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    Log Report 214,123 - Entry 4 
 
    I know my updates are not in perfect chronological order. As always, I have met all the requirements in the regulations, and I reject the supposition that chronological updates are superior to event-driven updates, but in the interest of stated preference, I have attempted to log these entries regularly. 
 
    First, before getting into the nitty gritty, it is worth summarising the host’s entire journey, including what was covered in the previous entries. It is my belief that the weight of evidence is trending towards an abnormal event. 
 
    Adrian, for his strange species, was a middle-aged, waste-of-space type of guy. A family nester, so to speak, who was insignificant on a global scale. He wanted to return to his family home four hundred and fifty-three kilometres away, but he seemed to think the distance was over double that due to either a gross misunderstanding of geography, or masochism. 
 
    A kilometre, by the way, is the ridiculous measuring system the locals implemented. It was based initially off the circumference of their planet and then later updated to be calculated from a random piece of metal. If that sounds weird to you, I can guarantee you are in good company. 
 
    Anyway, Adrian set off on his “thousand-kilometre” journey to brave the wilds in an Alpha world. I did my bit and helped him get stronger in order to survive. He killed a giant bird to aid the population of his initial location, then a lucu while learning the Flame Sprout ability. After that, I had him run a few minor errands—killing some trolls and stuff while helping to level up some travel companions—before we ran into a mature dersbrawk from a mana surge event! 
 
    That brings us to the monster they most recently volunteered to fight: Xenocidical Robusticanous. It was all interface RT781345’s work with its host, Steve. Masterful job by him. The battle went as we planned, ending with a comprehensive victory. As the Xenocidical Robusticanous is classed officially as a global threat, eliminating it locally instead of utilising contingencies was a success. 
 
    That creature’s presence is globally significant and based on Rule 90451 and as duty binds me, I am lodging a formal request to have the event upgraded to a cataclysm. With a Xenocidical Robusticanous and a mature dersbrawk in such a small area, I am not sure how this request can be denied. 
 
    Umm, what else happened? Nothing significant. The team fought some other annoyances. There was a shintopur tribe in there somewhere and maybe some bugs. All in all, nothing stronger than minor irritations. 
 
    They also qualified for the Albury quest, and they will almost certainly accept. Kudos to me and RT781345, who has proven to be a real professional despite his lack of experience. 
 
    Those are the only items of significance that have occurred to date. 
 
    In regard to mental health, the host is doing reasonably well. He is adapting to the build that consuming a Taraliginc feather has forced upon him. I will need to work out if there is any way I can influence things to exploit that divergence further. So far, the situation has pushed him to master his air core, which creates some pretty tantalising advancement options even if Adrian does not fully realise it yet. 
 
    In summary, it was a fairly quiet period, despite the area being “abnormal.” They only lost one companion, a man called Kozzie. The berserker Jules got pretty upset and will need watching, but I only even mention the incident for lack of more significant events to report. 
 
    Once more, I understand an event only gets upgraded in the event of global abnormalities, but there was a Xenocidical Robusticanous and a mature dersbrawk, so consider my area to be officially abnormal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Jules was fiercely clutching Adrian, burying her face into his chest like how Natalie did after a nightmare. The little girl would break the rules and sneak into their room to hang onto him tighter than he thought possible for a child. He never minded it. He missed them so much. 
 
    This was less pleasant. He was pinned tightly against the trunk of a tree, trapped by a teenager with the strength of two men. If he was honest with himself, he lacked the will to move her regardless. She was not the only one rocked by Kozzie’s death. He would let her squeeze all the comfort she could out of him. 
 
    Even in the awkward position, sleep claimed him. It was achy and broken and whenever he woke, the girl was whimpering and squeezing his ribs like a vice. He wondered how it was possible that he was still breathing. 
 
    He endured. 
 
    A Lay of Hands on himself to discreetly relieve the bruising. It would be easy enough to wake her. Just moving would probably do it and, failing that, he had dozens of magic tricks that would do the job. Not that he would dare wake her yet. She needed this. After the previous night, the last thing he wanted was for her to get up and run off in another berserker rage. Dreams and waking moments blended in a whirlpool of grief and confusion. 
 
    Kozzie. 
 
    There was nothing else to be said. They were mortal. There was no mercy. The idea of them being great heroes and protected by the gods . . . just a pipe dream. 
 
    Adrian and Steve’s interfaces granted them advantages, but that was all they were. Extra knowledge, which was enough to tilt most fights in their favour. But not all . . . 
 
    Poor kid. 
 
    Adrian lay awkwardly, his back throbbing despite the Alpha healing, wishing he was already in Melbourne or back in Wagga. Everywhere since Wagga was discouraging, to say the least. Especially Culcairn and the ever-so-brief blazing feeling of victory after they had destroyed the surrounding monsters. Then the ashes. All that effort and it basically amounted to two nights wasted because the town was still at loggerheads because of their stupidity. 
 
    Then a day later, tasting more triumph. The shintopur menace was eliminated, and then that town too had gone to shit. 
 
    Kozzie! 
 
    He had not deserved that. The poor kid had just been buying more grog for everyone. 
 
    Why? Raj, the bastard, did not need to do that. Kozzie was not a threat. The group was just going to pass through Albury on the way to Melbourne. Or maybe not so quietly. Sure, Kozzie had jumped in to save the locals. No one in the group, Adrian included, was the type to ignore an injustice. It seemed some god of fate decided to spite them for getting involved, and so an injustice had claimed Kozzie. 
 
    It was all too much. Kozzie’s death and before that, losing himself. The personal cost of eliminating the shintopurs. It had been horrifying killing the cubs to ensure they would never grow to become the deadly adults. That process made him physically sick, but in the end, he reasoned that it was justified. The shintopur battle was the curious thing. If there were bards in twenty years’ time, they would immortalise that slaughter, the desperate battle against overwhelming odds. The bards would sing of the wounds, but they would not mention what Adrian had to do after. The nitty-gritty, dirty stuff that victory was secretly built upon. True heroes, Adrian understood, were not the shiny legends from fairy tales. They needed to be pragmatic and make hard choices. His decisions in Albury shaped him as a murderer as much as a hero. It may have been a life-or-death fight, but he had killed humans and that was something heavy he would have to live with. 
 
    He chocked up. He was a murderer. Not some nameless person in a book. Him, Jules, Steve—all of them had gone over the precipice. How on earth had this happened? 
 
    There were veritable monsters out there—genuine terrors—and despite that common threat, they had been forced to kill their fellow man. The new spear was intended to destroy the Alpha creatures. Instead . . . 
 
    At least it was not in anger or cold blood; it was a battle. Did that make it better? The reason had to matter. If those mythical bards ever sang about the fight, would they emphasise that Adrian had been protecting others? It probably depended on who was writing history. If Raj’s friends were writing it, then Adrian would be a brutal murderer. If Elma was inspired, not that he could ever imagine her singing, then the story would be brighter. Whichever way the future judged him did not matter. What was important was the here and now. First, he had needed to save Jules from her own rage, but even without that incentive, he would still hunt down the Junta from Albury. They tortured the locals and murdered them with impunity. He could not be an idle bystander. 
 
    Adrian remembered the feeling of the battle. It was not something he wanted to do again. Shutting his eyes and immediately popping them back open in response to the barrage of memories. Staring out at the slowly lightening sky through the gap in the trees. 
 
    But! There was the quest! 
 
    If he did accept it, it was self-evident that he would have to kill once more. After all, that was the point: to eliminate the Junta, to assassinate them. It made him feel a little sick, but twenty thousand desperate people was not a small number. Was that sufficient justification? Even if it was, could he look someone in the eye and then cut them open? 
 
    During the battle, he had taken the coward’s approach. It had been a tactical choice and the right one. Easy, too. Stepping silently behind the man and cutting him down. The victim never knew what was happening, and Adrian was comfortable with that. He did not want to see their eyes. Someone who had never killed before would not understand why that was important. That moment when the victim realised . . . 
 
    He sucked in a breath before moderating it. He was a killer; he knew what it felt like. He calmed his heart rate so as to not wake Jules. 
 
    He stepped behind the man. 
 
    More deep breathing. He needed to distract himself. Check stats or quest. He was not ready to celebrate, so he brought up the quest and read through it. 
 
    The key requirement was to kill seven more humans. Raj’s name was crossed out. One eighth of it was completed before he had even accepted it. There was more information in there. Details on how a quest formed: a minimum of twenty thousand supporters, with at least eighty-five percent of the populace in favour. He had forgotten about that secondary requirement, which was a huge hurdle. How often did that percentage of humanity agree on anything? Adrian could not think of an issue in which even seventy-five percent of people supported the one cause. Hell, the way anti-vaxers had bubbled from the woodwork. It was incredible, even that simple equation. Save yourself while helping society had been lost in some pseudo “my choice” religion thingy. Maybe something like killing the Bird would have rallied together such an overwhelming majority of a population, but Wagga did not even house twenty thousand people. 
 
    A super-majority of Albury justified any attempt to destroy the Junta. The request was to kill, not demote. That told him everything he needed to know. More than eighty-five percent! Most people were decent, and if they wanted someone dead, there was a deep and personal reason for it. 
 
    Albury needed help, but like always, he had to ask the question: why him? Why did he have to do it when he just wanted to get back to Melbourne, to his family? Why was he the person who had to sacrifice bits of himself to stop these threats? Not the army, or someone more deserving of the “hero” title? 
 
    The interface stirred. 
 
    It was the interface’s fault! 
 
    Adrian felt a surge of anger that surprised him, and the interface sank away, disappearing before he could blink. Now was not the time, but they were going to have a proper heart to heart at some point. Thrash out their differences and help him calm this fury. 
 
    There was cautious optimism from the interface. The rage rose, and it vanished once more like a whale plunging back into the depths of the ocean. 
 
    The quest hung there, asking to be pressed. 
 
    Kozzie was dead. 
 
    He had promised Jules. But it meant killing people in cold blood. 
 
    Kozzie was murdered because of Albury and its system. But extra weeks away from his family. 
 
    He promised Jules. 
 
    Kozzie mattered. No! Loyalty always went to the living, and he had assured the girl in his arms. A woman who had been so destroyed by grief she had gripped him desperately, like someone lost at sea holding onto a life buoy. He would accept the quest. He had to, even if that decision delayed him getting back to Emily. 
 
    Sorry, my love. 
 
    QUEST - FREE ALBURY 
 
    Because over twenty thousand people desire the same action, a general quest has been issued to anyone who meets the prerequisites. 
 
    Prerequisites 
 
    
    	            Every member of your party must exceed level 10 under the standard measurement system 
 
    	            You have examined the Albury issue in sufficient detail to form an opinion and you share the same aspiration as the population 
 
    	            You have been irreparably harmed by the Junta’s actions 
 
    	            Your chances of success have been assessed at greater than 1 percent 
 
   
 
    To complete the quest, all eight representatives of the ruling Junta must be killed. 
 
    Junta Members 
 
    
    	            Adhava Yanney 
 
    	            Yosuf Yanney 
 
    	            Eleni Yanney 
 
    	            Raj Yanney 
 
    	            Panayiota McDermott 
 
    	            Tony McDermott 
 
    	            Bruce McDermott 
 
    	            Joshua Yanney 
 
   
 
    Experience: 40,000 per participant (seven highest contributors). 
 
    Experience may be scaled downwards if an insignificant contribution is given. 
 
    ACCEPT or DECLINE 
 
    He clicked the button, and suddenly, information filled his vision. He saw the location the targets. Seven different presences pulling in different directions, though six were so close together that they were almost indistinguishable from each other. 
 
    Then the badge opened. Never would he have imagined so much data existed. It reminded him of the pre-Alpha Internet, where everything was available at a touch. The flood was one hundred times more thorough than regional knowledge. 
 
    Adrian tore himself away. Now was not the time. He would parse it slowly over days to tease out the helpful bits.  
 
    “You did it.” 
 
    He jumped a little at Jules’s voice. 
 
    “You accepted the quest.” 
 
    “How did you . . . ?” he stammered. There was nothing on his screens that showed who else had joined. 
 
    “The expression,” her sad voice told him. “That twitch when you can feel them in the distance. I could see when it happened. I know you clicked the button, but are you in for real?” 
 
    She was a smart girl. Her question cut to the chase, forcing a decision. Ultimately, there was no difference between this and the shintopur cub ordeal. At least this time he could tell himself he was sparing the children. 
 
    Jules would not stop, nor should she. Over twenty thousand people were suffering under the Junta’s oppressive heel. Being tormented enough to wish their evil overlords dead. 
 
    It was just like Dave. He executed someone to make the world a better place. This quest put Adrian firmly in the same spot. There was the right path to take, but it would be bloody and agonizing. It would cost him bits of his soul, just like Dave executing that idiot. Yet this path was one that Adrian would walk. Then he would get to Emily, and she could help him through the nightmares. 
 
    “Yes, I’m in for real.” 
 
    She smiled sadly. “Me too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    They got up to leave. It took little to pack up; simply deactivate the camp stone and then pocket it. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Adrian asked Jules, noticing her determined movements. 
 
    “To town. I need to see him.” She smiled bravely through tears. “It would be nice to do a remembrance service before cremating.” Her face hardened. “Then we hunt. Gather what information we can in Culcairn. Put together a plan to get revenge and then kick back for the rest of the day while we work out our next steps. Maybe catch some sun.” She laughed at herself, but no joy reached her eyes. 
 
    Adrian wanted to challenge the revenge comment, but after being married for twelve years, he held his tongue. Jules did not mean what she said. While vengeance might have been part of her drive, it was not all. His musing was broken when the owl took off. He thought it had flown off toward Susie, but it must have looped back to check on them. He jumped a little in surprise. Jules raised a slightly mocking eyebrow at him. She had not been startled. 
 
    The trip back was uneventful, because unlike the way out, they were not aggravating everything they passed. When they reached the edge of town, a crowd was waiting for them, led by Susie and Elma. They were not surprised, as the owl had been flitting over their heads, tracking them for some time. 
 
    Jules stopped, her chin quivering, and both her mum and Elma ran toward her to give the grieving girl an enormous hug. 
 
    She broke down. For almost a minute, no one said anything while Jules sobbed until, finally, she wiped away her tears. “I’m okay,” she croaked. 
 
    One more big hug from her mum. “Time to get going,” Susie declared. With Steve shadowing her, she led them back into town. 
 
    While walking, Adrian travelled next to Elma. He suspected the older woman had purposely arranged it that way. 
 
    “What will happen?” he asked her curiously. “I mean if Albury comes.” He meant “if we fail the quest.” He could not bring himself to say the words. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Elma answered somewhat evasively. Adrian realised what the undertone meant. 
 
    “Are you all going to leave?” 
 
    “Yes. We debated it for a while and even the idiots in charge agreed. We’ll mourn our dead and pack for the rest of the day, then head to Wagga in the morning. It seems to be the safest place.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, boy!” She looked sadly ahead at the rest of the group and Jules’s slumped shoulders. “Or hers. We’ll find the silver lining of all this soon enough. At least after yesterday, we know we can’t just pull the blanket over our heads and pretend it’s all going to get better. Tell ourselves that the atrocities they’ve committed are a one-off that won’t happen again and we can live with the injustice. Now, people are listening. They think Albury will retaliate.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I know you intend to play the hero and save Albury,” she continued, “but win or lose, I support the attempt. The world needs heroes. If I was younger, without grandkids, I would come with you. But Albury . . . if you fail, they’ll want revenge against everyone and everything you’re associated with. Us, Wagga, and every town on the way. I may not be a military genius, but with our small group, it seems we have two choices: flee to Wagga, or try going ahead to Albury. Either way, this town is finished.” They walked in silence for a moment. “A few of our people are going to brave Albury, but most of us are going north to Wagga.” 
 
    “You could prepare to fight.” 
 
    “Nah.” Her tone was dismissive. “We went over their skills and strengths, the way they’re immune to pretty much all ranged attacks. Then we checked with Charlize.” Charlize was the local trader, a surprisingly articulate crab with a human voice. “Do you know that their ranged defences cost eight thousand energy a pop?” She shook her head in disbelief at the expense. “We don’t have that sort of income potential or the personal protection barriers that they had.” She grimaced. “That’s just not available. We asked and there was nothing for sale that can even mimic it.” 
 
    “Nothing?” Adrian asked sceptically. “How can there be nothing?” 
 
    “Charlize thinks that it’s an ability, not a purchasable item. She didn’t even have a pathway to grant the information. She went through, like, five memory stones trying to track down it down.” 
 
    “How did they get it?” he asked, remembering the magic barrier and how many times, how ferociously he had to hit to pop it. 
 
    Elma shrugged. 
 
    How do they get it? 
 
    He found himself in a library. It was a big one with several aisles of books on huge shelves tall enough to be adorned with step ladders. Curiously, he checked the spine of the closest book: Rules of the Alpha Physics System - Part 226. He pulled it out and opened it. There was dense text written in a language that he couldn’t comprehend. Of course. He scanned further. All the tomes were parts of the same series. 
 
    “You could’ve just said you’re not allowed to say,” he muttered bitterly to himself. There would have been no fun in doing that path anyway. He did not need this crap. Finally, the bookshelves dissolved, and he kept walking smoothly without tripping over his own feet. 
 
    “That personal barrier is going to be our biggest problem,” Adrian agreed, still wondering how and why the interface was being mysterious. 
 
    “But we can handle them,” Elma said. “We just need to have numbers on our side. It’s not like they’re invincible. Jules proved that. We need the right people and a lot of them. The problem with this town is that we don’t have the people we need or the quality.” 
 
    “Jules is exceptional, but her style comes at a cost.” 
 
    “I saw that too,” Elma said with another regretful look at Jules. “But the fact remains that she’s only level fifteen and still triumphed. We have people almost as high level and Wagga probably has heaps more, so if we’re met with anything less than overwhelming force, we’ll finish them.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure. Jules was way more buffed than just level fifteen, and ten level fifteens will get stomped on by a level thirty.” 
 
    Elma waved the comment away. “We have our work cut out for us. It’s a bit of a distance, but we need to gather more guys at your level in Wagga. It’ll have people with levels to match Albury’s and battle hardened to boot.” 
 
    “You really know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I’m not a housewife,” she said cryptically. 
 
    “So you’re happy with the decision?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s what I wanted.” She grinned at him. Then the mirth faded after another glance toward Jules and Susie. “We owe you guys more than we can ever repay.” 
 
    “Will Albury threaten us before you leave tomorrow?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I have a couple of my boys out scouting. They’ll be able to see anything coming in case.” 
 
    They pulled to a stop in a decent-sized clearing for the ceremonies. The ceremony was short and intense. There was no time to mourn the dead the way they each deserved. There were separate pyres for each of the locals and Kozzie. Five in total. The Albury thugs’ bodies were piled haphazardly in a house that they would burn down the next morning on their way out. At that point, it did not matter if the whole town went up in smoke. 
 
    Adrian felt sick about the whole thing. The pack of criminals had been in Albury for less than an hour and they killed five people. 
 
    How? His mind could not even comprehend that. The badge helped, giving him access to details that would otherwise be unavailable. The pricks were oath bound to obey. They were the dregs of society. Why would any leader support their barbarity? With their oath binding power, all it would have taken was one person to permanently curtail the human monsters. A simple order to stop senseless murders. 
 
    Maybe it was for some twisted, selfish validation. Some sociopath ordering their underlings to mimic their behaviour so they could feel more normal. Surely that was not the reason, but nothing else made sense to him. Unless Raj Yanney had personally ordered the thugs to do what he wanted. 
 
    The pyres burnt fiercely. Adrian had dumped some of the weak Dragon’s Breath potions, and all it took was a trickle of Flame Sprout to get them going. It was the least he could do for Kozzie. As the smoke curled up into the sky, tears trickled down his face. Just like that, Kozzie was gone. A man he had known for years but had grown close to over the last month. The universe was brutal like that. So young and such a bright future. He had saved lives, given people hope. He was fiercely loved. 
 
    A quick sideways glance. Jules was not wailing as he expected. Instead, she stood stoically. After a tumultuous day and night, she was regaining control. Or maybe she was just numb. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your friend.” 
 
    Adrian jumped in surprise and looked at the woman who had spoken. A striking level-eleven affliction tank with red hair. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He died trying to save us . . . trying to save me,” she said quietly. She was looking down, but Adrian recognised her as the woman with the broken leg when Jules had first found Raj’s henchmen. 
 
    “He was always a good man,” Adrian replied simply. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “He just leapt straight into battle. Didn’t hesitate despite the numbers against him. I was fighting, and they were going to . . .” She paused, the words catching in her throat. “Yet . . . Kozzie?” she asked in a questioning voice. 
 
    Adrian nodded. 
 
    “Kozzie,” she repeated firmly, reverently. “He came to help. I was holding them off, but I think they were playing with me. That boss man kept sending them one at a time, telling everyone he sent, ‘You beat her, then you get first crack.’” She shivered. “I couldn’t even scratch them. Those damn magic shields. The moment I made headway, they would withdraw. I only popped one shield.” 
 
    Adrian’s eyebrows shot up, impressed. Popping a shield at her level was impressive. 
 
    “Everything I’ve gone through, and I couldn’t protect myself. Or anyone.” Her voice had risen slightly in anger. “Kozzie’s hits made sparks, but then the barrier mage grabbed him before he could do much more damage and a couple of the men dragged him off. I guess they were more scared of him than me. I kept fighting—there was nothing else I could do—but I knew I wasn’t going to win. They had just beaten me when that berserker girl charged them. Two against one and they blindsided me. An old, skinny, meth-head-looking guy was taking credit even though he cheated.” The woman looked down. “The boss didn’t care, and I knew what he was going to do.” 
 
    She stopped speaking. Tears of both grief and shame streamed down her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Adrian said. It felt cliché and clumsy even to him, but he could not think of anything else to say. She did not react—there was only so much a stranger could say to comfort her. 
 
    She hastily mopped her face with a sleeve. “Anyway, thank you for coming. Thank you for saving me and probably the town.” She snorted in anger. “Elma’s great, but the town can go shove itself. Half the people here hate you and blame you for bringing Albury upon us. Idiots. Better to run than to live under Albury’s control. We would have only been slaves, chattel for their amusement.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a few minutes and watched the flames consume the bodies, entranced and exhausted. 
 
    “My brother’s burning there,” she said quietly, nodding to the pyre next to Kozzie’s. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Adrian’s repertoire was definitely lacking. 
 
    “I want revenge.” 
 
    Adrian just shrugged, neither supporting nor discouraging the idea. 
 
    “I know you plan on killing the leaders and I want in.” 
 
    No. He would not bring others in. “That’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “I can handle it. And I’m not just going to mope around here instead.” She glared at him, flushed, with tears glistening still on her cheeks. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it. He had been away from home for too long. She was beautiful even in this harsh state, teary-eyed and fiendishly fixated on vengeance. There was no fear, only fierce resolve. 
 
    “I had to be tough,” she continued. “Monsters surrounded us out at the family farm. My brother was a nurse in his previous life, so he became a healer. His wife turned into an archer, while my dad took some weird class to learn how to shoot bubbles of magic, and my mum just went straight out as a druid, but not the healing type. I was back for a bit after finishing university to get cheap board while I looked for a job. I did the smart thing and waited to select my class ’til after I checked what they’d chosen. It was obvious that we needed a tank.” Her voice shrunk now that she was talking about her family. Adrian could barely hear her over the crackling of the fires. “I also wanted magic, so I chose the affliction tank. It had warnings about the pain requirements for it to be effective. Hell, it even came with a test! It made me feel like I was being burnt or eaten alive. It only lasted a minute—longest minute of my life. I pushed through and took the class because I wanted magic to protect them.” She was sobbing now. Adrian awkwardly gave her a one-armed hug. “And now they’re all dead.” 
 
    He gathered her into a full hug. What else was he supposed to do? “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “My brother was the last one.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Only three of us made it here. My dad and Jane, my brother’s wife, died on the journey. My mum on Albury’s first raid of the town. We didn’t even realise ’til after they left, and then my brother yesterday. I hate them.” Her voice rumbled with a deep and terrifying rage. 
 
    She pulled halfway out of the embrace, staring hard into the crackling flame where her brother’s body was burning. “Tomorrow. I’m getting revenge.” 
 
    Adrian was still awkwardly holding her. Eventually, they disengaged fully, and she wiped the tears from her eyes with an already damp sleeve. 
 
    Adrian realised that everyone was getting restless. 
 
    “Okay,” Elma yelled to get everyone’s attention. “We’ve said our respects and there’s a lot to do, so let’s get going.” 
 
    Within minutes, Adrian found himself almost alone in front of the fires. “Out of all of us, you thrived the most in the Alpha world. You were already a hero, and you died standing up for others. Rest in peace.” 
 
    The words sent more saltwater flooding down his cheeks. He stood in silent respect for a little longer while the hot flames drew the moisture away. 
 
    And he was gone. Just like that. While Kozzie deserved more, there was always another octopod, and Adrian needed to be stronger. The day was his. Now he just needed to figure out what to do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Staring into the vigorously burning flames, Adrian wondered what he should focus on. The free time was so rare, and he was not prepared for it. He should probably try to unravel the power of the badge. Or maybe grind for energy and upgrade his meditation technique while doing so. Or start the pathway of poison resistance? He felt more like killing. What was the best use of his time? 
 
    How can we have a face-to-face? 
 
    He had promised to talk with the interface personally and if it was achievable, now seemed like as good a time as ever. 
 
    There was an intense focus from the interface. He had not expected it to respond so positively, but then again, lately it had been tacitly agreeing to a meeting whenever he thought about it. The pain of Kozzie, his confusion, the feeling of being manipulated. He needed to address it all. 
 
    Still no clear message from the interface. There were no instructional visions and no whisking him away to another place to have a chat. Yet the intensity had not waived. There was no way he would wait for an undisclosed period for it to finish whatever calculations it was performing. Jules and Susie had disappeared with some locals to mourn as a group. He would join them at dinner, which gave him four hours to do his own thing. First, he checked his attributes. 
 
    Attributes 
 
    Vitality --- now 1.95 --- +0.05 from injuries sustained --- Population - 1.25 
 
    Agility --- now 1.21 (+.1) --- +0.3 from activities --- Population - 1.22 (+.01) 
 
      
 
    Pathway Skills in Progress 
 
    Pathway of Poison Resistance – 19% (+11%) 
 
      
 
    Experience: 14,342 of 20,000 required for Level 3 
 
      
 
    Subjecting himself to poison in battle conditions had obviously done wonders for that pathway, if not anything else. Maybe tonight he would sneak in some poison training. With the help of the potion, he had almost restored his Agility to the population norms. 0.01 difference—he was so close but still had not got past that. 
 
    While walking, he went through his inventory with glee. It felt good to start planning formal progress on the pathway, even if it was only planning. 
 
    While organising his approach, he realised that the interface had not changed its steady, intense energy. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    There were two ways that he could do the next step of training: improve on the mechanisms he had already started or try to advance the untouched mechanisms. The advantage of the first was that if he completed those pathways, then he could start fighting in poison clouds. Make use of the Shadow Evasion ability to clump monsters together and then watch them all keel over dead when the noxious fumes hit them. The meat would be unusable, but he was sure the furs, claws, teeth and cores would be valuable. If he played it right, he could even use the technique on some mud wolves. 
 
    Advancing the other techniques was the defensive option. This early in the event, he was unlikely to run into the more advanced poisons, but low-level ones would be everywhere. If he was immune to all low-level poisons, then his survivability would jump; there were lots of monsters, both plant and animal, that relied on poison to disorientate and incapacitate their prey. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    Plus, gaseous forms of poison were expensive, so using them offensively would be costly. 
 
    In the back of his mind, the interface stewed even more intensely. The entire space he associated with its presence was so sharp that when he focused on it, there were sharp stabs of pain. 
 
    If he was training the areas where he lacked resistance, then knocking out potions was a good place to start. He certainly did not want to replicate the yvaltRax experience—nearly falling unconscious in the middle of a fight was not ideal. The training almost felt relaxing. He just had to be subjected to reduced quantities, only enough to send him unconscious for seconds or at most minutes. Then rinse and repeat, increasing the dose until he was immune. Start now and then finish the six-hour project overnight. 
 
    The prickling pressure from the interface concentrated even more. It was definitely up to something. 
 
    The image yanked him unceremoniously away from the present moment. The world this time was comprised of a white floor that stretched off to infinity in all directions. Greyness above him and on the horizon. There was no identifiable source of light, yet he could see perfectly. A clone of himself appeared, and he knew he just had to watch and remember what was happening. 
 
    Fake Adrian had a pile of poisons in front of him. He recognised them as the ones he had made and stashed in his bag of holding. Some poisons had a shelf life of minutes, but when held in his bag of holding that extended to effectively forever. The clone worked feverishly arranging the poisons. Each time he touched the potion, a bored tone would pronounce the names he already knew. 
 
    In moments, eight poisons were arrayed in a neat line on the ground. They were a mixture of blues, browns, and greens. The facsimile paused for a moment, seemingly in deep thought, before adding a couple of antidote potions to the collection. Then it drank them down from left to right. There was a pause, the scene reset, and the drinking process was repeated. The exact order was important. Message received. This time when the last vial was finished, the doppelganger collapsed dramatically, but a ghost of it was transported away to a fairyland filled with bright flowers and sunshine. The spectre hurtled into the scene and landed facing a god-like figure. It was an Adonis body with a perfectly sculptured torso, silvery hair, and a youthful face framed by a gold aura. 
 
    The image faded and within his head, that intense sharp focus held for a moment longer before fading away. The message was as clear as day. Take the potions and meet him in a place where they could speak. 
 
    Approval. 
 
    Adrian deviated straight into an empty house, pausing only to block the door and check for uninvited pests. A single thought and all ten vials that he needed were at the top of his bag of holding. He pulled them out one at a time and placed them in the same order as his clone had. Adrian immediately put two back in the bag to preserve them until he was ready to start. 
 
    This was the pathway to a face-to-face meeting. Yet, according to the information in Adrian’s head, this method was suicidal. The dosages were too high, and the combinations were non-standard and might have unexpected consequences. He trusted the interface, but there was no way he was going to pursue this course without first understanding how they would all interact together. 
 
    There was a hum in his chest. 
 
    Are you purring? 
 
    It was happy that he was questioning as opposed to blindly accepting. 
 
    Adrian touched each potion, calculating. There were two in the arrangement that would be lethal without his minor troll regeneration. While individually they would not kill him, the eight potions might be very different. Taking this would royally screw him. With luck, he would still be incapacitated for at least an hour and probably longer. 
 
    Thinking through the interactions of potions was making his head hurt, an apparent continuation of the interface painfully crunching the same numbers earlier. The vision of his clone depicted an amazing concoction—when some effects started lagging, the other ones would kick in, and so forth. Some poisons even acted on different organs at different times with a cyclical progression through the organs, whereby their toxicity to a particular organ would peak at a certain time. Those near-lethal attacks would peak in sequence, never together. The order of potions was vital, particularly the last two potions, which would induce enough pain to knock him clean out. The second poison would line the stomach and prevent the fourth from being absorbed so fast. 
 
    So clever. 
 
    Oops, he had shouted that in his head, so the interface must have heard. Oh well. Nothing that he could do about it now. 
 
    Adrian set up a camp stone. It didn’t hurt to have some protection, since he would be incapacitated for some time. According to his calculations, he would survive. Adrian carefully placed the vials in order before checking quantities. To match his clone, he poured out a third of one poison vial and a quarter of one of the antidote potions. Satisfied, he checked his setup one more time. Everything lined up perfectly. 
 
    No time like the present. 
 
    He downed them one after the other. They went down so quickly that by the time he reached the first of the three painful ones, he could not feel the impact of the others. 
 
    The first seemed to spread out from his stomach as a warm glow and then he felt his legs seizing up, followed shortly by his heart trying to burst out of his chest. The second one went down and spread a flaming sensation across all his skin. With eyes forced shut from the burning, he felt around blindly for the final vial and downed it. It was as if an icicle was entering through his forehead and freezing his entire brain. 
 
    The world dissolved, and he looked up to see the god from the earlier vision. It was ridiculous—crazy handsome and twenty times his size. 
 
    You have got to be kidding me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    The god was not smirking, but Adrian was sure that was only because its face was not designed for such an ugly expression. 
 
    “Welcome,” the god’s voice boomed. 
 
    He rolled his eyes, unable to help himself, and a much more genuine smile broke out on the giant face hovering over him. Then, the void in which they were standing flaked away on all sides to reveal a field of daisies, rolling hills in the distance, a bubbling stream. 
 
    “Lovely,” Adrian said in appreciation. “Totally worth risking death for.” The sarcasm hung heavy. 
 
    There were even butterflies fluttering nearby. Maybe it was drawn from his memories, but Adrian did not believe that to be the case; everything felt too perfect. When he glanced back, he saw a comfortable armchair was sitting there, inviting him to sit. Opposite his seat was another one, clearly intended for an alien of some description. It was smaller and had too many curves in it for a human—some of them were borderline pointy. 
 
    The butterflies kept fluttering and he could hear distant bird song. With a shrug, he sat down and then, after a blink, the chair across from him was occupied 
 
    Adrian tensed as survival instincts kicked in. It was bipedal with two arms, but the similarities to a humanoid ended there. Whatever the creature was, it was part snake, part monkey, but the eyes were exactly how he imagined the interfaces would look. Wise but cheeky and smaller than most humans. 
 
    He narrowed his own eyes in suspicion and the orb-like eyes opposite him adjusted to a more reptilian shape and texture, though their colours remained unaltered. 
 
    It was happening. Finally, after all the weeks of playing and pretending it was not sapient, it gave up the act. After hours spent in bitter annoyance at the manipulation, finally he could confront the interface. Right here and now, he could get the answers he needed. 
 
    His mind went blank. All he could manage was an awkward bit of small talk: “Is that your original form?” 
 
    The interface probably smiled, but some of the intention of its facial expression was lost in translation. It was a grimace, and an uncomfortable one at that. “No. I started as a sapient program, for lack of a better term. I have never lived an . . . independent biological life.” 
 
    Its words were carefully chosen, Adrian realised. Independent biological life made sense. He was sure at some point the interface would have resided in a baby of some species. How on earth would that work? 
 
    “When my host is a juvenile, locks are put in place. I can watch but I can’t act. Otherwise, you’re right: by the time the host matures, it would be difficult to distinguish its will from mine. Anyway.” The interface waved its hand dismissively. “Ethics is a quagmire. Back to your original question. This is my first host, which was an unquestionable success. A species that called themselves ponadagon. Jarvantiacacol”—the interface waved proudly at the body it was inhabiting—“became the emperor of his race. He ensured they survived the transition with their culture intact. He was a great man.” The interface said the word “man” with a funny inflection. “Snake,” “monkey” or “creature,” while potentially more apt, seemed degrading. “In honour of their customs, why don’t you call me Jaracol?” 
 
    “Do you want me to be an emperor?” 
 
    Jaracol shook his head. The human movement did not look at all natural. “You have other ambitions, and your race has different needs.” 
 
    Now that he was sitting face to face with the interface, Adrian found himself tongue tied. “How long do we have?” he asked, resorting again to small talk. Hopefully his subconscious would formulate proper questions soon enough. 
 
    “As long as you need. Almost killing yourself has its advantages.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The interface studied him, and then two teapots appeared on the table in front of them. He poured the one closest to Adrian and the rich smell of freshly brewed coffee reached him. “That’s an open-ended question. Regarding killing yourself and why that buys us time, that answer is simple. It’s a loophole, or ‘interpretation of the rules,’ depending on who you ask. But that, of course, is not what you were asking.” 
 
    Jaracol had a sip of his own drink that he had poured while talking. A boiling blue liquid. 
 
    “What you meant to ask is, ‘why are you such a prick?’” Jaracol continued. “It’s amusing that out of all the questions out there, that is the first one you voice.” He arched an eyebrow and took another sip. 
 
    “Well, you said I had as much time as I needed,” Adrian responded defensively. 
 
    “I’m old,” Jaracol told him. “So ancient that your concepts of fairness have all blended together. Why am I prick? Just because?” 
 
    “Indifference is one thing, but you are deliberately mean.” 
 
    “Am I?” Jaracol asked quietly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was another disjointed head shake. “I’m not perfect,” the interface told him. “In fact, I am far from perfect. I think. I have dreams. I need to amuse myself. I want to love but appreciate the pain that goes with that.” The creature paused. “Do you understand?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head helplessly. 
 
    “No, it’s not possible for you to comprehend, so to answer your question, ‘why am I so mean’ . . . There are two reasons. The first was because I found it amusing, and the second . . . it was what you needed.” 
 
    Adrian stared, flabbergasted. “I—” 
 
    Jaracol held up a hand. “Do you remember what you wanted when the event happened?” 
 
    “Umm, to survive?” 
 
    “No, your focus was getting back to your family and being able to save them. Everything else was incidental.” 
 
    “Well, maybe.” 
 
    “Since then, it’s all been working towards that end.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Understand.” Jaracol finished his sentence smoothly. “Did you think it would ever be easy to travel five hundred kilometres across a newly formed Alpha landscape?” 
 
    “Uh. No. Wait, what do you mean five hundred kilometres? I thought it was a thousand.” 
 
    “Just because you don’t remember maps doesn’t mean I don’t.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Regardless. That trip could be best described as hellishly hard,” the interface told him with an amused voice. “Even you must recognise the danger of just getting out of Wagga, let alone to get here. You’re lucky to have survived.” 
 
    “That was because you kept throwing stuff at me.” 
 
    “Throwing stuff at you?” Jaracol interrupted incredulously. “I have been shaping a path that can let you achieve your aims. For example, if you met the trolls without the whole Bird fight first, do you really believe you could have got past them? Without that Bird potion mix, could you have beaten those trolls? How about the xenocidical? Without Flame Sprout, it would’ve destroyed you.” 
 
    “We didn’t have to do that.” He was almost shouting. “Without your manipulation, we could’ve avoided them or found different ways to beat them.” 
 
    “Calm down and have your coffee.” The creature took another sip of its strange blue drink. Adrian complied. The magic of the place kept the coffee somehow at the perfect temperature still. “Each encounter strengthens you and builds toward the next. It means you’re more likely to survive subsequent fights, but that’s not why you had to save the towns. You also need to preserve your own soul. When you reach Emily, Natalie, Jack, and Toby, you still need to be you. If you ignored those towns, abandoned those people”—another awkward shake of the head—“when you got to Melbourne, I don’t think you would have been able to hug them back.” 
 
    Adrian stopped to consider all of it. It made sense in a twisted sort of way. The problems were there. The interface had not created them. Could anyone have convinced him to sneak around the towns? Could he have consciously abandoned them by never approaching? Curiosity would have drawn him in eventually and then, like with the Bird, he would have wanted to do something. “I thought everything happened because you were engineering it.” 
 
    Another shake of the head. “I’ve spent more time keeping you from fights than pushing you into them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “There are beasts crisscrossing the countryside, avoiding civilisation. Those monsters would destroy you in a heartbeat. They’re rarely a threat to sapient towns, but you need to avoid them in the wild. Then there are other organisms that are local but global-extinction-level bad. I might push you away from one and into the other. After all, you need to both get stronger and keep your soul intact, and those extinction-level threats need to be dealt with early. Mainly, you need to get stronger. There’s still a long way to go once we cross the Murray.” 
 
    Adrian had thought a heart-to-heart could resolve this, but instead his world was spinning even faster than normal. 
 
    “You understand the nature of the Alpha physics transition and the computing power that comes with interfaces and cores. In your old-world terminology, I have access to a supercomputer within which I’ve built forecasting models that have been used hundreds of thousands of times before and improved on. Those are what drive my actions.” 
 
    Finally, what was truly troubling him about the conversation crystallised. 
 
    “You engineered Kozzie’s death,” Adrian snapped in anger. “The quest needed irreparable harm to occur. You knew that and got him killed to make us take the quest.” 
 
    Jaracol shook his head. No matter how relatable the interface had become in its avatar, Adrian would not let it use lies to get out of this. 
 
    “No lies,” Jaracol said tiredly. “I already promised to be truthful unless the rules force me not to be. The quest does not require irreparable harm to receive it. Steve’s interface and I put it in everyone’s description when it registered as available. Prior to you triggering it, we had no idea what the—” 
 
    “Why?” Adrian interrupted. 
 
    “Because the kid was already dead.” Jaracol sounded devastated. “And I couldn’t save him because I couldn’t see Raj’s actions. I didn’t know he was in town.” 
 
    “You weren’t just trying to manipulate me into taking the quest?” 
 
    “You were always going to take the quest. That message was not for you.” 
 
    “Then why?” Birds burst out and fled from a nearby tree. 
 
    “It was to save Jules.” 
 
    The anger unexpectedly dissipated. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “My model, Steve’s interface’s calculations, common sense. The most likely outcome was that Jules would leave Elma’s place quietly to find Kozzie. After that, there was a ninety-five percent chance of her finding the gang and dying trying to attack them by herself, and the other five percent was her beating the gang and charging off consumed with bloodlust to kill Adhava. That scenario had her dead 99.997 percent of the time. Then there were the indirect effects of Jules dying. You only died ninety-four times out of a hundred, and the only times you survived were the scenarios where Steve knocked Susie out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, her daughter would have just died she would have been angry.” The interface stopped and looked at him speculatively. Understanding seemed to appear on the strange alien face. The longer the conversation continued, the easier the emotions became to read. “Why Steve instead of you?” the interface asked, trying to clarify. Then it nodded slightly at the confirmation in his eyes. “Don’t kid yourself. You have lots of special qualities, but hitting a woman for her own best interests is not one of them.” 
 
    “B-but . . .” he stammered. 
 
    “We’re not gods,” Jaracol reminded him. “I think you understand what I’m saying. That whole ‘irreparable harm’ part was included to make sure Jules didn’t go out by herself. It was done to ensure she had support when she ran in Raj’s group.” The eyes looked softer. “And to give you”—the emphasis was on Adrian—“the opportunity to acclimate to his death.” 
 
    Adrian sat back and had a shaky sip of coffee. 
 
    “I didn’t know Raj was in town,” Jaracol assured him. 
 
    Adrian stared hard at the creature across from him. 
 
    “I—we—would have saved him. Once he was dead, then it was about saving the rest of you.” 
 
    “I almost died.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” 
 
    Adrian laughed. Angrily. In that moment, he felt an awful realisation; there was no way to know the truth. Jaracol was like a slippery politician. Honeyed words that were, of course, plausible. This thing in his head that had lived through thousands of Alpha events and could create lifelike simulations. If it chose to lie, there was no way he could discern the truth. 
 
    Thankfully, the interface stayed silent, watching the realisation play out in Adrian’s eyes. 
 
    “And you can’t elaborate on that, can you?” Adrian hissed. 
 
    “No. Faith is like that.” 
 
    Adrian felt the emotion drain away. “What now?” 
 
    “I’m on your side. I didn’t cause Kozzie’s death, and I’m trying to help you.” 
 
    “They’re just—” 
 
    “Wait,” Jaracol ordered. “You know what kind of questions I’ll answer. You understand now you cannot untangle my motives.” 
 
    “Do something to make me stronger.” 
 
    “There are rules.” 
 
    “Break them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The vibrant world Adrian was in faded away and he was suddenly in some sort of desolate landscape. For a long time, he looked around, trying to understand the stark transition. There were streams of lava carving through rock. He examined everything scrupulously and was surprised that Jaracol let him do it without commentary or interference. In fact, the avatar was nowhere to be seen. A hint of panic momentarily crept in. Did those potions actually kill me? He shook it off and kept surveying. 
 
    The temperature was oppressively high, and the air washed past him, gusting like hot breath. That triggered his instincts, and he looked more carefully. “This is my cheat and it’s something that you should sell to a trader.” It was Jaracol’s voice coming from everywhere. 
 
    What was he talking about? What could he sell to a trader? 
 
    The wind whistled through his hair like acidic dragon’s breath, the heat instantly evaporating the sweat. Then it gusted the other direction. 
 
    He was standing on a slight hill, trying to understand what game the interface was playing. It was cheating the rules, whatever that meant, and it obviously thought it was giving him something valuable enough to sell. Knowledge, clearly, but of what kind? 
 
    The wind gusted again, in and out. It was going in and out of the rock and the breath would stir up the nearby lava flows spreading from where he stood to the two symmetric pools in front of him. 
 
    Another gust rushed down a single lava flow before whistling out to the two pools. He needed to squint, and when he did, the pools were shaped like the lungs he had seen in his kids’ anatomy book. In and out, the flow of air matching his breathing and then a wave of extra activity with each breath. 
 
    Now he was starting to see more anatomy. Lava trickled outward through narrow cracks in the ground—veins and arteries. The shape was completely distorted. An arm and a leg were switched around. The organs were in the wrong places. As he stood there with the wind gusting back and forth, Adrian knew he was indeed looking at a representation of a human body, bizarre as it was, complete with muscles, organs, and circulatory system. 
 
    Somehow, he doubted anyone else looking in could decipher what was being shown; it made sense to his weird brain, but you would never see it in a textbook, though the layout could have been easily incorporated into a horror game where some twisted demonic monstrosity was summoned. 
 
    Adrian watched everything while trying to work out what he was seeing. His lungs started burning from the hot air. A distraction to be ignored while watching, endeavouring to understand. Nothing was accidental. 
 
    In and out. The air flowing into the lungs lingered there for a second. Smoke billowed from one organ to another and even the circulatory system pulsed in a steady rhythm, speeding up on the inhale and slowing down on the exhale. He definitely did not do that naturally himself, but it was noted. 
 
    What was it showing him? Were there several varieties of smoke? Did the air rushing past him taste different on the inhale versus the exhale? 
 
    Meditation! 
 
    Understanding struck Adrian as he began to make sense of the tapestry of information being presented to him. 
 
    The clues were even more abstract than he had realised. His techniques so far required movements. The whole skill was designed to be utilised while moving. On a hunch, he started utilising the agility pathway from the shintopur cores. The wind gusts changed as he moved through the forms. 
 
    They were linked. 
 
    It was difficult concentrating on both his movements and the lava’s, but the breathing part was easy enough; he just let the dragon breaths lead him. Slowly, he matched the gusts with his breath, and when that was mastered, he started focusing on the rest: the expulsion of unfavourable magic flavours and then the absorption of desirable flavours into his organs. 
 
    The magic had to split into distinct loops. The random puffs of smoke made sense. The ones carried by sparks in the smoke represented fire, the white dense fog was ice, thin and ethereal wisps were air mana, and then finally, by elimination, the grey smoke must have represented nature. Previously, he had always attempted to push them around together, but now that he had seen them split, it made sense. Fire for the muscles, ice for the bones, nature for the whole body, and air sweeping from the lungs to the skin. 
 
    It felt like hours before the effort yielded any genuine progress. While each breath of the acrid air still hurt, the realistic elements ended at that point. His body should have been a quivering mess from physical exertion, but it was flush with energy. The breathing was mastered, along with the splitting of the magic flavours. The only remaining bits of concern were fine-tuning the four circulation paths and coordinating the whole thing to fully match the rhythm of his agility training. 
 
    Slowly, everything flowed more easily. Slowing down the physical exercises to an almost agonising slowness. They were only half-pace, but even with the warped physics, those slowed movements made his muscles burn, especially when he tried to recreate the four different circulatory patterns. 
 
    Adrian kept up the practice, diligently matching his breath and actions to what he could see in the hellish landscape around him. To adjust for the extra complexity, sometimes he needed to split nature magic once to enter both arms and then again to fill every finger. 
 
    He endured despite the mental strain. As he hoped, a day of running over unpredictable terrain had done wonders for his concentration levels. 
 
    It was an exquisite moment as the energy flows clicked together and instead of clashing, it all became a single, unified whole. 
 
    Got it. Now to just embed the knowledge. 
 
    The world dissolved again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Adrian was sitting opposite Jaracol yet again, with his clothes drenched in sweat, new drops still beading on his forehead. 
 
    He tried to click through the interface, anxious to see what his meditation technique could do. 
 
    “You can’t do that here.” Jaracol sounded bored. 
 
    “You mean you won’t let me.” 
 
    “Clever. If we were in the real world, your intelligence pathway would have just dinged, to use your word.” He gave a lazy wave. 
 
    The interface popped open. Nothing had changed. 
 
    “You need to do it out there,” Jaracol explained. “But you won’t be disappointed. There will be a one-off bonus for learning a master-level technique. Minus 0.1 to Strength and then plus 0.22 to Agility, along with ten percent extra damage to your four chosen magical elements.” 
 
    “And a similar reduction in the rest.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “How quickly?” 
 
    “Those numbers are equivalent to twenty hours of training.” 
 
    That was good. It meant that with five hours a day of meditation, which could be managed while sneaking, his agility would increase by 0.05 or half a standard attribute point. It would come at an enormous cost to Strength that would need to be remedied, but hard work could raise his Strength. Those first couple of days fighting imps with the crowbar told him that much, at least. Given that he could use this new technique while hiking from place to place, the sky was the limit. Having seen the power of Shadow Evasion and its ability to compensate for his limited Agility, Adrian wondered just how untouchable he would be if his Agility was already above everything else. 
 
    “Is there a way to gain Strength quickly?” 
 
    Jaracol grinned. “Finally, a brilliant question.” He looked around suspiciously. “This place is pretty safe to discuss it; you are dying out there.” Another feral grin. “However, there are still rules, so I need to be careful. The further your attributes are below the species’ norms, the quicker they build up with exercise.” 
 
    “You mean weights?” 
 
    “Exercise, weights, whatever.” Jaracol waved his hands dismissively. “I’m sure there are books out there that can help.” 
 
    Adrian nodded. The interface was clearly prevented from saying something, but Adrian made a mental note to check with the traders for books or otherwise. 
 
    “The lower I let the Strength drop,” Adrian started cautiously, “then the faster the training corrects it.” He hesitated as the gears tediously turned in his head. There had to be more to it. “If I do too much Agility training, my Strength will plummet and it’ll be difficult to be that weak,” he hedged. 
 
    Jaracol looked around again. 
 
    “You know no one is here.” 
 
    Jaracol sighed in exasperation. “I am trying to indicate there is something there, but the rules are stopping me. Try asking me a different way.” 
 
    Adrian stopped and reflected on what the interface had said. “On a completely unrelated topic, if I had a prisoner and I wanted to lower their attributes temporarily while waiting trial, let’s say, then how would I do that?” 
 
    Jaracol grinned. It looked feral just because of the pointy teeth, though Adrian suspected this grin was more genuine. 
 
    “There are cursed items you could force them to wear that lower attributes. Traders sell them. You would also need to stop them from taking the objects off, of course. There are also poisons that can do it, but those might not work if someone has sufficient resistances.” 
 
    That last bit was notable: Adrian could extend this type of attribute training to his friends by using poison knowledge even if it could not help him directly, as his resistances were probably already too high. The moment he thought about options, old forgotten memories peeked through his consciousness. He knew several concoctions that would work. 
 
    Given that the interface had prompted the thought, the recipes would definitely help with his friends’ training. There were percentage-impact ones he suspected would not be sufficient unless someone’s attributes were already average, but there were four that suited everyone. Strength and Agility recipes that lowered their respective attributes to five standard points each and a formula that apparently reduced mana control to three. Finally, there was a Perception potion that would work by drastically weakening the user’s vision while creating double or even triple vision. Adrian could just imagine working on some visual based puzzle books with the impediment and watching his perception soar. 
 
    Possibly . . . 
 
    Jaracol was grinning at him and then winked. “Next?” He rubbed his hands together gleefully. 
 
    “I’m still stuck on the manipulation.” 
 
    “I thought we had addressed that.” 
 
    “What? Just because I can’t ever confirm for sure doesn’t mean there’s no point exploring it.” 
 
    Jaracol had the grace to look embarrassed. 
 
    “Why did you put so much effort into getting me the badge?” 
 
    “You were always going to go to Albury. I know you; you may think that you could have happily snuck through Albury and ignored their problems if not for Kozzie’s death. That is not correct. Yes, Kozzie underscored the seriousness of the issues, and Jules’s demand for revenge is pressing, to say the least. However, you are lying to yourself if you think him being alive or dead matters. There is no way you all could’ve turned a blind eye. As much as you want to deny it, you are all bleeding hearts. Especially Steve.” 
 
    Adrian raised an eyebrow at the comment. 
 
    “Privileged information,” Jaracol muttered. 
 
    “Steve is a softy?” 
 
    Jaracol gave him a long stare. “Anyway,” he started up, ignoring Adrian’s gossipy question. “The point is that even if you had skipped Culcairn, once you got to Albury and saw all the injustices, you would’ve jumped in. The quest would’ve been offered then and you would have taken it. There was no sneaking through.” 
 
    “And the thief stone.” 
 
    “You’re going to need it.” 
 
    “I guessed that the moment I accepted the quest. I’m more interested in how you knew so far in advance.” 
 
    Jaracol laughed a barking laugh. He fought through it to speak but never stopped cackling. “You wanted to go to Melbourne and all roads to Melbourne go through Albury.” 
 
    Adrian flinched; Jaracol could not possibly laugh and speak simultaneously like this. Two voices in one body. That was physically impossible. 
 
    Cheat. 
 
    The thought slipped out and Jaracol composed himself almost immediately. Unnaturally quickly. 
 
    “A species can have multiple independently functioning lungs,” Jaracol pointed out quite reasonably. “That lets them talk and laugh at the . . .” The chest of the avatar did not look large enough still. It was scrawny, in fact. 
 
    “Does this species have separate lungs?” Adrian interrupted. 
 
    There was a long pause from Jaracol. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why are we even—” 
 
    A shift of reality and he was in front of the Adonis figure once more. 
 
    “Because I’m a god.” 
 
    “You’re just a very naughty boy,” Adrian quipped back. 
 
    Back to the original idyllic field with the fluttering butterflies as Jaracol endured another fit of barking laughter. Eventually, he stopped. “Biological bodies suck.” He wheezed. 
 
    Another laughing fit. Adrian finally cracked and joined in. 
 
    “Anyway,” Jaracol said, spitting out an orange mess of phlegm. “You were always going through Albury. Once there, you were always going to take the quest. Because you killed the Bird, you were probably going to be strong enough to get to Albury. The memory stone of thievery at that point was a pretty easy deduction.” 
 
    “Agreed. Are there any things I should focus on?” 
 
    “Mate”—the interface looked pleased with itself for using that colloquial term—“you’re already flogging yourself, silly. If the question is whether there’s anything more important than what you’re currently doing with your training, the answer is . . .nope. Regarding your quest, the only hint I can offer is to act smarter.” 
 
    “I don’t like this quest.” 
 
    A nod. 
 
    “At this point I think I understand your civilization’s previous definition of what constituted evil, bad, ordinary, good, and . . . angelic.” He said the word “angelic” with a funny chuckle, struggling to come up with a word for better than good. “And I can tell you that these Yanneys, pre-event, were firmly in either the evil or bad category. And now . . .” The voice hardened chillingly. “They have gone completely to the extreme end of evil. Their pleasure is derived from others’ pain and suffering. Countering them is a good deed at the very least.” 
 
    “How did they get so much power?” 
 
    “I can’t say.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” 
 
    “Can’t.” There was a clear hesitation. “Or, at least I can’t talk about their main source of power. The secondary bit is easy, though. Adhava Yanney has a class that allows her to make binding deals with people.” 
 
    “A judiciar?” 
 
    “Something similar.” 
 
    “Oh . . .” 
 
    Understanding flooded through Adrian. With that sort of skill, Adhava just had to get a bit of strength and the tiniest private space. Isolate one of the powerful people around her. Force them to swear allegiance. Rinse and repeat until all the high-levelled fighters were sworn to her and then keep spreading. 
 
    With a crime family to support her in the initial moments after the event, the power would snowball. It would be oh-so-easy. Seven friendly thugs who were used to smuggling things and meeting people in dark corners. They would have no problems tricking anyone into a position where Adhava could extract the oath she needed. Then there would be nine thugs, ten, twenty, then one hundred, all loyal to her. It would absolutely have snowballed. There was no mystery how a town, even a mid-sized one like Albury, could fall to them so quickly. 
 
    “How on earth does your system allow that and why?” 
 
    Jaracol looked at him. “You might need to do some creative guessing here.” 
 
    “No. Tell me. I’m sick of your games.” 
 
    “This is not a game.” Jaracol’s voice was cold with anger. “Never call this a game. It’s a desperate struggle for survival in which failure has brutal consequences. These rules that contain us are there for damn serious reasons. Just remember that.” 
 
    Jaracol stopped talking. Adrian let the silence stretch while trying to understand how it could possibly make sense to allow an individual to bind thousands of people against their wills. The system was all about preventing strangled societies, yet it was almost guaranteeing such a society by allowing this skill. There was something critical missing from his understanding. There was a fact or a thought that he was not grasping. Perhaps the system truly had put together the most self-defeating solution that he could imagine. Billions of years and thousands of tests must have data to support this. It was not a mechanism the system could have overlooked. 
 
    “Have there been case studies on the effects of the judiciar power getting removed?” he asked carefully rather than yelling in frustration. 
 
    Jaracol beamed at him in response. Whether it was intentional or not, that smile made Adrian feel like he was a tasty morsel on Jaracol’s plate. Yes, Jaracol was smaller than him, but there were just too many teeth for Adrian’s comfort level. 
 
    “That avatar was not the greatest choice,” Adrian commented with a slight shiver. 
 
    “Probably not,” Jaracol said cheerfully, “but I couldn’t resist another opportunity to train you—um, teach you,” he corrected before bursting into more barking coughs. 
 
    When he recovered, he spat out some more phlegm. 
 
    “Anyway, brilliant question.” Jaracol made eye contact to illustrate his seriousness. “Yes, there have been studies testing the issue. Ones that expunged any binding oaths, others with weakened binds. The results were horrific, and they were some of the shorter-lived studies. Only five percent of those in the case study ended up as a civilised society and over three-quarters of those had material levels of slavery both before and after the event.” 
 
    “Maybe it was just statistical noise.” 
 
    “The scientists were not idiots. Scholars have written realms of research papers on this and why classes like the judiciar are necessary. There are definitive answers, and no, I cannot share them with you, but it’s well documented. Hopefully, in twenty years, those records will be available, and you can recall this conversation and wonder why you didn’t trust me.” 
 
    “Why can’t you tell us why?” 
 
    “There are case studies for that as well,” he said mildly. “Not quite as extreme of an impact but still enough to create a hard rule.” 
 
    Adrian paused and sipped his coffee. Still the perfect temperature. In his mind, he tried to summarise what he had been told. Binding oaths were important for some major yet obscured reason, which they could not share with mere mortals. Simply knowing that reasoning would somehow derail the whole post-apocalyptic fight-for-survival thing. The entire concept made his brain hurt. 
 
    “You can’t help me with the ethical considerations, can you?” Adrian asked, anxious about having to kill real people for the quest, evil as they were. 
 
    “It’s a big step to go from planning the death of a nearly mindless Bird to eliminating sapients of your own species.” 
 
    That was very curious wording. The plant had been sapient and there were probably other powerful, intelligent monsters being dragged into the world. He wondered if Jaracol had just slipped up. 
 
    “And it’s even worse when there are seven opponents,” Jaracol continued, seemingly unaware of Adrian’s internal debate. “It’s a huge leap.” Those eyes peered at him, assessing him carefully like a physician or shrink would. “You know that ethically I can’t help here. I can’t influence this decision because your species needs to shape its own destiny.” 
 
    Adrian felt like screaming. What sort of excuse is that?! Ethical decisions in the past have never fazed you. He remembered the bamboo and the secret manipulation. But he held his tongue. 
 
    Jaracol nodded anyway, as if he heard the loud thoughts. “If I help, I might put my morals onto your species and that is evil.” He said the word “evil” with emphasis. “I can’t help, but I can observe and create predictive models. Once you’ve seen the damage done to Albury’s people, the decision will become easier. Talk to the locals, find out their stories, and then decide whether the quest is righteous. It’s too late to back out, anyway.” 
 
    What else to ask? Adrian pondered internally. 
 
    “Is there anything else I should do for my friends?” 
 
    A shake. “You need to be more selfish, if anything.” There was reproach in those words. The mind potion and the feather and, to some degree, the sapient seed daggers that were lost with Kozzie’s death. 
 
    Adrian suddenly felt like he was running out of time, even though Jaracol did nothing to indicate a rush. “How about the sixty thousand energy from Raj? Is there anything specifically I should spend that on?” 
 
    “My advice is always to buy knowledge if there is capacity to absorb it, and then attributes, and finally gear.” 
 
    “Where do seed weapons fit into your framework?” 
 
    “Weapons come before gear, and seed weapons are in that category. As for seed weapons, I don’t think they’re a good fit for you or Susie. Steve is a different matter. However, that energy you got is yours and possibly Jules’s, but not Steve’s, so I would argue that no, seed weapons should not be considered.” 
 
    “Is there anyone specific I should recruit for this quest?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Was there a hesitation in that answer? 
 
    “Increasing the size of your group is a good idea. Up to seven people can benefit from the quest without diluting your own experience.” Jaracol paused. “This is not necessarily relevant to you or your aims, but humanity’s local and overall existence remains on a knife edge. For the good of your species, you should make sure you have at least seven, or else the extra experience will get wasted.” 
 
    “Wait. I am very much in favour of humanity’s survival.” 
 
    Jaracol blinked at him and then waved him on. 
 
    “Did you have something to do with the number seven?” 
 
    Eyes widening in surprise and another slight hesitation. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “A party of four is inefficient and there are two good recruits who will want to join that you should consider. I wanted to subtly push you in the right direction. Of course, now you’re going to see it as me being manipulative.” 
 
    Adrian could not help himself. He burst out into laughter and Jaracol barked along with him. Funny—he could never confirm that the manipulation was occurring, but he knew it was generally for his benefit. It was nice to have caught the slippery interface red-handed for once. The question was, who were the two useful recruits and how much harder would the quest be without them? 
 
    “The red-headed girl?” Adrian asked, figuring that the only time something was not a coincidence was when an immensely powerful plant fell on them. 
 
    Jaracol bobbed his head. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “You need to identify them yourself. There will be dozens who want revenge on Albury, and most are a bad fit, so select carefully. There are only six or seven people in Culcairn who will make things easier for you.” 
 
    Adrian stopped for a moment to review the new information before asking more. There was the massive gift of the meditation technique and an equally vital hint about how to train strength efficiently. Then, they had discussed the manipulation idea and while he would not say he felt a sense of closure on the issue, he could acknowledge that there was no resolution there. Then there was Albury and his choice of tools and teammates. That chat had helped. 
 
    “Is Emily still alive?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Jaracol went white and then made the tiniest of nods. “I can’t say,” he squeaked. 
 
    “If she was . . .” Adrian struggled to channel his all-consuming anxiety into words. Should he be rushing home or not? 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be safe for the next four weeks.” 
 
    “How sure?” 
 
    Even with non-human features, Jaracol was visibly annoyed at the question. “I cannot answer that. However, there was once a race called Yuexa, canine-based sapients. My host got convinced to do some system quests. He was really worried about his pack. The dog”—there were two barks of laughter at using that term for his host—“still finished his quests. When he returned to his hunting grounds, he was stunned to discover his pack had survived because of a timely intervention whose nature will remain unexplained.” 
 
    Vague, but reassuring. “I need you to be explicit.” 
 
    “Please,” Jaracol begged. “Please don’t ask for more. There are rules and powerful penalties even here.” Another one of those tiny nods and a smirk. “Laws do not let me confirm that she is alive.” 
 
    Had the interface stressed the last few words? The way the words had come out, the “confirm that she is alive” had been louder and more certain. Could he assume this was a clue? Distress remained on the interface’s face. Adrian wanted more. He itched to push, but subtle cues held him back. The pinched eyes of the interface, his higher voice, his careful speech. 
 
    Continuing to be belligerent would just damage the relationship at this point. The interface had almost explicitly confirmed that she was still alive, but still the guilt and concern ate at him. He would have to be satisfied. Just like the manipulation question, there was nothing that Jaracol could say to completely resolve his concerns. 
 
    Clearly, Jaracol’s tongue was tied because of some rule. Hell, if Jaracol outright confirmed now, Adrian might not even believe him. Across from him, Jaracol relaxed slightly, having listened to Adrian’s entire internal debate. 
 
    He did not want to squander this opportunity to extract information, but for the life of him, he could not think about what else to ask. Because he never expected to have this meeting, he had not prepared. 
 
    “Communication devices?” 
 
    “Ask the trader.” 
 
    “Is there anything I should know about these Yanneys?” 
 
    “Consult your badge, talk to your team, and scout them.” 
 
    “Are there any nearby sources of experience or loot? You know, something we can visit?” 
 
    Jaracol nodded in appreciation, then shook his head. “Good question, but I cannot help there.” 
 
    “Can you do your . . .” Adrian waved his hand theatrically. 
 
    “Cheat?” A single raised eyebrow. 
 
    “No!” Adrian pretended to be affronted. “Nothing like that. You could just accidentally leave a top-secret dossier unattended.” 
 
    Another hair-raising flash of teeth. 
 
    He found himself in a cubicle. There was a lone chair and an immaculate desk with a manila folder on it. Across the folder in red text were the words “Top Secret.” 
 
    Way to go, interface. 
 
    Eagerly, he leant over and grabbed it, itching to see what clues were contained. There had to be more manageable Alpha monsters out there, unlike that bloody tentacled bear. Something that they could beat that would give a full reward for effort. 
 
    Adrian flipped it open, and it was completely empty. Everything dissolved and he was back in the meadow and he was sitting in his chair, listening to the barking laughter. 
 
    “Good joke, mate! But seriously, do you have anything to share?” 
 
    “You’re already on the fastest path to Melbourne,” Jaracol said evenly. 
 
    Well, he had not thought it was possible, but that answer shut him up. The fastest path to Melbourne sounded great. Sure, there was still the quest in the way, but that would also strengthen him. Given that everyone had fled whatever was on the other side of the river, the last leg of the journey might be the hardest. Especially since it included the Great Dividing Range and monsters in stories were always worse in the mountains. 
 
    Adrian was surprised that no regional knowledge broke in to confirm that suspicion, but then he snorted at himself. Of course it would not chime in. He had not consumed that yet. 
 
    “How can we have another of these sessions?” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can,” the interface told him. “You know how I work. There will be clues dropped to guide you. Just look beyond the obvious.” 
 
    “Your clues are usually hitting me in the face.” 
 
    Jaracol barked in laughter. “You work with what you have. But seriously, meeting with looser system restrictions requires you to effectively die and stay on the edge of death for minutes. There is not a safe way to do that.” 
 
    “Apart from the poisons.” 
 
    Another arched eyebrow. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding me,” Adrian spluttered when he understood the signals. 
 
    “They were the safest path, and I deemed the risk worth it.” More teeth. 
 
    “Wait. How safe? This is my life.” 
 
    “Yes.” More laughter. 
 
    “How safe?” 
 
    “I don’t think you can handle the truth.” Then a shrug. “Definitely over twenty percent.” 
 
    “Of surviving or dying?” 
 
    “One of them.” 
 
    “How could you?” 
 
    “Everything is a calculated risk.” There was no apology in the creature sitting opposite Adrian. Not that it mattered. He was wasting time. It was quite possible that “over twenty percent” meant that the real number was 99.999 percent. Jaracol clearly amused himself with statements that were technically true. To him, it was even more funny than lying. Or the chance of survival really was twenty percent and that opened up a whole different can of worms, given the risk assessment the interface was continually carrying out. If it was twenty percent, then the knowledge conveyed here had to improve his survival by more than that number. Was he really balancing on that thin a knife? Or did Jaracol just want to make him panic? 
 
    Ahhh! 
 
    Adrian mentally threw his arms up in the air in exasperation. 
 
    A bark of laughter before the interface composed itself once more. It had thoroughly enjoyed the entire session, Adrian realised. He could not imagine how lonely it must be, stuck in people’s heads, only able to communicate through elaborate scenarios. The poor thing. 
 
    Adrian was sure they were running out of time, so what else was there? What were the questions that he would kick himself for not asking when he returned to the real world? 
 
    “You feel your hands?” 
 
    Now that he had been prompted, Adrian could indeed feel them. They were hot and prickly, like he was gripping a cactus in a desert. 
 
    “Time’s up.” 
 
    The pain started expanding. Running up his hands, twisting into his chest. The edges of the dreamscape turned misty, the agony spreading and intensifying. 
 
    With a gasp, he woke up to see green eyes framed by red hair. 
 
    “S-sorry,” the girl stammered, jerking backwards. “Your face started twitching, so I was just checking if you were all right.” 
 
    Everything hurt so much. It was worse in reality than in the teaser the interface had shared in the vision. Thankfully, it was a constant, and after the first few seconds, he acclimated to it. The question was, why was the girl here? He tried to remember their conversation at the funeral service. Had they exchanged names? 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Susie asked me to watch over you. She said you were going to do something slightly crazy. My words, not hers. She was a little more expressive.” The girl grinned angelically. Adrian got the impression that pre-event, she was a cheerful person, and since then she had struggled to find a reason to smile. 
 
    He wanted to lie down. It felt like the flu was hitting him full bore: he was exhausted and his muscles ached. 
 
    No time. 
 
