while only pausing for short rests in between was proof of how powerful this EDGE Force augment really was. 
 
    I thought about how much I would have achieved back in the real world if I didn’t need to sleep. What if I could keep going like the Terminator in pursuit of whatever goal I decided to chase down? 
 
    The act of mowing down hundreds and hundreds of zombies became meditative. Cathartic. While my body didn’t tire, it let me work through my frustrations and insecurities about getting out of this place alive. 
 
    It felt like a cheat, but I’d never asked to be put in this situation. 
 
    Now that I was here, I’d take every opportunity I could to get stronger. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I was done I’d completely maxed out my Edged Weapons and Assault Weapons skill lines. I had more skill points than I knew what to do with and was halfway through the experience bar of Level 41. 
 
    A literal mountain of Feeder zombie corpses sat outside the door to Kritch’s Compound. Both my Tactical Hatchet and Gravedigger felt like natural extensions of my own body now. Acting out a training montage was tedious as all get-out, but I couldn’t argue with the results. 
 
    Along with the other skill lines I’d maxed out, Finesse was up to Level 12, and Tactics was up to Level 11. The number of critical hits I’d gotten with Gravedigger contributed to Finesse, and Tactics rose steadily as I executed planned strategies. 
 
    All up, I had a whopping 63 skill points to distribute from all my various level-ups. I remembered something Delta said way back when all of this began. She said that nobody ever hits the level cap, which is Level 50. I was only 9 levels away from that. 
 
    Would I be the first one to hit it? 
 
    The best thing about hitting Level 20 in Edged Weapons and Assault Weapons was that I unlocked the ultimate skill from each of those trees. Those two skills were gamechangers. 
 
      
 
    Final Edged Weapons skill: Worthy
You can now throw your Tactical Hatchet with precision accuracy and summon it back to you at will. 
 
      
 
    Final Assault Weapons skill: War Machine
Bonuses for Shotguns and Assault Rifles now apply to all Assault Weapons 
 
      
 
    With both of those skills, I would become unstoppable. The Edged Weapons versatility would be great, but it was the Assault Weapons power that I was most interested in. 
 
    In that tree, the Focused Assault skill usually only applied to assault rifles. Every time I got a critical hit with an assault rifle, I gained up to 2.5% crit damage, stacking up to 20 times. These stacks of Focused Assault decayed over time and normally didn’t apply to shotguns. 
 
    But now they did. With Gravedigger shooting multiple pellets at once, each with a chance to score critical hits, each shot had the chance to increase my crit chance multiplier by a huge margin. Combined with Monster Mash, which gave my Shotguns a 15% chance to inflict bleeding, the damage output potential was almost unimaginable. 
 
    Once we manage to get out of here, would the number of levels that I had managed to accumulate raise any questions from EDGE Force? What would they do about Miranda and Kaiser?  
 
    I'd offered to open my home to Kaiser, and I didn't plan on reneging from that. But what if that was out of my hands? What if EDGE Force didn't let me keep him?  
 
    What would happen to Miranda? 
 
    I had an idea about that, but I’d talk to Miranda about it after I’d addressed the one last thing I needed to super level before we could get out of here: Crafting. 
 
    Every one of the thousands of Feeder zombies outside the compound had a couple of items on their loot table. Thanks to the Ooh Shiny skill, I’d get many rare components I could use in my crafting when I disassembled them. I pumped out heaps of crafted ammo to replace the ammunition I’d used.  
 
    Even though each piece of ammo required a considerable number of components to craft, I noticed that the experience gained was actually tied to the number of components used, not the quality or uniqueness of the item being crafted. Crafting thousands of rounds at a time absolutely rocketed my experience gain into the stratosphere. 
 
    I kept all the rare components to use more strategically. 
 
    Every now and then, I'd look over and see Miranda playing with Kaiser outside again. I had a feeling that the dog would be able to get along with absolutely anyone, and it was great to see Miranda smiling and laughing as she played with him. After being kept captive and forced to be part of the cult’s nefarious dealings, it would be easy for spirits to break. 
 
    As I kept disassembling and crafting, I called out to Miranda. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do when we get out of here?” I asked. 
 
    Miranda was just about to throw the ball to Kaiser again but stopped mid-throw. Kaiser still thought that she had thrown the ball and went rocketing off to see where it had landed. He turned around to see it still in her hand and looked at her like she had betrayed him. 
 
    “I don't really know,” Miranda said. 
 
    “Once EDGE Force extracts us, I imagine they will want to debrief on everything that's happened on the island. But after that, well, I've already told Kaiser that he can come and stay with me.” 
 
    Kaiser wagged his tail, forgetting the recent betrayal. 
 
    “If you're at a loss for what comes next, you're welcome to do the same.” 
 
    A strange look passed over Miranda's face, like she was trying to figure out whether I was telling the truth or not. As if there was some kind of sinister undertone to my offer.  
 
    “Just putting it out there,” I said. “I've got two kids who I only have every second week, and a big house on the coast that's way too empty. You just have a think about it, and know that the offer’s there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Miranda said. “That's very kind of you.” 
 
    I chuckled. “It’s also a little bit selfish. Once we get back to the real world, nobody is ever going to believe anything that happened here. It'd be nice to be able to talk to someone who knows that I'm not crazy.” 
 
    Miranda laughed in response. “Yeah, I get you.” 
 
    By the time I’d finished disassembling the items, I was sitting on a mountain of crafting supplies. I’d had to craft myself a massive inventory bag to hold everything, but it served a double purpose. It would be completely stacked with ammo and other useful gear when we went back to Mori Island. 
 
    My Crafting skill capped out at Level 20 not much longer after that, which gave me another 5 skill points and unlocked the final skill in the tree 
 
      
 
    Final Crafting skill: Artisan
You can now craft exotic ammo and health recovery items. 
Ammo crafting costs reduced by 50%. 
 
      
 
    Those flame and cryo cores that I could use in grenades could now be used to craft pyro and cryo ammunition for all my weapons, but that wasn’t the best thing.  
 
    Maxing out another skill line had boosted me up to Level 47. The 63 points I had to distribute earlier had just increased, bringing me to a total of 86 points. It felt like we were on the downhill run now, and nothing could stand between us and the end game of this mission. 
 
    I was generous with point distribution, focusing on survivability, murder potential, and crafting prowess. 
 
    I sunk 19 points into Crafting skills. Three went towards those combination skills that let me combine crafting components into the highest tier possible: Masterpiece. I also spent another point in a talent called Travelling Merchant, which made it so that crafting components no longer counted towards my carrying capacity. 
 
    The moment I chose that skill, my inventory completely freed up. All the components that cluttered up my item slots now appeared to the side of the inventory with item counts next to each component. 
 
    “That's very handy,” I said to myself. 
 
    Then I sunk another 15 points into the following three skills: 
 
      
 
    Crafting Efficiency (Rank 5): Reduces the cost of crafting items by 50% 
 
    Weaponsmith (Rank 5): Increases the damage of crafted weapons by 10% 
 
    Tailor Made (Rank 5): Increases the armour of crafting armour by 10% 
 
      
 
    I’d need to make sure I crafted myself a whole new set of armour before leaving Kritch’s Compound. 
 
    Next up, Edged Weapons skills. I only had 44 points left, and didn’t want to blow them all. I needed to save some for the Assault Weapons tree too. 
 
    Using half of my remaining skill points I unlocked the following: 
 
      
 
    Don’t Axe Questions (Single Rank): Killing an enemy with an Edged Weapon gives you Bloodlust, which increases attack and reload speed with all weapons by 50% for 10 seconds. 
 
    Double Trouble (Single Rank): Adds a duplicate of your current Tactical Hatchet and allows you to dual-wield them. 
 
    Juggernaut (5 Ranks): Your armour is increased by 25% when wielding Edged Weapons 
 
    We Can Kill It (5 Ranks): Enemies affected by a Bleeding debuff have their movement speed reduced by 50% 
 
    The Bigger They Are: (5 Ranks): Edged Weapon damage increased by 100% to enemies with full health. 
 
    Crimson Scourge (5 Ranks): Killing an enemy with an Edged Weapon while affected by Bloodlust has a 25% chance to restore some lost health. Health restoration scales with Physique skill. 
 
      
 
    Those abilities turned my edged weapon attacks into a central part of my combat strategy. It made me harder to kill and a hell of a lot more deadly. 
 
    Next, onto Assault Weapons, with 22 skill points remaining. 
 
      
 
    Focussed Assault (5 Ranks): Critical hits with Assault Rifles grant a stack of Focused Assault, granting 2.5% crit damage increase for 1 second, up to a maximum of 20 stacks. 
 
    Razor Focus (5 Ranks): Stacks of Focussed Assault decay 50% slower. 
 
    Monster Mash (5 Ranks): Shotguns have a 15% chance to cause Bleeding. 
 
    Blood Efficiency (5 Ranks): There is a 15% chance for shots fired by Assault Rifles to cost no ammo. 
 
    All Out Assault (2/5 Ranks): Increases damage with Assault Weapons by 6%. 
 
      
 
    I could only take 2 out of 5 ranks of the last skill, and then I was out of points. I’d have to sink another 3 into it to maximise the 15% damage bonus that All Out Assault gave at its highest rank. 
 
    With all my skill points assigned, I turned back to my crafting interface and made a whole new set of gear for myself. They all came in the form of the EDGE Force combat gear that I’d found in the duffel bag way back when, but they were a hell of a lot more armoured. 
 
    I used some rarer crafting components to imbue the new equipment with bonuses that I thought would help keep me alive. I focused on making armour that was resistant to piercing, considering almost every monster I’d faced so far attacked with edged weapons that they used to try and skewer me. That was except for the Cruor Arcum, which attacked with bows, but arrows would still cause piercing damage. 
 
    The only piece of armour I didn’t replace was the Executioner’s Greaves. There was no possible upgrade that could replace the huge damage bonus those pants gave me. They didn’t match the rest of my outfit, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    Whenever I played a role-playing game, I was more interested in the effects of my gear rather than the aesthetics. If there was some kind of transmogrification system, I tended to pick the coolest looking armour. There didn’t seem to be anything in this interface that let me change the aesthetics while preserving the function of my gear, so I’d be left wearing tattered pants for the axe damage boost. 
 
    That was a little surprising, considering it allowed me to completely change the physical form of raw crafting materials, like turning strips of fabric into twine through the crafting interface. 
 
    Maybe I’d make some suggestions for improvements once we got out of here. 
 
    I upgraded Gravedigger, Ironbark and my Tactical Hatchet to masterpiece quality, which significantly improved their damage output. Gravedigger not only increased the raw damage output but added a couple of pellets to each shot, which gave me another couple of chances to score critical hits every time I fired. 
 
    Focussed Assault would be a key to my combat stratagem from here on out. 
 
    I also crafted a fast-loading shotgun ammo pouch, which provided shells to me in a speed loader, cutting down on reload time. I made the ammo pouch that auto-loaded 9mm ammo into clips for me too, so Gravedigger and Ironbark would be out of commission during reloads as little as possible. 
 
    Before leaving Kritch’s Compound, I wanted to test out my new abilities. 
 
    I headed back out into the zombie swarm and threw my Tactical Hatchet at a tree about ten metres away. The hatchet sliced through a stack of Feeder zombies. Arms and heads flew into the air as the weapon arced through them before embedding itself in the tree. Then I threw the other hatchet in an arc going the opposite direction, which cut a swath through the horde before hitting the tree with a thunk and becoming stuck. 
 
    The zombie horde filled in the gaps where its members had been felled only moments ago. 
 
    Now I needed to see if I truly was worthy. 
 
    I held out both hands and summoned the axes back. 
 
    They flew out of the tree and arced back through the Feeder horde, slicing through the zombies like hot knives through butter, carving dual arcs through dozens at a time. 
 
    I caught the axes, grinned, and turned back to Miranda, Kaiser and Kritch, who had all gathered to watch. 
 
    “I think we’re ready,” I said. 
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    I expected the worst as we left Kritch’s compound behind and travelled back to my creative nexus, and I was not disappointed. The ghostly form of Arthur Cullen waited for us with his billowing, shadowy robe. 
 
    He looked around the nexus and looked… impressed? 
 
    “Hello again, Mister-” Cullen blanked for a moment. “I don’t even know your name. Hm.” 
 
    “You can call me Hatchet,” I said. 
 
    So he could force his way in here, but he couldn’t actually work out my name? That was interesting. 
 
    “Very well, Hatchet. It looks like you’ve managed to get this mess under control, which is quite an impressive feat. You’ve also managed to free my daughter, so I thank you for that. I’ve been trying to do the very same thing.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise at that statement. He had been trying to free Miranda too? But he was the one who brought her here, wasn’t he? 
 
    “Father?” Miranda asked. Her voice was icy. 
 
    “Hello, daughter,” he replied.  
 
    “You’ve been trying to free her?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “Indeed. I left the physical realm behind when Altrighus took me into her embrace all those years ago. An eternity has passed between then and now. Time works differently on the other side. But I’ve learned what I needed to learn, and it’s time to return home.” Arthur turned to address Miranda directly. “Do you remember David Loghren?” 
 
    A look of recognition passed over Miranda’s face. “Yes. Uncle David. I thought I saw him a few years ago, but when I approached him, he acted like he didn’t recognise me.” 
 
    “I tasked him with taking you away from this place. To watch over you. He did, and for that, I’m grateful, but he also had designs of his own. He sought fortune by selling my secrets to a research firm a few years ago. But he could not get what he needed from my dear eternal Lady Altrighus directly, and so, had to broker a deal with me.” 
 
    I remembered the diary from Doctor Daisy Cathcart, who worked here on the research project about five years ago.  
 
    “Mnemtech. This Loghren guy was working with Mnemtech, wasn’t he?” I asked. 
 
    Arthur nodded. “I gave them some samples of what they sought. The blood of my Lady.” 
 
    The purple substance. The anima. It was the blood of this thing that Arthur worshipped. Suddenly everything started to make a crazy kind of sense. 
 