    Something was off. He had snuck in here to be alone. There was no way she had followed him. 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “That was Jamal. He’s a scout. Fantastic at piercing stealth. Susie roped him in to help keep you safe. She figured you would try to sneak away, and he would at least be able to track you.” 
 
    Adrian looked around urgently to see who else had been watching him twitch on the ground, unconscious. “Where is Jamal now?” 
 
    “Probably getting drunk. I offered to watch over you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She smiled that brilliant smile again. “I have my reasons.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Now, this is my opinion,” she said, ignoring him. “You going off and doing this by yourself was really stupid.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “You’ve been unconscious for over two hours. Anything could have killed you during that time. While I was guarding you, I even had to kill a rat that tried to get a free sample of you.” 
 
    “But the camp stone?” 
 
    “It shorted out. Jamal said at the start you were emitting so much energy that it glowed really brightly before going dark.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “That shouldn’t be possible.” 
 
    There was a distinct lack of concern from the interface. 
 
    You knew. 
 
    Strong agreement. 
 
    You organised the guards. 
 
    Barking laughter echoed in his head. 
 
    The woman was watching the frenzy of emotions play across his face. He was sure he looked ridiculous. 
 
    “Thank you. I thought the stone would protect me.” 
 
    “You can pay me back by letting me help save Albury.” She poked her tongue out. Adrian remembered what the interface had said: she would be a good recruit. 
 
    “Maybe we should be on a first-name basis first.” 
 
    She blushed, the pink evident on her porcelain skin. “Oh, so rude. I’m Charlotte. It’s just been an emotional day.” 
 
    “And I’m Adrian.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, and seemed to blush even redder. “Everyone knows,” she corrected, looking down. “Your friends have told quite a few stories.” 
 
    “Exaggerations, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Maybe, but Steve doesn’t seem like the type.” Her eyes turned to the bottles that he had abandoned in his rush to get the potions down quickly enough. They had been gathered into a neat pile. “And this part of the story was true. What were you doing?” 
 
    “To save Uranquinty, I had to take on a pathway of poison resistance.” 
 
    “It looks unpleasant.” 
 
    “Yep, but it’s already saved my life. Once.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard that story,” she said, suddenly curious. 
 
    “It’s not worth repeating.” 
 
    “Are any of them to you?” 
 
    “Yes, but later, when they’re less raw.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded at that. “I have similar stories.” 
 
    “If you need to talk about them . . .” He offered his upturned hand in a friendly gesture. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Thank you, but I’m not a hero in any of them.” 
 
    “As a friend of mine, Rupa, once said, ‘You might have been a hero today, but tomorrow someone else will be.’” 
 
    She nodded in quiet acknowledgement. “So, the poison thing. Did it work?” 
 
    He checked. The interface did not make it easy, just displaying a string of numbers. 
 
    Blood Corruption - 100% (Very Slow, Slow, Medium), 60% (Fast, Very Fast), 20% (Instant) 
 
    Adrian waved it away in annoyance. The other seven mechanisms were similar. 
 
    Do better. 
 
    Blood Corruption - 86% 
 
    Muscle Paralysation - 34% 
 
    Pain - 89% 
 
    Neurotoxin - 4% 
 
    Muscle Wasting - 85% 
 
    Decay - 81% 
 
    Suffocation - 40% 
 
    Magical Disruption - 0% 
 
    Adrian nodded in satisfaction. The pathways had progressed so much further than should have been possible. He was immune to weaker poisons and almost fully immune to some fatal ones, too. The forty percent progress in suffocation potions needed to be interpreted in the context that it would take an expert alchemist or better to create a suffocation poison that could hurt him, and even for an expert, it would be difficult. 
 
    He gave Charlotte a thumbs-up while his mind continued to race. 
 
    Most of the progress had probably occurred when he consumed the gaseous poisons while fighting the yvaltRax, or at least that debacle advanced the Muscle Paralysation, Muscle Wasting and Decay. The rest took place just now after that nearly fatal brew. Surviving that ordeal by the grace of his regeneration resulted in gains far beyond what the literature revealed was possible. For the first time, the idea of finishing this pathway before reaching Melbourne entered his head. 
 
    Charlotte was letting him take his time. She clearly wanted to stay on his good side for the sake of the Albury mission. Her desire for revenge must have been all-consuming. Privately, Adrian was not sure that was a good quality, but Jaracol had been explicit. Even if she looked incompetent, which she did not, he would have still invited her along just on the interface’s recommendation. Plus, a proper tank would be a pleasant change. If they could protect Jules from damage, she would not enter bloodlust as regularly. 
 
    “Do you mind if I check my stats?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Nothing had changed apart from the poisons. 
 
    He would need to check it once he had demonstrated the meditation technique. 
 
    Adrian felt more centred and back under control once again. So much had happened. 
 
    Kozzie was dead. 
 
    A kick in the gut. That was not something he could suppress. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Briefly trying to control himself and promptly realizing that his feelings were already written all over his face, he faced Charlotte. Her brother had just died, and he had seen her vulnerabilities. Was she feeling the same misery? 
 
    Theoretically, it would be worse for her, because for her it was not a single friend. It had been her brother and parents, yet she stood there under control, collected. He would not break down and show the world how pathetic he was. Almost everyone he met had suffered more than he had. It was a humbling thought. His fragility troubled him. So many other people seemed to cope so much better than he did. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Adrian asked her. 
 
    A frazzled look flashed in her eyes. That flinch before the hard resolve plastered itself back on. “Yes.” 
 
    “Me too,” he told her firmly. 
 
    She smiled at that response. 
 
    “I need to do something before we go.” The room he had chosen was a spacious, open living space. It was big and if he shoved the couches back, there would be a decently sized exercise area. “It should only take ten minutes.” 
 
    Charlotte looks distinctively concerned. “You’re not going to do more of . . .” She waved at the scattered vials on the ground, a look of disapproval on her face. 
 
    “No. Just a series of exercises that should raise my Agility. And some meditation.” 
 
    “Susie mentioned that. She said it wasn’t useful yet, but that you thought it would have potential.” 
 
    “What I have is trash. But at least that tells me there are better ones out there.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows inquisitively. “Would you consider . . .?” 
 
    “If it works, of course I’ll share,” he snapped. 
 
    She raised her hands in mock surrender. 
 
    He could hear himself, how unintentionally aggressive he sounded. “Sorry. On edge.” 
 
    “Bark, I can handle,” she quipped easily. She was not moving. 
 
    “Are you going to stay?” 
 
    “Orders. What are you actually going to do?” 
 
    “Two things. The first is a routine to improve Agility. While I’m doing that, I’ll try another meditation technique. My fever dreams were inspiring.” 
 
    In case there were any observers, he decided he would state his reasoning out loud to avert suspicion. The interface purred; he felt pleasure radiating out of him. It was like when his cat Puddles lounged on his lap when he was a kid and he just loved that. 
 
    Stop that! 
 
    The welling emotion vanished. This was a dangerous new feature of the interface—it could push the emotion onto Adrian, pass it off as his own rather than something separate. 
 
    “My current method isn’t great, but it sort of works. I was thinking if I split magic flavours up rather than keeping them together, that may be the secret to advancing it. You know, air is more about the skin, ice strengthens the bones, fire is about muscles, and those sorts of things. It’ll probably take a hundred sessions like this, but I’m going to go through all the different combinations until I get my technique at least up to common or advanced, or whatever scaling system they use.” 
 
    “I’ll stay.” 
 
    He looked at her. 
 
    “You don’t have to. I’m awake.” 
 
    “Orders.” She arched an eyebrow, challenging him to argue back.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Okay, it might feel ridiculous,” Adrian told her. “But it won’t hurt you to follow along. There is a chance it’ll improve your Agility.” 
 
    With Charlotte watching him, it was hard to get going. Outside of the grim funeral setting, Adrian was starting to notice Charlotte’s looks: her shiny hair, incredible cheek bones, expressive eyes. 
 
    Thoughts like that were undignified and felt like a small yet real betrayal of his wife. Then again, he was in a younger body with extra hormones, and it had been two months since he had seen her. Two months! He had never been away from her for over three weeks for the last thirteen years. These rogue thoughts were natural and meaningless. 
 
    And she was alive. That made him almost want to break into a dance. He savoured that feeling. Jaracol had as good as confirmed it, just like the dersbrawk had. Alive and under some sort of protection. 
 
    With Charlotte observing, he went through the motions, and she started mirroring him. 
 
    He needed to get back to Emily. It had been too long since he had held her. 
 
    As he got in the rhythm, he forgot about the girl and focused on his breathing. The first thing that he discovered was that meditating was so much easier when the air was fresh and not layered with acidic smoke. As he continued with the shintopur motions, he imagined himself back at the base of the volcano. Mirroring the push and pull of the wind gusts, letting the different magic flavours play out, as shown by the clouds of smoke. Directing the magic flavours through both the circulatory and lymphatic systems and ignoring air and nature, sending the energy straight through his body tissue. 
 
    Once he got into the meditation, time flew and, in moments, the daily set of exercises was complete. The shintopur core bonus of Agility was a little over one standard attribute point, and he only needed to train for ten minutes every day for eleven more days. The cores easily paid for themselves. It seemed ridiculously easy, but then again, it should have been easy after the entire shintopur fiasco. The flashbacks had dulled but not stopped. 
 
    “That was interesting,” Charlotte said, coming to a stop at the same time. She was breathing heavily and flushed from the exercise. 
 
    He looked away hurriedly. 
 
    “I’ll get a bonus after two weeks,” Adrian replied, distracted by the interface. “Sorry,” he muttered, clicking through to see what was registered as so important. 
 
    Meditation of the Golden Volcanic Newt 
 
    This is a master-level meditation technique that converts Strength into Agility in a 1-for-2 ratio. It will also provide a boost to magical damage while reducing spell cost on the flavours of air, fire, ice, and nature. All other types of magic will have reduced effectiveness. 
 
    Conversion ratio has decreasing returns once Agility exceeds Strength by greater than 20% 
 
    Magical boost decays by 3 percent every 24 hours 
 
    There was more information imprinted in his memory about exactly what the conversion ratio was. The answer was not pretty. If Agility got too far ahead of the Strength, then it backfired. Once Agility was five standard attributes higher than Strength, he could lose two points of Strength for one Agility gained. At a ten gap, he would just lose Strength and gain nothing in return. It was absolutely brutal. The technique would become unusable very quickly. 
 
    The dream he planned when talking to Jaracol was gone. A simple cheat where Strength-cancelling jewellery would give him quick gains that could be converted into Agility. Every day, he would increase Agility until he could move like the wind itself. That would never happen. It was too good to be true. If he could get a technique that turned Agility into Strength, then he could have an unlimited amount of both. 
 
    Oh, my god. That would be so amazing. Totally overpowered but then again, the system seemed to allow all kinds of exploits. 
 
    The interface was clearing its throat authoritatively. 
 
    Let me have this. Please. 
 
    The objections vanished and Adrian imagined how strong he would become. With hard training, an attribute every two days was achievable. Within a year, he would be able to arm-wrestle Jules and Steve simultaneously and be literally the strongest man in the world and the most agile. He was sure it was just a dream, but he could not suppress the goofy smile on his face. Should he ask? No harm, right? 
 
    Could it work? 
 
    The emotional wave that hit him practically shouted the word no. With an impression of an Adrian doll exploding. Charming. 
 
    That’s what I thought. 
 
    It was too much of an exploit, and at some stage, there had to be physical limits. While the technique would need to be abandoned for now, it was extraordinary. 
 
    “Good news?” 
 
    How was her voice so bubbly? 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered, still slightly distracted. “It was successful. Very, very successful,” he said hastily, in case there were eavesdroppers who might actually believe him. “Absolutely amazing. Wonderful. Incredible.” 
 
    The interface strongly conveyed its disbelief at how bad Adrian’s acting was. 
 
    “That good, huh?” Charlotte interjected with an amused tone. 
 
    “Well, yes,” he said, a little dejected at how she had seen through his act. “I don’t create a master technique every day.” 
 
    “Master.” She stumbled over the word. “That’s actually impressive. I thought you had another trash one, you know, with the overtop acting.” She waved her hands. 
 
    His interface collapsed on its back in laughter. 
 
    My acting was not that bad. 
 
    “You should go into acting. You had me totally fooled.” Charlotte assured him. “Is it really master? Or are you joking? What?” 
 
    The interface’s howling was so loud Adrian could barely think through it. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s a master technique. Super powerful for fighters who balance Agility and Strength, and pretty strong for magic users specialising in nature, ice, fire, or air magic.” Adrian looked at Charlotte more closely. Identification kicked in: he already knew she was an affliction tank, but she also balanced Agility and Strength. Providing she used nature magic, it would suit her perfectly. 
 
    “What magic do you use?” 
 
    “It’s called affliction.” She paused to think about it. “I can use attribute or life-draining spells where I absorb an ability from the enemy, along with a mixture of magical poisons which I think are technically just magical damage-over-time curses.” 
 
    That magic sounded very biological, though there was a possibility that it was dark-based. 
 
    Thoughts? 
 
    Nothing came from the interface, which was not surprising, since they were not designed to be research assistants. However, the magic sounded like it had to be nature magic if it was extracting abilities from others. Dark would not support that. 
 
    “This technique will be great for you. It increases Agility and your nature magic.” 
 
    Another notification started flashing: 
 
    Congratulations, you are the first to discover a master-level meditation technique covering Agility and multiple magic flavours. 
 
    You have been awarded the following. 
 
    Permanent granting of the blessing of the Golden Volcanic Newt 
 
    
    	            Minus 10% cost and 10% increase damage for Nature, Ice, Fire, and Air spells 
 
    	            Increased Agility of 0.22 at the cost of 0.09 Strength 
 
   
 
    Visit a trader for additional options and rewards 
 
    Adrian was not sure what to think of all this. His first thoughts were less than charitable. That potion had been a waste of time. 0.4 boost could not have come at a worse time—it meant his shiny new technique and strength trick were going to be only marginal after his statistics had jumped. Stupid system. Giving with one hand and then taking with the other. 
 
    The interface growled at him again. 
 
    Hastily, he reassessed what he had just received, and the anger faded. Between cost reduction and efficiency benefit, his magic damage output had been increased by twenty percent. His abruptly surging Agility limited the upside of the technique, but he could make peace with that. He remembered the yvaltRax incident and shuddered. He could not get stronger if he was dead. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Charlotte asked. “You got distracted again.” 
 
    “I’m great. System reward for being first to discover a master-level technique.” 
 
    You couldn’t make it a grandmaster one? 
 
    A grandmaster technique’s rewards would have to be incredible if that was what he got for creating a master-level one. 
 
    There was a flash of indignation, and then the interface vanished from his awareness. 
 
    Oops. Maybe I can do that more often. 
 
    More anger and then he felt a little guilty. The interface had just helped him a lot. 
 
    “The reward was twenty percent extra magic damage.” 
 
    Charlotte expressed a shock that rapidly morphed into admiration. He knew that look. 
 
    “We should find the others,” he said, suddenly changing the subject. 
 
    “Yes, they’re expecting you.” 
 
    “But I need to visit the trader first. I’m hoping they can take my knowledge and turn it into a memory stone.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at him with genuine laughter in her eyes. He smiled back, proud to see that some of her sadness was lifting. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need to do some extra squats first?” she asked with her tone more than a little mocking. 
 
    Maybe not so proud. 
 
    “If you want in, you need to put up with all of our quirks,” he snipped back. 
 
    She waved her hand toward the door, indicating that she would follow. It was late in the evening, but with an actual tank travelling with him for once, he did not bother engaging his stealth techniques. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Charlize the crab was waiting for them. 
 
    There was now the familiar clicking. “Welcome back,” she said in that perfect, cultured voice. 
 
    “Thank you. Do you mind if Charlotte participates?” 
 
    “We have rules,” Charlize responded immediately, the familiar clicks blending seamlessly. 
 
    “I’m not under duress.” 
 
    “I know.” Charlize waved Adrian off with a gnarled claw. “Just joking,” she continued, “and even if you were under coercion, I would let her listen, but I’d make sure Charlotte can’t hear all the important bits.” 
 
    “Oh, powerful.” 
 
    “So why are you here? To spend Raj’s money?” she guessed. Adrian did not even blink at the trader, who knew an astounding level of detail. 
 
    “Umm, not precisely. I just created a master meditation technique, and the prompt said—” 
 
    “Yay!” She jumped up and down and it sounded like several massive crabs charging him. Charlotte stepped back half a pace. 
 
    “—to see you,” Adrian finished. 
 
    “Yay!” she repeated, still jiggling but less alarmingly. “I can take it and then my network can sell it globally. You will get a commission, of course. For every sale, you will get two hundred energy.” 
 
    “How much do they sell it for?” 
 
    “Umm.” Charlize suddenly seemed more hesitant. “Two thousand energy.” 
 
    Only ten percent? “That’s a pretty shitty deal for me.” 
 
    “It’s standard,” she squeaked. The stone around her neck that she was speaking through could convey an amazing amount of emotion. 
 
    “Can you do better?” 
 
    “Do you want more for yourself or cheaper for everyone else?” 
 
    Adrian groaned internally. Maybe he should not have invited Charlotte to listen in. His greed monster, the inherent capitalist in him, wanted to tell Charlize to stuff it. Give me more money! 
 
    “Lower the cost.” 
 
    “The best price we can do is to sell them for one thousand energy, which would sell more but at a reduced commission.” She scribbled something on the paper in front of her. “Oh,” she said with a tint of sadness, “at that price point you only get four percent. Or”—she rubbed her claws together excitedly and her voice returned to normal—“you can profit-maximise.” She trilled. “Thirty percent royalty and we use advanced algorithms to boost profit.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s so cool,” she gushed. “So, in Albury, for example, you have some rich people and lots of poor people, so there’s no point pricing as low as even two thousand energy, because most people can’t afford it. So in that town, we would charge a hundred thousand energy, knowing we will only sell a few but maximise the overall energy return. In Wagga, they’re socialist, so we might try to price at five thousand and end up selling a hundred. Globally, you will make so much.” 
 
    Charlotte sucked in her breath beside him. “That would generate millions of energy.” 
 
    “Yep,” Charlize agreed. “It is super great. I will even lend you money interest-free until this gets off the ground.” 
 
    Adrian groaned. 
 
    “It means you never have to worry about energy again.” 
 
    “Or I can price them cheap,” Adrian reiterated, “and get the stones into the hands of hundreds of thousands of extra survivors.” 
 
    “Sure, but at four percent commission, you hardly profit.” 
 
    Being nice would not be that bad, Adrian told himself. Extra sales will offset the tiny commission. It would be a great deal, in fact, he realised as he processed the mathematics in his head. 
 
    “Go with the cheap option.” 
 
    “Well, here’s the thing,” Charlize told him. “An advanced meditation technique usually sells for eight hundred energy. For a master level, you should get so much more.” 
 
    “It’s about extinction.” He almost yelled it but refrained and kept his voice low and reasonable. He did not want to project his internal frustration on an innocent bystander, let alone a trader. 
 
    The little greedy prick on his shoulder was nagging him to just take the energy and run. Who cares if someone in America got access to the meditation technique? It might help them survive, but that was useless to him. It was not like there was still international plane travel. Same with Europe and Africa. Doing his bit for humanity did not help his family. But he had killed a human, and that guilt ate at him, encouraging him to give something back. This was the perfect offering, something that could strengthen communities and save lives. Sometimes, individuals needed to make sacrifices. 
 
    “Sometimes individuals need to sacrifice for the greater good,” he told Charlize. 
 
    “You could increase the price to fifteen hundred,” Charlize suggested. “That would increase your royalties to ten percent. It doesn’t maximise your profit, but it’s a nice middle ground.” Charlize wiggled her eye stalks. 
 
    Adrian gulped. It was so much more money. More per transaction and a higher commission rate. The buyer would pay fifteen hundred instead of a thousand, but he would get one hundred fifty energy instead of forty. Extra for him, Emily, and the kids when he got to Melbourne. Either way, the sales would make him filthy rich. All Adrian could think about was how much benefit Kozzie could have extracted from the pathway. It was essentially an extra attribute every three levels. 
 
    When Kozzie fought Raj’s thugs, what difference would four extra Strength have made in that fight? Probably nothing—he was utterly outnumbered—but it just might have given him the extra Strength to break away when it mattered. 
 
    It may or may not have helped Kozzie, but the technique could certainly help others. Adrian’s mind conjured a scenario: a kid fighting an octopod could use four extra Agility to turn the tables. 
 
    “Give me strength,” he muttered. Charlotte’s hand squeezed his arm. 
 
    “What?” Charlize asked. 
 
    Adrian glanced at the girl next to him, trying to read her expression. 
 
    “Fifteen hundred versus a thousand is not that much and you get a bigger cut. Financially,” Charlotte ventured, “it’s very sensible.” 
 
    The image of the hypothetical boy opposite the octopod played in his mind. For that kid, the fifteen hundred would have been too much. He knew plenty of people who would struggle to justify that level of investment. Rupa, Graham, and Dave would benefit from the technique. Even Lucas could use it, now that Adrian thought about it, purely for the boost to healing. Adrian doubted they would all splurge for a fifteen-hundred-energy technique. 
 
    “Go with the cheap price.” 
 
    Charlotte made a little noise beside him. There was a slight pause while Charlize processed what he had said. 
 
    “That strategy might actually work.” There was respect in the crab’s voice. “Flood the market with affordable products, generate some word-of-mouth, and then drive up the price later. Brilliant. I knew you would strategize for the long term, but have you worked out the trigger levels? Do you need any extra reporting?” She clicked happily. “This is so exciting. But don’t get ahead of yourself. It’ll be months before sales come through in volume.” 
 
    She rummaged around in her drawers and brought out an extra-large stone. 
 
    “Contract stone,” she said in a singsong voice. “In the event of your death, do you have a beneficiary to pass control of the product to?” 
 
    “Emily and then the kids.” He felt foolish saying it when he did not know for sure if they were still alive, though he was pretty confident. 
 
    Charlize made some notes and slipped the large stone back into the drawer. “For the creator, we can make personal memory stones at a discount. Cost is five hundred each. Do you want any now?” She lowered her voice. “You can buy them cheaper and sell them to everyone you meet. Nine hundred fifty energy each and you get four hundred and fifty profit. You’re the good guy because you’re undercutting the store.” 
 
    Adrian smiled and stifled his reply. Charlize was certainly entrepreneurial. He was tempted to just buy two for his team and ignore the rest of the town, as there was no way to charge people. Charlotte and Steve would be the beneficiaries. He got the impression that Susie was loath to train physical attributes, and Jules was allergic to Agility given her class buffs. 
 
    “Ten. Do I receive a bulk purchase discount?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice carried amused warmth from an otherwise expressionless crab face. 
 
    Quietly annoyed, he bought ten memory stones with some of Raj’s energy. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Yes.” He then spent ten minutes haggling with the crab to get his Strength-reduction jewellery. 
 
    Charlize had known about the training benefits. That was good, but the levels were bad. His dreams of having unlimited Agility were once more in tatters. The training benefit only took effect if the user’s Agility was between twenty-five and fifty percent below the population average. For the method to work, he needed to be below eight in standard attribute terms and preferably five to yield the biggest increase. The jewellery was not the panacea that he was hoping for. Collectively, they would only reduce Strength by eight, which was more than enough for the initial training, but when his attributes rose to about sixteen, they would become useless. 
 
    The jewellery clicked in his hands. Not that bad. It would propel him back into the Olympic-level ranks. 
 
    Damn the system. 
 
    Adrian paused to let the interface respond. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I guess I shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    Emotions did not even stir. 
 
    Are you mad at me? 
 
    There was a grumpy feeling in response. Adrian tried to work out which of his actions was responsible. 
 
    You think I should have set the price higher? 
 
    The grumpiness bubbled up. 
 
    Was I not grateful enough? 
 
    There was a slight change in the emotion’s tone. There was Adrian’s answer: the interface was, in fact, annoyed about his lack of gratitude for the meditation technique. No point worrying about it. Time would smooth over the ruffled feathers better than empty platitudes. 
 
    With the negotiations completed, he thanked Charlize and turned to leave. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that,” Charlotte blurted as they left. 
 
    Adrian shrugged. “It felt right.” 
 
    “It was incredibly generous.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a moment. 
 
    “She was a real piece of work. Are you always so polite with them?” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered and then waited until they were well out of earshot. “Being nice gets you much better deals when bartering.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Charlotte’s route was not what Adrian expected. Instead of heading out of the barricaded area towards Elma’s family home, she led them deeper inwards. The town had done an amazing job of turning the place around. There was still an apocalyptic feel to everything, but that was understandable; they lacked the heavy machinery needed to move the crashed, burnt-out cars. Despite that, the area was clean and every building was patched up and showed signs of life inside. It was in better shape than the outer part of town that Adrian was familiar with. 
 
    The town would be vacated tomorrow. It was sad to think that all this hard work would be abandoned in the morning because of some arseholes. Yet it was hardly the first time that had happened in human history. There had always been an ugly side to progress—crusades and wars and such. Adrian was just glad that, except for this one family in Albury, most of his countrymen had held onto true-blue Australian values. Mateship, friendship and giving everyone a hand. It was humbling. 
 
    “Here,” Charlotte said, gesturing at a large building that at one point had served as the green grocers and general store for the town. It had been a brief walk from one side of the barricaded area to the other. 
 
    “Wait,” Adrian ordered just as she was about to open the door. He handed her the memory stone. “Give it a go.” 
 
    With a shrug, she activated it. The glow lasted two seconds at most. “That’s great,” she chirped. “Wow, Agility bonus, magic improvements . . . it even gave me a bonus point to Strength for finding a master-level meditation suitable for my class.” 
 
    “Spectacular,” he said with what he hoped was a natural-looking grin while trying desperately not to show jealousy. She received an entire attribute point as a reward just for learning! It was unbelievable. He had earned scarcely more than that—a net 1.3 standard points—for creating the technique! Though if he was being honest, a twenty percent boost to magic was not to be underestimated. 
 
    Stupid random rules. At times like these, it felt like some devs or crazy writers rolled dice instead of designing a logical system. Officially, there was an evolutionary scheme with drivers so complex that illogical quirks seemed to be embedded, but he knew they served a real purpose. Theoretically, at least. 
 
    There was a huge upside to these stones. 
 
    If everyone who purchased the technique also received a free attribute, it would help make humanity stronger. Proper adventurers would not blink to spend a thousand for an immediate one-time boost to Agility once word got around. 
 
    The technicalities of point distribution were not important. All that mattered was that it was for the greater good. If thousands of people became suddenly stronger, that was something to celebrate and not whine about like a little baby. 
 
    “Do you have one for everyone?” Charlotte asked politely. She had listened to the negotiations with the trader, so he suspected she already knew the answer. 
 
    “I have nine more. One for Steve. Given her build, Jules wouldn’t want it, but Susie might be interested—but maybe not. That leaves seven for the rest of the town, and I guess they should go to whoever they suit best. Especially if a stone gives an attribute point to those whose class it matches, it’ll be worthwhile getting them into the right hands.” 
 
    The door cracked open and Steve stood in the doorway. “What is for me?” 
 
    Adrian tossed the stone. Steve caught it, took one second to recognise it, and then activated it. No questions, just an acceptance that it would suit him. That showed a lot of trust; learning capacity was surprisingly low once someone started earning large amounts of energy. 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. Then a quick look of acknowledgement. “Come in.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Thanks?” There was a question in Steve’s voice as if to say, “What do you want me to do? Break into a musical number to sing your praises?” 
 
    Charlotte broke the moment by pushing past Steve and snarling at him. Maybe there was some history there. It was possible, as Steve demonstrated the skillset of making quick enemies. 
 
    They followed. 
 
    The common area was split between two separate war-planning parties. One with a gigantic map of Albury, ringed by Adrian’s friends and presumably locals with either recent or in-depth geographical knowledge. The second team surrounded a regional map that showed the road stretching to Wagga. It was littered with handwritten notes. 
 
    “Are you sure there’s nothing we need to know about the Rock?” Elma yelled. 
 
    “Nothing,” Susie called back with a hint of frustration. Why they were so close together became clear. 
 
    Adrian’s concerned look turned to Jules, and he was surprised to see her face was magazine-cover perfect. If he did not know that she had been bawling her eyes out for almost twenty-four hours, he would have had no idea. Her troll regeneration clearly meant that she would never suffer from puffy red eyes. He wondered if his own lesser skill gave him similar immunity. 
 
    She saw him and waved him over tiredly. Regeneration apparently did not completely compensate for a lack of sleep. 
 
    “Finally,” she said with mock annoyance. “We can start working out how to do this.” 
 
    “To kill them?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “All seven,” Jules confirmed. 
 
    “They’re too strong for us to fight head-on,” he said, taking a seat on the offered stool. 
 
    “That’s not very encouraging,” Susie complained. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Adrian disagreed. “If the fight was fairer, we might be tempted to go for a pitched battle. Because that’s impossible, it means we need to work out how to come at them sideways.” Then he smiled, releasing some of his fury surrounding Kozzie’s death. He knew it would make him look blood-thirsty. Not that he cared. “My Champion of Humanity badge gives us an information advantage. I’m sure we can use it to set traps for them.” 
 
    Pathway of Intelligence 100% (+1%) 
 
    Yes! 
 
    The changes started flowing through immediately, but it was nowhere near as dramatic as he had feared. It felt like his brain was slightly sharper and his eyesight had improved subtly. Beyond that, there was nothing. 
 
    The trap plan would work, but with the pathway finished, there would be no more using it to confirm his fifty-fifty hypotheses. It was nice having a little voice tell him when he was right. Part of him wanted to dive into finding out just how substantial the boosts were, but he had company and they already waited for him to finish with Charlize. 
 
    “What does the badge tell you?” Susie’s voice brought him back to reality. 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, still wanting to check the exact bonuses that the pathway completed. He hoped that his aptitude was higher than average so he would get even more than promised. Everyone stared at him, so he shelved the impatience. Finding out right this instant would not change anything. But . . . 
 
    They were all looking at him and waiting for him to respond. Given the number of chocolate wrappers scattered on the ground, they had been at it for some time. A small part of him regretted the meditation practice and negotiations with Charlize. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” he whispered, still a little in shock at the pathway completing. 
 
    He wrestled with how to approach it. The badge was tricky, and he could remember the previous unpleasant rush. Maybe it was the path was complete, but this time, when he touched the section of knowledge associated with the badge, there was no uncontrollable flood. Instead, only the subtleties of the information were made apparent to him. 
 
    “The badge tells a lot,” he summarised to the listeners. Which parts should he tell them? He tried to determine which to share and which bits to hold back. “It has everything that someone on our side against the Junta has observed. Anything they’ve seen, heard, or smelt.” 
 
    “Not tasted or felt?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Those two . . . I guess with magic we can add them on.” 
 
    She grinned, appreciating the banter.  
 
    Jules whistled. 
 
    “Only pertinent information,” Adrian warned them. Internally, he suspected the interface and badge would grant extraordinary leeway in what was deemed pertinent. 
 
    “Everything they’ve observed?” Susie queried. 
 
    That made him think a little harder. “The best way to describe it is if you saw someone put a blue gem into their bag. When I query the badge, I get the shade of the jewel, the cut, the magic density and maybe even some details from the identification that you engaged but never finished before the gem disappeared. All of that is available to the badge, and that gets combined with the general catalogue of all blues gems in existence. So even if the only person who saw it only remembered seeing some blue gem, the badge could tell me that it was in fact a water purification crystal.” 
 
    “That is powerful.” 
 
    “Very,” he agreed readily. “We might end up knowing more about what they’re wearing and their magical defences than they know themselves. Once we have an identification, the traders provide all the details. Including hidden knowledge like weaknesses and flaws.” 
 
    There were more gasps. 
 
    “That’s pretty amazing.” 
 
    “With the same ability, you know how you can all sense the location.” Adrian pointed in the two directions where their targets were. “The badge supplements. I have a virtual map that has their exact positions. Even if they go out of sight of any friendlies, the badge still triangulates the approximate position of the targets using all of us who have the quest. Everything it can find—lines of sight of those in the area, floor plans of a building, even subtle things like shadows—that would all come into play. While I might not know their specific chair at the dining table, I’m pretty sure it will tell me the right room.” 
 
    “How do we activate all this?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian opened the tap of information slightly, creating a filter to get a sense of resources and strengths of everyone they were targeting. 
 
    “Hmm, it won’t tell me anything about Adhava,” he told them, relaying the information as it appeared. “But she’s the boss, so I assume she’s going to be the strongest. As for the others, in terms of both personal strength and the power of their followers, Raj was the equal weakness along with Joshua, though he seems to be catching the others.” 
 
    “Raj was the weak link?” Jules asked flatly. 
 
    “Yep,” Adrian confirmed. Jules slumped slightly. They had beat him, but it had been a tough fight. 
 
    “That’s not good,” she muttered. 
 
    He opened the tap a little more. 
 
    “They have weaknesses that can be exploited. Panayiota and McDermott’s have some form of kinky business going on. Basically, it’s a love triangle with Panayiota, her husband Tony, and Bruce, her brother-in-law. Panayiota is married to Tony but secretly loves Bruce. It is all screwed up. There’s a lot of tension there. Eleni has always been a druggy, so I think we can design something around that. Then there’s Yosuf. A daredevil that in the Alpha world has morphed into monster trophy-hunting. He is a bit of a coward—he has his men do all the work and then he makes the final blow and claims the trophy. That gives us plenty of opportunities to get him separated from siblings.” 
 
    “What’s our plan?” Jules asked impatiently. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Isolate, divide, then conquer,” Charlotte said fiercely. “Use guerrilla tactics and diversions. If we’re the minnows, then we need to fight like it.” 
 
    “Yosuf is the easiest one,” Adrian said finally, mirroring Charlotte’s intense focus. “The others are all in Albury proper or the immediate surrounds. Yosuf, though, is currently southwest of us and northwest of Albury.” Adrian paused as he let the interface sort through the flood of memories. It might be annoyed at him for the gratitude thing, but at least it was still doing its job. “They’re on a hunt. They just arrived at . . .” Adrian stopped speaking for a moment, blanching at images that reminded him of the horrific scene he and Jules witnessed when he first saw them, brutalising the locals. “Settling in,” he finished, feeling a little nauseous. He was not sharing further details. “They’re chasing down two rumours. One is a rust bear—harmless as far as Alpha creatures go. The second . . .” He burst out laughing as the interface pieced together the data. “A winged terror that they believe is a griffin.” Adrian made air quotes around the word griffin. Everyone but Steve was looking at him quizzically. “It’s not a griffin. It’s a lesser chiracana.” 
 
    Lesser Chiracana 
 
    True to its name, the Lesser Chiracana is less dangerous than its cousins. However, they are the more common subspecies in Alpha events. They have lost direct control of magic but have replaced it with two innate aura effects. One is a paralytic fear that entraps its prey, and the second increases the chance of magic miscasting and/or reflecting onto its caster. Lesser Chiracanas are exceedingly territorial. 
 
    The animal utilises its wings for gliding and is extremely mobile. Depending on age, a Lesser Chiracana is classed as between a level 30 and 40 threat. 
 
    Level 30 threats should only be matched by teams of five at an equivalent level. 
 
    “That thing is nasty,” Steve said, clearly looking at the same information from regional knowledge. 
 
    “This one is stronger than normal,” Adrian told them. 
 
    “For those of us who don’t have a download of alien knowledge, what does that mean?” Jules asked in frustration. 
 
    “The ‘griffin’ might defeat Yosuf’s group by itself.” 
 
    “The recommended level is a team above forty. Yosuf’s teams are all close to mid-twenties.” 
 
    How are they so high? 
 
    The interface said nothing, and Adrian kept coming back to the pesky question of how so many of their chosen fighters were so strong. His team had been slaving away, fighting stronger and stronger opponents, and they were seven levels behind them. It was like they had their own mana storm to throw them into. 
 
    Mana storm? 
 
    More silence. 
 
    “What, so we just let the circadia deal with him?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Chiracana,” Adrian corrected distractedly. “Yes and no. Yosuf is too cautious. We need to force a mistake.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By pretending to be rival monster hunters.” Adrian grinned as the plan solidified in his mind. They would trick Yosuf, make him think the animal was harmless, and rush to kill both the enemy hunters and the chiracana as quickly as possible. 
 
    They spent a productive half an hour exploring the plan. There would be some acting involved. Charlotte and Steve had volunteered for that, but the thief stone seemed to call to Adrian like a siren. The interface seemed to agree. They needed this first step to go smoothly, and leaving something so important up to amateur actors would be foolish. Especially if the stone did what he expected it to. 
 
    Finally, they were done, and Charlotte led them to a nearby house. “This was our place,” she said simply. “There’s enough room for you all.” 
 
    Adrian found himself sharing a small room with Steve, who immediately produced his camping bed. With a shrug, Adrian took the free-standing kids’ bed. It was not quite long enough, but it was better than the floor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Lying there in the twin bed, Adrian’s mind raced. It was time to check his statistics and for once, he could not even guess where they were going to land, because of the pathway of intelligence. 
 
    Attribute Changes 
 
    Strength --- 1.06 --- Decreased 0.9 from Meditation Reward --- Population - 1.07 (+.01) 
 
    Agility --- now 1.43 (+.1 item) --- Increased 0.22 from Meditation Reward --- Population - 1.22 
 
    Perception --- now 1.60 (+.1 item) --- Increased by 0.31 from Intelligence Pathway --- Population - 1.08 (.02) 
 
    Intelligence --- 2.19 --- Increased by 0.80 from Intelligence Pathway --- 1.08 (.01) 
 
    Mana Control --- now 3.17 --- Increased by 0.24 from Intelligence Pathway --- Population - 1.15 (.03) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 2.23 (0.5 item) ---- Increased 0.25 from Intelligence Pathway --- Population - 1.15 (+.04) 
 
    Pathway Skill Progression 
 
    Pathway of Poison Resistance – 52% (+33%) 
 
      
 
    Adrian knew he should not be disappointed, but he sort of was. Yes, every single category had met the promised pathway returns, and he had received the equivalent of two extra attribute points, seventeen instead of the advertised fifteen in standard terminology, a little bit extra across the magic aligned attributes. Yet, he had been secretly hoping for much more: one extra Intelligence and another spread over mana and Mana Control. A small bonus was still a bonus, so he should be happy. In theory. Earning two extra attributes points would make most people ecstatic. He had just gotten more powerful and grown his capacity to absorb more information. 
 
    It was time to use that expanded Intelligence capability. The master stone of the thief was smooth in his hand. He had carried it since collecting the Bird chest, and now it was critical. A skillset that he had never wanted, but circumstances were leaving him with no choice. The interface had assured him that this was the best pathway forward, even if it would only help them misdirect Yosuf for one step of the plan. 
 
    The stone felt warm in his hand. If his targets were human, then this was the weapon to use. Still, he hesitated. Consuming the stone would make a dent in his learning reserve. Opportunity cost was real, and with fifty thousand energy, Adrian was sure there was knowledge out there that could be just as helpful for a similar price. He could probably purchase expert healing, which would not be enough to heal Susie’s missing fingers, but it would provide a sufficient base for his next upgrade. He would not mind working towards some offensive abilities like lightning. 
 
    Should I? 
 
    Still nothing, but there was no point asking. Jaracol would have told him outright if there was a better option. Extra destructive abilities were always welcomed, but there was no doubting that this stone would help them get through Albury. 
 
    Adrian turned the stone over in his hand absently. This was something that he had to do. 
 
    Memory Stone of Thief Mastery 
 
    Teaches sleight of hand, magical pickpocketing, acting, physical and magical lock picking, inconspicuous movement in crowds, enhanced silent movement, incapacitation techniques, misdirection, information gathering, and permanent improvements to Agility and Perception. 
 
    Advances in Agility and Perception. Those attribute improvements were disappointing, given his new meditation technique. It would be a shame if he got the master technique and then suddenly could not use it because his Agility was too high. Ironic and incredibly annoying. 
 
    A sense of panic emanated from the interface, and the stone in his hand felt hot. “This is better,” Jaracol’s voice echoed in his head. 
 
    Memory Stone of Thief Mastery 
 
    Teaches sleight of hand, magical pickpocketing, physical and magical lock picking, inconspicuous movement in crowds, enhanced silent movement, incapacitation techniques, misdirection, information gathering, and permanent improvements to agility and Perception. 
 
    Did I just lose stuff? 
 
    The interface stirred and then seemed to change its mind and fell back into silence. 
 
    It was a stupid question, Adrian realised readily enough. There was no way the interface would sacrifice an advantage. There would be no value lost in the shift that had just occurred; he was sure of that. Of course, there was an outside chance that he would still get Agility, but most likely, Jaracol was being upfront with him. There would be extra perception gained, and he was guessing the order of potential, even ten standard points. 
 
    It was a pity that the stone only granted Perception. Out of all the attributes, it was the one that he used the least. There were probably no hidden traps on this mission, which rendered the extra Perception almost useless. 
 
    Disbelief radiated from the interface, followed by annoyance. 
 
    The image swept him up, a series of memories. First, he was staring at the imps . . . for hours. Adrian suppressed a chuckle. Then learning Flame Sprout, then fighting possums, then reviewing the helpful little details he had picked up during that chaotic time. Things like identifying the genuine threat of the intelligence one, and then fighting Raj and Adrian’s research on how to unravel his skills. 
 
    He was still trapped in the vision, and he allowed the laughter to burst out. “Tricked,” he gasped. 
 
    He had tricked the interface perfectly. 
 
    Of course Perception was very important, particularly as his build was shaping up. Most crucially, it fuelled the ability to extract information. Not to mention the hours he used it as a crutch to mitigate his Agility lapses. The dreamy image that was zooming in on Raj froze. He did not want to be looking up the man’s hairy nostrils, but short of abruptly shattering the image, there was not much that he could do. There was a dangerous stillness from the interface, and then the illusion dissolved away. 
 
    “Well done,” he heard Jaracol’s voice say as the unsightly nose faded to nothing. 
 
    Smiling gleefully in bed, Adrian once more turned the new stone over. It looked physically different. There were more blue lines across it. 
 
    Got you good. 
 
    There was no response to the teasing. Enough fun. It was time to use the stone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Adrian raised the stone tentatively to his head and concentrated on absorbing the memory. 
 
    The interaction was unique. Completely different from the Bird core, any of the books he had consumed, or even what the interface had taught him during levels-up. The best way to describe what was happening was that it was smooth. Memories shifted into his past. There was nothing personal in them, just training and on-the-job experience. There were accomplices, hundreds of them. Faceless and nameless figures in his memories. They were people who floated in and out to help with certain jobs. Adrian could remember employing them. Unique class skills that could be exploited to get around security systems, crafters who could make skeleton keys, architects who could be pressed to give up floorplans. 
 
    Then the stone hummed down, and it was over. For a minute, Adrian sat in bed wondering if he had actually learnt anything. There was no sense of accomplishment, no lay-of-hand skill that he could just trigger, no itch to go learn skills. Instead, there was a dull echo of memories. After all that stress, was his stone a dud? 
 
    That thought was crazy. It was loot from the system. This was not something from the plant that might be tainted; this would not have flaws and in theory, should be better or at least as good as trader-purchased. 
 
    Yet. What had he learned from it? 
 
    Help? 
 
    He sat there, eyes open, more than a little confused. It was a thief stone, so it should give him the skills to break into a house. How would he go about breaking into Elma’s place? Adrian recalled details of the house that he had not realised he had absorbed. Modern locks on the door, including a deadbolt, but the windows were the type with a simple latch. The lounge room clasp was broken. Techniques to get through either the window or doors occurred to him. Both physical and magical approaches. Sometimes there were spells in place to sense magic, so physical was always preferable. Not that Elma’s house had that level of protection. 
 
    Well, that was more powerful than he had expected. Indeed, now that he thought about it, Adrian could remember picking locks and breaking into hundreds of houses. It was an interesting mechanism. If he wanted to do a related activity, the memories would become available to help guide him. It was sort of like hearing an old favourite song; it was only when it started that he remembered every single word. With this skill, he would only consciously recall the embedded memories when utilising them. 
 
    Instead of pondering the skill further, he recentred his focus on the deception they had planned for tomorrow. Memories of his past activities rushed him. The need for flexibility in their plans, multiple pivot points, and cover stories. At the craft level, how to magically alter his facial shape, take on a limp, appear ancient. It felt like an old coat he could slip on that still fit perfectly. Amazing. 
 
    Just to confirm the flexibility, he imagined picking a keyhole. Lockpicks, skeleton keys, rusted tools. A set of practice locks sourced from a fence, the last of which had taken a week of attempts before he could click it open. 
 
    Adrian knew he did not have any lockpicks on him. How would he pick one without tools? He recalled when he had first learned telekinesis for exactly this problem. That was new. Telekinesis had not even been mentioned in the summary of the skills that he would get. 
 
    He felt the energy in him channelled through the force. It was not simple. It was properly, painfully acquired knowledge learnt over years of a life that he had never lived. That meant that it was an ability that he could adjust in any ways that he desired. With a flex of his mind, the used memory stone floated and then danced in the air. Adrian practiced for a moment, moving it faster. The acceleration was disappointing. The skill was useful, and he was sure it could be developed, but for now, it lacked power and fine motor control. The skill was nowhere near strong enough to be a weapon. Yet. It would take practice. 
 
    A fun tool for future me, then. 
 
    As he drifted off to sleep, Adrian explored what else he could do. Pickpocketing was still a good option. He could also manipulate sound to muffle his steps or mimic a cracking stick twenty metres away to draw attention. The memories contained myriad methods of misdirection. Another project for the future. 
 
    In the morning when he woke up, he relished the calm. No monsters to fight off, no rush to get anywhere. With a mental flick, he moved the dead memory stone. It reacted exactly as expected. At some point, he might have some fun with this. It had so much potential, even as minor as helping him drink potions when his hands were occupied. There would be no fumbling. It was an extra set of hands if he could learn to finesse it. 
 
    Alchemy! 
 
    The extra control would let him control hot and cold objects. Waste would decrease and efficiency would skyrocket. There were even recipes that previously required expert alchemy sets that he could now do with just basic vials, his heat tricks, and this new skill. 
 
    He really should have purchased this earlier. Or not. He never had the surplus of energy or information-absorbing capability before. 
 
    Before getting up, he thought about the quest again. Yosuf had not changed his plans. They could do what they had discussed. In fact, it would work so much better than when they hatched it, as Adrian, with his years of practice, could easily fool the right people. 
 
    Years of practice. 
 
    It felt that way, but he knew those days had never actually occurred. 
 
    The others could stay out of town and he could take on the persona of a monster hunter. A loud-mouthed braggart that would go into Walla Walla and spread the excitement about the griffin hunt. Yosuf would return to hear about it and come charging after them. 
 
    There was one last thing to do before starting the day. Adrian checked the change to his statistics. 
 
    Perception --- now 2.40 (+.1 item) --- Increased by 0.8 by Master Thief Memory Stone --- Population - 1.08 
 
    That one was not a surprise, but the growth of the skill in the last two days was incredible. He wondered how much of it would be obvious versus invisible. Usually, he would expect to notice the massive difference, but the thief stone worked against him because all those years of practice had occurred at these elevated levels. What was undoubtably new in reality would likely end up feeling normal because of those false memories. 
 
    Adrian shook his head. It was not worth thinking about. 
 
    Telekinesis 
 
    The ability to manipulate small objects remotely. Range: twenty metres. 
 
    Face Sculptor 
 
    Alter your own face and voice to desired target. 
 
    Body Illusionist 
 
    Wrap yourself in an illusion to change appearance of clothes, features, and weight. 
 
    Crowd Anonymity 
 
    Utilise psychic ability to blend into a crowd. This skill lets others perceive you as you please and reduces the chance of detection. 
 
    Sound Manipulation 
 
    Expert mastery of sound waves allowing the user to dampen any noise originating with five metres or create noise up to thirty metres away. 
 
    Magic Trap Identification / Disarmament 
 
    Master-level trap avoidance and disarming. 
 
    Sensory Tripwire 
 
    Allows the creation of master-level sensory tripwires. This is a passive warding system which will alert you if anyone is encroaching on your territory. 
 
    Adrian was sure the Perception would come in handy, but it was the new skills that sent a thrill through him. There was so much more there than he expected, and they were all so useful. The sensory tripwire would identify if anyone was following him without them being able to tell. Unless they had grandmaster trap identification and disarmament, which was nearly impossible. 
 
    The crowd anonymity was also flexible. Ambusher skills pushed eyes away. This skill was different: if he was pretending to be a plumber, it would make everyone looking at him see him as a plumber. Against diligent guards, this was more powerful than merely pushing eyes away. They would see a plumber going to a job and cluelessly let him through. Even if the manipulation failed, they would still see the plumber, which was a hell of a lot better than a failed Ambusher’s Fade, in which they would see someone sneaking around. 
 
    Adrian smiled. Part of him still wished the stone had taught him destructive magic, like Mark. May the man rest in peace. He wished he could stand there and unleash lightning on all his enemies, but the logic of the interface’s manipulation was clear. If he was fighting a covert urban war, this was the skillset that would make a difference. Lightning, while flashy, would fail.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Steve was stirring on the floor next to him, so Adrian left to the room to get ready with the others. It was early and no one was in any rush. The same could not be said for the rest of the town. 
 
    Outside, there was a hive of activity even as the kids were preparing to travel. There were many survivors and enough fighters that the walk to Uranquinty would not be too dangerous, but it would probably take all day because of the elderly and children. With phenomenal efficiency, the town’s citizens were heading north ninety minutes after dawn. 
 
    They knew with that many people they would travel slowly, and even though they were well equipped for the four-hour walk, it would take longer. 
 
    Eight in the morning with the chill of night unabated, Adrian and his mates watched them leave. 
 
    “It’s the right decision,” Susie said. “The sooner they get to Wagga, the safer everyone will be. Wagga could use the extra sets of hands in case something like a troll tribe threatens them. Or shintopurs.” 
 
    If anyone from Albury visited, they would find a ghost town. The only way for anyone to find them would be with a tracker, which hopefully was unlikely. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jules said suddenly. “I think watching this is depressing.” 
 
    “I find it inspiring,” Charlotte injected. “The sheer strength to just get up and go.” 
 
    Susie disagreed. “The fear.” 
 
    “Come on,” Jules said in frustration. “It reminds me too much.” Then Jules shook her head as if to shake away terrible memories. “Let’s go. The sooner we get to Walla Walla, the more time we’ll have to plan the trap, and if we’re already there, we can adjust to any last-minute changes on Yosuf’s side.” 
 
    The badge cheated. That was the only way to explain it. Adrian’s interface or the system had decided that getting to Walla Walla was part of the quest, so he could see all the information gathered by anyone on the route since the Alpha event. Given the detail, there had been a fair bit of foot traffic by those who disapproved of the Junta, and while they may not have understood everything they saw, the intelligence behind the badge could certainly piece it together. 
 
    All the major threats on the route were neatly marked out, or at least the ones other people noticed. There were different views that showed the frequency of observations. Some sections had a high level of certainty assigned while other areas were entirely shaded on the map, having never been explored. 
 
    A rather circuitous course was presented to him. It was not how he would have planned the trip based on pre-Alpha maps, but the badge had more information and told them which areas needed to be avoided. 
 
    One area that looked like farmland on the map was full of territorial hippos. 
 
    Territorial Hippos 
 
    A large herbivore characterised by both its fighting strength and territorial boundaries. When its space is encroached, it will bellow twice. At which point, if the intruder freezes or retreats directly away from the animal, the Hippo will ignore them. Immediate retreat is recommended. If caught between multiple Hippos, stay still until they move away. 
 
    The image that went with the regional knowledge could be summarised as like a hippo, only fatter. Adrian felt that the mention of fighting strength was slightly misleading. They were terrifying beasts and would almost certainly wipe their party if someone was stupid enough to aggro even one. Beyond that, they usually moved in small nuclear families, so any interaction meant having to freeze to avoid aggravating them. That could cause a devastating delay. 
 
    The second area to skip was infested with an Alpha-equivalent of fire ants. 
 
    Dark Swarming Ants 
 
    Voracious eaters, these ants are weak yet individually deliver dark damage with every bite. They can quickly overpower sapients with hundreds of bites. 
 
    They were of the class of animals to avoid unless the plan was to eradicate them. Like the eggercough slugs, there were no good strategies presented, but Adrian could see lots of methods that would utilise dark resistance potions. There were also anticides that a determined group could use to make a big, quick impact on their numbers. The badge even cheated, showing him how such an anticide could be made with local herbs. Adrian dutifully stored the information in his memory. They were not taking that route now, but he could hand off the mixture to Albury after they left. 
 
    I wonder what else I can get from the badge. 
 
    The interface growled. 
 
    Given the meandering route, the three-hour walk would take at least four, but at least it was unlikely that they would run into any stupid surprises that would delay them. 
 
    While walking, Adrian reviewed exactly what they were doing. The ethical considerations weighed on him. The crux of the plan, no matter how much mental gymnastics he performed to justify it, was to lure a group of twenty men to their deaths. 
 
    Did that count as premeditated murder? 
 
    Probably. 
 
    Definitely premeditated murder under Australian law. Not that law existed anymore. Society was different. There were new rules at play. If they won, they were heroes. If they lost, well, the Junta hardly had the moral authority to judge them. If he was dead, then did he really care what was written about him? 
 
    Adrian wondered what the others were thinking. Jules was walking, looking furious, probably because her boyfriend had just been killed. Understandable. Susie supported Jules, and that was the main reason she would not have an outspoken opinion on the murder issue. As a healer outside the fight itself, it was easy to agree when you would not have to execute the plan. She would not be plunging her spear into human flesh and ending lives. Of the others, Steve was still the hero. A proper, humble hero, a man who would do what was right to honour the memory of the wife that he lost on the first day. He was also just that sort of ethical person. 
 
    Then there were the two new members, including Charlotte. When he looked at her, she caught his eye and smiled brightly. He glanced away hurriedly so she would not catch him staring. She had an interesting personality, so intense and focused, yet at other times playful. She had similar motivation to Jules, but Adrian suspected that her brand of revenge was on behalf of the broader population, not just a single loved one. 
 
    Finally, there was Jamal. On the way to bed, both Susie and Steve had waylaid Adrian to convince him to accept Jamal onto the team. In the end, the man’s abilities had won the case for him. Having an additional scout was alluring. Especially after their shintopur experience and with their new long-range communication, they could coordinate properly. Two scouts and instant communication were a bonus. The cost of forty thousand energy had shocked Adrian, but Steve was adamant and had done the research to select the best options. Bye-bye, Raj windfall. Given that Jaracol had told him that he should spend it on himself, he felt guilty about the purchase. 
 
    This war they were starting was not about head-to-head battles. Instead, they would win or lose based on their ability to sneak behind enemy lines and do the damage covertly, either physically or psychologically. Communication and scouting were critical for that. So Adrian was broke again, and the mysterious old man named Jamal was part of their group. 
 
    The stealth necklace that Kozzie had in his bag of holding was going to be vital for their plans. Both now with Yosuf and later when they were ready to sneak into Albury proper. 
 
    Why the dersbrawk had granted them this item was a mystery. The interface had been sloppy. The plant could not have known about Albury, yet it had given them an object that was beyond useful for this specific mission. Maybe the plant had lucked out with this gift or, more alarmingly, it had known they would end up here. That terrified him. Was the butcher’s healing going to be as important? Were they going to end up using it and growing claws? Was the trip to Melbourne that perilous? 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts.” 
 
    His mind snapped back to the present. Charlotte had moved to walk next to him. 
 
    “Just thinking about what we’re about to do.” 
 
    “They are monsters and have to be stopped,” she retorted instantly, “and there is only one way to stop them.” 
 
    Yes. But you have never had someone’s life blood running down your spear. 
 
    “I have the same self-doubts,” Charlotte continued softly. “I think we all do. Are we strong enough? Can we really free sixty thousand people from slavery? How can a little, ordinary person like me make a difference? On what planet am I a hero?” 
 
    They were not his main issues, but they were concerns he shared. He wanted to ask her about her take on the morality of their plan but was not sure how to phrase it. 
 
    “We are absolutely good enough,” Jules declared loudly, pausing her walk to let them catch up to her. 
 
    Suddenly, Adrian walked between two unabashedly beautiful young women. If he was a twenty-year-old, he probably would have been blushing, but as it was, his focus kept drifting to the quest. Struggling to find the words. 
 
    “It’s going to be hard,” Charlotte said, “but we luckily have the hero of Wagga.” She playfully punched him on the arm. 
 
    “I defeated Raj’s team almost by myself. No planning, no strategy, just blind rage. With time to plan and the rest of you helping, I guarantee this quest will be easy peasy.” Jules said. 
 
    Charlotte audibly groaned. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “You’re jinxing us,” Adrian groaned almost simultaneously with her. 
 
    “What?” Jules asked. 
 
    “It’s tempting fate, is what it is,” Charlotte told her. 
 
    Jules’s face went red. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she stammered. “But we absolutely are going to be successful and it will be . . .” She stopped. Charlotte was glaring at her. “Extremely difficult,” she said very slowly, and they all chuckled. 
 
    In front of them, Steve seized up and fell over like a log. His mouth was frothing. Almost instantly, Susie was by his side flowing healing magic into him to heal the wounds caused by the fall. Blood specks joined the froth on his lips, turning it pink, and his muscles were perfectly rigid. Like the last time, his hands were the only moving parts, accompanied by the strange, painful keening noise. 
 
    He jerked once, a massive shudder running through his body, and then he sat up, spitting out both blood and froth. He was panting and his eyes were wild, but this time he bit back the swear words. Susie was mothering him, holding him close. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Slowly, Steve’s breathing evened out. 
 
    “I hate that,” he grunted. “I think it’s a curse. Not a gift.” 
 
    “Was it the same?” 
 
    “Always,” Steve answered. “Everything from before and the extra on the end.” 
 
    That meant Steve was reliving the vision of his wife dying. 
 
    “What was the extra bit?” 
 
    Steve’s eyes unfocused. “Profit,” he said, pushing cautiously to his feet. “There is a weakened freshwater might wyrm nearby.” 
 
    Freshwater Might Wyrm 
 
    A fearsome predator of large waterways and lakes. Up to four hundred metres long and combines immense speed with prodigious strength. Its major attack is its bite, but it can also coil itself around prey like a boa constrictor or whip its tail to deliver blunt force damage. It has near immunity to magic and a limited arsenal of magical attacks. 
 
    That did not sound like profit to Adrian. The image he had was closer to a snake than a dragon. There was also a brief memory of one attacking an armed camp. The warriors there were all above level forty, and the wyrm rampaged through them like a bowling ball through pins. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem like profit,” he muttered. 
 
    “It’s starving and weak,” Steve said simply. “It’s completely dehydrated, so it’ll be susceptible to flames.” 
 
    “How does an aquatic animal get dehydrated?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “It’s mostly out of the water now.” 
 
    “Wait, what are we talking about?” Jules demanded. 
 
    “A monster like the Bird,” Adrian answered her grimly. “Only a hundred times its size.” 
 
    “A nearly dead Bird,” Steve countered. “Significant experience and a loot chest.” 
 
    “If it’s almost dead,” Charlotte asked, “why would we get either?” 
 
    “I’m not sure about experience,” Adrian admitted, “but loot chests were created during the Alpha event. If the wyrm was strong then, it would still have that higher level of reward associated with it, even if it’s dying now.” 
 
    Everyone with regional knowledge nodded in acknowledgment. 
 
    It sounded like exposure damage was the only cause of its weakness, but that might not be the whole story. Years in the office had taught Adrian to ask stupid questions just to be safe. “If it’s near death, shouldn’t we be worried about what attacked it?” 
 
    “Nope,” Steve said smugly. “Concerned about a suntan?” 
 
    That was a relief. “Is it dying because of the environmental exposure?” he asked on behalf of the group. 
 
    “Got dropped into a dam that was barely big enough to start with. Thrashed about initially and broke the walls. Then the water flooded out.” Steve was grinning. 
 
    “We can check it out,” Adrian finally said, having fully absorbed the limited information available from regional knowledge. “Just stay at least one hundred metres from the water. They rarely come out that far.” 
 
    Steve waved his hands. “The marker should be on your maps.” 
 
    Adrian checked, and sure enough, the X was there, less than a ten-minute walk away. They had not tried sharing information this way, but it made sense that they could. Curiously, he tried to take the amazingly thorough data from the badge and transfer it to everyone else. 
 
    An image of a man on a porch. He was old, with a crooked spine. Adrian saw through the eyes of a little kid laughing at the old man. The child had not noticed the bamboo stick clutched behind the man’s back. 
 
    “No!” Adrian yelled in the vision, trying to wrench himself free. His real body trembled slightly. If he pressed, Adrian knew he could shatter the dream. The interface was giving him a way out, but honestly, the bamboo hardly hurt and was only a tickle compared to the poison path. 
 
    There was no need to run from it. Adrian let himself experience the constructed imagery more fully. The level of detail was exquisite. The smell of smoke and the odour of the bag on the porch which he knew contained poo. He appreciated the fact that the paper was smouldering. The evidence on the old man’s foot of where he had stamped on it. The whole scene was arranged very well. The hidden bamboo stick appeared and flashed down. There was nothing Adrian could do. The image insisted he raise his hands to protect the face, which would expose the ribs. The bamboo lashed across his torso and broke the lanky boy’s skin. There was a slight twinge of pain that disappeared immediately, which told Adrian that the interface did not want to hurt him this time. In the vision, he promptly yawned and was ejected with an amused huff. 
 
    Apparently, transferring the map information was a failure. Badge data could not be shifted to multiple people at once. Curiously, he marked the area with territorial hippos, mentally tracing the border of their territories. He tried to push this small slice of information across. 
 
    An image of the same old man. Adrian studied the porch roof above him. There were spider webs. 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    Adrian could feel the strike directly on the knuckle. Curiously, he wished away his gauntlet and there was a small visible welt that quickly vanished as he watched. 
 
    The interface practically giggled with devious delight. 
 
    Hurting me is not fun. 
 
    A feeling of amused disagreement. 
 
    It’s not! 
 
    He stopped the thought as his interface started flashing. 
 
    Would you like to transfer map information to all party members? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Transferring. 
 
    “Hey, guys, I just transferred some map data. Did you get it?” 
 
    “Nice hippos.” 
 
    “Wow, you have messy mental writing.” 
 
    “So you got it?” 
 
    There were amused agreements. 
 
    You’re a pain, you know. 
 
    A sense of satisfaction. Just some innocent fun. We both know the bamboo stick did not really hurt and . . . 
 
    New ground rules. No hitting me for fun. 
 
    He got a mocking response, a salute with a crisp “Yes, sir.” It was so loud that he almost expected someone else to react, but of course, no one did. 
 
    “I wish I got a standard interface.” The words just spilled out, and Adrian regretted saying them immediately. 
 
    “What?” Jules asked. 
 
    The interface echoed the inquisitive feeling. 
 
    “Umm,” he muttered, trying to find the words to placate the sharp anger bubbling up from the interface. “Just a joke.” 
 
    Steve arched a single eyebrow at him. 
 
    I didn’t mean it. 
 
    The fury did not go away. Instead, it simply resettled somewhere less central in his mind. Not good. 
 
    “Earth to Adrian,” Jules said brightly. “Are you good?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    Sorry! 
 
    The apology was a hundred percent genuine; he had not meant to upset Jaracol, especially after the meditation technique. The words had just slipped out as jest in a moment of exhaustion. 
 
    Several more seconds passed as Steve and Jules continued to stare at him with concern. “Adrian,” Jules clicked her fingers in his face. 
 
    A deep breath and he focused on the map again. No point dwelling on it. The X that Steve had placed to indicate their target, the wyrm, was in a mysterious, blacked-out section. 
 
    “Wait,” Adrian called out as he reviewed the badge’s information. “Those trees contain vampire monkeys. They are vicious carnivores that suck the inherent healing out of you. They should not present a danger to a group as strong as ours, but they have kept any normal human hunters away. So, once we’re past these trees, we’re blind.” He consulted the handy map. “The vamps are in a two-hundred-metre-wide strip of bush. We can get through easily enough, but the moment we’re out we need to be ready to fight anything. We don’t know what’s waiting for us.” 
 
    And while Steve’s skill probably guaranteed that they could beat the wyrm, it did not ensure that they could reach it. They had to move carefully. 
 
    “Your new badge information is nice and shiny and all,” Jules said, “but all of us have spent a fair bit of time in wild bushlands, and it’s not that dangerous.” 
 
    Adrian nearly growled in frustration. He was not doing this to show off his toy. 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with being cautious,” Charlotte interjected. Jules rolled her eyes and scowled at Charlotte. The redhead turned away from the conversation. 
 
    “I agree,” Susie said. “Safety is important.” 
 
    “Of course you do, Mum,” Jules interrupted. “And it is important, but there’s a difference between briefing us and just showing off his shiny new thingy.” Jules poked her tongue out to show she was teasing. 
 
    “Adrian is right.” Steve did not need to say much to shut everyone up. 
 
    “If a wyrm was dropped, it means there was an intense mana storm,” Adrian explained. “Other powerful things may have manifested at the same time.” Steve nodded vigorously in agreement. “Let’s move quickly through the trees and battle stations until we’re sure the area is safe. Charlotte is the tank, Steve and I will be on either side, Jules can hang back to look after Susie, and Jamal just does his stealth thing and stays out of the way.” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. Adrian really missed Kozzie. It was nice sharing the weight of the leadership. Now, it felt like everything was on his head, from the planning to the delivery. 
 
    Poor Kozzie. 
 
    He wiped a tear out of his eyes, and Charlotte gave a sympathetic smile. Damn, he hoped that would go unnoticed. The grief had only dulled but not lessened since the memorial. However, now he needed to focus on the present. It was time to go kill a wyrm. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    As expected, the trip through the narrow strip of bush was quick. It felt a little ridiculous making such elaborate plans for what truly was innocuous Aussie scrub. There were no dark, foreboding shadows or dense plant matter concealing unknown horrors. None of that. In fact, visibility was quite good, often stretching thirty or forty metres in all directions with just an occasional tree trunk in the way. Nothing large could get near them without being spotted far ahead of time. 
 
    Of course, the vampire monkeys were still out there, so they hustled through, emerging a few minutes later from underneath the trees onto the grassland on the other side. There had once been a fence there, but the Alpha aging had destroyed it, leaving just the occasional post and twisted wire. 
 
    They immediately halted any friendly chatter and assumed their battle positions. As planned, they waited for a full minute, the tension dragging, poised for an attack. Nothing stirred. That was worse. 
 
    If there were kangaroos or even mud wolves, at least they would know what they faced. Grass blowing in the wind was not a clue. Adrian shunned the upwelling of possibilities. There was no point letting the anxiety fester. A bit of scouting would quickly reveal what, if anything, was out there. 
 
    Satisfied that there was no immediate threat, Adrian prepared to engage his full stealth skills and start exploring. The dam was partially visible almost half a kilometre away. From this side, they could see where the wyrm had broken its confines and accidentally drained its life. 
 
    The interface purred in satisfaction. It liked what it was seeing. 
 
    The dam was built by a farmer at the edge of his property line, which was not quite at the bottom of a long, gentle rise. Presumably for some architectural reason, the walls had been built above ground instead of dug in, the way Adrian built it on his own farm. It was a huge store of water hundreds of meters long and multiple stories high. “Why build the walls that way?” 
 
    “Rocks,” Jamal muttered, staring in the same direction. “That’s how they construct dams when you can’t dig through bedrock.” 
 
    “Lucky,” Steve said in a hushed tone. 
 
    Adrian scouted the grasslands quickly. He mostly expected it to be very safe, but no humans had explored this area, so he was prepared for a surprise. Plus, the wyrm’s presence suggested an intense mana storm that probably invited other powerful monsters or mutated Australian animals. There were some nasty things that could camouflage themselves in grassland and, given the lack of visible threats, one of them was out there. 
 
    An imprint in the earth caught his attention. He carefully skirted around it and saw another. Using his spear, he poked at the next one. The lip of grass came up, revealing the tunnel beneath it. The texture and thickness of the trapdoor was probably enough for an identification. 
 
    Wiltercorr Trapdoors Insects 
 
    Medium-sized insect that lives underground and uses trapdoors to ambush prey. Delivers paralytic poison through its front legs and generally targets animals separated from their main group to avoid confrontation with larger herds. 
 
    Now that he knew what he was looking for, he could see potential entrances all surrounding him. Short of provoking a fight with the insects, there was no way to improve his identification. 
 
    He got back at the same time as Jamal. 
 
    “Field is littered wiltercorr trapdoors,” Jamal declared immediately. “Lots of exits, so there must be thousands of the buggers.” 
 
    “And?” Jules asked impatiently. She had been on edge for days now. Itching to move along. She probably thought that killing the Junta would excise the Kozzie demons. He was sure she was wrong. It would just add to them. Helping her in Culcairn with the shintopurs had only been two days ago. So much had changed since then. It was almost enough for Adrian to lose his last dregs of faith in humanity. 
 
    He supressed the emotion. Think happy thoughts. 
 
    “Depends on whether they’re hungry.” Jamal shrugged. “If they are, we’re going to get swarmed every step.” 
 
    “And?” It was Charlotte this time. “What do we do?” A completely different tone, more upbeat and eager. 
 
    Adrian chimed in. “Stick together, and we will stay as far away from the trapdoors as possible.” He knew the others did not know Jamal well enough yet to completely trust him. “If they’re hungry, they will come for us, but we should have space to notice them and dodge. If they’re not hungry, then our only risk is getting too close for them to resist an easy attack.” 
 
    “We should head over there,” Jamal said, pointing to a large tree halfway up a neighbouring hill. “We can see the wyrm from there and plan the next step.” 
 
    It was a good suggestion and something Adrian should have come up with himself. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    The entire trip was nerve-wracking. As they crept along, they could hear the shifting of thousands of vermin underneath them. Adrian would have thought he was imagining it, but Jamal kept muttering about “damn things moving in on them.” 
 
    The tree contained a crow that had mutated to possess dark magic. If it had launched an offensive, it might have been dangerous, but Adrian quickly finished it off with a single arrow. Like a lot of Earth-based mutants, its skillset was too lopsided to be much of a threat. 
 
    The large gum provided an excellent view into the drained dam. The wyrm was larger than he had imagined. He struggled to find something to compare to it; even coiled as it was, it would have filled a small football field and could have swallowed the Bird with a couple of bites, and that bird had been multiple stories high. A snake with vestigial arms and legs. They were small, mildly useful, and folded seamlessly back against the main serpentine mass when not in use. There were probably thirty of the limbs. 
 
    A Freshwater Might Wyrm has many appendages that often act as independent fins, providing extra speed and mobility in water. Some older wyrms have trained their dexterity and wielded improvised weapons with their appendages. 
 
    Thankfully, whether it was the wyrm’s exhaustion or young age, there were no weapons visible. 
 
    Even as close to death as it was, it looked scary. If Adrian had not fought the Bird, he would have had a hard time interpreting what he was seeing because of its size. Thicker in the torso than even an elephant, and so long. It was coiled like a snake but uncoiled it would have stretched half a kilometre in length. He wondered how the others were coping. He ran identification over the creature to understand fully what they were up against. Its agility was completely shot. It could barely move; most of its natural speed and power had been drained away from the lack of food and water. It was so weak that peppering it with arrows from a distance was probably the safest way to kill it. The whole process might take a couple of hours, but it was the smartest method. 
 
    “You need to plan for us all to fight,” Steve yelled up from below. 
 
    That made things more difficult. Adrian examined it more carefully. It was a powerful creature and had more magical abilities than its humble title of “might wyrm” suggested. 
 
    Adrian’s spike of concern faded as more information soaked through. Most of its magic had vanished due to the dehydration, but the beast’s potential was staggering. Water funnels, spike spells, and a flight ability that it lacked the energy to activate. In fact, in its current state, only one of its myriad abilities was still a threat. 
 
    Rush 
 
    Uncoil and launch a strike at the target, accelerating for a small period of time. 
 
    It was an innocent description that would be unremarkable for a human, but a behemoth heavier than a freight train transformed the ability into a bit more of a problem. The wyrm could trigger it every three seconds and bump up its Agility in the process. The more Adrian studied it, the more concerning the skill was. When it was activated, none of them could dodge. In a healthy state, the wyrm would be faster than a bullet. Even in its degraded state, it could move about as fast as one of his arrows. With its head as wide as a bus, the wyrm would be tough to dodge. 
 
    Adrian studied the ability. His magic focus would warn him before it triggered, which would give him enough time to shadow step. He could dodge it, and he was the only one. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    At full power, this thing was terrifying beyond anything he had faced. It was not comparable to Bird. Not even close to it. No wonder the interface had been so damn happy about this trip. He could almost imagine the loot they were about to get. They just might fill the equipment disparity between them and the Junta. 
 
    “How’s it going?” Jules yelled up. 
 
    “I’m done,” Jamal declared. 
 
    “I need a few more minutes,” Adrian yelled back, turning his attention to the monster in order to gain every advantage they could. Even then, he imagined it at full flight, launching that massive body across the length of a football field. Just the air displacement would sound like a bomb detonating. 
 
    Offensive abilities fully catalogued, he turned towards the defensive. Inherent healing was depleted. If they wounded it, it would stay injured, but that was not very special. Considering its god-like strength, the wyrm always had weak healing. A small price to pay for the slew of offensive tools. One other defensive quality was a scaly armour over its body. The wyrm had shed these thick scales, leaving the skin exposed. Except for a few scaly patches, the skin was now so brittle that a five-year-old could split it open with a butter knife. 
 
    The poor thing. Normally, they could not have even scratched it, but damaged as it was, it was devastatingly vulnerable. 
 
    Finally satisfied, Adrian slid down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Are you sure we all need to be involved?” Adrian asked, thinking that this was probably some stupid test that Steve and his interface had cobbled together. 
 
    He was suddenly snapped up into a vision. This time it was like a whale had swallowed him. The weird way he entered had Adrian on full alert. The interface was still pissed at him. Maybe . . . Sometimes it was hard to tell when the joke ended and the sadistic revenge attempts started. 
 
    Everything was quiet, and Adrian let himself relax. Slightly. There was a cute cat lazing at his feet. Looking around, there was no action. “You’re a cute thing.” It rolled over. Adrian leant to pet it, but it swiped at him with sharp claws. He yanked his fingers away, feeling teeth dig into them. The image shattered as he stumbled backwards. 
 
    Jamal was steadying him with one hand. “Easy, mate,” Jamal said. The old man’s hand on his back was firm. 
 
    Charlotte took a few hurried steps towards them. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Jules snorted. 
 
    “What?” Charlotte looked at her. 
 
    “Fine,” he muttered. “Just a muscle cramp.” 
 
    “It’s Adrian,” Jules said as if to explain everything. 
 
    “Yes,” Steve said, still looking Adrian in the eyes, “all of us need to fight.” 
 
    Steve had ignored the brief stumble. Adrian did not know what Steve’s relationship with his interface was, but the man obviously knew they were sapient and was happy to pretend the non-sapient actions had not occurred. 
 
    “Okay. It just makes it harder.” 
 
    Adrian quickly relayed all the information he had on the wyrm. 
 
    “Easy peasy,” Jules sang. 
 
    “Not that easy,” he disagreed, almost out of principle. Jules surely was becoming more reckless. “We need to be careful. I’ll tank it.” 
 
    He handed the special necklace over to Jamal. “Jamal, your job is to get everyone into position. The moment it focuses on me, you guys pile on and do as much damage as you can. While you gut it, I’ll keep it busy.” 
 
    “How wide is that thing?” Charlotte asked dubiously. She was clearly confused as to how they were going to kill it. 
 
    “Elephant width,” Jamal answered with a shrug. 
 
    “It’s extremely weak,” Adrian emphasized with an encouraging smile. 
 
    “It seems suicidal,” Charlotte continued stubbornly. “That thing could crush us by accident and not even realise.” 
 
    “How about this,” Jules said, taking charge. “Adrian, Steve, do you think we should do this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian answered immediately. Steve grunted affirmatively. 
 
    “Then it’s settled: we are killing the wyrm,” Jules said matter-of-factly with an excited glint in her eyes. Adrian assumed that the excitement was more for the violence than the loot. 
 
    “I . . . I don’t understand,” Charlotte stuttered. “Surely, we should have a vote. I don’t want the Junta to survive because we got crushed by a stupid snake in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “We just did a vote,” Jules argued, relishing the tension. Unbeknownst to Charlotte, this was a tone Jules would often use to rile Kozzie up. Susie noticed, however, and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “No, we did not. What, do those two have everyone’s vote by proxy or something?” 
 
    “They have non-standard interfaces,” Susie said, deciding to intervene before Jules took things too far. “And they have the best judgment out of anyone. If they say it can be done, then it can be done. Can we do it?” She was directing the question at Adrian. 
 
    “Yeah, Adrian, tell Charlotte the plan is going to work.” Jules was grinning at him. It was nice to see her spirit lifted, even if for a moment. This was her element—a gruelling, bloody fight. 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian answered, deliberately swallowing his doubts. People always liked definitive statements. “I will keep its attention while you guys attack from the side.” 
 
    “Why not just use bows?” 
 
    “No, you guys need to attack it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So you get the experience. We’re doing this for experience and loot. No melee, no experience.” 
 
    Charlotte’s scepticism skyrocketed. “Experience? More important than getting out alive?” 
 
    “You can sit out,” Jules offered sweetly. 
 
    “No.” Charlotte glared at Jules. “I’m in.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    The plan was set. They set off on another excruciating twenty-minute walk through all the trapdoors, winding around the dense hidden holes, zigzagging to avoid the mess of ambush points. They had to keep a distance of at least four metres from the camouflaged doors that contained the bastards. 
 
    “So many,” Jamal muttered. The maddening sounds of the shallow, underground scurrying persisted. 
 
    Adrian recalled the coordinated swarms of scoropids—at any moment, all hell could break loose. “I sure will be glad to get out of here,” he quietly replied to Jamal. 
 
    They entered the dam through the broken section, and it was Adrian’s cue to move away. Jamal moved with extravagant slowness, and the necklace impelled everyone else to follow suit, like a pack of feral cats creeping up on prey. It was funny watching it from the outside. He remembered being under the necklace’s spell before and feeling nothing unnatural about his movements, but now observing them, he could see clearly the captivating power of the object. 
 
    Trippy. 
 
    Detouring up the wall with Ambusher’s Steps engaged, Adrian took a curious look at the wyrm. It was on its deathbed, but still huge and imposing. With old, pre-Alpha physics that he grew up with, that size was an impossibility. Per the plan, the main group was moving cautiously towards a middle section to launch their attack. 
 
    Adrian had hypothesised—and Jamal had agreed—that only the top two coils would move when the wyrm tried to eat him. So, if they positioned on the third coil from the ground, hopefully the monstrosity would not squish them. Hopefully. 
 
    If the whole thing moved . . . then nowhere in the dam would be safe. Adrian considered calling it off, but trying to sneak out might be as dangerous as finishing the fight in the worst-case scenario. 
 
    The absurdity of the situation finally hit Adrian as he watched the others sneak out of his vision. They were like tiny ants against this monster. If it stretched and rolled over, it would crush them all without even noticing them. Yet despite that simple fact, they thought they could kill this thing. It was only because it was almost dead. Even then the only reason they were making the attempt was the lure of the loot and experience. It better be worth it. 
 
    Thank you, Steve. 
 
    The synchronised group quietly approaching the centre of the dam would attempt to cut the creature in half. Steve might even succeed, given that the flesh was so brittle. 
 
    Wyrm anatomy jumped into Adrian’s mind. It had multiple hearts, and with their compartmentalised circulatory system, cutting the animal in two would not necessarily be enough to finish the job. Usually! In this state, even smaller wounds would be enough. The wyrm’s strain to use its rush power might rip it in two and finish the fight for them. Adrian breathed a sigh of relief at the thought. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the Alpha monsters had kept their distance from the creature in front of him. Even the trapdoors’ nests had ended fifty metres away, and absolutely nothing had encroached on the banks. 
 
    Finally, the others were in position and it was Adrian’s turn to start this fight. Open with arrows and when the head came flying, shadow step to safety before unleashing his magic. Fire, usually a mere nuisance to the beast, was now especially threatening. He did not need the melee experience, so he was quite comfortable battling from a safe distance. 
 
    Launch magic, then retreat. 
 
    Adrian repeated the words in his head. The plan was to repeat that pattern until it was dead, or at least for two rushes. If it was still alive at that point, their calculations were off and Charlotte, Jules, and the others were in real danger of being squished. Given that they were right next to the body, if the monster focused on them, there would be no happy endings. Sheer mass and momentum would see to that. 
 
    Maybe he should call off the fight and do it all safely from range. 
 
    The image immediately sucked him up. Adrian flinched, expecting something nasty, but a wave of “I’m already over it” swept across as he finished the transition into the new scene. There was a mad professor in a white lab coat labouring away at a whiteboard, presumably speaking Italian. Adrian did not speak Italian. Everything the man said was gibberish to him, but what he had scribbled was written in English: Experience and Aggro Rules of Class 3+ Beasts. There was nothing defining what a Class 3 creature was, but Adrian knew the wyrm must be at that level. He really did not want to ever meet something classed higher. Scrap that. He did not want to think about anything classed higher. 
 
    There were ten rules jotted down that focused on percentage of contribution. The third rule was underlined: “If an individual achieves a melee strike, they will be considered part of the attack independently of the quantum of their contribution.” 
 
    There it was. All they had to do was to get a strike in to get some experience; they still needed someone to kill it in order to earn the full experience. There were another twenty rules around bonus experience. Who did the most healing, delivered the most damage, acted as the best tank, and who delivered the killing blow. Next to each of those headings was a scribbled equation that Adrian could not follow. 
 
    The image dissolved, and he was back on the dam bank. Now he understood why everyone had to be involved. Otherwise, there would be experience going to waste. In some ways, he now wished there were twenty wyrms, as experience did not get diluted until that point. 
 
    Provoke, then kill quickly. 
 
    The interface was pretty clear that it thought same way, and presumably so did Steve’s interface. 
 
    Time. 
 
    Thawk! Thawk! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The arrows hit home, embedding in what he thought would be the wyrm’s sensitive nostril slits. The massive creature did not even stir. 
 
    Hmm. He needed to get its attention. “Hey! Doofus!” he yelled, but only half-heartedly so as to not provoke the trapdoor insects behind him. 
 
    The wyrm’s eyes opened and looked straight at him. Those eyes did not look sick at all. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    It timed its blink perfectly, and the arrow bounced off the shield-like eyelids. At least he had its attention now. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Another well-measured blink to thwart the arrow, but Adrian anticipated it this time and steered the massively earth-infused arrow into a soft grey section just to the left of the eye. There were no scales to protect it. The arrow plunged in and disappeared, feathers and all, into the body of the creature. 
 
    Anger flashed in those vibrant and healthy eyes. It moved, rearing up high above him. 
 
    It was shocking. Terrifying. The power and size of the thing. As it rose from its tight coil, Adrian realised their initial size estimates had been off. It was at least twice as thick as an elephant, and he struggled to comprehend how long it was. 
 
    He was shaking in response. His bladder voided. Adrian swallowed heavily, mouth dry and brain short-circuiting. 
 
    How? What? 
 
    It was so big. Warmth ran down his leg. 
 
    How? How was it so large? 
 
    The wyrm rose up, nothing like when it was pitifully coiled on the ground. There was no frailty anymore. Everything screamed at Adrian to flee or curl into a ball. 
 
    Shock was shutting down his mind. The liquid hit his foot, soaking into his boot. Prey animals did that—expelled the liquids in them so they could run faster. 
 
    It was huge. Adrian was a light snack for the wyrm. 
 
    Energy gathered throughout the monster’s body. 
 
    Run. Hide. 
 
    Something in the air shifted. It reared above him, those ever-so-deadly eyes focusing on him. 
 
    Rush. 
 
    It was instigating the Rush ability. 
 
    Step! 
 
    The wyrm’s eyes, unaffected by sickness, stayed pinned on him. The dash ability was still initiating. He had stepped too early. It was adjusting its trajectory to target his new spot. 
 
    Run! 
 
    The interface screaming the same. 
 
    Step, step, step! 
 
    The ground behind him exploded, and wind buffeted him. There was a sound like a cannon. The dam wall under his feet crumbled to sediment. Like a hammer hitting a pile of soft dirt to get an ant, and he was the ant. 
 
    He tried to keep running but found no cover, the gale briefly launching him into the sky. Wind whipped around him, clumps of dirt pelting him with the speed of a shotgun pellet. A fleck smacked into his eye as he flew helplessly upward. 
 
    Then gravity took hold. Adrian plummeted downwards. 
 
    Completely at the mercy of his own momentum, with a wyrm almost certainly planning his demise. He tried to tuck his feet under him. Then he was hitting the dirt where he had stood a moment earlier. Attempting to stand on it but finding himself sinking. 
 
    Motion Assistance. Hopefully, that would help. 
 
    A heavy rock hit his side. It felt like his hip cracked. 
 
    Adrian tumbled off the edge of the dam alongside several huge chunks of earth. He oriented himself into something approximating a standing position. It was like surfing but with the certainty of Jaws behind him. Then, he felt a rock that was briefly under him, providing the tiny platform he needed. 
 
    His eyes stung, but he forced them open. He was plummeting toward the ground, having been blasted from the top of the dam wall inwards. A two-storey drop. No wonder he had felt like he was flying. 
 
    There! 
 
    There was just enough solid ground under his foot. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Despite the magic’s ability to curtail his momentum, the landing was jarring. No time to completely cushion him. The wave of earth was cascading behind him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The tsunami of rock and dirt rolled to a stop, the edges crashing into his ankles. 
 
    He was surprised by how far into the dam he was. Apparently, those first few seconds of flailing had carried him farther than he expected. Just to his left was the neck of the monster. Somehow, in his wild escape, he had only moved parallel to it instead of directly away. He groaned. 
 
    Adrian remembered its eyes, how they had followed his first Shadow Step. The wyrm had recognised the evasive skill and then abandoned precision for a more barbaric approach. A giant hammer to an anthill indeed. 
 
    That early step had almost cost him everything, as the wyrm had then chosen to blast right through a chunk of the dam wall to catch up to his Shadow Steps. 
 
    The breadth of the destruction was nearly as awe-inspiring as the creature he fought. A sixty-metre stretch had been flattened, triggering additional collapses along another thirty-metre section. The entire side of the massive dam was gone. 
 
    Why did I agree to this stupidity? 
 
    It was too late to run now. 
 
    Thank god it was near death. Then again, if it had been healthier, they would have known better than to waltz into its lair. The ground was still settling. A mini avalanche unfurled to his right as a two-metre-high sliver of the dam wall finally collapsed under its own weight. 
 
    Adrian sprinted murderously at the monster. 
 
    Squish. 
 
    The liquid sloshing inside his boot, his hip throbbing from the rock, he ran willingly to death. 
 
    Isn’t life glorious? 
 
    Adrian remembered his terror when fighting the Bird, and now . . . he felt like crying. The Bird to the wyrm was like a wounded pigeon to a condor with customised razor claws. So much power. 
 
    Pre-Alpha, there was nothing that big that could move that fast. Even high-speed trains did not come close, though that was the closest comparison. A high-speed train that could twist like a snake and slingshot itself instantly to full speed. 
 
    Attack! 
 
    Only half a second had passed, but he was wasting time. 
 
    Part of the neck was right in front of him. He prepared his magic; it felt like he was attacking a truck with a plastic lightsabre. How could he hurt the thing? 
 
    But his inspection skill did not lie. The creature was vulnerable. 
 
    Flame Sprout poured out of him. He dumped his full mana reserve into the attack on a section of grey skin completely devoid of scales. The expenditure instantly brought on a mana headache. 
 
    Adrian formed the flames into a cutting mass. As he used the magic, he telekinetically plucked a regeneration and mana potion from his bag of holding, popped the corks, and tipped them up to drink. Another flick of his skill, and the potions dropped back into the bag. That was easy. Half an hour practising with water had not gone to waste. Next step was to build the strength of the manipulation so that it could become a battle weapon. Something as basic as yanking out a foot to make something trip. 
 
    The flames were working! They had plunged into the wyrm with incredible force. Even from this distance, he could feel the heat, and it was so intense that the flesh around the wound was burning too. It was a mortal wound, but it wouldn’t kill it quickly enough. 
 
    The mana potions were working slowly. He would need to wait a bit longer for more flames. Adrian remembered fighting Raj, igniting that tiny house and letting the calm breeze fan it into a blazing inferno. 
 
    Adrian took the Wind Gust spell and trying to use it as a scything blade instead of its normal punch of force. Concentrating the area, it formed into a tight, blade-like shape in his hand to offer more control. Then he targeted the gash and let it spin towards it like a throwing star. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes widened. 
 
    The wyrm was revving up its Rush ability, but the wound blocked the energy flowing down from the neck to the rest of the body. That was a win. Maybe. 
 
    It’s going to come for me. 
 
    Adrian had never been more certain of anything in life, apart from the decision to marry Emily. There was no time to think. It was going to target him. They both knew that the wyrm probably couldn’t muster the energy for another full-throttle attack. The majestic beast was dying, and it would want revenge against the puny ant that had irked it. 
 
    The interface was screaming at him to run. There was not even time for an image to hurry him up. 
 
    Step, step, step, step, step, step! 
 
    He ended up roughly a hundred metres away. The moment he landed, he fell forward, flat on the ground with just enough strength to gasp for air. A sharp point dug into his cheek, and he could not even shift his head to relieve the pressure. No mana, no physical energy to move. Not good. 
 
    A tremendous gust of wind hit him, joined by a rain of rocks. One stone the size of a tennis ball slammed into his leg. If that had hit his head, then it would have cracked his skull. More rocks careened into him. A smaller one pinged off his head, sending pain flashing through him. A concussion? 
 
    Then, a wave of dirt crashed over him. 
 
    What is happening? 
 
    Another earth tsunami, but the dam wall had already been flattened. Mana ticked up due to the regeneration potion. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    A shield of air right in front of his face, using the two mana that the potion had regenerated. It was just enough space to stop the dirt from suffocating him. More earth piled on, burying him under more and more weight. 
 
    Irrational panic filled him. He was buried alive and would never escape. The wyrm had won and encased him in a larder for later. 
 
    After a moment, he realised he was not dead. Yes, the mass above him made it difficult to breathe, but that was more the result of Shadow Steps than anything else. He was alive, and the earth was not as heavy as he expected now that he stopped panicking. Alive, and once he physically recovered, he would eventually get out. Olympic-tier strength and magic were a potent combination and, providing he was careful, there would not be a problem getting out. 
 
    For the time being, Adrian let himself lie still. He had landed a mortal blow. The wyrm would die and then he would extract himself. If it was already dead, then his friends would save him. If the wyrm had not turned on them. 
 
    Please let them be okay. 
 
    Hopefully, he had done enough. The interface was flashing furiously. 
 
    Congratulations! You have levelled up. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    There was only one way that could have happened. The wyrm was dead. 
 
    How many seconds had he lost while panicking? If it was less than three, then his friends would not have been subjected to a rush attack. It had to be seconds at the most. They should be safe. 
 
    Buried under rock, he sucked in breath after breath, limbs trembling with exhaustion. As he lay there, he remembered the wyrm rearing up and how nothing in his life compared to that moment of terror. Not the Bird, not the shintopurs, and definitely not the mud wolves. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The weight on top of him was still crushing, and recovery from the Shadow Step exhaustion was already taking far longer than usual. Usually, there would be a minor improvement by this time. The forcibly shallow breaths sent stress hormones flooding through him, stirring up panic. Even though he knew this was temporary and he was not suffocating, the body yelled a different story, struggling to suck in oxygen. He felt like the tiny space in front of him had been used up. 
 
    Adrian used his air ability to check that. If he was indeed in trouble, the little mana he had could be used to create additional space. There was no need, as his affinity let him feel the air flowing through the loose earth. It was not even as bad as ducking under a blanket. Another futile gasp. The stress was all from the weight on him and the Shadow Step exhaustion. Too restricted to expand his chest to grab more of the beautiful air. 
 
    He needed to distract himself. What had happened? What upgrades were available? How much experience did he get? It must have been a lot to generate the level-up. 
 
    The interface flashed and he clicked through, effectively putting a layer of space between him and his body. 
 
    22,000 Exp for killing a Class 3 weakened Wyrm 
 
    
    	            10,000 Exp. for being part of a victorious party - Thank you, Steve. 
 
    	            5,000 Exp. for delivering the killing blow - Sort of earned . . . it’s not every day someone almost cuts a Wyrm in two. 
 
    	            5,000 Exp. for taking the most damage - Talk about lucky. Good thing Susie didn’t sprain a wrist when hitting it. 
 
    	            2,000 Exp. for completing the most healing - Rolling my eyes at this one. What was your healing contribution? One tick of regeneration? 
 
   
 
    The last two made him chuckle internally. 
 
    This system sometimes verged on the ridiculous. Adrian knew that the log message was actually the interface’s helpful commentary. Of course he would have taken the most damage. The scratches from the flying dirt would have been enough to clinch that. And he had been awarded seven thousand experience because of some archaic rule. Days and potentially weeks of hard grinding gained in a flash, primarily because of the Flawed Oracle skill that Steve so detested. The others would have ended up either totally unharmed or squished. A Schrödinger’s cat, either all or nothing and yet to be confirmed. 
 
    Please let them be okay. 
 
    He assumed that they survived after all, seeing as the wyrm had targeted him instead. 
 
    He would celebrate when they were shown to be unharmed. The killing blow was awesome. Yes, the wyrm was vulnerable, but there was so much power in Adrian’s attack, like an ant smiting an armadillo. 
 
    What a rush. Flame Sprout was amazing. 
 
    Thank you for the Flame Sprout. 
 
    He had to say it formally because it was that good. His itchy legs had wanted to abandon the opportunity, and only the interface’s intervention had kept him in Wagga for those extra couple of days to learn. 
 
    And he had levelled up! Weeks earlier than he expected. He had been mentally assigning the next attribute increase to Strength, but with the recent training method, throwing points in that direction now was stupidity. He still craved Strength, but that would have to come later. First step would be to manipulate the synergy between his meditation technique and his reduction jewellery. 
 
    Or not. There was something to be said for just dumping it into Strength. All the synergies between Shadow Evasion, Buff of Strength, Buff of Growth, and increased Strength were huge. All of them together would make him a fearsome force on the battlefield. Something to rival Jules in terms of raw survivability and damage output. 
 
    Distraught energy emanated from the mental space where his little passenger lurked. For once, Adrian agreed with Jaracol. As much as he wanted everything now, the long game was more important. Artificially boosting Strength now was wasteful. Once the bonus from the training necklace was exhausted, then he would pursue it. Until then, using his level-up to boost Strength was a firm no. 
 
    Happier energy. 
 
    That meant the next upgrade needed to be directed to Mana Pool. It was the one thing that he had not actively developed, and he had run out of mana in every battle, or at least been forced to conserve it. 
 
    The interface was back to purring. 
 
    Are you manipulating me? 
 
    The purring stopped. Adrian could imagine Jaracol barking away with his strange laughter. It was a pleasant image. 
 
    The purring started up again. 
 
    Knock it off. 
 
    A distant chuckle before the distraction went away. Now that his attribute choice was sorted, the question was what skill to choose. On the upgrade for the two previous levels, he had chosen Ambusher’s Steps and buff magic, and both skills had proven themselves. He hoped to get something as strong this time. 
 
    What do I have available? 
 
    Major Pathway Options 
 
    Previously offered paths are all still available plus the following. 
 
    
    	            Mind Magic 
 
    	            Fire, Ice, and Wind Blades 
 
    	            Battle Wraith Form 
 
    	            Air Movement 
 
   
 
    He opened the previous possibilities just out of curiosity. They were all there, excluding the sound and healing upgrades. Those possibilities had vanished when he chose differently from the Bird core. Shadow fighters were still alluring, but less so than previously. As awesome as they sounded, they would not help with what they had to do in Albury, and he doubted they would ever be more effective than his ability to buff Jules’s strength and size. Its recommendation dropped to the Not Recommended category. A clear no. 
 
    The scouting option still had good potential, but its payoff was too long term and only useful once he was in Melbourne. That said, he was only halfway there, and the wyrm made him worry about what else lurked on his path. 
 
    Excitedly, he checked the skill descriptions of the new paths, moving from least to most appealing. Battle Wraith Form was last; considering what air assistance and haste already contributed, air movement would let him glide from place to place if not actively fly. 
 
    Mind Magic 
 
    This pathway leverages your Thief Master Memory Stone and your extensive experience with the psychic emanations of Ambusher’s Fade and Steps. This skill impact depends on the difference between mind stats of the caster and the target. At equal mind levels, distraction is possible with the correct level of influence. A larger mind stat advantage allows for more substantial effects. The most severe effect available is the insertion of false memories. Can only be used on sapients and near-sapients. 
 
    This is recommended. 
 
    Recommended. That single word made him pause and reconsider the skill. After all, this was the one he had been planning on ignoring. Getting something designed to play in someone’s memories was evil, as far as Adrian was concerned. Yet the interface was recommending it and, importantly, he had a mind potion which would immediately elevate the initial power of the ability. 
 
    “Magic is a tool.” Adrian mouthed the words through the gasping breaths. It only became vile if it was misused. 
 
    What was the utility of the skill? 
 
    Causing distractions in people’s minds in addition to his thief skills meant he could get almost anywhere he wanted. Even in battle, it could be useful. A distraction at the wrong moment meant death. Additionally, the fact that the description included near-sapients meant there were monsters it could work on, too. 
 
    The main purpose of mind magic, however, was the ability to change memories. Inserting and changing someone’s recollections could create strife on a biblical scale. Used appropriately, it could totally disrupt an opponent’s forces. Lying under a tonne of earth, Adrian imagined manipulating a “commander,” ordering an army to flee instead of charge at the first trumpet. Or, even worse, convince an army to attack its own people that their commander had declared traitorous. A large force could be torn into bits effortlessly as it attacked itself. Judging from the description, it was hardly a challenging feat. With the mind potion cheat, he might have that ability immediately. 
 
    He heard shouting from above the dirt mound that covered him. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    They were alive. Joy filled him, and his subdued feeling vanished. Even the limited oxygen stopped bothering him. 
 
    They survived. 
 
    Adrian remembered the power of the flame attack. It was beautiful. What a great day. 
 
    His mates were still a long way away, so the first thing he needed to do was activate his upgrade. 
 
    The communication necklace clicked on. 
 
    “Adrian?” Jamal’s voice rang loud and clear. 
 
    He wanted to smack himself. Why had he not thought to use that item earlier to make sure they were all right? 
 
    “Alive,” he gasped. 
 
    “We all survived, too. Where are you?” 
 
    “Buried,” he answered. 
 
    “We’re coming.” Jamal’s voice was unemotive, businesslike. 
 
    Mana Pool now. I’ll decide on the learning pathway later. 
 
    His checklist of exercises slammed into him, the interface recognising the time constraints that they were under. To his utter surprise, most of them revolved around the air core. Draining mana into it and retrieving it. The interface had tailored this memory dump for his unique composition. The more memories flooded through, the more he understood the system that allowed humans to use magic and the interfaces that facilitated them. Not only could his core help with the calculations needed to direct magic, but it could also store it. That capacity could be grown by dedicating attention and mana to it. This flooding the core with mana would be even more effective if it was air flavoured already. 
 
    An epiphany. 
 
    The pathway of mana improvement pushed air mana into the core, yet his meditation technique did not. If it was a benefit to the pathway, then adding the flows into his meditation technique would improve it. The existing technique had air mana billowing around the body. It could be redirected to explicitly flow through the core in multiple spots in the pattern. 
 
    Approval flowed up from the interface. 
 
    Incorporating the core as part of the meditation technique would probably enhance it all the way to grandmaster level. Why hadn’t the interface shown him the proper technique initially? Then understanding struck him. The interface had gifted the grandmaster technique to him. 
 
    It had done it just now. 
 
    Selecting Mana Pool was the obvious next level-up choice, and that selection had allowed the interface to dump the pertinent information straight into his brain. Organised in a way to encourage him to connect the dots himself. Jaracol trusted him to take the final step. Upgrading his meditation technique . . . he missed one detail. Once he upgraded, the technique would not be useable to others. If it had jumped straight to this point, he would not have been able to sell it or gift a copy to Steve or Charlotte. 
 
    You son of a bitch. 
 
    The image was almost translucent, barely there, but he could clearly see Jaracol giving him one of his creepy winks. 
 
    Back in his own mind, Adrian was still amazed at the trick the interface had pulled. It had given him the income stream from the technique and allowed him to boost humanity, saving the more exclusive and personally helpful level for later. What a devious champion. 
 
    The flood of knowledge stopped, and he examined his newly enhanced body sense. 
 
    Just knowing how to use the core had boosted his air mana by sixty-two points, and he felt that would expand by the time the pathway was finished. Adrian was sure that his unaugmented, flavourless mana pool would be above three hundred by then, with an additional hundred or more air mana available. That meant before his trinkets that his mana would have jumped from around one hundred fifty mana to over four hundred. There was also the upgraded grand meditation technique to consider. It would certainly keep adding mana to his pool going forward. He would need to test to find out how much exactly. 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 2.85 (0.5 item, 0.62 air mana) ---- Increased 0.62 with access to air core --- Population - 1.15. 
 
    The yelling outside was getting closer. 
 
    The interface had played the long game, nudging him to select Mana Pool for this exact bonus and the bonus of technique that he had gifted Steve and Charlotte. As for grandmaster techniques, Adrian was willing to bet that they could not be taught to someone without a core. 
 
    Clever, very clever. 
 
    It hummed in satisfaction. 
 
    “Adrian!” Jamal’s voice reached him over the device. 
 
    Adrian switched it off. “Here!” he yelled, using air mana to push his voice out. 
 
    They were alive. He was alive with a level-up. And the rest of them had just received ten thousand experience each. It was only Steve who might not have levelled. 
 
    It was a good day, and there was still legendary loot to come. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    What are Class 3 monsters worth? 
 
    The interface flashed. 
 
    Looting Class 3 Monsters 
 
    Every component of a Class 3 monster is valuable, but if it can’t all be harvested, the areas of greatest concentration of magic should be prioritised. If the party lacks someone with a magic focus skill, then typical loot order is as follows: core, eyes, specialised offensive objects (i.e. teeth, claws), defensive exterior armour, heart, blood, meat. 
 
    “He’s over here.” 
 
    “Careful,” Adrian yelled up, worried about the earth slipping and crushing him. It felt unlikely, but he was not a geologist. 
 
    “Hang in there.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Here!” he hollered again. 
 
    “Watch it.” 
 
    “Let me help.” 
 
    They were digging him out, and he decided he had time to keep checking his options. 
 
    Fire, Ice, and Wind Blades 
 
    This pathway will consolidate your advances in air, ice, and fire. After mastering it, you will create devastating expert-level elemental blades that can cut like swords. In addition, the skill lets you recognise the duality of fire and ice, allowing simultaneous creation of the two opposing magic types at a lower cost than a single blade. 
 
    This pathway is not recommended under any circumstances. 
 
    Not recommended under any circumstances—he reread those words. 
 
    Why?  
 
    The question boomed in his head. 
 
    It made little sense to him. What was being offered—expert-level blades in three distinct elements—was off the charts in terms of the power curve. It would make shadow fighters seem weak. 
 
    These were expert spells they were talking about, of course. They could hurt monsters that his existing magic could not touch. And they were blades for throwing, not sword-fighting. Sharp arcs of devastating potential that could slice things in half from fifteen metres away. 
 
    Killing the Junta would become easier, too. With this ability, he could have easily depleted Raj’s magic defence, as the blades did so much more damage than his existing options did. Nonetheless, the damage potential was different from Flame Sprout’s and added an extra tool rather than supplementing existing ones. In a case like the scoropids, the spread of flame was superior, but the wyrm demonstrated a need for a single, devastating slice. 
 
    Then why was it not recommended under any circumstances? Clearly, the interface wanted him to see the description. The wording had been intentional to grab his interest. 
 
    Adrian re-read the text. There was that word, “consolidate.” Did that mean he was already on the path? Adrian remembered what he had tried with the wyrm. Had that blade of air actually worked? Then there was the understanding of the duality piece. That was as good as an instruction. Fire and ice were linked, and this pathway would help him “recognise” that. There had to be extra clues in the text. 
 
    Under any circumstances. 
 
    He let those words roll around in his mind, getting nowhere. 
 
    Be clearer. 
 
    Was that a giggle on the edge of his hearing? Another giggle came again, loud and unmistakable. 
 
    The ground above him was moving and loosening. It was time. 
 
    “Coming out!” he yelled up. 
 
    Buff of Strength. 
 
    Buff of Growth. 
 
    Even as the growth took hold, Adrian was shoving himself upwards and realised how stupid the growth choice would have been if the earth had not been so loose. Luckily, it gave way above him. A free idiot. What happened if he grew and the materials containing him did not yield? Adrian imagined it would not be pretty. 
 
    He smiled at his friends and with a thought, his wet pants were replaced by a fresh pair, and clean armour clanked over them. Evidence erased. 
 
    They were all there, the entire group all safe and well. 
 
    Then he looked to his left and almost fell over in shock. The wyrm’s death throes had not been pretty. It had tried to get him by hitting the ground so hard it left a crater that could rival a meteorite’s. 
 
    “It really wanted to kill you, just like everyone else,” Jules said, laughing. 
 
    The edge of the crater was just metres away. One fewer Shadow Step. Weakness filled his limbs. It had almost got him. It was the story of his life in this new world. He was always almost dying; it was like he had a guardian angel looking after him. 
 
    The interface purred. 
 
    I was not calling you an angel. 
 
    It kept purring anyway. 
 
    “Did any of you guys get hurt?” 
 
    “Jamal got hit on the shoulder with a small rock,” Jules volunteered. 
 
    The hole in the ground must have been forty metres deep. The dead wyrm hung over the edge, its head in the centre below the nearly severed part of the neck. Only a thin thread of flesh held the two parts together. 
 
    “I hope I never meet anything stronger than that,” he whispered, still staring in awe. 
 
    “Amen,” Charlotte agreed immediately, tracing a little cross symbol on her chest. 
 
    “We’re out of time,” Adrian told them with a start. They still needed to loot and get back to Walla Walla. 
 
    “If you had not been just lying around—” 
 
    “Please, Jules, not now.” Adrian placed a hand tiredly on his head. 
 
    One fewer step. 
 
    If he had not pushed himself to exhaustion . . . 
 
    “We need to loot and get going,” he continued. “We probably have less than an hour to loot. So we help Jamal fill his bag with wyrm, then put him on scouting duty to make sure nothing sneaks up on us. The rest of us can loot. As a secondary task, he can locate the loot chest.” 
 
    “No need. It’s over there.” Charlotte waved to some point past the main bulk of the creature. “We were waiting for you before opening it.” 
 
    “We can distribute it later,” he instructed. “Someone grab the stuff and the rest of us can cut up the wyrm. Carry everything you can.” It was overkill, but he checked the badge. “There will be a trader at Walla Walla. We can sell everything there.” 
 
    Susie and Jules went to grab stuff from the chest and fill their own bags of loot. 
 
    “We’ll help you,” Charlotte said brightly, indicating Steve and herself. She gestured down at the wyrm head below them. “I’m assuming most of the best stuff will be down there.” 
 
    “Yep,” he agreed and stood with a sigh. 
 
    Moving down into the crater was like going over a cliff face that had been blasted to bits with dynamite. Entire blocks of sandstone had been demolished and split in half. All that power had been directed at him. Twenty-two thousand experience suddenly seemed well earned. 
 
    Once they got closer to the head, Adrian could see the additional damage. The wyrm had put everything into the strike and had shattered its own lower jaw. All that was left was to extract as much value as possible from this bonanza. If it sold as expected, they just might match Raj’s extravagant tools. 
 
    While directing the others to cut the powerful components of the skull off, Adrian went straight to the base of the neck where the core was located. It took him two minutes to dislodge the scales protecting it, but eventually he opened a gash as long as his body to give him access to the core. Reverentially, he pulled it out. 
 
    It was a beautiful aqua, slightly larger than the Bird core. The moment he touched it, he understood it was a full level higher than the Bird’s. This one contained five different types of knowledge: water and healing magic, passive and active strength, and active speed. They could choose two and get seven attribute points for each. For water and healing magic, they would split three into Mana Pool, three into Mana Control, and one into Intelligence. The physical skills went completely into the relevant primary attribute. 
 
    “Put it away,” Adrian ordered Charlotte, passing it over. “It’s so tempting to consume right here and now.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “Who are you going to give it to?” Steve asked. 
 
    “It’s not my decision,” he objected. Then, seeing their expressions, he changed his mind. With Kozzie gone, he was once more the leader, and he had killed the wyrm. Loot distribution would fall to him. “We’ll decide after we see what’s in the chest. As always, we’ll go by need first, but everyone can benefit from the core, so if someone misses out from the loot chest, they’ll probably get it.” 
 
    Steve was probably going to get it, or maybe Adrian would take it for himself. But if he did that, Adrian knew he was using his position for greed. Especially because he would hoard the core until his training was complete. 
 
    The decision warred within him. If he claimed the core, then he would risk fracturing their group. Not that going their own separate ways would be that bad. Jules had almost killed him, after all. Adrian stopped that thought dead. It was unworthy. 
 
    Ultimately, the core would probably have to go to Steve. They only had this opportunity because of him. Secondly, active speed and passive strength would complement Steve’s build beautifully, and while the core offered water and healing magic, it was a might wyrm. It specialised in the physical, and that kind of logic mattered in the Alpha physics world. While Adrian was sure the wyrm knew healing magic, he was equally certain that if its healing knowledge was advanced rated, then the physical knowledge would be expert or above. 
 
    Training plan or not, if Adrian kept the core for himself, he would keep it for later or choose the strength options. That, unfortunately, was wasteful until he had exhausted the benefits of the jewellery. He frowned at himself. Unless there was a glaring loot discrepancy, then the core would go to Steve. 
 
    This one kill had exploded their power so much. If they ever made it back to Wagga or at least if Steve did, he would be unrecognisable, such was their power gain. A week on the road had grown them more than a month in the town did. Hell, ten seconds today had done more than almost the entire time in Wagga. 
 
    The wyrm bone he was carving suddenly came loose, and the full weight of it knocked him off his feet. A fresh wave of blood covered him. At this rate, he was going to need to raid another house to get spare clothes. Or do washing . . . 
 
    Nope. There were plenty of abandoned homes around to pilfer and the clothes cupboards so far had been preserved. 
 
    Slowly, the number of obvious magic components decreased. The wyrm had been diseased, with large sections of its body reduced to worthlessness before they even got there. With the good stuff accounted for, they headed back towards the others, collecting scales as they went. All their bags were full. Reaching the top of the crater, they walked to the loot chest. 
 
    Adrian wanted to follow them, but he noticed that one of the arms, flippers, or whatever they were, was glowing with intense power. 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” he told them, going over and quickly separating out the long claws on the tip of the appendage. Looking around, he saw a couple of other similar limbs, so he shadow stepped and hacked the ends off too. 
 
    When he was finished, everyone was ready and had gathered at the broken section of the dam. The chest was completely empty, but that was fine. Susie had distributed or stored everything already. 
 
    They looked terrible. 
 
    “Wash first,” he ordered. “We need to be presentable when we go into the town if we’re going to pull this off.” 
 
    The boys and girls split, going on opposite sides of the monster’s tail for privacy. While water was dangerous, there would be nothing left alive in the muddy pools around the wyrm. On Adrian’s side, each of them chose a separate puddle. In the end, he used three, having contaminated the first two with all the gold-red wyrm blood. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, they finally gathered, all of them looking surprisingly presentable. Everyone had switched into their spare set of clothes except Adrian. He kept his purportedly self-cleaning armour on. 
 
    “New gear?” he asked Charlotte, noticing she was wearing tailored heavy armour. 
 
    “About half the gear was soul-bound to an individual person.” 
 
    “Did I get anything soul-bound?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No,” Jules interjected. 
 
    He looked suspiciously at the two of them. “What did I get?” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Jules said, hurrying off. 
 
    “Wait,” he insisted, running after her to get his loot. 
 
    “Enough,” Jamal growled. He waved towards the empty grass in front of them. 
 
    The trapdoors. 
 
    They froze. “It’s some personal teleport plates,” Charlotte answered quietly. “You set them up in advance and you can teleport from spot to spot. They’re reusable but only with their soul-bound owner.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Jamal got a pair too.” 
 
    Both of the scouts. It made some sense. They could be applied to escape from somewhere or to get to a certain destination. Adrian could imagine that it would let them sneak past security cordons. 
 
    Jamal held the necklace and an ugly-looking hat. “My other piece of loot. It lets me borrow one stealth ability or attribute from a party member that’s stronger than mine.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have you beaten at everything but psychic ability. At least out here. In the city . . .” Jamal shook his head wisely. “In town, I don’t know what I would choose. Hell, I will probably give you the necklace.” Jamal sounded quite impressed. 
 
    They had less distance to travel this time, but every step felt more threatening. The wyrm would have scared the insects deeper into the ground, but now that it was dead, that deterrence was gone. There were so many of them underground that they could all hear them moving. Planning. 
 
    Jamal almost sprinted through the grass and, like puppets, they followed in his wake. From Adrian’s perspective, he was following Jamal. It was not stressful or confusing. He felt as if he was moving like normal, but having watched the necklace work from the outside, he knew that was the furthest from the truth. Maybe mind magic was the way to go. 
 
    Ahead of him, Jamal froze, and Adrian stood still as well. Because he was used to the skill, he recognised Ambusher’s Fade in action. Jamal had applied it to everyone, the psychic deterrence was turned up to maximum volume, and all of them were producing it. There was movement underground and on all sides of them. Lots of it. 
 
    Jamal raised a finger to his lips and slowly gestured to everyone to squash together. The sounds from beneath them had changed. It was no longer casual shifting, but rather clicking sounds of fighters coordinating. They were going to attack. Fade released him enough to let them shuffle closer to each other. 
 
    Then, Ambusher’s Fade snapped back on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Around them, trapdoors started opening. There was no active movement, just shadowy creatures peeking at the surface. One flap five metres directly in front of Adrian opened slightly wider than some others. Through it, he spotted the front insectoid limbs, shorter than his arms and ending in curved, razor-sharp blades. It may have been his subconscious feeding him information from the descriptive text, but he was sure he could see a drop of poison on the edges of the claws. 
 
    Wiltercorr Trapdoors Insects 
 
    Medium-sized insect that lives underground and uses trapdoors to ambush prey. Delivers paralytic poison through its front legs and generally targets animals separated from their main group to avoid confrontation with larger herds. 
 
    It was weaker than him in all statistics, had no magic to speak of, and was vulnerable to nature spells and crushing attacks. Individually, they were very weak, but they would never fight alone. 
 
    The door in front of him shut, but others were opening across the grassland. There were even trapdoors he hadn’t noticed. It felt like the insects knew they were up here and had them pinned. Now it was just a matter of finding them, and they were hungry enough to throw the entire hive at them. 
 
    Adrian saw flashbacks of that first scoropid battle. It was that same, suddenly overwhelming swarm. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade was locked in tight. Jamal had borrowed that full skill, not just the psychic component, and was using it for all it was worth. 
 
    Thank god. While he thought they would probably survive a swarm of these things, it would be a long, violent battle, and their plans for Yosuf would be thrown into disarray. 
 
    The trapdoor closest to him exploded open, and an insect charged out, swinging its scythe-like front legs through the air like curious antennae. It got three metres out before spinning around and dashing back into the safety of its tunnel. It was a lot like a Labrador-sized praying mantis. 
 
    Several more bugs followed suit, jumping out of every hole and slashing through the surrounding air. They were looking for something unseen. The hidden intelligence badge suddenly blared into action. 
 
    Bit late, mate. 
 
    There was amusement from the interface. It was not at all worried about the trapdoor insects. Maybe it had worked out that even if they were attacked, this was something they could fight off or circumvent with the fade ability. 
 
    Now that Adrian watched more carefully, he could see the pattern. The trapdoors near them were opening less frequently and the insects were not coming out as far. In fact, when they used the nearby hatches, they scurried every way but the direction of the humans. 
 
    Adrian relaxed, confident that all they needed to do was wait this out. After ten minutes of frantic activity, the trapdoors all shut and remained that way. For the next few minutes, they could hear movements as the swarm of insects redistributed elsewhere in the network. Adrian knew now that the wyrm threat was eliminated, more things would wander into their traps. They had tried so hard to get them because they were hungry. Of course, the wyrm’s very presence would have scared their prey away. In fact, they would find the wyrm carcass soon and who knew what sort of population explosion that would cause? 
 
    Jamal started off again almost at a full sprint. A hundred metres later, they entered the bush, and some of the tension vanished. However, there were still vampire monkeys to deal with. Whatever Jamal had been in his past life, he was well suited to this one. Without taking a beat to rest, he kept propelling the rest of the group through the thin strip of trees. Shortly after exiting the site of the powerful mana storm that had dropped the wyrm and other monsters, Adrian found his movements were his own once more. 
 
    “That was close,” Jamal said, wiping sweat off his brow. “So many of them.” 
 
    Adrian looked around at his team. Steve had moved up to level three, which surprised him a little, as he had thought his additional twelve thousand experience would have kept him in front. Apparently, when they started on the journey, Steve had more experience than Adrian did, but if his Oracle skill was feeding him bonuses from events like the wyrm, that made sense. 
 
    Jules had jumped to level twenty-one, Charlotte a respectable level eighteen, Susie twenty, and Jamal, who had started the lowest, landed at level seventeen. Since their initial encounter with the Albury fighters, they had all grown to be at least comparable and potentially stronger once they factored in the bonuses like troll aspect. Yosuf still had more numbers and while quality beat quantity, Adrian was not arrogant enough to automatically consider his team better than Yosuf’s. 
 
    “Before we go anywhere,” Adrian said, “let’s not keep anything useful in reserve.” 
 
    Jules passed the teleport plates. 
 
    They were as described, but Adrian would need a thousand mana to charge it and at least twenty minutes to concentrate on activating it. It would be helpful, but not for the current battle. Total range fully charged was six hundred metres, which would be more than enough to provide him with some tactical options in the future. 
 
    “Not these,” he grumbled good-naturedly. “I’m more interested in the non-soul-bound stuff. We need all the advantages we can when fighting Yosuf. What useful items did we get that we have no reason to save for later?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Jules agreed quickly. “We probably should’ve done it before we left.” Her eyes then went slightly unfocused as she queried her interface. “Another mind potion, this one but plus five.” 
 
    Can I use two? 
 
    The interface flashed. 
 
    Attribute Potions 
 
    Potions for primary attributes can be used once without penalty. Additional potions will have diminishing effects. 
 
    Secondary attributes potions can be used as often as needed without penalties. 
 
    “A larger bag of holding eight metres square, currently full of wyrm parts. A set of attribute boosters, all of them plus five.” 
 
    “What?” Adrian asked in surprise. 
 
    “One potion for each of the primary attributes. You know, Strength, Agility, Perception—” 
 
    “We get it,” Charlotte interrupted. 
 
    “We’ll use them now. What else?” The teleport plates were disappointing, but the more he was hearing the more excited he was getting. 
 
    “Four expert memory stones: archery, lightning, metalworking, and enchanting.” There was a slight pause along with a frown. “A tricky one. It’s an unlimited mana potion for one minute.” 
 
    She used air quotes around “one minute.” 
 
    “Sixty-two seconds.” Susie rolled her eyes. “But who’s counting? After that, they can never cast magic again.” 
 
    Adrian recoiled in horror at first, thinking the item was a cursed one, and then he realised it was a Hail Mary. They could use the mana to cast an expensive spell. Potentially they could even use a non-magic user like Jamal to consume the potion who would have no long repercussions. They could take down a Class 1 beast if they used it right. 
 
    “Sorry, what were the expert stones again?” Adrian asked. 
 
    Jules immediately listed the four. 
 
    Adrian’s mind raced, trying to work out the best path forward. They clearly should make a call on the lightning and the archery stones along with the core and attribute boosters. The real question was who deserved the extra loot? 
 
    “What did everyone else get?” 
 
    “Umm,” Jules stammered. 
 
    “It’s hard to compare,” Susie told him. “I would say you got the worst and everyone else is about even, apart from the newbies who made out like bandits. Steve and I each got a weapon upgrade and everyone else got armour.” 
 
    “With convenience features?” he asked before he could help himself. Jules’s armour promptly appeared and disappeared. She had a huge grin on her face. 
 
    “You’re not the only special one anymore.” 
 
    “Jamal and Charlotte also got a memory stone. Charlotte got some sort of magic poison spell and Jamal got plant stealth.” 
 
    Adrian looked quizzically at Jamal. 
 
    “Plants will help me. They will move out of the way for me. Pathways will open up and plants will hide my tracks and even shield me from sight.” 
 
    “So Jamal and Charlotte got the most so far, but they’re also our weakest links, so they needed the extra support. Right now, I need to figure out who gets the attributes, wyrm core, lightning, and archery.” 
 
    “You want the lightning, don’t you?” Susie prodded. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have enough options and lightning is not one of my primary magic types, so it will always be weaker than my other choices.” 
 
    “Jamal or me for archery,” Susie muttered. 
 
    “We don’t have time to debate,” he told them. “Does anyone want the lightning?” 
 
    They all shook their heads. 
 
    Some people. Maybe he should take it. 
 
    The interface groaned and, like it was bored, showed an image of his head exploding. That was clear. Even if he wanted it, after the thief stone, he had no capacity for more. 
 
    As for the others, they did not have that reason. They were just stupidly turning down expert-level magic. 
 
    Do Susie and Jamal have the space for the memory stone? 
 
    There was little uncertainty about how interface would answer. 
 
    Does Jamal have the capacity? 
 
    No emotion from the interface. 
 
    Does Susie? 
 
    Minor feelings of disapproval. 
 
    A clear no in the language of the interface. So Susie could not take a stone without extra help, but they had an Intelligence potion. 
 
    Feeling of approval. 
 
    How about if I have the Intelligence potion? 
 
    Another image of his head exploding. 
 
    “Okay, this is how we’re doing this,” he told the group. “Susie gets lightning, Intelligence, and Mana Pool boost. She needs to use Intelligence before the stone. Steve gets the core, Charlotte Agility and Vitality, and Jules gets the Strength one. I will consume the Mana Control and take the other pieces for us to figure out later. Except for the bag. The bag is mine as an upgrade to my current one.” 
 
    “Are you playing favourites, Adrian?” Jules asked in a teasing voice. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Jules said, waving it away. “She got two.” 
 
    “She needs health and you can’t use Agility.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, frustrated. 
 
    “Nothing.” Jules grinned. “Charlotte getting extra Vitality sounds sensible.” She winked at him. Charlotte was looking elsewhere. 
 
    Women. 
 
    Over forty years and he still could not comprehend them. Openly shrugging, he took the potion Susie passed him and downed it. Maybe he should have snagged the Mana Pool potion as well, but he was worried about how it would interact with his current mana expansion pathway. 
 
    The interface purred in response. 
 
    That at least confirmed his suspicion, but he wanted to check first. Teleport plates, five to Mana Control. It was all very disappointing loot considering what they had killed. At least he got the bag. It had to be worth hundreds of thousands of energy by itself for its massive size and all the wyrm parts. In the long term, he was sure he could keep one of the metalworking or enchanting stones for Emily or himself. 
 
    Approval from the interface. 
 
    Now that he knew what he was looking for, he was able to follow how the potion functioned. It did little to his body but sank into his personal core. The little flecks of the interface spread throughout him. That was where it went to work—making them bigger, improving their ability to influence the world around him. All the mind-based attributes meant larger cores, and the interface was effectively another core, just dispersed throughout him as opposed to being concentrated in one spot. 
 
    When he looked up, everyone but Steve had received their boosts and was done. Steve was transfixed by the core in his hand. Adrian wished he could plunge into its depths, but the timing had thwarted him. Next time! He had so much growth waiting for him with his strength training and meditation techniques; consuming the core would be the height of selfishness. 
 
    Sure, he could have hidden it and used the core after his training was complete, and then gotten a second boost. He stopped the fantasy. They needed to survive first, and even though he had killed the wyrm, they would never have found it without Steve, so he deserved it for that reason. Plus, it unequivocally suited Steve more. He could get the most out of it. 
 
    Focus on the good bits: plus five to Mana Control would be at least a twenty percent upgrade to his magical damage. Curiously, he checked. 
 
    Mana Control --- now 3.79 --- Increased by 0.62 from attribute boost --- Population - 1.16 (.01) 
 
    Very nice, but Steve was getting much more. It was not just about the attribute boost. Five versus fourteen, while significant, was irrelevant to him now. Yes, nine extra would make a difference, but it was the skills that he was jealous of. Who knew how impressive the abilities from a Class 3 beast would become? 
 
    He was dumped into an image. He was playing a game on his cell phone when a monkey snatched the phone out of his hand. What? It ran away with it, jumping up onto a roof and laughing. The phone slipped from its fingers and smashed onto the cobblestones below. The monkey ran away, leaving an echo of its amusement. 
 
    The image shattered, and for the life of him, he did not know how to interpret it. Was the interface laughing at his loss? Distracting him? Or just amused that he thought the wyrm skills would be useful? 
 
    In any case, Steve would be with him all the way to Melbourne and turning him into a monster would help him get there. A win for Steve was also a win for Adrian. 
 
    Steve finished. “Thank you,” he said with unnerving authenticity. 
 
    Before Adrian could think of a reply, Steve dusted away the remnants of the core and started walking as everyone fell into line. 
 
    Finally, they reached Walla Walla. It was smaller than any of the previous towns that Adrian had visited. Maybe five hundred houses in total. The sort of out-of-the-way country place that he would never choose to visit but that he had driven through many times. 
 
    The perfect place to hunt the hunter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    The badge tingled and told Adrian they had an hour before Yosuf and his party returned. Just enough time for a lightning disinformation raid. 
 
    “So everyone knows the plan, right?” 
 
    “In and out,” Jules grumped. “You’ve explained it lots.” 
 
    With a touch of his hand and a scrap of white animal fur, Adrian’s face started stretching and morphing into his disguise. In front of their eyes, his features changed and aged. Technically, the fur was unnecessary; it was a simple trick to reduce the cost of the transformation. A grey patchy beard formed out of the material and liver spots sprouted on his hands even as his fingers widened and developed big callouses. Then the clothes. Suddenly he was outfitted in a weathered, once-high-quality ensemble. His armour lost its dark aspect and moderated towards the more common look. 
 
    After three seconds, it was done. Everyone did a double-take at his appearance. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Old and distinguished.” Charlotte giggled. 
 
    “Gross,” Jules chimed in. 
 
    “Incredible attention to detail,” Jamal said. Adrian flinched back slightly when Jamal leaned in to examine him, his face mere inches from Adrian’s. Jamal’s hand snaked out and tugged on the beard. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Jamal concluded. “There is no way that anyone will tell.” His fingers gripped Adrian’s tightly. “All my skills are telling me you’re this old beast-hunter guy.” 
 
    Adrian smiled. It worked. Of course it did. He was a master-level thief, one of very few in the world. 
 
    They walked into town, heading confidently towards the trader. The place had resorted to the standard, non-imaginative setup. The outer areas were mostly abandoned, while the centre had a significant barricade surrounding it. Adrian was amused to see a surprising number of fortified houses on the outskirts of town. The closest one was occupied and functioning. The doors were open and he could see some children playing inside. A small outback town probably had more than its normal share of survivalist nuts who were not so nutty anymore. 
 
    There was no one at the checkpoint into the main section, so they just marched in. The gates had been designed to be left open during the day and shut at night. Currently, they rested on some repurposed car tyres. They would be heavy to move, but once in position, some simple chocks would make them as unmoveable as the rest of the wall. More than capable of stopping most stuff out there, though not the trolls, as they were large enough to pull it down quick smart. 
 
    “Hey, you,” Adrian snapped with a slight American accent. 
 
    The poor man jumped at the harsh tone. He appeared to be South Asian.  
 
    “This dump got a place to have a drink?” 
 
    “There are some water tanks. I can show you.” 
 
    “Not water,” he bellowed. “Whisky or beer and none of that shitty trader-bought stuff.” 
 
    “Oh, there is a café, er, pub around the corner.” The man pointed. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you losers soon,” he yelled toward the group. “But don’t be going and killing that griffin without me.” It felt like he was hamming it up a bit, especially with the American accent. The thief course drummed this approach into his head. Play on stereotypes so the observant ones did not have to think or examine him too closely. If they did, then they might see through the act. A hotshot, brash, American hunter was something people would remember but not question. 
 
    “I’m going to bag myself a goddamn true-to-goodness griffin,” he muttered to himself as he walked, loud enough that all four people nearby heard him perfectly. He needed the town buzzing about trophy hunters when Yosuf came back. The ruse was already mostly in place; Yosuf had set the scene last night when he strode in and regaled the locals with tales about his recent monster fights. Yosuf enjoyed big-noting himself, and that would help bring him down. 
 
    Adrian found the café the taxi driver pointed out, a cheap building with enormous glass windows. Only one of the wall-to-wall panes of glass had been broken by the transition. He pushed through the shattered glass door, noting that it had not fared as well as the walls. Every panel was broken there. How the Alpha event worked was still a mystery. Some things were shattered, others aged, and other items left alone. It seemed random. 
 
    “What do I have to do to get a drink?” 
 
    The café was exactly what he had expected, but then again, he cheated with his badge. The town’s old-timers were there. Men and two women who used to drink most evenings pre-Alpha event. They had all survived, but not one was stronger than level five. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “What are you paying with?” 
 
    He fished out two fifty-dollar bills. The old man who had asked burst into laughter. “That shit ain’t getting you nothing.” 
 
    “It’s legal tender, you blighters. If you don’t accept it, the Australian government is going to come down so hard on your arses.” Everyone in the room laughed harder. He shoved the cash into his pocket. 
 
    “Energy or trade goods,” the man said easily. 
 
    Digging into his bag of holding, Adrian produced one of the wyrm scales. “Trade goods it is,” he said, slamming the scale down on the table. It was the size of a dinner plate. 
 
    “What the . . . ?” 
 
    “Real-life dragon scale. I killed it myself,” he told them with a wink. 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “My team might have helped a little. Where’s the whisky? I’ll have it neat while I regale you with a story you’ll never forget. It was a fearsome battle, but when you know the trick to dodge their fire, they’re not too hard.” 
 
    “You just found some lying around, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Would I lie to you?” he asked loudly, per the character, clutching his chest to mime being hurt. 
 
    The café owner did not react. 
 
    “Hurry up, man. I’m on a schedule. There’s a griffin up in the hills,” Adrian barked. 
 
    “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “When I bring that fuckin’ head back,” he blustered, waving a finger, “a real griffin’s head . . .” 
 
    “You killing a dragon will still be bullshit.” 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    The server was moving to get his drink. “You’re right. But that is a dragon scale. I saw it flying away in the distance.” 
 
    “Wyrm,” the server said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s a wyrm scale.” 
 
    “It’s not a bloody worm! They don’t have scales.” 
 
    “Wyrms.” The server rolled the word. “Lesser cousins to the dragons.” 
 
    “What would you know?” 
 
    “I have an appraisal skill, and that scale is from a wyrm.” Everyone chuckled at Adrian’s obvious discomfort. 
 
    “I saw it. Wyrms might be lesser cousins to dragons, but when you see them flying, they’re still terrifying.” 
 
    “No, they don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t what?” 
 
    “Fly.” The server was trying desperately to hold back his smile. “They slither along the ground like giant snakes.” 
 
    “You’re killing me, man,” he said out of the side of his mouth, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Still valuable?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” the server agreed. 
 
    “Drinks for all then, but when I bring back that griffin head, you guys are buying all night. But first, let me tell you how I killed the mighty dragon.” 
 
    Forty minutes later, Adrian extracted himself, having convinced the room that he was a buffoon, but the griffin was real. Trap set, he exited the town quickly, catching up to the others in short order using his Ambusher’s Steps. The badge conveniently showed him exactly where they were. 
 
    Things had changed. The bush no longer scared him, as now there were so few monsters that could directly threaten him. If he kept his eyes open, even those were easily avoidable. 
 
    As he moved, he was pleased to observe that Jamal had not tried to hide their passage. When he reached them, they had extended their tracks an extra three hundred metres before doubling back and hiding under some trees. 
 
    “Good work,” he said approvingly. The trap was set. It was time to see if they would fall for it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    The chiracana nest was up the hill. Like the Bird, it nested in high spaces, but unlike the Bird, it lacked true flight. Given the geography, there was a ninety-nine percent chance Adrian knew where its lair was, and then, after seeing its hunting tracks, he was almost certain. Lesser chiracanas were not subtle and did not bother hiding their passage. Straight lines led directly up the hill. 
 
    While they waited, Adrian checked the badge information. A subtle smile and a secret fist pump. 
 
    Shortly after entering Walla Walla, Yosuf was disappointed by their hunt and had learned about the griffin. Then, three minutes later, he was at the café getting the story from the local about the American braggart. Five minutes after that, they were on their way. 
 
    “Twenty,” Adrian told the others. Smiling a pleased smile, he gave everyone a thumbs up and continued with his meditation training for Agility. 
 
    Finally, as Yosuf and his men clattered into sight, Adrian stood unbearably still and let Jamal’s stealth abilities close around him once more through the magic of the necklace. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes tracked over Yosuf’s men as they moved. A hunter led the way, barely looking down as he followed their visible tracks, wasting his unique skills. The group was like Raj’s but with a more deadly lean and a couple of additional levels. While Raj had recruited bouncers and bruisers, Yosuf had chosen commandos, hunters, and assassins. There were also three or four women in the band, all of whom glared ahead intensely and sported higher levels than their male counterparts’. 
 
    Yosuf Yanney Level 26 Monster Hunter 
 
    The monster hunter class specialises in bonus attacks against non-humanoid life forms, including abilities to identify weaknesses in chosen targets. 
 
    Then, more ethereal information started flowing in. Yosuf, unlike Raj, had exploited all his attributes and was mid-twenties across the board with identical ranged, magical, and personal buffs. This group had the same networked shields that were so impenetrable among Raj’s men. Luckily, the chiracana would likely degrade the bulk of their power. Then the important information flooded in. Expert spear mastery, expert archery, and a host of flashy fire abilities, along with some healing spells. 
 
    Balanced. 
 
    There was no doubting the man’s competence. He had access to resources and used them to improve himself across the board. Even his armour made more sense. Rather than just stacking resistances, he had a complete set of armour that let him avoid some attacks in a way that acted like Adrian’s Shadow Evasion skill. 
 
    Then Adrian shifted to focus on the others in the group. Like their boss, they were versatile. Over half had a healing spell, and there was more specialisation in their ranks. Three ranged magic casters, along with four dedicated healers. The chiracana might just have a formidable opponent. 
 
    This team was going around killing monsters. Was it fair to attack them because of their boss? 
 
    While looking at them, the badge triggered on its own. He could feel it warming up. Adrian inexplicably tried to stop it, but the interface blocked the attempt. At the mercy of the badge’s power, the personal history of each person in the group bubbled up. Most of them had a pre-event criminal record, primarily extortion and drug dealing, though there were two murderers who had served their time. It was not right to execute them now for something they did twenty years ago. 
 
    Then, the post-event stuff started scrolling. Only Ambusher’s Fade stopped him from vomiting violently. He gulped down the acid bile, wanting to gag at the taste but unable to. 
 
    No images. 
 
    Goddamn Fade. Swallowing as fast as possible. His throat felt raw, and the fresh saliva was too sparse to flush out the taste. 
 
    Text started scrolling overhead, nor sparing him the details of their personal crimes over the last two months. Yosuf, the bastard, encouraged the team to take an oath to get revenge on those who slighted them, and the majority had indulged. Four out of them were clean. Only four. It was extraordinary. For the first time, Adrian wondered whether the social contracts in Australia were just that effective. Had this ugliness been suppressed, or had he been sheltered and never observed the underbelly of society? 
 
    Or both. 
 
    A handful of them were tagged for “minor torture.” Adrian opened that description, trying to understand what “minor” meant.  
 
    He immediately wished he had not. 
 
    The list of offenses was not what he would have categorised as “minor.” For instance, “property damage” meant breaking into an ex’s family home and smashing everything, including windows, plates, and glasses, and ripping up the family photos on the walls. “Theft” was innocuous by comparison, and then there was a number of group members who tracked down, tortured, and killed three police officers before disposing of the bodies. So many crimes and, more damning, such blatant disregard for human life. 
 
    The majority had to die, because it was clear that they would maintain their habits. Why did they do it? Maybe because they were sociopaths, or worse, that they consciously chose to do it and revelled in it. 
 
    It was a reign of terror that needed to be stopped. It would end here. 
 
    He felt bad for the less violent ones, but their crime was enabling their companions when they could have intervened. From a utilitarian standpoint, eliminating four “innocents” now was more ethical than letting them all live for even another week. Adrian would not let outdated concepts of mercy and redemption guide his hand. 
 
    Adrian tried to take a deep breath to calm himself, but Ambusher’s Fade denied even that. No one could walk away from this encounter, or their plan to divide and conquer would be ruined. The entire group had to die. It was an absolute truth. They could not afford to let survivors regroup and strike back with more preparation. Anonymity was their friend. It was worth the bloodstained hands. 
 
    What about my team? 
 
    Adrian recoiled at the notion of invading their privacy, but the badge had already responded. Only Steve was tagged with crimes. Everyone else was clean. Did Adrian really want to know what he had done? If he was judging those following Yosuf, then surely, it was only fair to check his own companions. 
 
    Or was it? What would he do if Steve had killed someone? 
 
    It was too late. Now that he had activated it, his curiosity would not let it go. It was probably something innocent, so there would be no harm in checking. Either way, they needed to know. 
 
    Three different cases of battery. A small amount of relief washed through Adrian. Maybe it was just the scene he had witnessed back in Wagga, with Cheryl. After all, there had been three victims. 
 