    “The blood is the anima, and anima contains the power of this Altrighus being, and the blood is what your necklace is carved out of,” I said, pulling the pendant out to look at it. “The sparkly purple stuff is blood. But it’s solid? How is that possible?” 
 
    Arthur chuckled. “Don’t worry, you’ll catch up. Like I said, time moves differently in Altrighus’s realm. There, rivers of her blood flow through eternal tributaries. It rushes and moves like white water rapids. But when it passes over into this world, it is bound by the laws of time, and so it moves so slowly that you would think it solid.” 
 
    Miranda looked over at the necklace furtively. 
 
    “You gave this treasure to him?” Arthur asked, growing angry. “I left that for you, my child, in hopes that your abilities would blossom in your exile. The essence is twined in such a way that the energy of Altrighus replenishes itself, which I’m sure you’re aware of. Tell me, have you learned to create things with the amulet?” 
 
    The colour drained out of Miranda’s face. “Father, you know that I can’t. You beat me when I couldn’t. My mind is a great dark abyss, and nothing grows there!” 
 
    Miranda wasn’t telling her father that she could enter her own memories, and she must have a good reason for doing so. I wouldn’t break her trust by revealing that to her father. 
 
    “Such a disappointment,” Arthur said, shaking his head. “I thank you for killing David Loghren for me, my daughter. You’ve done me proud.” 
 
    “Uncle David?” Miranda asked. “I didn’t-” 
 
    Arthur nodded. “The priest in the hood.” 
 
    Miranda clutched her hands in front of her and looked down at them. 
 
    “You’ve done your father a great service,” Arthur continued. “The seal that he placed on the Chamber of the Hand was all that kept my warriors at bay. Now that he’s gone, so is the seal. As far as demiurges go, Loghren was weak.” 
 
    Demiurge.  
 
    I’d heard that word before, but I couldn’t recall what it meant. 
 
    “You used that word when you talked about me last time we met. Demiurge. What do you mean by that?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be a writer,” Arthur chuckled. “Your vocabulary needs work.” 
 
    I flushed with embarrassment. “Then enlighten me.” 
 
    Arthur took a breath then shot me a judgmental look. “In Platonic and Neopythagorean philosophy, a demiurge is a heavenly being tasked with shaping the material world.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t go in much for Platonic and Neopythagorean philosophy, my dude. I write stories about monsters to scare the pants off people.” 
 
    Arthur scoffed, then inclined his head toward the black sky of my creative nexus. “This is the one you chose to rival me, my Eternal All-Seeing Lady Altrighus? This plebian peddler of schlock and awe?” 
 
    A rumble shook the ground at those words, immediately followed by forking purple sheet lightning, which blanketed the darkened sky. 
 
    I swallowed nervously.  
 
    Altrighus chose me? 
 
    “Very well. I believe it’s time we faced each other in the flesh,” Arthur said. “Come to the Chamber of the Hand, and we will see who is truly worthy of Altrighus’s blessing.” 
 
    With that, Arthur’s ghostly form collapsed in on itself, falling to the ground into a cascade of shadowy smoke. 
 
    Miranda was the first to speak. “I think we need to end this. I couldn’t stop myself from shivering when he was talking about shaping the physical world. We’ve seen what he wants to do with it.” 
 
    The weaponised people. The Cruor. He’d use them to wage a bloody war across the face of the planet. 
 
    “There is no way his vision is coming to pass,” I said, but I was still uneasy about the idea that Altrighus chose me. 
 
    If she wanted me to be a demiurge and shape the physical world, then I had bad news for her. That was the kind of power that I had absolutely no interest in.  
 
    Or did I?  
 
    What if I could make the world a better place? Not by completely changing everything, but a few small, important things? EDGE Force already had that kind of power, and they used it to turn life and death situations into a godforsaken real-world role-playing game. 
 
    Once I was done with this place, I had a feeling that EDGE Force wouldn’t be done with me. However, an eternal being with anima for blood might be an excellent ally to have on my side. 
 
    Our planet was already so screwed that the lives of my children were probably going to be affected. What if I had a chance to change that? To make things better? 
 
    If it wasn’t for the anima, I’d never have survived this far. I’d be a better choice than Arthur freaking Cullen, at the very least. 
 
    “I think I’m ready,” I said. 
 
    Gravedigger sat in its sling. Twin hatchets and shield were sheathed on my back. Ironbark hung from the holster on my hip, right near the two grenade belts that were also fully loaded with cryo, pyro and explosive grenades. My pouches brimmed with ammunition, and I would be hard as hell to kill. 
 
    I was as ready as I would ever be. 
 
    Miranda nodded. 
 
    Kaiser barked once. Yes. 
 
    I offered the amulet back to Miranda, but she shook her head. “No. You should keep that. Knowing what it is, I feel wrong hanging around my neck. You’ll need it to get out of here and back into the real world, and it might come in handy later.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how,” I said honestly. “I’ve already levelled up almost as much as I can.” 
 
    “You saw the way that my father can use anima. He’s in a different… I'm not sure what the right word is, but I'm just going to say phase. A different phase of reality. But he can still change things in the real world. This place is full of monsters that you’ve created, so if we come across a threat that's too much for us, you've got an army waiting to serve you.” 
 
    She was right. Miranda had made it so that anything created by me using anima had to obey my commands. 
 
    “That's a hell of a gambit,” I said. “I don't like the idea of bringing any of my monsters into the real world.” 
 
    “It's not just monsters that can come through,” Miranda said as she knelt next to Kaiser. “Sometimes heroes come through as well.” 
 
    Kaiser wagged his tail and looked up at Miranda with his tongue rolling out of the side of his mouth. 
 
    “All right, that's enough. You're going to give Kaiser a big head, and his head is plenty big enough already.” 
 
    Kaiser growled at me for a second, but his tail was still wagging. 
 
    I clasped the anima medallion and used it to open a portal back to the cathedral.  
 
    We all stepped through, back into the real world. 
 
    When we arrived, the pews were full of misshapen blade-wielding Cruor. We’d been gone a long time, and Arthur had laid a trap for us.  
 
    Blazing purple eyes looked up at us as though we were priests at a pulpit, then broke into motion to kill us where we stood. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t waste a second. One hatchet was in my hand, then a second later, it flew through the crowd as I threw it. It carved savage gashes into the crowd of cruor on its way to slamming into a wooden pew. My other hatchet was in my right hand, my shield in the left, and I carved my way through the encroaching horde. 
 
    The huge damage bonus from my Executioner’s Greaves, combined with the skill that increased damage on enemies at full health by 50% absolutely annihilated most of the slashers, crushers, rangers and spearheads. The shieldmaidens were a lot hardier and still managed to block my attacks with their shields, but I felt like I could take them in a one-on-one fight now. 
 
    The other cruor? I could take groups at a time. Some of the slashers, the Cruor Eques, had their own shields now too. The other arm that was not a savage blade was a thick circle of bone that sprouted from either side of the forearm. 
 
    These cruor looked more sophisticated than the ones we’d faced in the forest and on our way here. 
 
    These were Arthur’s soldiers, kept at bay by whatever seal David Loghren had placed over the Chamber of the Hand. 
 
    That meant that we weren’t far away from the source of all of this. The hand chamber was where the blood of Altrighus came from, and if there was one place where Arthur might be able to cross back over into this world, I was certain it was there. 
 
    A pair of crushers advanced on Miranda and Kaiser. I slammed my shield into a nearby shieldmaiden, which stopped her in her tracks. An attack that would have killed me earlier was now nothing more than an annoyance, but I needed to stagger the shieldmaiden to stop the crushers from advancing on Miranda and Kaiser. 
 
    While the shieldmaiden staggered back, the halves of her shield sprung open. I raised Gravedigger and aimed right at the exposed head, then pulled the trigger. A buff appeared at the top of my view as I took a few steps back to get the positioning of my next move right. 
 
    Focussed Assault (4 stacks)
Crit chance + %6
Duration: 3 seconds 
 
    I let Gravedigger fall to my side in my left hand as I held out my right and summoned the Tactical Hatchet buried in the pew back to me. 
 
    It carved its way through the throng of cruor and decapitated the two crushers as it returned. 
 
    With a second left on Focussed Assault, I raised Gravedigger and fired into a group of slashers. 
 
    Firing one handed like that should have broken my arm and dislocated my shoulder, but this reality hack EDGE Force put in me was a hell of a drug. The heads of three slashers splattered into skull confetti, and my Focussed Assault stacks rose to 8, which brought my crit chance up another 6%. 
 
    It was time to capitalise on my enhanced crit chance and end this fight. Gravedigger boomed, and thanks to the upgraded quality, the ammunition count was out of this world. When I rarely needed to reload, the speedloader made it a breeze. 
 
    I shredded the altered cultists like they were nothing. Like I’d already beaten the game and was coming back to the starting area to show those low-levelled enemies who was boss. 
 
    The one downside was that I was barely getting any experience at all. I’d maxed out Physique, Assault Weapons and Edged Weapons, so I was getting absolutely zero skill experience and zero general experience for using those skills. 
 
    It wasn’t a total loss, because now I was starting to understand how this system worked. Delta gave me barely any useable information before we were cut off, and I was learning all of this on the fly. 
 
    The only time I received any general experience is when cruor died, or I gained Tactics and Finesse skill experience. Tactics rose slowly, but Finesse grew more quickly thanks to the huge number of critical hits I landed. 
 
    After I was done, it looked like a bomb had hit the place. Which was a bit of a surprise because I had a belt full of grenades and hadn’t needed to use a single one. 
 
    I barely even broke a sweat. It didn't even feel like my stamina was close to being used up. 
 
    The way that Miranda looked at me was actually a little bit worrying. 
 
    “I think we won this round,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    Miranda gave me a strange half smile. 
 
    “What is it? Do I have sparkly purple blood on my face?”  
 
    “You're covered in sparkly purple blood. But it's not that, it's just… I don't know how to explain it. The way you moved killing all those zombies didn't look real. They were zombies, and there was just something about the world we were in, you know?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that script was meant to be a low budget zombie flick, so the only thing I really focused on when I was writing it was the compound and everything outside of it. There was no logic to where the zombies were coming from and what drove them, only that they were a constant threat.” 
 
    “The way you moved just now, it’s strange, but you almost didn't look real. It's like you were an action movie hero or something. But I know you, I know that you're real. The way you fight looked like something from a movie or a video game.” 
 
    I took a moment to consider what Miranda had said, trying to unstitch the meaning. “It's strange how quickly I was able to acclimate to this system, how quickly it made sense to me. I've worked on games in the past, so I guess thinking about problems and how to solve them in gameplay terms is second nature to me. I get what you're saying, though. I kind of don't feel real at the moment myself.” 
 
    Miranda nodded. “Neither do I. Neither does this place.” 
 
    This reality hack that EDGE Force had unwillingly inducted me into, did it make me less human? Or something more?  
 
    I could do more than almost any other person on the planet. I was approaching superhuman levels of strength.  
 
    There was even a skill that made it impossible for me to be knocked down.  
 
    How is that even possible? 
 
    If I was coding a game, it would be as simple as removing a type of status for the player character. You can’t be knocked down if the game doesn’t have anything that defines what knocked down means. Was it really that simple to do the same thing to a human? 
 
    “There's something I feel like I should probably tell you,” I said, thinking back to my conversation with Delta. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “One of the first things they said to me when I woke up here and found the radio that connected me to the outside world was that this reality, this planet, our entire human history, exists within an incredibly complex simulation.” 
 
    Miranda blinked, then laughed. “I'm sorry? Are you serious?” 
 
    “EDGE Force said something about complex ancestor simulations? Something about a complex civilization existing for so long that they start creating simulations of their own reality, and eventually those simulations become so complex that they are completely indistinguishable from actual reality to those living within it.” 
 
    “You're saying our universe is one gigantic video game?” 
 
    “I'm just telling you what they told me.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” Miranda asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Evidence would lead me to believe that they were telling the truth, or at least that they believe that it’s the truth. I don't have any other explanation for how any of this is possible without conceding that EDGE Force might be right. How do you hack or reprogram a human being if there isn’t some kind of data that can be read and changed?” 
 
    Miranda sat down on a clear patch of stone. “Nothing is real?” she asked herself. “I always thought that the fact that I have aphantasia was a message from some higher power. Something that stood for the opposite of my father. But now you're saying that everything about who I am is just code in some massive supercomputer.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don't know what to tell you. We don’t even know if that’s how this works. The word computer might not even be applicable to something of this scale. Think about how quickly our tech has advanced just in the last thirty years. I grew up playing pixel video games on the Commodore 64 where the best storage medium available at the time was on a cassette tape. Now you can press a button and download video games straight to your phone. Thirty years! You haven’t even been alive that long.” 
 
    “Wait, video games used to come on tapes?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah. Tapes, floppy discs, then cartridges. You know what a video game cartridge is, right?” 
 
    Miranda shook her head. 
 
    “I can feel myself crumbling to dust from old age right now,” I said.  
 
    Miranda laughed, long and loud. 
 
    “I'm still trying to figure this out as we go along,” I said. “All I know is that if we don't end this and get back to our real lives, then we're never going to know for sure. And if our whole lives have happened inside a simulation, then so fucking what? It’s as real to us as anything else we’ve ever known. I’ve fallen in and out of love, had two amazing kids, and if this next part goes in our favour, I might even save the world. If that all happened inside a simulation, and that simulation is where I go to sleep every night, then I don’t give a fuck. It’s worth saving.” 
 
    “It’s corruption,” Miranda said, her eyes going wider. “The anima! It’s corruptive energy, twisting things inside this reality, this simulation. Or rather giving the power to people from this reality to corrupt it themselves.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “What if Altrighus is something from another simulation or something from the actual reality our simulation comes from, and it’s trying to mess things up?” 
 
    “That’s entirely possible,” I said. 
 
    “What if Altrighus is like me? I can’t imagine anything, but I can delve into my own memories. My father said something about Altrighus being eternal and all-seeing. What if she can watch, but can’t create? What if that’s just how she works?” 
 