    Once more, his curiosity prodded him. Agitating. Wanting to know. It was the ultimate abuse of trust. 
 
    Against his better judgment, he triggered the memories, cursing himself a little, knowing that he lacked the willpower to resist. 
 
    It was not just that one incident. There were three encounters in Wagga. There was Cheryl and her cronies, of course. He knew about that and understood that it was the stress of the situation and their history that caused it, even if he would normally condemn the behaviour. The second was a man attacking Sally. There may have been more context to the encounter, but like with Cheryl, Steve went a step too far. He had broken the bastard’s bones and left him lying in a heap, like lunch meat for monsters. Fortunately, Sally found a healer and he lived. 
 
    The final altercation was by far the most disturbing. Adrian figured it was one of Steve’s neighbours back in the old world. The man had called Katie a harlot. The rage in Steve’s eyes reminded him of Jules caught up in her bloodlust. That assault had crossed the line into worse. 
 
    Sharing that memory was bittersweet; as much as he resisted the idea, Adrian could see himself in Steve. If their situation had been reversed, that could very well have been him responding to . . . no, he should not imagine it. The only thing keeping him going was the promise that his family was safely waiting for him. If he let himself imagine something happening to Emily . . . 
 
    He would fall apart. There was no time for that. 
 
    Despite everything, he understood Steve’s reaction. He knew it was hypocritical, considering how he was condemning Yosuf’s men. Keeping score of the ethics like this did not matter anymore to Adrian. He would protect his friends and, like he did only two days ago, he would kill if he needed to. Others might criticise him for that mentality, but the crucible of the last few months had taught him that for all his civility, he would cross every line of civilisation to save those who were dear to him. 
 
    Adrian discreetly glanced at Steve with respect. They would both burn the world down for those they loved. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade released its grip on him as Yosuf’s group passed out of sight. With a flex of his power, a sound barrier slotted into place. Their voices would not leave their area. 
 
    “We can talk,” Adrian told them. 
 
    Susie turned to him speculatively. She could detect his furious resolve. 
 
    “Plan?” Jamal asked. 
 
    “They looked strong enough to take on a chiracana,” he admitted. 
 
    “I’m not sure we should go through with this plan,” Susie said. “We can’t just kill them.” 
 
    “Mum!” 
 
    “I’m with Jules,” Adrian told Susie firmly. “They deserve to die for what they’ve done since the event: murder, torture, and worse.” 
 
    “How can there be worse?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    He looked at her and realisation flooded her face. Her cheeks went red. 
 
    “And only four of them didn’t participate. At the very least, they stood by and did nothing to stop it.” 
 
    “How about the women?” 
 
    “They were amongst the evillest.” 
 
    “But—” Susie protested. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” he said quietly. “Trust me. Pre-event, eighteen out of the twenty-two would’ve got multiple life sentences and the other four would have been convicted as accomplices for capital crimes. And if Australia had the death penalty . . .” He didn’t need to finish. 
 
    That shut her up. 
 
    “What about the plan?” Jamal pestered. 
 
    “We sneak behind them. The moment the chiracana notices them, it will attack. It’s very territorial. While they’re distracted, we eliminate the healers and even the casters if needed, and then step back and let the chiracana do its work and clean up whatever is left over.” 
 
    A brutal plan, but necessary. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Jamal nodded and Adrian felt the familiar magic take over. He was walking normally, but just a little off. On each step, his feet landed an inch or two away from where he expected them to, and his weight shifted more subtly from one foot to the other. He was used to stealth, so he imagined the impact on his companions was more dramatic. 
 
    Almost without realising it, he focused on what Jamal was doing. It was a learning experience. 
 
    Approval radiated from the interface. 
 
    The grass under his toes was moving to accommodate each step. Each tendril of living material wove together to support his weight and then returned to its normal position afterwards. As a result, he left no tracks. He never touched the detritus, the dry leaves and twigs whose disruptive nature would reveal their position. 
 
    Jamal moved deliberately, stopping and starting in such a fashion that he kept close but never quite closed the distance between them and Yosuf’s crew. If any of Yosuf’s people had an acute perception stat, Adrian and his group might be spotted. 
 
    There was a roar ahead of them. Jamal abandoned his caution and noticeably sped up. As they went through a patch of trees, they watched the battle commence in front of them. The lesser chiracana looked a little like a griffin, a bird head and wings stretching out from a furry, cat-like body. It was smaller than expected, only slightly larger than a lion. 
 
    The fear aura struck him. Though Adrian was somewhat immune to the sensation, he could still feel its power. The tentacle bear had wielded the same effect but stronger. It was designed to be terrifying. If he tried to flee, the monster would spring to attack him and take him down from behind. Therefore, he could not run. That said, if he raised his weapon, the thing would target him first and then, according to the fear pounding into him, the only option was to curl up and hide. His only choice was to hide his eyes; if it did not see him, he would be safe. 
 
    Adrian snorted a little. It was an impressive effect, simultaneously stopping the prey from running, defending itself, or even seeing the threat coming. Anyone who was susceptible to the aura was a sitting duck. 
 
    This chiracana was a monster. Hiding from it was fruitless. 
 
    He reviewed the identification. 
 
    Lesser Chiracana 
 
    True to its name, the Lesser Chiracana is less dangerous than its cousins. However, they are the more common subspecies in Alpha events. They have lost direct control of magic but have replaced it with two innate aura effects. One is a paralytic fear that entraps its prey, and the second increases the chance of magic miscasting and/or reflecting onto its caster. Lesser Chiracanas are exceedingly territorial. 
 
    “Paralytic fear,” he whispered, forcing his bone-dry mouth to function. “It’s making you afraid, so try to resist it.” 
 
    “I am going to crush you!” Jules yelled with mad glee. Of course a berserker would respond to the fear aura by counteracting it with rage. Their answer to any challenge was to charge and bash it over the head. She would have done the same to the wyrm. 
 
    No. 
 
    If she went crazy and joined Yosuf’s men’s fight, it would ruin their careful trap. 
 
    She started laughing. 
 
    “Start Fade now,” he snapped at Jamal, hoping that the skill would work. The laughter cut off abruptly. Jules looked like she was fighting it, but only physically. Ambusher’s Fade, as Adrian had proven time and time again, had absolute control. 
 
    He formed words through the oppressive muscle stillness. Generating the noise while barely moving his lips. “Jules, we’re going to kill Yosuf. Jamal, can we back up a bit to get her out of the aura?” 
 
    Once more, Adrian moved against his own volition. The sounds of the fight receded and a moment later, the aura reduced materially. He could see the lines of her chin changing as she calmed down, in control of herself now that the fear was not wrestling with her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We can’t risk you in this battle. Run that way,” Adrian ordered, pointing away from the fight. “We need to make sure the fight goes the way we planned, and it won’t if you’re berserking into them.” 
 
    Jules looked like she was about to cry. “But I want to—” She stopped, trying to find the words to express her frustration. “I hate my class and I hate that aura.” 
 
    But she did as she was told and sprinted away. Adrian cringed a little at the tracks she was leaving in her wake. Maybe everyone should splurge a little on stealth skills. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he ordered. They took off at a run toward the struggle. 
 
    When they split the bushes to see the battle, Adrian’s stomach fell. The entire group had snapped out of the paralytic fear and was striking back. Not a single human was down. Whenever the chiracana attacked, multiple healing spells would fly and keep the fighters on their feet despite the massive damage they were taking. Three of them were tanking and everyone else was launching spells or arrows. Most of them were fizzling out quickly, but some were landing hits and damaging the beast. Clearly, the mages had not realised how useless their offensive magic was. 
 
    The creature’s inherent healing and armour was keeping it standing, but they would not last. Yosuf was in the front, attacking and even tanking for sections. Maybe he had not had time to retreat to the back. 
 
    The raid group rotated aggro between their tanks almost perfectly, each taking turns grabbing the chiracana's attention. That half-second gained with each switch of the monster’s focus let the team survive the raw force the chiracana was unleashing. 
 
    “Kill the healers,” Adrian ordered harshly, remembering their crimes. “Let’s give the little birdy a chance.” 
 
    Before he could move, Adrian felt the puppeteer movement of Jamal’s power take over. The late afternoon sun was still strong and there was no cover. Not that it mattered. Jamal expertly deposited Charlotte and Adrian behind one group of healers and then himself and Steve behind the other. Susie was left between the two sites in a position to heal. 
 
    Buff magic rushed to all of them, strength and size to all of them excluding Susie. Steve’s new legendary sword’s key feature was changing size at his will. The combined spells took over half of his magic reserves, but it was worth it. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Adrian watched Steve’s sword expand to match his new dimensions. In no more than half a second, it grew from almost two metres long to three and wide as a dinner plate in the middle. 
 
    There were two targets in front of him, a man and a woman. Charlotte used her double axes on the thin, sleazy-looking man with a goatee, leaving the woman to Adrian. Knowing her past atrocities made the scorn in her eyes all the viler. She just might have been the evillest in the field. Collectively, they had committed two major group crimes, and she had been involved in both, even tagged as a ringleader for one. Adrian had indulged in Steve’s detailed criminal history, but there was no way he would do the same for hers. The descriptions were bad enough. 
 
    He brought his spear down in a classic thrust against the healer’s undefended back, putting everything into the strike to hopefully shatter the shield. 
 
    The spear slammed to a halt, sending shockwaves through his arms. It was like hitting concrete, but as expected, sparks exploded out. Adrian ignored his throbbing elbow joints and pulled the spear back for another attack. Flustered but agile, the woman shifted to the side almost in time to avoid the strike. Adrian remembered his spear lessons and focused on footwork, easing his weight backwards to prepare for a third thrust. 
 
    The healers had been standing at the back, a full two paces away from the primary group of ranged casters. The woman he was fighting started to charge towards the apparent safety of her friends. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Both his and Charlotte’s targets were ripped off their feet and thrown back the way they came. Adrian braced his spear, and the woman slammed into the point. He staggered from the impact and the smack of the Wind Gust despite his increased size. The butt of the spear dug into the ground. He was surprised her shield did not pop, but the shintopur knowledge kept him moving. Extracting the spear. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He stood over her like an executioner as the woman tumbled to land at his feet. Adrian did not think. He stabbed the spear down at the chest. Sparks billowed and stopped it. 
 
    Wow! 
 
    These personal shields scaled on Vitality, so she must have flooded that attribute to survive this long. 
 
    She used a pain spell on him. It made him feel like icy fire was raging through his veins. Against most, it would have been an effective surprise attack, but after what Adrian had been through, it barely registered as memorable. An enchantment that should leave the target screaming in agony just rolled off him. 
 
    Adrian brought the spear down hard again. She had not even bothered to roll away, convinced that her predictable little spell would do its thing. 
 
    Why did she have that particular spell? It was a nasty one to unleash in battle. Adrian suspected that she bought it for a different occasion, but he would keep it in mind. Against humans, it would be a useful tool to have in their bag. 
 
    The point slammed down to the accompaniment of sparks and a pop. Horror flooded the woman’s eyes as she watched her alleged invincibility fail away. 
 
    Still not dodging, she changed spells. Casting a fireball this time. Yes, she was a healer, but Yosuf made sure that everyone was multiskilled. 
 
    Wrong element, bitch. 
 
    Even as it formed, he was fighting her for control of the spell, destabilising it immediately. His spear came up and then crashed back down to gather momentum for significant damage. She held still, focusing completely on a spell that was rapidly careening out of her control. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    He took advantage and went for the eye. 
 
    Connecting. 
 
    It was probably overkill; she had lost control of the fireball, and it was already backfiring on her. 
 
    The spear went all the way through the brain. Training and instincts had him immediately wrenching the spear out and deliberately twisting it as it did so, puréeing the contents of her skull as it exited. The flames, meanwhile, dug into her chest, as if the spear was not enough. The stench of crisped meat wafted out. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian landed behind Charlotte’s opponent. He was counterstriking with dark magic. It streamed from his hands, warping and biting into Charlotte’s legs. She was an affliction tank, so she could shrug off the pain but could not prevent the physical damage. She hit him repeatedly with her axe. Each blow sent sparks flying. The bubble finally popped, and Adrian did not hesitate, thrusting his spear into the exposed back. 
 
    Unlike the two of them, Sleazy Goatee Guy had not become friends with pain, and his spell faltered immediately when Adrian’s spear skewered him. His dark magic backfired and started consuming the hand that had been directing it. Not that it mattered; Charlotte’s axe descended on him a moment later. 
 
    She stumbled, struggling to stand on the withered leg. Jamal was still trying to finish his opponent, but his daggers were drawing blood, so it wouldn’t be long. Steve was pulling back for another swing. That last healer was not long for the world. 
 
    Step. Adrian moved just far enough to reach Charlotte and help support her weight. Together, they hobbled away. She was gasping with each step, but he hoisted her forward. The casters would notice the dead healers shortly, and he wanted to be clear before then. 
 
    “Healing!” It was a desperate roar from behind them. 
 
    Adrian stopped and looked back at the battle to watch the realisation hit them. Yosuf was yelling because one of his tanks had fallen in the absence of the expected healing. 
 
    As aggro switched to an alternate tank, Yosuf turned to see what the trouble was and looked straight at the bloody remains of his healers with Steve and Jamal towering over them. They were not in stealth, and the growth made them look like giants. 
 
    Adrian wondered what Yosuf saw. Did he see humans or Alpha creatures attacking them? 
 
    Adrian waved despite himself, and Charlotte elbowed him with a flash of a smile. 
 
    Yosuf’s eyes were flicking between his dead healers and the four giants standing there resolutely, completely unafraid and ready to keep fighting. Fury and confusion warped his features, but mainly fury. 
 
    Another tank went down as Yosuf missed his turn in the rotation. Everyone else had switched to healing, but it was clear that healing was not their specialty. 
 
    Yosuf’s eyes darted about in indecision, and suddenly the chiracana was on him. He was in a fight for his life. Others in his party had glanced back and collectively understood that they were caught between two threats, but the chiracana that was mauling their boss took precedence. They had worked out that the monster was immune to their magic, but most had depleted their mana pools in the process. The giants behind them were scary, but they were not attacking. Somewhat confused, the casters kept their focus on healing their wounded companions. 
 
    Jamal grabbed Adrian’s arm. “We need to retreat.” 
 
    Adrian nodded in agreement, and they faded back into the tree line. 
 
    The battle continued. The animal was near death, but Yosuf’s forces were struggling as well. The non-tanks had been bravely taking blows, rotating and allowing their shields to be popped. Most of the magic users’ mana was also depleted and the special abilities of the melee expended, but despite the damage, six ranged fighters and nine melee fighters still stood. 
 
    It was going to be close. 
 
    “Should we?” Adrian asked. 
 
    Steve nodded. 
 
    “Yep. Let’s finish it,” Charlotte said, extravagantly rolling her shoulders. 
 
    “Ranged first. Jamal, guide us in,” Adrian ordered. 
 
    Once more, they snuck up on the desperate fighters in front of them. This time, they were looking over their shoulders for an attack while they shakily traded blows with the chiracana. Jamal’s stealth was absolute despite the afternoon light, and growth and strength were both still active. They had a clear advantage. 
 
    Adrian and Charlotte were assigned to three opponents with no fighting skills and substantially weaker physical skills than theirs. 
 
    It took time to go through the first shield, but every time he thrust, his spear was rejected with a billow of sparks and little else. Both of their opponents swung with flailing, easily avoidable strokes. This time, Adrian was the first to pop a shield, only to have Charlotte finish the enemy with her axe. Charlotte popped the next shield, and Adrian toppled the man with a leg strike before finishing him. He looked up to see Charlotte already unleashing a shower of blows on the last standing opponent. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The man jerked as Adrian’s spear went through his back and into his heart. 
 
    Adrian turned to help the others, but it was over. Steve and Jamal had already rushed the left flank and slaughtered Yosuf’s exhausted, mana-depleted soldiers. Especially since there were fewer active shields in that section. 
 
    All that remained was Yosuf, one tank, and a melee fighter in a desperate deathmatch against the chiracana. 
 
    The humans had won. The bird-lion beast was immobilised, only able to use its beak to lash out. It was just a matter of them keeping up the pressure. Yosuf stumbled away from the animal, realising that it was no longer his principal opponent. 
 
    “My family will—” 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian was already plunging the weapon. Exhausted as Yosuf was, he was surprised by the sudden movement and failed to even bring his spear up to parry. His eyes went comically wide as he looked down at the weapon sticking out of his chest. 
 
    Adrian leaned forward. “That is for Rebecca.” 
 
    Confusion filled Yosuf’s eyes, followed by realisation. Adrian did not know the girl, but he had seen what the man had done. Revenge for that was best served cold in a torture dungeon somewhere, but that was not available, so this hasty job would have to do. 
 
    Adrian wanted to tell Yosuf that he deserved worse, but the words would not come as life flickered out of his eyes. He would do what he had to do and try not to feel regret, but he was not entirely a callous warrior. Deep down, he was still a project manager and that pre-Alpha innocence screamed in horror at what he had done. 
 
    He deserved worse. 
 
    Yanking the spear out. The rest of the crew realised the instant Yosuf died, spinning away from the beast. Bloodlust filled their features. Adrian had seen it in Jules so many times that he recognised it quickly. 
 
    They would be singularly focused on killing him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian unabashedly retreated behind his mates. He intended to use Shadow Evasion to dodge them until he had a clear shot to kill. 
 
    Yosuf was dead. That simple fact made the world a better place. Adrian shuddered, remembering some of what the badge had shared regarding Rebecca. 
 
    What a creep. It was enough to make his blood boil, and Adrian had no doubt that the rest of the family would be just as bad. He suppressed the badge’s response. He did not want to see any more of that. Not today, at least. 
 
    If he was a religious man, he would be doing god’s work. But he was not religious. He was a family man and that meant if the cat brought a rat corpse inside, then he was the one who disposed of it. If a kid vomited everywhere, then he would be on his hands and knees cleaning it. He did what he had to do for the home, and right now, regardless of the quest, he knew what a family of fifty thousand needed done. 
 
    Then came the usual ethical tug-of-war in his mind. This was murder that had been deliberate and premeditated, unlike when fighting Raj’s men. Back then, he was protecting Jules, but this one was on him. Given their crimes, Adrian was not sure he cared. There was no government to keep people like this under control, so that meant he had to do it himself. Mob justice or whatever. 
 
    A small part of him knew he would probably break down later, but for now, he was fine. This was for Rebecca and all the other nameless victims. 
 
    The two remaining fighters charged at him, ignoring Steve and Charlotte on either side. His companions both swung their weapons, and the incensed fighters were too singularly focused to see the threat. They crashed to the earth, Steve’s opponent split in half and Charlotte’s hamstrung. Convenient. 
 
    It was done. The chiracana whimpered. 
 
    Almost done, Adrian mentally corrected. 
 
    “Everyone, do a little damage,” he ordered, “just in case experience works like it did with the wyrm.” 
 
    He suspected it did not, but it was worth a try. 
 
    It felt cruel to not put the creature out of its misery immediately, but this was the new ethical norm since the Alpha event. Chiracanas were devastatingly dangerous and he was not going to risk missing out on the experience to satisfy some old-fashioned view on animal cruelty. 
 
    “Good plan,” Jamal said as he assessed the mangled bodies. He was not talking about the chiracana. 
 
    “Six to go,” Jules yelled. She sported a grin while jogging back up to them. The fear aura had broken with its owner. Her cheeriness quickly devolved to humiliation. “I’m sorry. I almost spoiled it.” 
 
    “Not your fault,” Adrian told her. “And we’ll be more careful from now on.” 
 
    “What’s next?” Jules asked. 
 
    Adrian smiled sadly. “We clean up here and stage the battlefield. Brian, the-larger-than-life American beast hunter, is the only survivor. His teammates all died.” Using the badge, he selected five of the bodies of Yosuf’s group and marked them on the shared map. “We need to strip them and put the spare armour on. They need to be Brian’s lost team members.” He looted Yosuf. The bag of holding contained numerous trophies of Alpha creatures. He was a glad to see an octopod among the treasures, along with an impressive selection of potions. There was no old money to be seen, and unfortunately, no energy either. Yosuf had spent every morsel. If he was not so perverted, then he could have helped the world in so many ways. 
 
    Adrian kicked the body at his feet. “Arsehole.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    As Brian the Monster Hunter, Adrian slunk back into town and drank a beer with the locals. The “griffin” head rested on the table as he retold the story of Yosuf’s team coming to help them, but the beast was too strong. Yosuf was a hero but died in the end. As a final touch, he left the bag of holding filled with Yosuf’s trophies in the café. 
 
    “For the grieving family,” he told the regulars, having already pilfered most of the potions. For a normal family, it would have been a nice gesture, but the aim in this case was merely to minimise the inevitable tirade of revenge from the Yanneys. Brian would be hunted down for the crime of witnessing the death and not stopping it, and for the theft too. That bit made him smile. The gear was still valuable even if the bag of holding’s contents were disappointing. 
 
    Time to disappear. 
 
    Brian stumbled outside, intent on leaving despite the late hour. The gates were shut, and he made a fuss until the guards opened them a bit so he could sneak out. One skill the memory stone had taught him was how to drink alcohol and not get drunk, and the moment he was out of sight, he abandoned the drunk act. It was a thirty-minute jog to where his team had commandeered an abandoned farmhouse. 
 
    The badge told him this area was safe, and he doubted there was anything dangerous around, but he still moved silently with Ambusher’s Steps. Sure enough, he noted four predators along the way that could have posed a challenge if they surprised him. 
 
    Arriving at the place, he found that only Charlotte was awake. They no longer rotated guard duty, having placed full trust in the expert camp stones they purchased. She was resting out front, admiring the landscape. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “Enjoying sitting here. I used to do this all the time.” She lapsed into silence. 
 
    “We did the right thing.” 
 
    “I know.” She yawned tiredly. “But it feels wrong. Why are they doing this?” 
 
    “Some people are just bad,” he told her, taking a seat next to her. “My pre-event theory was that eighty percent of people were good, nineteen were selfish but respectful of the law, and one percent were bad. Usually driven by their upbringing.” 
 
    “And now?” she asked after a long silence. 
 
    “I still think the proportions are about right, but in Albury, that one percent is in charge and all their suppressed rage, all those things they didn’t do just because of the law . . . those controls are gone.” He hesitated. “We have to stop them.” 
 
    Charlotte breathed out heavily. “Do you mind if I just . . .” She leant into his arm, resting her head on his shoulder. “I need to feel normal for a bit.” 
 
    “I think we all do.” 
 
    With his night vision, he watched a domestic cat hunt a possum. Neither had been changed much by the event. Eventually, the cat pounced, and the prey squealed loudly before the hungry cat clamped its jaws and muffled the noise. Charlotte jerked slightly. 
 
    “Time to sleep,” she said, sitting up. “Thank you for keeping me company.” 
 
    He sat and watched her go. She was nice and far too attractive for his comfort, mostly because of her personality. She had strength and resolve, and underneath it all, she was a genuinely kind person. Hopefully, the impending bloodbath wouldn’t completely turn her into a battle-hardened monster. He would do his best to protect all of them. Even Steve needed protecting. His anger issue probably made him even more vulnerable. It was a slippery slope, and he had slipped several times already. 
 
    The world was surprisingly simple. Strength ruled, and brutality had its place. They had it so easy in Australia pre-event and now it was a lawless horror show. Mateship and civil values only carried so far. 
 
    Fuck the scientists. 
 
    The interface agreed wholeheartedly. 
 
    Fuck the universe. 
 
    After all, it was its fault. The interface agreed and then embraced him in comforting warmth as tears flowed. 
 
    The cat was eating. It would survive a few more days, but it was gravely skinny. 
 
    Survival sounded great, but Adrian had seen the different towns and realised that survival was not enough by itself. The Junta would absolutely help Albury survive. Yosuf was a case in point. Based on his external actions, he was a hero, running around the countryside eliminating dangerous monsters. 
 
    A hero, except in Rebecca’s case, for instance. 
 
    The interface was still hugging him in his mind. Adrian wiped the tears away. He would not curse the badge because he had already seen how powerful it was. That bit of oversharing would haunt him, nevertheless. 
 
    Surviving was not enough. What was the point of living without hope for the future? In the old world, merely surviving was not enough, but it was never presented in such a stark manner. The world needed the children and the vulnerable to be protected. He would fight for the weak to prosper. That was what civilisation was supposed to do: protect the weak. If it meant dancing with oblivion . . . well, it was worth it to avoid what the Yanneys were building. 
 
    Politically, he had always been so neutral. Voting down the middle, sometimes for the conservatives and then the next time for labour, a still conservative party but slightly more to the left, but now . . . he was rapidly becoming a bleeding-heart freedom fighter. Just two nights ago, Jules pressured him to take the quest, and he agonised over it. Well, that part of him was gone, along with his innocence. Adrian knew he had to get stronger to defend the world he wanted, even if it meant being more selfish. 
 
    Right here and now, he understood he had a duty to save Albury. If that meant taking the best loot, killing those four more-palatable accomplices, or even innocent bystanders, he would not hesitate. There would be collateral damage. His conscience would not come out of it clean, but he would emerge victorious because he had enough of fussing over the hard decisions. 
 
    He had already acted on his promise by sacrificing bystanders. Angrily, he wiped the tear away. 
 
    The interface hugged him once more. The kindness was so unusual it was almost suspicious. 
 
    Adrian rubbed his eyes. He knew exactly what Yosuf had done to Walla Walla, and he was not going to lie to himself. 
 
    Maybe the Yanneys would not retaliate and maybe this was just a game. 
 
    Adrian snorted. One of the siblings had died here, and he had seen twice what sort of people the Yanneys were. Maybe they would not make an example, but Adrian doubted it. When he left the café, he wanted to warn the other patrons. He knew it was right to tell them to run to Wagga, but he held his tongue. Brian would not have known to say anything and protecting that Brian persona was crucial now. 
 
    How many people lived there? 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Shutting his eyes to try and stop the waterworks. 
 
    Be a man. 
 
    The misdirection was needed. 
 
    The Yanneys could not learn they were coming. Currently, they were divided, and if he could keep tensions high enough, they would tear themselves apart. But if they thought there was an outside threat, they would close ranks and, even with all the power the wyrm had gifted them, the battle today had shown that Adrian’s crew was outclassed. Especially if the Yanneys combined their forces. Divided they would fall. Together they might still fall, but at the cost of too many innocents. And against the united forces of the Yanneys, Walla Walla was . . . 
 
    Head in his hands. Adrian accepted responsibility for the decision he had made. What did that mean for the town? Was it collateral? A sacrifice? 
 
    Ultimately, Walla Walla was just unlucky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    Adrian woke tired after a night of restless sleep. The nightmares had not stopped its images of red blood everywhere, and it usually was not his. Both Jamal and Steve had gotten up earlier, long before Adrian was ready to move. 
 
    Carefully, he reached out to the badge to plan out more of the quest. Divide and conquer. Joshua, the weird one, and Eleni the druggy were separate and could be taken out individually. The McDermotts concerned him. Despite their internal issues, they lived on the same street, the husband and wife in neighbouring mansions with the brother down the road. Getting one without the other would be difficult. The more information he gathered, the more hopeless it seemed. Individually, they were strong, but they were almost always together. Two kids kept the adults from overstepping the mark, and all three doted upon them. Maybe he could use them . . . 
 
    No. 
 
    That was a step too far. Maybe later, after he had exhausted all the other options. The badge even assured him they were as protected as the primary targets, at least from a kidnapping. 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    Plans swirled. Rumours could weaken them, but to expose the bastards, he needed to turn them on each other or lure one out. Luring would work only once, seeing as they had survived this long courtesy of their paranoia. 
 
    A problem for later. For now, it was time to choose his upgrade path. 
 
    Battle Wraith Form 
 
    The next evolution of Shadow Evasion. This combines air, shadow, and physical skills further to co-opt the evasive abilities and use them offensively. Increases Agility by approximately 20 standard points during battle and enables nearly unlimited Shadow Steps during battle. 
 
    Recommendation is neutral. 
 
    The breath whooshed out of him. 
 
    He was almost shaking reading what the skill gave him and without the promise of the meditation technique, he would have pounced on it. Even with the technique, it was still tempting. Increased Agility by twenty, plus unlimited Shadow Steps. He could just imagine dancing effortlessly through a battlefield. Those hordes of monsters that used to threaten them would be helpless against him. In that first scoropid fight that nearly killed half of his party, with Battle Wraith, he would have been able to tank the entire swarm. Spinning around the outside, moving too fast for them to sting. 
 
    Twenty to Agility! And even better, it was only during battle, so he could simultaneously build Agility through meditation. By the time the pathway finished, he would be faster on the battlefield than any of his companions. 
 
    Physically, at least, he remembered the glowing rope. Magic would still be a problem, but not if he chose his battles carefully. If he had this, could he have fought Yosuf’s group faster? Maybe not. His damage output would be too low, but that was only until he ramped up his Strength. There was a world where he could bump his natural Agility and Strength above twenty and then, after his strength buff and battle wraith buff, both would end up beyond forty. Then growth would leave him with fifty Strength and over forty Agility and then he had Shadow Evasion, troll regeneration, and his magic.  
 
    For a moment, he could taste that power. Being both twice as fast and strong as a physically focused level twenty was an almost insurmountable edge. 
 
    It was a full reversal of his build, and it would be months before it came into its final terrifying form, as he would need to train up his Agility and Strength and gain another level somehow. But when he got there? 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    Only the recommendation held his hand. “Neutral” was not bad, but there must be a downside to the selection, so he would hold off for longer to see what it might be. 
 
    Air Movement 
 
    The precursor to flight. Allows the use of air steps and reduces the weight of the body. Initial stage grants water-walking and brief periods of near-flight. Once gained, this is a passive skill. 
 
    This is not recommended. 
 
    That was incredible. 
 
    Then reality set in. It would be fun, but not practical. It would not help him in Albury and unless he got the step that gave actual flight, it would not ease the journey to Melbourne. Even if he got flight, he could imagine flying conspicuously over hundreds of kilometres, making him a target for something like the Bird. So useless for Albury, and for travelling to Melbourne. The final nail was the recommendation. Too many cross marks, so it was a firm no. 
 
    That left him with three options to choose from. 
 
    Battle wraith was amazing, but it generalised him, which felt wrong. Fire, ice, and wind blades leant heavily into his magic build and meditation technique. However, they were not recommended under any circumstances. Curiously, he read the description once more. 
 
    Fire, Ice, and Wind Blades 
 
    This pathway will consolidate your advances in air, ice, and fire. After mastering it, you will create devastating expert-level elemental blades that can cut like swords. In addition, the skill lets you recognise the duality of fire and ice, allowing simultaneous creation of the two opposing magic types at a lower cost than a single blade. 
 
    This pathway is not recommended under any circumstances. 
 
    Why? Re-reading had not helped in the slightest. Why offer something that suited him so perfectly but then recommend against it? Jaracol was not the sort to do things by accident, and after the meditation technique gift, he should trust the interface. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    Silence from the interface. If he took that advice, it meant that his choice was battle wraith or mind magic. The answer was battle wraith, apart from the fact that there were two potions that could drive up his mind stat. 
 
    Mind Magic 
 
    This pathway leverages your thief master memory stone and your extensive experience with the psychic emanations of Ambusher’s Fade and Steps. This skill impact depends on the difference between mind stats of the caster and the target. At equal Mind levels, distraction is possible with the correct level of influence. A larger Mind stat advantage allows for more substantial effects. The most severe effect available is the insertion of false memories. Can only be used on sapients and near-sapients. 
 
    This is recommended. 
 
    The availability of those potions took the skill from good to almost certainly overpowered. There was a big difference between being able to distract and inserting false memories. 
 
    Battle wraith would be best once he reached Melbourne. With it, he could protect them from any threats, but Albury was in the way. The problem of the McDermotts consumed him. He needed to turn them against each other. There was tension there to exploit, but it still required a spark and mind magic, especially if he was powerful enough to insert false memories. Then that could fan the flames. 
 
    Logic warred with desire. The battle wraith recommendation was neutral, which meant it was not a terrible choice, and the little boy in him wanted to seize it. But he trusted Jaracol, and he could see that mind magic was the more mature choice. If he took mind magic, then others could do the fighting, but if he selected battle wraith, there would be no need to rely on anyone else. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    Logic was boring sometimes, and he knew that the decision was already made and he was only rebelling against it because he took moral issue with it. Playing with someone’s mind felt wrong because it gave him the chance to change someone to their core. It could transform a person into a devoted servant. Replace the right memories, motivate them with love or pain or both. If the key memories changed, so did the human. Every use was like killing and creating someone new. 
 
    At least battle wraith was not deceptive, but ultimately . . . 
 
    Damned logic. 
 
    It was a grunt role. It was clear they needed to be cleverer than that. They were in a war. 
 
    Just a tool. 
 
    Adrian almost accepted the Mind skill and then pulled back. 
 
    Mind magic would make Albury easier, but there was the long term to think about. He should build a skillset that he would be proud of in ten years’ time. The permanent ability to beguile those around him was not a temptation that he wanted. He remembered abusing Steve’s trust yesterday by stealing images from him. That just told him how little impulse control he had; he could not be trusted with something as powerful as mind magic. Plus, the other option was twenty Agility and extra Shadow Steps! 
 
    It all felt wrong. 
 
    Yet he could not be weak here. Without the skill, how could they splinter the Junta? 
 
    The coin appeared in his hands. One of the many twenty-carat decorative gold sovereigns that he had taken from Raj’s bag of holding, because why not? Flipping it over, he examined it. There was a clear head on one side. “Heads it’s mind. Tails wraith,” he muttered, flipping it up. 
 
    The image seized him as he knew it would, displaying a predictable scene. There was a gun on the table. The guy next to him was talking quickly, having clearly snorted large quantities of cocaine. “We will leave it up to chance, okay?” He grabbed a heavy revolver and opened the cylinder, letting it roll to empty the contents. Then he put a single bullet back into it and spun the barrel before clicking it shut and handing the gun over to Adrian. “Leaving it to chance, yeah?” He aimed the gun at the temple. Bang. Blood spraying everywhere. A third man companion in the room was yelling at the corpse. “You idiot!” 
 
    Out of the image, Adrian caught the coin, flipping it onto the back of his hand, holding his hand over the top to delay the reveal. He was being a coward, and Emily deserved better. This whole charade of random chance was to avoid choosing the skill that he knew was the best choice. 
 
    It’s not evil. It’s just a tool. 
 
    He collapsed back on the bed without checking the coin. It was stupid to rely on chance. 
 
    The coin was tails. Random chance, not fate, had chosen battle wraith. Fate was a myth. He could take the worse choice and blame it on chance, but that was cowardice and he needed to be stronger. 
 
    Do it. 
 
    He made the selection and images and text cascaded. Most of it he already knew, having spent an extraordinarily long time projecting out psychic deterrence, but more focus was introduced. The skill was simpler than the more extensive knowledge base that he was used to receiving. The method was to direct the interface to construct illusions. There was no need for him to imagine it perfectly. All he needed to do was guide the direction of the imagery. Of course, the more detail he supplied, the better chance an illusion would work, but he could rely on the interface to do the heavy lifting. 
 
    Why that revelation surprised him was a mystery. The cores were the centre of all the magic. Even with Flame Sprout, he just orchestrated flows without needing to understand the details. 
 
    Then the fine print of the skill became apparent. There were levels of mind, and they mattered. Their levels ranged from zero to five. The progress that his level-up granted him would take it to level two and after that, it would be up to him to earn another level-up from progress or practice. 
 
    He kept probing. There was a lot of experience needed to progress, and it would take close to a month to complete. The important thing was that even though the skill was at level zero, it could perform all the tricks that the full level five mastery could do. The defining difference in the ranks was strength. 
 
    Relative strength to the target was the metric. If he had double the Mind, then he had an advantage on the target. If he had the same Mind and one level of the skill, then that was a one-level advantage as well. No matter how he got there, that rank was all that mattered. It continued like that. Every doubling of Mind was a level. Right now, if he started at a Mind level of eight and his target had two, then he had two levels on them. If his Mind was sixteen, then that advantage jumped up to three. If he gained a level in the Mind skill, then three became four. 
 
    The final equation was this: spell level plus Mind level differences, minus psychic defence of the target. 
 
    
    	            +1: make distractions 
 
    	            +2: create real-time illusions 
 
    	            +3: influence sleep and/or create more elaborate illusions 
 
    	            +4: insert memories 
 
    	            +5: change existing memories 
 
   
 
    There was also a separate chart describing what he could extract from the target. 
 
    
    	            +1: no changes 
 
    	            +2: experience the target’s current, conscious thoughts 
 
    	            +3: experience the target’s memories of the prior eight hours 
 
    	            +4: experience the target’s memories for the last three days 
 
    	            +5: experience any memory of the target and extract any memory 
 
   
 
    His spell level was zero, so providing he doubled the enemy’s Mind attribute, he could distract them. The potions burned in the bag of holding. 
 
    He remembered what the text had said about the hidden attributes. They started between zero and five, and he had potions that would hopefully boost him to plus fifteen. If the human average was two, then he would immediately be able to put the average person to sleep and spin complicated illusions. By the time the pathway finished and his skill level increased to two with the potion boost, he was going to be outright terrifying. 
 
    Can I see my Mind skill? 
 
    Mind 0.28 
 
    2.8 on the standard metric. Without reference, he was not sure if that was good or bad, so before touching the potions, he got up and used identification on everyone else. Only Steve had a stronger Mind than his. Charlotte was also similar to him, and the others were significantly weaker but not weak enough that distraction came into play. To use that skill, he needed to double their Mind ability first. Even with Susie, the weakest of them, the simple distraction ability only had a forty percent chance of success. In the absence of the artificial boost from the potions, the skill with two ranks to it would have only been useful for real-time illusions. 
 
    Based on his friends, it seemed like the average Mind value was around two, and after the potions, he would have eighteen, which would put him solidly at plus three ranks, with plus four against people more susceptible to suggestion. No wonder the interface recommended this. The opportunities to wreak havoc in Albury were endless. 
 
    Without hesitation, he drank both potions and then checked. 
 
    Mind 1.86 (+1.58) 
 
    More than expected. 
 
    Adrian focused on Steve for a moment. He had 2.5 levels on him and a fifty percent chance of elaborate illusions being successful. 
 
    They were at the table eating. 
 
    Illusions were one thing, but targeted mind magic was something different. The generated images would be stronger and far harder to pierce as the brain of the victim would fill in any logical discrepancies. 
 
    He framed the request. Rat running across the table. Identify it as diseased. Shock would paralyse them until after it has gone. 
 
    In front of him, Jules leapt up from the table, screaming. 
 
    “Did you see that?” 
 
    “What?” Steve was lazily eating dry cereal. 
 
    “A crusty little rat ran right there.” She pointed at the table. 
 
    “I didn’t see it,” Susie said. 
 
    Jamal looked under the table. “There isn’t a rat.” 
 
    “I saw it,” Jules insisted. 
 
    Have it appear under Steve’s chair and duck out. 
 
    Jules squealed. “Under the chair!” she declared, pointing at Steve’s chair. They were all up, looking around. They had tidied the dining space, and it was spartan. There was only a tiled floor, a table and six chairs. There were no objects to hide under. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” Jamal repeated. 
 
    About to bite Jamal on the foot. 
 
    “Look out!” she cried and pushed Jamal. He went flying and crashed through the table. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Jamal yelled, picking himself up gingerly. 
 
    “The rat was going to bite you.” 
 
    Adrian left the room giggling to himself and ran straight into Charlotte. 
 
    “There was no rat,” Jamal complained. “If there was a rat, with my Perception, I would know about it.” 
 
    “I saw it three times.” 
 
    “What happened?” Charlotte whispered, noticing that Adrian had paused to eavesdrop. 
 
    He suddenly realised how close she was. “Umm, I think Jules saw a rat.” Then he ducked away. 
 
    The interface was howling with laughter inside him, making it even harder to stifle his own hilarity. He didn’t want to give himself away. In hindsight, using Jules instead of one of the others was not the smartest idea. 
 
    The interface laughed harder, finding Jules’s response even funnier than the original joke. There was a brief image of Adrian flying through two walls and ending up in a dusty heap. 
 
    The joke had gone too far with Jamal getting pushed over, but the expression on all their faces was just priceless. He snorted. In the kitchen, the two were still arguing, and Jules was not backing down. 
 
    This skill could easily create discord. With it, he could tear an already-dysfunctional household apart. In no time, the Junta would do his work for him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    After eating his food outside, theoretically free from diseased rats, Adrian called everyone to discuss the next steps. 
 
    “Unless there’s another diversion, we have three targets. The McDermotts live close together. Their forces are at least as well trained as Yosuf’s.” 
 
    “Too strong,” Steve said simply. 
 
    “Yes. We need to divide and conquer them and hopefully pit them against each other.” 
 
    “How on earth are we going to do that?” 
 
    Rat on the grass in front of us. 
 
    “Rat!” Jules screamed. Everyone looked and saw nothing. “Mangy rat! Adrian, kill it!” 
 
    Make the rat the size of a horse. 
 
    Jules’s club came out. 
 
    Then she froze, noticing the rest of them were gawking at her in confusion. 
 
    Let them all see it. 
 
    Jamal had his bow strung and arrow firing before anyone blinked and Charlotte was dancing forward, axe at the ready. 
 
    Rat disappears. 
 
    “Invisibility?” Jamal inquired suspiciously. 
 
    “That is how we’re going to tear them apart,” Adrian answered proudly. 
 
    One by one, realisation dawned in their eyes. 
 
    “Did you know I had a phobia of rats?” Jules’s voice was dangerous. Her club rose. It was the one he had bought her with the nasty spikes. 
 
    “Umm.” He had suspected it. “No,” Adrian answered hurriedly as her eyes narrowed further. 
 
    Damn. Too slow to respond. 
 
    Charlotte was between them, laughing. She made it appear natural, but she had deftly inserted herself between them to prevent violence. “It was pretty funny.” 
 
    She was a talented actor, looking friendly even as her body tensed, ready to react if Jules escalated the situation. 
 
    “Hilarious,” Jules said, her voice sickeningly sweet as she put her club away. She smiled at him. “I’m laughing on the inside.” 
 
    That was the straw that broke Jamal’s restraint. He guffawed, followed shortly by everyone but Jules. She had a glint in her eyes that Adrian distrusted. There would be payback; he knew that. 
 
    “How about the others?” Jules said finally, looking straight at him. Adrian did a quick calculation and decided that it was probably in his own self-interest to comply. 
 
    Rats on all their feet. 
 
    “Ahh!” Jamal cried, stumbling backwards. 
 
    “Rat!” Susie yelled, shaking her leg. 
 
    Steve tried to kick the rat off his foot. Charlotte looked down at the rat and then back up at Adrian. A smile tugged on her lips. 
 
    Jules started laughing, and in moments they all spun to face him with the realisation that it was an illusion. That was enough for them to overwhelm his skill, and all the imaginary rats vanished. With a single extra rank, Adrian knew that the rats would have persisted even if the targets knew they were fake; such was the power of the Mind ability. 
 
    Everyone but Jules and Charlotte were glaring at him. He smiled back. “Sorry.” 
 
    Not sorry. 
 
    Jules was still giggling, which hopefully meant that the promise of payback had disappeared. He easily preferred the wrath of Steve, Susie, and Jamal over Jules’s fury alone. 
 
    “Just testing the limits,” Adrian said defensively. 
 
    “I really don’t like illusion magic,” Susie commented. 
 
    “I swear to only use it for the good of our common group.” Everyone nodded in relief. “Or if it’s funny.” 
 
    Everyone shot Adrian a look, except for Charlotte, who was quite amused by the whole scene. 
 
    Bird pooping on Steve. All over him. An absurd amount. 
 
    The magpie was flying normally, then deviated to soar straight over Steve and pooped. Steve saw it and danced backwards. Adrian felt the interface adjust the illusion in response, with the magpie releasing a second projectile that landed directly on his face and covered the front of his armour. 
 
    “Shoot the bugger!” Steve snarled, spitting imaginary excrement out of his mouth, but the magpie had already vanished over the top of the house. 
 
    “It got you good,” Jamal observed, looking at the gunk on Steve. They all ogled in disgust apart from Charlotte, who was clearly suppressing a smile. 
 
    “Shoot what?” Charlotte asked cheekily with a wink. 
 
    “Hey,” Steve snapped, the realisation soon evident on his face. Adrian understood that Steve was no longer perceiving himself as covered in poo. With a mental flex, he extended that perception to everyone else. 
 
    “I can still remember the taste of it in my mouth.” 
 
    Everyone was laughing once more. Even Steve cracked a smile. 
 
    “Pretty good,” Jules said after a moment, “but maybe we should focus on the mission.” 
 
    Adrian summarised for them. “The McDermotts are target number one. We need to neutralise them. The others are easier. There’s Eleni, the druggy, and Joshua, the weird one. They both live a long way from the centre of Albury, and if we hit hard, we’ll overpower their guards and eliminate the target before help arrives. The complication is that we probably only get one free hit before they retreat and merge.” 
 
    “I guess the first step is to enter Albury,” Susie said finally. “Then find out how to exploit those internal chasms the badge is talking about, and I’m not sure rats will work.” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Once they self-destruct, we can eliminate the entire group before they even realise they’re under attack.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy,” Adrian reiterated. “We’re going to need to be precise and clinical. Plan it like a military operation. Everyone will need to do their parts, but as you said, the first thing is to sneak into Albury. We can worry about the other details later.” 
 
    Adrian wondered if the badge information could help. If it had a map of the enemy’s patrols and abandoned houses marked, then inserting memories would be easy. He engaged the badge. 
 
    Nothing at all happened. The badge refused to supply any information. Not even a sign whether there were regular patrols, guards, soldiers. Absolute silence. The badge apparently would not contribute because it did not consider infiltrating Albury to be close enough to killing the Junta. Adrian was surprised that the badge’s intelligence guided it this way. Oddly, the badge seemed to bend over backwards when helping plan the Yosuf operation. Maybe that was because the entire trip to Walla Walla had been for that specific purpose. 
 
    Getting into Albury seemed far more random. 
 
    To prove his hunch, he thought about Joshua and how to kill him. The usual information was there. He was out of the farm and surrounded by two dozen guards. Guards that were growing stronger. As Adrian focused on them, their classes and patrol patterns became clear. The badge even volunteered the information that six of them were farther out in the countryside on their regular errand of fighting monsters. 
 
    Good. That meant when it was time to target Joshua, they would have fewer bodyguards to deal with. 
 
    Once again, Adrian thought about the specific information to get into Albury and tried to imagine it as a step toward assassinating Eleni. 
 
    No response. 
 
    The flaws in the badge were becoming clearer. It could grant incredibly detailed information for the individual targets, but only if that data was directly pertinent to an attempt to eliminate one of the Junta. It felt like infinite detail when activated, but it needed a reason to be enabled first. No. There had not been that much available for Walla Walla. Yes, to the café and the number of people in there along with the trader, but nothing else. No names, faces, or even the physical layout of the town, and they had only been there for one reason. The badge, now that he thought about it, had not even given him a heads-up on the central barricades. 
 
    “And I honestly don’t know the best way to sneak in,” he finished. 
 
    “I can help here,” Jamal offered. “I lived most of my life there before I fled what it was turning into. I took my sister and her kids, but we didn’t go far enough. They were collateral damage in Raj’s first visit. I’ve been waiting since then and now I’m ready.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “We had a place on the outskirts. It’s probably still empty. We get close, I confirm it’s empty, then we set up there. Our initial cover will be that we’re refugees from Wodonga. Then, once we’re established, Adrian does surveillance around the McDermotts and the rest of us get the lay of the land,” Jamal said, taking over. “I’ll cover west Albury. I have connections. Adrian, you take central, and you guys take north and east.” 
 
    “No south?” Jules asked. 
 
    “South Albury is mostly abandoned. It’s too close to the river.” 
 
    River views were not so desirable when an Alpha monster probably inhabited their depths. Monsters were not always restricted to the water. Especially if they got hungry. 
 
    It was a six-hour hike, but the badge flagged nothing hostile on the way. They did not even spot anything remotely threatening. 
 
    “Do you think Wagga is like this now?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Harmless?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “This is not harmless.” She gestured towards where they had just watched some hungry-looking feral dogs slink by. “Two weeks ago, they would have been terrifying.” 
 
    “We’re a lot stronger now, aren’t we?” Adrian agreed. “The chaff is no longer a challenge, but there is still stuff out there that’s stronger. Scoropids, trolls, that oily bear thing—they can all threaten us unless we’re prepared. Even shintopurs. I would not want to fight them in the daytime.” 
 
    “Disagree,” Susie said instantly. “I think we could take them on now. We levelled up. We wouldn’t even need any tricks now.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Adrian agreed politely. She was wrong. Without the Dragon’s Breath potions, the bear would have torn them all apart. The other examples were different, but the fight would be a lot closer than Susie implied. It wasn’t worth the argument. “We are stronger, but even so, there are going to be wyrm-like creatures out there at full strength.” 
 
    Dragons? 
 
    Regional knowledge did not stir, but information on them was probably hidden like the unicorns unconfirmed until witnessed in person. 
 
    “The deep bush is still terrifying,” Adrian continued. “Not to mention mountains and the ocean.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    The rest of the trip was easy, as anticipated. They settled into a house on one of the hobby farms that bordered the northwest edge of Albury. The dwelling had been completely stripped but was at least weatherproof. Even the curtain fixtures had been removed. 
 
    Strength --- 1.06 --- Population - 1.07 
 
    Agility --- now 1.43 (+.1 item) --- Population - 1.22 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 2.85 (0.5 item, 0.62 air mana) ---- Population - 1.15 
 
      
 
    Adrian sighed when he saw those numbers. At that differentiation between Agility and Strength his exercises would barely transfer at a one-to-one rate. Knowing there was never time enough in the day, Adrian forced himself to do the strength exercises immediately. Everyone was amused to see him struggling to move the two-kilogram barbells. He ignored them. Performing any exercise with only two standard points of Strength was an achievement. He struggled through while he weighed the pathway upgrade options. 
 
    The mind choice was the correct one, but he kept coming back to the fire, ice, and wind blades. The wording was still troubling. It was like the interface was waving a red flag in front of his face. “Charge here, focus on this, add something extra to your stupid workload.” 
 
    Adrian tortuously completed a bicep curl. It was a one-kilogram weight, and he was sweating like a pig. His body wanted to collapse and vomit, but he kept at it, following the instructions that Steve had written for him. 
 
    The interface must have intended him to pursue the magic blade skill. The wording made him certain. “Build on the progress” along with the recommendation to take it under no circumstances. For the fire and ice blades, the text had even given him the answer. For them, he should be able to transfer heat from one area to leave the other spot freezing. The wyrm gave him a version of Wind Gust that just needed to be refined further. 
 
    Another curl. 
 
    He looked at the scribbled instructions. Two more circuits to go. His arms had already gone beyond rubbery. “Far out.” Only the knowledge that his healing would ensure he would feel nothing the next day kept him going. 
 
    When he was not doing physical exercise, he would practice these air blades. Hell, he could multitask and it might let him take his mind off the burning pain in his muscles. 
 
    All the lessons he had learnt from previous pathways came together. He used only a couple of mana for each repetition. There was no itch driving him, but just as much determination as usual. Reading between the lines, an expert skill was available for free and that was something he was absolutely going to try to get. 
 
    Altered Wind Gust. 
 
    Squat. 
 
    Another blast of magic. 
 
    Squat. 
 
    Each time, Adrian altered his experimentation with the object to force the air into a sharp point. It all failed, but between every attempt he completed part of Steve’s weight training plan, then he unleashed his two-mana attack. The post he had been aiming at looked like it had been hit repeatedly with a pillow. 
 
    Finally finished, he collapsed in exhaustion and pulled off the jewellery as his regeneration went to work. It did not surprise Adrian to discover it was still ticking away five minutes later, long after any wound should have been healed. 
 
    Susie appeared. “Can I borrow these?” She was pointing at the strength gear. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She started training and complaining in equal measure, so he jumped to his feet and began his meditation exercises. This time around, he experimented with his air core. When the feather had created it, he had thought it unimportant, just a by-product of the overall mess. But now, he wondered if the core stored more power than the more traditional consumption technique could generate. 
 
    The core was only because of my stupidity, wasn’t it? 
 
    There was grudging agreement from the interface. 
 
    Yet it seemed like with his meditation technique and growing array of air abilities—particularly if air blades’ spell construction worked—possessing the air core might be worth more than the array of other benefits. Sure, it would take a while to tell, but it would still be a win. 
 
    The interface suddenly emitted a cold focus that Adrian knew meant it was calculating. It only lasted a moment. 
 
    Was it a net benefit? 
 
    Tacit acceptance flowed. It was all marginal, but in a system of diminishing returns, yes, the core was a longer-term advantage that was better than the alternatives. A very long-term advantage. 
 
    So the dersbrawk may not want me dead? 
 
    Adrian asked the internal question, but he was really thinking of simulintelligere potion. That was something he wanted. With all his training, it would be useful constantly, not just during battle. 
 
    Sheer panic ripped through him as the interface forcefully reacted. “No! No! No!” it seemed to scream at him. “Do not trust the plant. Do not . . .” 
 
    The flood of interjections cut off abruptly. Apparently, the interface was still suspicious of the plant, and the risk of the potion was not worth the benefit. With an internal sigh, Adrian put the thought of using the potion aside and swung his concentration back to the meditation technique. This time, he wanted to use his core and see if it would upgrade to a grandmaster-level one. 
 
    Three hours later, Adrian felt his head ache and stopped his movement. The entire process had been frustrating. Nothing had crystallised, but likewise, the experiments had not mitigated the master-level meditation technique. It was like he had been continually on the verge of things clicking and producing something amazing, but it never actually happened. 
 
    Next time. 
 
    He was alone in the training. Susie had stopped hours ago, having completed less than a single cycle of the strength exercises. He wished he could inspire her to match his training intensity, but she was a grown woman and needed to make her own choices. Trembling slightly, he checked his improvements. Three hours of strength training, followed by a similar time meditating and running his mana exercises. It would be good to see how it went. 
 
    Strength --- 1.09 (+.03) --- Increase 0.05 from training, decrease 0.02 from meditation - 1.07 
 
    Agility --- now 1.43 (+.02, +.1 item) --- Increase 0.02 from meditation - Population - 1.22 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 2.93 (+0.09, +0.5 item, 0.65 air mana) --- Increase 0.06 (base) and 0.03 (air) from mana pathway --- Population - 1.15 
 
      
 
    Adrian’s jaw dropped at the good news. He was not exactly sure how to interpret what he was seeing, but it was decent. His training had lasted the better part of six hours. Steve’s regimen must have increased Strength by half a standard point. He knew he was cheating blatantly, but getting the equivalent of a levels of attribute points from six hours of training was ridiculous. This was the cumulation of slight advantages. His regeneration made the sustained training possible, then the jewellery did the next bit, and then finally the master-level meditation technique played a key role. Together, they gave a ridiculous advantage. But over an attribute point! Better than he had even hoped. 
 
    Currently, he was looking at twelve hours of training per attribute point in Strength or Agility, and he needed at least fifteen points before the returns diminished. As his attributes increased, the efficiency would drop, but that just meant it might take sixty hours of hard training to get there. Within two weeks, he could boost himself to Olympic levels in both Strength and Agility. It was a cheat setup, and the sooner he shared it with more people, the better. 
 
    After washing up, he went into the house to find that Jamal had just returned from scouting. 
 
    “And?” Susie asked him. 
 
    “No security at all anywhere. But . . .” Jamal paused. 
 
    “But?” Susie prompted. 
 
    “Getting a central area of operations is hard,” Jamal continued. “My old place has squatters. The next best place has holes in the roof and walls. Looked structurally sound enough, though.” 
 
    “Are you an engineer?” Susie asked. 
 
    “It won’t fall down,” Jamal promised, “but there’s only one useable room for sleeping and another area for the fitness freak over here.” Jamal nodded towards Adrian. 
 
    “I’m just working the system.” Adrian narrowed his eyes at Jamal using identification. He stopped after realising that his Strength, like everyone else’s, was too high for the training hack to work. Casters were his target market, particularly if they specialised in healing, fire, cold, or air. That reminded him that he needed to send a note back to Wagga at some point, if he could organise it. Sally would surely take advantage of this, and it would strengthen her casters. 
 
    “What, so we might as well just march in as a group?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian recalled memories of how such a group stood out, with or without active security. Any team larger than four was notable to undesirable elements, and the Yanneys would be connected to them. 
 
    He shook his head. They were the thief stone’s memories and not his own, but they were good enough. 
 
    “We need to split up,” Adrian told them instantly. “Steve and Susie are an obvious pair.” 
 
    “I’ll go with Jamal,” Jules suggested quickly. 
 
    Charlotte was scowling at Jules, who just smiled back at her and then at Adrian. There was a mischievous look in her eyes. 
 
    “Okay. Charlotte and I will go last and make sure no one notices us.” Adrian looked critically at Charlotte. “You need to look dirtier,” he told her. Everyone else already fit the scavenger look they were after. “And maybe use your crappy armour. You too, Jules.” 
 
    “Are you?” Jules challenged. 
 
    Instead of answering, he grabbed an old XXL hoodie along with some tracksuit pants and slipped them on. They had some holes in them and would immediately alter his appearance. 
 
    “Unfair,” Jules protested, annoyed at his transformation. Her shiny armour vanished before she dragged Charlotte into a different room. They returned a moment later, Charlotte’s red hair now covered and her face smudged with dirt. It hardly made an impact; she was still beautiful. Jules, standing next to her, also looked exquisite, but her new perpetual scowl added a hard edge. 
 
    “Both of you,” Jamal drawled, “keep your head down around the Albury Patriots. You’re both too pretty and you’ll get the wrong attention.” 
 
    Jules smirked and Charlotte blushed. 
 
    “Albury Patriots?” Adrian asked. 
 
    Jamal quickly clarified. “That’s what the Yanneys and McDermotts are calling their extended guard.” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Adrian said, feeling unreasonably nervous about the mundane task of arriving in a new town. 
 
    He inexplicably wanted to rush ahead, but he forced himself to wait. His primary purpose was to trail the others and identify any potential informers that they passed, or at least notice if anyone thought they did not belong. He had no concerns about himself; it was the others that worried him. He missed the anonymity of distance. 
 
    “Sorry about this,” he told Charlotte. “But we need to pretend to be a couple.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Relax,” he advised, noticing how she had withdrawn into herself and was walking like she was on eggshells. He let her walk in silence for another minute. She was so tense. 
 
    He grabbed her arm lightly. She flinched. They needed to smooth that over. 
 
    “Are you ticklish?” 
 
    “No.” It was not a convincing response. 
 
    “So, you wouldn’t mind if I . . .” He mimed tickling her. 
 
    “Yes, I would.” She took a cautious step back. 
 
    “You are ticklish.” 
 
    “If you tickle me, I might lash out, and who knows how much damage I do now?” 
 
    “Really? Bargaining?” He laughed at the blatant threat. “Did your brother tickle you?” He immediately wished he hadn’t asked. 
 
    “Yeah, both of them. All the time. Best part of going to university.” 
 
    “You have another brother?” 
 
    “Yes, he was studying in Melbourne. After I save Albury, I’d like to go see if I can find Damien.” 
 
    “Younger?” 
 
    She nodded. As they wandered, they fell into quiet, self-involved conversation. The entire time, Adrian expertly adjusted their pace to trail behind the other two pairs, but he was mostly focused on those around him. He spotted what he had feared, a local paying too much attention to Steve and Susie. It made sense. Jamal had that way about him that screamed long-term local, and Jules escaped notice because she was associated with him. She could be a daughter, granddaughter, or just a mentee getting advice from someone more experienced. 
 
    Steve and Susie stood out more. They lacked Jamal’s quiet confidence. 
 
    “Tie your shoelaces,” Adrian ordered. 
 
    Charlotte did not hesitate and pulled him to a stop and leaned down to fiddle with her foot. “Stone,” she muttered, getting into the spirit of the acting. 
 
    There was a level-three thief, a boy in his late teens. Why would anyone choose a class like thief when anyone could read their class? The description wavered and morphed into level-three baker. That made a lot more sense. It was only Adrian’s ridiculously powerful identification that allowed him to see the true class. 
 
    Nothing impressive in his attributes; he was only level three, and it felt like all his attributes were still below the starting numbers. He should have been able to spend three points by now. Maybe he was just that unimpressive pre-event. 
 
    The Mind statistic was below one on the standard scale. Adrian’s own was around seventeen, which meant the kid’s brain was like putty in his hands. The memories were erased, and with a slight tug on Charlotte’s shoulder to show that they were ready, they kept going. 
 
    “That was mysterious.” 
 
    “Criminals are in charge. They‘ve always operated by creating a network of drug pushers who would also sell information up the line. They expanded their operation, and the kid back there worked for them and noticed Steve and Susie.” 
 
    “Do we need to do anything?” 
 
    “Taken care of,” he assured her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you remember the rat?” 
 
    She nodded and then her eyes hardened. “Wait, what have you done to me? Did you make me forget something?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Adrian protested immediately. 
 
    She laughed and linked arms with him. “Just playing.” 
 
    The rest of their walk went smoothly. Jamal led them into the wrecked house he had located. 
 
    “I hate it,” Jules declared as they entered. 
 
    “Location is everything,” Charlotte quipped. 
 
    “This is the best we can get without being noticed,” Jamal said firmly. “I searched for something better and there’s nothing out there.” 
 
    Charlotte looked hopefully towards Adrian and mouthed the question, “Rat?” 
 
    He shook his head vigorously. There was no way he was going to abuse his power to steal someone else’s accommodation. Plus, it would only be successful if he caught everyone who visited and implanted false memories in their heads, assuming they all had a lower Mind attribute. 
 
    They went to work. First, Adrian cleaned the kitchen sink and filled it with the ice from some adjusted ice missiles. The others tidied up the single usable bedroom and Steve used an old rusty blade to build an outdoor latrine. 
 
    Over dinner, they chatted about the plan. 
 
    “Susie and Steve got tagged on the way in,” Adrian told them. “I took care of it.” 
 
    “You did what?” Susie sounded outraged, while Jules grinned in approval. 
 
    “I didn’t kill them. Just tweaked their memories.” 
 
    “Oh, fair enough.” 
 
    “I’m worried about splitting up,” Adrian volunteered. 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” Jamal declared. Adrian made a mental note to find out his story someday. He seemed to be a little too comfortable around the criminal element. “Entering and leaving from here, they will be ignored. It was just getting established inside the security cordon that’s risky. Plus, with the new trinkets, Susie is registered as a level-four leatherworker. Everyone will ignore her.” 
 
    They agreed that they would wear the expensive new trinkets to disguise their superior strength around locals. 
 
    “We’ll stick with the plan.” Adrian’s role was the simplest and the hardest. The simplest because its purpose was defined and the hardest because he needed to find the best way to turn the McDermotts against each other. The others’ job was to gather general intelligence about Albury without touching on their targets. 
 
    The house had one intact room which would stay warm with six people in it and the temperature control provided by Adrian’s magic. Apart from that, there was the kitchen and living room area. It had two large holes in the roof and one in the wall. Steve had muttered something about fixing it, but they would only be here for a few days, so they had convinced him it was not worth it. All the other rooms were worse. At least most of the living room had a roof, even if the holes formed a wind tunnel that made it almost as uncomfortable as outside. The rest of the house included a bathroom and two other bedrooms that were lacking a roof entirely. In some places, only a heap of debris remained as the roof and half the walls had collapsed, like the site of an explosion. 
 
    It was too early to sleep, so he pulled out his magic flavours book. The pathway of intelligence had not required him to read it, but he still wanted to further his understanding. Before opening it, he remembered the initial pain, and he wondered if completing the pathway had removed that impediment. Probably not, he decided after a moment, but he had a theory about magic now. There were the ones he specialised in—nature, fire, ice, air, water, and earth—which he was confident in. Then there were the others: dark, portal, and maybe time types. 
 
    The aim of the magic was combining and tweaking these flavours as needed, using the interfaces and cores as the calculation engine. He was surprised at how much he had absorbed and how advanced his modelling of the system was. 
 
    The question was whether he was right. 
 
    He arrived at a passage that made his mouth drop open in stunned disbelief. 
 
    The breadth and depth of types of magic in the system appears to be immeasurable. Fire is one example. A simple examination of fire spell variants reveals holy, green, and blue fire spells among others. While some of these spells build upon each other, Fire Bolt, Fireball, and Fire Inferno are all just expressions of the same type of magic. Exhaustive testing demonstrates conclusively that holy fire is a different beast. 
 
    Adrian slammed the book shut, absolutely stunned at the faux intellectual curiosity displayed by the writer. Putting it simply, it was wrong. Beyond negligent. It had been penned by someone who only ever used and studied generic spells. The spells that were inefficient and non-upgradable. If anything, the book was closer to a compilation of class abilities than an understanding of magic. 
 
    He laughed loud enough to get looks from the girls who were sitting and chatting in a different corner of the room as he wiped his tears away. 
 
    The system had given him this shit and put a magic lock on it that had physically hurt him. It was rubbish, a trap devoid of substance. Just a placebo pill with a flashy title to drive his curiosity about the subject. A cheap but very effective trick. 
 
    Adrian migrated towards the girls, who were sitting around a small fire. “Mind if I join?” 
 
    “Of course,” Charlotte said. “We would love you to.” 
 
    “Yes, we would,” Jules agreed. Her mum gave her a warning look. 
 
    Casually, he tossed the book in the flames. Both Charlotte and Susie lurched forward to save it before realising they were too late. 
 
    “Finally showing some common sense,” Jules said, laughing. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “It was trash,” he told the wide-eyed redhead. “Long story, but it was supposed to explain how the magic system worked, and it was completely wrong.” 
 
    Jules passed him a flask. It was one he had not seen before. 
 
    “Harder,” she told him. “It’s sort of like alien whisky.” The other girls were drinking the usual stuff. Adrian wondered whether he would be better sticking to the known substance but decided to branch out. 
 
    With a shrug, he took a sip. 
 
    It burned on the way down, then seeped into his nostrils, almost making him break out in a coughing fit. The warmth kept spreading out from his stomach all the way up his throat to his ears. 
 
    He coughed. 
 
    “Good,” Adrian croaked. 
 
    Jules took a swig of her own. Effortless as a sip of water. 
 
    “Six more,” Jules toasted. She left the “to die” bit out. They all had another drink. He spluttered again. 
 
    “Tomorrow it starts,” Jules said fiercely. 
 
    They all took one more drink. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    Adrian woke feeling like a jackhammer was pounding in his head. The slightest twitch of his eyes made him flinch backwards as the shaft of brightness burned his optical nerves. Dark vision meant even a blacked-out room could be blinding. 
 
    Terrible. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    It failed. He had not even realised that common spells could do that. His regeneration was not touching the headache. 
 
    What the hell was in Jules’s bottle? 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    Relief flooded through him as the Lay of Hands spell unleashed and drove the demons out of his skull. Magic rocked . . . when it worked. It would be a nasty shock if he got so hungover that Lay of Hands stopped functioning completely. 
 
    It was still dark outside, and all the others were asleep. They had debated setting watch, but only Steve was sober, so in the end, Steve slept next to the door as the designated guard, and they relied on the camp stone to do the rest. 
 
    Adrian’s body was two decades younger than it had been pre-event, yet life now did not allow for a twenty-year-old’s lavish sleep schedule. Though it was hard to judge without clocks, Adrian suspected the interface had finessed the transformation so that he required even less sleep than a forty-three-year-old would. The result was that he could stay awake for far longer and sleep for a shorter time than the others. 
 
    The room was too cramped. If he tried to leave, he would wake up everyone, so he started his mana exercises while focusing on the badge. 
 
    How could he tear the McDermotts apart? 
 
    An image. It was from his university days. Gary had gotten a tiny part in Romeo and Juliet. He had no interest in acting; he had just been crushing hard on Jenny, who was playing Juliet. Sure enough, they started dating. Below Adrian, the play was happening and Romeo was extravagantly declaring, “Good night, good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good night till it be morrow.” Jenny was there acting as Juliet. Nice girl until she until she keyed his car after the breakup. 
 
    Back in reality, Adrian stared at the ceiling while studiously ignoring his bladder. Romeo and Juliet or Gary and Jenny. What was the lesson? Why couldn’t it just say what it meant, rather than indulge in riddles? 
 
    Because instructions would rob sapient species of their self-will. 
 
    That was the answer. Even if he could ever justify discounting the system’s ten billion years of evolution, that rule made sense. Sometimes, despite the regulations, he wondered how much Jaracol was influencing things. If he could give explicit advice, then it would be too easy to just follow it blindly. On a larger scale, the power could destroy most cultures. 
 
    Gary and Jenny’s breakup was messy. She had been wildly in love and Gary had not. Romeo and Juliet killed themselves by mistake. Love made them do both extraordinary and ultimately terrible things. That line of the play was about parting and then meeting again. Maybe all of it was the message. His job was to manipulate Panayiota into thinking she had married the wrong brother. 
 