    “She needs someone on this side to shape the physical realm. A demiurge,” I said as my heart started beating faster. “That’s what she needs me for. I can imagine things, visualise them. Just like your father.” 
 
    “But his vision for the future is corrupted by his own ideals. Yours would be too, but your ideals are much different to my father’s. The way you talk about your kids… You love them. You really love them. My father saw me as something to be used to achieve his goals. He saw other people as expendable resources in pursuit of his ambitions. Weapons to be sharpened to kill his enemies.” 
 
    “She wants us to fight,” I said. “She wants to know which one of us is more powerful.” 
 
    “Then we can’t leave her hanging,” Miranda said. 
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    I took a moment to loot and disassemble as many cultists pendants and effigies as I could. I kept all of the essences of Altrighus in my inventory for future use. Miranda’s pendant would let me open portals into my creative nexus, but bringing something through was another story entirely.  
 
    I was pretty sure I’d need some anima to actually bring something through to fight for me. 
 
    There was a smorgasbord of monsters I could choose from and a whole bunch of heroes I could bring through to fight for me. 
 
    Jace Radke had faced down the devil himself and spat in the face of God. I needed him on my side.  
 
    The door at the rear of the cathedral stood open now, and we all headed through together. 
 
    “This is the place where only the priests and higher ranked cultists went,” Miranda said. “I watched them come in and out of here while they channelled anima through me to create more of those monster cultists. They took some of the scarier looking ones down here, so we need to be careful.” 
 
    “Noted. Thank you.” 
 
    “I feel weird calling them monsters. Before the anima changed them, they were just people.” 
 
    “I think they’re called Cruor. I saw some paintings hanging up in a gallery walkway while we were on our way here. I have no idea what it means, but they’re all called Cruor-something-or-other. The swordy ones, I call them slashers, but the painting was called Cruor Eques.” 
 
    Miranda laughed. “It’s Latin. It means Blood Knight, or Knight of the Blood. I’m not one hundred percent sure. My Latin is pretty rusty. My father was obsessed with it.” 
 
    “He seems like the kind of pretentious prick that would go out of his way to learn Latin,” I said. “No offence.” 
 
    Miranda laughed. “No, you’re exactly right.” 
 
    We left the stone altar behind and approached the door that led down to the Chamber of the Hand. 
 
    A set of stairs led deeper into the temple, and they were easily wide enough for three people to walk abreast. Light flickered at the bottom of the stairs, and I motioned for Miranda and Kaiser to be silent as we crept closer. 
 
    Firelit torches bathed the next area in light. It was a small room, but one much different to anything else we’d encountered so far. Something that looked like a heavy security door or maybe even an airlock stood at the far end of the room. 
 
    The door or hatch, whatever you called it, had the Mnemtech name and logo on the front. A computer terminal stood next to it. There was also a swipe card reader on the left side of the door, with a solid red light blazing on top. 
 
    “This must be the lab,” I said, then looked down at Kaiser. “The one from your mother’s journal.” 
 
    A single bark. Yes. 
 
    Miranda fished a keycard out of her pocket and handed it to me. “I took this off Uncle-” she stopped herself, then continued. “The priest. I found this in the priest’s pockets.” 
 
    Before I swiped the card, I tried to see if anything was still open on the computer screen that might help us figure out what dangers lay ahead. 
 
    I clicked through a few screens, but there was nothing saved on the local drives. Literally nothing. There wasn't even a user folder that gave me any kind of clue about who was still logged in. The one database that had an icon on the desktop required a username and password that none of us knew.  
 
    “Stay behind me,” I said, approaching the door. “If you see any threats, you hide. Let me deal with whatever is waiting for us. One of the first skills I picked helped me identify hiding places, so if I tell you to go somewhere, you go there, and you stay hidden.” 
 
    Miranda nodded. Kaiser wagged his tail. 
 
    “Just one second,” I said as I pulled a Greater Essence of Altrighus out of my inventory and passed it to Miranda. “If something goes wrong and you guys need to get out, then Miranda, you give this to Kaiser. Kaiser will open a memory portal back to the surface, and you guys will have to find a way off this island by yourselves.” 
 
    “But-” Miranda said. 
 
    I raised my hand gently to interrupt her. “I know. It shouldn't have to come to that, but if it does, and I'm not here to protect you both, then you need some insurance.” 
 
    Miranda took the essence and slipped it into her pocket. 
 
    “He needs the essence in his mouth for his powers to work. Just remember that,” I said. 
 
    With that, I swiped the key card over the reader, and the red light blinked out. A tone sounded and another green light appeared in its place. The door hissed as though it was depressurising, then after a few moments, slid open. 
 
    I held Gravedigger in front of me, ready to respond to any threats that waited for us beyond the door, but none came. Miranda and Kaiser stayed behind me as we shuffled into the chamber, which was most definitely an airlock. 
 
    Everything was branded with the Mnemtech name and logo. There was another warning printed on the inside of the outer door that led up to the cathedral. A reminder to ensure that all artefacts remained in the sealed environment. 
 
    So Mnemtech had established a lab here and locked off a significant part of this place that the cult referred to as the temple. Wherever they harvested the essence, the Chamber of the Hand, was further on. 
 
    The door slid closed behind us and sealed with a clunk followed by a hiss. The air smelled and tasted somewhat stale, but without the characteristic earthy scent that often came with deep tunnels and mines. In the not too distant past, this entire place had been sterile. 
 
    When the interior door slid open, it became clear that was no longer the case. The next room looked like some kind of preparations area, with old tattered coats hanging from hooks near the interior doorway. At one point in the past, there had been shelves full of some kind of glass equipment, but it was impossible to tell what kind because most of it had been smashed. 
 
    A clear pathway had been made in the centre of the room, and I ensured that Kaiser kept safe. Just one errant piece of glass could tear up the pads on the bottom of his feet. 
 
    Whatever traffic came through this room since Mnemtech abandoned it happened in a linear fashion, between the interior airlock door and the door at the far end of the room. A couple of other doors led off in either direction, but no paths had been cleared in the debris that led to those. 
 
    Gravedigger still held in my hands, I set forth into the room to try and figure out where to go next. Glass crunched underfoot as I approached one of the nearby doors. There was a clear window set into the top half of the door, which showed an unremarkable storage closet filled with mops, brooms and other cleaning products.  
 
    Some unbroken beakers and flasks sat in that room behind the closed door as well. 
 
    The other three doors around the side of the room held similar storage closets. I was secretly a little bit disappointed that there wasn't some kind of super-powerful weapon or artefact waiting for us here.  
 
    That's how it usually went in video games.  
 
    When you got to one of the final areas in the game, ready to face off against the final boss, there was always some kind of super-powerful thing that you could find. 
 
    I didn't let my hopes get entirely dashed. Maybe there was something a little bit further on in the research lab that would fit that particular bill. 
 
    Although I wasn't sure what would be more powerful than a medallion that let me open a portal into my own imagination. 
 
    We continued into the next room. At the end of the cleared path in the debris, it came to another room that immediately set me on edge. 
 
    The edges of both sides of the room were covered in a stainless steel facade. Small square doors lined both sides of the room, with one row sitting on top of another. 
 
    “What is this place?” Miranda asked. 
 
    Miranda must not watch many cop shows or horror movies, because to me it was clear as day what this room was.  
 
    “It’s a morgue,” I said. 
 
    “Oh no, I don’t like this at all.” 
 
    The doors were all closed, but none of them were locked. There was every chance this could be a trap. My Prey Vision highlighted the table in the centre of the room as a hiding place, along with all the hatches. 
 
    I was certainly not going to suggest Miranda and Kaiser climb into one of those until I was sure this place was clear. 
 
    “Stay here by the door. I’m going to ring the bell and see if anyone’s home,” I said as I stepped into the morgue proper. 
 
    I grabbed the handle on the first hatch and positioned myself so that the door would be between me and anything that might lay inside waiting for us when I pulled it open. 
 
    The door pulled opened with a creak that seemed to echo in the small chamber. I thought I heard the sound of movement, but as I peered into the open hatch, I saw nothing but darkness. There was no body, human or otherwise. 
 
    There was something here though, I was sure of it. Instead of going through the morgue and opening each door one by one, I slammed the door of the closest hatch shut. 
 
    The slamming sound was louder than the creak by far and made Miranda cover her ears in surprise. 
 
    Three other morgue doors slammed open around the room, and the lithe forms of a new kinds of cruor appeared. These ones were covered in small tendrils that waved back and forth, like tiny little octopus arms searching for prey. 
 
    These cruor had strange, broken faces. Sunken eye sockets covered in flesh sat on either side of a nose that looked like it had been spread open by an overzealous cricket bat. Their mouths were a strange, drooping, puckered orifice that looked a bit like a saggy butthole. 
 
    Once they slipped out and into the room, these cruor straightened themselves on long, skinny legs. Their arms dangled by their sides, lanky and lean, almost touching their ankles. The cruor just stood there, twisting their weird heads back and forth as the tiny dark tendrils that erupted from tanned flesh waved back and forth.  
 
    It felt like they were waiting. The sound had alerted them to our presence, but now they had no idea where we were. The one nearest me breathed in suddenly, a raspy and laboured inhalation, as though its lungs struggled to hold all the air. 
 
    I lifted my finger to my lips – the universal signal to stay as quiet as possible. Miranda nodded. Kaiser looked up at Miranda, then back to me, and he nodded too. 
 
    Seeing a dog nod to agree to something was almost as alien and strange as the twisted cultists in front of us. 
 
    If these things couldn’t see us and were alert to sounds, then we might be able to get through this room unharmed. 
 
    When I’d opened the first hatch, it had creaked open. The noise was pretty loud, but maybe it had been muffled while they waited inside the body slabs. Slamming the door was loud enough to activate them, but now that we were quiet, they were just waiting. 
 
    One buttmouth cruor stood in front of me. The other two were on the other side of the room, towards the back. There was absolutely no room to manoeuvre between them and the table in the middle of the room that Prey Vision had highlighted earlier. 
 
    My heart sank when I realised what we were going to need to do to get through here.  
 
    We were going to have to crawl under that table in absolute silence, pass by the two cruor at the other end of the room and get out the back door. 
 
    I tried to pantomime what we were going to need to do to Miranda and Kaiser. The dog nodded again, and I made a mental note to tell him to stop doing that because it was just way too weird.  
 
    Miranda’s eyes went wide. She shook her head vehemently.  
 
    I opened my eyes to match her and nodded with just as much vigour. 
 
    She closed her eyes and mouthed more swear words than you’d hear at the rough pub down on the esplanade at home on a Friday night. 
 
    She knew just as well as I did that we had no other choice. 
 
    I wasn’t the kind of person to put others in danger that I wasn’t willing to walk into myself, so I went first. 
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    I unequipped almost all the gear that hung from the various mounts and holsters on my body. It would be a tight squeeze crawling under that table, and I didn’t want to make a single bit of noise. Luckily I’d taken a few skills in Stealth, which made me harder to detect, and I’d also unlocked the Silent Takedowns skill. If I could get through undetected, I could clear the way for Miranda and Kaiser. 
 
    They both watched with trepidation as my weapons disappeared when I unequipped them. It still blew my mind just how much this augment from EDGE Force broke how reality was supposed to work. 
 
    When I’d stripped down to nothing but my armour, my bladed shield, and the bulletproof vest I’d gotten back in Midnight Beach, I gave a quick nod before getting to work. 
 
    Just as I was about to start, the doors at the other end of the room burst open. Two purple-robed cultists stormed into the room. 
 
    “There he is!” one of the cultists said, and then he was gone.  
 
    One of the strange cruor’s arms snapped up like whips and wrapped themselves around the cultist before dragging him back into a deadly embrace. The cultist screamed as the monster’s droopy, puckered mouth drew back over its face, exposing a circular maw ringed with backwards-facing teeth. 
 
    The monster’s head expanded like it had no bones in its skull before sliding over the cultist’s scalp. The cultist screamed until the cruor’s lips slipped down over his nose and mouth, cutting off his screams and turning them into muffled shrieks of terror. He beat against the monster’s terrifying grip, but there was no escape. 
 
    The cruor crunched down with its powerful jaws, then let the headless body of the cultist fall to the floor. The other cultist was still screaming as the other cruor towards the back of the room slid its own mouth down over his head. This cultist’s eyes were locked on his fallen brother’s corpse. 
 
    I swallowed nervously as fear bubbled up in my gut like shit-tinged water in a tree-root-infested toilet. 
 
    Plot Armour would stop one of these things from killing me, sure, but I only got one use of that skill per encounter. There were three of these saggy-faced bastards in this room and fighting back against one would absolutely raise the attention of the others.  
 
    The odds were not in my favour. From this side of the table I’d have no way to use Silent Takedown on the nearest cruor that blocked my advance. 
 
    No matter what, I was going to have to crawl under that table and stay absolutely silent. 
 
    I lowered myself down onto my hands and knees and crawled as slowly and quietly as I could between the legs of the table. A glance to the left showed the skinny, lean legs of the closest cruor. Little tendrils waved back and forth from where they sprouted through the skin like overgrown leg hairs. They stood out darker than the skin, almost blue like veins. The hands with their monstrous claw-tipped fingers hung lank by the monster’s knees, grotesquely elongated. 
 
    Hand, knee, hand knee, hand, knee, I moved forward. I had to be careful not to let my knees drag or my hands land with too much force, otherwise I’d reveal my presence to these blind monsters. 
 
    I did not want to end up like the headless cultists which lay dead on the ground in front of me. 
 
    After a few torturous minutes of crawling, I came out the other side of the table and slowly got back to my feet. 
 
    Two twitching cruor stood waiting to my right, and the other one was now behind me, between the slabs and the morgue table. 
 
    I hoped to hell that I could use my Silent Takedown ability on these things. I took a moment to re-equip my gear before creeping behind the lone monster to make sure I could retaliate if things didn’t go to plan. I only needed to take out that single one, then Miranda and Kaiser could just skirt around the table and make it through. 
 
    The door at the other end of the morgue might be an issue if it decided to make any kind of noise when we opened it, but we’d have to burn that bridge once we got to it. 
 