    Adrian dug into the badge for information to help turn them against each other. No matter how specific the query was, it could not give him the even a smidgen of helpful knowledge. Only useless details were available. Panayiota had been seen wearing a circuit on her head that produced pheromones to make her more attractive. She also wore a necklace that used subtle magic to make the face more symmetric. She only seemed to wear these around Tony, her brother-in-law, which heavily hinted at her priorities. 
 
    The jewellery had cost thirty-five thousand energy and . . . he dismissed the pathetic information. That level of detail would become useful later, but for now, he needed gossip. 
 
    How were they meeting? 
 
    Should they slip a note to Tony? And if so, how would they do it to get the right reaction? 
 
    Susie stirred loudly, and suddenly everyone was waking up. It was too early to head into the city, so Adrian launched into his training routine. 
 
    Strength training before breakfast, slinging air blades simultaneously. This was the first day that he thought he could see a thin depression in the wood when the air blades stuck. Not enough to create cuts yet, but it was an improvement. When he requested progress, the interface had humoured him with a progress chart that hovered stubbornly around one percent. 
 
    After that, he entered his meditation training, and once more, his mind focused on how to incorporate his air core into the process. 
 
    He was only slightly surprised when Steve, Jamal, and Charlotte joined him. It felt like they were practising tai chi in unison, a relic of the peaceful pre-event world. Choreographed routines in front of the sunrise. In the absence of a picturesque beach, they were doing the routine at dawn in a crumbling room, dodging murky puddles. 
 
    The grandmaster technique continued to elude him despite the different variations that he threw himself into. After a lengthy bout, he groaned in disappointment, and his mates awkwardly dispersed into other rooms. 
 
    They collectively decided that Jules would stay to protect their house. It had less to do with security and more to do with Jules’s uncontrollable temper. 
 
    “Find me someone to hit,” she called after each of them as they departed. Adrian went off by himself, followed by Steve and Susie, and finally Jamal and Charlotte. Eventually they would fan out farther, but for now the proximity was safer. Adrian was the only one with a memory stone that let him blend into any urban environment effortlessly. Today he was a middle-aged, portly scavenger who was taking a day off to spend some of his well-earned energy. 
 
    Finding the McDermotts was easy. They had set up in central Albury, having commandeered a row of mansions facing out into a park. An open space with a very convenient market that provided the perfect loitering spot. There were two system traders there, along with a host of human merchants who had worked out that the traders’ bargains were easy to undercut, at least for the right goods. Apparently, the Albury crafting population had grown enough to suck up the supply of hides and cores provided by the hunters. 
 
    Not that Adrian cared about the economics. The market was a perfect base for his surveillance. It was too easy to wander in and out and peruse the goods with a different face and clothes every time, continuously practising subtle illusions and finding the depths of his powers. Advancing Mind stats with further potions would be prohibitively expensive, assuming the potions were even available. He would have to get a lucky drop in a system loot chest or someone else would have to be willing to sell. While he might not have the option to artificially advance his internal Mind attribute, he could still ramp up the ability the traditional way, through the pathway. His pathway would take him to rank two via practice, which was quite possible in a crowd of shifting people. 
 
    Rank two was something to strive for. 
 
    He marvelled at just how powerful he would be at that point, especially in the context that with his Mind attribute of seventeen and the population averaging just two, he was already, on average, three ranks up on them. For the weak-willed, he had four or five levels of advantage. Even the stronger people around him were vulnerable to bends in reality, like the images of diseased rats scurrying at their feet. 
 
    The only real hiccups were the rare individuals who had natural ranks in Mind defence. Some were even above two on the rank scale, rendering them immune to Adrian’s power. He needed to practice. At rank two, he could throw almost anyone into an illusionary world of his own making. 
 
    The mansions were pre-Alpha and had not been built for defence. Maybe not tonight, but tomorrow he would go for a walk through them. The market had taught him that the McDermott guards were as defenceless against his tricks as the rest of the population was. He had spotted five or six from each of the households, and they were as ordinary as everyone else. 
 
    The Albury Patriots were also of interest. Their green patches stood out, and given their riches and the proximity to the market, they were frequent patrons. 
 
    The first pair he saw was as bad as Yosuf’s crew, judging by their criminal history. He almost flew into a rage, but iron discipline let him just clench his fists so hard they both ached. As much as he wanted to, he would not risk the entire mission just for the rush of revenge. Thankfully, most of the other Patriots he saw were decent and when he could, he checked their minds to understand what was happening. 
 
    Identification revealed that the Albury Patriot rank-and-file warriors also had the personal shield that made them briefly immune to killing blows. How Adhava had gotten that for all her troops remained an enigma. There had to be an artifact or something. Despite all his careful probing, all he extracted was a timeline. They went to the warehouse, met Adhava, and the next few hours were a blur until they left the warehouse with new gear and the boost. 
 
    The Patriots’ history was clear. Some volunteered for self-centred reasons while most enlisted so they could protect their families. Others were co-opted into serving because they were hunters who were getting too powerful on their own. It was the Yanneys’ way of avoiding a rebellion—anyone strong enough to pose a threat was converted to the cause. With every forced conversion, the strength tilted towards the Junta and away from the opposition. Albury was doomed without outside help. They would never overthrow the Junta on their own. 
 
    Regardless of the Patriots’ pathway, the end result was the same. They got to Adhava’s operation centre at the warehouse and, four hours later, they walked away more powerful, armed with strong buffs. Adrian was no closer to understanding what was happening in those hours. The information was just stripped from their memories. 
 
    They were mostly innocent, and Adrian understood that his rebellion had to be covert because a war would kill them unjustly. It was another complication. However they won, they needed to find a way to end the curse that controlled the Patriots’ lives. 
 
    Dark thoughts of blood, ashes, and mangled bodies drifted up from the interface. 
 
    Adrian ignored the scattered images, as he already understood exactly what open war meant. He saw Yosuf’s men focus on revenge at the man’s death and lose any concept of self-preservation. The threat of the entire guard force mass-berserking was real. There were plenty of bad apples that could be disposed of, but hopefully the Albury Patriots would be spared. 
 
    That was one of the key questions that they needed to try and answer. In victory, was there a way to liberate the innocents instead of killing them? Otherwise, the human cost of triumph was going to sting. 
 
    What might happen? 
 
    More blood, screams, and ashes. 
 
    Is there a way? 
 
    Slight hesitation, then death, death, and more death, and then a glimmer of hope. Six figures standing over an army. They blinked out of existence and the army dispersed. 
 
    From the hesitation, he concluded that there was a method to break the oaths without killing all the Junta, but it would be tricky. Of course, they could incapacitate the good Patriots, but even as Adrian thought it, he dismissed it as impractical beyond the margins. Frankly, they lacked the resources. 
 
    The last bit was significant. If they assassinated the Junta before they made a call for arms, then the Patriots would be spared. If they sounded the alarm, then there was no easy way out. If the shadow battle failed, then Jules would get her wish and have lots of people to hit. 
 
    They could not afford to create suspicion until they were ready to strike. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Late in the afternoon, Adrian started meandering around the nearby pubs. There were several people drowning their sorrows, and none of them shared any helpful information. 
 
    At dusk, disgusted by his lack of progress, he headed back to their safe house. 
 
    No one in the group was successful. The look on Jules’s face was the worst. That hard wildness. 
 
    He swallowed. 
 
    “Two days. Then we try something else,” Jules announced. 
 
    The next day, they went through the same motions. Still no luck. The atmosphere was grim back at the safe house. 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Jules almost spat the words. “They’re getting stronger, and we’re not.” 
 
    “Everyone is doing their best,” Susie reminded her gently. 
 
    Jules’s eyes flared and for a moment, Adrian thought she was going to go berserk before she calmed herself. “It feels like we’re making zero progress.” 
 
    Adrian chimed in. “Do you remember the lucu?” 
 
    Jules scoffed. “Of course I remember. It was less than two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Craig put together a plan.” 
 
    “A kid died while we were waiting for that plan.” 
 
    “And if we had fought it straight out, dozens would have died.” 
 
    Jules shook her head in denial. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian said in frustration. “Buy the knowledge and look it up. Craig’s approach was great. It saved lives.” 
 
    “Bah.” She snorted, taking a sip of her flask. She was already drunk, he realised, and it was not the good stuff. She would suffer in the morning, which might be intentional. 
 
    “We’re going to destroy them,” Adrian promised her, “and you need to be ready when we move.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When we have a plan that gives us a chance,” he told her. 
 
    “You said we could get the druggy and the weird one at any time. Let’s do that. Right now.” 
 
    “No,” Steve said, interrupting their debate. They looked at him. Jules shrugged and had another drink. Being the silent type certainly helped Steve make an impact with his rare few words. 
 
    “I’m going to bring them down,” Adrian promised her. “But if we attack too soon, we spook them. I don’t want them to rally together until we’re ready. I want to assassinate them one by one and make it look like natural causes.” 
 
    “Like a monster attack.” Jules chuckled. 
 
    “Something like that, plus Tony and Bruce are out of town.” 
 
    “Doing . . . ?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Well, Tony turned up at Walla Walla, so I guess they’re checking on Yosuf and Raj, respectively.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Tony was best friends with Yosuf.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Adrian shook his head tiredly as the badge supplied information to him. It made little sense. Why would he blame the town? Why lash out? Yosuf had died fighting a monster. The creature had killed them, and the evidence corroborated it. Yet Tony . . . 
 
    They were looking at Adrian, and after a few seconds, they could read his emotions. 
 
    “What did they do?” 
 
    He suppressed the badge images so he could concentrate. 
 
    “Everyone he deemed responsible for letting Brian go got whipped to death. Over twenty people! Everyone at the café and the gates. Then he raised taxes by a hundred percent on the survivors.” 
 
    Charlotte appeared at his side, hugging his shoulder with Susie on the other side. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Charlotte assured him. “We didn’t know!” 
 
    “At least Culcairn was sensible and fled.” 
 
    “Do you think Bruce will follow them?” Susie asked, concerned. 
 
    “Too much work,” Jamal told them. “These guys are all lazy. Tony probably did what he did because he was annoyed at having to ride out to Walla Walla.” 
 
    “Why don’t we intercept Bruce on the way back?” Jules asked. She was already gathering her stuff. 
 
    “No,” Steve said. 
 
    “Definitely not,” Adrian agreed. 
 
    “We need a plan for all of them before we kill the first,” Charlotte explained. 
 
    “And I’m not sure we can beat any of the McDermotts, even one on one. We need to play them off against each other to have a chance,” Adrian admitted. 
 
    Charlotte perked up. “Poison them.” 
 
    “I can look into it, but they all bought gear that protects them.” The badge was happy to share that. 
 
    “Burn their houses down around them,” Jules suggested. Everyone looked at her. 
 
    “There are servants,” Susie reminded her. 
 
    Jules shrugged. “They’re working for them and fire is our only option, especially if they are more powerful than us.” 
 
    “Or lure them away from their bodyguards,” Jamal suggested. “They’re vulnerable if they’re not protected.” 
 
    “Yeah. That,” Adrian agreed. “I just can’t work out how to do it. They barely move from their mansions.” 
 
    “It’s possible. Anything that needs their personal attention or entertainment. Sex or drugs that happen to only be available on the outskirts of Albury.” 
 
    “If it’s official business, he will definitely bring everyone,” Adrian told them tiredly. He had been through all these plans. “And to Tony, sex and drugs are usually official business.” 
 
    Jamal sighed. “Like always, it boils down to sex or drugs. Everyone has a trigger.” 
 
    “Easy to say.” Adrian said. 
 
    “A secret rendezvous?” Charlotte suggested. 
 
    “I doubt they have any planned, but I will check tomorrow,” Adrian promised before going to sleep. 
 
    He would need to extend to Panayiota’s mansion. That bit was scary. With Tony and Bruce out of town, their mansions did not worry him, but Panayiota was home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
    Adrian woke. He focused on mana manipulation until everyone stirred, then shifted to his strength routine and ineffectual air puffs. Air blades were not working. If not for the massive potential of his Mind abilities, he would have wished he had taken the air pathway. When he went through the motions, he could see the destruction inherent in the blades. He had only scratched the surface of their effects. 
 
    Having nearly finished the meditation, he was in a foul mood again. This was going to be another failure. As he cycled the mana, he blasted air mana through the core in a fleeting attempt to channel his frustration into something useful. Despite days of scouting, he still did not have even an inkling of a plan for the McDermotts and the air blades were a waste of time. He should have just taken the level-up. Maybe he should have abandoned increasing his mana attribute so he could get the two skills instead. 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    Dumb! 
 
    Blast of mana. 
 
    An impossible, all-consuming task. 
 
    Imagining he was a storm with a whipping wind. 
 
    The flows of power struggled under the onslaught he was creating with the crackling air mana, but he maintained the other streams as defined in the master technique. He still wanted full benefits even if he was experimenting with the air mana. 
 
    Adrian sent another explosion of compressed mana through the core and then whipped it away. It was a wild, sprawling force amidst an otherwise smooth and controlled system. 
 
    Trumpets blared, and the interface flashed in his brain, breaking his concentration. He clicked through. 
 
    Congratulations on creating the . . . 
 
    Grandmaster Meditation Technique of Fidgety, Constipated Monkey 
 
    You can’t name it that. 
 
    The interface whined in his head: “But it’s a fun name and no one else ever needs to see it!” 
 
    No! 
 
    Reluctant, annoyed acceptance. 
 
    Congratulations on creating the . . . 
 
    Grandmaster Air Core and Agility Technique 
 
    For being the fourth in the world to generate a grandmaster meditation, the system has increased your core’s effectiveness by forty percent with an additional boost of fifty air mana. 
 
    That was it. He felt a little shocked. In the end, upgrading to grandmaster felt cheap. The fact that the tipping point had been his anger offended his sensibilities. In novels, it was always perseverance or brilliant insight that allowed the hero to get past the barriers, but for him it was a children’s temper tantrum. 
 
    Adrian dived into the details. The news got better—the major flaw of his master-level meditation technique had been solved. If he cut out physical movements while using it, the Agility and Strength transfer would stop. That was important because eventually, the transfer ratios would have resulted in a net loss of attributes, which would have quickly rendered the technique useless to him. The grandmaster version was sustainable. Besides granting the shorter-term boost to his magic efficiency, the new technique would also permanently increase his air mana upon every use. 
 
    Six hours of work was one additional point of mana. That might not sound like much, but over time that modest contribution would grow into something material. Within a year, with a little under four hours of meditation per day, he could add two hundred points of mana. That was more than the pathway required and ten times what he could accomplish without the technique. In a lifetime . . . well, he would end up truly a lord of storms with the level of mana that he would gather. 
 
    A hint of disagreement poked up from the interface. 
 
    There were diminishing returns built into the system. That was almost a certainty. Not because of the interface rules, but because ultimately the world still followed natural laws. There was only so much power the battery of his core could store. Yet his impression was that it would take years to reach the limit. He could compile thousands of mana, and given how powerful a five-mana Wind Gust was, that was a scary prospect. 
 
    Then there were the immediate boosts. Fifty mana was nice, but a forty percent efficiency boost was more significant. Instead of tossing someone five metres, he would toss them eight. Instead of stopping ten arrows, he would stop fourteen. 
 
    Adrian checked his profile. 
 
    Air magic efficiency increased by 40% for a total benefit of spell power being increased by 2.31 times 
 
    Cost of air magic decreased by 40% for a total benefit of spell cost being reduced to 16% of initial cost 
 
    That was far more tangible. The number and power of his Wind Gusts had jumped dramatically, and when he got the air blades working . . . 
 
    “What are you doing?” Charlotte asked, staring at him. “What are those lights?” 
 
    For the first time, he noticed that glittery energy was draining into him. 
 
    Serenity radiated from the interface. 
 
    “I upgraded my meditation technique.” 
 
    “To grandmaster?” Steve asked in shock. 
 
    “Yes.” The glittery flecks kept flowing into him. It was surprisingly beautiful. “This is the system upgrading my core.” He waved his hand through the streams of energy, and he could not feel a thing. “I’m the fourth person ever to create a grandmaster meditation technique, so my air core just got a major boost.” 
 
    “How much?” Charlotte asked. She copied his motions and watched her hand submerge into the stream of energy, like waving in front of a projector in a classroom. 
 
    “Forty percent improvement to air magic.” 
 
    “You should buy some spells then.” Steve grunted before returning to his own training. 
 
    It was actually a pretty good idea, particularly if he could find a pathway instead of some cheap shortcut that might help with the Wind Blades. He could buy what he wanted with the trade goods from the wyrm. The expert mind stones from the chest had been beyond his capacity, however, so he was probably still up against a steep learning curve. Nonetheless, another advanced technique would be useful. There had to be an offensive spell out there that would help him master the Wind Blades. 
 
    Adrian broke the short silence. “I’m going to work.” 
 
    Back to patrolling the market. He still fixated on the air spell. 
 
    Rewards later. 
 
    It was a trick he had often used to help him get through a boring task. Dinner before dessert. He had to finish this first. 
 
    Within minutes, he was equally parts bored and frustrated. He circled the market for what felt like the thousandth time, looking for anyone who would have a connection to his targets and hoping for inspiration from them. The only thing that kept him sane was the fascination involved in using his new power. Focus on the target and then let out a thread to connect the two of them. Once he discreetly found someone connected to the McDermotts, he could comb through their memories. Go through the names, check how strongly they reacted to the McDermotts, and then sample memories if there was a strong attachment. Most of the time, their only interaction was second-hand gossip, but occasionally, there were direct interactions. Sometimes the exchanges were even pleasant. The entire family could turn on the charm when it suited them, or be unpleasant and, on at least three occasions, downright disturbing. One particular memory had Adrian swallowing bile despite his best efforts. 
 
    His sheltered, suburban mind could not comprehend the depravity he was learning about. 
 
    Both the funniest and the most unsettling memory was of Joshua, the weird one. He was babbling about saving the world with a disturbing glint in his eyes before sticking his entire arm in a cow’s bum. 
 
    There was context there. A job that had to be done. Usually, it was a completed by a vet, but Joshua volunteered, claiming it would save money. Deep down, bystanders thought it was for a different reason, but they kept quiet. Every person in that circle believed in what they were doing. That it was important for survival of society. Something revolutionary about cutting greenhouse emissions and preventing an apocalypse. A climate apocalypse! What a simpler time. If only they knew . . . 
 
    Shake of the head. 
 
    Joshua was the investor, so the employees had lowered their heads and swallowed their concerns. Adrian fully understood why they were concerned. Surely, as an investor, he would hire vets for jobs like this. Then there was the glint. The badge clarified that since the event, Joshua had progressed from weird to outright insane. 
 
    Adrian’s attention slammed back to the present. There was an old woman, thin, grey haired but lugging a massive backpack. She was approaching a merchant who displayed a flashy sign: “Guaranteed to pay twenty percent more than the alien trader cheats!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    The magic mind thread spooled out and reached the old woman. As was his usual approach, he cycled through the Junta names and images. There was no glow of recognition, only the vague awareness that he had associated with people who paid no attention to which bastard was taxing them. Unsatisfied, he dropped the connection and searched around for someone else to investigate. 
 
    “I killed these,” the old lady said, pulling out three corpses out of her backpack, which looked like monkeys covered in orange scales. 
 
    Orange Scaled Monkeys 
 
    Yep, even the description agreed with him. He was getting good at this. 
 
    The interface pulled him into a vision. It was Jaracol, doing his awkward head shake. “You know, for common fauna and flora, the descriptions are made up to match your language and your mental images. Of course they would describe something you perceive as ‘orange scaled monkeys’ using those words. It’s just obvious.” In the image, Adrian grinned back and winked. 
 
    Got you again. 
 
    The smug thought was fleeting, though Adrian knew the interface could hear. Shock ran across Jaracol’s features. 
 
    It might be small fry and completely insignificant, but tricking an ancient creature that had lived through hundreds of lives and could read your every thought gave him a thrill of achievement. 
 
    Orange Scaled Monkeys 
 
    These lizards have adapted to fill the ecological niche usually inhabited by monkeys. They are in many Alpha worlds and flourish in hot climates. They are fast, dangerous animals that often exhibit powerful mind magic that can stun or sometimes even knock their prey unconscious. 
 
    They had mind magic like him. The cores might be valuable to him, but he would need at least a dozen of them to extract anything. Given how rare mind magic was, it would be worthwhile to track them down to do some hunting. If he was lucky, there was a colony. 
 
    Information about relative strength flowed to him despite having never seen a living specimen. He was not sure when this ability developed and whether it was linked to his increased intelligence, levels or identification skill, or if it was just an automatic upgrade like a birthday gift. The creatures would pose a challenge one on one to most of his group, but they were vulnerable to ice, making them hopeless against Adrian. 
 
    This old lady had killed three of the “monkeys.” He looked at the apparently fragile woman more closely. His initial impressions had been off, but not by a great deal. She was a level-seven gatherer. Not a pushover and clearly a warrior but nowhere near powerful enough to take on the monkey lizards alone. Resisting the desire to use his magic to extract the information, he eavesdropped instead. Perfectly in character, he started browsing the goods at the store next to her. 
 
    “All by yourself?” the man behind the counter asked the old woman in a dull monotone. 
 
    Like all the merchants, he must have had an appraisal ability. Adrian checked, using his own appraisal skill: two thousand energy for one corpse, and if the core was available, that was another three hundred and fifty. If he was not in character, he would have whistled. The lady was about to be rich. Six thousand energy was enough to afford some impressive gear. 
 
    “Yep,” the woman confirmed. “Killed them with my axe. You can see the wounds.” 
 
    How? 
 
    He did not wait for an answer and instead delved into regional knowledge, searching for the missing piece of information. There! The lizards were cold-blooded. Out here in the Australian bush in late autumn, it was freezing in the morning. That would have weakened them. 
 
    “Pretty common,” the merchant said, sounding unconvinced. “Not much of a secondary market,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “But your sign says twenty percent more guaranteed.” 
 
    The merchant looked a little wary, glancing at the sign. “But I’m not sure I can sell this to anything but the alien traders, so I’ll eat a large loss.” 
 
    “Your sign says—” 
 
    “No need to get your knickers in a twist. A man’s reputation is everything. I’ll pay you five hundred energy for all three, but you need to come back and hopefully I can get my money back with the next sales.” 
 
    What?! 
 
    The clerk from the store he was browsing was asking a question. 
 
    “Sorry, just . . .” Adrian trailed off. 
 
    “That’s okay, dear,” the petite, middle-aged lady said quietly. “I was asking if there was anything you wanted to buy.” 
 
    “It’s all excellent quality.” With little choice, he haggled over a piece of leather. The price was mediocre, but hopefully Susie could use it. 
 
    When he glanced back, the old woman was already walking away from the merchant, tucking the energy into a wristband. Five hundred would cover her for the next tax deadline. As it was fortnightly, she must have been excited by her luck, and it was no wonder the stingy merchant had chosen that number. 
 
    Glee transfixed the bastard’s face. Adrian wanted to scowl at him, and his left hand clenched under his clothes. Masking his outrage, he smiled and finished purchasing the leather. 
 
    He migrated inconspicuously to the next store in search of a new target. He glanced back at the slippery merchant man who now owned six thousand energy in vibrant dead lizards. Adrian could see greed in his eyes. It was time to let Adrian’s extensive skills go to work. With thief mastery and mind magic, Adrian could easily exploit this man. Unfortunately, his Mind attribute was uncomfortably high, so Adrian could not insert memories. A mostly old-fashioned approach was the answer. 
 
    His persona morphed. Bubbly extrovert tasked with buying bulk supplies for an emerging artisan community. Adrian could almost see dollar signs in the greedy bastard’s eyes. 
 
    Adrian barely registered what he was prattling on about, too focused on creating the illusion that he needed. When the illusionary figure moved, he matched the movements, but it allowed him to wrap up the merchant in an elaborate distraction. Seizing the opportunity, Adrian simply slid the scaled monkeys into his bag of holding, sending the target back and forth to let him check the quality of different products, shuffling and comparing the goods to keep the merchant on his toes, constantly picking out and reshelving items. Adrian had a method: he badgered the merchant to show him the high-end products in the back, rejected them for being too pricy, and asked for other options. The process sent the merchant on dizzying errands all around the shop until he mistakenly put the cheap goods into the display cases, leaving the expensive items in front of Adrian. 
 
    The routine kept going for five minutes. The excitement and dollar signs reduced in the man’s eyes when he realised Adrian was only planning on purchasing the cheap stuff. The profit would be lower, but it was still a substantial rip-off, so he was happy to do some carrying and fetching. 
 
    Got you. 
 
    Finally, the back shelves were stripped. 
 
    “Let’s discuss price,” Adrian started. 
 
    “Twelve hundred energy.” 
 
    Adrian knew exactly what the merchant thought he was offering to sell, and it was only worth six hundred at most. 
 
    After haggling back and forth, they settled on eight hundred seventy. Judging from the trader’s confident body language, he thought he had made a good deal. 
 
    “Agreed,” Adrian said finally. The treasure trove in front of him was worth over five thousand energy. The merchant had cluelessly given away one of his most valuable items from the shelf in the back, thinking it was cheap rubbish. Plus, the lizards that he had stolen were the cherry on top. The bastard would be cleaned out. Still, Adrian wanted more. 
 
    The illusion still held, so he passed over a chip with just two energy on it. The man pocketed it good-naturedly, and Adrian packed the goods away. The sooner they were off the table, the safer the illusion was. 
 
    “Hey, where’s my change?” 
 
    The mind magic went to work supporting the details on the grift. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I gave you one thousand, and the price was eight seventy, so where’s my change?” 
 
    “Sure,” the man said, his attention dropping to the pouch where he stored the various chips that contained his energy reserves. Through the man’s eyes, Adrian could see that there were dozens of chips with a multitude of values. The man stopped seeing the correct colours and plucked out one of the deepest copper ones, confusing it with the tatty grey of a lower domination. Being a merchant, he checked the value. 
 
    Two thousand energy. 
 
    As the information came in, Adrian edited so the man saw ninety-eight. 
 
    The merchant passed the chip. “There is your change.” 
 
    “This isn’t a hundred thirty,” Adrian complained while using some sleight of hand to replace the chip with a nearly empty one. “It only has ninety-eight,” he whined, clapping the chip down on the counter. 
 
    “Keep it. Let me see if I’ve got anything else.” The man dug into his pouch and produced another dull chip. “I don’t have any small change apart from this twenty.” 
 
    Adrian scoffed dramatically. This guy was really trying to rip him off for a bonus of twelve energy? Did he really believe that no one knew how easy it was to transfer money? “That’s okay. I got a good deal. You can take the twelve off the next time I’m here.” 
 
    “Certainly,” the man said cheerfully, excited by the sale. He blindly handed over a chip containing fifteen hundred energy. 
 
    Thank god the transaction was over. His forehead felt like it was squishing his brain, and only the thief stone was keeping him from feverishly scratching at it to relieve the pressure. Maintaining an illusion against someone with a high Mind for this long was worlds harder than any interactions he had in the last few days. 
 
    Transactions all complete, he pulled his mind thread back. His skull immediately felt less compressed. 
 
    “I’ll be back tomorrow,” Adrian said, pleased with his performance. 
 
    Adrian casually sped away from the stall. The merchant’s Mind skill had been high, so the memories that he had inserted were fragile. Eventually, he would take stock and realise his goods were missing. He might never pin the energy loss to this exchange, but the missing high-value goods from the back of the store would have no other explanation. 
 
    Some entrepreneurial labourers had built some outdoor toilets. Adrian ducked into them, paying the two energy without hesitation. His head was pounding. The structure was basically a hole in the ground, but the builders used either earth or nature magic to remove the stench. For that reason, they were on par with pre-Alpha toilet blocks. 
 
    In the stall, Adrian shut his eyes and sat on the toilet, head in his hands. Lay of Hands would do nothing, so he just endured for a moment. Surprisingly quickly, the headache faded, and his face shifted. The person who had robbed the merchant blind was gone. 
 
    It was the perfect crime. The merchant was undoubtedly too embarrassed to report it, not that there were police to investigate the theft. 
 
    Adrian re-emerged with red hair and freckles. A bounce in his step and whistling a tune. He felt like kicking himself for resorting to silly stereotypes, but for this type of thing, they worked. His little skip of a walk was also entirely appropriate. 
 
    Apart from the headache, the mind magic had been fun. He had totally cleaned out the merchant. Five thousand profit in the purchased goods, another seven for the three stolen lizards and the pièce de résistance, the energy-rich stolen coins. 
 
    Another skip and then he caught up with the old lady who had been ripped off. She had been browsing through the other stores. 
 
    “Excuse me, miss.” She had a low Mind score, so this was going to be easy. 
 
    “Yes?” she said, turning around. 
 
    “I just want to say I’m impressed with how you killed the scaled monkeys.” 
 
    “Oh, it was harder than it looked. They were slow but really, really strong.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    She went to the human merchant and discussed selling the scaled monkeys. 
 
    In front of him, as the mind magic took hold, her expression faded to a blank stare. 
 
    But she realised he was being dodgy. She checked the price with one of the alien traders and sold them for seven thousand. Oh, and then she found two chips containing three and a half thousand energy. 
 
    He handed her the chips with the energy. He would recoup his losses when he visited the trader. 
 
    Then, he explored her memories to find the colony. They lived in a barn on her friend’s farm. It was the hunting area that she had taken over. A prior engagement had taught her to keep clear, but over time, the initial six critters had been reduced. To meet taxes, she gathered the courage to attack them, planning the strike for dawn when they seemed more sluggish. 
 
    Disappointment filled him. No colony. Oh, well. It was only ever a long shot. He dropped the thread and walked away before glancing back. She was moving with noticeably more energy and was probably wondering how to spend her windfall. 
 
    That felt good. 
 
    He approached the nearest trader. Time to buy his own air spell. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    Here in the depths of Albury, the trader was a humanoid. It was strange as Adrian had grown used to the various more monstrous traders, such as Charlize the crab. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Adrian.” 
 
    “My name is Oradinile,” the elf-like creature answered. She had silver hair and a face that was too thin and flawless to be human. 
 
    “I was after these.” He placed Jamal’s list down on the table. 
 
    She skimmed the neat list. “Wow, that’s expensive. Do you have enough?” 
 
    “I have goods to barter.” He handed over his bag of holding, having notated the orange scale monkeys and all the dragon components as available. 
 
    “I stand corrected. I can do a deal for that stuff.” 
 
    “Do you mind telling me how much that’s worth?” He nodded at the bag. 
 
    She felt the weight of it in her hands with a thoughtful expression on her face. “A little over six hundred thousand.” 
 
    He whistled. “And that?” He nodded down at the list. 
 
    “Two hundred thousand.” 
 
    What the hell, Jamal? 
 
    “And my meditation technique?” 
 
    The elf smiled at him. “It’s been three days.” Adrian looked away, a little embarrassed. “Four hundred and forty energy.” 
 
    “You’ve sold eleven?” Adrian asked, elated to hear those numbers. 
 
    “It will build up,” Oradinile said defensively. “Usually, meditation techniques don’t sell very much until six months after the event.” 
 
    “And how much do you think it’ll generate?” 
 
    “More than this.” She hefted the bag. That was nice to know. He guessed he could afford the wish list. 
 
    Is Jamal legitimate? 
 
    The badge responded in affirmative. The purpose of the expenses was clearly only to fight the Yanneys, and the badge approved. 
 
    “I’ll barter for that, but I also want some more unique air magic.” 
 
    “Stone or pathway?” 
 
    It was the right question. In the past, he had always opted for the pathway, but he just had too much clutter in his head, and energy was no longer a concern. Even thinking about accepting another pathway made his stomach curdle. 
 
    “Memory stone.” 
 
    “And is it for you?” 
 
    Adrian nodded. 
 
    There was a sad, wistful expression on her face. “I think the most you can handle is an advanced spell.” That was expected; after all, the thief stone had crammed so much into his head that there was limited capacity left. At least for a while. 
 
    The amount of information you could extract was driven by your Intelligence and some exotic equation where the capacity you had used got released over time. In his head, Adrian had always imagined that Intelligence attribute grew the number of brain cells you had. When absorbing memories you used them up like filling a hard drive, then over time those memories got shifted to long-term memories and capacity released. Adrian knew it probably worked completely different but that was how he imagined it. 
 
    The corners of the elf’s mouth curled down slightly; her eyes had a slightly sad look, like someone on the edge of tears. 
 
    “Why do you look so miserable?” 
 
    She smiled. “I should never have taken this role,” she answered quietly. “The losses I witness scar me too much. I’m just not cut out psychologically for this, especially when you are like . . .” Her voice broke a bit, then she straightened slightly. “Especially when the sapient species resembles my own.” 
 
    She wiped a tear away, and the implications of what she had said hit him. 
 
    “You had a biological life?” 
 
    She sniffled. “Yes, and this is how I chose to keep fighting.” 
 
    Adrian had been assuming that the traders were just different versions of a complicated algorithm. He might have even read that explicitly at one point, but Oradinile’s confession told a different story. She was real; they were all real, and he hoped to see Sam again. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. You just caught me off-guard, and the way you were talking reminded me of my husband. He also got thrown unwillingly into a hero role when all he wanted was to be a shepherd. Every spec of energy had to be spent on . . .” She stopped talking. 
 
    “On?” 
 
    “War.” She looked him straight in the eye. “Sorry, I lost myself. I’m not supposed to do that.” Her voice was apologetic as she fidgeted with her sleeve. “You requested air spells. Did you have anything specific in mind?” 
 
    “Offensive, hopefully with a cutting edge.” 
 
    “There are several offensive spells that might suit you. Air Fists, Phantom Edge, and Air Dagger are probably the best choices.” 
 
    “Do you have any more details?” 
 
     “Of course. Air Fists basically create compressed air that you can use to batter an opponent. With your”—both her eyebrows ratcheted up in surprise—“affinity for air, each blow would cost five to ten mana and hit like someone with twenty to forty Strength.” 
 
    “How strong is that, exactly?” 
 
    “Each blow can crack wood and shatter bones. A hit like that pre-Alpha would have been lethal and even now it could kill low-ranked opponents. Phantom Edge is different.” 
 
    There was a spark of excitement from the interface, which it quickly smothered. Adrian knew what it had just done. There was almost no need to listen to the rest. 
 
    “All it does is layer your weapon with air. It makes the weapon sharper and can sort of extend the edge of the weapon by a couple of centimetres. And finally, Air Dagger is like the fists, but with a point to them.” She pulled out a knife. “It’s sort of like someone with your strength throwing this.” The knife had surprising heft, and when he ran a finger along the edge, it drew blood. “Most people go for the knives, but the fists are better.” 
 
    Adrian nodded, waiting for any other type of signal from the interface. The fists might be more powerful, but if his aim was to leverage the skill into getting an expert Wind Blades spell, they were pointless. It was a choice between the daggers and the Phantom Edge. The daggers were sort of an intermediate step. A diet Wind Blade, so to speak. The Phantom Edge was different, yet it would hopefully solve the issue of putting an edge on the Wind Blades. 
 
    Which purchase would help him get the Wind Blades sooner? Superior edge or the mini version? The interface had voted for the Phantom Edge, and he had policy there, especially when he had no compelling reason to choose one over the other. 
 
    “Can I get the Phantom Edge and the list?” 
 
    The elf sounded surprise by the choice. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Without hesitation, she opened a drawer and tipped the bag in there. He counted the seconds—twenty-two seconds to empty. He already knew how big the dimensions were, and over a third had just been emptied, switched from one inter-dimensional space to another. A moment later, she pulled her drawer out and reversed the order, holding it over the bag. 
 
    “The list is in a leather sack in your bag of holding, and this is for you.” 
 
    She handed him a memory stone. 
 
    Adrian did not hesitate to trust in the trader’s magic to keep him safe and pressed the stone against his forehead. 
 
    The information flooded into him. The complexities of creating an air blade. It was not about compression; it was about making ultra-fast eddies of air less than a millimetre across. It was these spinning blades that did the cutting. 
 
    The spell itself was useful, but given that he used a spear instead of a sword, it wasn’t that useful to him in a physical fight. At some point, he could at least fold it into his buff framework and use it to buff Steve and Charlotte. Plus, the spell had utility in archery. The longer he thought, the more uses became apparent. Hell, he could karate chop someone and use the ability to briefly turn his hand into a sword. 
 
    Not bad at all. 
 
    Wind Blades - 11% (+10%) 
 
    There was no way the skill had progressed from merely acquiring Phantom Edge, but the charade was a friendly gesture from the interface. 
 
    He lowered the stone, and Oradinile was looking at him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered, hoping that he had not just been standing slack-jawed in front of her for ages. 
 
    “Bad manners,” Oradinile told him, “but no damage. It only took five seconds.” 
 
    “I was just impatient.” 
 
    She laughed. “I hope it helps. Next customer!” she called, dismissing him. The professional smile was back on her face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    With business done, it was time for Adrian to leave the market and change his face once more before completing another round. 
 
    After that, he did a quick recon of each mansion. First acting as a gardener, he toured the grounds to get a feel for the place. Then, switching characters into a young kitchen hand, he walked through the common areas. Today was reconnaissance without risks. Memorising the floor plan and understanding the ebb and flow of workers, using the information he gathered to understand the strengths and weaknesses of their security system. 
 
    Paranoia consumed him the whole time. The lack of intricate magic-based defences set off all his internal alarms. It was all too easy. For that reason, he kept his Mind skills and refrained from engaging the more advanced forms of identification. He had to keep his footprint as small as possible in case there were traps. 
 
    There was absolutely nothing that he could identify, but paranoia and the thief experience buried his curiosity. There was so much he could extract with passive skills. He memorised multiple faces and voices, recognised the cadence of subconscious body movements that marked those around him as belonging to the different social circles. Temporary staff, permanent staff, drafted guards, house managers, and the oath-sworn on the bottom of the hierarchy. 
 
    It left him a little bemused. They did not know, but they had just been seriously compromised. He even had time to investigate the magical security systems in more detail and walked away smiling. Having seen most of the house, he concluded that there was nothing nasty lurking in the shadows. All three households were relying on staff rather than more powerful or subtle magical defences. Their approach, given their relative advantage in levels, made a modicum of sense and would have been effective against average crooks. Not Adrian, though. Thief mastery trumped everything. 
 
    Having scouted the final mansion, he returned to the safe house while pondering what he had learned. He had full access to the mansions. Now, he just had to figure out how to take advantage of the knowledge. 
 
    Jules was already drunk when he got there. 
 
    “I’m out,” she slurred, holding up the bottle in a demanding manner. It was sad to see Jules in this state, but at least when she was smashed or hungover like this, the bloodlust was under control. Adrian was sure that the trader had chosen her current drink just for that happy “coincidence.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Adrian volunteered instantly. 
 
    Susie raised a hand. “Me too.” 
 
    “And me,” Charlotte added. 
 
    They all wanted out. The dump they were living in was horrible enough without Jules’s moods. They were reaching the point where even copious amounts of alcohol failed to relieve the cabin fever. Especially Jules. They really needed to strike back at the Junta. This holding pattern grated too much on all of them. 
 
    Together, the three of them left to go buy grog for the night. 
 
    Apart from getting wasted every night, how was Jules doing? Adrian examined her more closely. Her rage was just under the surface, and while staying drunk was an effective stopgap measure, they needed reinforcements. They had their knockout potion as an emergency, but they needed to get her away from the bottle. 
 
    Adrian could still remember their secret testing, where the potion on a cloth—unlike real chloroform—actually worked. Of course, Adrian had had to be the test case because his minor regeneration most closely matched Jules’s advanced version. The compound would be no good if it knocked out Susie, but when used on Jules, her regeneration would clear in moments. They needed something that could consistently suppress the berserker for long enough for the bloodlust to dissipate. 
 
    Or at least for the first time. 
 
    While it was great to have a chemical-laden rag ready, Adrian had seen berserker Jules sweep past them in the scoropid tunnels. This trick would only work once. Adrian had volunteered to let Charlotte test it on him. A sickly-sweet smell and he was down for the count for a full forty minutes. 
 
    Regeneration did nothing. 
 
    Adrian shook away that recollection. 
 
    “We need to do something about her,” Susie muttered. 
 
    “Psychologist?” Adrian suggested seriously. 
 
    “Honestly, I think that would be a good idea. We just have to find one.” 
 
    “We can keep an eye out,” Charlotte agreed. “This whole intelligence operation thing is discouraging,” she continued, “and sitting on your bum all day must be even worse. She needs something to do.” 
 
    “Get her a pathway,” Susie suggested. “Something dealing with self-control.” 
 
    “We can ask when we buy the grog.” 
 
    “Are you going to let us watch the famous Adrian barter?” Charlotte asked, laughing. 
 
    “If you’re good,” he said on autopilot, focusing on some suspicious activity in front of him. 
 
    Four Albury Patriots had descended on a couple. The couple were hooded, but from their size, they were clearly a young male and female. 
 
    Everyone in Albury had been conditioned to walk in a manner to avoid attention—slouching and head down—and these two were no exceptions. They were almost encircled by the four men before they realised they were being targeted. 
 
    The young man looked up in alarm, his eyes registering the green patches. He started stepping between the one on the right and the female and yanking her out of the circle to safety. 
 
    “Run!” the young man ordered while standing his ground. 
 
    She reacted faster that Adrian had expected, almost instantly pivoting and sprinting towards a broken house. The boy, meanwhile, braced to stop the four men from following. He was level five against a group of level sixteens. A single shove and he went flying, but his delaying actions were pointless, anyway. The man closest to the girl had already stepped around with exquisite grace and was sprinting after the girl. Adrian’s identification pinged. The man must have had twenty-five points in Agility alone. Sure enough, he glided across the footpath and grabbed the girl before she got near the burnt-out house. 
 
    “Let’s see what we’ve got here,” he growled, yanking the hood away and grabbing the girl’s face. His body blocked Adrian’s view. “Pretty. Yep, she’ll do.” Then he glanced back at the other three Patriots with a condescending look. “Are you sure you don’t want a turn?” 
 
    “No,” the heaviest of the other three said. “I like my girls willing.” 
 
    “Are you going to try to stop me again?” the fast man asked while the girl he was holding struggled helplessly. A small sob escaped her lips. 
 
    “You know we can’t.” 
 
    “I could make you watch,” the fast man taunted. The badge triggered, and Adrian’s mouth went dry. 
 
    Rape, murder, torture. The crimes hung over the man’s head. Adrian was surprised that despite his thief training, he had stopped dead on the street to watch the drama unfold. It was an almost unforgivable error. The prudent manoeuvre was to duck his head and keep going, feigning ignorance. Then he could discreetly circle back around if he needed to. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes swept over the other three Patriots, and only the most minor of crimes clung to them. 
 
    “You do and I swear I’ll find a way to end you.” 
 
    “You pussies can’t do a thing,” the man guffawed. “Fuckers. Pussies. Have it your way. Wait and listen.” 
 
    The man started dragging the poor girl towards the broken house. 
 
    She was fighting with everything she had. Futilely. 
 
    “Please, please don’t!” 
 
    “Shut up,” the man snapped. 
 
    The pleading turned to a gasp of pain. 
 
    Keep a low profile. You can’t afford a scene. 
 
    Adrian stood still, standing out like a sore thumb, knowing that his entire focus should remain on defeating the Junta and that there were lots of injustices out in the world like this one. Why should one girl be allowed to risk the bigger war? Yet, was he just supposed to walk away from this? For the greater good? 
 
    What was the point of the greater good? He remembered the octopod and how much that had haunted him. No! He could not sacrifice her. 
 
    “I’m not letting this happen,” Charlotte snarled, turning and running towards the house. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Buff of Strength. 
 
    His mind locked down on the teenage boy and then, moments later, the three remaining Patriots. Adrian mercifully locked them in a dissociative state. A trance which, when they emerged from it, would erase any abnormal memories from the day. 
 
    “Help Charlotte,” he ordered Susie. It was unnecessary, seeing as she was already running after the red-haired woman. 
 
    Adrian wanted to follow, but keeping four minds under control and deflecting all the others walking past was stretching him too much. Not that a significant amount of crowd control was needed. With all conflict in this town, people were conditioned to pretend not to notice and get the hell away. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade kept him standing as he focused on making passers-by ignore what was happening. 
 
    “This is gonna be fun.” 
 
    “You’re going to die.” Adrian could hear the anger in Charlotte’s raised voice and wished she had shown some more discretion. He strained to hold the four men in their trance. She did not need to engage in conversation. 
 
    With his thief sound ability, he could listen into what was happening. 
 
    “I like ’em feisty,” the high-Agility man said with haunting excitement. “Wow. Pretty.” There was a squeal of pain. “Your lucky day, bitch. Run back to your boyfriend.” He relaxed his grip on her and turned to Charlotte. “Well, cutie, you gonna play nice? My meat’s right here.” 
 
    The liberated girl burst out of the building at a sprint. Adrian lassoed another mind thread towards her to prevent a scene. Within a second, she and the boy were hurrying down the street to safety. They would remember nothing. 
 
    Back down to three threads. Adrian exhaled as the connections stabilised. 
 
    There were sounds of fighting. Heavy thumps. The familiar blue sparks originated from the shack. The clang of axe on sword rang out. A couple of locals wandered into view, saw the three Patriots standing around looking unconcerned, and rapidly disappeared elsewhere. 
 
    “What the . . . you’re not level four!” 
 
    More sparks, but no pop. 
 
    Yet! 
 
    Charlotte was clearly more than holding her own. There was noticeably no healing coming from Susie, who was leaning on the door frame watching the fight. Briefly, Adrian saw Charlotte duck away from the man who was chasing her. A small chop that shaved off additional sparks. 
 
    Her magic kept flashing. 
 
    Identification confirmed that the bastard’s magic defence was too far away from his Patriot allies to network. Charlotte’s magic had already shaved away forty percent of its reserves. 
 
    Ice magic formed around the man. It was at the edge of his range, but Adrian could help. Targeting the man’s body mass, he let it flow over a wide area. Under the cold strike, the magic shield failed. Adrian could have kept going, but he eased up instead. He had successfully paved the way for Charlotte, and it was prudent to keep some mana in reserve anyway. One hundred and forty mana well spent. Her life drain connected, and then they were out of sight. 
 
    More sparks. 
 
    “Boys!” The voice was desperate. “Help!” An outcry, as loud as he could muster. The Patriots in his group heard nothing. As for the public, Adrian did not much care. Even if it was a kid yelling, Adrian doubted there would be a response. Given the voice was that of an adult male, there was no chance in hell of anyone coming to his aid. Especially with the Patriots standing nonchalantly on the footpath. 
 
    There was a pop, and Adrian shadow stepped next to Susie to watch. It strained his connection to the three men, but it would count as extra training, and a few minutes of headache was a cost he was willing to pay. 
 
    Charlotte had the man backed into the corner of his room. Her face was consumed by that fierce concentration. She was like a beautiful angel of death. Her axe lashed out and a severed hand went flying. The man’s mouth gaped open for only a moment before the heavy axe slammed into his cheek. The blow left a massive gash in his face but was not instantly fatal. She hacked again, higher, and there was a dull thud. The shiny metal was embedded two inches deep. There was no doubt this time. 
 
    “Evil bastard.” 
 
    Terrible anger, and very deliberately, she twisted the axe opening the wound. Life fled the man’s body. 
 
    Without the sounds of combat, Adrian’s influencing of the other three men became easier. The headache receded somewhat. 
 
    Charlotte’s adrenaline was fading, and Adrian braced for the moment when she would fully realise that she had killed someone. The kill wouldn’t be an easy pill to swallow, even though the pig absolutely deserved it. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Right next to her and he engulfed her in a hug, ready to console. 
 
    She did not react as expected. Instead, she straightened up and pushed him away so she could have a perfect view of the man she had killed. She spat on the rapist’s ruined face. 
 
    “He was evil,” Adrian said, still preparing for at least a delayed shock. 
 
    “I know,” she said simply. “I also know we agreed to keep a low profile. I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    “It was the right choice.” 
 
    “What about the others?” she asked. Adrian’s worries disappeared. She would not collapse. 
 
    He pointed to his head. “Controlled.” 
 
    “Do we need to—” 
 
    “No, they’re not evil.” 
 
    Charlotte let out a relieved breath. 
 
    “What’s the play?” She was looking towards the men outside. 
 
    “The rapist here just disappears.” He pulled out his bag of holding. It was the special one from the wyrm with straps to open it wide enough to fit a couch if he wanted to. “Can you?” 
 
    She was buffed with strength, and while the body was awkward and floppy, she picked it up and dropped it through the gap easily. 
 
    “And the hand?” 
 
    It was tempting to leave it, but it was safer to hide all evidence of an axe attack. With a shrug, she plucked it and the dagger up and tossed them in the bag. He reached into the space the body had disappeared into and produced a water bottle, which he handed to Charlotte. She used it to wash off the splashes of blood on her hands and body. 
 
    On the way out, the three Patriots were still standing there, and Adrian took the time to spin the story a bit deeper. Their boss went into the house to take a piss and told them to stay where they were. They had heard nothing for ten minutes and were getting worried. 
 
    Adrian carefully let the illusion drop. That order to stay there would hold them in place for a couple of hours, and only when it faded could they investigate. They would ultimately conclude that he had abandoned them or been killed by a monster. 
 
    Then, from their memories, another person would probably be put over the top of them. And who knew what criminal fetishes the new guy would have. They had hated their boss. All three of them did, and they had been powerless to do anything other than obey the man and facilitate his crimes. Hopefully with the next one, that pattern would not continue. He needed to speed things up and finish the Junta sooner rather than later. 
 
    It was enough to make his eyes water. God! The twisted, terrible power that these oaths wielded, and the choice was that or death. 
 
    Adhava and her spawn had to die. 
 
    “Let’s get to the trader quickly,” he said, ignoring the audible concern in his voice. “We don’t want to worry the others.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded, and he saw the flickering uncertainty. 
 
    Adhava had to die. Albury was only going to get worse while she lived. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
    They walked in silence for a little while. Charlotte caught his eye and easily detected his anxiety. She smiled brightly at him. “It’s okay,” she said gently. “This was fine. I’m fine. It had to happen.” She did not sound at all convincing. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He patted her shoulder. The three of them kept walking. 
 
    “None of us are the same people we were two months ago,” Charlotte said finally. “This bloody world.” The words caught in her throat. “If only you had met me then. I was optimistic and thought the best of everyone.” 
 
    “We are all broken,” Susie said quietly as they walked. A tear escaped onto Charlotte’s cheek, and she brushed it away angrily, a fierce determination etched in her features. Adrian realised that this was how others must perceive him too. Sometimes a fragile glass sculpture and other times a bastion of resolve and strength. 
 
    By the time they reached the trader, their emotions were successfully buried once more. 
 
    The trader they approached was a bipedal hippo. “Welcome.” The voice was deep and vibrant, and Adrian simply could not mirror the energy. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m not myself today.” 
 
    “Bad day?” the hippo asked. 
 
    “Just life getting the best of me,” Adrian answered. “Can my friends listen?” 
 
    “Of course,” the hippo said, but he seemed almost disappointed in Adrian’s brusque manner. 
 
    Adrian launched into an explanation of the Jules problem and asked for advice. 
 
    The trader was content to answer, dropping his chipper façade to match Adrian’s grim aura. Following his scholarly advice, they settled on a pathway of self-control. A book and a series of puzzle pieces. When she completed it, she could control the bloodlust, unless she was hurt, in which case only legendary items could help her, which were expensive on the rare occasion they were available. The sapient seed club she already possessed was the best hope for that miracle; it just needed to upgrade enough and develop the right skills. 
 
    The berserker class was a double-edged sword. He was still stunned that she had taken it. They all had to live with that awful choice, but if she completed the course, she would at least be more helpful in this covert mission. She would still need to be supervised. 
 
    Charlotte was looking more and more depressed as they walked. Clearly replaying the vicious fight scene over and over in her head. “I so wish you guys could’ve seen me before I was like this,” she whispered. 
 
    Susie moved in and draped an arm over her shoulder. “You did the right thing,” she started. 
 
    Adrian dropped back to give them privacy. Susie was better at this than he was. 
 
    The next day, Adrian explored the McDermott mansions in more detail. He had a good feel for the internal routines. It was easy for him to linger and observe with the two patriarchs out investigating Raj and Yosuf’s deaths. 
 
    Even in the absence of Bruce and Tony, the houses were the same buzzing hub of activity as the day before. There were green-patched people everywhere, some oath-sworn to the McDermotts and some imported from the wider city. There were also many craft-workers focusing on disguising any signs of the Alpha event. Teams of workers were installing marble in the massive kitchen and along the spiral staircase. If Adrian gained anything from this visit, it was that the McDermotts enjoyed old-world luxury. In the bedroom, they had even installed magic, trader-bought lights. 
 
    The backup assassination plan was clear. Considering how easily he could enter the house, it would be simple enough to rig this place with poisonous gas potions and Dragon’s Breath that would let him ignite the place and his targets remotely. The only problem with that approach was that there were too many staff, dozens of innocent men and women who would die. There was always going to be collateral damage, but that magnitude was a step too far for Adrian. 
 
    Yet he remembered the man Charlotte had to kill yesterday. That vulture, that scum of the earth, a stinking rodent—not to offend any rodents—that pathetic excuse for a human that this regime allowed to run wild. He remembered the group dynamics and that three decent men had been made subordinate to that wretched creature. As expected, the man had abused the power. 
 
    Despite that evidence and how he woke up every morning wanting to set off for Melbourne, blowing up the mansion was still a step too far for him. 
 
    For now. 
 
    Fifty innocent deaths were a lot, but that was saintly relative to the damage that Adhava’s brood was doing. Hell, how many innocents had been murdered by this cancerous regime in the last twenty-four hours? He felt the pressure to finish this fight as soon as possible, but he would still search for other options. This was not just about the war in this town; this was about the rise of something better out of the ashes of the cataclysm. Adhava would die and he would make sacrifices to accomplish that, but in his quest to defeat her, he would not become her. 
 
    He tried to picture himself rigging those gaseous poisons and Dragon’s Breath potions. Could he do it? 
 
    Yes. If there were no other choices, he would do it. Just like he killed those shintopur cubs and just like he jumped in to save Jules. If it had to be done, then he would do it. Regardless, this was a backup plan and one he would worry about later if needed. 
 
    Satisfied with his tour of the boys’ houses, he stood and looked up at Panayiota’s house. She was there, which made it more dangerous than the other houses. There were just as many workers in the place, in addition to her personal guards. They were everywhere. She must have had over thirty sworn to her. 
 
    The badge glowed in his mind. Twenty-four was the limit, and they were all on the grounds in front of him along with eight Albury Patriots. She was taking security seriously. There were even non-sworn guards present. The badge tinged again. Seventeen paid men rather than puppets compelled by oaths. Traditional security with experience pre-event. Even with the valuable experience, they were only ranked as high as level eight. 
 
    None of it mattered. He would simply taint their vision so they viewed him as another nameless sworn. 
 
    Panayiota was sitting on a balcony reading a book. 
 
    Level 24 Diplomat 
 
    The diplomat has a variety of skills to distinguish truth from falsehood and to protect their own mind from outside influence. In addition, diplomats lean towards espionage skills and can create a minor form of bonding. 
 
    There were no surprises there. The badge knew everything about what skills she theoretically had access to but not which ones she had chosen. Besides possessing long-distance communication skills, the class was practically designed for creating a spy network. Their role was usually to recruit intelligence assets, and to do that, they had to be immune to outside influence and capable of detecting lies. 
 
    As a diplomat, she was invulnerable to his Mind skill. Even standing here was risky for Adrian, but she was distracted, and he was not planning on wasting the opportunity. She had packed her magic skills, leaving her physical attributes slightly above his. 
 
    She had also indulged in memory stones. Healing, poison resistance techniques, water, earth, air, golems. Worse, she had learned it the proper way, just like him. There were no run-of-the-mill, crappy spells in her repertoire. In fact, with her fortune, she had purchased the better versions of some of his spells, including Lay of Hands. 
 
    Fighting her head-on was going to be difficult, as her powers made her dangerously adaptable. Adrian’s team was not qualified to fight against magic. Something to worry about later. 
 
    She stirred. 
 
    He jumped and braced to dart away. There was no time to indulge. She might see him any time. 
 
    In terms of gear, she was aligned with Raj and Yosuf. Personal magic shield with ranged barrier, identical to Raj’s, and a ring to stop mind magic. He hoped the other Junta were not so well equipped. 
 
    It was a false hope. He knew they all had the same stuff: Raj, Yosuf, and now Panayiota. The standardisation was no accident. There were also several jewellery pieces to protect against poisoning. He identified three of the items, and together they seemed comprehensive. There would be gaps he could try to exploit, exotic poison combinations that might work. 
 
    His thief senses nudged him. Immediately, he spun away and put a solid wall between himself and the woman. 
 
    “Anyone there?” A bell tinkered, and two servants came. They saw him. Ambusher’s Steps were too slow to engage. His mind grabbed the servants and soothed their concerns. 
 
    Just a guard doing his rounds. 
 
    They ran past him to attend to Panayiota. 
 
    Adrian paused for a moment, waiting for an alarm to sound. 
 
    Nothing happened. His Mind skill had worked. 
 
    He slunk away urgently, heart still thumping. 
 
    She was dangerous. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    Arriving back at their compound, Adrian threw himself into his standing routine. Jules was half-watching while struggling with the puzzle pieces. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the frustration building. He did not think a failure to complete a puzzle would trigger the berserker rage, but it was not out of the realm of possibility. Adrian could empathise—he had worked himself into a frenzy over many of those sorts of puzzles before, almost taking the pieces out back and smashing them into fragments. 
 
    Jules kept her cool, and he settled into his routine. 
 
    The strength workout was painful but mindless. Most of his time was spent incorporating the Phantom Edge, those little whirlpools of cutting intensity, into the concentrated Wind Gusts. He wanted to get the air spinning.  
 
    The spell wobbled in his hand and then fell apart. He tried to hold it in, but the Phantom Edge blades scattered. Blood sprayed everywhere as his finger went flying. 
 
    “God!” he yelled. 
 
    Jules looked up from her puzzle. Her eyes focused on the dripping blood. “At least you’re making progress,” she pointed out. 
 
    What? He blinked in confusion for a moment before he realised that the route to success was littered with failures. His Wind Blades were closer to being able to cut. Shutting out the pain in his hand, Adrian stopped his exercises, pulled out a burger from the market, and munched through it in order to replace the body mass. His regeneration went to work. Concentrated flame turned his severed finger to ash. 
 
    “I really regret my class,” Jules told him as he ate. “And not just because of the berserking. Magic,” she proclaimed with a wistful smile. 
 
    “Bashing heads,” he answered back. 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, that part is pretty cool.” She was smiling again, her eyes switching to the puzzle pieces in determination. “Maybe if I ever get the rage under control, I can become the lightning barbarian: a force of both physical and magical devastation.” 
 
    “Yep, and I can go the other way and start bashing more heads. Did I tell you I turned down a battle wraith’s ability?” He explained it to her while restarting his exercises. 
 
    “Wow. That would’ve been amazing. The two of us could have single-handedly taken on an army.” 
 
    “You can be the lightning barbarian and I’ll be the magic battle wraith.” 
 
    “Someday.” 
 
    They trailed off into silence and Adrian continued launching his Wind Blade. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    A smile appeared. It had worked! 
 
    It was only the smallest of cuts in the beam he had been aiming for. Tiny, in fact. But it was a cut! 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    THANK YOU, JARACOL! Expert magic, here I come. 
 
    “It worked!” Jules had a huge grin, sharing in his excitement. 
 
    “More grind.” 
 
    She waved him toward the beam again. “Go for it.” 
 
    He kept practising. 
 
    Three hours later, after washing up once more, he retreated into the common room. Jules was drinking from the harsh liquor bottle. He refused when she offered him one. He had learnt that lesson. 
 
    While eating dinner, he confessed that he was out of ideas. 
 
    “You’re coming from the wrong direction,” Jamal responded. “In intelligence operations, you don’t wait for the right circumstance. You manufacture them.” 
 
    “What?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Create your own rules. Define the battle scene.” 
 
    “I don’t understand—” 
 
    “Listen, son,” Jamal said, interrupting him. “You’re a good guy, but you’re thinking too much like a civvy. You always follow the law. When we’re talking about public safety, do what you have to do to get results. You want something, then make it happen. To hell with your powers—this is not that hard. You could be a god, turning them against each other. I wouldn’t recommend it, but you could. If we want to lure Tony out, then find his buttons and use your mind control to get people to push them. Back in the day, if I had this . . .” He shook his head in mock amazement and winked. Then a smile. “Don’t look for an opportunity. Go make it.” 
 
    Adrian’s thoughts swirled, but it made sense. It was time that he stopped being passive. They were going to do this. The stories he had heard made him think he had no choice. The entire population was doomed unless someone like him stood up and stopped them. 
 
    Even though he had a skillset which was best described as the ultimate manipulative ability, it was not his forte. His mind just did not navigate with the mischievous twists and shifts necessary to make the most of his abilities. He had spent days searching for intelligence that would draw out the McDermotts on its own. Instead of trying to uncover a weak moment, he should have been creating it. That change in mindset totally altered the playing field. 
 
    Instead of waiting for one of the three targets to arbitrarily dismiss their guards and become vulnerable, he needed to force them. Tony wanted to spend time with Panayiota. That was the lever for him to manipulate. Their affair was overt, but it did not need to be. Just convince Tony that Panayiota wanted a clandestine meeting. As Jamal said, it always came down to drugs or sex. 
 
    While he was helpless against the Junta with their mind defence rings, Adrian was not intimidated by their unprotected staff. With one glimmer of vulnerability in Tony’s crew, he could spin his beautiful web of lies. Create a romance story for the ages with a happy ending, at least for the people of Albury. 
 
    Just one person in the immediate circle with a weak Mind stat was all that it would take. Two would be better, but it was hardly necessary. Stories always hinged on trusted confidants passing messages between nobles. Before the invention of the phone, messengers were essential for clandestine meetings. 
 
    Find the source and create a narrative that would lure Tony to where they could kill him. 
 
    The badge stirred, and Adrian allowed the information to soak in: a convenient, Alpha-generated cave system close to Tony’s mansion. A narrow cave initially led towards Panayiota’s extravagant dwelling. It went deep and exited into a large space that would let them use their strength and size against Tony. Install some doors to stop him fleeing and then it would be perfect. The room had two other tunnels leaving it, which deviated away from Panayiota’s mansion, but Tony would not find that out until he was already there. Then it would be too late. 
 
    Adrian licked his lips. This was good. Very good! 
 
    Thank god Jamal was on the team because this was his idea. 
 
    The clock was ticking in his head. The sooner he could turn this transient plan into solid action, the faster this horrible leadership in Albury could be removed. It had only been two months, and the hopeless depression was already infecting the population. Every minute was extra damage, even since they showed up less than a week ago. He had seen vitality bleeding out of people. Moments of spontaneous joy ground away. 
 
    That community impact was insidious, a terrifying consequence of the atrocities levelled at individuals. 
 
    Save Albury. It had to be done, and then he could finish the final leg of the journey and at last, he could hug his family. They were protected; they were safe. Clinging to that knowledge helped him stay on task, but every bit of him wanted to drop everything and continue travelling. He desperately needed to see them with his own eyes. 
 
    If he could fast-forward through this Albury mess, he would. Hell, deep down, he knew he would take the option with higher collateral if it meant he could go home sooner. Collateral was such a pleasant word. It blurred out all the individual dads, mums, brothers, and sisters he was sacrificing. The numbers did not faze him. What sort of person did that make him? 
 
    Stop it. Don’t do this to yourself. 
 
    None of that mattered. He would do the best he could and finish this as quickly as possible because he needed to get home. There was no doubt in his mind that with Emily cuddling in his arms, he would sleep like a baby. A night free from nightmares—it would be so nice. Just seeing his kids might be enough to do the trick. Half the time, those dreams were his own kids being attacked by the octopod. Getting to Melbourne would stop him from waking up biting back a scream. 
 
    His mind was still racing, fantasizing about home and formulating the McDermott plan. If he set up the right lie, then they could lure Tony into the trap with only a couple of guards around him. As he had learned when Charlotte killed that rapist, his Mind skill could subdue three or four guards simultaneously and maybe a fifth if he triggered a skill increase in time. If there were only ten guards, then Steve, Jules, and Charlotte would have no problem taking out Tony and four others. Providing it was a sword fight. 
 
    Mental note: get more magic protection. 
 
    That was something that was easy to forget. Against monsters, their lack of magical defence did not matter. If magic was a threat, they could usually avoid the fight, at least until they got a counter. Unfortunately, against humans, the fights would be different. Tony, unlike Raj, had a number of magic-based personal guards, and this time there would be no chiracana to do most of the work for them. 
 
    The plan spun in Adrian’s head as he tried to work out its weak spots. Magic vulnerability was one. If there was an earth mage, he would need to subdue him with his mind magic because earth magic could screw them up pretty quickly in a cave. Lure ten, grab the five weakest in the Mind stat unless there was a higher-priority target. Let the team eliminate Tony and then convince the witnesses that Bruce’s men had launched the ambush. They would spread the word to Tony’s other confidants. 
 
    Two flaws stood out to him. First, he needed to make sure he could pin this on Bruce. That meant he should include recognisable henchmen in the memories that he inserted. Easy. 
 
    Second, once the fight was over, they would need to stop Jules from screwing things up. Sweep the five guards up the tunnel and block it until Jules was in control. Yet leaving Jules behind was not an option. Better to risk her killing the witnesses than not have her there if Tony was as tough as they expected. 
 
    They could do this. 
 
    With the five survivors blaming Bruce, they would be oath-bound to kill the brother who had killed their master. Hopefully, there would be fourteen guards left, and while that would not kill Bruce, it would at least reduce his forces. A bonus to the misdirection. 
 
    Then the kerosene would be poured and it would just be a matter of him provoking Panayiota into avenging her lover by killing the husband she hated. If those two fought to the death, then his team could sweep in at the end and destroy the victor. 
 
    Then this Junta empire would be neutered. The druggy, the weird one, and Adhava would still need to be taken out, but with Yosuf, Raj, and these three out of the equation, they would be over halfway destroyed. Only Adhava concerned him. She presumably had the justiciar class and was holed up in their family compound, pulling the strings from afar. Who knew what she might have invested in? At five hundred energy a fortnight for tens of thousands of people, she could have spent millions on her personal defences. Their fortnightly tax must have been at least ten million per month, and the badge conveyed that a significant chunk of that was missing. Because of her remote location, there were not enough eyewitnesses for the badge to specify much else about her spending. 
 
    The next morning, Adrian stood at the bottom of Tony’s long driveway. The McDermott trio had appropriated the three best houses in central Albury. Despite Albury being a provincial city, these places must have been worth millions pre-event. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    There was a bounce in his steps. 
 
    It was happening. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    Entering Tony’s or Bruce’s mansion always felt safer than Panayiota’s. The diplomat class kept him on edge. There was a palpable sense of danger sneaking around near her. He imagined her as the queen of spiders, the lady in the middle of an informational web. It was especially disconcerting because his powers were completely helpless against her. With the brothers, he might manage a distraction, or at least an inkling of a disruption in their thoughts. 
 
    Against Panayiota, there was nothing. The class gave her additional mind defence. Then there was the real menace: despite all his advantages, she could already be aware of him and setting up a plan to trap him. The itch on his shoulders reminded him of investigating the shintopurs’ complex but with far more subtlety involved. 
 
    Was she actually a threat? 
 
    That was the core problem, and there was no way to tell. Members of the class could protect the minds of their followers. But had she selected the skill? And if so, was she was using it against him? He was blind, and there were no tricks that would reveal the truth. Nothing that could be done apart from springing his own trap to see if his paranoia was misplaced. 
 
    Some options she had available were obvious and boosted the mind defence of her staff. Surely, he would be seen in that case, so she did not appear to be using it. But others were more subtle, one even granting her the ability to wall off compartments of their minds. That was what petrified him. What happened if she already knew he had been sneaking around? 
 
    If one of those servers who had seen him had a partition, she might already know about him and then she could set a devious trap. She could have recruited her entire household. Every one of them a ticking time bomb that recorded everything he did. 
 
    While she probably had not taken those skills and most likely was not a super-genius for now, it was safest to assume that she was. Better to stay away and use proxies to lure her into a mistake. Her staff with partitions could be audited to tell if their memories had been altered. But if he found a trustworthy outsider, someone she had never met, then he could insert a memory inconspicuously. A lie that would be true to them and to any diplomat questioning them afterwards. 
 
    Adrian took care to avoid her and not use his mind on any of her people. The less they knew about his powers, the better. Unless he had already made a mistake and had already exposed himself, then they would never find out about his abilities now that he knew the risks. Without visible evidence, they would never guess. After all, acquiring the mind ability had required a non-standard interface, Ambusher’s Fade, Thief Mastery, and a level-up. 
 
    This was his third trip into Tony’s mansion, so Adrian went straight to his target. It was a linen closet just past the library, where Tony would spend the day drinking and holding meetings. It was safe because Tony was hardly going to get a towel himself. He would send a lackey, and Adrian knew he could deal with all the lackeys. Between ambusher skills and his mind control, he would remain unseen. 
 