    I had no idea whether Silent Takedown would require the use of an edged weapon, but I equipped my Tactical Hatchet anyway, just in case. I crept up behind the lone monster and activated the ability. 
 
    My body moved all on its own.  
 
    EDGE Force’s reality hack completely took over as I grabbed the monster by the loose skin on its face and tore it backwards. Before it had a chance to retaliate or make a sound, I drew my Tactical Hatchet across its throat, severing its windpipe and arteries, which sent forth a spray of blood that almost reached Miranda and Kaiser. 
 
    The monster went down without a sound. It fell into a limp twitching heap in front of me. The structure that held its arms into vaguely human shape melted as they elongated and stretched out on the floor around my feet. 
 
    I took a step back, ignoring the Stealth skill experience message that appeared, and turned toward the other two monsters. They stood silent and twitching, giving no indication that they’d heard a thing. I gave Miranda and Kaiser a thumbs up and beckoned them to come around this side of the table. 
 
    They did, but not without hesitation. Kaiser came around under the table, shadowing Miranda as she crept over the twitching mass of dead monster. 
 
    I quickly opened the loot table and took what I found there. I received a dozen Incendiary Shotgun Shells, which was quite a surprise, along with something I didn’t expect – a Corrupted Essence of Altrighus. 
 
    What the hell could corrupt the blood of this eternal being? 
 
    I almost didn’t want to take it into my inventory, but I had to. Just in case we needed it for something as we continued on. 
 
    Luckily for us, the door at the back of the morgue slid open without a sound. The other two twitchy arseface monsters stood there waiting for something to trigger them as we slipped inside the next door and closed it behind us. 
 
    The next room looked like some kind of research facility. A broken glass tube in the centre of the room made it plainly clear that at some time, something vaguely human-sized – maybe a little bigger – was contained within that tube but had broken out. 
 
    We stayed as quiet as we could as we moved through the room. I felt something grab my wrist at one point, and out of sheer terror and reflex, I recoiled. Kaiser gazed up at me with a hurt look in his eyes. He motioned to a nearby desk, then put his head down to sniff. He’d caught a scent. 
 
    As I walked toward the desk that had captured his attention, I could see exactly why. An ID card hung from a lanyard over the side of a computer screen that showed the name Doctor Daisy Cathcart. 
 
    Kaiser’s adopted mother. 
 
    I picked up the ID card and looked at the picture of Daisy. She was a lot younger than I had assumed, with high cheekbones and blonde hair pulled back into a no-nonsense ponytail. I reached down to scratch the back of Kaiser’s neck as a silent way of telling him that I understood. 
 
    There were other things on the desk that also captured my interest. 
 
    Two manila folders sat on top of each other. One was called Project Einstein, the other Project Hunter Killer.  
 
    I opened the Project Einstein folder first and wasn't all that surprised by what I saw. A picture of Kaiser as a puppy, which was accompanied by detailed experiment notes that I didn't have time to read thoroughly. I did make a point to skim through. They showed all manner of tests and their results, which all seemed to conclude that Kaiser was just as smart as any adolescent human. 
 
    I slipped the entire folder into my inventory, just in case we needed to go through it in further detail down the track. 
 
    Then I opened the Project Hunter Killer folder, and the results inside were much more alarming. There was a stack of photos in this folder as well, and the very first of those showed a young puppy that looked almost exactly like Kaiser. I thought it was a picture of Kaiser to begin with, but it was labelled Grendel – 3 months. 
 
    Things got worse as the pictures progressed. At 6 months, Grendel was injected with something called relic catalyst. 
 
    I’d seen enough horror movies to know that something injected into you with a name like that was bad news. 
 
    The following few pictures showed a dramatic and terrifying change in Grendel. He started out looking like a carbon copy clone of Kaiser as a puppy. He soon morphed into something hideous and misshapen, with a tooth-filled maw that not even a mother could love. Grendel increased exponentially in size, soon dwarfing the handlers that sometimes appeared in photos with him. 
 
    Grendel’s basic body shape stayed canine, but his arms and legs grew long and muscular, giving him a gangly werewolf look. Grendel’s body was covered in thick black and gold fur, just like Kaiser. It was undoubtedly the same creature that Kaiser and I had seen from atop the ridge. 
 
    I knelt next to Kaiser and showed him the picture.  
 
    “Is this the angry hungry dog you talked about earlier?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    Kaiser nodded and visibly shivered at the same time. 
 
    I took the picture away and stood again. 
 
    The notes inside the folder showed the extent of Grendel’s tortured existence. 
 
    Whatever this relic catalyst was, it changed Grendel for the worse. He became more aggressive, turning on his handlers. While his intelligence rivalled that of Project Einstein, Grendel became jealous of Kaiser’s treatment. The notes theorised that Grendel was resentful that he was treated so differently, which resulted him in focussing his hatred on Kaiser. 
 
    So that was why Kaiser was so terrified of Grendel. 
 
    This monster hated him. 
 
    The tests continued, and it looked like Mnemtech wanted to prove that it could create a creature that would seek out monsters fuelled by essence and destroy them. Essence in this context of course meant the blood of Altrighus that they were getting from the cultists here on Mori Island. 
 
    Grendel was their relentless, intelligent assassin that had been taught to seek and destroy anima constructs in our world. 
 
    “They fucked you up just so you could become more deadly and fight monsters of our own creation,” I said under my breath. 
 
    It was no wonder Grendel had a chip on its misshapen shoulders. 
 
    I slipped that file into my inventory as well and kept moving. We headed through the doors at the end of the room and stepped into an empty laboratory. 
 
    There were tubes all around this room, similar in size to the one we’d just passed. These were all broken and destroyed too. It had been a long time since this lab was functional. However, drawings and diagrams were still present on the ancient whiteboards that sat all over the place.  
 
    The relic catalyst was referenced numerous times and seemed to be something Mnemtech brought with them from somewhere else. Maybe they were testing how this catalyst interacted with the essence the cultists gave them? 
 
    Was this relic catalyst another form of anima that we hadn’t witnessed yet? Was that what made those monsters in the morgue? Did the catalyst corrupt the essence of Altrighus I found on the buttface’s loot table? This lab gave us more questions than answers. 
 
    All I knew was that Mnemtech were still out there. They had some cutting edge neural link tech that allowed human brain to computer interfaces. If they were messing around with anima and something else that could turn a dog into an anima-hunting monster, then they were dangerous. 
 
    I’d need to report this back to EDGE Force when all was said and done. 
 
    We kept pushing forward, staying silent in case there were any more saggy arsefaces hiding about the place. 
 
    As we continued on, I saw exactly what we needed: A map of the facility. 
 
    I grabbed the map off the wall and trying to find any mention of a communications room.  
 
    Yes!  
 
    I almost leapt for joy as I found it marked on the map, but I kept quiet. Instead, I dramatically raised my fist in the air and beckoned Miranda over. I pointed at the comms room and offered a thumbs-up, followed by a thumbs down, trying to mime her a question. 
 
    Should we go here next? 
 
    She gave me a thumbs up in reply, pointed at the comms room, then pointed at a door at the edge of the facility labelled Chamber of the Hand. 
 
    Comms room first, then full steam ahead towards our final destination. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The further into the lab we went, the stranger it felt. After the all-out assault at the cathedral, the lab was almost defenceless. We didn't even encounter any more of those blind sentries with extending noodle arms. When we arrived in the communications room, I dared to speak at normal volume for the first time in a while. 
 
    “Well that was a hell of a thing,” I said and waited for some long, twitchy limbs to explode from somewhere nearby, but they never came. 
 
    “Oh my gosh, I thought we’d never make it through there alive,” Miranda said. 
 
    Kaiser whined in agreement, then licked Miranda’s hand. 
 
    Relatively sure that we were safe in this room, I got straight to work. There was a communications console toward the back of the room. The wall behind it was covered with security camera feeds from all over the island. 
 
    Some of those live feeds showed the commune. Others showed the encampment in front of the temple. There were also some live shots of other places within the temple that I didn’t pass through. I hadn’t noticed a single camera in my travels and was a little surprised that nobody had used this against me. 
 
    Then again, Kaiser and I had used portals to disappear and pop up again in a completely different place, so we might have been difficult to track. 
 
    I flicked back and forth between some of the rotating views and saw something that made my mouth go dry. The scene showed the encampment out front of the temple. In the background, one of the massive cultist trucks sat on its side, with savage claw marks gouged out of the truck’s door. 
 
    Grendel sat hunched over in a cage right at the side of the frame. Drool puddled on the ground beneath its slavering mouth. Fangs stuck out every which way of its insane tooth-filled mouth. This thing was not just a predator – it resembled the kind of nightmare monster that kids expected to leap out of their closets when the lights went out. Grendel had grown since the photos in the Project Hunter Killer file. 
 
    “I’ve got a theory about that guy,” I said. “I think he’s you, Kaiser. I think they brought you through from the other side twice, but the second time these scientists at Mnemtech did something to him. Something that turned him – turned you – into a monster.” 
 
    Kaiser whined, then barked once. Yes. 
 
    “The file I found said that they made this Grendel creature specifically to hunt down anima constructs.” 
 
    Miranda’s breath caught. “Of course! If you’re going to make monsters out of anima, you need an insurance policy.” 
 
    “But this creature didn’t give a shit about what Mnemtech wanted. It just wanted to kill Kaiser because you were everything it was meant to be.” 
 
    Kaiser barked again. Just once. Yes. 
 
    “Do you think we can use it?” I asked. 
 
    “Use Grendel?” Miranda asked with a nervous laugh. “Are you insane? Look at that thing! It’s not one of your anima creations, so there’s no way you can control it.” 
 
    “If it’s meant to kill anima constructs, then maybe it can help us in whatever fight comes next. All we’d need to do is let it out of that cage.” 
 
    “We’re deep under the mountain. That’s back on the surface,” Miranda said, pointing to Grendel locked in the cage. 
 
    “Kaiser can open a portal back to the surface if we need him to, right buddy?” I asked. 
 
    Kaiser whined, but barked once. Yes. 
 
    “I mean, technically we could, but how the hell would we get that monster to do what we wanted it to do?” Miranda asked. 
 
    “It hates Kaiser, and it wants to rip him apart. You could lead it wherever we need it to go, right buddy?” I asked. 
 
    Yes. Without a hint of hesitation. 
 
    “It's just something to keep in our back pocket. A Hail Mary if it comes to that. Let's hope that it doesn't. Anyway, I need to get back in contact with EDGE Force and can figure out a way off this island.” 
 
    “Wait!” Miranda said. “I need to do something before I leave here. I appreciate everything that you've done to keep me safe so far, but I'll never truly be safe until we stop my father doing whatever it is he's trying to do.” 
 
    “He's trying to destroy the world, and I'm not okay with that. Don't worry Miranda, we won't leave any loose ends.” 
 
    With that, I slipped into the chair in front of the communications desk and took the radio out of my inventory. I tuned the radio in the communications deck to the EDGE Force bandwidth, then grabbed the nearby microphone. I pressed the broadcast button. 
 
    “Delta, are you there? This is Hatchet. Come in Delta, do you read me?” 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    I gave it a couple of seconds, then pressed the broadcast button again. 
 
    “Delta, EDGE Force, do you copy? This is Hatchet on Mori Island. Requesting contact. Come in Delta, I know you can hear me.” 
 
    Another few seconds of radio silence followed, then suddenly Delta's voice broke through loud and clear. 
 
    “Hatchet? Hatchet! Is that you?” 
 
    “It’s me. I have Miranda Cullen, and she’s still alive. We’re going to need an exit strategy very soon.” 
 
    “Of course! We’ll send word to our allies at the RAAF base in Townsville right now.” 
 
    EDGE Force had ties to the Royal Australian Air Force? That was a surprise, but upon closer consideration, it was really to be expected. To pull off missions like this, they’d need the cooperation of armed forces across the globe. 
 
    “We’re deep under the mountain right now, in some place they call a temple. You guys were right to annex this zone all those years ago because there’s some freaky shit going on here,” I said. 
 
    “Tell me everything as quickly and succinctly as you can,” Delta said, and I tried my best. 
 
    I told her about the anima, the essence as Mnemtech had called it, and the monsters that came from Arthur Cullen’s imagination. Delta didn’t even interrupt me when I started talking about Gods from beyond the veil of reality. It was almost like she’d expected it. 
 
    How much more did EDGE Force know than they’d let on? 
 
    They could have prepared me for this, but they chose not to. If they weren’t responsible for the reality hack that turned me into a super-powered one-man killing machine, I probably would have been more pissed off at them. 
 
    I finished by telling her that Sabre, the guy they’d sent to carry on the mission if I died, might still be somewhere on the island, but we’d gotten split up. 
 
    “Who’s Sabre?” Delta asked.  
 
    My blood ran cold. 
 
    “What do you mean who’s Sabre? The guy with the sword and the rocket launcher who almost killed me, then filled me in on the rest of the training you guys didn’t have a chance to give me.” 
 
    The radio was silent for a few moments, and then a new voice came on the end of the line. This one was deep and masculine, with an American accent. 
 
    “Hatchet, this is Omega, Delta’s commanding officer. I need to bring you up to speed on something. There is no current EDGE Force operative by the callsign Sabre. What did he look like?” 
 
    Suddenly the world around me went very quiet. If Sabre wasn’t EDGE Force, then who the hell was he? How did he know so much about how everything worked? 
 
    “Blonde, tall, Australian, but the accent was a little different from mine. Not from Queensland,” I said. 
 
    “Did he wear a mask?” Omega asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “He never took it off.” 
 
    There was a sigh on the other end of the radio static. “His callsign was never Sabre. It’s Bastard, as in Bastard Sword. He went AWOL on a mission a few years back, and we haven’t been able to track him down since. Word is that he’s up to some nefarious shit. If he’s there, then you’re in more danger than we thought.” 
 
    Bastard. Destroying the house I was in by blowing it up with a rocket certainly was a bastard move. 
 
    We had threats on all sides. 
 