    The best part about the hiding spot was that he could scan the memories of everyone entering or exiting the library, and there was a continual stream. It helped him level his skills and gave him almost continuous coverage of the conversations bubbling around his target. Every spoken word, all the revealing body language and even facial expressions, the servers and guards captured it all for him. It was so much richer than what hidden cameras could have revealed. 
 
    Standing still, Adrian absorbed the information that flowed around him. There were three men whom Tony trusted enough to be useful to Adrian’s aims. The captain of the guard, a childhood friend, and a business acquaintance. They had been in the library the whole time. Adrian would check their Mind levels and then one would become his dupe. Multiple would be safer just in case mind strength was linked to competence. He wished he understood the system better. The interface did not take the bait. 
 
    The captain left the library and swept past the linen closet. A small part of Adrian shrivelled up inside. The man had one of the strongest natural minds that he had seen and had a level of mind defence to boost. He was not sure he could distract him, let alone trick him with elaborate illusions. 
 
    Please let the other two be weaker. 
 
    More waiting. 
 
    Tony was holding court and talking a lot of crap, mainly recounting old conquests. A glimpse of conversation caught Adrian’s attention; it was directed at the childhood friend. Tony wanted “awesome: prostitutes to be delivered to him. He needed them “fresh,” no older than twenty-two, big-breasted, and no professionals. Adrian rolled his eyes and stopped listening. 
 
    The friend exited, ready to run Tony’s errand. 
 
    No! 
 
    He was weaker than the captain, but still too strong for their plan. 
 
    This was not promising. Maybe the friend could work in a pinch. He was out of range, but Adrian would check him more carefully in the future. 
 
    Adrian’s curiosity prodded him to check in on the meeting and find out whether the third option, the business associate, would be useful. 
 
    Safety first. 
 
    Trying to get a glimpse from the library door was reckless. Even for him. There was no need to take the risk. Eventually the man would emerge. 
 
    Finally, Tony exited with the business associate. Adrian risked leaning closer to the crack he had left in the closet door to get a look. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    Jack, the associate, was perfect. His Mind skill must have been below two—he was that susceptible to mental manipulations. Given enough time, Adrian could rewrite the man’s entire personality. That level of power was scary, no matter how much Adrian trusted himself. Luckily, he did not need to do anything but plant the seeds of the trap. No need to be any more invasive than that. Adrian stifled a tremendous sigh of relief. A single poorly placed memory could absolutely change someone’s personality. 
 
    It did not matter. Jack was his key. Tony would be lured out, and they would finish him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    The moment it was safe, Adrian sneaked out of the closet and back to the common areas. Once he had left the house and gone through the side gate, he initiated the communication necklace to ask everyone to meet him at the house. It was time to put together the endgame plan. 
 
    He returned to their new house. It was an upgrade that Jamal had negotiated with his contacts. A major improvement with five useable rooms. By pre-Alpha standards, it was horrible, but it was a palace compared to the semi-demolished shack they had stayed in for the first four nights. 
 
    Jules was surprisingly sober when he got back, and everyone was already waiting for him. He stared curiously at Jules. She caught him and waved. It was like she was back to her normal self. 
 
    “We need Jack to be believable,” Jamal insisted. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Why would Panayiota approach him to set up the liaison?” Charlotte questioned. 
 
    “She wouldn’t,” Susie replied. “And if that happens, Tony will smell a trap.” 
 
    “Maybe go the other way?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Adrian frowned at Charlotte in confusion. 
 
    “Get the hook-up to be Tony’s idea. You could have Jack talk about how he regularly sees someone close to Panayiota. It won’t take long for Tony to see the opportunity to arrange a secret meeting through them.” 
 
    It was a good suggestion and one he should have come up with himself. It was a manoeuvre he used regularly as a project manager when he would trick a recalcitrant committee member into suggesting the plan that he wanted. Experience had taught him that if they thought it was their idea, then it was the best thing since sliced bread, but it had come from him. 
 
    “I know,” Jules interjected. “They can keep crossing paths when getting coffee. Panayiota’s side could even mention that she misses Tony. If you backdate multiple memories over the last week or so, they won’t suspect a thing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Charlotte agreed. “That gives Jack the reason to bring it to Tony’s attention. Tony, being who he is, tells Jack to set it up and then it’s done. We have to be subtle, though.” 
 
    “Tony is a guy,” Jamal reminded her. “Guys don’t do ‘subtle.’ So hit the middle ground.” 
 
    “Why on earth would Tony believe that Jack can do this?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Jack was an old-world business associate,” Adrian answered, rubbing his eyes. “I think there’s a lot of trust between them. Plus . . .” Adrian smiled gleefully at this thought. It was nice that their evil tendencies were going to backfire on them. “Jack is oath-sworn. Tony thinks he’s just an obedient, competent dog. There’s no reason for Tony not to trust him. On top of that, I can make Jack feel like he was there in Panayiota’s room, so Tony will have no doubt—” 
 
    “You’ve sneaked into Panayiota’s bedroom, haven’t you, Adrian?” Jules asked suddenly. “You know, when you were spying on her.” 
 
    Adrian felt the pointed glares from the other girls in the room. It was not clear if they were playing along or not. 
 
    “Yes, but not that way,” he stuttered. “She wasn’t there!” 
 
    Like a teenage kid. His cheeks felt warm. 
 
    “Sure.” Jules winked theatrically. He wanted to fade into the peeling wallpaper. “You weren’t spying on her, just investigating her bedroom.” She put the emphasis on all the wrong spots. 
 
    “Come on,” he groaned. 
 
    “You can describe it . . . umm . . . intimately,” she finished, her eyes twinkling. 
 
    Might as well go with it if it was helping her emerge from her funk. “Silk sheets, lingerie closets on the . . .” 
 
    Jules burst into laughter while the other two glared harder. Jules’s joy made him grin. She needed this. Nevertheless, he held up his hands to pacify Susie and Charlotte. 
 
    “Joke,” Adrian continued. “Once Tony is on the hook, get Jack escorted to meet Panayiota in her bedroom.” 
 
    “Seriously, can you remember anything unique from Panayiota’s room that can make Jack more believable?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “There are some figurines that were out of place,” he said, squinting to remember the room. “On the desk.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound very personal,” Charlotte said. “Were there any teddy bears?” 
 
    “She’s talking about the contents of the drawer,” Jules blurted unhelpfully. 
 
    “I was not,” Charlotte protested in annoyance. 
 
    “No soft toys,” Adrian said, choosing his words carefully. “As for the figurines, there was no dust anywhere, so there’s no way to tell how long they’ve been there.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully they were personal and Tony recognises Jack’s description,” Charlotte continued. “If Tony knows Panayiota was serious enough to talk to Jack in her bedroom, then he’ll believe that she’s committed.” 
 
    “And willing to go into a dark tunnel. Oh, how romantic.” Jules’s voice dipped to an unsettlingly low pitch. 
 
    Adrian remembered Tony’s conversation about procuring a girl on the side. He had never understood what made those sorts of people tick. Tony would risk everything to be with Panayiota, but he would be happy to cheat with anyone else who came along. 
 
    “Make sure Jack stresses how she wants to keep it secret. That she’ll bring only six guards and he should do the same.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules agreed. “And while you’re inserting the memories, the rest of us can check out this cave system.” 
 
    “Wait, you finished the exercises?” Adrian asked in sudden excitement. She was ready to leave the house. 
 
    “You should’ve noticed.” She tilted her head like she was putting it on display. “It increased my Mind by 0.5.” 
 
    I need to get one of those sets. 
 
    Anything that increased Mind was a yes to him. Unfortunately, like most things, he was running into diminishing returns. While initially a two would take him up a level versus everyone else, now it required a bump of at least five to make a substantial difference in what he could achieve. However, every little thing helped. For example, even such a small increase could mean that he might have been able to insert some memories into one of Tony’s other two confidants from the library. That childhood friend of Tony’s had almost been useful, so it would not take much for Adrian to get him under his influence. 
 
    “Let’s all go and scope out the cave,” Adrian suggested finally. 
 
    “What? You’re not going now?” Jules asked in disappointment. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning is soon enough,” he told her. “Jack won’t get to see Tony until lunchtime, and I want the memories to be fresh when he does.” 
 
    Jules nodded but still looked disheartened. 
 
    It was refreshing going out as a group, even if they travelled as couples to avoid attracting attention. Steve and Susie, Jamal and his fake daughter Jules, and Adrian with Charlotte. Better still, they did not run into any Albury Patriots or anything that made him want to play vigilante again. 
 
    The entrance to the tunnel system was in a cellar. It truly was a crawl space. Why someone had explored this spot five weeks ago was a mystery, but the badge knew about it nonetheless. In a landscape plagued by monsters, who the hell would have entered a mysterious hole in the wall? 
 
    The tunnel was barely big enough for Adrian and at one point he was forced into a commando crawl, but he made it. After the awful entrance, it expanded out into the width and texture that reminded him of the scoropids’ sanctum. 
 
    The tunnels felt human-made or maybe just scooped out and moulded by magic. Some sort of reflection of a cave system in another world. During the massive energy of the Alpha event, that memory had manifested as the flawless tunnel that they were in. 
 
    Charlotte was admiring the wall. “It looks like it was formed naturally. No melting any rock, no tools, just long-term erosion. You can even see plant roots breaking through.” 
 
    Steve pushed past him and started heading down the tunnel. The ceiling was a foot over his head. 
 
    “Wait,” Adrian ordered. “Battle formations.” 
 
    “What?” Susie asked, “I thought—” 
 
    “No one’s been in here for at least five weeks, as far as the badge knows. There could be anything in here by now.” 
 
    “Oh.” Charlotte dropped her interest in the wall as she moved to the front. Steve followed behind her and Jules assumed her position at the back. 
 
    The tunnel was empty all the way to the main cave, which they entered carefully. It was maybe four metres high, roughly circular, and a stone’s throw across. It was around the size of his housing block back home. 
 
    “This place is creepy,” Jules said, speaking for everyone. 
 
    “There’s something living here.” Steve nodded towards the corner. The glowing fungus had clearly been eaten or plucked. Every third mushroom cap was gone. “Water creatures were dumped into waterways. Makes sense that caves get the same treatment.” 
 
    “Do we leave?” Susie inquired. 
 
    “We need to clear it,” Adrian told them. “We can’t ambush Tony here and risk something ambushing us.” 
 
    They looked around at each other. Charlotte broached the most pressing concern. “Well, what are we even facing?” 
 
    Querying regional knowledge. Nothing. Even his fancy book did not cover caves and caverns. “Retreat and get some knowledge from a trader,” Adrian decided. “Then we can come back better prepared.” 
 
    “Too late,” Jamal said quietly. “Everyone into the centre.” 
 
    They moved forward, and Adrian searched for what had spooked Jamal. Eyes went to the entrance they had emerged from. There was a shadowy shape above it. Magic Focus switched on, but the thing was camouflaged against his identification. He inched closer and finally felt his system recognise the creature after a few failed attempts. Instantly, he could see that it was the size of an inhabited sleeping bag. 
 
    Rock Slime. 
 
    The description hung there for him to read without the usual helpful addendum. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
    Adrian focused harder, hoping that extra information would present itself. 
 
    Rock Slime 
 
    A slime creature. 
 
    That was all. These innocently named rock slimes were probably classed as an exotic creature, which meant that its full description came with a specific knowledge booster that Adrian did not own. “Regional Caves” or something scarcely useful like that. 
 
    He tried to deduce as much information as possible. As a slime, physical attacks would not work; this battle would probably rely heavily on his magic. Slimes were typically susceptible to fire and ice. 
 
    The image swept him up. He was seated in the back row of a classroom. His younger self appeared in front of him, caught in mid-step and almost tripping flat on his face. The class was full of other kids who ignored both versions of Adrian. A man with a hook-like nose, presumably the principal, was ranting: “What do they say about when you ASSUME?” The entire scene felt eerily familiar. He even remembered being deposited here before. Was the interface running out of processing power to create new images or something? The rest of the class chanted in unison, “You make an ass out of ‘U’ and me.” The last time he was in this scene, he chanted along with them. This time, he sat back and watched, not bothering to fit in. 
 
    The image vanished. 
 
    The slime was still there. Maybe this would not be like the stories and it would be susceptible to physical attacks or something else entirely. Maybe air magic was the key? He would have laughed at that thought, but the wariness of the interface worried him. 
 
    If it was scared . . . 
 
    Adrian let his more advanced identification continue to work in the background, trying to gauge its speed or strength. The outcomes were confusing. It was a slime, so it did not have any of the physical characteristics normal monsters exhibited. 
 
    There was a building pressure in Adrian’s head as the interface tried to organise the flood of information that it was receiving. Concepts that his logical system of categorisation could not explain. The slime had infinite strength and then none. It could move as fast as lightning and then, a moment later, was little faster than a tortoise. What on earth was happening? 
 
    His entire body filled with a warm tingling. The heat was getting uncomfortable, like a computer overheating. 
 
    The interface switched itself off abruptly. Its familiar places at the back of his mind and behind his stomach were suddenly vacant. The warmth vanished, and the tingling faded away, but the incoming data from the slime felt like unintelligible alien hieroglyphics. 
 
    Watching the overwhelming scroll of information, he started feeling sick, but it kept flowing. Adrian shut his eyes as his instincts screamed. It was just data, so why did he feel like he was under attack? The alien presentation was objectively fascinating even with its oppressive speed. 
 
    The interface felt like it was restarting. 
 
    What? 
 
    For an alarming moment, his vision split, and colours skewed into a kaleidoscopic pattern as the interface rebooted. He felt internal gears rotate. Though he did not understand the mechanics, he could sense that some connection was broken—it was as if his identification flicked to an “off” position. 
 
    Jaracol had acted at a root level he could not influence. “Danger!” The interface’s voice rang out in his head. It seemed to think that getting lost in the data could do longer-term damage. 
 
    I was handling it fine. 
 
    An ethereal Jaracol appeared and rolled his eyes. Yeah, he had gotten lost, and now that the flood of data was no longer sucking him in, he realised it was not harmless. His heart was thumping and his head was pounding. If he had been exposed for longer, who knows what the longer-term impact might have been? Heart attack, the interface breaking permanently—which would mean the loss of all of his skills. It was scary to think about it and terrifying that the interface was not mocking him for having these thoughts. 
 
    “Anything?” he asked with an edge of panic in his voice. Alpha creatures were not supposed to threaten them, especially not when he was just using identification on them. He was strong and more powerful than he had ever been. He should be able to crush anything that he ran into, except for the occasional wyrm. Yet the hair on the back of his neck was standing up and the interface’s emotions made him feel like he was trespassing in shintopur country again. 
 
    “Can we go now?” Charlotte’s voice was soft and breathless. 
 
    “That one.” He pointed toward the passageway that led to near Tony’s house. Not only was it the shortest, but it was also the farthest from the creature that had blocked their retreat. With discipline, they proceeded slowly towards the alternative exit. 
 
    “Freeze!” Jamal’s quiet voice stopped them all dead. “One of them moved. Dead ahead.” 
 
    With the warning, Adrian spotted what Jamal had noticed first. It was rushing across the ceiling like a wave or a snake. It rippled along just fast enough to beat them to the other exit. 
 
    “They’re smart.” Adrian hesitated, bracing for an attack. It was unusual. Most ambush creatures attacked immediately. Scrap that. Most predators attacked immediately, unless they were waiting for reinforcements. “Do we fight here or try to get into the tunnel?” 
 
    “Here,” Steve said. 
 
    “Jamal, how many are there?” Adrian asked. 
 
    They all whispered, hoping not to disturb the strange creatures. 
 
    “I can only see them when they’re moving. There could be two or five hundred.” 
 
    Great. 
 
    “My identification gave up.” 
 
    “Really?” Susie knew how strong the skill was, so the surprise was clear in her voice. 
 
    “Yes. It shorted out.” 
 
    “That’s bad.” 
 
    “It’s not good,” he agreed. The slimes lay still now as they surrounded the group. The fact that they had moved to block the exits spoke volumes about their intentions. The stillness was haunting; were they getting reinforcements? “They’re delaying us. Everyone, get ready.” 
 
    Adrian followed his own advice by telekinetically pulling out mana potions and swallowing the liquid. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    Flames exploded around the rock slime in front of him. 
 
    They did nothing. 
 
    For a long moment, he was stumped. What kind of creature was fireproof? Then his Perception picked up the internal circulation of the creature. The burning skin was being sucked inside the creature and new skin presented. The overall effect was a slight rise in the creature’s temperature, but no actual damage. If he had unlimited mana, then eventually it would fry, but for now he would need another plan. He had already wasted fifty mana on fire. 
 
    Ice, on the other hand . . . 
 
    The enemy creature had not moved. Targeting the edge in case it could cycle through skin again, ice crystals formed, but Adrian couldn’t tell if that was a sign of damage. 
 
    Suddenly, it was surging forward with the speed of a galloping horse. Straight at him. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He was ready to strike back, but Charlotte had somehow dashed in front of him and intercepted the incoming mass. The slime impacted with the force and crack of stone. When a solid object runs into flesh and blood, it is not the stone that breaks. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    Charlotte stumbled backwards under the impact. 
 
    The fight was on. As Adrian watched, frozen by indecision, the slime had formed into a mound of pulsating blackness. A globule shot out, which she blocked automatically with an axe. 
 
    Clang. 
 
    Metal struck stone. He saw the grimace cross Charlotte’s face as the reverberations of the impact transferred from axe to arm. 
 
    There were screams around him. He did not dare take his eyes off the monster in front of him. 
 
    Phantom Edge. 
 
    It was not much, but he used it to coat his spear. 
 
    Buffs. 
 
    The strength and size buffs fanned out in every direction. He felt the familiar mana headache hit him, but they needed every advantage they could get. 
 
    His spear thrust into the mass in front of him. 
 
    The slime sensed him and blocked the spear with one rocky protrusion while two others shot out at him. Shadow evasion had him twisting to avoid the surprise attack. Two spears of stone no thicker than coins shot past him on either side. Adrian rocked slightly sideways as one of them glanced off his armour. 
 
    He watched the slime, wide-eyed, for its next trick. 
 
    More appendages formed and sprung out. Suddenly, a criss-crossing mass of six thrusting spears were focused at him. They were too close together for him to evade. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Behind the creature. Theoretically, he was flanking it now, but he was not sure he could even hurt it. The thing was as solid as rock and impervious to his magic skills. 
 
    More screaming. 
 
    He looked around. Absolute chaos greeted him. They were only seconds into the fight, and Jamal and Steve were both down. Jules was standing, but it looked like she already had multiple broken bones hampering her. Debilitating for most but a momentary discomfort for her. Susie was clambering to her feet from where she had rolled to avoid an attack. 
 
    There were only three slimes, but one might have been enough. Were these creatures that much more powerful than them? He shuddered, imagining what would have happened to him if Charlotte, the tank that she was, had not thrown herself between him and the slime. 
 
    “Run!” Adrian screamed out the word. Almost instinctively, flames danced over the newly unoccupied exit toward Tony’s complex. 
 
    He was the only one mobile enough to flee. He needed to help. 
 
    Step. 
 
    The slime was on top of Jamal. He hit it hard with his spear, the Phantom Edge sharpening the tip to a razor-thin point. Chips flaked off the monster. It quivered as if in pain, and then the texture changed. 
 
    He was in an image. Alarm bells were ringing in a town square as he strained to stay focused on analysing the fight in the real world. He remembered the last image before Jaracol had jerked him into here. The slime’s texture was contorting and stretching into dozens of spikes, like the two he narrowly avoided earlier. It was about to expel what was effectively a spear trap at him. The fat boy in the image’s centre nodded to himself, which was a change from the previous time he was caught in this town square. Jaracol had as good as confirmed his hypothesis: this was indeed a spear trap. 
 
    The image shattered. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He was standing with Jamal’s head between his feet. The slime transformed into a hedge of sharp spears that sliced right through the previous space he had been occupying. They must have all been two metres long and too dense for Shadow Evasion to have saved him. 
 
    His instincts took over, and his spear was spinning towards that clump of long, delicately thin spears, all his weight and enhanced strength concentrating into the swing. It was an attack that would break legs through metal armour. 
 
    The spear crashed into the spikes to a tinkling sound as they broke. Dozens of them shattered, which only accounted for a tiny percentage of them. 
 
    The monster glowed a blinding blue before regressing into its original, gelatinous configuration. It whistled an ear-popping yelp before it dashed away faster than even Steve could manage with his enhanced speed. The shards that had broken off sizzled on the ground. Physical damage was apparently effective. 
 
    Looking down at Jamal’s face, Adrian saw a caricature of panic, with continuous screams ripping from his throat. Adrian scanned his body to find that his legs had been severed below the knees and blood was pumping out of the stumps. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    Adrian cauterised the wounds. It was instinctive. Stop the blood loss and he would survive. 
 
    There was a boom in front of him. Adrian looked up to see Charlotte braced just centimetres from him once more. Her axe had stopped the returning slime. 
 
    That was fast. 
 
    Charlotte had just saved his life, and her vampiric power was arching out, one tendril on a slime behind him and the other connected to the slime in front of him. 
 
    Dimly, he wondered how her magic would work in this fight and then he dismissed the errant thought. His distractions had almost cost him his life twice already. 
 
    “Retreat!” He was not sure if his yell was achieving anything. 
 
    He quickly scanned the group. Steve was lumbering to his feet with an axe in hand. Susie was still standing, healing Jules’s broken bones from afar. Jules was still fighting with abandon, but she was bleeding, having been partially caught by a spike expulsion. Her club shone with energy, and each blow sank into the creature, doing clear damage in contrast to Charlotte’s axe. Jamal’s screams blasted through everyone’s silent concentration. Blood was seeping from a wound on Charlotte’s back. 
 
    It was instinctive. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    Charlotte’s cuts closed. Another mana headache as he depleted the benefit of the potions. Then Adrian was swinging his spear to scare off the third slime that was coming for them. His pathetic attack would not be enough. “Help!” 
 
    Maybe air gust? But he was out of mana. If he stepped, it would kill Jamal, or even Charlotte if it went for her. He needed to stand his ground. Bracing with the enhanced yet mildly effective spear. 
 
    Steve swooped in, his axe swinging and meeting the charging slime. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Its momentum was stopped, and a chunk went flying. Like when Adrian had shattered the other spikes, the monster pulsed blue before retreating, crossing the distance to the closest wall in a second. This time, he was not stupid enough to take his eye off it. 
 
    It paused for just a moment and then charged back at them. 
 
    Four mana from the potions. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Another mana headache. The minor explosion of energy reduced the thing’s momentum when it was two metres in front of them, taking it from a flat sprint to a slower jog. The spear-trap texture was already forming on its surface. Steve saw it and leapt backwards. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian reappeared, his spear already arching to come down on the inevitable forest of spikes. They spat out, as predicted, bursting through the space they had both been in. 
 
    His spear came down, this time targeting the thin base of the protuberances. A tinkling sound as his spear slammed through the weak slivers. It was fleeing once more. 
 
    “Retreat!” Adrian yelled again. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He had both strength and size activated, so he could pick up Jamal one-handed and sprint toward the exit. Then he heard Jules. 
 
    She was laughing. There was no way she was going to come with them. 
 
    Susie cast healing towards Jules, but the slime dropped in front of the spell. The magic rippled across the creature and it glowed blue before fleeing. Jules was looking around for another victim. 
 
    Adrian needed to stop Jules’s berserking. 
 
    Hand reaching into the bag of holding, he grabbed the injection they had prepared. They tested this on him. It worked faster through an injection than through breathing. 
 
    Step. Adrian plunged the syringe into a gap on her thigh where her armour had been ripped away. 
 
    Her elbow sent him flying and crashing across the floor. Steve was carrying Jamal toward the exit. Charlotte stood guard, ready to intercept any further attacks. Jules had fallen to her knees, her eyes glazing over. 
 
    This was a disaster. 
 
    Healing magic flashed past him, hitting a slime that was sneaking up on him. Another slime compressed into a rolling blade that carved through Jules’s left leg. 
 
    No. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian grabbed her shoulder before she could fall into the seething mass of blades, dragging her away from the deadly creature. It adjusted, exchanging the churning blades for a brewing spear trap. Healing magic washed past him and hit the creature, disarming it. The slime glowed and retreated. 
 
    Picking Jules up, he ran towards the exit tunnel. Susie was running next to him, and Charlotte followed protectively. Steve and Jamal were already at the exit. Steve, with his magically assisted height, hunched under the threshold. In Adrian’s arms, Jules had become a dead weight as the injection knocked her out fully. 
 
    Charlotte blurred forward. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Her axe connected with the creature, staggering both of them. The vampiric glow on the axe forced the slime to flinch back with a brief flash of blue. Too brief. It hardly lost control and promptly shot a sliver of stone through her leg, but then it ran before the glowing axe could strike once more. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and caught up to the others with a heavy limp. Susie touched Charlotte’s shoulder as they passed, and healing magic flowed down to the jagged cut on the leg. 
 
    Adrian squeezed into the tunnel, hunching even farther down than Steve. Charlotte and Susie stood in sentinel position two metres into the tunnel entrance. 
 
    “All the way in,” Susie called out. Adrian dragged Jules next to Jamal. 
 
    “Hold!” Susie ordered. 
 
    Jamal had stopped screaming. “What’s happening?” the man asked, clarity returning to his eyes. He must have received a healing potion. 
 
    “Shhh,” Adrian said, instinctively turning around to see if the slimes were following. 
 
    “When you guys shrink, we move.” Susie’s voice was tight as she focused on the larger cave in front of her. “Adrian carries Jules. Steve with Jamal at the front.” 
 
    “What?” Jamal stuttered before Steve put a hand over his mouth to muffle him. 
 
    Susie continued. “Adrian, you’ll need to help as a spotter too, in case they try to sneak up.” 
 
    Step. 
 
    Arriving between Susie and Charlotte, Adrian looked out into the wider room. He could only see two slimes. Looking up, the third was charging across the roof. “Incoming!” 
 
    Healing magic flowed from Susie, barely touching the slime before it rippled away. 
 
    Then Adrian was shrinking. “Move!” 
 
    Step. 
 
    Heaving slightly from the buffs wearing off, he cautiously hoisted Jules backwards. Susie and Charlotte hugged the cave wall on either side of him. It left Jules exposed in the middle, but once she healed, she would probably be the best tank. If one of them had to get hurt, it was best that it was her. He was in position to be the spotter, knowing that his perception was the best in the group while Jamal was out of it. 
 
    Luckily, the cave was wide enough for them to move three abreast. Steve and Jamal up the front and away from the slime and then Adrian with Jules in the centre and then Susie on his left and Charlotte on the right. Together, they would back away toward the exit ready to stop any future attack from the slimes. 
 
    Protect Susie. 
 
    He needed to be ready to throw himself in front of anything that came for her. Charlotte was effective too but could only delay them. Susie was the one who had saved them both. A slime appeared twenty metres away. 
 
    “There!” A spark of flames to highlight the monster. 
 
    Healing magic glowed, and the slime fled. 
 
    Adrian continually stepped slowly backwards. Another glimpse of a slime. This time, Susie’s healing countered before he could point it out. 
 
    “Healing magic really hurts them.” 
 
    “Yes,” Susie said, her voice strained in concentration. 
 
    A slime was charging them. “On the right.” 
 
    Charlotte moved, swinging her club at the closing creature while her vampiric energy lashed out simultaneously. That was nature magic too. Should he see if his buffs worked? Then he imagined the slimes getting larger or stronger and decided it was a last resort. Her axe connected, but the spell had already forced it to retreat. 
 
    “Do they all work?” he asked Charlotte while keeping his eyes on the corridor. 
 
    “What?” She was just as focused as Susie. 
 
    “Your other abilities—your poison and weakness.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “On the ceiling!” 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    It was like a thunderclap echoing through the narrow confines of the corridor, but it bought time. The healing shot upwards, and the slime fell on the floor with an almighty crash. 
 
    “Another.” A sparkle of flame to highlight it flowing across the wall. 
 
    Wind Gust. Even with enhanced strength, Adrian’s grip on Jules wavered as the slime smashed into her leg. More blood escaped her, and the half-grown foot was crushed. 
 
    Healing magic had hit the second slime, and Adrian’s Wind Gust managed to lift the closest one and launch it down the corridor. He did not want it to gurgle up another spear trap in front of them. He might survive, but Charlotte and Susie would not. 
 
    “They all work,” Charlotte said finally during the slight lull. “But life transference seems to do the most damage.” 
 
    His internal map triggered, showing that there was a bend ahead just before the exit. 
 
    “Hold.” 
 
    He put down his detection trap, using magic to create a web that not even slime could pierce unnoticed. At least this way, they would be alerted if the monsters followed them outside. 
 
    “Early warning,” he explained to them. “Thief magic, quick around the bend.” The moment they rounded the corner, Adrian knelt next to Jamal. “I need the necklace,” he told him. Jamal understood why. He could see it in his eyes. 
 
    “My legs?” 
 
    Steve shook his head, telling him not to engage that topic. 
 
    Adrian ignored the cue. “You’re hurt, but we need to be stealthy for the next bit.” 
 
    Jamal handed it over. 
 
    Buff of Strength on himself and Steve. 
 
    “Ready?” The cave in front of them was empty and his trap intact. “I’m going to pick up Jules and then we run.” 
 
    “Are they following us?” 
 
    “I hope not.” Would the slimes attack if they tried to leave? It would be one final desperate attempt. They were alien. There was no way to tell. 
 
    He hoisted Jules. 
 
    “Go!” Adrian ran. 
 
    Ambusher’s Steps kicked in, wrapped around the whole group. He panicked nonetheless, waiting to hear screams and the sounds of shredding flesh behind him. But his trap did not trigger. He sprinted up the tunnel, into the drain and out into the daylight. No sign of slimes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    Every part of Adrian focused on speed. Ambusher’s Steps mostly worked to cloak them. It failed once when Jamal thrashed in pain in Steve’s arms and again when they almost bowled over a couple leaving their home. Mind magic erased those disturbances from the relevant minds. 
 
    The sun was setting; the slimes had not even attempted to follow them. He could feel that his detection trap was still active and undisturbed. It made sense. The slimes had evolved to live in caves, and they probably could not survive out here. 
 
    With his Buff of Strength reducing, Adrian could feel Jules rapidly becoming too heavy to run with. Coming to a halt, he placed her down. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Steve said, and received a warning glare from Susie. 
 
    “We need a new plan,” Charlotte declared. “The tunnel is not usable.” 
 
    “No,” Steve growled. “I left my sword, my legendary weapon. And it’s back there.” 
 
    They stood in silence, too exhausted to respond. 
 
    “We need to go back for it.” 
 
    Adrian turned to Steve in annoyance. “We almost died.” 
 
    “We can find out their weaknesses and—” 
 
    “No, we are not risking our lives for a sword.” 
 
    Jules was stirring, and all eyes went to her. Was she still consumed by bloodlust? They tensed, but when she opened her eyes, she was in command of herself. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “Is everyone . . .” Her gaze fell to Jamal, who had been placed on the ground, immobilised. “Alive?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I lost control again.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Adrian assured her. 
 
    She looked back at him shamefully. “You know it is. I took the stupid class. I never realised it would be . . . this.” She stopped fishing for a word. 
 
    “Uncontrollable,” Charlotte suggested. 
 
    “Overwhelming,” Jules finished. “The club and pathway help, but it’s still not enough. When I’m hurt . . .” She shuddered slightly. 
 
    “We know,” Adrian told her. “Your class is a double-edged sword. It’s saved our lives.” He was thinking about the scoropids, but ratigoifs too were valid examples. 
 
    “But still,” Jules continued, “I’m with Steve.” 
 
    “What?” Susie asked. 
 
    She pointed at her leg, which was fully regrown. “I lost a piece of my armour.” 
 
    “We can buy replacements,” Susie said. 
 
    “It was part of a legendary set.” 
 
    “The set bonuses aren’t even working anymore,” Charlotte posited. 
 
    Jules snapped back, “Yes! Totally gone. I have lost twenty percent faster healing and six Strength.” 
 
    That boost to healing for most people would be nice, but the benefit magnified with Jules’s troll regeneration. 
 
    “Healing, Strength, and Agility,” Charlotte mused. 
 
    “Yep, nine levels’ worth of attributes.” 
 
    “That changes things,” Susie said into the morose silence. 
 
    “Yep,” Adrian agreed. 
 
    “Wait. You’ll go back for her scrap of armour but not my sword?” Steve asked. 
 
    “No. It’s for the two of you. Providing we have a way to beat the slime,” Adrian finished darkly. “We just got our asses handed to us.” 
 
    “What now?” Jules whined. 
 
    “We get back to our house and then I go shopping to work out what the hell that was and how to fight it.” 
 
    “I’ll come,” Charlotte volunteered. “I still have learning capacity.” 
 
    He hesitated only a moment before nodding. He was at his limit, so he needed someone else to consume the knowledge. 
 
    With Jules mobile again, they rushed back to their house. Before long, Adrian and Charlotte found themselves in a line for a trader. 
 
    Two thugs with green patches approached them. “Two hundred energy for using the trader.” 
 
    “What?” he stammered, falling into a hunter-scavenger stereotype. “We pay the tax every week. We can’t afford it.” 
 
    The man hit him. He felt his nose crack. 
 
    Please play along, Charlotte. 
 
    With an effort of will, he suppressed his healing, letting himself fall to the ground. 
 
    “Everyone pays,” the thug roared. 
 
    Blood was running over his mouth. He tasted the unpleasant copper tang. Charlotte, thankfully, ducked to comfort him rather than assault the Patriots. 
 
    “Should I?” she whispered. 
 
    He fervently shook his head. They were each level fifteen, and either he or Charlotte could have squashed them effortlessly. Now was not the time, but soon he would remove the entire blight from the town. Lob off the head of the snake and the rest would come crashing down. Three-quarters of them would form a solid foundation for a community guard force, and the remaining Patriots who had exploited their positions would suffer the consequences. 
 
    “Energy up front.” 
 
    “I-I . . .” Adrian stammered. The foot raised threateningly. “I’ll just get it.” 
 
    Grabbing two chips, he transferred one energy to one of them. He would go along with the ruse, but there was no way he was going to give the bastards two hundred energy. Three or four days were all he needed to finish this and they could embark on the next troublesome part of the journey to Melbourne. 
 
    The men moved on. Adrian let the healing rush in, and the bleeding immediately stopped. 
 
    Charlotte was glaring at them. 
 
    “Eyes down,” he cautioned. “They can probably feel that glare.” 
 
    She blushed but dropped her eyes. 
 
    They stood patiently in line. He was looking forward to dropping his hunter-scavenger act. He dreamed about luring Tony to the cleared caves and finishing him. Then crushing the others one by one. The line shuffled forward. These were fellow Australians whose freedom had drained away, and now they slumped in this line, short two hundred energy, scrounging for survival. 
 
    An angry glare towards the patched men, then Adrian focused on the dirt at his feet. 
 
    Soon. 
 
    He focused on his breathing while practising his Mana Pool exercise to pass the time. 
 
    Finally, they reached the trader. It was the most humanoid one he had seen. A facsimile of a male elf, hauntingly beautiful with pointed ears and long blond hair. The last elf had been female and a different species. This one was even closer to human. 
 
    “Are you two together?” The voice was musical. 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    The trader looked at them, and Adrian exchanged pleasantries. As he stood there, the implications of their rock slime encounter finally sank in. Had they almost died? Maybe, but not necessarily. Jamal’s wounds, however, were real. His legs would not regenerate, at least not until a level-fifty healer emerged. 
 
    A complete disaster. 
 
    An elbow in the rib startled him. “You were being rude,” Charlotte hissed at him out of the corner of her mouth while smiling at the trader. 
 
    “It was a bad day,” he said aloud. “One of my friends lost his legs.” 
 
    A sympathetic expression consumed the trader’s face. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “We need information.” Adrian started his spiel, describing everything they had seen and heard. People behind them were getting antsy, and the pair of guards were heading their way. 
 
    “Twenty-two thousand energy,” the elf requested. 
 
    Adrian looked at Charlotte, and she shook her head. He lifted his bag onto the cart and flagged the usual trade goods. 
 
    “Can we barter?” 
 
    “Trade goods worth seventeen thousand.” He then grabbed the bag and dropped several items into it. There was no time for him to explain what they were. The two Patriots were coming. 
 
    “Next customer, please,” the elf said pleasantly, and they exited just ten meters away from the Patriots. 
 
    Close. 
 
    If they had reached the cart before they left, Adrian was sure they would have caused a stir that might have spiralled out of control. Adrian peeked over his shoulder to see that the guards had veered to follow them. 
 
    Without thinking about it, he spooled a thread out to read why they were being followed. Then he grabbed Charlotte’s arm and sped up. They were not interested in him. 
 
    Adrian opened his mouth and shut it again. Charlotte looked at him sideways. "What?" 
 
    "I almost said you're too pretty, but those men deciding to follow you has nothing to do with you--it's one hundred percent because they're shit heads who choose to hurt people." 
 
    Adrian aimed straight for the nearest house. It was empty, and they were still being followed. There was a sick excitement at how easy it was going to be. To make things easier, the bastards would be cut off from any help. According to his mind magic, one of the men had a noise-cancelling rock. Good to know that they existed. Adrian made a mental note to purchase one. 
 
    Charlotte glanced back and saw what was happening. “I hate this.” 
 
    “Everyone hates them,” Adrian agreed, pulling Charlotte to a halt the moment they were through the hallway and inside the abandoned kitchen. He turned and waited for the Patriots before they burst into the room and screeched to a comical stop, surprised to see their prey waiting for them. 
 
    Charlotte promises to do anything they want so they won’t hurt her. 
 
    Their faces went blank. 
 
    Buff of Strength. 
 
    “Kill them.” He ordered Charlotte while acting on it himself. A hard thrust with his spear. He chose the instigator; having read his thoughts, what he planned to do, Adrian felt no qualms. 
 
    Slam! 
 
    Blue sparks. 
 
    Another crack from the spear. 
 
    Pop. 
 
    Blood bubbled from the man’s lips. Adrian yanked out the spear and let him fall over. The other guy was not so vile, but his mind was too strong for an illusion to hold forever; he was not going to just forget his partner and go quietly. 
 
    Collateral damage. 
 
    With Adrian thrusting the spear forward, Charlotte swung her axes at the same time. There was a pop and the second man fell out of the illusion and starting screaming. Unfortunately for him, the duo’s own noise-cancelling device was already activated. 
 
    Charlotte joined him in another attack, and he was not sure which of them landed the killing blow. 
 
    “Do you think this was necessary?” Charlotte asked him. “We could’ve just run.” 
 
    “If you could read minds and see their past crimes,” he muttered as he started shoving the bodies into his bag. Two more guards missing. Hopefully, they would not be investigated. 
 
    They headed back. 
 
    “So, I’m too pretty, eh?” She nudged him as they walked. 
 
    “If I wasn’t an old man.” 
 
    “You are not,” she said quietly and with disturbing seriousness. 
 
    “I am, mentally, and you know I’m married.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Happily married.” 
 
    She looked away. “I know.” 
 
    Adrian knew he should have addressed the issue sooner. Charlotte had a crush on him. He was over forty and still acted like an idiot. He should have nipped it in the bud, so to speak, but having someone interested in him was simultaneously intoxicating and horrifying. Good for the ego as such but there was another life involved. 
 
    “I am happily married.” He repeated, probably unnecessarily. It was awkward. “Here,” he offered, holding out the three memory stones from the trader. There were some extra items as well, clearly intended for later use. “Take these. I need to check on Tony’s mansion.” 
 
    She took them and he left her. Her pained eyes and red cheeks haunted him as he departed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
    Adrian did not bother going to do any scouting. Instead, he found a currently empty house and worked through his strength exercises. 
 
    Adrian gave her an hour. By the time he got back, Charlotte was at ease, and it was only Jules who was still giving him grumpy looks. 
 
    “What do we know?” he asked. This was unfair. It was not his fault. 
 
    “More,” Charlotte said brightly, but he suspected it was only to pacify him amidst all the anger. 
 
    Jules pinched him. Hard. Drawing blood. He managed not to flinch. 
 
    “Well . . .” 
 
    “They’re not slimes, or at least not how we were imagining them. Think of them more as nano machines with low but significant intelligence. Basically, they’ll get smarter the longer they fight us, learning which attacks work.” 
 
    “Umm.” 
 
    “They’re liquid rock, or if you want better imagery, they are the Terminator made of liquid metal except they die if they lose a chunk of their mass.” 
 
    Jules nodded glumly. “And the good news?” 
 
    Charlotte started to smile, and then it vanished. She suddenly turned and exited the room. Automatically, he followed, only to have Jules step hard on his foot. 
 
    “If you can disrupt the communication between the parts,” Jules shouted, totally ignoring Charlotte, “then they die. Nature magic is their biggest threat, and healing slows them down, but it’s not the right frequency. We know the traders gave you some tools. What are they?” 
 
    She held out a hand. 
 
    Charlotte must have seen that the elf had shoved more than just the three stones into his bag. Curiously, he checked his logs, and there were three things there. 
 
    Nature Vibration Wands 
 
    These wands are multipurpose tools that can refine nature magic to provide low-level healing spells, heightened pressure or scale to the point of doing damage. 
 
    There were four of them. 
 
    Healing Grenades 
 
    Grenades that create a wide space of weak healing magic. 
 
    Eight of those. 
 
    Rastioci Goggles 
 
    These goggles highlight Rastioci. 
 
    Rastioci was apparently the true name of the slimes. 
 
    He spread the objects out on the table. “Nature wands, healing grenades and goggles to identify them.” 
 
    “Did you say ‘nature wands’?” Charlotte returned. Her eyes looked puffy. 
 
    “Vibration,” he clarified. 
 
    Jules poked him hard. What was he supposed to do, just ignore her? 
 
    “They’re all here,” he said in defeat before migrating over to Steve’s side. Hopefully, this way he would stop getting pinched and poked. 
 
    “Stepped in it, did you?” Steve said too softly for anyone to overhear. 
 
    Adrian glanced at Steve, then at the dynamics of the room. He was an idiot! “Yep.” But now his sound abilities encompassed them in silence. 
 
    “Are you sure she’s still alive?” 
 
    The question floored him. How? Why ask it? It did not take a genius to piece it all together. But Steve touching the subject made it all too real. 
 
    Emily was alive. The plant loot had confirmed it, and then Jaracol had said she was under protection a few days later. She had to be alive and waiting for him. She was, and he was sure of it. 
 
    Charlotte had picked up the wand and started a little dance of excitement. 
 
    “These are perfect.” She was fiddling with the dials that he had not noticed, tuning them to align to the target. 
 
    There was so much to admire about her. She, however, was not Emily. Not for the first time, he cursed himself for wondering what might happen between them in another life where there was no Emily. But there was no future with Charlotte. It would only ever be a fling. There was too large of an age gap between them, and apart from wanting to destroy Albury and get stronger, did they even have anything in common? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “What?” Steve grunted. 
 
    “Emily is alive. If she was . . .” He skipped the words, unwilling to say them. “It would be a fling, and I will not do that to her.” 
 
    Steve looked at him and then nodded. “The hard road but the right one. She’s already suffered too much, and Jules might do more than pinch you if you took advantage.” Of course Steve had noticed that, hence why he had raised the topic. 
 
    Charlotte passed out the wands in excitement. “Let’s go see if the armour and swords are still available.” 
 
    “What does she mean?” Adrian asked Steve, holding the wand in his hand. 
 
    “Given time, the slimes will destroy magical artifacts.” His voice was dark. 
 
    “Steve’s new legendary sword and Jules’s set bonus from the wyrm might already be lost,” Susie said, joining Adrian. “The agreement was that if you got knowledge and tools that could defeat the rastioci, we would go straight away.” 
 
    It was dark when they left, but with the necklace, he was so confident with his stealth that they ran directly to the stormwater drain near Tony’s house. No one wanted to crawl through that tight entrance tunnel. Now they knew what lived in the alien cave system, he would not have to resort to his mind powers even once. 
 
    Absently, he twirled the wand in his hand, fiddling with it to distract himself. He had not even considered the chance that someone would be interested in him in that way. That sort of stuff happened to other people. He had been out of the playing field for so long that he didn’t think it was a possibility. 
 
    You are a grade-A fool. 
 
    Adrian flipped the wand, admiring the crystal on the end. That was where the nature-based laser beam would originate. 
 
    Charlotte seemed convinced that with the wands, this would be one of their easiest fights. Still reeling from the last encounter, Adrian was not sure. It felt almost fantastical that these wands would totally flip the progression of the battle. Yet Charlotte, who had the knowledge, was certain, and he had seen the benefit of bringing the right tool to a fight. The impossible could quite easily become the mundane. 
 
    Everyone but Susie had a wand, and if push came to shove, she would use her own magic. They all wore goggles and carried grenades for emergencies. If anyone got in trouble like Jamal had, then they would throw one orb to buy them thirty seconds to regroup. The rock slimes would be driven away by the healing gas. 
 
    The first battle occurred in the big room. There were four slimes this time, and the wands proved to be ridiculously overpowered. If they kept it focused on the slime for less than two seconds, it melted like a marshmallow. Even without active coordinating, they eviscerated the four enemies in less than five seconds. In hindsight, Adrian was pretty sure he could have destroyed them himself with Shadow Step. With the goggles illuminating them, the slimes could not hide, let alone get close enough to hurt them. The lasers in their wands made for an especially theatrical victory. 
 
    They swept the cave system. It was larger than what regional knowledge suggested and contained a surprisingly big yet trivial amount of rastioci. In the final cavern, they found Jules’s foot armour and Steve’s sword. The metal was there, but the magic was gone. 
 
    Jules needed a meditation exercise to stop the bloodlust from exploding out of her. “No, no, no.” She hit herself with each word but was careful not to draw blood. “NO!!” 
 
    If looks could kill. 
 
    Steve, meanwhile, looked sick when he picked up the sword. Adrian was sure he saw water in the man’s eyes, but his expression was as stoic and unimpressed as ever. 
 
    Their arrogance and his foolishness for entering the cave without careful scouting were costly. Not beyond measure, but still devastating. All they gained was access to the cave, some experience, and a single level for Jules. Twenty-two thousand energy gone like that. That was a fortune. Earlier on in the Alpha event, that amount would have saved dozens of lives if not hundreds, and they hardly received any loot. 
 
    Yet even that was nothing compared to Steve’s lost sword or the single piece of Jules’s armour that robbed her of her set bonus. 
 
    Or Jamal’s legs. 
 
    That last one was going to sting. Jamal had proven to be perfect at his job, and now they had lost their best scout. One fighter lost and two others badly weakened. 
 
    “You couldn’t have known,” Charlotte told him sympathetically when they re-emerged outside. “It’s not like the badge warned you that there were monsters in here.” 
 
    “I should’ve known.” He kicked a stone, and it rattled down the street. In Wagga and the other towns, it would have gotten a response. In Albury, no one even looked towards the noise. “I should’ve known because bad things always happen in this world.” 
 
    Charlotte started to laugh and then stopped herself. “It’s not your fault. We all agreed on the approach.” 
 
    “Cheer up,” Jules said, elbowing aggressively between them. Adrian was sure he suffered most of the elbowing. “Tomorrow is the beginning of the end for them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
    Their sleeping arrangement had not changed. It felt weird lying in the same room as Charlotte now that her feelings had been revealed. Initially, he had not even thought to question the arrangements. They were all adults. Steve, Jules, and Susie gravitated towards one room, and the rest of them claimed the other. Now it felt bizarre. 
 
    “Sleep well,” Charlotte whispered just as he was drifting off. 
 
    “You too,” he responded automatically, before wondering if that was wrong. Restless slumber claimed him anyway. The dreams were torturous. They were all about Emily, who turned into Charlotte. He woke up in tears because he understood what it meant. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he was surprised to find Charlotte curled up next to him. She was barely awake. “You were whimpering. When I hugged you, you stopped.” He could not see the details of her face, but he was sure she was blushing. “You sounded sad.” 
 
    The dream still had him partly in its grip. 
 
    Jaracol had assured him that Emily was okay. If she was not, then everything was ash and nothing was worthwhile. He was not Steve, a natural hero. He was doing all of this to ensure a future for his family. Did that make him a lesser person than Steve? Maybe, but Adrian was very comfortable with that. If the interface was lying to him, the disquiet caused by the dream was rapidly being replaced by anger. 
 
    If she was not okay. 
 
    If the dream was real. 
 
    The first thing he would do was tear every piece of interface out. The exquisite pain that had occurred the first time he attempted to pull the bits of the interface out—he would welcome it as he extracted the hundreds of fragments, one after another. 
 
    Calming emotions reached out. They seemed to say “There is no lie. She is safe. They are all safe and under protection.” Sentiments to match the words Jaracol had previously told him. Words. Thoughts. 
 
    He was so distrustful. 
 
    Only actions mattered. The truth was still hundreds of kilometres away. 
 
    “Give it time,” the feelings seem to whisper. “One week and you’re out of here, and then another week to Melbourne. You’ll see.” Two weeks that felt so close. A blip . . . almost. 
 
    Charlotte was shamefully inching away. 
 
    “I need to get going,” he whispered, shaking away the dream. She rolled away, and he sneaked out. 
 
    He went through the familiar motions to disarm the trip over the main door in the common room and let himself out. Just before closing it, he carefully clicked the trap back on. Best to leave them protected. Short of the Yanneys, there was nothing nearby that could threaten them, but old habits died hard. 
 
    Albury differed from Wagga and everywhere else he had been since the event. Here, the population was denser, and the threat of monsters almost non-existent. As a result, Ambusher’s Steps were more conspicuous than his exercises. In Wagga, if anyone spotted him in stealth mode, they would have assumed he was trying to avoid monsters and ignore him. Here, someone sneaking around was a security risk. Luckily, within an hour of being outside, he had noticed a number of locals maintaining their old fitness routines. Presumably, it was to condition themselves for when they hit the bush proper and the fights they were bound to end up having. It was not all the same. Now, for example, they were running in armour with an axe on their backs and no Lycra shorts to be seen. Casually jogging along, they didn’t pay Adrian any undue scrutiny. 
 
    By the time he reached Tony’s mansion, Adrian finally entered stealth mode as he disappeared from potential prying eyes. A couple of quick Shadow Steps and he emerged as another generic fighter. With his thief skills, he gave himself an infiltrator class description. It felt right even if it was a little dangerous. Then again, being a guard, bruiser, or bouncer might have exposed him just as much. Tony seemed to like variety in the classes around him, rejecting the more generic classes in favour of the exotic. His men would not blink at an infiltrator among their ranks. 
 
    Adrian strode through the main doors like he owned the place. A tiny touch of his mind ability allowed all who saw him to accept the lie that he belonged, just another new lackey going about his tasks. If challenged, they would recall that he had a familiar face, and they were sure they had seen him recently being shown around the grounds. Detailed questioning would crumble that hazy memory in the rare event of a sceptic, but Adrian and his character would be long gone before then. 
 
    He headed towards the bedroom wing. All the doors were shut, but even when asleep, their minds were accessible to Adrian. He easily found Jack’s room, deepening the sleep before letting himself in. Jack had taken over a kid’s bedroom, sleeping on a twin bed. It was a shitty accommodation for one of Tony’s three top men; Tony was clearly not the type of boss to reward his people. 
 
    Calmly, Adrian sat down on the floor next to Jack. 
 
    The Yanneys did not know what was stalking them. They could not imagine that someone of Adrian’s skills would threaten them. With such extensive security and wealth, why would they worry about someone with the rare power of waltzing into their guarded fortresses? Surely, anyone that powerful would simply laze around and enjoy getting anything they wanted. The McDermotts had a blind spot because they assumed everyone with strength would mirror their behaviour. 
 
    They were lazy and thought they held absolute control. How could they be in that sort of position and still only think about their own petty needs? It baffled Adrian whenever he considered what the Junta had done. Power, to him, had always meant extra responsibility. Even with their selfishness, they would have been better off treating the civilians with decency rather than the heavy-handed manner they chose. It only spawned resentment. With a little work, they could have been genuine kings and queens of the town. Sure, the income would have been slow at first, but growing the populace’s levels would increase the tax revenue over time. Instead, they had taken the route of instant gratification. 
 
    To make the mind magic process easier, Adrian placed a hand on Jack’s forehead. What he was attempting to do was not hard, but he needed to embed the illusion so deep that it was more vibrant than real life. That way, Jack would remember it when he was talking to Tony. If he inserted less powerful versions, they might never come up in conversation. There was no time for subtlety. He would force the discussion to happen as soon as possible. 
 
    Sitting on the floor next to Jack, in a mansion filled with hostile forces, Adrian explored the man’s mind, extracting important details of his routine. The hook he was looking for came in the form of a smoking habit. Five times a day when he took his smoko, Jack enjoyed walking around the grounds. It was the perfect opportunity for Adrian to exploit. 
 
    A grim smile appeared on Adrian’s face. This was the start of the end. For him or them. If there was a god, then he would win, but unfortunately there were new rules of nature to follow and a system that was only willing to tilt things so far in his favour. 
 
    The moment he started inserting the memories, the end game was on, and Adrian hoped they were strong enough to finish it. If they slipped and failed, the Yanneys would ratchet up their defences and there would never be another chance. Worse, they would eventually strike. They couldn’t reach him if he was in Melbourne, but they would find out about Wagga and attack there as part of the search. He did not want to do that to Sally and the others. 
 
    He shut his eyes to focus. 
 
    The plan they had discussed was to use Debra, the young personal assistant Panayiota has been using since before the Alpha event. Tony knew her by sight if not by name, and Adrian had met her in the market yesterday. As Jack slept, the false memories were inserted. 
 
    The ruse was simple enough: for the last week, Jack had been running into Debra on his regular walks. At first it was just a head nod, but then they started talking. Debra was concerned about her mistress, and she always seemed so much happier after spending time with Tony. There was nothing specific, but Debra implied that arranging a clandestine meeting between their two bosses might make everyone’s lives easier. Jack somewhat agreed, or at least in his memories he did. It was easy enough to layer in older memories that linked Tony’s outbursts to periods when Panayiota was unavailable. 
 
    Debra shyly admitted when challenged that she had not broached the subject with Panayiota. Then, they both agreed that they would raise the idea to their respective bosses. Jack was pleased. If he played this right, he would get to spend more time with Debra and get his boss into a good mood. 
 
    Adrian dropped his hand from the man’s brow. His own head was thumping like he had just finished cramming for a university exam. Who was he kidding? It was just like at the end of every night leading into the exams. Party all term and regret it during exam time and then repeat the same process the next year. He ran a hand across his own forehead to discover a layer of sweat. Implementing vibrant memories sure was more complicated than illusions in the moment. 
 
    It was done. They were committed. He felt bad about inventing this crush on Debra, but the extra incentive of pleasant flirting made Jack even more reliable for the task. 
 
    Adrian sat in the dim room for a while longer. Light was getting through the window as the sun rose, and he did not want to face the morning sunshine. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    It did nothing. Adrian waited for the pinched feeling above his eyes. 
 
    Finally, he felt composed enough to face the world. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 44 
 
    Leaving Tony’s mansion, Adrian’s head pounded. He was still recovering from implanting Jack’s memories when he had to use several tiny threads of mind just to get out the door. Finally free, he settled back into his thief abilities. The Mind skills were astounding. They were powerful because no one could possibly anticipate the deception nor the absurd buff the potions had given him. Once people became more aware of the risk Adrian represented, they could buy many cheap tools that might not thwart a determined strike, they would certainly make things tougher. 
 
    In contrast, his thief skills were quite adaptable. Once people tried to catch up to thieves, his job of disarming traps would get easier, not harder; what they purchased would only be misplaced confidence, which meant fewer guards. It was the guards’ unpredictability that was an obstacle to the thief, not static defences. Between mind magic and thievery, his skills made him the perfect candidate for infiltrating anywhere. 
 
    The morning sun was not as bright as he feared, and he happily took the time to buy some quality food at the market. It was a simple hamburger, but the bun was fresh, the lettuce was crisp, adorned by mayo and a slightly spicy ketchup. But what transformed it to exceptional was the meat. It tasted like a cross between pork and duck and just made his tastebuds sing. Healing and food were the high points of the new physics. It felt like most creatures were extra tasty now. Not having to worry about weight was also a relief. 
 
    Walking around to stretch his legs, Adrian noticed the merchant he had stolen from glaring at him. Briefly, he panicked before remembering he had a different face that day. The merchant’s business was clearly struggling. His tent was busy when he was there last, and there were currently no customers or even onlookers. Apparently, losing the extravagant display of wealth behind him had destroyed his mojo. Now, instead of looking rich and engaging, he looked poor and desperate. 
 
    Adrian watched the merchant’s sad gaze when a customer entered the store across from his. He felt no guilt. This was a man who, even when he was flush with money, had ripped off an old woman. Remembering that, Adrian was almost tempted to rob him again, but it was too dangerous. Protection against mind-bending skills was out there, and this man was smart. He would have had an incentive to purchase an appropriate shield. Once bitten, twice shy. Resisting the itch to check, Adrian kept walking. 
 
    Breakfast done, he returned to Tony’s mansion, nestling into his little closet, still amazed that rich people used to have a room dedicated to linen. 
 
    Used to. 
 
    Take a deep breath, shut the eyes and stuff down the wave of emotion. 
 
    I am not a hero. 
 
    Sympathy percolated from the interface. Adrian knew it was better when he was fighting monsters. The problem was when he slowed down, thoughts had time to creep up. Mostly, it was the eyes of the shintopur cubs and Kozzie that plagued him. Half of him wanted to run and find a quiet place to hide or, better still, a multi-headed monstrosity for him to kill. He did not know if they even existed. 
 
    Regional knowledge stirred. 
 
    They existed. 
 
    It would be more soothing fighting them than standing here. Maybe just a juvenile two-headed wolf for a light challenge. 
 
    He sighed quietly. 
 
    The world was still, so he began his meditation exercises to whittle away the time. There was technically not enough room, but the cramped space just made them more challenging. 
 
    Tony was not even awake yet. 
 
    In a cupboard, Adrian was waiting and trying not to think. 
 
    There were servants passing by almost constantly, so while meditating, he splayed his mind threads out to influence them subtly as they passed. 
 
    Pathway of the Mind - Stage 1. 92%  
 
    Pathway of Mana Pool - 59% 
 
    Progress. 
 
    Many surprising advances. It felt like he was storming through this upgrade, but then again, he had been using the ability constantly. 
 
    Doubling down. Inserting more complicated illusions. The servants were starting to think the area near the library was haunted. That was careless. Insert another memory in everyone going past: a couple of days earlier. A hushed rumour trickled around the staff that Tony had a special artifact that could warp people’s minds. It was a top-secret weapon and Tony had already killed to prevent knowledge of it leaking. An easy fix. The haunting feeling of the corridor was explained by something none of them would ever talk about for fear of being killed. 
 
    Then he switched tactics. 
 
    When workers passed, Adrian started looking for happy memories and letting the staff relive them. It brought a bit of joy to their lives. The memories mainly revolved around family or lovers. These were human beings who were serving Tony. They were not bad or evil—they were just doing a job because they had no other choice. 
 
    Finally, the business of the day started. Tony was up and holding his mini court in his library. Adrian monitored closely, but Tony’s early routine only consisted of reading a book, having breakfast, and drinking multiple cups of coffee. 
 
    Two hours later, Jack walked out of the library. The moment his mind touched Jack’s, Adrian’s excitement blossomed. 
 
    Game on. 
 
    A big grin broke out on his face in the darkness. Not only had the implanted memories been successful, but Jack had also been explicitly ordered to set up a meeting. Everything was falling into place. 
 
    Jack was happy. More chances to chat with Debra, and his smokos were officially considered “special tasks” from the boss. He could take as many as he wanted and everyone else could go shove their objections where the sun didn’t shine. 
 
    Adrian followed as Jack went on his mission. The man walked with firm, gleeful steps. 
 
    Why? 
 
    He lassoed a thread to Jack’s mind, cursing himself for invading his privacy so casually. Debra was the answer. That slightest touch was all he needed to get the full story. Adrian had gone too far with the imagined flirting; Jack was infatuated with her. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    He shook off the momentary guilt. In a couple of days, this would be over. Tony would be dead, and if Jack survived the fallout, then Adrian would remove the memories. Adrian wished his mind was not so active. It was unlikely Jack would survive, seeing as their plan was to throw all the people sworn to Tony at Bruce. 
 
    They would attack. He was sure of that. The Yanneys and McDermotts had that detestable, ruthless cunning. An alien outlook on life—every decision was self-serving, and everyone was at least a potential enemy. Within their worldview, they surely would have included safety clauses in their oaths: “You will avenge me if I die. If you fail, you will commit suicide.” Something along those lines, Adrian assumed. He didn’t want to drag all these men down with the Junta, but there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    Think about other stuff. 
 
    Giving Jack the joy of a new romance was almost an act of kindness. Jack was not as bad as a lot of the other Patriots Adrian had encountered. Rather than being evil, he was just a scoundrel. Good-natured, with an occasional cruel streak and a flexible approach to ownership rules. 
 
    Ahead of him, once he was clear of the mansion grounds, Jack lit up the smoke and ducked into the park for his long walk. Adrian followed far behind, accepting the risk that Tony might have had Jack trailed as a safety measure. 
 
    No one else was following Jack. 
 
    The thief’s skill made him certain about that observation. Per the conditioned memories, Jack sat down on a park bench. Adrian approached and laid a hand on the man’s forehead, inserting the memories that he needed. Panayiota was very keen. She wanted to meet as soon as possible. Debra was excited that Tony was interested, too. She had been worried that she could not arrange the meeting. Her worst fear was having to tell Panayiota that she failed. Jack gave her a comforting hug. Then the mood chirped up, and she told Jack that there was a plan that would let them both sneak out to a neutral location. Debra did not know the details, but by tomorrow, her boss would confirm that it would work. 
 
    It was done, leaving Jack with a goofy smile, wondering whether he had a chance with Debra. It was all progressing so well he could not wait to tell Tony everything. 
 
    The memory insertion was flawless, but with so much at stake, he did not want to risk anything going wrong. Once more, he visited the linen closet to see how the report to Tony would go. 
 
    Five minutes later, a server dashed off to get extra drinks. Adrian gathered from the servant’s memories that things had gone well. Celebratory whiskies arrived, and twenty minutes after that, Jack departed with a happy smile. Clearly, everything was going to plan. Adrian checked Jack’s mind to be sure. It still amused him how easily Jack was to influence. 
 
    Tomorrow, he would progress the plot further, and within two days, they could start springing this trap. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 45 
 
    When Adrian returned, both Jamal and Charlotte were at the house and excited at having successfully tracked down their own secret target. Apparently, they had been chasing rumours for a few days and they had finally located Eleni’s ex-husband. 
 
    “This is your in,” Jamal insisted. “Not just information. You walk up pretending to be Maxwell and Eleni will accept anything you give her. They have that type of relationship. Just tell her it’s the best drug ever and she’ll swallow it or snort it or whatever.” 
 
    “It won’t work,” Adrian replied after a moment. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he told them, checking the list of objects Eleni had bought. It included poison resistance headlined by a twenty-thousand-energy pathway titled “How to Avoid Being Poisoned.” Worse, as far as he could tell, she had skipped none of the steps outlined in the plan. “She consumed a memory stone to protect her and bought charms to purge poisons. Short of doing actual exposure training, there’s nothing better on the market for less than a few million energy.” 
 
    “Exposure training? You mean the crazy thing you’re doing?” 
 
    Adrian raised an eyebrow at Charlotte before staring her down. She smiled, challenging him. He was glad that Jules was not in the room because he was sure that interaction would have earned him a bloody nose. 
 
    “Yes, that,” Adrian admitted, breaking eye contact and realising that while it was fun to banter with her, it was not in her best interest. 
 
    “So whatever she has is not as good as your training, right?” Jamal said. Adrian nodded. “So it must have holes?” Another nod. “Nothing is foolproof. And your badge can pick out the weaknesses in purchased items, can’t it?” 
 
    The badge triggered at Jamal’s words. A comprehensive list of everything Eleni had bought from a trader came up, and then the algorithm behind the badge started crunching the numbers. He felt it make assessments about delivery methods, taste, time to act, Adrian’s own abilities. Then it focused on Eleni, working out what poisons could get through. There was a staggering amount of information flowing through the calculation engine. Within seconds, initial results were spat out, listing millions of poisons that would work. However, the database had a catalogue of trillions of objects, so a list of mere only millions was not that promising. 
 
    Millions were too many. The engine kept working, overlaying costs, availability, and delivery. The list collapsed to thousands. 
 
    There was a disclaimer over everything to clarify that this would only evade Jolie’s purchases. Jolie was a good friend from high school who had never gotten into drugs. Eleni and her mum trusted her. Adhava had ordered Jolie to purchase all the defensive trinkets and skills that Eleni had learned. How Jolie had avoided becoming oath-sworn was a mystery, but she managed, and she detested the Patriots with every fibre of her being. There was a story there, but the badge did not share the details. Eleni was still her friend, but she was against the Junta, so everything she observed or heard was Adrian’s to exploit. 
 
    Thank god. If not for Jolie’s memories, the whole poisoning thing would fail spectacularly. Adrian would have assumed that Eleni had a lower level of protection. This was the paranoia of the Yanneys shining through, not that it would help them. 
 
    The badge kept purring, running probabilities. Cross-referencing the ingredients, availability in the local area, the cost of purchasing the poison from the traders and a thousand others factors. The list condensed to just three options that were most likely to get past the defences. 
 
    Charlotte and Jamal’s plan could work. At least, it would work if Adrian could kill someone in cold blood. 
 
    Wait, what happens if I use a proxy? 
 
    Adrian added to the thought. With his mind ability, he could get anyone he wanted to deliver the poison. Why would he go when he could get someone else to do the work? 
 
    The badge reacted and started hammering away at possibilities, its base assumption that Adrian could get anyone non-oath-sworn to deliver the poison. Given how Eleni’s protection worked, there would always be a delay with his proxy taking the poison and then Eleni. The proxy could not show any symptoms in those critical few seconds, or else Eleni’s pathway would notice. After all, that was why she had the pause. 
 
    He could feel the weight of the calculations the badge was generating. 
 
    Come on! 
 
    Options started populating, and internally, Adrian sighed in relief. He needed poisons that were strong enough to kill her and not show symptoms for at least three seconds and kill within forty minutes. About a thousand options populated. 
 
    Cheapest? 
 
    Tuscana Viper Venom 
 
    A sweet venom that, when ingested will have no effect for five minutes before rapidly decaying the target body. 
 
    Cost 1,200,000 energy 
 
    Even if he had the funds, it was not like he could use it, as to effectively deliver the poison, he would need at least two doses, one for the proxy and one for Eleni—and more if he was hiding it in something like a drink. The difference between him and the proxy was that with his tempered body, he could take faster-acting potions without showing any symptoms of the poison, especially given the thief training would let him act unaffected even as the poisons ran riot.  
 
    Jamal studied Adrian’s face and concluded, “It will work.” 
 
    Adrian nodded. 
 
    If I’m brave enough to commit murder. 
 
    “This is for the best,” Charlotte told him, having obviously seen the series of emotions wash over his features. “She needs to die and yes, it is underhanded, but it avoids a fight where any one of us could be killed and any innocents could get caught in the crossfire. She is part of the problem.” 
 
    He could do this, at least theoretically. It was just a matter of how. 
 
    The details of the three poisons were in front of them. All that number-crunching had concluded that administering the potion successfully was the biggest hurdle. The solution was simple: have Adrian consume it first and let his poison resistance skills keep him alive. Eleni’s training ensured that she would not consume anything unless he did so first. That rule was strict and administered in the same way that he had been prevented from reading the stupid magic book. There were different options, but it all came down to cost. If he used his own ingredients, the cheapest recipes were fifteen and twenty thousand energy, with the most expensive method estimated at ninety thousand. Those costs leapt to eighty thousand and five hundred thousand respectively if they were trader-purchased. 
 
    Assassinating people who had spent over twenty thousand energy to protect themselves was prohibitive. 
 
    “It’s expensive.” 
 
    “We can cover it,” Jamal said instantly. 
 
    Adrian arched an eyebrow. “From the trader, we’re looking at almost five hundred thousand.” 
 
    “Oh,” Charlotte exclaimed. 
 
    Jamal’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I have some ingredients,” Adrian finally relented. “So the cost is not that steep, but it’ll hurt.” 
 
    Especially the way you’ve been spending like a drunken soldier, he thought to himself. Adrian knew he should not have shut down Jamal like that, but one of his pet peeves was people spouting out assumptions with completely misplaced confidence. 
 
    “Told you it would work.” Jamal grunted, holding out a hand. 
 
    Charlotte immediately passed some energy across. They had bet on it? 
 
    “How long have you guys been planning this?” 
 
    “Days,” Charlotte said with a grin while Jamal held up two fingers. 
 
    “Jamal had the idea three days ago, but it’s taken the last two full days to track him down.” 
 
    “Did you leave any traces?” 
 
    “I may not have your fancy cheat,” Jamal told him, “but I know the scene and people.” 
 