    “I hear you. What can we do about all of this but rise to the challenge?” I asked. 
 
    Omega laughed. “You know I was worried when they picked you for this mission, but sometimes I’m very happy to be proven wrong. That’s exactly what you need to do, Hatchet. Rise above and bring Miranda home.” 
 
    Miranda grabbed the microphone out of my hands and spoke. 
 
    “This is Miranda Cullen. Why did you send Hatchet here for me? Why am I so special?” 
 
    “We know about your abilities Miss Cullen. We believe that you hold the key to identifying other pure anima constructs like yourself and-” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? I’m not an anima construct! I’m-” but Miranda’s words trailed off. She took a step back, her eyes flicking back and forth before falling into a sobbing heap. 
 
    Kaiser came over and licked her face, laying his body across hers for comfort. I grabbed the microphone that Miranda dropped. 
 
    “You’re going to need to explain yourself very carefully,” I said with a tinge of threat in my voice. 
 
    I knew I was in no place to be threatening this guy, but the effect he’d just had on Miranda put me into protective Dad mode. 
 
    “I am sorry Miranda,” Omega continued. “I thought you knew. We believe that your father brought you through from the other side, just like he has with the other-” there was a hesitation there. Was he about to say monsters? “-just like everything else he painted and brought through.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t know, but it explains everything,” Miranda said. 
 
    “We believe the reason that this R.A.E.-” Omega said, spelling the letters of the acronym. “Reality Adjacent Entity – reached out to your father is because it perceives reality very differently from anything on this side. Your father is not the first person that Altrighus has reached out to. As far as we’re aware, your father is the only one who’s ever been able to form a bond with the R.A.E. This entity can’t create things or imagine things in the same way we can, but it can see everything. Even into other planes of reality, including those that we can’t even comprehend. Altrighus covets the ability to imagine, to create, and seeks out like-minded individuals who can do the things it can’t.” 
 
    Miranda laughed. “And it chose my fucked up cult leader of a father? Bad luck, Altrighus. You got played. It explains so much, though. If I was born of Altrighus, then it explains why my father was so adamant that I was supposed to be this creative genius and why it would never be possible. If my father was Arthur Cullen, then my mother was Altrighus. I can’t imagine things either, just like her, but I can see everything… Everything that anima has touched.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Omega said. “We want to work with you, Miss Cullen. We believe you hold the key to helping us protect our reality from something that we don’t know how to fight against.” 
 
    “What do you need her for?” I asked. 
 
    “We believe something is coming. A reality crash that threatens to destroy not just our species, but our entire reality,” Omega said. 
 
    Damn, if those weren’t some hefty stakes. So it wasn’t just the fate of the world that we were fighting for, but the very existence of our entire reality? We needed to get out of here, and soon. 
 
    “How long until we have back-up from the RAAF base, and where do we meet them?” I asked. 
 
    “They’ll be there within the next two hours. We’re sending a chopper, but the only place to land safely is in an abandoned fishing village on the north side of the island,” Omega said. “You’ll need to get there on your own. We don’t have the resources to send a ground unit into the temple.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said, then closed the broadcast channel before turning to Kaiser. “Have you been to the village? Can you open a portal there for us once we’re done here?” 
 
    A single woof. Yes. 
 
    I opened the channel again. “I believe we’ll be able to make it to the fishing village.” 
 
    Omega sighed with relief. “Good. You’ve exceeded our expectations surviving this long, Hatchet. Continue to excel, and we’ll get you out of this and back to your real life as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said. 
 
    There was a part of me that wanted to tear this guy a new arsehole for being one of the people within EDGE Force who ripped me away from my life in the first place. But that was quickly replaced by a feeling of reluctant gratitude for being able to be a part of something bigger than myself. 
 
    I hadn’t even realised how much I’d craved it until that very moment. 
 
    “We’ll let you get back to your mission. Finish this quickly, then get to the village,” Omega said. 
 
    “We will. Over and out,” I said. 
 
    Miranda’s face had a steely set to it, like she knew exactly what we needed to do. 
 
    “Are you ready to finish this?” I asked. 
 
    “You better believe it,” she said. 
 
    Kaiser barked once. Yes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    We came to the door that was supposed to lead into the inner sanctum, but it was sealed with some kind of purple-tinged force field. There was something right in the centre that looked like a slot for a key, shining with a brighter violet light than the rest of the field. 
 
    I opened my inventory, remembering something I’d looted from Executioner Olsen. 
 
    The Mind Key. 
 
    The key fit the lock perfectly. I twisted it, and the shield dissipated instantly. The stone door rolled to the side to reveal a long staircase leading down. We followed the stairs to the bottom and arrived at the entryway to a huge, wide-open space. A stone carving of a giant hand rose from the centre of the room. 
 
    This was the Chamber of the Hand. Literally. 
 
    The outside of the carving glittered and pulsed with violet light. The pulses were concentrated in a vein-like network, almost like the light was blood pumping through this enormous statue. 
 
    The hand itself had what looked like a heavy metal manacle clamped around the wrist, which was in turn fixed to the cavern walls by shining purple chains. Below the manacle was a wound that stood open and grotesque like a slit wrist.  
 
    The inside of that wound glittered with the pure essence of Altrighus, as dark and brilliant as the amulet Miranda gave me for safe-keeping. 
 
    I went to speak to Miranda, but she was as white as a ghost. 
 
    “I know what happened,” she said, but I still hadn’t caught on to whatever revelation she’d uncovered. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, knowing full well that she could see things that I could not. 
 
    “I can see her torment. I can hear her screaming!” Miranda said, then grabbed the sides of her head. “That’s not a giant statue. It’s her. That’s one of my mother’s hands!” 
 
    It all started to make sense. The chains that held the manacle in place. The wound filled with glittering anima. Why Arthur Cullen kept this inner sanctum so secret, locked away from Mnemtech’s researchers. 
 
    “Your father found a way to bring Altrighus through into our reality,” I said. 
 
    “He locked her here and harvested her blood like she was a cow to be milked!” Miranda shouted. “We need to set her free. We need to destroy these chains.” 
 
    There were four chains in total which held the manacle to the walls of the cavern. I had no idea whether my supercharged Physique skill and Edged Weapons skills would do anything against those chains, but I had to try. 
 
    I reached over my shoulders with both hands and pulled both Tactical Hatchets off their mounts. I threw them one after the other, both focusing on the exact same link of one of the chains holding the manacle in place.  
 
    Both hatchets bounced off ineffectively, so I summoned them back into my hands. “It's not going to be that easy,” I said. 
 
    “It’s bizarre,” Miranda added. “I can see the chains. Both the physical chains and the anima chains. The anima chains sink into the manacle, which is supercharged with anima, but it’s not all anima from Altrighus. Can you see it shimmer both purple and blue?” 
 
    I squinted, and now that Miranda mentioned it, I could see flecks of blue rising from the chains and the colossal metal manacle. 
 
    “I’ve never seen that before,” I admitted, then remembered the corrupted essence I looted off the saggy buttface monster. I pulled it out of my inventory, and sure enough, there were blue flecks in that essence too. I handed it to Miranda. “Look at this.” 
 
    “Yes, this is the same anima composition. Mostly from Altrighus, but something other. Something dominant, which is using Altrighus’s anima against her.” Miranda looked up to the hand as though she was trying to work something out. 
 
    Kaiser started growling. I immediately grabbed my shield and mounted one of my hatchets, ready for whatever threat was coming. 
 
    A figure stepped out from behind the titanic wrist.  
 
    He was decked out in black armour, a shock of blonde hair above a black mask that obscured most of his face. 
 
    “Bastard,” I said. 
 
    He smiled. I couldn’t see his lips, but his eyes crinkled at the edges.  
 
    “I wondered how long it’d take before you figured it out,” Bastard said.  
 
    He pulled the blade from its scabbard. To begin with, the blade was the same as before – black, bladed along a single edge, with a handguard. But as I watched the sword in his hand, it changed. It lengthened out. Both edges became sharp, and the handguard shifted into a crossguard. 
 
    Somehow he was able to change the form of his weapon. 
 
    “You can’t stop what’s coming, Hatchet,” he continued. “I don’t know what EDGE Force has told you about what’s really going on, but they’re on the losing side. They steal people out of their lives and make them fight for a cause that’s destined to fail. There’s no point in fighting the inevitable.” 
 
    I didn’t give a fuck about grandiose speeches. There was something more pressing. “The little girls from the commune. Where are they?” I asked. 
 
    “In the forest with bullets in their heads,” he replied in a matter-of-fact way that made something snap inside me. 
 
    I threw my hatchet right at Bastard, and Kaiser leapt into the fray beside me. 
 
    Bastard sighed and flicked his hand toward my hatchet, which went spinning away from him before clattering harmlessly to the floor. Shield raised, I continued running headlong at him, summoning my hatchet back as I ran. 
 
    Kaiser was faster than I was, and he jumped at Bastard as he closed the distance. 
 
    Bastard lifted a hand towards Kaiser, clenched it into a fist, then slammed his hand downward. Blue swirls of energy surrounded both Bastard’s fist and Kaiser’s body in mid-air before Kaiser was slammed down into the stone floor. He yelped as he hit the ground, and I heard the sound of something snapping. 
 
    “No! You monster!” I yelled as I braced myself to slam into Bastard, but he was ready for me. 
 
    My shield met the edge of his bastard sword as an almighty impact rang out through the chamber. His shocked eyes went wide as I managed to hold my own against his blow. 
 
    Without missing a beat, I pushed at him with my shield, using my Physique skill level to knock him off balance. Bastard stumbled back a few steps but quickly rallied. He brought his sword high overhead for a killing blow, but I raised my shield to block it again. 
 
    My Stand Tall skill was coming in handy in this fight. Being immune to knockdowns or immobilisation was a godsend. 
 
    “You’ve learned some tricks. I’ll give you that,” Bastard said. “I didn’t think you’d survive the forest.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to survive this fight,” I said, throwing my hatchet behind him. 
 
    He laughed as my weapon went comically wide and landed harmlessly on the floor behind him. I grabbed my other hatchet as I defended against another blow from his sword. I threw the other hatchet, which missed him by a huge margin as well. 
 
    He laughed again, then doubled down on his attacks. I countered each of them as they came, standing toe to toe with this EDGE Force defector. Eventually, he got a couple of good hits in, which sent me stumbling back a few steps. I couldn’t be knocked down, but he was too powerful to completely defend against. 
 
    He stopped his advance for a moment and looked at me. 
 
    “We can keep dancing all day, but you’re not walking out of here alive,” Bastard said. 
 
    “That’s funny, I was just about to say the same thing to you,” I said. 
 
    “Do you really think-” he said, like he was going to launch into another monologue, but I used that moment against him. 
 
    I dropped my shield and summoned both hatchets back at once. They answered my command and came spinning back towards me, severing both of Bastard’s arms at the same time. 
 
    Bastard screamed in surprise, anger and explosive pain as I caught both hatchets. His arms landed heavily on either side of him. The shocked expression told me I’d won this fight, but something was wrong. 
 
    Those injuries should have left ragged stumps behind, spurting blood and gore all over the place. But they didn’t. Blue luminescent smoke rose from the wounds in his shoulders. The arms which lay on the ground beside him started to break down and fade away into the same blue anima. 
 
    “That was unexpected,” he said. “Good for you. I’d give you a round of applause, but, well…” 
 
    “What are you?” I asked. 
 
    “A ghost,” he said, but didn’t elaborate. “Oh wipe that stupid look off your face! I’m an echo. The real Bastard left the compound hours ago. I’m just something he left behind as an insurance policy. He certainly didn’t think you’d be this strong.” 
 
    “What do you mean he left?” I asked. 
 
    The echo of Bastard was breaking down now, just like his arms. It spread from the wounds across his chest as the echo slowly disintegrated. 
 
    “We got what we came for,” the echo of Bastard said, then completely broke down into a burst of blue light, which faded to nothing. 
 
    I ran over to Kaiser, and I popped a healing pill into his mouth. He was still breathing, which was a small glimmer of hope. I pressed the pill into the back of his throat, which forced his own body’s reflex to swallow it. 
 
    “He was an anima construct, just like me,” Miranda said.  
 
    The blue energy meant that there was something else out there. What did Omega call it? An R.A.E.? Reality Adjacent Entity? Altrighus wasn’t the only anima-wielding entity screwing with our world. 
 
    “Is that what’s going to happen to me when I die?” Miranda asked. 
 
    Kaiser whined. He knew what he was too and was smart enough to make the connection. 
 
    “I don’t know kid, but let’s hope that doesn’t happen for a long, long time, okay?” I said, trying to sound supportive. But if I was in her position, I’d probably be thinking the exact same thing. 
 
    That’s when I noticed that Miranda’s amulet felt fuzzy against my skin. I lifted it up and found that the amulet was shining brightly. 
 
    “Hey Miranda, what’s going on here?” I asked and handed the pendant back to her. 
 
    The moment she took the pendant the light almost exploded in intensity. The bright purple glow shone like a star, then focused into a single beam into the wound at the wrist of the giant hand. 
 
    A figure appeared there, feminine, in a flowing robe that shimmered in oscillating shades of lilac, violet and purple. The smiling face looked familiar. 
 
    “Mother?” Miranda asked. 
 
    “Hello, my child,” Altrighus said, her voice smooth and musical. 
 
    My jaw dropped open as Kaiser joined my side once again. My mouth snapped shut as I knelt next to him to make sure he was okay. He gave me a quick lick on the cheek as he stared at the robed form of Altrighus. 
 
    “My time is short,” this otherworldly entity said to us. “I can only take form here for a brief time, but there is something you must know. Every moment I am in this world, my power grows. Soon your father will be able to cross back over into this world, and using my blood, will reshape it in his twisted image.” 
 
    “How do we get to where he is?” I asked. 
 
    Altrighus looked over to me and smiled an oddly sweet and familiar smile. It was the kind of smile reserved for old friends or lovers. 
 
    “Hello JD,” she said. “It’s wonderful to finally meet you. I feel like I’ve known you forever, but I guess that’s kind of true given how time flows on my side of the tear.” 
 