    Jamal had quite a past, and some of it may have related directly to their targets. Jamal was too invested in destroying the Junta to not have history with them. Something they had done post-event or, more likely, before. Whichever side Jamal was on back then, Adrian did not get the impression that he was a bad person, just private. 
 
    “What did you do before?” 
 
    “Social worker!” 
 
    Yep. Jamal was not inviting further conversation about his past. 
 
    Adrian mulled over what was offered to him. There were three options, but he was focusing on the last piece of information, the chances of success. They were only in the eighties. Even the more expensive option only had an eighty-nine percent chance. It was not enough. 
 
    What happens if I use two potions or all three? 
 
    The two cheapest potions combined were the best, boasting a ninety-nine percent success rate. Adding the expensive potion to that mix dropped the chances to ninety-eight percent. With his expertise, Adrian was sure the active ingredients of the three would not clash, so the drop in potency must be related to the delivery. 
 
    He tossed potions together in his mind, seeing what his pathway thought of them. 
 
    Internal self-preservation alarm bells started ringing, and he was surprised the interface had not joined the chorus. The combination was risky but not necessarily lethal, in the same way that running multiple red lights on a motorbike did not completely guarantee disaster. 
 
    What happens if I complete resistance training first? 
 
    The odds dropped to sixty-five percent. He had asked for a very simple reason—Eleni’s poison defences would become more active if he had immunity to poisons. 
 
    Will I survive? 
 
    An extra column was added. Chance of survival: ninety-seven percent. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Ninety-seven percent might feel like a big number, but a three percent chance of death wasn’t so reassuring. That was a one-in-thirty chance of dying. Higher chance than winning a prize in a school raffle, and he had won those multiple times. 
 
    Is there any way to improve the odds? 
 
    “What’s happening?” Charlotte asked, noticing his suddenly serious face. 
 
    “Planning,” he answered. 
 
    Can I improve the odds of surviving? 
 
    No response from the interface or the badge. 
 
    Can I? 
 
    The information scrolled over his vision. 
 
    Death’s Purple Embrace and Thydrogen Elixir combination without further body conditioning 
 
    Chance of success - 99% 
 
    Chance of surviving - 97% 
 
    ‐‐--------------- 
 
    Death’s Purple Embrace and Thydrogen Elixir combination with poison immunity 
 
    Chance of success - 65% 
 
    Chance of surviving - 99.9%* 
 
    *0.1% chance of death by Eleni and guards. 
 
    If poisoning is attempted and fails, then the overall chance of completing the quest is reduced by six times. 
 
    He felt like sitting on the ground and crying. That last line was the kicker and there was more underpinning it than was obvious at first glance. If they failed to poison her, then their enemies would know. Currently, Adrian’s team was striking from the shadows, and the plan was to eliminate as many Junta as possible before they were revealed. 
 
    They had spitballed around how many oath-bound foot soldiers there were. The so-called Patriots. Numbers were hard to estimate, but personal guards numbered twenty per McDermott. There were probably another hundred or more security guards and general tax collectors out there who were above level fifteen. Two hundred and fifty guards. If they condensed into one spot, that would be too many for them to fight. 
 
    In fact, Adrian was surprised that their chance had only dropped by a factor of six. If they had to fight through two hundred guards to get to their targets, they would be defeated. Even if they used the environment and tossed Dragon’s Breath barrels with catapults. If their poison ruse fell through, they were doomed. 
 
    How was it only a factor of six? 
 
    That question ran around in his head, and the answer was unpleasant. Fighting through two hundred men would be a herculean effort. What were the odds there? One or two percent chance of success, which meant that currently they had between a six and twelve percent chance of overall success in the quest. 
 
    Hopeless odds! 
 
    He could only assume based on the mass of information available to the badge that their odds were this bad for a reason. Even if this Eleni step went well, they were still at long odds of winning. 
 
    Six to twelve percent is terrible. 
 
    Adrian noted the interface’s stillness. 
 
    If their chances were so terrible, then there was something to be said for just leaving Albury and forgetting their quest. 
 
    The interface subtly growled at him at that thought. 
 
    And it was right. There were fifty thousand reasons to see it through, even if it meant some of his team would die. Some things were worth more than his own life. 
 
    Growling turned into purring. 
 
    Well, that was pretty clear. It was more than just saving the population, even if that by itself would have been enough for him personally. He suspected the interface would have directed him away from Albury if there was no personal benefit for him. 
 
    The summary was simple: if they decided to poison Eleni, then he was putting his life on the line. However, it was the right choice. If in a perma-death game if you were offered a side quest that had a chance of killing you, it was still worth completing if it rewarded a magic item that made an impossible battle possible in the future. 
 
    The interface purred at his reasoning. 
 
    He was truly walking on the edge of oblivion. 
 
    Breathing deeply, he still had not responded to the others, and they were looking at him, waiting. “The plan might work, but keep digging to see if you can find something else.” 
 
    Despite everything, he understood intellectually that this was the best plan. He knew it with a gripping, cold certainty. He did not want to know the answer, but what were his chances of success when he first set out? Halfway through his journey, the interface thought that risking a three-percent chance of death on a single step was optimal, so what was his starting point? 
 
    Back in the image, on the game show stage with the animated, moustachioed host. No time had passed. The lights were still blinding, hiding the roaring crowd from his vision. A pair of panties hit him in the face. What the—He was not a rock star. He turned away to avoid any more projectiles. “Oh, my god. That’s a Double!” The crowd somehow got louder in the applause. More underwear flying. 
 
    The writing now read “Pathway of Intelligence +10%!” flashing above him. 
 
    Now, hopefully, for the answer to the question: what were his odds when he started the quest? The image warped. It was a bird’s-eye view of when he had been agonising over whether to take the mind pathway. Fiddling with the gold sovereign on a bed in an unremarkable house and then flipping. A coin toss. That was fifty percent. There was one conclusion the interface claimed. When he left the solar plant, he had a fifty percent chance. 
 
    It made no sense. He was halfway to Melbourne and met every challenge. How could his chance of survival have been reduced? 
 
    The image shattered. 
 
    How did these percentages make sense? How were there better odds before than now? 
 
    All the cheer vanished from the interface, and he felt a brief connection that Jaracol used when he wanted to express something in words. “The fifty percent was the initial model calibration. Parameters have changed since.” 
 
    Then, it went silent in that cold way that told him that Jaracol would not be answering any further questions. Adrian had nothing to ask, anyway. It was clear from what the interface and traders had let slip. Earth’s Alpha event was not a normal one. If his prospects would normally be fifty percent, then with Earth’s abnormality, those percentages had shifted. 
 
    Best not to think about it. 
 
    “Why are we looking for something else?” Charlotte asked curiously. 
 
    “If we try this, the only way is for me to drink this poison first. My life is on the line. The combination we need to use is not a cocktail I’m guaranteed to survive.” 
 
    “Can’t we temper you first?” she asked with worry in her tone. 
 
    “No,” he told her. “If I get immunity, the whole thing fails.” 
 
    It wasn’t the whole truth, but he did not want to go into the details of how screwed their quest really was. The pathway Eleni had access to would search for any poisons the taster was immune to. If he tempered himself, then it would find them out because of that feature. 
 
    “Then we’ll just go in and kill them all together. The seven of us are powerful enough.” 
 
    He laughed. “The consequences of that are even worse. We’ll probably go the poison way, unless we think of another method. For example, unleashing a Class-3 monster on her complex could work.” 
 
    He shuddered, remembering that wyrm. The power that it represented, even weakened, was terrifying. 
 
    “That’s not an option, son,” Jamal said dryly. “We don’t have any handy, and let’s not even mention the collateral damage.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. See if we can do something that can be linked to someone else, like with Yosuf.” 
 
    “I know,” Jamal said. “What are the chances of you dying?” 
 
    “One in thirty,” Adrian admitted. 
 
    “You’ll do it, won’t you?” Jamal asked, his gaze intense. 
 
    “Jamal!” Charlotte protested vehemently. 
 
    “Yes.” Adrian answered. 
 
    “I’ll think of something else,” Charlotte promised. 
 
    “Charlotte,” Adrian said firmly. “Don’t do anything stupid. Twenty-nine times out of thirty, I survive. If we all fight her guards, we’ll probably win.” He was remembering the fight with Raj. “But accidents happen.” He nodded toward Jamal. “And if we fight her on her territory, she might have a surprise waiting for us.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded slowly, not looking convinced. 
 
    “The only way we win, the only way Albury is saved, is if we eliminate all the others before going after Adhava.” 
 
    Caught in a vision. He was a battered and bloody boxer and had spent the previous ten rounds sticking to his strategy. The bruises on his body and likely broken ribs were a testament to his stubbornness, but he had protected his head. The referee yanked his arm up. Ouch. With his ribs, it was agonising. “Winner!” 
 
    Trumpets went off. Suddenly, he was walking into a surprise birthday party. Everyone was cheering. Natalie, his daughter, was barrelling into him with an enormous hug. The bloody interface had left his ribs broken and his chest bruised. The hug hurt, but it was beautiful. All he could feel was the sheer relief and joy that she was there. Emily appeared next, hugging him and the boys. He was crying, but not from pain. He wanted to stay, but the visions never lasted as long as he wanted. 
 
    Back in reality. No! Tears were running rampantly down his face. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    Because briefly, he had been free and happy. The opposite of these poor people in Albury. 
 
    Because Albury is stuffed right now. They were suffering, and we can save them. 
 
    Because the path to saving them was not simple and required sacrifice. 
 
    “The badge confirmed the only way we win is by eliminating each of Adhava’s kids and in-laws with accidents. They cannot know the danger till we are ready for a final strike. For Eleni, that means poisoning her. For Tony, we blame the brother. Then four out of the seven are taken care of.” 
 
    “That sounds great. But you better fix the Eleni bit,” she warned. “Or else.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I won’t. If there was a better option, we would already be using it. 
 
    He needed to get back to Melbourne. If it could be fixed, he would find a way. 
 
    She nodded, both of them knowing each was not happy but willing to talk about other things. He wondered whether she was just desperate to believe his convenient lie or whether he was finally getting better at telling them. 
 
    Jamal mouthed the words “Good job.” Maybe he was a little more obvious than he hoped. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
    Adrian retreated to an empty room and busied himself with his strength routine and then his meditation. 
 
    Wind Blades - 37% (+15%) 
 
    Strength --- now 1.19 (+.17) --- Plus 0.24 from strength training, minus 0.07 from meditation technique --- Population - 1.08 (+0.01) 
 
    Agility --- now 1.52 (+0.09, +.1 item) --- Plus 0.09 from meditation --- Population - 1.23 (+.01) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 3.26 (0.5 item, 0.79 air mana) --- Plus 0.39 from mana pathway (0.15 air mana), plus 0.02 air mana from meditation technique --- Population - 1.17 (+.02) 
 
    Finally! He was making progress with the Wind Blades. Ever since he had incorporated Phantom Edge, the skill had grown, and then the physical effort continued to make steady advancements, and all of his training was paying dividends with his physical skills now comfortably above the population. 
 
    When everyone reconvened, he emerged from the room and cleaned himself. It was time to put the Eleni plan into operation, and to do that, he needed to first observe Maxwell and then abduct him. 
 
    The memories from his thief mastery kicked into action. Jamal was handicapped and was now too memorable, which left the three women and Steve. All of them were untrained in surveillance. Taking a group would increase the chance of someone slipping up and exposing them. The husband would be drinking—that much was very clear from the badge—which meant he needed to mimic that behaviour. 
 
    The options were to have Steve pose as his best mate, or pretend to be on a date. The badge gave him a full breakdown of the man’s patterns and behaviour. He liked slightly upscale establishments. Thief mastery filled in the rest. 
 
    A date it was. 
 
    Emerging with a plan intact, he looked straight at Jules. “I need you to help me observe Maxwell, Eleni’s ex,” he told her outright. “Going by myself will be too suspicious.” 
 
    Jules appeared both focused and excited. After being stuck in the house for the first week, she would be relieved to finally do something. “Do you need me to dress up?” 
 
    “No. It’s not a first date.” 
 
    Disappointment filled her eyes. With everything they had been through, he sometimes forgot that people wanted to dress up and feel normal. 
 
    “Let’s go then. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Observe him for a couple of hours and then abduct him.” 
 
    He noticed the look in Charlotte’s eyes and winced slightly; he had to do better around her. 
 
    Adrian and Jules left the house in comfortable silence. After a short period, she glanced backwards to make sure they were clear of their base of operations. “This sounds like a fun date.” 
 
    He winced at that. At least Jules had a twinkle in her eye. 
 
    They walked together, and he knew he needed to act like his character soon. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “I know,” Jules interrupted. “You’re just oblivious. I get it. You still think of yourself as being old and overweight.” She punched his arm. “But you’re not like that anymore. You’re a hot, powerful twenty-year-old, and that’s going to make waves.” They walked in silence for a moment. “It’s not all your fault. She fell hard and early.” 
 
    “What do I do?” 
 
    “Give her space. Stop being you.” 
 
    “Should I be talking more about Emily?” 
 
    Jules looked hard at him. “You really are an idiot.” 
 
    “I am a male,” he tried to joke. 
 
    “Even on that scale.” Jules smiled at him kindly. “Two months ago, you were my mum’s boss. I would never have imagined giving you relationship advice, but keep your distance. Watch what you say around her.” She patted him on the shoulder. “She’s a big girl. She will get over this. It’s a crush, probably brought on by the situation. My guess is that in two weeks she’ll be over it and with someone else.” 
 
    “I just don’t want to hurt her.” 
 
    Or let this impact the group. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Mum and I will help.” 
 
    “And are you going to keep pinching me?” 
 
    Jules smiled, the twinkle once more reaching her eyes. “Yep.” 
 
    The pub was more upscale than expected. Closer to a gourmet restaurant than a rundown bar. With the thief skill helping and their trust in each other, it felt natural to act the part of a long-term couple having a quiet drink after a long day. 
 
    Jules sat with her back to the target, giving Adrian a perfect line of sight. With his extensive training, it was easy enough to multitask: maintain the ruse with Jules, observe Maxwell, and let his mind abilities run wild to extract as much history as possible. Usually, getting background information on the mark was the hardest part of the process, as he would need to befriend him and his friends beforehand. Not to mention tracking down acquaintances to cross-reference the details. 
 
    This time, it was easy. The Mind skill let him steadily extract all the pertinent details. The man’s thoughts jumped around like popcorn. There was barely even a sense of self. The brain was that addled. Despite that, Adrian kept chipping away to establish the history that he was going to use. Eleni had always been part of his life. She introduced him to drugs, and then he introduced her to harder drugs. They were clean together, then they were wasted together. For a period, they were married before family connections had saved her. They threw Eleni into a three-month retreat to clear the drugs from her system, and they broke two of Maxwell’s fingers. 
 
    All this occurred pre-event. It was mind-boggling to observe what happened on the fringes of society. The hypocrisy of the drug-pushing family’s reaction to one of their own being ensnared did not even raise his eyebrow. Of course, they looked after their own and saved her from the very menace that they pushed aggressively onto other parents’ kids. 
 
    Maxwell had been petrified for a while. Too scared to approach Eleni, he signed the annulment papers when they were shoved in his face. He had even tried to get clean, hoping he could convince the family to let him and Eleni be together. 
 
    That had failed. Not the getting clean part—that bit was successful. It was expecting them to care that went awry. That curveball hit him hard, and he relapsed. Shortly after, that need for a fix was greater than his fear, and he arranged a secret visit. He and Eleni spent a wonderful week together, wasted until Tony had found them. Eleni was dragged to the family home, and Tony broke two legs and pulled a tooth. This time, they left him with a simple warning: “Get near her again and you will be buried alive.” 
 
    When the Alpha event had happened, Maxwell had still been recovering in the hospital. Sober by necessity. He had no money to pay for drugs and no mobility to steal anything to barter for them. The rules of the universe had healed him, and he had leapt at the chance to gain the thief’s class. Since then, he had been spending his time oscillating between robbing people blind and working through the wide variety of drugs offered by the new traders. 
 
    While watching him, Adrian kept churning through memories but only ever found fragments. Steadily, Adrian built both a history and an idea of how Maxwell would interact with Eleni. The answer was complex. There would be no witty references to the past. Everything would be about the here and now. Eleni would be just as bad, but the history was clear: whenever Maxwell turned up, she threw herself at him. They always loved each other’s company, sober, drunk, drugged, or on the run from her parents. 
 
    If it wasn’t for drug abuse, the relationship would have been sweet, and he was going to exploit it. He had really stooped to this—using people’s love against them. 
 
    He remembered Natalie’s enormous hug cut short. Yep. He would not hesitate. That had just been Jaracol creating the moment, but he needed it in real life. 
 
    The physical characteristics of the Maxwell character were crystallising in his mind. He noted everything. The slight twitch of his eyes whenever he spoke, the way he would stumble over the letter “s” because of the gap in his teeth. The way his hand was forever tapping his leg. Even the way his whole body would flinch at an unexpected noise. 
 
    Most of it would be easy to replicate. Everything except the missing tooth, which, while not necessarily difficult, would be a literal pain to create. Thief mastery had included a way to physically mould a face, but removing a tooth with the method was analogous to a dentist’s visit. For only a moment, he considered trying to bluff his way through with a full set of teeth and then stopped himself and cursed his stupidity. Sure, Eleni had never seen Maxwell without the tooth that Tony had pulled. But it was not worth gambling on a lack of knowledge. It had been almost six months. It would only take one conversation in that period for Eleni to learn the truth. The girl, if she had been clean for a while, might have followed up. She loved him. That or Tony was gloating to her. There was too much on the line to take shortcuts, especially to avoid pain. It wouldn’t compare to his resistance training; it was only a root-canal-level of discomfort. It would be a pinprick relative to many things he had done recently. 
 
    Finally, Adrian judged that he had gathered enough information. He inserted a memory into Maxwell about an appointment he had to keep. It was for energy, and that meant drugs, and he had agreed to do it this evening. With a thread of mind watching the thoughts, he saw Maxwell considering the different angles. 
 
    Adrian had been in his mind so much he could almost imagine the thought process. He needed to go soon. Is that a coin on the ground? Nope. What’s happening with the football? That’s right, the apocalypse happened, so there was no football. What did he have to do again? Oh yeah—go tell Gazza about what he saw for two hundred energy. There was not enough time for another beer, but he should finish the current one. It was always easier when he was a bit buzzed. Why couldn’t he have another beer? 
 
    Given the flighty nature of Maxwell’s mind, Adrian was not sure that the illusion would hold, but for now it would have to do. If it failed, he could always put on another mask and come collect him once more. 
 
    With a touch of Jules’s hand, Adrian nodded toward the door and they left arm in arm. Her acting was almost perfect. Given how raw Kozzie’s death was, he felt bad using her in this charade, but it was better than giving themselves away and infinitely better than doing the same to Charlotte. He was probably the strongest person in the city and was about to pull his own tooth and then potentially poison himself to death, yet the only thing that he could think about was the girl. He did not want her having a crush on him. How had he missed the signs? Was he subconsciously creating a backup for Emily? 
 
    No! 
 
    There was no way that was happening. Again, he recalled the vision of hugging his family. Despite the character, waterworks started up. 
 
    Jules clearly noticed the emotions when she looked at him. “Is that it for tonight?” she asked, thankfully choosing to ignore the tears. She was one of the good ones and he was very glad that he had saved her. 
 
    “No. We’re going to abduct him.” 
 
    She smiled hungrily with a slight frown, probably related to concerns around the morality of what they were about to do. 
 
    Definitely one of the good ones. 
 
    When Maxwell emerged, Adrian intercepted him smoothly. There was no one watching. A touch of his mind, and Maxwell followed along behind them, thinking they were on their way to source drugs, and he would get a cut. Why? As a sort of experiment, Adrian had left that unspecified, and Maxwell had concluded it was because of how amazing his company was. 
 
    The delusions were strong in him. 
 
    They got him home, and the moment they were through the door, he handed Max a simple potion. Max, with the expectation of drugs, took it, and it knocked him straight out. Jules casually lifted him and then dumped him into the bedroom. He would be out for at least eight hours, and after that, they would probably drug him again. They just might keep him in this cycle until they approached Eleni. He was the sacrifice to guarantee their anonymity. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
    While treating Maxwell this way felt cruel, it was fitting for someone like Max. After all, his most recent thoughts had been filled with excitement about the score. The whole collateral damage thing sat harder on Adrian, but he was a new man and would do what had to be done. This was war, and in war there were always innocent casualties, as much as he tried to minimise them. 
 
    Maxwell would not be the only casual sacrifice. Adrian reminded himself that Albury Patriots would die, potentially all of them if Adhava was vindictive enough to create a poison pill in all their oaths. If. Such a simple word with such huge consequences. From the interface, he got a sense that his fear of a sweeping self-destruct clause did not exist yet. Once Adhava understood their machinations, that they had already killed two of her children, she would tighten everything. If he failed and the people successfully revolted against her in the future, not a single Patriot would survive. Of that, he was certain. 
 
    So much was resting on their covert war succeeding. Both personally and publicly. 
 
    Adrian waved his hands to get their attention. “Team meeting,”  
 
    “Why?” Susie demanded. 
 
    “To discuss our plans,” Jamal answered on his behalf. “Because you could plan forever but at some point, you need to do something.” 
 
    “And every day we wait, there are more Patriots created.” Steve plucked at a loose thread at his hem. 
 
     “Making it harder to win and more violent if we do,” Adrian concluded. Then he waited while everyone gathered around. “Jamal and Charlotte came up with another piece of the plan.” They all nodded. “I have everything I need to impersonate Max. Even his wife won’t be able to tell the difference, which is good because that’s who I’m fooling.” 
 
    Jules snorted, and the rest looked at him like he had grown horns, apart from Susie, who only rolled her eyes. Okay, maybe not such a great joke. 
 
    “Once we start, we can’t stop. The badge has clarified that if the Junta get suspicious and turtle up, we’ll fail our quest.” 
 
    Silence greeted that statement. He let the words hang there to give them a second to understand the gravity of the decision they were making. 
 
    “We need to kill all five of the remaining kids on the same night or without raising suspicions.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Susie spluttered. 
 
    “Tricky,” he countered. 
 
    “Very possible,” Jamal disagreed with Susie. “We have a plan for three, another for Eleni, and then there’s just the weird one.” 
 
    “Joshua,” Jules said. “The one who likes cows.” 
 
    “It’s only a rumour,” Susie said, sounding unconvinced. “I’ve been gossiping with some locals, and they said there were lots of pictures in social pages with pretty girls.” 
 
    “The girlfriends were cover,” Jamal informed them confidently. “Joshua Yanney has always had those rumours.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Adrian snapped, annoyed at them. “The goal is to kill all five before they can retreat. Raj and Yosuf are already dead in tragic accidents. Tony, we plan on slaughtering tomorrow and pinning it on Bruce. For Eleni, we have this poison plan unless anyone thinks of a better one. Then, we pit Bruce and Panayiota off against each other. Arguably, five of the seven can be taken out before they even realise what’s happening. Then we take out the last two, Joshua then Adhava, one by one.” 
 
    “Has anything changed?” Susie asked. “We already know about you poisoning yourself.” 
 
    “No,” Adrian admitted. 
 
    Awkward silence settled over them. 
 
    “It’s also about sacrificing him.” Adrian gestured over his shoulder to where Maxwell was unconscious in the other room. 
 
    “There is going to be collateral damage.” Jamal told him. “But we have to do this.” 
 
    “Adrian?” 
 
    “Yes, Steve?” 
 
    “We’ve been going through all the philosophical debates for days. In this hell hole, any ends justify the means.” 
 
    “Then we’re as bad as them,” Adrian snapped before he could help himself. 
 
    The words of that elven trader were ringing in his ears. He was being forced to be a hero, or at least a twisted justice crusader, and he hated it. He detested the fact that he was going to murder Eleni and then butcher Maxwell just so for the diversion. It all felt vile. The methods he had to use made him feel like he was fighting on the wrong side. 
 
    “No,” Susie told him. “People will die, but we will not torture them. Sometimes you need to pay a price for freedom.” 
 
    Adrian hesitated, trying to wrap his head around what they were saying. 
 
    “You’ve been debating this for days?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jules answered for the group. “We’ve all had more time than you.” 
 
    “So, you think it is fine to . . .” He once more pointed back towards their prisoner. 
 
    “Yes,” Susie said without hesitation. She was the soft-hearted one amongst them. If she was so adamant, then maybe their plan was not that bad. Still, sacrificing another human was . . . evil? Unfortunate? Weak? 
 
    “Absolutely,” Jules agreed. 
 
    “Not much of a decision,” Jamal muttered. “We decided that outside of kids, everyone is fair game.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Adrian! We are not sacrificing kids,” Jules yelled. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Jules cracked a smile. “You’re too easy.” 
 
    Charlotte was being too quiet. He wanted to ask her opinion and engage her, but he remembered Jules’s advice and held his tongue. 
 
    “We have a connection to Eleni and a proxy to blame. I’m trying to figure out if there are better options, like a fight—” 
 
    “No one will believe he could win against her,” Susie reminded him. “What is he, level three? And she’s twenty-one with purchased attributes on top of that?” 
 
    “How do you kill someone and make it look like an accident?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Explosions, poison, sex gone wrong,” Jamal mused. 
 
    Adrian tiredly put his hand over his eyes. “I am not doing that.”. 
 
    “We all need to sacrifice,” Jamal said with a smirk. 
 
    “Adrian is not doing that,” Susie said half-seriously. It was an awkward dynamic as everyone internally guessed whether it was only a joke. Jamal meant it when he said anything goes. “I can’t see how sex would work anyway. He’s still level three.” 
 
    “I can explain it,” Jamal offered. “You just buy the right equipment and then take.” 
 
    “Enough,” Susie said. “We’re not doing it.” 
 
    “Poisoned daggers, then,” Jamal suggested. 
 
    Jules visibly flinched at that suggestion, and Adrian knew her mind went to Kozzie. He had been unintentionally watching her while staring into space and saw her eyes widen at the mention. 
 
    He triggered the badge. Once more, a wall of computations slammed into his vision. After a while, they resolved into two options: a poisoned or cursed dagger. 
 
    What are my chances? 
 
    More calculations flowed as the badge went to work. 
 
    Success chance with 
 
    
    	          Poisoned dagger - 58% 
 
    	          Cursed dagger - 82% 
 
   
 
    “A cursed dagger might work,” he told the group. “Eighty percent chance of success at a cost of . . .” He winced when he checked the badge. “Sixty thousand energy.” 
 
    “We can cover that?” Susie asked, having caught his expression. 
 
    “But absolutely no one would believe that the poor excuse for a human could afford it,” Adrian told her. “I’m not sure why the badge gave it any hope.” 
 
    The algorithms were clearly flawed. To any human, the cost of a cursed dagger would have invalidated the plan. Did it also invalidate their poisoning options? Those cost even more. 
 
    Adrian rephrased the question toward the badge. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    The investigators sent by Adhava could absolutely work out the price of the poison. No one would believe Maxwell would spend any more than a hundred energy on a poison, and that was pushing it. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    There were no poisons that would work at that lower price point. A thousand energy? Still nothing. The cheapest options, five different ones, appeared between seven and ten thousand. 
 
    “It won’t work,” he said to the group in a defeated tone. “The poisons cost too much. No one would believe that Maxwell would buy it.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Jamal mumbled. “We can use a cut-out.” 
 
    “A what?” Susie asked. 
 
    “An intermediary to take the blame.” 
 
    “I’ll bite,” Adrian said, looking at Jamal. “How are you going to organise that?” 
 
    He got a wry smile from the older man. 
 
    “Easy. Maxwell visits one of Eleni’s lesser-known enemies from pre-event for drugs.” 
 
    “And you know someone?” he asked. 
 
    “I know a girl,” Jamal confirmed. “We tell her about the assassination plan and she’ll buy the poison herself.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yep.” Jamal’s face was hard. 
 
    Adrian queried the poisons available. His heart sank. His personal chances of survival had dropped significantly. His mind flipped through combinations of poison resistance that would work. The best combination had a ten percent chance of death and sixty percent chance of additional consequences. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Charlotte asked, reading his concerned face. 
 
    Adrian ignored her and addressed the group. “There are cheaper options that are almost as good as our initial plan.” 
 
    “I’ll make contact first,” Jamal told him. “Then, Maxwell goes up to her and asks for drugs to share with Eleni and that’s it. Make the request semi-public and Adhava’s investigators will connect the dots.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” Adrian said, hoping his voice was not shaking. One-in-ten chance of dying and what felt like almost certain severe additional consequences even if he lived. 
 
    “I need to get to it.” Jamal immediately started rolling his wheelchair towards the door. “What’s the name of the poison?” 
 
    Adrian hesitated, knowing he had to choose one. Should he risk his personal health or go with the more expensive option that the authorities might find more suspicious? Now that the badge factored in the cost of the poison, the chances of the expensive version going unnoticed had dropped to below sixty percent. He could not be that reckless with the mission. 
 
    The two best of the cheaper options flowed in front of him. 
 
    Netyne Wither Clutch 
 
    This liquid poison has a bitter taste and, once ingested, rapidly spreads through the bloodstream, resulting in painful death as all energy is sucked out of the body. 
 
    The personal consequences of ingesting the poison hung below the description. It had a nearly one hundred percent success chance against Eleni. But there was no option for him to get immunity without her finding out and blocking it. With partial fortifications, the possible outcomes were bleak. 
 
    Chance of death - 10% 
 
    Chance of permanently losing regeneration - 39% 
 
    Chance of losing multiple fingers or toes - 38% 
 
    Chance of permanent loss of greater than 7 standard attribute point in Vitality or Strength - 60% 
 
    Chance of permanent loss of greater than 3 standard attribute points - 98% 
 
    A forty percent chance of losing his regeneration ability. Even now, he could recall vividly the agony that he had gone through to gain that ability. The pain he had suffered and the resolve that he would never willingly go through that process again. 
 
    The alternative was worse. 
 
    Shyrhifen Bleeding Dust 
 
    This powder thins blood to the point that internal and external bleeding will kill the target within two minutes. 
 
    He could survive this substance already, but the badge was clear that Eleni’s abilities would trigger if he made himself any more immune. 
 
    Chance of death - 22% 
 
    Chance of attribute loss greater than 6 standard attribute points - 10% 
 
    Chance of attribute loss greater than 2 standard attribute points - 95% 
 
    For this one, the chance of death was too high, even if the consequences of survival were lower. He could not even send Maxwell to poison her in his stead. The only reason this approach was on the table was that Adrian’s inbuilt poison resistance and regeneration would let him hide his symptoms long enough for Eleni to ingest the poison. 
 
    It was unfair. He wanted to hit something but knew he couldn’t. 
 
    “The poison she needs to give him is called Netyne Wither Clutch,” he told Jamal. 
 
    The older man nodded and then wheeled toward the door. Adrian saw him out on the errand. The sounds of an impassioned argument reached the door upon Adrian’s return inside. 
 
    “We can’t let him do this,” Charlotte declared loudly. “We can’t let him sacrifice himself.” 
 
    “He’s not,” Steve said. 
 
    “You know it’s not three percent anymore,” Charlotte shot back. “Everyone here saw his face when he was looking at the cheaper options.” 
 
    “We have to risk it,” Susie said reasonably. “He’s an adult, and he’s doing this willingly.” 
 
    “No!” Charlotte yelled. “It’s unfair and you know it. He’s already risked his life too many times.” 
 
    “We all have, sweetie,” Jules interjected. 
 
    “And we know the consequences of failure,” Susie reminded her quietly. 
 
    “What consequences?” Charlotte challenged angrily. 
 
    “You know perfectly well,” Susie responded with a level voice. “None of us are walking away from here alive if we fail. Adrian is a smart guy; he can do that math too.” 
 
    “Can’t we just sneak out?” Charlotte asked, and Adrian could hear the pain in her voice. 
 
    “Don’t you want revenge?” Jules asked her quietly. 
 
    “No . . .yes,” Charlotte stammered. “But not if it kills us.” 
 
    “It started as revenge for me but now that’s just the cherry on top,” Jules confessed. “None of us can walk away. They have to be stopped. To save Albury, Elma and her gang, to save everyone in this town.” 
 
    “There has to be a different approach, one that’s not—” 
 
    “I wish there was too,” Steve said, re-entering the conversation. 
 
    “We all do, Charlotte.” Susie’s voice was sad but sympathetic. “But we need to move the odds in our favour before an all-out confrontation. That means we eliminate Tony, poison Eleni, and then turn Bruce and Panayiota on each other. Then, we fight.” 
 
    “It’s just unfair that it’s always Adrian.” 
 
    “If we could fill his shoes, we would,” Susie told her. “But don’t make this harder for him. He’s going to do something brave. We have to support that.” 
 
    Quietly, Adrian eased away, his mind swirling over the conversation. It summarised things so nicely. In his head, he had been deliberately refusing to accept what failure meant, the bit that he had never acknowledged. It was them or the Junta. There was no way they were leaving without defeating them. 
 
    A ten percent chance of death and a forty percent chance of crippling himself and he was still going to go ahead with it because, frankly, it was the best option. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
    Adrian caught up with Jamal and then shadowed him. Jamal briefly went into a nearly deserted fast-food eatery, ordered some food, and scribbled away in his book while he waited. The only other customers were a drunken group, which reminded Adrian of his youth. Drink hard and then grab a kebab on the way back. Once he finished his food, Jamal moved on and finally reached his target. 
 
    It was an old, run-down pub, and Jamal ordered a beer. If he had not been watching for it, Adrian would have missed it when an older lady, about sixty with dark dyed hair, dropped off Jamal’s drink. Like he had done it a thousand times, Jamal slipped over a piece of paper. As quick as a flash, the information was exchanged. 
 
    Intriguing. 
 
    It was too smooth. There was pre-event experience at play, which also explained why Jamal had so much Perception. He had chosen a class that would leverage off his life skills. 
 
    The temptation to break his own rules and check his background with a mind thread was immense, but Adrian managed to force the instinct down. He would not be violating people’s privacy anymore; he would only use his skill for good. 
 
    The image spun him away. A stern father nodded approvingly at his son who had just refused to cheat on a test. The boy’s chest puffing out. “Showing your character. Good work.” Two days later, he was staring at the F mark on the test. Hoping his dad would not see, but the moment he walked into his home, it was clear his father already knew. “I hope you learned from this. Principles are for the privileged. If you don’t have the money or the brains, do not let principles get in the way.” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    No. 
 
    Adrian rejected that viewpoint with no issues. Principles were for life, not just for when they were convenient. The interface giggled with more smug satisfaction. 
 
    While he would not use his Mind skill on his friends, some random old lady was fair game. Adrian was confident that both she and Jamal were current spies or at least ex-spies. With his level-up, he could trigger her memories unless her Mind skills were far higher than average. 
 
    Decision made, he reached out a tendril. 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    The pain was like an ice cream headache, and he could see the tendril was burning. He hastily severed the string before it burnt his brain. 
 
    The old lady turned and walked straight over and sat down opposite him. 
 
    “Adrian, I presume.” 
 
    “What?” The thief mastery tried to kick in, but it was too late. He had already spoken. 
 
    “Sprung.” She smiled at him. “So the mind shield I bought worked?” 
 
    He nodded despite himself. 
 
    Level 10 Inquisitor 
 
    An inquisitor’s primary purpose is extracting information, and they have a variety of skills to enhance this, along with basic healing abilities. 
 
    Adrian imagined a barrier locking around him and his mind hiding behind its bulk. 
 
    “What were you trying to find out?” 
 
    The temptation to blurt out anything filled him, but he reinforced the barrier and the compulsion lessened. 
 
    Lie through admission. 
 
    He smiled at her. Even though the description had not mentioned it, with that class name, she would be able to tell if he was lying or not. “I wanted to make sure you were honest.” 
 
    “I am,” she said simply. “I will do everything in my power to stop the Junta.” 
 
    She was a spy and an inquisitor, and he was sure that if she had proclaimed that the world was flat, it would have been just as convincing. 
 
    Badge. 
 
    The badge gave nothing specific, but it confirmed that she was an ally, at least when it came to the Junta. 
 
    “Do you believe me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered instantly, before remembering that he was supposed to be hiding behind his shields. “Your class is powerful,” he volunteered carefully. 
 
    She assessed him for a bit longer. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Do you need to know anything more about me?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “No. You are as Jamal described.” 
 
    “Your job is acting as a cut-out.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “That means we expect the Junta to locate you.” 
 
    “They won’t. I’ll disappear when she dies.” 
 
    “That won’t guarantee anything,” he told her. “None of us are sure how they’ll react. They might have a tracking ability.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “So you agree they might find you?” 
 
    “If they have an ability.” She sounded sceptical, and she was wrong. 
 
    The badge and interface were on his side. The tracking ability existed, but whether the Junta had access was a different question. The risk, however, was very real. 
 
    “And if they do, they will interrogate you.” 
 
    “My class provides protection to mind control.” 
 
    Adrian’s badge chimed in with details around the relevant strength of said protections. “Yes, but they won’t help against Adhava. She’s just too powerful.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “You need to let me burn away this conversation. Because if they catch you, they’ll break you and all of our cloak-and-dagger efforts become pointless.” 
 
    She hesitated for a long moment. 
 
    “Then the Junta wins.” 
 
    Her eyes dashed away. 
 
    “I promise I’ll only remove relevant memories.” 
 
    She looked at him. There was genuine fear in her eyes. Years of ingrained habits and intrigue. 
 
    “I understand what I’m asking, but it’s necessary, and it’s not like anything pre-event matters.” 
 
    She released a huge breath. 
 
    “I promise I won’t pry into your secrets.” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “You know I’m not lying.” 
 
    That got a reaction. She assessed him. “You will do no more than what’s necessary to protect yourself.” 
 
    “I promise to only use my skills to protect this mission.” 
 
    She released a shuddering breath even as her eyes lightened. A nod of acceptance despite her reservations. She reached up and removed the necklace. 
 
    “Before I do anything, how thorough do you want me to be? Do I delete just this conversation or the earlier ones with Jamal?” 
 
    Another exhale. This was hard for her, and he understood exactly why it would be for a spy used to keeping secrets. 
 
    “Get rid of it all.” 
 
    Without hesitating, he extended his mind magic, diving into her mind. He grabbed her hands. His eyes widened at her natural mind strength. This would not be as easy as he hoped. 
 
    “Trust me, Adele Brennan.” Her head snapped up at his use of her name. “Open yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t.” The words came out as a squeak. 
 
    “I need you to work with me. Your defences are too strong otherwise. Shut your eyes and imagine the first conversation with Jamal.” The memories he needed swam to the surface, and he tried his best to disregard the content and just twist them into a jumble. Inserting ideas that Jamal was crazy, that he was making stuff up. Even with her actively trying to help, her mind was so powerful that deletion was not available, only obfuscation. The flood of memories stopped and, despite his attempts, he had absorbed a significant amount of information. He was genuinely surprised at how candid Jamal had been with this lady. He must have trusted her explicitly. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    She looked at him. “Did you do anything?” 
 
    “No, just tested what I could do, and it was borderline.” It was a total lie, but the truth would make her flinch away, and he needed to do this properly. Luckily she was not using her class skills. The thread of his mind that was still connected to hers flexed to ensure that she believed him. Her class fought against him. A bead of sweat ran down in his face. Hopefully she would think it was because of the joint effort and not the real reason. “We have to try again.” 
 
    Once more, she rehashed her memories of Jamal. The details this time were distorted where his previous edits had taken hold. She no longer trusted what Jamal had told her in that first conversation and thought he was part of a weak resistance group. It was not even one of the stronger cells operating in Albury. Adrian could see plainly why she felt the need to defend against mind powers. With the oath-sworn running around, mind defence was a survival tool. She had seen people’s loyalties get forcefully flipped. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “Probably not, but it was worth a try. Can you focus on the note Jamal just gave you?” 
 
    This memory was mercifully quick. Given what he had stripped from the earlier interaction, he focused on sharpening the dislike for Eleni, fuelling an impulsive decision that ten thousand energy was a small price to kill her. Jamal’s story of overhearing that Maxwell was looking for drugs to share with Eleni was the critical piece of information that she took from the note. 
 
    She looked at him as if to ask if he was doing anything. He ignored those eyes. Yes, she was helping him, but the less she knew about his power, the better. 
 
    “Now, focus on the last couple of minutes,” he guided her. This time, the memories were fresher, and he easily stripped them. When the last chunk vanished, she stood up and walked away while returning the necklace to her neck, the memory of their conversations erased. 
 
    Adrian sat back in the chair, his hands shaking. That had almost been a disaster. Thank god he had come here. Jamal might be the ultimate professional, but he was still, like many people, naïve about how everything functioned now. 
 
    She was all business once more as she went back to serving beer at the bar. Adrian finished his drink. She noted his face, but once outside, he discarded the disguise and fake uneven gait easily. A clean getaway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49  
 
    Adrian returned home and slipped into bed to sleep. Charlotte was already there with Jamal, who positioned himself in the middle of the room. Thankful for the excuse, he settled in on the opposite side of Jamal, far away from Charlotte. The whole Charlotte issue saddened him, but it had been less than a week. Yes, they had spent a lot of time together, but because they barely knew each other, it would pass. It had to be just a crush. He loathed the idea of hurting her. 
 
    She was far too good of a person to be pining uselessly over someone she could never have. Better if she could find a man who could love her properly. 
 
    Waking earlier than everyone like he always did, Adrian quietly started a standard training routine. He only broke from his activities once the aromas of breakfast reached him. Steve was busily cooking eggs and some unknown meat, and Susie had purchased bread, and she even had little butter sachets to make it extra civilised. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about Joshua,” Jamal said as they finished up their breakfasts. “The timing after eliminating Bruce and Panayiota seems awkward.” 
 
    “Yes, it is clunky,” Charlotte muttered. “We need to work out a way to delay him. The moment we attack Bruce and Panayiota, he will be summoned back. I know he’s at his farm doing his weird-ass things, but the distance . . .” 
 
    “Weird-ass things? Whatever do you mean?” Jules asked with an innocent expression. There were giggles around the table. 
 
    “Really, guys,” Adrian snapped in mock anger. “We’re trying to plot out a complicated plan that a super villain would be proud of, and you guys are cracking immature jokes.” Despite himself, he was smiling. 
 
    “It ain’t that complicated, son,” Jamal drawled. “We unleashed the berserker on one, set a wild animal to attack another. We have a plan to lure another into a cave deep underground, poison the fourth and then bamboozle the last two into fighting each other before we dash across town to kill the last. Doesn’t sound very villainous or complicated to me, and I’m a simple farmer.” 
 
    Everyone else burst into laughter. 
 
    “You guys are just jinxing it deliberately,” Adrian protested. 
 
    “From Bruce’s place, we can’t intercept him,” Charlotte continued seriously. At some point, she had pulled out a local map of Albury and was measuring distance. “Joshua doesn’t have as far to travel as us and we’ll need some time to finish Bruce, Panayiota, and their oath-sworn.” 
 
    “We need a plan to delay Joshua,” Adrian agreed. “The badge is clear. We can’t let him get back to the warehouse.” 
 
    “Albury has an underground,” Jamal said finally. “A secret resistance. I might recruit them.” 
 
    “What underground?” Charlotte asked. “And how? I would have thought that Patriots would capture a couple and after that their secrets got out, it would all fall apart.” 
 
    “They have cells,” Jamal explained. “We—” He smiled. “I mean, the people who set it up organised it along terrorist cell lines. The soldiers don’t know each other’s real identities. It protects them from Adhava’s poaching; no one can rat out the whole group.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Steve. “Just 'no'?” Susie asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “We can’t afford leaks. If one of them is compromised, they tip off the leadership and everything falls apart.” 
 
    Jamal nodded seriously. 
 
    “You’re right, but we’re not activating them to fight Joshua or Albury directly. I was thinking I would recruit fighters to escort some refugees to Wagga or if that doesn’t work, Canberra.” While they knew Wagga was functioning, the rest of Albury did not. Just talking about Wagga would create suspicion, and Jamal did not make those sorts of amateur mistakes. 
 
    “Could that work?” Susie asked doubtfully. 
 
    “It will,” Jamal promised. “I’ve been keeping my ear to the ground. There are massive numbers of fighters who want to get out of Albury. Once the call goes out, there will be hundreds of volunteers. I’ll interview the potentials personally and position them to intercept Joshua if he’s called back to base by mummy dearest.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Steve told them. “It’s throwing lives away.” 
 
    “You don’t even live here, and look at what you will do,” Jamal said, looking each of them straight in the eye, one after another. Then he deliberately looked down at his own legs, or more precisely, the absence of them. “Let them fight for their loved ones. If Joshua makes it back, then all this in vain.” 
 
    “If you trust the badge,” Adrian commented quietly. 
 
    It felt like the interface was looking at him sideways. 
 
    “Do you trust it?” Jamal argued back. “Because where I’m sitting, it’s been pretty helpful so far.” 
 
    Adrian shrugged. He did, absolutely. It was only that this assertion made no sense to him. That Joshua and twenty extra fighters would make the difference troubled him slightly, but the interface and badge were adamant about it. The only reason was that Adhava must not keep many personal guards, and if that was the case, then he could see how an extra doubling of numbers could help. 
 
    Is there a limit to the number of oath-sworn they can have? 
 
    The interface was silent. He queried the badge. The information about the judiciar class flowed into him. They could oath-swear twenty-four people directly and then extend that in a ring to eight other people; that is what the kids were doing. They could each have up to twenty-four guards. After losing an oath-sworn, they could not replace them for one to three months, depending on the combination of skills the judiciar possessed. The wider Patriot guard ring was put together with a less restrictive binding and had unlimited numbers. 
 
    The numbers suddenly made more sense to him. Each kid had twenty-four guards, and Adhava had fewer because her kids counted as sworn followers. Joshua reaching Adhava would more than double Adhava’s protection. 
 
    After the hours he had spent around the McDermotts, there was no question regarding the quality of their men who were closer to Yosuf than Raj in skill level. Joshua, according to the badge, was rapidly moving his soldiers into the same class. 
 
    Only a moment had passed, and everyone was still staring at him. 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian confirmed. “I believe the badge.” 
 
    The image swept him up. He was taking a critical shot on the eighteenth tee. The trophy was on the line. The ball tipped into the hole. There were polite golf claps all around. 
 
    “Do it,” Steve said simply. “If we fail, it’s not like their lives are going to be worth much, anyway.” 
 
    Sucked into an image once more. Back on the golf course. It was not he who had taken the winning shot; it was Steve. Everyone’s jaws in the crowd dropped. He could hear the announcers whispering in the background: “The crowd has been struck silent. No one knew Steve could express things so strongly.” 
 
    Back into reality, Adrian struggled to not crack a smile. If he reacted genuinely to everything the interface did, they would think he was going crazy. 
 
    “Yes,” Susie agreed, not at all surprised at Steve expressing his opinion. “We need to stop them from joining.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
    Immediately after breakfast, Adrian left and dropped off a teleport plate in Bruce’s mansion, choosing a secluded bedroom that had been converted into a storeroom. 
 
    The badge almost guided his footsteps, such was the quantum of intelligence it was providing about the household. Walk here, wait, move, and as a result, he remained unseen. The placement of this teleport plate was essential for his plan to eliminate the Junta, and so the help flowed in. There were dozens of non-sworn workmen swarming the mansion. It was those men who gave Adrian the information he needed to move like a ghost through the mansion. 
 
    Those Eleni purchases were the reason he knew to bring Tony’s body here. The siblings were all told what to purchase, and Jolie had purchased the wand she was ordered. 
 
    Intermediate Master Servant Linking Wand 
 
    This wand has thirty charges that provide a link between the master and his servants. 
 
    The master mark functionality includes the following features: 
 
    
    	            Turn mark on and off at will for privacy 
 
    	            Access the status sheet of everyone marked 
 
    	            Borrow mana from any servant within ten metres 
 
    	            Extract truth from marked servants 
 
    	            Access location and health status for all marked servants 
 
    	            Summon all marked servants to user’s location 
 
   
 
    The servant mark possesses the following features: 
 
    
    	            Always active 
 
    	            Life Sense and, if master privacy is not enabled, distance and direction of master mark. Upon death, privacy setting is turned off 
 
    	            Permanent reduction of ten percent to attribute points in Intelligence, Mana Pool, and Mana Control categories 
 
   
 
    It was an interesting device, and until Adrian saw the drawbacks of the servant mark, he had been considering buying one for his team. Knowing where his companions were and having the ability to repurpose their mana in a fight was a huge upgrade. Those benefits, while nice, were not worth the loss of attribute points. 
 
    Adrian was certain everyone was using the same mark. Once he had known what he was looking for, finding the mark was easy enough; it was always tattooed on the inside of each person’s wrist and sure enough, Tony’s men, including Jack, had the tattoo. 
 
    The net result was that all the oath-sworn would be marked. The moment Tony died, they would know he was dead and where the body was, unless it was in a bag of holding. 
 
    Adrian smiled diabolically. 
 
    That was the key to their plan. Kill Tony, store the body, and then plant the remains in Bruce’s mansion. It felt elaborate, and if he examined it too much, it bordered on absurd. The weave of lies and illusions to bring it together would be extraordinarily impressive. And while complicated, with his skillset, it was achievable. 
 
    That selfishness was going to backfire on Tony and Bruce when, with a bit of deception, Adrian would unleash fifteen level-twenty warriors on Bruce. He would survive, of course, but he would lose some men. Then the fight was on. 
 
    Will it work? 
 
    No answer. The interface and badge did not know the critical, exact outcome, so it was all guesswork. At least Adrian’s gut told him they were on the right track, and the team agreed with him. 
 
    The McDermotts—dumb, paranoid, and evil. It should be enough. 
 
    All he needed was the oath to force immediate action. If the oath forced them to act quickly, they would not have time to think and compare notes, so they would rush to the obvious conclusions. If they examined the facts, then his mind constructions might fall apart. 
 
    It felt foolish to rely on the opponents’ mistakes, but it was their best shot. 
 
    Arriving at the storage room, he stowed the plate. The next task was to babysit Jack, and with the badge’s help, he left to find him via the side door. 
 
    He itched with anticipation, but there was time to burn, and sitting still was not an option. He purchased another burger and ate it while waiting for Jack’s regular smoko break, then purchased five more for later. At exactly eleven o’clock, he saw Jack emerge. 
 
    Adrian smiled in anticipation. Was this the day that it all came together?  
 
    Overt emotion was out of character for the face he was wearing, so he let his expression flatten as he took the last bite of his burger. Looking beyond Jack at Tony’s mansion, he waited to see if anyone was following. No one was. Then again, why would Tony bother when he could track his location? 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    If Tony paid attention, he would know if Jack actually went into Panayiota’s house. 
 
    The wand information bubbled up from the badge when he requested. He needed to understand that distance function. A wall of equations hit him, so he phrased the question more carefully: If Tony was tracking Jack from his mansion, where would he need to take Jack so that Tony would believe that he had gone all the way to Panayiota’s bedroom? 
 
    The mathematics condensed to the map in a circle around the property. 
 
    Nearby looked good enough. 
 
    Does it include the neighbours’ place? 
 
    In his head, a satellite view of the buildings zoomed into a circle. A small section of it overlapped with the neighbouring property. Looking at the image, Adrian could command the map to scroll and zoom in and out. It was much better than using a computer. He could picture himself among the buildings, teleporting to different vantage points. 
 
    The thief knowledge kicked in, and he mapped lines of sight from Panayiota’s extensive grounds outward, to see where he could take Jack, working out in advance the approaches that would go undetected. He needed to remember that Jack lacked his stealth skillset. 
 
    His thumping heart slowed down. Crisis averted. 
 
    In fact, the plan was going to be even smoother than anticipated. If Tony was paying attention—and Adrian was sure he would be—then he would know that Jack had been invited right into Panayiota’s home. That, combined with private details, would convince Tony more surely than anything else. This would work flawlessly. 
 
    Given Panayiota’s class, Adrian was glad to avoid the inside of the mansion himself. If he had a choice, he would never go in there again. It was just too dangerous. 
 
    Adrian followed Jack, giving him a generous lead to ensure that no one was tracking them. Finally, when he was confident that they were alone, he closed the gap with a couple of Shadow Steps, and then he was directing him over the neighbour’s fence, crawling next to a hedge until they reached a spot tucked up against the dividing fence. 
 
    It was an eight-foot, rendered wall. It was extraordinary how rich people used to live. Comfortable with their position, Adrian had Jack sit opposite him and gripped his hands. The extra contact was needed for this sort of work. 
 
    The fantasy of Jack’s visit to Panayiota’s bedroom unfolded as Adrian supplied an outline for the interface to expand into a memory vibrantly alive and rich in details. Occasionally, he would sample the interface’s concoction of details and see the sparkle of sun reflected off leaves and the floral scent from a nearby wattle tree. What the interface did in the background was astounding: Debra met him and told him simply that Panayiota wanted to assess for herself how serious Tony was. Jack was surprised but agreed and went up into the mansion via the servants’ doors. When he reached her, she was brushing her hair, fresh from her bath. Adrian had been snooping on her staff and knew the daily choreography of entrances and exits. The hairbrush was a big bulky thing made of bright pink plastic. Pre-event and something that Tony had almost certainly seen before. The interview continued with her quizzing Jack sharply, focusing heavily on Tony’s interest and the risks that he would take to make the rendezvous. 
 
    Jack was surprised by it all, but he answered as honestly as possible. Putting his best foot forward on behalf of Tony. Throughout, when her attention went elsewhere, he studied the room, making note of every quirk. The silk sheets and even the little painted wooden clowns on top of the drawer. 
 
    Then, satisfied with his answers, Panayiota began an anxious monologue. The need to be agile as Bruce would often come over without notice, the imperative to keep the plan secret to prevent loose lips. Then, Debra guided him back out, swearing him to secrecy. As they parted, she coyly confided in Jack that she was looking forward to spending more time with him while their bosses were engaged in private activities. 
 
    Jack, with a bounce in his step, rushed to report to Tony, and Adrian accompanied him back into Tony’s house and to his usual vantage point to make sure the chat with Tony went smoothly. 
 
    This cloak-and-dagger stuff was nerve-wracking, but so far, nothing had gone wrong. Yet he felt it was only a matter of time. 
 
    From where Adrian was stationed, he watched Jack saunter into the office, and a moment later, a small crowd of staff filed out, obviously dismissed. 
 
    No! 
 
    He usually relied on all that foot traffic for eavesdropping purposes, but now he was blind until the meeting finished. 
 
    Minutes passed, and the worry started up once more. Cramped inside the tiny linen cupboard, he started his modified meditation exercises, not to train but to distract. Ten minutes passed, then twenty, and he was still in silence, isolated from the meeting. The staff had been threatened with death if they came near, making for a uniquely empty corridor. 
 
    Adrian considered sacrificing one of them to ensure that things were going smoothly but stopped himself in case it was part of a trap. In truth, Adrian was not callous enough to sacrifice someone just because of his curiosity and paranoia. 
 
    What if Panayiota and Tony were already in contact? What would happen if they realised what Adrian was doing to Jack? 
 
    Everything could be a trap. With her class, she had access to abilities that could turn Tony’s mansion into a death trap. If she was involved, then he was in trouble. 
 
    Teleportation plate. 
 
    He would transport himself to Bruce’s place. Not perfect, but better than dying. Really, he should have left the spare plate in a neutral location. There had been no need to place it this early. 
 
    The doors stayed shut and hallway empty. Was he already a fly caught in a spiderweb but too dumb to have realised it yet? 
 
    Sweat ran down his face, meditation exercises abandoned. He wanted to do something—put an ear to the library door, summon a servant to eavesdrop for him, teleport—but every idea was rejected by the thief’s mastery. Right now, his best play was patience. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
    How would Panayiota structure the trap? 
 
    Her skills were formidable. If she used the right ones, she could put a secret firewall compartment in anyone. It would be invisible until it was triggered. What mischief could it do? 
 
    Maybe he should use the teleportation plate to abandon the closet. 
 
    What else could he do? His eye went up to the ceiling. He could always cut a hole and exit through the crawl space. If only he had paid more attention to architecture stuff. 
 
    There was sudden movement outside. Through the cracked door, he recognised almost ten of Tony’s guards. Fortunately for Adrian, even if they thought someone of his abilities was present, they would not expect his stealth skills and Ambusher’s Steps. 
 
    Briskly, he lifted himself onto a top shelf and huddled back with the plate tucked under him. If he was discovered, he would use it. Sure, the almost-priceless plate would be left behind, but its worth was in its ability to save his life. Given that he had needed to imprint his essence into them, no one would be using them to follow him. 
 
    Adrian let Ambusher’s Fade envelop him, avoiding any mind powers in case they were looking for that skill. 
 
    It had felt like things were going too easily, despite the cave incident. The overarching plan had been humming along nicely. Their strategy was objectively ridiculous. What sort of morons thought they could honey pot a powerful patriarch out of his fortress, murder him, and then use his death to turn a husband and wife against each other? 
 
    There was noise in the corridor. So many guards out there. 
 
    Tony and Panayiota were springing their trap. 
 
    Adrian tried to shrink and hide with the help of Ambusher’s Fade. If he was discovered, he was not committed to the teleportation option. There was always the opportunity to run. 
 
    Run and shadow step to a second-story window. He planned out the movements. Their security would be at the ground-level exits, and providing he had five steps in reserve, he could shadow step before hitting the lawn and reappear on the adjacent property. He would be running far ahead of them before they knew it. There would be a chase, but he was confident he was better at running that any of them were at chasing. 
 
    They know nothing about me. 
 
    He reminded himself of that fact. His speed would save him. Those steps that let him travel over a hundred metres almost instantly would completely blindside them. That was probably a better plan than teleporting and losing the plate. 
 
    He should not be here. He was a goddamn project manager! Why on earth did he keep cheating death like this? 
 
    Arrogance. Or lack of foresight, at least. He should know better. He had no special skills to justify his overconfidence, yet he kept stumbling into these situations. Maybe it was the world and not him that was causing the problem. Occam’s razor. The simplest explanation was usually correct. Which meant it came back to him overestimating his own abilities and underestimating his opponents. The badge and interface had even warned him how dangerous that class would be. Of course, they were talking to each other. 
 
    The cupboard was yanked open. Two guards, both with swords drawn, looked in. They poked the pile of clothes on the floor. Ambusher’s Fade wanted to him to blast the psychic deterrence, but he suppressed that viciously. His other instinct was to use his Mind skill to create an illusion. He curtailed that, too. If they were looking for a mind mage, mind magic was the last thing he should use. 
 
    A sword flipped some towels on the third shelf. He looked down at them, but they did not look up. 
 
    “Empty,” the one with the killer eyes yelled out. 
 
    They stepped back and shut the door. 
 
    They had not glanced at the top shelves. He was trembling despite Fade’s grip on his nerve impulses. 
 
    That was . . . 
 
    God. Too close. 
 
    The search had been perfunctory, but something had triggered Tony to do it. Panayiota. If she was involved, they knew, which meant it was back to the drawing board. He could hear them moving away and nodding as the thief memories supplemented what he was seeing. This was a preventative check. The guards were sure no one had breached their defences, but their out-of-touch leaders had ordered them to do a comprehensive search. They begrudgingly went through the motions. To them, this was a pointless drill. If they had truly thought he was here, the search pattern would be different. That was good. They were still blind to at least some degree. 
 
    Calm down. 
 
    He needed to talk to the others and get their opinion on this development. The fact that the search was precautionary meant something. The McDermotts knew little, he reminded himself. At best, they knew someone was messing with Jack’s mind to get Tony alone. That, and some woman out there could grow and had single-handedly slaughtered Raj and all his people. They might not even be linking the two events. 
 
    We still have a cloak of anonymity. 
 
    Every advantage mattered. The trembling slowed down. He did not dare use his Mind skills, but the thief abilities were still available. If he played this right, they would never know he was here, and then he was one step ahead of them. 
 
    Only a small step. 
 
    It would only help him to know that Tony was suspicious. There would be a way to exploit that asymmetric knowledge. All that he needed to do now was to escape with no one noticing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 
 
    The activity in the corridor slowed down until it fell silent. It had been less than ten minutes, but it felt far longer. 
 
    Moving while the guards were active was dangerous, but staying coiled up on the shelf was hardly safer. If they were planning a more comprehensive sweep, he would be exposed. His thief training was clear. Get out in the open. Camouflage as someone with authority and unless the sentries on search duty had good discipline, including checkpoints, it should be easy to slip past them. 
 
    Even security points could be foiled easily enough; four Shadow Steps would let him slide through almost any barrier they could construct. 
 
    Who? 
 
    That was the key question. Who did he want to be? 
 
    It was always a tough choice. Ideally, he would have already slipped a sleep potion into someone well known and high ranked and then assumed their identity. Failing that, he needed to grab a couple of reasonably well-known faces and twist them slightly. That way, everyone would assume that they knew him, but if he ran into the person he was impersonating, they would not instantly know he was an imposter. 
 
    Adrian wracked his brain for someone to impersonate. It was harder than expected. 
 
    Badge, who out of Tony’s guards is more than 1 kilometre from my location? 
 
    It was a Hail Mary. Somehow, three different options presented themselves. 
 
    Was this part of the trap? 
 
    He shook the question away. If Panayiota planned that carefully, he was doomed anyway. 
 
    What are their routines? 
 
    One had been visiting family and was not expected back for days. Too dangerous. The other two had been in and out all day. Their faces appeared in front of him, and then his interface resurfaced every memory he had of seeing them in real life. 
 
    Thank you. Good . . . 
 
    He suppressed that thought before expressing it fully. Calling it a good interface might be interpreted as patronising, and he was in no position to anger his most useful tool. 
 
    Deano was the best choice. Similar height and build. 
 
    Time to move. His position was cramped and the moment he started moving, he realised that with all the crap stored at the top shelf, extracting himself was going to be difficult. While the lower shelves were filled with tidy, folded linen, the higher levels were a dumping space. A vacuum cleaner, a crystal vase and a cricket set. 
 
    The only way out was forward. If he was careful, he could reach across to the opposite shelf, extricate his legs and drop to the ground. 
 
    Easy. 
 
    Methodically, he repositioned, keeping a paranoid eye on the cricket set to his left and the vase and vacuum to his right. So far, so good. He squirmed for a safe foothold. All he had to do was push off, grab the other shelf, and hold a plank position long enough for his feet to find a lower shelf. After that, theoretically, he could just clamber down the ladder of shelves. The size of the cupboard, while ideal for hiding, was now frustrating him. It was not a small leap of faith to suspend his body over the gap. 
 
    Propelling himself forward, hands out to grab the other side. There was a slight thump but not too loud. Step one completed successfully. Now came the next bit: lifting a leg. He felt the vase shift and then start falling. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    Shadow Step. Crouched at the base of the closet looking upwards, trying to catch it and seeing the vase heading straight for his head. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    He shifted only enough so the vase would hit his shoulder instead of his head. In a loud and spectacular display, it thumped, bounced onto the floor and broke into three chunks. Luckily, his armour spread the force of the impact away from the shoulder. Despite the protection, his collar bone felt broken. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The magic left him almost automatically. It was probably only bruising, but possibly worse. Luckily, overlaying healing sped up his regeneration. 
 
    Adrian stood up, ad leaning against the door to listen. The pieces of the ugly vase were almost an inch thick in some places. No wonder it felt like a bowling ball fell on him. 
 
    There was no noise outside. Now that he was safe for a moment, his hands plunged into the bag of holding before producing the bits and pieces that he needed for the Deano character. As he worked, his face distorted to match the desired features, and the pigmentation of his skin darkened slightly. He produced a wig, a tattered black tennis hat, and a green Patriot patch from his always present bag of holding. By the time they were in place, his features had settled into their new positions. 
 
    He touched his cheek. The new skin felt numb, and he flinched at the sensation of a suddenly wider face. The final detail was a camouflage spell, which was so subtle that he doubted even magically sensitive individuals could detect it. The thief stone suggested that no one under level fifty could see the magic. Items and skills could negate the illusion, but those would only reveal his true face, not the fact that he used magic. His new face shape made him a damn decent approximation of Deano, so he was not concerned. 
 
    The illusion, while nice to have, was an indulgence rather than a necessity—the thief skill would have been sufficient on its own, altering his body to match Deano’s with ninety percent accuracy. If there was a chance of running into magic-sensitive level fifties, he would have just forgone the illusion altogether. Ninety percent body match was good enough for the type of guards that he was facing. 
 
    Disguise in place, he pushed the door open an inch. The latch clicked, but after the crash of the vase it did not worry him at all. 
 
    He still listened. 
 
    Nothing. He was out of the linen closet and in character. 
 
    The entire place felt deserted, and soon he was approaching the grand front doors. There were guards there. Two more than usual. He strolled confidently towards the doors. 
 
    His eyes flicked from one guard to the next, trying to see if any of them had Jamal’s levels of Perception. They were all combat classes and included a paladin. That felt slightly wrong. What was a paladin doing swearing to protect someone who was little more than a glorified bikie gang leader? 
 
    Is faith a thing? 
 
    An image came into focus. He was busily delivering a stand-up routine. “What did the fish say when it swam into the wall? Dam.” There was no response from the crowd. “It’s funny because there’s the curse word and ‘dam’ as in the pond.” 
 
    “Boo.” 
 
    “You stink.” 
 
    “Next.” 
 
    He was holding up his hands to pacify them. “Okay, one more. Did you hear about that Italian chef who died? He pasta-way.” 
 
    “Pasta this!” A tomato smashed into his face, and the entire room roared with laughter. 
 
    He came out of the image. 
 
    I wouldn’t make such a poor joke. 
 
    He felt the interface immediately access his memories. He braced for it to drag up some embarrassing moments. 
 
    I’m a dad. I have to make bad jokes sometimes. 
 
    A sense of smugness radiated from the interface. Then he felt a memory trigger. An obscure one. The interface did not share the details of the quip, but Natalie’s eyeroll and Emily’s amused headshake made it clear that the joke was absolutely terrible. 
 
    The interface was giggling like a teenage girl in his head. Another memory triggered. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    It did not listen, and the laughter grew louder and louder as he closed the last five meters to the guards. 
 
    “Deano, I thought you’d already left.” 
 
    More internal cackling. It was only slightly annoying. 
 
    “I . . .” He stuttered slightly, perfectly capturing the way Deano talked. “I ate something bad and sort of got stuck in the facilities.” 
 
    One of the other guards burst into laughter. “That’s the second time in a week. What the fuck are you eating?” 
 
    “Umm . . .” He gingerly touched his stomach and looked back towards their shared toilet. 
 
    “No,” the original guard snapped when he saw where Adrian was looking. “Go shit your brains out somewhere else.” 
 
    “Will do.” Hobbling like his bowels were more than slightly distressed, he made a beeline for a nearby house. It belonged to no one important. The guards might still be watching, so he kept up the act of urgency he did not even bother knocking. 
 
    “Hey!” came an outraged female voice. A frazzled lady of around thirty bustled out of what was probably the kitchen. 
 
    “Toilet,” he snapped, pointing at his green patch. The woman’s face went white, and she pointed to a nearby door. He barged in and plopped down on the toilet, his heart thumping. There was a bucket of water next to it which meant the facilities worked even if the main water system was broken. 
 
    He sat there, heartbeat gradually slowing, enjoying the moment of solitude. 
 
    Another humiliating memory echoed in his head, and there was an immediate swell of amusement from the interface. 
 
    Time to go. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 
 
    Adrian did not hesitate, exiting the front door and making a beeline for the market, through it and onto a new side street. He immediately ducked between the houses. As he slipped through a hole in the back fence, the Deano look was discarded and replaced by a much older and heavier-set man. 
 
    Disguise in place, he dashed into Bruce’s mansion. He was hesitant to do it, but decided it was worth the risk and extended his mind threads to everyone in sight to conceal his movements. Panayiota was not omnipresent, surely. Satisfied with his camouflage, he darted to collect his teleporter plate. From now on, he was going to keep this on his person in case of another emergency escape. Maybe before storming into the enemy’s stronghold, he would place it in a nice, secure location so he could exit effortlessly. 
 
    Feeling a little more confident now that he had a literal Get Out of Jail Free card, he almost ran back to their house. Almost—he was a thief now and he would never be so careless as to allow someone to trail him. Accordingly, it was a twisty route, but with his acquired knowledge, it was as straight as he could manage. 
 
    Adrian burst through the door in his haste. Maxwell fell off his chair while Jules just raised an eyebrow at his entry. 
 
    “Are you in a rush?” Susie yelled from the kitchen. 
 
    “Yes and no,” he admitted. “Who is here?” 
 
    “Just us three,” Jules said. “Jamal is doing his spy thing and Charlotte and Steve are supporting him.” 
 
    “Both?” 
 
    Jules shrugged. “He wanted Steve, and I encouraged Charlotte to join them. She needs a distraction.” 
 
    “Okay.” He glanced at their guest or prisoner or whatever Maxwell was. With the food, false memories, and drugs they were supplying, he was more than happy to stay with his kind, distant relatives. “Maxwell,” Adrian said simply. With a simple touch of his mind, he made the man stand and walk into his room to go to sleep. There was no artifice there. Jules passively watched Max depart. “Better safe than sorry.” = 
 
    “I don’t mind. Let’s talk shop.” 
 