    “Hey there,” I said, not really sure what else to say. 
 
    “I’m sorry for using you,” Altrighus said. “But when you arrived here I knew that you had that same spark. You invent universes all of your own, and I feel privileged to have been able to help you bring some of them to life.” 
 
    This God-like being was privileged to have met me? Things truly were insane. 
 
    “It’s no problem,” I said. “But we’re not done yet, right? Those chains holding that manacle in place are anchored on your side, aren’t they? On the other side of the tear?” 
 
    Altrighus nodded. “Yes. Arthur tricked me into allowing him to cross over. Using the essence of an ancient enemy, he anchored my bindings. They must be destroyed on my side of the tear before they can be destroyed in your layer of reality, but while Arthur retains his power on my side, the anchors will never break. Tainted by the power of Mnemnhion, I cannot touch the anchors.” 
 
    Mnemnhion. That was a new one. That must be the name of the other entity responsible for the blue energy and the corrupted essence. 
 
    “So we come through to your side, destroy these anchors, and you send us back here so we can destroy these chains once and for all?” I asked. 
 
    Altrighus smiled. “Yes. Exactly. My daughter, my Miranda, she will be the bridge.” 
 
    Miranda rushed across the stone floor to Altrighus and threw her arms around the otherworldly apparition. Two sections of Altrighus’s robe lifted and embraced Miranda. They weren’t quite arms, but they were close enough. 
 
    “I love you, my daughter,” Altrighus said. “You are who you were meant to be, not what he wanted you to be. You are perfect.” 
 
    “I love you too,” Miranda said. 
 
    A moment later, Altrighus’s form melted to the floor. Miranda stumbled forward as she regained her balance, then lifted her arm to her eyes to wipe away the tears.  
 
    I walked over and put my arm around Miranda’s shoulders. Kaiser nuzzled her hand. 
 
    “Are you okay, kid?” I asked. 
 
    “I will be,” she said before sniffing back the tears. “That motherfucker is holding my Mum hostage. We need to end this.” 
 
    Clutching her amulet like a talisman of protection, Miranda shrugged off my arm and strode forward towards the weeping wound at the base of her mother’s wrist. A line of violet energy rushed towards the amulet, then expanded out into a shimmering portal that showed visions of another reality beyond the veil. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stepped through the portal first, Tactical Hatchet in one hand and shield in the other. 
 
    The statue of Altrighus with her centipedal form was pretty accurate to how she physically looked, but the space in which she existed didn’t conform to the laws and normalities of physics as I understood them. 
 
    Her form stretched out into the great infinity of her realm, twisting and folding in on itself in infinite loops of unreal geometries. Tendrils the size of ancient trees rose from the horizon, which seemed to warp with our perception. The horizon is a mostly straight, slightly curved line in our reality, but here in Altrighus’s domain, the horizon was merely a suggestion that moved and shifted of its own accord. 
 
    Arthur Cullen stood at the base of one of these ascendant tendrils, his hand placed on it, drawing forth the energy of Altrighus. 
 
    “You can’t possibly understand what you’re doing here,” he said with a sardonic grin. “This plane allows the power of creation once reserved for Gods! I know. I have been here, learning its secrets, perfecting my understanding for my return.” 
 
    Miranda stood beside me, amulet clutched in front of her. It shone with power. “We will never let you escape from here. You die here and now!” 
 
    Kaiser growled from my other side, ready to leap into action. 
 
    Arthur’s grin turned into a look of pure disappointment.  
 
    “My daughter, I thought you would be intelligent enough to see that mankind cannot forge its own destiny. It must be shaped, guided, and yes, hard decisions must be made.” 
 
    “You want to be in charge of that change, right?” I asked. 
 
    “It is not something that I want,” Arthur said coolly. “It is something that destiny demands of me.” 
 
    I looked up to the multi-segmented form of Altrighus. The billions of eyes on her carapace watched us implacably. This extraplanar entity was almost infinitely powerful, but she was bound. The ragged wound of Arthur’s anchor was impossible to ignore. Here, on this side, the anchor was the hilt of an enormous blade stuck into a blackened wound. 
 
    Based on the size of the hilt and pommel sticking out of the wound, the sword would be at least three or four metres long. There were four of these anchor swords in total, each stabbed into a section of Altrighus’s body at equidistant points, similar to the four chains that held the manacle in place on our side of the tear.  
 
    I had no idea how I could simultaneously see all four of the black swords at once, but the horizon seemed to warp, like Altrighus was showing me all of these at once for a reason. 
 
    These swords were the anchors I needed to remove before we could cut the chains back in our reality. The swords were far too big for me to pull out with my bare hands, but I’d need to find a way to use Altrighus’s power to do it. 
 
    Arthur had been consumed by that same power that I intended to use to defeat him.  
 
    His soul spent fifteen years here untethered from his home reality.  
 
    Miranda had spent those years yearning for a father that had always meant to kill her.  
 
    And me? I’d seen what a little taste of Altrighus’s power could do in the real world. 
 
    “Do you know why Altrighus revealed herself to you?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I was chosen!” Arthur yelled before slamming a closed fist onto the side of the skyscraper-sized tendril. 
 
    “You were only chosen because you were in the right place at the right time, where the barriers between realities were thin. Your paintings are terrible, man. They’re absolutely horrendous.” Arthur’s top lip turned up in a sneer. “But you gave Altrighus something she cannot have for herself. Imagination.” 
 
    I watched his face closely to see if any kind of understanding registered on his face, but I was left with nothing. 
 
    “You are an artist, a creative soul,” I continued. “But Altrighus can only watch. Observe. She cannot imagine what a future may hold. She relies on agents like you to bring new things into existence. Allowing her to see into your mind and the depths of terror lurking there allowed her to bring them forth into our reality. That’s all. You’re not special. You were just in the right place at the right time.” 
 
    That got to him. He snarled an animalistic noise that warped his face into something subhuman. Whether it was the emotion exploding out or whether his form had actually shifted, I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “And what would you know of it?” Arthur spat. “Some lackey sent here to kill me. What the hell would you know of any of this?” 
 
    “I’m not just some arsehole sent here to end you,” I said. “I came to save your daughter. But Altrighus has gotten to know me over the last few days, and I think maybe she sees something in me that she can’t get from you.” 
 
    Arthur laughed derisively. “There is nothing you can give her that I cannot. I have set foot in your imagination, and it is a dull, unoriginal place, devoid of any creative dignity.” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “I can give her hope, dude. And the love that keeps a family together. Something that you will never understand.” 
 
    Arthur raised both hands into the air, and streams of violet energy coursed into him from the nearby wound at the base of the nearby sword anchor. It rumbled through his body, creating cracks along his skin as it went.  
 
    “His body can’t take the pure power of Altrighus,” Miranda said. “Look how it burns him!” 
 
    Arthur grimaced as he forced the energy to coalesce into his palms, focusing it. He threw that energy out onto the ground in front of him, which began to bubble and twist its way into terrifying shapes. 
 
    One column of flesh was covered in mouths, each lined with sharp teeth. Four limbs twisted out of it, forming into awkward, ungainly limbs, which pushed the column up on shaky legs. A head exploded from between bunched shoulders, hanging at a strange backward angle beneath the torso. This monster pulled its strong tail free from the ground. It had a knobbly club on the end, like some kind of armoured dinosaur. The skin all over its body erupted with thick, scaly osteoderms. It was an ankylosaurus monster. An ankylomonster. 
 
    The other column rose high into the sky. A pair of leathery wings ripped themselves free from the central column. Two enormous eyes opened in the centre of the flying thing’s chest, just above a puckered hole which opened into a mouth ringed with teeth. It looked a hell of a lot like an arsehole with fangs. 
 
    “What the hell is it with you and creating arse-faced monsters?” I said. “You’ve got problems, man!” 
 
    “You can do this, Hatchet. I know you can,” Miranda said. 
 
    I nodded. A couple of my own monsters might be able to counter these two. Opening my palms, I tried to pull the energy of Altrighus into my body just like Arthur had done. 
 
    “You fool!” Arthur called. “I’ve spent the last fifteen years here in this realm honing my ability to shape reality with her power! You’ll never survive the attempt.” 
 
    The pain bloomed in the soles of my feet and climbed through my body like wildfire. Fissures of purple light crackled through my skin as I tried to focus this energy not into my hands, but coalesce it into a singular focal point in my mind. 
 
    I just hoped that my supercharged Physique skill would keep me alive during the attempt. 
 
    All those monsters from my books were waiting behind the doors that I kept closed in my creative nexus. It was time to throw them open and use them. It was time to bring them out to play. I could feel Altrighus’s embrace, and she opened herself and her power to me completely. I showed Altrighus the door to Midnight Beach and where Deputy John Halford was. 
 
    We moved together. Altrighus was with me, and she propelled me through the door to the maritime office and across the bay to where John Halford stood on the back of his brother’s fishing boat, dangling a line into the water. 
 
    I landed in the back of the boat, right behind the deputy. 
 
    “Long time no see,” John said without turning around to look at me. He wasn’t wearing his uniform now, just an old beat-up jeans and jacket combo to protect against the cold night air of Midnight Beach. 
 
    “I need you,” I said. 
 
    “I knew you’d be coming back for me,” he replied. 
 
    “I hoped that I wouldn’t have to.” 
 
    “Chief Bishop told me about your promise. That you were going to finish telling my story,” John said. “For better or worse, you just have to finish it. I’d love a happy ending, you know? A way to go back to normal. But things never really go back the way they were once they’re all bent out of shape, do they?” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “They don’t. But I’ll try to give you a worthy ending.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me. I’m ready.” 
 
    “Time to jump overboard,” I said. 
 
    John stood, placed his fishing rod into one of the rod holders on the side of the boat, took his jacket off, then jumped overboard into the inky blackness.  
 
    There was a feeling of energy swelling, focusing on me, John, and what we were about to do. 
 
    At the side of the boat, I held my hand over the water, then nicked my palm with the edge of my hatchet. Blood welled and dripped into the water. 
 
    The response was instantaneous. The mixture of blood and saltwater induced the change. Beneath the water, John’s eyes turned from blue to the purest black as his mouth split apart. The serrated teeth of a great white shark pushed out across his widening gums as the waters began to churn. 
 
    Anticipation built. Altrighus wanted this as much as I did. She saw the product of my mind and wanted to bring it out into reality. I channelled her energy into the frothing sea, then showed her where else we needed to go. 
 
    We surged back across the dark surface of the ocean and back through the police office before winding through the spotlighted microcosms that sat in my creative nexus.  
 
    We found the barn that I was looking for. The monster within terrified me, but we needed something to counter the winged threat that Arthur had summoned. We burst through the doors of the barn and came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    Melchior hung upside down in the locked barn. The unlucky spawn of a reluctant vampire and a small-town shop owner, Melchior was cursed to have to slake his lust for blood on the people he considered friends. The older he grew, the more batlike he became, and the harder it was to conceal his true nature. He’d all but retreated from civilised society, becoming a hermit on the outskirts of town, but when the thirst took over, the vampire could not be contained. 
 
    “I’m really glad your girl gave me the ability to command my anima constructs, otherwise I’d be shitting myself right now,” I said. 
 
    A swelling feeling of affirmation from Altrighus reassured me. 
 
    “Melchior!” I called out.  
 
    Black wings shifted as a grotesque gargoyle face looked down at me from the rafters. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me. I know it’s been a while. But I need you again. The fate of the world hangs in the balance,” I said. 
 
    “Faaaaate,” Melchior said, letting the vowel hang ominously. 
 
    “You helped me when I was just starting out. You were my first big success. If not for you, Wings In The Night would have never happened, and I never would have had a career. Now I need your help again.” 
 
    “Heeeelp, yeeeeees,” Melchior said. He stretched his wings. 
 
    I pushed the last of the Altrighus energy my body could handle into Melchior. 
 
    Then I was whisked away, back to the battleground. The light was gone from my skin, but the fissures left behind had burned deep. I popped one of my strong healing pills into my mouth and swallowed, grateful for the 50% health regen boost. It kicked in almost immediately. 
 
    A glance behind me showed that my plan had worked. Melchior stood like a gargoyle, wings extending from his back. Hands crossed over his chest, baring the bone-white claws that had taken the lives of so many fictional townsfolk in my first novel. Melchior nodded at me, and something close to a smile came across his face. 
 
    John the wereshark stood next to him, a bizarre shark human hybrid that walked on all fours. A savage dorsal fin rose from his back, which flowed backwards to a tremendous sweeping tail. John’s skin was sandpaper rough and would tear the flesh of anything that tried to grab him. 
 
    Arthur swallowed nervously. 
 
    “You’re not the only demiurge in this realm, Cullen. Melchior, John, Kaiser, Miranda, it’s time to destroy these monsters!” 
 
    Melchior launched into the sky to meet the flying monster. His talons grabbed the flesh of Arthur’s minion as both pairs of wings beat furiously for dominance. The flying lamprey-mouthed bat creature ripped at Melchior’s night-black skin. 
 
    John threw himself at the ankylomonster, mouth opened wide, second opaque eyelids sliding in to protect his black eyes as he chomped down on the armoured monster’s flank. The club tail swung around and knocked the wereshark to the side, which went rolling away. Red blood coursed out of the wereshark’s mouth, along with a worrying number of serrated teeth.  
 
    I took Ironbark out of its holster and handed it to Miranda. “Give support where you can, but most importantly, keep yourself safe. Without you, there’s no way back.” 
 
    Miranda nodded. Kaiser and I focused on taking down Arthur. 
 
    But that was going to be a lot harder than I initially thought it would be. My wounds were healing now thanks to the high level healing pill I’d taken, but Arthur was healing in a completely different way. 
 
    The skin along his injuries bubbled into tumour-like flesh, which spread under his skin to bolster his muscle mass, almost like a thick dermal armour. He was taller than he had been too. Somehow Arthur had figured out how to use the power of Altrighus to grow stronger himself, not just bring things through from his mind into this realm. 
 
    It made a little sense, though. The vision that Arthur had in his own head was one of a ruler. A dictator who would bring Earth and its people into a new paradigm. A great general who would wield the human races as a blade to cut out the corruption. What he saw of himself in his head was vain imagining. 
 
    Damn it. My vision of my own self-worth was not so flattering, so I couldn’t match him on that. But I had spent the last few days getting as strong as I possibly could thanks to EDGE Command’s reality hack. I was faster, stronger, more deadly, and I had Kaiser by my side. 
 
    Together we would prevail.  
 
    We had to. 
 
    I drew Gravedigger and fired at Arthur Cullen’s head as I ran towards him. More shots hit than not, starting the Focussed Assault buff’s cumulative stacks, which gave all of my attacks a greater chance to land as critical hits. After the first volley, he raised a hand to cover his face. 
 
    He defended himself with his arm, but at a cost to his visibility. He couldn’t see how we were coming at him anymore. 
 
    I was barely finished that thought when a horrid eye opened from the skin on the back of his arm. It blinked at us, but he knew exactly where we were now. That didn’t matter. In most video games, a huge open eye like that was an obvious weak spot, so I shot him right in his new oculus. 
 
    It exploded to red jelly as he roared in pain. 
 
    “Damn you!” he called out, but this time several different eyes opened all across his body. These were smaller, some clustered, but not all concentrated in one spot. He’d be able to see us coming from all directions now. 
 
    I holstered Gravedigger when I got close enough and pulled my Tactical Hatchet from its dock. The blade glowed purple, which made Arthur’s eyes all widen a little. 
 
    Bleeding effects had made quick work of many of the more formidable enemies I’d faced on Mori Island. There was no reason not to keep using that tried and true method. 
 
    Shield on my left arm, hatchet in my right, I hacked away at his wrist to try and lop his hand from the rest of his body. That’s how he’d focused the energy of Altrighus to summon the other two monsters, and I needed to stop him from doing that again. 
 
    Especially if he could warp the creative energies of Altrighus into changing his own body into a killing machine. 
 
    My blade sunk deep into Arthur’s arm as Kaiser launched himself forward. The dog snapped his jaws shut around Arthur’s other wrist and pulled it back, anticipating what I was trying to do. Kaiser had suffered at the will of Arthur Cullen as much as any of the cultists on Mori Island. He’d been given the gift of intelligence, but with it came the weight of existential dread that the rest of us had to live with. 
 
    Dogs shouldn’t have to worry about why they exist. They should be content with getting pats and chasing balls. 
 
    If I were Kaiser, I’d be pissed too. 
 
    Arthur screamed as I lopped his hand off at the wrist. Kaiser held his other hand away from Arthur’s body, and I focused on that one next. The blood that coursed from the stump of Arthur’s arm wasn’t just red – it was pearlescent, with crimson and luminous purple mingling together. 
 
    The blood flow abruptly stopped as flesh bubbled up to cover the wound. As I was focused on hacking off Arthur’s other hand, something grabbed me by the back of the neck and threw me away. 
 
    I got back to my feet quickly, just in time for Arthur to slam into me, leading with his newly grown claw. It looked like something out of a horror movie. The skin was scaly like that of the ankylomonster, with three wicked claws giving it the appearance of a corrupted skill tester machine. 
 
    Kaiser was on the ground behind Arthur, slowly getting up again. It was impossible to see whether the German Shepherd was bleeding because of how dark his fur was. But the way that he was limping as he headed back towards us told me all I needed to know. He was hurt. 
 
    Arthur had landed at least one good blow on Kaiser. If Arthur could regenerate lost limbs and form them into monstrous shapes, then this fight was going to be a lot harder than I initially thought it would be. None of us could match that kind of power. 
 
    Melchior screeched in pain as the bat monster sunk its tooth-filled sphincter mouth into his shoulder. Melchior tore into the dangerous creature with his claws and tried to break free. The vampire sunk his fangs into the other monster and sucked. 
 
    Nearby, the wereshark had gained the upper hand against the ankylomonster, which was struggling on its back. Just like the armoured dinosaurs that it seemed to take its form from, once that beast was flipped over, it was almost defenceless.  
 
    The club tail whipped back and forth, trying desperately to slam into the wereshark, but it was in vain. John’s gaping maw bit down into the soft underbelly of the flipped creature and began to feast.  
 
    “No!” cried Arthur as he watched one of his creations being eaten.  
 
    Something landed behind me, and I turned to see Melchior and the other monster writhing on the ground together. Both had their teeth deep within each other, and neither was willing to let go. Melchior struggled with his back to the ground, his wings unable to right him. The weight of the twisted bat monster was too much for him. 
 
    “John, help Melchior!” I called, and the wereshark followed my command immediately. 
 
    John trotted up beside me, strips of flesh hanging from his Cheshire cat jaws as we both went to help Melchior. 
 
    I fired Gravedigger at the bat monster as I crossed the distance until I ran out of shells. Then I loaded in the incendiary shells I’d looted earlier. John slammed into the twisted bat creature, which sent both Melchior and the writhing mouther rolling across the floor. 
 
    Neither of the beasts was willing to let go of the other. I pumped three incendiary shells into the bat creature’s hide, which caught fire. It screeched in agony, but that just made it bite down harder. Melchior screamed in pain and frustration as his wings beat against the floor. 
 
    The wereshark trundled around in a wide circle for another pass just as something slammed into me from behind. 
 
    I went flying like a trampoline in a cyclone and landed hard quite a distance away. A message appeared. 
 
      
 
    Death Defied!
You survived somehow and have been reduced to critical health.
Plot Armour exhausted for this encounter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Damn.  
 
    Thanks, Plot Armour.  
 
    If I hadn’t spent that time supercharging my Physique skill, I’d be dead now. Stand Tall mustn’t work with attacks that should have killed me, which kind of made sense. If I’d just stood there and took it, there was no way I could have survived a sucker punch like that. 
 
    I spun around as I got back to my feet. Arthur Cullen was almost double the size now, his skin covered in the same armoured scales that the other monster had been covered in, and that's when the penny dropped.  
 
    I looked around for the ankylomonster. It was gone. 
 
    Somehow Arthur had managed to combine his physical form with that of one of his summoned monsters. The heavy club that was once at the end of the monster’s tail now hung at the end of Arthur’s enormous left arm. It dragged on the ground but was no less deadly than it had been earlier. His legs were now the width of tree trunks, each foot a four-toed monstrosity with thick claws the dug into the ground as he stalked towards me.  
 
    “John, I'm gonna need some backup over here!” I shouted.  
 
    There was no way that Kaiser, Miranda and I would be able to stand against Arthur in this form without backup. Miranda fired Ironbark at her father, aiming at the tiny human head that stood comically small above the juiced out chest of Arthur’s new body.  
 
    Arthur's right arm had shrivelled to almost nothing. Whatever change was happening inside him was focusing on keeping his club arm as his primary weapon. 
 
    “We need to rescue Melchior,” I said as I concentrated my fire on the bat monster. I popped another full heal pill as I ran over to my vampire. My health level rose out of critical, and the healing energy started to fix all the internal damage that Arthur's club hand had dealt. 
 
    Air supremacy against Arthur’s combined form would be necessary if we wanted to win this fight. I felt like we were close to a turning point in this battle as I saw that Melchior had somehow gained the upper hand. He was on top of the other monster now, with his fangs sunk deep into the other monster’s neck. 
 
    My vampire’s skin burned with the violet light that coursed through the other flying monster’s veins. While the winged beast was undoubtedly deadly, Melchior was able to heal himself throughout the battle by sucking out the lifeblood of the other. 
 
    Kaiser trotted beside me, still nursing a wounded leg but eager to see this battle finished as well. He leapt onto one of the winged monsters flapping wings and started tearing into it with his savage jaws. The membranous wings split apart like tissue paper. 
 
    Melchior had his claws dug deep into the winged monster’s chest, pushing its toothy maw safely away from him at the same time he drained it of blood. I headed over to the other wing that was flapping weakly on the ground and used my hatchet to hack through the muscle and sinew that anchored it to the prone monster's body. The wing came free, the monster's blood flowed, and the fight seemed to go completely out of it as it succumbed to its wounds and blood loss. 
 
    I turned around just in time to hear a roar of pain as Arthur slammed his club hand into my wereshark's back. John’s spine snapped under the club's weight, and he was out of the fight for good. 
 
    Damn it. I needed a trump card. I needed something to turn the tide. I had no idea how Arthur had done what he did with the armoured monster, fusing it into his own body, but there had to be some way that I could do something like that.  
 
    Melchior let his claws slide out of the flesh of the dead one-winged monster as I reached out towards him and tried to see whether I could join forces with my vampire. 
 
    I felt the parts of me that fuelled my creative spark reaching out to Melchior, and to my surprise, I felt some essence within him reach back into me. Whether or not this came from the blood he'd consumed from Arthur's creation, I wasn't sure, but I wasn't going to think about it too hard. Not with Arthur bearing down on us with intent to kill. 
 
    I pulled that creative energy that was coursing through Melchior's body towards me, trying to bring it back into my own creative nexus, to fuse it with the glowing creative spark that drove me, and was surprised to see my vampire close his eyes and accept his fate. 
 
    Melchior burst into a firework of black and purple energy, which coursed into me, burning through my skin and changing the structure of my own body.  
 
    Two massive black wings erupted from my back and lifted me into the air almost on instinct a moment before Arthur swung his club arm right where I had just been standing. My hands were mostly still human, but with black scaly skin that stretched from the edge of my fingertips to the palms of my hands.  
 
    Savage claws erupted from the ends of my fingertips, and I hoped that these blades would be subject to all the bonuses that I'd invested in my Edged Weapons skill tree. The bones in my legs snapped and cracked as they reoriented themselves to become more batlike. Wicked talons tore through my boots, rendering them useless.  
 
    “No! That's impossible!” roared Arthur from beneath me as I took to the skies. “This power belongs to me, and me alone!” 
 
    He rushed over to the corpse of his second fallen monster and bent down to grab hold of it with his withered hand. It looked like he was trying to draw the essence of that monster into himself as well, forming an even more monstrous body, but it didn't look like there was enough creative essence left within its corpse for him to absorb it. 
 
    It struck me as a little ironic that my ex-wife Emily had always accused me of becoming the monsters that I wrote about, of bringing too much of them back into the real world when that was now precisely what might actually save our whole reality.  
 
    Arthur let the corpse of his winged monster fall back to the ground, which was already beginning to break down into motes of violet light, ready to be reabsorbed by the titanic, twisted body of Altrighus. The only reservoir of creative energy left was that within my wereshark.  
 
    And Arthur knew it. 
 
    He moved a lot faster than I thought he was capable of, dragging that massive club hand behind him as he ran towards my injured wereshark. Even though John’s spine had been snapped, the wereshark still pulled itself forward using its all too human hands. 
 
    I had to reach John before Arthur could. If Arthur managed to absorb the wereshark, there was no way that we would ever be able to win.  
 
    “Miranda, Kaiser, I need you to both run interference. Slow Arthur down!” I called out from above them. My voice was deeper, almost monstrous, carrying a commanding tone. “Slow him down, or we've lost this!” 
 
    Miranda and Kaiser didn't have any massive power plays at their disposal. Neither of them had access to any kind of levelling system like I had to bolster my abilities.  
 
    As I raced towards Arthur in the skies above him, I realised that this was the most fun I'd had in my entire life. 
 
    Well, almost. This didn't quite beat playing with my kids, but I knew that I was doing this so that their world would still belong to them, not this mad despot.  
 
    I slammed into Arthur’s back and sunk my talons in. He roared, his tiny head swivelled back to look at me as I beat my wings as hard as I could. 
 
    Arthur’s new body was powerful but ungainly. His shrivelled arm couldn’t reach me, and his club arm couldn’t hit me. My wings weren’t powerful enough to lift Arthur off the ground, but they were strong enough to pull him backward and off course. 
 
    As I surged backward, Arthur stumbled. His thick legs and top-heavy body made it easy to knock him off balance. He fell, and I slipped my claws out of him before surging ahead toward John on wings of midnight. I landed next to my dying wereshark and put my scaly hand on his sandpaper skin. I felt him reaching out to me with the last of his essence, and I let him in. 
 
    It was like an old friend coming home.  
 
    Then the pain started. 
 
    It exploded through me as I integrated John’s wereshark essence into my own body. 
 
    Propped up by my own human form and the strength gifted to me by Melchior’s vampire form, I managed to stay upright as the bulk of John’s essence was added to my body. The black scaly skin on my hands became rough and coarse like shark skin, and they almost doubled in size before my eyes. My legs widened to accommodate my newfound bulk, and my mouth split apart like a maniacal grin as serrated great white teeth pushed their way out of my gums, dislodging my own teeth in the process. 
 
    A dread thought flashed through my mind.  
 
    What if there was no coming back from this? What if I’d left my humanity behind? Was that worth saving the world? 
 
    Yeah, it was. 
 
    Whatever the cost. 
 
    Once I felt the changes in my body finish, I stretched my newfound muscles. Joints cracked and creaked as I moved them for the first time. The wings hung from my shoulders like a dead weight, and a sickle-shaped dorsal fin rose between them. I had a long, powerful tail with asymmetrical crescent moon-shaped caudal fins on the end. 
 
    I reached back and found the handles of my hatchets right where I expected them to be, but when I pulled them free of their mounts, they’d changed too. Both now had serrated edges like a shark’s tooth, and they were both massive now. The anima from John and Melchior had changed my weapons just as much as they’d changed me. 
 
    I’d never be able to use Gravedigger with these sandpaper shark claws, and the shield would barely cover half of my monstrous forearm, but my hatchets? I could still use those. 
 
    Arthur locked eyes with me and rushed at me. He swung the ankylosaurus club arm at me, and I took the hit right in the shoulder. My new form was too big and bulky to move out of the way, but my Stand Tall skill stopped it from knocking me down. 
 
    I took the hit like a champ, then lashed out with one of my hatchets, which slammed into the armoured flesh of Arthur’s chest and cracked through like pork crackling on a Sunday roast. 
 
    Arthur roared in surprise and outrage as I pushed him backwards. He stumbled, barely able to keep himself upright in his ungainly new form. 
 
    I needed to finish him before I could undo the damage he’d done to Altrighus. Now, in this form, I might actually have the size and power to pull those blade anchors free. 
 
    Both hatchets flew from my hands as I threw them at Arthur. My Worthy skill still worked here too, in this realm, in this body. The power EDGE Force had at their command was eye-watering, and they chose it to turn nobodies into super soldiers? 
 
    What else did they have their hands in? 
 
    Both hatchets slammed into Arthur’s chest, burying themselves deep into his flesh. Blood sprayed, and motes of violet light started to float up from the wounds. 
 
    I summoned the hatchets back, caught them, then threw them straight back at Arthur. Keeping him at a distance was the only way I was going to be able to win this. 
 
    The fear in his eyes as the hatchets slammed into him again was as plain as day. 
 
    I summoned the hatchets back. Blood and gore sprayed as they ripped free from his body. Knowing that he was outmatched, Arthur turned and rushed towards Miranda. He threw his monstrous club arm back as though he intended to smash her with it. 
 
    She was my way back. My way home to my kids. Back to the real world. 
 
    I was too far away to intervene. 
 
    A black shadow slammed into Miranda’s side, knocking her out of the way a moment before the club smashed down into where she had just been standing. 
 
    Kaiser had knocked her out of the way! 
 
    Arthur roared in frustration as tendrils of purple energy emerged around his clawed feet. A moment of terror swept through me as I wondered how he’d managed to summon more of Altrighus’s power into him. As shapes coalesced from that energy, I realised that I’d made the wrong assumption. 
 
    The violet energy sunk into Arthur’s feet and ankles, growing into him like vines. They popped in and out between the armoured plates on his skin as he tried to move. 
 
    The vines refused to let him. 
 
    “You will not harm our daughter!” a voice boomed out from all around us. 
 
    Altrighus. 
 
    Fighting me was one thing, but when Arthur threatened Miranda, Altrighus had to use what little of her power she could. 
 
    While Arthur was stuck there, I rushed over to the nearest anchor blade. The flesh on all sides of the wound festered with black and blue rot. Mnemnhion, Altrighus’s great enemy, had found a way to injure her. But not for much longer. 
 
    I placed both of my hands on the hilt of the giant sword and pulled. It stuck there for a moment, and Altrighus’s cry of agony made me realise I needed to do this quick. So I pulled again, with every little bit of strength I could muster. John Halford and Melchior helped. I could feel them adding their power to mine. 
 
    The blade shifted in the wound, then pulled free. A spray of black rot and azure corruption flew free as the entire body of Altrighus shifted underneath my feet. 
 
    Arthur was still stuck in place. The roots had sunk deep into him now. He saw me, the savage black blade held in a two-handed grip. The jagged obsidian edge was still covered in black rot. 
 
    I crossed the distance between us in moments, then lifted the massive black sword above my head. I activated Helm Splitter, then brought the blade down. 
 
    My stamina flatlined, and the weight of this new body completely overwhelmed me. The blade fell to the ground, my strength unable to hold onto it anymore. 
 
    The two halves of Arthur’s misshapen body fell apart, collapsing under its own weight. Motes of violet floated up from the steaming carcass as Altrighus’s vines – or were they veins? – reclaimed his body, sinking it into her flesh. 
 
    Miranda sat back, clutching her amulet. Kaiser limped over and put his head in her lap. 
 
    I still had one last thing to do. 
 
    It felt bizarre to walk around a curved surface and not go tumbling into the void, but gravity didn’t work the same way here in Altrighus’s realm. I approached the next sword anchor and vowed that this time I’d made it as quick as I could. 
 
    Altrighus shuddered with every blade I pulled free from her flesh, but it was necessary. We all knew it. Without the pain and the relief that followed soon after, she would be trapped on our side of reality forever. 
 
    Once the final anchor came free, I joined Kaiser and Miranda again. 
 
    “You got tall,” Miranda said. “And toothy.” 
 
    Kaiser barked once. Yes. Then he whined, like he was scared of me. 
 
    Soft and delicate tendrils of violet light stretched out from the ground beneath me, working their way inside my skin. The unravelling of John Halford and Melchior’s essences from my own was blessedly painless. Altrighus untangled us, drew their essences out of me, and then allowed me to reabsorb their energy. 
 
    “These belong to you,” Altrighus’s voice said from behind me. 
 
    I turned around, my form having reverted back to human, and saw the robed vision of Altrighus standing behind us. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I made a promise to John, and I intend to keep it.” 
 
    “And you shall,” Altrighus agreed. “It’s time to go back now. Again, I thank you for all you have done for my daughter and I.” 
 
    Miranda rushed over and threw herself at Altrighus, who embraced her. A warm smile, the kind which could only come when a parent hugs their child, spread across Altrighus’s face. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave you,” Miranda said. 
 
    “I will never leave you, so long as you wear my amulet around your neck,” Altrighus said. “You’ve been here once, and you can return again. But it’s time for you to go now, my daughter. Remember, you are exactly who you were meant to be. Your world is in danger, and they need you to help fight what is to come.” 
 
    “Mnemnhion,” I said. 
 
    Altrighus swung her face toward me, suddenly turning serious. “And his allies, yes.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Altrighus took a step back from Miranda, who held the amulet in her hands. After a moment it started to glow as a portal opened. Beyond, it showed the Chamber of the Hand and the last four chains we needed to sever. 
 
    Miranda, Kaiser and I all stepped through. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once we were back in the Chamber of the Hand, we made short work of the four chains that held the manacle in place. I destroyed them all with well-placed hatchet throws. The moment the links shattered on the last chain, the room started to crumble around us. 
 
    A bright purple circle of power glowed around the base of the wrist. The stone hand began to close into a fist, then descended metre by metre back into the glowing purple ring around the base of its wrist. The wound disappeared, cutting off the source of anima on Mori Island. After that, the manacle slid into the stone. 
 
    Pieces of the ceiling broke away from the cavern’s roof and slammed down around us. I might be able to take one of those if they hit me, but Kaiser and Miranda wouldn’t be able to. So I equipped my shield and held it over Miranda and Kaiser. 
 
    “This place isn’t going to hold up once Altrighus takes her hand back,” I said. “Miranda, Kaiser, we need that portal to the abandoned fishing village right now!” 
 
    Miranda knelt next to Kaiser and offered him the amulet. He took it gently, respectfully, then his eyes blazed with violet energy. Another portal opened, which showed a vision of an eerily derelict fishing village in early morning island light. 
 
    We rushed through together, and the portal slammed shut behind us. 
 
    The sound of helicopter blades sounded in the distance. A black speck on the horizon came closer. Delta and Omega had come through, just like they said they would. The chopper from the Townsville RAAF base was almost here. 
 
    Shield in one hand, Hatchet in the other, I waited for something to burst out of the shadows between the dilapidated buildings, but none came. 
 
    “How are you guys holding up? Still in one piece?” I asked. 
 
    “Mm,” Miranda said, pensive. 
 
    Kaiser barked once. Yes. 
 
    We watched the black specks become a helicopter, which landed in front of us in a wide open space in the centre of the village. I thought about Grendel for a moment, locked in that cage in front of the temple, probably terrified out of his mind as the world shifted and rumbled all around him. 
 
    We had one last thing to do before we left. 
 
    The chopper door swung open. Two RAAF officers waited in the back for us and beckoned us in. 
 
    We complied. They had a hard time trying to fit a harness on Kaiser, but eventually we managed. They obviously weren’t expecting to evac a dog, but they did the best they could. Miranda and I slipped harnesses on too, and they clipped us into tethers so none of us would accidentally fall out of the chopper once we were in the air. 
 
    One of the soldiers pointed at a headset on the wall, and I slipped it on. 
 
    “Hatchet, right? I’m Lieutenant Colin Gibbs. We’ll get you out of here as soon as we can, okay?” the pilot said. 
 
    “One more thing before we go,” I said, watching the officers slide the chopper door shut. “I need you to take us back to the base of the mountain. We’ve got one last loose end that needs to be tied off.” 
 
    “I’m not authorised to-” he began, but I cut him off. 
 
    “It’s EDGE Force business, and if you don’t, they’re going to be pissed.” 
 
    “Roger,” he said without another word of complaint. 
 
    We lifted off, and I had this incredibly odd moment of melancholy. The last time I was in a helicopter in the Whitsundays, my family was still together. I hadn’t let things break apart yet. This time, I’d helped reunite a mother and daughter and saved the world and possibility our entire reality at the same time. 
 
    We were hovering over the encampment in front of the temple a few minutes later, and I quickly located the cage, but it was on its side now. Whether it had fallen over due to the collapse of the temple or by Grendel trying to get out, I couldn’t be sure. The door faced up to the sky. 
 
    Grendel was still trapped inside. 
 
    The monster roared up at us as we hovered over the cage. I slid the door of the chopper open and stepped out with one leg on the landing gear. 
 
    I grabbed the handle of my hatchet and threw it right at the heavy lock that kept the cage door shut. My weapon smashed into it, shattering the lock. I summoned my hatchet back into my hand a moment before Grendel erupted from the cage, reaching up for the helicopter's landing gear. 
 
    His claws came within half a metre of my foot, but no closer. Grendel fell back down to the island and ran off into the forest. 
 
    “Okay, we can go now,” I said, sliding the door closed. 
 
    The pilot took the helicopter higher without delay. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he asked, his voice shaking with terror as we rocketed away from the island. 
 
    “That was our loose end,” I said. 
 
    “You just let that monster out!” Colin said. 
 
    “EDGE Force is going to need to come back for it,” I said, thinking about the project notes and the relic catalyst that Mnemtech had injected into Grendel to turn it into what it became. “That monster wasn’t much different from the guy once.” I ran my hand through the scruff on the back of the Kaiser’s neck. “Letting that monster live might be our only chance at understanding a threat that we don’t know anything about. Or maybe a way to reverse the process.” 
 
    The pilot nodded. “Roger that. Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Please,” I said, then let myself sink back into the seat as I closed my eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    A knock at the door woke me. I shot up out of bed and rubbed my eyes. 
 
    What the hell?  
 
    How was I here, at home, in my own bed?  
 
    The last thing I remembered was landing at the Townsville RAAF Base, then being taken into an underground facility for a mission debrief. 
 
    Had that really happened? Was all of this just some kind of weird anxiety fever dream? 
 
    I’d finally gone insane.  
 
    That was it.  
 
    I’d gone off the deep end, just like my ex-wife said I would. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes again so hard that pinpoints of light floated up into my vision. Motes that looked like they had a tinge of violet…  
 
    “Oh, what the hell.” 
 
    When my eyes opened again, a dark shape stood next to my bed. Then, as my eyes refocused, it became clear. A big black dog with golden highlights stood there, tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth. 
 
    “Kaiser!” I cried and threw my arms open. 
 
    Kaiser leapt into bed with me, completely covering my face with wet sloppy dog kisses. 
 
    Everything that had happened was real. Kaiser was real, and he was right here with me at home. 
 
    Another knock came from downstairs. A heavy knock on the front door. 
 
    What day was it? 
 
    I picked up my phone and unlocked it.  
 
    Sunday, 9:13am, the home screen declared. 
 
    Sunday?  
 
    Shit, that was probably Emily with the kids. 
 
    I shot out of bed, grabbed a clean pair of shorts and a shirt from the nearby clothes basket. They were clean, I swear, I just hadn’t gotten around to putting them away yet. Putting them on as I left the room, I almost tripped down the stairs. 
 
    The shadows beyond the frosted glass front door grew smaller as Emily and the kids walked away. 
 
    I fumbled with the lock a little before I manage to get the door open. 
 
    “Wait! Sorry, I, uh, had a big night last night and-” I said, realising how pathetic it sounded the moment it came out of my mouth. 
 
    My ex-wife Emily rounded, fury in her eyes. Her mouth was set in a thin line of anger, her jaw muscles clenched as tight as a closed bear trap. 
 
    Technically we were still married. I’d never signed those divorce papers, and she’d never pressed me on it. Yet. 
 
    Kaiser burst out of the front door and immediately ran toward my kids. 
 
    Seth’s face erupted with complete and utter joy. “Dad! You got a dog!” 
 
    Even Lorelei, who was in her fifteen-year-old I don’t care about anything except my phone and boys phase, actually grinned. Kaiser jumped up and licked her face, then bounced off and licked Seth’s hand. He was acting like an excited puppy. 
 
    “You got a dog?” Emily asked. “You know you actually have to take care of a dog, right?” 
 
    “I’m doing okay with the kids. They’re still alive, right?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “I’ll help!” Seth said. “I’ll take him for walks and everything!” 
 
    If it were any other dog, Seth wouldn’t have been able to control him. Kaiser was just too big for a ten year old to handle, but that wouldn’t be a problem. Not with Kaiser. 
 
    He was a good dog. 
 
    “Let me guess, you were up writing all night?” Emily asked, making quotation marks with her fingers, then mimicked the action of cracking open a beer. 
 
    “Actually, I was out saving the world,” I said. 
 
    Emily scoffed dismissively, and I just smiled. 
 
    “Come on, kids. Let’s go inside and watch some cartoons,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah!” Seth said and rushed into the house.  
 
    Lorelei rolled her eyes at me but dutifully headed inside. Kaiser followed them, and my heart sang at the sound of Seth’s laughter. 
 
    “Are you good?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I’m good,” I said. “Better than ever, actually.” 
 
    She nodded and gave me a look like she didn’t believe a word I said before turning around and heading back to her car. 
 
    I watched her walk away and offered her a wave as she reversed out of the driveway. 
 
    She didn’t return the wave, but that was fine. 
 
    I didn’t expect her to.  
 
    Unfortunately, some bridges can’t be rebuilt once they’ve been burned. 
 
    I headed back inside to the sounds of joy and laughter, to spend some quality time with my kids, and my brand new family member. 
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