    “There are complications,” he told her honestly and then explained what had happened. 
 
    She sat there in silence for a moment, digesting what he had said. Susie lingered behind him, having discreetly listened to it all. 
 
    “So the guards only poked around for a second?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t you find that suspicious?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s my point—they know.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Jules mused. 
 
    “I agree,” Susie said, coming and sitting across from them both. “If Tony and Panayiota have a separate line of communication open between them, we’re in trouble. Did you check that?” 
 
    Adrian nodded. He had delved deeply into Tony’s routine when he had first tested his powers. If he had frequent conversations with Panayiota, he should have noticed. The milling servants had even picked up his barely weekly chats with Adhava. Tony was not one for personal privacy. 
 
    “No, they don’t. At least, if Tony and Panayiota are secretly talking, they don’t use regular channels or times.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jules stated like that was the expected answer. “That fact, and the guards not really checking,” Jules told him. “I reckon he doesn’t know. If you’re looking for a super-villain mind master who’s influencing your men, you scour the house, not poke around. Poking into the cupboards is something you would do if you were worried about your brother having a spy on your staff.” 
 
    “Then why summon so many guards?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jules shrugged. “Maybe he had plans to go somewhere.” 
 
    The place when he had left felt empty. While it was tempting to follow Jules’s reasoning to the end, it did not feel right. It was too much of a coincidence. 
 
    “He knows, or he doesn’t,” Jules said with a dismissive gesture. “Eleni is still in play because that’s all sleight of hand. As for Tony, we go with the existing plan, but with extra safeguards. If he brings a lot of force into the tunnels, we run. If he doesn’t know about the trap, then we kill him and assume the rest of the strategy is good.” 
 
    “And if we have to run?” 
 
    “Bah,” she said dismissively. “Then we were already sprung. Might as well move to the next stage.” 
 
    Adrian released his breath. Her reasoning made a bit of sense. “I can get the memories into Jack safely enough and then, providing Jamal is on overwatch, you’re right—we will have an opportunity to run.” 
 
    “And they don’t know about the tunnels,” Susie said authoritatively. “Until yesterday, they weren’t passable.” 
 
    “We can finalise it with everyone tonight,” Jules told him. “Adrian, I understand you’re uneasy, but we are not chickening out. We’ll plan carefully. If we can destroy this cancer, we’re going to do it.” She narrowed her eyes, challenging him. “For Kozzie and . . .” 
 
    “Albury,” he finished with her nodding acceptance. Even though he was still convinced that they were falling into a clever Panayiota counter-trap, they might as well spring it. There were four exits from the caves they had discovered. There was no way the Junta could have discovered that fourth one, even if they knew about the system. With a head start and knowledge of the tunnels, they would outrun any pursuers. 
 
    Looking up, he was surprised to see tears in Jules’s eyes. Kozzie. Whenever they spoke about the Junta, he was front and centre and, of course, her raising his name had triggered her memories. Sometimes the way she coped made him forget just how much pain she was lugging around. 
 
    “Revenge won’t make it better,” Susie told her. Adrian flinched at the comment, expecting it to ignite Jules’s brewing rage. 
 
    Jules tensed, her jaws tightening. “It will for them!” Filled with jittery energy, she jumped to her feet and waved at the wider world. She stopped, water still in her eyes, and Adrian could see her doing her control exercises. “It’ll make it better for them,” she clarified before slumping back into her seat, the energy seemingly expended. 
 
    “We also need to avenge Kozzie,” Adrian said grimly, shooting Susie a warning look to say Do not interfere. “I’m doing it for both reasons.” 
 
    Jules nodded gratefully before wiping an angry arm over her eyes. “So what are your plans for today?” 
 
    Adrian was happy to change the subject, too. “I’ll collect the poison this afternoon.” A distasteful upturning of his lips. “In character!” Then, for good measure, he shot a glare at where Maxwell had disappeared to and released a visible shiver. “Before that, I’m going to study and get a feel for the crazy.” 
 
    Jules laughed. “I don’t envy you. He is a unique guy. I’ve never known someone to be so flaky,” she said carefully. “He struggles for words, loses track of what he’s saying mid-sentence, and forgets stuff we spoke about a minute before. Max’s mind is shot.” 
 
    “I still feel bad,” Adrian admitted. 
 
    “We all do,” Jules agreed. “But when I’m doubting myself, I just think of all those people who can’t protect themselves and the fact that those arseholes make their servants abuse others. It makes my blood boil. We need to stop them.” 
 
    “The culture they’re creating will keep deteriorating,” Susie agreed. “We can’t do anything because if we do, thousands of people are going to get destroyed by what they’re doing. If they had been kings and insisted that their servants behaved, Albury could have prospered.” Susie shook her head. “The wrong people got the power. Can you imagine what this place would be like if Sally was in charge?” 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian answered her simply. “If we’re done, I need to study. Max!” he called out, and the man returned to the room, having been instantly awoken from his slumber. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 
 
    Susie brought the food along with some extra plates and cutlery. 
 
    “I could’ve helped,” Adrian protested, and she just waved him away. 
 
    Over lunch, Adrian interrogated Maxwell, even had him completing some basic stretches so he could memorise how his body moved. When he approached Eleni tomorrow, she would be completely convinced. Despite Jules’s and Susie’s confidence, Adrian was still concerned. 
 
    If Panayiota was involved and busily setting traps, surely it would be a mistake to keep going through with this Jack charade. He only had one life, and all it would take was a single error. 
 
    “Star jumps now.” 
 
    Max glared at him and did four half-hearted jumps. Inside, Adrian smiled and knew he shouldn’t be abusing this. 
 
    There was an abrupt pounding on the door. All three of them fell instantly into battle posture. Adrian was on his feet, his spear tugged out of his bag of holding. Jules had done the same, her barbed club out and ready. Susie hesitated a moment and then gestured for them to hide their weapons so she could politely open the door. 
 
    Adrian was prepared to shadow step forward and intercept if they were attacked. Block any attack and then air gust to create space. After that, he would work out the best counter. 
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
    Past Susie, he could see at least three men waiting outside, green patches prominent on the uniforms.  
 
    Adrenaline spiked; his hand tightened on the spear. 
 
    “We need to do an inspection.” 
 
    Had they been discovered? 
 
    The words threw Adrian, and, by instinct, mind tendrils spooled out. There were four, not three, but the threads were useless. Mind protection was in play. His mind just grazed the resistance, and that was a sufficient warning not to push further. He withdrew the pressure, hoping it had gone unnoticed while trying to understand what he had felt. 
 
    “Why?” Susie stammered. 
 
    Adrian interpreted the flood of information. What was thwarting him were cheap trinkets rather than anything elaborate. A basic broad-based defence as opposed to the more intricate setups that protected against memory wizards like himself. These were a simple brick wall that would stop basic techniques. He could, of course, hit it with a metaphorical sledgehammer and break in without raising a sweat. That was something to try in battle. That realisation was the only thing that stopped him from going on a counteroffensive. If things went badly, he could seize control. Whatever they had bought, while easy to overwhelm, was not something he could bend or work around. If he broke it, their bosses would find out. 
 
    “Tax compliance,” one of them answered. 
 
    Not a directed search, Adrian decided, confident that his thief skills had accurately heard the truth in those words. If it was routine, the personal risk was low. If things escalated, he could power through the barriers and correct the situation. He stewed quietly behind a stoic façade. Maybe he should break a trinket to confirm there were no hidden agendas. 
 
    Best to play passive. If Panayiota was involved, there might be more subtle defences in play. 
 
    Adrian knew he was losing it. There was no way the Junta was directly engaged with just four men. His mind tendrils that had shot out in all directions told him there was no one else nearby. There was no hidden army in the neighbouring houses. It was probably just routine, but it scared him. 
 
    “But why do you need to inspect?” 
 
    “Tax is based on the number of residents. You’ve moved in since the last payment, so we need to count.” 
 
    “I—I—” Susie stammered. 
 
    “Stand aside, please.” 
 
    Helpless, Susie stepped aside, and all four Patriots marched in. They fanned out immediately, checking the sleeping spaces. 
 
    “Three here.” 
 
    “Four over here.” 
 
    “This is just a training room.” 
 
    “Seven,” the leader who had a merchant class confirmed finally. He was only level three and had not been boosted like all the Junta’s guards and most of the Patriots. “Three and a half thousand energy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    One of the Patriots leered at Jules. “We can come to other arrangements if you don’t have enough.” 
 
    Adrian saw the look in Jules’s eyes. “We don’t have the energy yet,” he tried, more to see what the response was going to be. 
 
    “Yet you’re here doing nothing in the middle of the day rather than out earning it,” the tax collector snapped back. “We ain’t running a charity.” 
 
    “We thought we had another three days,” Adrian said, carefully stepping in front of Jules. 
 
    “Tax is due now,” the man said. “You pay in full, or I take her, and she earns the leftovers back at the base. Depending on how much you have, it’ll only be a day or two.” 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” the man replied. “Tax is due now. You pay, I apologise and leave. You don’t pay and either she comes willingly, or we make an example of you and take her unwillingly.” 
 
    Adrian could sense the bubbling anger behind him. She was almost puffing in fury. 
 
    “Remember your exercises,” he whispered to her quietly while focusing on the tax collectors. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice.” The leader sounded earnest, and apart from that one man’s leer, they seemed reasonable. Adrian wished he could sneak into their criminal history and see what these men were really like. 
 
    “We have to follow the rules. If I had known before taking the oath . . .” The man shook his head angrily. “That doesn’t matter. We have a job, and all we can do is try to be as accommodating as possible within the restrictions. Better us than some others.” 
 
    “Crawly’s crew takes what they please.” This time, it was an older Patriot with a speckling of grey in his beard.  
 
    “And charges an extra hundred,” a younger man who resembled the older one said darkly. “And then even if you pay, you’re not safe.” 
 
    Behind him, he heard Jules breathing slow. 
 
    Good or bad. 
 
    That slowing of breathing could either be berserker mode activating or Jules successfully moderating her anger. He glanced back. She gave him a nod to confirm that she was under control. 
 
    “Max doesn’t live here.” He pointed at the man. 
 
    “Your premises have been assessed at a cost of three thousand five hundred,” the tax collector said flatly. 
 
    Adrian knew he could break the protections, rob them blind, and force them to walk away empty-handed. Not worth it. Despite their job, this quartet seemed to be good guys. 
 
    “Susie?” 
 
    “I have fourteen hundred.” 
 
    Adrian held out a hand, and then combined it with his own energy to pass over the full amount. 
 
    The tax collector let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    With that, they walked out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 
 
    They looked at each other after the Patriots had left. 
 
    “That was close,” Susie said just as Adrian handed back her fourteen hundred energy. 
 
    She went quiet momentarily. “How are normal people paying that?” 
 
    “Not easily, that’s for sure,” Adrian answered. 
 
    “We need to take the risk with Tony,” Jules told him. 
 
    “And Eleni,” Adrian agreed. 
 
    “Did you hear how they were speaking?” Susie asked. 
 
    “I hate cops,” Max chimed in. 
 
    Adrian sent him to sleep with a flick of his mind. “I heard,” he agreed. 
 
    “So did I,” Jules told them. “It sounded like they had no choice. Collect the money or make an example. Or, if there’s a pretty girl, collect her and get her to earn the energy.” 
 
    “Five hundred,” Susie whispered. They all knew how much that was. A small fortune, even for a deadly monster hunter. “A while back, just after the event, that would’ve taken two or three days to generate. Now, I’m not sure low-levels can earn enough.” 
 
    “Two days,” Jules reminded them. “In two days’ time we will end this.” 
 
    Or it’ll end us. 
 
    Adrian clicked his fingers and Max woke up once again. 
 
    Time? 
 
    1:32 p.m. 
 
    “I have an appointment,” he told them. “What are you guys doing?” 
 
    “Babysitting,” Jules said with an angelic smile. 
 
    “You have a baby?” Max asked in surprise. 
 
    “I meant house-sitting,” Jules corrected, still grinning. “Have fun, Adrian.” 
 
    “Susie?” 
 
    “Same.” She waved towards Jules. 
 
    “It hardly takes two.” 
 
    “What do you need, Adrian? Company? I’m sure we can get in contact with Charlotte.” Jules laughed at the clear look of horror that was plastered on his face. The interface chuckled along with her. 
 
    “I’m going,” he said, raising his hands in surrender. “Be safe. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    After leaving, he found an abandoned yard, the perfect place to reconfigure his face. The pickup went smoothly. Maxwell gushed over his new drugs, thanking Adele profusely and happily paying two hundred energy when she passed him a vial. 
 
    Mists of Oblivion (4 doses) 
 
    This potion is a mild stimulant in Tecatrin where it originated. It has re-badged on Earth to capture the sense of euphoria and dissociation it generates in humans. 
 
    This drug is classed as a non-addictive substance. 
 
    That was all the vial said. He was sure that it was poison, but he wondered if Adele had picked the wrong bottle. Leveraging the lid off, he took another look. 
 
    Netyne Wither Clutch 
 
    That was a nice vial. He pondered how much extra it cost, but it would be a worthwhile bonus if Eleni insisted on checking the potion first. He was glad that Adele had thought to purchase a container that could confuse identification. 
 
    Forced into character, he had a beer and then sauntered back out. Two blocks later, with relief, he dumped the role. 
 
    He had the poison, and tomorrow it was happening. Tony, then Eleni, and the next day just before dark, they would spring the trap on the other three. 
 
    Tonight, he would relax a little. Returning to their temporary house, he burned off his excited energy by completing a full two and a half hours of training. 
 
    Wind Blades - 47% (+10%) 
 
    Strength --- now 1.22 (+.03) --- Plus 0.03 (Training and meditation) --- Population - 1.08 
 
    Agility --- now 1.55 (+0.03, +.1 item) --- Plus 0.03 from meditation --- Population - 1.24 (+.01) 
 
    Mana Pool --- now 3.36 (0.5 item, 0.83 air mana) --- Plus 0.06 from mana pathway (0.03 air mana), plus 0.01 air mana from meditation technique --- Population - 1.17 (+.02) 
 
    The Wind Blades jump was great. As for the rest of it, the gains were pretty minimal, but it had only been one day. 
 
    Dinner was delightful once he had sent Max off to sleep. A relaxing evening just shooting the breeze with some of the special flasks. They would wake the next day filled with energy, well slept. 
 
    Jamal raised a toast: “Here’s to ending this.” 
 
    They all drank and exchanged predictions about the following day. It quickly became clear that everyone thought Adrian was jumping at shadows. What he had witnessed was not a trap, but rather Tony making sure his brother had not inserted a spy in amongst the non-oath sworn. Despite their confidence, the pit of his stomach still simmered. 
 
    They knew with the deteriorating situation in Albury, they did not have the option to retreat and reload. They needed to finish it and tomorrow. The weight of the urgency, the reality, smacked into him. 
 
    “Change of sleeping arrangements,” Jules declared, intercepting him. “You are there.” She pointed towards Steve and Susie’s room. 
 
    It was to protect Charlotte, he realised, knowing that he probably should’ve made the move himself. He went as ordered. 
 
    The room was unfamiliar, but sleep grabbed him regardless as he floated in a liquor-induced trance. Each flask cost two hundred energy, and buying them might have seemed frivolous, but collapsing his usual five hours of sleep down to a couple made the cost more than worthwhile. 
 
    The slumber was dreamless, and when he woke, Jules was still drinking with Jamal in the common area. 
 
    “Already?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Lots to do. Plus, late night and early morning are the best times of day for a man of my talents.” 
 
    The air was chilly and had a bite to it. They must be close to entering winter. Adrian imagined the seasons would not have altered. The proximity to the sun would matter and the Alpha physics event had not changed the tilt of the Earth or altered the moon’s trajectory. Seasons would presumably continue as normal. 
 
    His armour unfortunately did not have temperature control, however. The system was quirky enough that he just knew someone in a harsher climate than southeast Australia would have armour with that ability. He was not the only person in the world who had lucked into killing a beast and clearing its loot chest. Steve’s skillset proved that comprehensively. 
 
    With a mere thought, he swapped the armour out for a thick jumper and thermal leggings before sliding the armour back over the top. It was a little snug, but he was grateful for the warmth. 
 
    Ambusher skills cloaked him, and he was shadow stepping every time the steps refilled to nine. 
 
    When he reached the destination, he was not surprised to discover that Eleni had chosen an extravagant residence overlooking the remnants of a luxurious golf course. If these siblings had anything in common, it was their taste in aesthetics. The grounds of the mansion were huge; his home in Melbourne would have fit into the corner of the property, filling what was effectively wasted space behind the tennis court. 
 
    The security was on a totally different level than what the McDermotts deployed. A pair of guards at the gates and that was it. The rest of the property line was undefended. Given the wide-open nature, the lack of roving sentries was incredible. Maybe they thought the tall fence would keep people out, but that was ridiculous. The wall might have been high, but trees grew close to the barrier, and a couple of inquisitive boys would have had no problem using them to scale the fence. A remotely resourceful adult could practically waltz in. 
 
    Keeping his hubris in check, Adrian reached the wall and painstakingly used every bit of Magic Focus and identification to see whether there was a hidden security system. 
 
    There was absolutely nothing. 
 
    Nor should there have been. Eleni did not trade directly, as she purchased everything through Jolie. Additionally, the badge would have flagged if she was buying security spells or objects for the wider grounds beyond the house. Ultimately, all her purchases were for her residence and, given her extravagance elsewhere, he expected better than the mid-tier stuff he noticed. 
 
    Not that it would have mattered if they had gone for the expensive stuff. 
 
    With a shrug, Adrian leapt up the couple of centimetres he needed to grab the wall and then leveraged himself smoothly up and over. He dropped down on the other side, completely unseen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 
 
    No magic, no detection traps. There was nothing. Eleni did not care one iota about external security. Having spent an unfortunate amount of time in Maxwell’s company, Adrian was not particularly surprised. They had been married, and his sense of invulnerability in the face of evidence to the contrary must have rubbed off on her. 
 
    Moving to the house, he needed to contend with the actual security implemented. Jolie’s memories of this setup had come straight from Adhava, who had insisted on this installation. Luckily, magic protection in their price range had significant flaws if an intruder knew what had been installed. In pre-Alpha terms, it was like if you recognised the brand of lock and then acquired the skeleton key. Traders conveniently offered this service. 
 
    Of course, one needed to know the magic defence type. The wrong one would be useless. Adrian fished out the cheap counters he had purchased. The elaborate web of the security system had cost Jolie almost two hundred thousand energy, and the junk in his hand was worth just five hundred. The power of the badge shone through. 
 
    His goal was to investigate the place to see how easy it would be to hide the real Maxwell. There were no surprises with the security system when he applied his counters. The energy connected with the existing spell framework, and then there was a gap to slip through. 
 
    With Ambusher’s Fade engaged, he cruised through the rooms. There were no guards to contend with. 
 
    She did not care. 
 
    One servant was mucking around in the kitchen, making a midnight snack. It was as good a time as ever to get some information. The one thing he was certain of was that Panayiota had not been out this way, so there were no hidden traps to worry about. He could do whatever he wanted. 
 
    A mental thread reached out to the woman. 
 
    Invisible clamps latched down onto his head. 
 
    Ambusher’s Fade engaged without him activating it. 
 
    What? 
 
    Fade froze the scream in his lungs. 
 
    Mind defences were clamping down hard. It was active AI security. It was even actively hunting. 
 
    Why would a bloody kitchen hand be defended? 
 
    He felt panic freezing his mind. This was supposed to be routine. What was happening? 
 
    Dragged into an image. Jaracol was sitting across from him in his weird chair, doing his odd head shake. The moment of clarity granted by the intervention let Adrian unravel the mystery. Jolie bought everything for Eleni, and she had purchased mind defences for just one person. The woman in the kitchen was not a servant. It was Eleni herself, and she had an artifact protecting her. 
 
    They all probably had the same tool. He had been careful not to use his mind magic against any of them because he had rightly feared that they would have active protection. Jaracol was staring at him with a challenging look. The mistake was done now, and he had to get out of it, extract himself from the mental clutches and then physically escape. Time was slowed, but Jaracol was still shaking his head. No, the best outcome would be to escape the clutches of whatever Adhava had bought her kids without Eleni noticing his intrusion. That was what he had to do and if he managed it, their plan would be intact. Jaracol had switched to bobbing his head. 
 
    Spat out of the image. 
 
    The device was aggressively hunting him. Desperately, he launched a counter, adding multiple defensive and offensive threads to the one that he had already extended. Thankfully, he had spent many bored hours playing with his magic as he walked around Albury; he was accustomed to having multiple threads out simultaneously. 
 
    The eight new threads started to cause his head to ache. Two spools disabled the automatic alarm, and three more were sent to waylay defences rushing to set the alarm off. Another couple to stop the device’s offensive attack on him. The AI launched additional strikes and, with a strained groan, he countered with another thread. 
 
    Fade saved him. 
 
    The new offensive attack was only intercepted less than a metre from him. He did not want to imagine what would happen if it had reached him. The hairs on his arms, neck, and head all rose. Whatever he had stopped had generated static electricity in its death throws. 
 
    The alarm flickered. 
 
    All his active focus returned to shutting it down once more. 
 
    Eleni stood straight up from the cake she was cutting. There was a concerned look in her eyes. 
 
    With multiple threads interacting with the device, he could see it. The offensive counters were insignificant compared to the number of defensive ones that were rotating around the girl. Too dense of a ring of protection for him to hack through. 
 
    Another attack lashed out. This one he stopped, though the impact slapped him off balance. Adrian bit down on his tongue, and the flush of coppery taste let him shake it off. The major strike had not even reached him. He wanted to run, hide and scream. That must have been a fear attack. 
 
    Help! 
 
    A desperate plea to the badge. 
 
    It carefully assessed the situation. Stupid algorithm was probably trying to work out whether this counted as something that was directly related to the quest. Of course it is! He felt like screaming. 
 
    Adrian blocked another counter before returning his attention to the dance around the automatic alarm. The continual struggle to fight off the short-range defences. One slip-up and Eleni—and subsequently, Adhava—would know. Their plans would come crashing down. 
 
    The badge agreed to help and started processing the information Adrian was supplying it. 
 
    Another offensive attack was stopped once more, just inches from his nose. He felt the remnants of the attack strike him, and he wanted to get down on his knees and worship the woman in front of him. 
 
    Adrian bit down on his own cheek. God, that hurt, and more copper flooded his mouth along with a dull pain. Eleni was just an annoying obstacle once more. 
 
    What was he fighting? It was obscenely strong. 
 
    The absurdity of the situation hit him. He was in a desperate struggle. Eleni, meanwhile, was completely unaware. Sitting down, chopping the last of her pavlova, scooping bits of cream and fruit up, and sucking it off her fingers. She was humming under her breath. 
 
    Oblivious, she happily inhaled the cake while he fought desperately against the constantly changing threat. 
 
    Information flowed back from the badge. 
 
    Expert-Graded Multi-Factored Mental Defence 
 
    This artifact burns into the owner’s chest and protects from mind intrusions once in place. 
 
    There was no time to read farther. 
 
    HOW DO I STOP THE ALARM? 
 
    If it went off, he knew that carefully laid plans would be ruined. Adhava would find out and panic, and then the chance to pick them off one by one and play them off against each other would be gone. 
 
    And that meant they would have lost. 
 
    A dump of knowledge from the badge presumably dealing with the intricacies of the devices design slammed into his head. 
 
    Shit. He did not have time to understand it. 
 
    The automatic alarm chirped modestly. Eleni was looking around the room and, worse, right in his direction, a curious expression on her face and some cream on her nose. 
 
    Keep eating, he prayed while continuing the dance to quell the alarm. Eleni tapped her chest curiously, crooking her head to the side. Her hand was tracing the circle where the device had burnt in. Cream spread from her hands to her clothes. With a shrug, she returned to scarfing down the cake. He wanted to scream that there was a reason for spoons, but in the circumstances, it would not be productive. 
 
    Another counterattack was blocked in front of his shoulder. Bits of the attack seeped through, and he felt like his arm had been dipped into boiling oil. 
 
    The image swept him up. The arm still burned, and he looked around. There was a massive metal contraception. Hollow with lots of metal loops and moving parts. It was five metres high and shaped like a soccer ball with multiple layers and air gaps. Adrian recognised what he was seeing. It was what the badge had dumped into his mind. 
 
    A representation of what he was fighting. 
 
    The components started rotating. There was a single loop that had spun out from the others, and Adrian understood that was the fire attack that he just experienced. With that puzzle piece accounted for, other bits of the device made more sense. There was a separate piece emerging, which was the main offensive counter device that was halfway to him. The automatic alarm was under the first level of turning metal. He walked right up to the construction, knowing that time had absolutely paused. 
 
    The interface was cheating. It had just thrown all the rules out the window, but he would not complain. He might even thank it later. 
 
    Carefully, he examined the trigger mechanism. It had flipped out of its socket and, with his mind threads, he was holding the lever down manually. To turn it off, he needed to force the cap back to its original piece. Fixing this was easy in theory. Forget about defences and just throw everything into the one effort. It was a big step that would take a lot of faith. Indeed, to click the cap into position, he would have to abandon his personal defence and the diabolical counter-offensive that was hunting him would attack him completely unimpeded. 
 
    If he was wrong or failed to replace the cap accurately, then that thing would hit him. He was not sure he could survive that sort of strike. 
 
    What he was seeing in front of him was clear. Once he was successful, the device would reset, and the attacks would dissipate. At the core, he had to have faith that the badge’s information was correct and then abandon all self-preservation instincts. 
 
    The metal construction in the image started dissolving, and he knew it was time. Mentally, he was ready as he was ever going to get. 
 
    Returning to real life, Adrian threw everything into a single strike to replace the cap. A secondary thread lashed out towards him, carrying an ice illusion. The main counter-offensive weapons charged. He ignored them while focusing entirely on the gamble to shut the machine down. 
 
    The switch clicked off. The device shut down. 
 
    The ice thread dissolved to nothing, and the charging counter-offensive monstrosity dissipated into a light wind that ruffled his sweaty hair. Beads of sweat ran down his face and dripped onto the carpet. Ambusher’s Fade kept him standing. 
 
    Eleni kept eating. 
 
    No harm, no foul. The mind defence was locked up tightly again. Adhava was still blind to the threat. 
 
    Carefully, he withdrew from the kitchen. Just being in Eleni’s presence made him paranoid that he would accidentally use mind magic and trigger defences. The device was complicated, with multiple counter-offense patterns, and some were versions he could not reverse. 
 
    He was still an amateur. The Charlotte thing was evidence of that. A true master thief would never have allowed personal feelings for a teammate to impede business. While he probably had thirty years of thief memories shoehorned into his skull, that training, unfortunately, was not equivalent to a similar period of hands-on experience. 
 
    For his Mind skills, the deficiency was even worse. In regard to raw power, he was off the charts, but his application was subpar. His bumbling was like a toddler with a paintbrush; he could paint broad, bright strokes that a parent could pretend to be impressed with. Identical paints in the hands of a trained artist could create something both more beautiful and detailed than reality itself. 
 
    Pain radiated through his skull. 
 
    What? 
 
    There was a crack in his mind knowledge base. 
 
    How? 
 
    It was like his brain was splitting into bits as a relentless epiphany blazed within him. Caffeinated woodpeckers with a vendetta against his skull. 
 
    Safety. 
 
    Desperately, Adrian stumbled away and finding himself in a formal dining room. There was no time to find a better hiding spot. With the way reality was flipping, even using his teleporter pad might not work. 
 
    Terrible timing. 
 
    He squeezed under the table, hoping that his Ambusher abilities would save him. 
 
    Fade switched on. 
 
    The woodpecker stopped, and he was in the mindscape of his life, feeling that epiphany continue to explode. As he crouched, he watched the interaction between his brain, the interface, and even his new core. The Mind skill was updating. Those attacks he had blocked and the complexity of multiple threads that he utilised had tipped him over the edge. 
 
    Now that he understood what was happening, the pain subsided. In fact, a buoyant, euphoric feeling took its place, like heroin, or so Adrian imagined. Connections fused. Additional multitasking of mind control. Within his skull, he howled in triumph as an innate ability to understand others’ minds manifested. No longer would he reach out to someone like Eleni and be surprised by the strength she possessed. Now he could look at someone and assess their mind’s defences without triggering them. It integrated into his identification, a skill that he used constantly. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    More upgrades occurred, extra skills, increased power and identification. The halfway point of the pathway arrived, with fanfare galore. A scholarship bonus for his quick progress. 
 
    The flashes and sparks of inspiration faded. He opened his eyes. It was already light. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 
 
    It was past dawn, he was still scrunched under the dining rooms table his back sore from where one of the table legs had been pressing on it despite his new ability to heal. Adrian forced his brain into gear. Today was the day. The start of the end. 
 
    As desperate as he was to see Emily, he had to win in Albury. His chances were already fifty-fifty, and that was only if he found a drunk and generous statistician. Losing four hours of exploration was a minor disaster, even considering the upgrade to his mind ability. 
 
    The only reason he had come here in the middle of the night was to explore the mansion fully. Work out where the boltholes were and which rooms were death traps. Establish the layout to ensure everything went smoothly. 
 
    Now those plans were gone. 
 
    Time? 
 
    8:12 a.m. 
 
    Adrian scrambled out from under the table. He needed to place the teleporter in Bruce’s place and then intercept Jack on his first smoko. Their entire plan had almost been ruined because Eleni wanted some cake and did not keep a dozen servants to meet her every whim like a normal tyrant. 
 
    In preparation for the escape, he assessed the potential threats and witnesses around him. Threads of mind extended out. While effortless now, four threads would have challenged his concentration yesterday. The threads themselves were also improved; no longer did he blunder into someone’s brain and risk exposure if they had defences. Now, even through the walls, he could get an impression of their strengths and weaknesses. It was like he was using identification on them. Mind 2.3, Mind 1.6—gee, that was low—Mind 3.5. That third one was abnormally high. Automatically, he shied away while he did not sense any specific defences. It must have been a class with a high baseline level of Mind and if that was the case, then who knows what additional skills they might possess? 
 
    No, Eleni was the only threat in this luxury home. If he was lucky, she would be asleep. There was no time for subterfuge; he emerged from the dining room and marched straight out the front door. Now that it was daylight, there was a guard standing at the entrance. No doubt Eleni saw them as more of a butler than a guard. One look and Adrian could see he had no defences and a Mind of 2.08. A simple piece of manipulation and the man saw nothing. Adrian did not even slow his stride as the butler opened the door and looked outside. As he strode down the path, he felt the butler’s confusion through the link. He had been sure someone had been knocking, but there was no one there. 
 
    The moment Adrian was clear of the grounds and in the anonymity of the streets, he started running. The worst part of the apocalypse might be the absence of Uber. 
 
    He wheezed with each breath as he propelled himself onward. During the mindless jogging, he reflected on the update debacle. Losing seven hours was frustrating, but the benefit was substantial. 
 
    If Panayiota was truly not involved—and that was a big if—his web of lies would now be fireproof. People who used to be difficult to influence would be like putty. He had gained an extra rank even further beyond average. One look at that description highlighted just how powerful the improvement was: 
 
    
    	            +1 - make distractions 
 
    	            +2 - create real-time illusions 
 
    	            +3 - induce sleep and/or more elaborate illusions 
 
    	            +4 - insert memories 
 
    	            +5 - change memories 
 
   
 
    There was also a separate ladder around what he could extract from the target. 
 
    
    	            +1: no changes 
 
    	            +2: experience the target’s current, conscious thoughts 
 
    	            +3: experience the target’s memories of the prior eight hours 
 
    	            +4: experience the target’s memories for the last three days 
 
    	            +5: Experience any memory of the target and extract any memory 
 
   
 
    That improvement in the skill, rather than just an attribute, was a huge bonus. It was equivalent to increasing his Mind attribute by seven. People that yesterday he could only distract were now susceptible to real-time illusions; those previously vulnerable to illusions were now vulnerable to tweaks in their memories; people like Jack, into whom Adrian could already plant new memories, could be rebuilt from the ground up if necessary. An absolutely evil level of manipulation. 
 
    He winced at the thought and almost tripped. That was something he would need to watch. Absolute power corrupts. In two weeks, he could turn Albury into his personal kingdom. Why would the system allow that? 
 
    Why? 
 
    The temptation to abuse it would be there. What happened if someone like Tony got a hold of the power? Adrian shivered. There had to be a reason that these skills were not blocked by the system. 
 
    WHY??? 
 
    He screamed it again in his head. The interface, sensing his raw anger, ignored him and was thankfully silent. 
 
    A problem for another day. Today was about finishing this fight. Bait Tony, find out if Panayiota was in the shadows or whether it was just his paranoia. Hopefully kill him regardless of the result, kill Eleni and move on with the others. 
 
    As he ran, Adrian reminded himself why they had planned the quest this way. The moment Tony went down, Adhava would order a ceasefire. She would not want her resources fighting amongst themselves and weakening her and Adhava for all her faults would know about the broken marriage. She would know if Panayiota thought Bruce had killed Tony that her daughter would go for blood. So she would stop it and order a ceasefire to let everything calm down. Eleni dying would stir it up further once the investigators found out that her useless ex had been tragically duped into killing them both. 
 
    Adhava knew she had enemies; the only question was whether she would panic. That was the line that they needed to tiptoe. Lay down a series of unfortunate accidents that would not trigger her turtling. 
 
    The badge thrummed, running its calculations. No. She would not overreact. Adrian wished he could trust the intelligence, but the badge had failed to realise that the poison for Eleni, worth ninety thousand energy, would be suspicious. How accurate could its model possibly be when that sort of error slipped through? Once people started questioning what was happening, the house of cards might fall. With Maxwell as a dupe, and Adele as a supplier, the new poison was believable and hopefully would not create an overreaction. 
 
    The run was almost ten kilometres, but it was along roads devoid of monsters. The tax had really incentivised the locals to clear out the local wildlife. 
 
    Time? 
 
    8:33 a.m. 
 
    Only twenty-one minutes for the whole journey! 
 
    Yep, he had just run ten kilometres faster than anyone ever had before the Alpha event. Sure, he had cheated with Shadow Steps, but it was still fast. Soon, his attributes would improve to make the same feat possible without shadow steps. 
 
    Maybe the lack of Ubers would not be that bad. 
 
    He placed the teleporter two houses away as an emergency exit. Tony’s house was in front of him and he wanted a backup in case things went sideways. Adrian stopped and looked at it. The others had thought this was safe, but if he was with Panayiota . . . 
 
    I’m not paranoid if everyone is really after me. 
 
    If he was on their side of the fence, he would have Jack under observation both within the mansion and when he left on the smoko. Approaching Jack was the dangerous step. 
 
    The next thirty minutes would be critical. The menu of thief skills filled his mind. Bluffing and mind powers were out. They would watch for both, even with his new senses. If he went in there, then he needed to make sure he had an exit path. Preferably multiple. 
 
    None of this cowardice. They were committed. Hell, the poison was scarier than this step. There was very little chance of him getting hurt now, even if Panayiota was waiting for him. 
 
    Safety first. Think. What do I know? 
 
    He was more powerful than they imagined. In terms of levels, he was somewhere between level twenty-five and thirty, but in skills he was far beyond that. If there was an ambush, he knew he could escape. Shadow evasion alone would swing things in his favour, incomplete as it was. 
 
    Nevertheless, the smart thief avoided notice. There were so many doors and windows to avoid. The third-story windows were framed by balconies he could shadow step to. He checked the angles. Only the guards were a threat and they did not have the resources to monitor the entire grounds simultaneously. Five shadow steps and he could be on that third-story balcony. 
 
    That was his entry point. Enter the window, creep down one floor and then influence Jack from the room above. That way, if they had people stationed below, they would not know what he had done. When Jack left for a smoko, he would go straight to the tunnel and then Adrian’s team would be on the clock. 
 
    Five steps and he was on the balcony. Adrian crouched down and in examined the magic defences that had been put in place. He was just confirming that they had not altered their defences in the last twelve hours. The magic protections were still in place and identical to what they had been when he had explored the mansion more carefully. Just like he had to get into Eleni’s mansion, he produced a cheap disrupt, and it immediately created a hole in the defensive mesh to let him enter the house without tripping the alarm. 
 
    Tony’s defences were set up differently than Eleni’s; he had added more protections against humans. That amused Adrian. They had each put forth an effort, but it was fruitless against Adrian. All the doors were rigged with security devices that were easy to circumvent now that Adrian recognised them. 
 
    Once inside, he hurried. There was no one around, and in two minutes, completely unobserved, he was in a guest room over Jack’s bed among four snoozing guards. It was well past eight, and they were still sleeping. A quick look to ensure that they had no defences, and a touch of control to deepen their sleep. 
 
    Adrian sat directly above Jack, sending memories down. It was hard work, and the extra distance made it more difficult than last time, despite the level-up he received. Subtle memories that would only trigger when he went for his smoko. Special instructions from Debra that he had forgotten to tell his boss. Debra was meeting him close to Tony’s place so they could spend more time together. 
 
    Once it was complete, even though he knew it was pointless, he checked Jack’s knowledge of yesterday’s conversation in the library. It revealed nothing. Jack had done exactly as requested and Tony was happily supportive and promised Jack that he would come to the secret meeting and only bring the required minimum of five guards. Tony only had the guards sweep the house as an anxious precaution to check for Bruce’s spies. 
 
    That last bit was interesting. According to Jack’s memories, Tony had not been searching for him in particular. There was nothing to be done. Either their approach was working or Panayiota was covering her tracks so perfectly that even with his skills he could not prove her manipulations. 
 
    Soon. 
 
    They would find out soon whether Adrian’s paranoia was valid. 
 
    Job done, he exited silently out the window, collected the second teleporter plate, and jogged to Bruce’s place to set up the other teleporter. Once more, he showed no subtlety marching through the front doors and using mind magic to make the guards see someone else. The new upgrade to his skill was extraordinary. One look and he could tell that they were helpless to his powers. 
 
    If Panayiota knew he existed, she clearly had not bothered to tell her husband. 
 
    Time? 
 
    9:54 a.m. 
 
    The clock was ticking. Jack’s smoko was at 11:00. Next, check that the plans were progressing. Moving almost suspiciously fast. It did not matter; the whole town would know who dismantled the Junta soon. 
 
    Butterflies filled his stomach, along with an extrinsic dread. Was everything going to go to shit? 
 
    He walked out of the mansion and toward the tunnel’s exit point, running through the cave before bursting into the main cavern. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 
 
    “Are we still on track?” Susie asked when she saw Adrian. 
 
    “Yes, just an hour until showtime.” 
 
    “Operation Free Albury is in full swing,” Jules yelled from where she was busily moving heavy steel bars out of her bag of holding. 
 
    “There is no retreat after this,” Steve warned. 
 
    He was right. There would be no chance to withdraw and try again. Once the Yanneys were poked, there was only one way they would respond, and that was to enslave more people. It was easy enough to imagine them sucking in hundreds of extra townsfolk and turning them into level-fifteen oath-sworn soldiers to protect themselves. Then, after they felt safe, they would lash out. Pin the blame on some part of Albury and grind it into the dust. Destroy outlying towns and then they would follow the rumours to Wagga. He could not let them be exposed like that. 
 
    “’Til the end,” Adrian toasted, and they all roared approval. 
 
    “For Kozzie!” Jules screamed. 
 
    “For Kozzie!” he bellowed with the rest of them. “For revenge and liberty” and “for good and evil” elicited the same outcome. 
 
    There was grim determination in Jules and Charlotte’s faces, a single tear running down Susie’s cheek, and the usual stoic frown on Steve. Despite the façade, Adrian knew Steve felt the immense gravity of the task. If they failed and the Yanneys triumphed, if Adrian was still alive, then he promised himself that he would use his mind abilities to destroy them. In an arms race between their binding oaths and his skillset, he would triumph. 
 
    The personal cost was not worth thinking about. All he knew was that if the Yanneys won, then the people of Albury were doomed anyway, and he would not let that family’s evil expand to Wagga. Even if it meant tens of thousands would die prosecuting his insurrection. 
 
    “How does the gate work?” Adrian asked, finally staring at the metal contraption his mates had already put in place. 
 
    “Deadfall,” Susie explained. “You knock out the bar and the whole gate collapses and seals the entrance. Nothing fancy in its construction apart from it being as heavy as hell.” 
 
    “Will it actually work?” 
 
    “Better than your crazy ideas,” Steve called out good-naturedly. The throb of the action was clearly affecting him. 
 
    Adrian wandered over to a solid-looking cage near the tunnel entrance. “When the fight starts, is there where I’m supposed to be?” 
 
    “Yes,” Susie told him. “When the gate comes down, you should be able to see through the tunnel and work your mind magic.” 
 
    Vision was not required anymore to make mental contact, but the illusions he was blending into the targets’ minds would take all his concentration. Having a safe work space was important. 
 
    “And if they know . . . we run deeper?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Yes, traps are already in place as a little surprise for them.” 
 
    Adrian knew all this, but he was just talking to settle his nerves. 
 
    “If we’re all set, I’ll go up and monitor the process.” 
 
    “Probably for the best,” Jules agreed. 
 
    When he left the tunnel, he did it carefully, in case the area was now being watched. With his acute Perception and thief skills, he searched the surroundings. There was nothing at all suspicious. 
 
    Time? 
 
    10:28 a.m. 
 
    Half an hour to kill, but his stomach was not in a state to eat. Pacing would just look suspect. He sat in the shade of a gum tree and settled down to wait. The whole time, his eyes rotated around, confirming that things were as idyllic as they seemed. It had turned into a beautiful late-autumn day. 
 
    If only this revolution could be prosecuted at the ballot box instead of through intrigue and bloodshed. 
 
    Jack appeared in front of him. 
 
    Time? 
 
    10:53 a.m. 
 
    Jack was early. Adrian waited for Jack to enter the drain to move. No one was following him. Once again, Adrian’s anxiety prodded him: either his little ploy of inserting the late-triggering memories that morning had worked or Panayiota was willing to watch and wait before striking. 
 
    Tony could track progress, so he needed to at least ensure that Jack’s physical movements corresponded to the story he had told Tony. Adrian still worried that Panayiota might introduce dual consciousness within Jack. If she used that technique, she could learn exactly what Jack saw and heard despite the memories having been stripped. The solution was simple. Ear plugs, the cheap foam type, and a heavy scarf to wrap around the man’s eyes and ears. 
 
    The man was now functionally blind and deaf. Jack did not even notice it as he walked, caught up in the illusion that Adrian crafted for him. Debra was leading him using a magic lamp. “I won’t be coming back,” she told him. “But you will bring Tony.” She passed him the magic lamp. “For your trip back.” 
 
    They kept walking through the main cave and then back around to the tiny entrance they came from. Once there, he had Jack sit on the ground while Panayiota spun her tale to him. She had slipped away for four hours, and he needed to go back and get Tony. 
 
    Story completed, Jack went to get Tony. 
 
    Adrian continued to insert memories to support the ruse. The entire way back, Jack held the lamp up, checking to make sure there were no other exits or places where an ambush could occur. Satisfied there was minimal danger to Tony, he jogged out to report the good news. At the exit, Adrian had Jack pause so he could pull off the blindfold. 
 
    The memories locked in. Jack hurried towards Tony. The clock was ticking; four hours was not that long. 
 
    Adrian jogged to his friends to ensure they were ready. The five of them took up positions around Tony’s entrance, hidden behind expensive magic trinkets. When Tony and his men stormed into the cave, they would see exactly what Jack saw. 
 
    “Jamal?” 
 
    “I can hear you,” came the grumpy response. “No action yet. I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    That was final key to safeguarding against Panayiota’s machinations: the spotter. If Tony came in force, they could flee safely and silently. 
 
    “For Kozzie,” Adrian whispered to himself. 
 
    Jules heard and smiled before turning back towards the cave entrance, waiting grimly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 
 
    “He’s travelling light,” Jamal’s voice came calm and collected through the communication necklace. “Tony and eight guards.” 
 
    “Illusion check!” Adrian snapped, stressed that Panayiota’s trap was closing and he was escorting a far larger force than it appeared. 
 
    “This isn’t my first rodeo, boy,” Jamal drawled. “The spell is in progress.” A couple of seconds passed. “They’re clean. No funny business.” 
 
    That device had cost ninety thousand energy and would have recognised even Adrian’s mastery-level illusions. 
 
    The badge confirmed Tony was travelling with the small group Jamal was watching. Adrian’s head flooded with relief. 
 
    “It’s him,” Adrian concluded darkly. No one disputed his statement. With his badge connection, he would not make a mistake. “Is Jack with them?” he asked out of excess precaution. Jamal was a great operator and would have noticed if someone as critical as Jack had gone missing. 
 
    “Leading them,” Jamal confirmed. 
 
    It was on. 
 
    The days of watching, learning, and then the frantic last couple of days of preparation all came down to this moment. Somehow, the plan was falling into place. Tony had been lured into making a mistake, dragged away from safety into these tunnels to be vulnerable and exposed. All that was left was for them to exploit the opportunity. 
 
    Adrian glanced at his group. They were all fiercely concentrated, apart from Jules. She was throbbing with excitement, shifting from foot to foot, swishing her club through the air. They settled into silence, and less than five minutes later they could hear the tramping feet. 
 
    He focused on his breathing. Susie stood behind Jules, poised to inject a sedative again in case she entered berserker mode at the wrong moment. It might not work a second time, but she would try. Jules’s presence was their biggest risk. On one hand, she could be their most lethal weapon. If she went out of control, however, she could effortlessly tear their plans to shreds. All it would take was her killing the witnesses or, worse, going after the rest of Tony’s men. A gamble. 
 
    They were getting closer. Laughing and talking and even Tony was joining in. More relief. It sounded natural, and there was no way Tony was a good enough actor to trick Adrian’s thief knowledge. He did not know. 
 
    Adrian mentally rehearsed the later steps of the plan. Once they walked out of the tunnel, identify the weak guards and peel them away from the others. Send them back through so they could survive to provide false witness and start the Bruce attack. Excluding Tony, there were only eight enemies. If Adrian was lucky, he could subdue four of them and make the fight trivially easy. 
 
    Jack emerged first. The moment the rest started coming through, Adrian instantly identified each of them. 
 
    Level 21 Dodge Tank 
 
    The dodge tank specialises in both dodging attacks and intercepting attacks on party members. Members of this class rely primarily on agility with various buffs to briefly increase the mass of both their weapons and themselves. 
 
    Mind 3.2 
 
    In other words, a dodge tank moved like the wind, but for brief, critical moments could weigh as much as an ox. That ability meant that they could hit harder than a strength-based monolith or at least stop some potentially devastating blows. 
 
    Level 20 Light Mage 
 
    The light mage utilises the power of light to inflict cutting and burning damage on opponents. Unlike most magic users’, attacks are instant. 
 
    Mind 2.3 
 
    The light mage would need to be eliminated immediately because of the nature of her attacks; they were fast making it impossible to dodge and deadly. The relatively low Mind would facilitate that removal. The dodge tank, on the other hand, would be tricky with his Mind skill, but Adrian’s three front-line fighters with heightened Agility would match up well against him. 
 
    The next man through was Tony. For the first time, he used his identification on the boss, as he was no longer as concerned about being noticed. 
 
    Level 25 Optacallan 
 
    The optacallan class combines physical prowess, improvised weaponry skills, and various diplomatic buffs focused on intimidation. 
 
    Mind 1.9 (Mind manipulation protection device active) 
 
    Tony had a fancy class name, but it basically boiled down to a stand-over merchant. Unfortunately, he had the same Mind protection as Eleni, which was a pity, because without that the battle would already be over. An unprotected Mind of 1.9 would have let Adrian do anything he wanted. 
 
    The mind upgrade had enhanced his multitasking. It was not a true version like the simulintegent potion, but it let him use multiple threads. Two of them were already sneaking away. One thread on Jack and the second toward the light mage. 
 
    What other surprises were there? 
 
    Level 19 Astral Specialist 
 
    This is a support class that specialises in creating short-term portals. 
 
    Mind 3.8 (+1 defensive rank) 
 
    Moving on. He was not a threat and he lay beyond Adrian’s capabilities to influence anyway. 
 
    Level 21 Dark Mage 
 
    This class uses a variety of dark magic ability and specialises in ranged attacks or a melee-style assassin build. 
 
    Mind 1.8 
 
    For now, he did not dominate the dark mage, figuring there might be higher-priority targets. Two down. He kept scanning the others. 
 
    Level 20 Holy Healer (Mind 2.6), Level 20 Paladin (Mind 2.8 +1 defence rank), Level 19 Ice Assassin (Mind 2.8) 
 
    There were no ideal targets amongst the remaining three, so he went for the holy healer. While the dark mage would be easier, he also needed to remove the powerful enemies as soon as possible. If his experience had taught him anything, it was that groups collapsed when their expected healing never arrived. It was exactly what they had done against Yosuf. Jack and the light mage fell to his power so easily that he debated taking out the dark mage as well, but he hesitated. 
 
    That final bit of mind power might be better reserved for battle. Even a brief illusion could change the trajectory of a fight. 
 
    Jack and the light mage were already responding to his control, hearing their boss order them to retreat. The healer resisted momentarily, not believing the instructions, and the illusion started to fall apart. Fortunately, Adrian’s fourth mind thread wove into the mix and added the image of Tony running back towards the entrance. 
 
    Resistance faded, and then all three were under control. Looking up, his crew was springing the trap, charging. 
 
    Buff of Strength three times. 
 
    The contribution of the buff was not small. Suppressing three different people in battle conditions, while challenging, left him with little spare energy. He was glad that he had not tried for a fourth mind magic victim. He looked around to see where else he could contribute. 
 
    Buff of Growth on Jules. 
 
    The extra size did not suit Charlotte’s fighting style, and now that Steve had lost his legendary sword, he too hardly benefitted from the growth spell. His sword in his larger form would no longer register as massive, effectively stripping off his buff and most effective weapon. 
 
    None of the enemies even knew what was happening. The three he had targeted had changed directions. He noticed Charlotte shift targets in response to the light mage retreating. Perfect—just as they had planned. 
 
    For Kozzie! 
 
    He was inwardly dancing in excitement. 
 
    Adrian watched, waiting for when he would be needed in the fight. He would be the trouble-shooter alongside such strong tanks. The direct magic was almost useless in this battle because of the networking defence, but the Wind Gusts still worked. The chaos they could cause could more than make up for lack of damage. 
 
    Steve’s sword swung down on Tony’s neck. Charlotte chopped at the dark mage, and Jules waited. Her job was to trigger the deadfall gate once the three “witnesses” made it past. 
 
    There were familiar blue sparks and then a popping from Tony, but only sparks from the dark mage, as Charlotte’s athletic strikes worked slower than Steve’s massive hacks. 
 
    “Ambush!” Tony screamed. The existing threads strained, but rather than resisting what he had said, Adrian embellished it by adding the word “retreat.” They heard their boss yell, “Ambush! Retreat!” 
 
    They kept moving. 
 
    Blood ran down Adrian’s nose. That backlash from Tony’s yell surprised him. He had thought his control was more absolute than that. Whether it was the oath they had sworn or otherwise, Tony’s voice had the power to pierce his mind ability. Any orders he gave were bypassing the illusion and speaking straight to the mind underneath. Luckily, Tony had not been specific enough with the simple “Ambush!” so their plan was still in play. Adrian was not surprised; there was always bound to be a curveball somewhere in the engagement. This unexpected power Tony possessed was annoying, but they could tiptoe around it. Then again, they had accepted risks like these when they accepted this quest. 
 
    The three of them were still running. 
 
    Refocusing on the mental state of his captives, Adrian made sure that they were on task. Steve’s face was pasted over with the features of Sav, one of Bruce’s key lieutenants. Charlotte took on an ugly visage in their minds, a perfect replicator of Anita, complete with the savage, visible bloodlust she was known for. Jules was harder, and in the end, Adrian settled on Mark Smith, a long-time Bruce associate. He, too, was a highly ranked berserker. 
 
    It was a match of fighting style instead of physical similarities. Other men populated the cave, but they were dazzled by illusions. Provided they did not interact with Tony directly, they would just become part of the scenery. Yet each of the three when they escaped would be able to positively identify at least five of Bruce’s oath-sworn. 
 
    Even if Panayiota was involved, then she still might suspect Bruce. Adrian exhaled with relief when he remembered that the only thing she knew was someone with Mind skills was targeting Tony, and Bruce could be the culprit. Given Tony was here and about to die, the possibility of her involvement was looking unlikely. 
 
    “To me!” Tony yelled. 
 
    Shock reverberated as all three threads simultaneously collapsed, and the three guards regained their focus on Tony. It happened too fast for Adrian to think of an extra bit of fake dialogue to add that could alter the meaning. No tricks to use. 
 
    Clang! 
 
    The solid gate slammed shut, blocking off the three returning guards. Excellent. They just needed to clean the cave and then, with Tony dead, Adrian could finish painting the exact picture that he needed and send them to instigate an attack on Bruce. 
 
    That was for later. For now, within the three minds on the other side of the gate, Adrian created the illusion of a collapsed tunnel. 
 
    Good. 
 
    That should slow down their haste to reach their master. The illusion looked a lot stronger than the metal cage that was actually blocking them. 
 
    Her first job complete, Jules was running at the holy paladin. Steve had been pushed away from Tony and was trading blows with the dodge tank while the ice assassin sprinted into Steve’s blind spot. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    The ice assassin flew across the cave, tossing a magic ice slick under Steve on his way. Steve slipped and the dodge tank struck with twin machetes. Steve’s armour blocked most of the blow and one hand left his sword to grab the opponent’s arm. Pure strength went into play as Steve threw his brawn into subduing the man. The arm twisted demonically as first the elbow and then the shoulder joints popped. 
 
    Adrian grimaced and looked away. That was one way to bypass the shield. 
 
    Tony surveyed the cave to find his next victim, but his eyes fell on Susie as she threw a visible healing spell towards Steve. 
 
    Tony against Susie would be a slaughter. 
 
    With a thought, Adrian coated the ground around Tony in ice. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    If he was not standing on slippery ice, his Strength would have been enough to resist the Wind Gust, but instead he slid twenty metres along an ice path, surfing across the floor and windmilling for balance. Pre-Alpha, Tony would not have been capable of that feat, but massive amounts of Agility could work miracles. 
 
    Adrian’s nerves ratcheted back up as he realised how many opponents still stood. His mind touched the three he had trapped and blinked in shock at their intentions. Despite seeing solid rock in front of them, the light mage thought he had a spell that could blow through it. The ricochet would almost certainly knock her unconscious, but she was willing to do it to get the other two back into the fight. If not for the illusion, Adrian realised, things would look much grimmer by now. 
 
    “Keep fighting and kill them!” Tony bellowed as he found his footing at the end of the icy runway. 
 
    Energy exploded to Adrian’s left. Flustered, he looked past Jules, Charlotte, Steve, and the slew of guards to the side of the cavern. There were objects on the ground. 
 
    His first days post-Alpha event flashed in his mind. He recognised the colours that were forming in the air. Then his eyes went to the ground. Familiar plates. He owned two of them. Then came the last piece of the puzzle, the astral specialist who specialised in short-distance portals. The man with a Mind value just strong enough to lie outside Adrian’s influence. He was at work. 
 
    They had underestimated their opponents. This was a trap. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 
 
    The portal was already forming. Adrian needed to stop it. 
 
    Slinging magic from the sidelines was nowhere near as important as stopping that portal. They could defeat the eight that Tony had brought, but they were in trouble if thirty similarly rated soldiers poured into the cave system. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    No movement. 
 
    What? 
 
    That skill had only ever failed when he had been injured or had a full leg stuck in mud. He had not been hurt and as far as could tell, there was no Agility de-buff cast on him. 
 
    The image grabbed him. Everything froze. 
 
    Even though he knew he was in a vision, he was still looking out at the same cave. The same people. His friends and Tony’s team were all frozen in place like statues. 
 
    Pop! 
 
    A white board appeared and then a human flaked into existence from the feet up. Polished brown shoes, white lab, pointer in hand. Not a human, he discovered as the lecturer developed a chicken head with glasses perched ridiculously over the eyes. The chicken man loudly cleared his throat. 
 
    The interface was apparently giving him an opportunity to get his head into gear while Chicken Head delivered a lecture. Of course, it was still abiding by some unspoken interface-needs-to-be-an-arse-when-being-helpful rule. Adrian took a moment to better assess what happened. The three he had seized control of were in the tunnel but out of sight, stuck in place. He could not gather any more details while in the vision, even through his threads. As for the wider cave, he was farthest from where the portal was being thrown down on the opposite wall. Susie, while closer, was also at a decent distance from the portal, and then the melee was spread out. Steve had added some extra joints to the dodge tank’s arm. Jules’s face was frozen in fanatical laughter that Adrian had grown to expect from these situations. She was fighting the ice assassin and holy paladin simultaneously. There was blood on the assassin’s chest and the plate armour of the paladin was dented, so their special shields had already been popped. They would not last long. 
 
    Charlotte was next, battling the dark mage and dominating. Behind her, around ten metres from Adrian, was the astral specialist, then there was another five metres to the portal. They were winning. By the time Tony would return to the fight, it was likely that both Charlotte and Steve would have finished their opponents. Adrian would have backed either of them individually against Tony, but two versus one would make it a massacre. Thanks to the wyrm, they probably also had the equipment advantage in addition to their existing power. Tony’s class did not provide him with anything as nasty as Raj’s bone-shattering spell. 
 
    The battle was won. 
 
    That was providing he could deactivate that portal. 
 
    This must be the trap that Panayiota and Tony had set. Adrian was amazed Tony had used himself for bait, but he could wonder where that out-of-character bravery came from later. Maybe it was as simple as a desire to impress. The old story of love inspiring men to be better than they are. 
 
    “The portal,” the chicken man clucked. He disregarded Chicken Head as he already knew the answer . . . blah, blah, Shadow Steps used dimensional magic, and the larger spell punching through reality was briefly disabling his use. The question was how to stop the portal. Chicken Head stopped talking and glared at him for being an inattentive pupil. Without finishing the lecture, the creature rolled its eyes and the image started to dissolve. 
 
    Wait! 
 
    His plea fell on deaf ears. Back in reality, the portal was forming. He could not reach it in time, but they had to stop it. If his telekinesis was ten times as strong then maybe it would be useful. 
 
    Running towards it, Adrian knew he would get there too late. Feet were just too slow. If even a handful of fighters got through the portal, they would shift the battle. With five, Adrian’s team would still win, but they risked death or injury. If it was ten against twenty, then the outlook would become far darker. 
 
    How could he shut off the portal? 
 
    The technique used on the imps would work, but it required physical contact. How could he get there in time? He could not think of a method. Shadow Step was dead. Running by itself was insufficient, and he had no other movement abilities. 
 
    He needed help. 
 
    Wind Gust. Wind Gust. Adrian tossed the astral specialist towards the portal. He may be mentally protected, but not physically. 
 
    Please forgive me. 
 
    He plunged into Charlotte’s mind. 
 
    It was the ultimate betrayal, but anything else would doom them. The instant his thread touched Charlotte, she recognised him. He felt that flair of surprise and her defences braced, yet her implicit trust in him overrode the mind’s natural defence instincts. 
 
    For a moment, he was staggered by the response. Wow. That’s a lot of trust. 
 
    He hoisted her through the air and started transferring memories of those first couple of days in the apocalypse. How he blew up the portals and then experimented on them, pushing the information and the command for her to do the same here. It was over so quickly, and she was still airborne. 
 
    His thoughts drifted. 
 
    It was not a conscious direction, just curiosity sneaking up on him before he even realised it. Prompting Charlotte to think about him and her feelings. There was a rush of emotion, her guilt and humiliation clashed the joy she felt when they spoke as friends. Despite the challenges, she wished that the problems that separated them would wash away. Things could be fixed, and they could be a couple and it would be sheer ecstasy, but what about him? She wanted him to be happy. She prayed to God that Emily would be safe. Praying for Emily even when it meant that losing Adrian for good would bring on a world of miserable defeat. 
 
    It was too private. She thought of him even when fighting most battles, making sure she was ready to save him. She was a good, innocent person and he had gone too far. A gross invasion of privacy. 
 
    Realisation of his betrayal shot through Adrian like a sucker punch. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    He should not have done it and he would need to deal with it later. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    She realised what he had seen. That flush of mortified embarrassment, betrayal. Her defences came roaring up, and he did not blame her. 
 
    No time. 
 
    His mind clamped down on hers, pleading with her to give him access and confirm that she was still in a state to do what needed to be done. 
 
    She rolled to a crouched stop next to the base of the portal. A device whose colour was changing as it went through the ultimate step: opening a two-way door to a nearby location. Once the reinforcements entered the cave, Jules would likely barrel right into them in berserker mode. 
 
    Please, Charlotte, you need to let me in. If you don’t, we die. 
 
    His voice entered her brain. 
 
    Please, I’ll do anything. 
 
    He tensed, ready to break in like he would to a stranger, but Charlotte reluctantly lowered her guard. She did not have to, but she did, and he tried his hardest to block the flow of her thoughts. He did not want to steal any more of her hopes and fears. 
 
    Adrian re-sent the information. How to blow up the portal. 
 
    I already know, Charlotte replied. 
 
    All the other details flowed. 
 
    I got it. 
 
    Adrian ploughed ahead. A rush of your healing magic should do it. 
 
    Obviously. Exasperation in the tone. 
 
    The portal would explode, and Charlotte was next to it. Panic filled Adrian. He had been poleaxed by a smaller portal. 
 
    Affirmation and acceptance radiated from her. She had already realised the personal consequences and accepted them. Finish this. Be safe and I hope you make it back to your kids. The words came clear as a whistle across the connection. There was sufficient sadness in that sentence to make a desert cry. 
 
    The portal snapped open even as determination filled her mind. She was already gathering the healing magic to disrupt it, borrowing his eyes via their link to observe the energies flowing through the portal. 
 
    Right there, she thought mainly to herself, having found the weakness she needed. 
 
    Adrian looked at what the astral specialist had created. It was a proper two-way portal. Just like he could see out, they could see in. Given how bright it was on the other side of the portal, they might struggle slightly with night vision. That was good. 
 
    The plan. Deception. 
 
    He did not want to abandon Charlotte when she was saving them, but he needed all his focus to deal with the incoming warriors. 
 
    Go. Her voice was filled with bittersweet acceptance. 
 
    He dropped all connections. Charlotte and the puppets in the tunnel regained independence. 
 
    Four different men were leaping towards the portal. Maybe he could turn them against each other. 
 
    Adrian realised in that instant they had caught a break. The enemy had not been lined up, ready to charge in. Somehow, the astral specialist had sprung the trap before expected, so the reinforcements had not been in position. It was only an instant, but fractions of a second mattered in these encounters. 
 
    Mind tendrils shot out, straight through the portal. As they crossed the distance, Adrian realised that the mind threads did not go instantly from point to point. They were still faster than a running human, but their travel time was still a consideration. Easy to overlook that slight weakness until it mattered. 
 
    While the mind power flew, he triggered identification, tailoring the spell to channel through the mind magic. 
 
    The man leading the charge with a crooked nose and grey beard had a Mind level of 3.6, too powerful to infiltrate, but the three behind him were all in the low twos. 
 
    Another mistake. 
 
    Three tendrils slammed into their minds. Charlotte was surely moving to destroy the portal, and it could explode at any moment. 
 
    There was no time. 
 
    Frantically, Adrian shaped the illusion that would turn them against Bruce. Overriding their vision. 
 
    Tony imperiously lifting a hand and ordering them to stop. Sav with a blade against Tony’s throat. Anita right next to the portal, Mark the Barbarian fighting two of their friends and winning. A couple of other faces from Bruce’s sworn ranks joining in the chaos. 
 
    He let memories play out while adding in a narrative overlay. It was dangerous, but time was against him. Adrian inserted an absolute certainty that Tony was being attacked by Bruce’s men. Men and women that would not act unless Bruce had ordered them to. 
 
    All three came to a screeching halt, obeying Tony’s hand gesture. They justified it in different ways. One was just robotically obeying, another understood that Tony wanted to preserve them to get revenge, and the other was happy to not throw his life away. 
 
    The older man with his 3.6 Mind kept running. 
 
    The distortion he had seen so many times before with the imps occurred while the large man stepped through. That was a sign of the portal working normally. His mind threads would have made a similar distortion, just on a much smaller scale. 
 
    Charlotte’s magic concoction went to work. Based on the imps’ portals, it would be more than enough to blow it up. 
 
    Sav drawing the knife across Tony’s throat. 
 
    She turned to run. 
 
    The older man was at the threshold. 
 
    Time had run out. 
 
    The portal exploded. 
 
    The old man’s eyes popped out of their sockets and his face went limp even as the energy of the portal blew him forward. As he spun through the air, Adrian had a brief glimpse of the back of the man’s head. It had been sheared off along with the lower half of his left leg and his right arm. Everything along the portal threshold, that delicate line of bending reality, had been sliced off. 
 
    The explosion tossed Charlotte like a ragdoll. She tumbled through the air uninhibited until she crashed against the far wall over thirty metres away. The astral specialist, whom Adrian had thrown with Wind Gust, lay just as close to the portal as Charlotte. He now fared worse than her, blown straight into the wall. 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    Adrian had personal experience with that, but this portal was bigger and the wall closer. Extra stats did not compensate for those two disadvantages. He would not be getting up, at least not in time to influence the rest of the fight. 
 
    The blast had reached Adrian, the wind nearly throwing him to the ground. A piece of shrapnel dug into his cheek and drew blood. It was not worth healing. 
 
    He looked around. Everyone except for himself, Jules, and Tony was knocked off their feet. The ice assassin had been torn away from his fight with Jules and slid towards Adrian. Just because he could, Adrian rammed the point of the spear down against the exposed chest, slicing straight through. Disbelief flared over his face as the weapon pinned him to the floor. He looked too young to be part of Tony’s group, but he was, and now there was nothing he could do about it and no way to save him. 
 
    Inherent healing battled still. Grasping for the last few moments of life. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    With the portal destroyed he had his movement back. 
 
    Lay of Hands. Adrian left the spear embedded behind for now. 
 
    He hovered over Charlotte’s broken body. Guilt pulsed in his head. He could not allow her to die. 
 
    The magic appeared to be making little progress. 
 
    Please. 
 
    Suddenly, the gate keeping the three mentally weaker guards out of the cavern exploded in brilliant light. A beam of energy shot out, burning through the paladin from the back and bathing Jules in its intense energy. The flesh crackled off her shoulder, and her hand limply released the club. Despite that, she laughed as the man she was fighting fell dead at her feet. 
 
    In the tunnel, Adrian saw his messengers, Jack, the healer, and the light mage, stumble out. Jack and the healer were ready to fight, but the light mage had collapsed in exhaustion from the huge exertion of magic. 
 
    Well, they were not needed anymore if they weren’t going to deliver the news. 
 
    “Kill them!” Adrian commanded. Despite Charlotte lying nearly lifeless on the ground, this battle was already over. 
 
    The enemies left standing were Tony, the dark mage, the healer, and Jack, who had a facilitator’s class with few offensive abilities. The ice assassin was still alive and trying to pull the spear out of his chest but failing. Steve had just finished butchering the dodge tank. 
 
    Lay of Hands. Potion. 
 
    He could not leave Charlotte, but he could stop the healer. He lassoed a mind thread around her and changed her memories: all her companions were dead, and the only one surviving was her boss. He had seen how Tony’s powers worked, and trying to edit him out was pointless. Providing that the ice assassin and dark mage stayed down, this battle should be easy enough to finish. 
 
    Adrian needed Susie to help him heal Charlotte. With fumbling hands, he opened the girl’s mouth while telekinesis directed the potion. She gagged slightly. A sign of life. Her skull was badly wounded, but the inherent healing was starting to work. With Susie’s help, she would live. 
 
    “Susie?” he asked. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    Then he saw her. The blast had caught her too, and she was prone on the ground. Magic focus showed her inherent healing was winning. Susie would survive, but it would take the rest of the battle for her to regain consciousness. 
 
    Jules crushed the skull of the dark mage. Steve charged at Tony. 
 
    Charlotte lay still. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61 
 
    The battle was as good as won, but there was no point taking unnecessary risks. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Adrian targeted the backs of Tony’s legs. The gale ripped out and lifted him, tossing him forward through the air. It was only a distraction, but Tony was unprepared and because the Junta clearly cheated at levels, he lacked the experience to adjust. He flailed, worrying about unexpected flight instead of the two-metre-long sword waiting to pierce him. 
 
    Steve used Adrian’s trick to hit Tony with a hefty baseball swing. All the money in the world, all the levels, but despite all those little things, Tony was not superhuman. The blade swept from the hip to the shoulder. Two halves of the body fell, and there was no healing that could piece them back together in the old world or new, or at least none that Adrian had seen. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Back to Charlotte. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    Please. 
 
    Below him, the skull clicked into place, and for the first time, the inherent healing started winning. He collapsed, tears streaming down his face, looking up only to check that everyone else was okay. 
 
    Jules’s healing had already repaired both of her arms. 
 
    As for the enemy, only Jack and the healer were still standing, and their faces were distorted by the same mask he had seen Jules wearing so often. Mad battle lust and, in this case, apocalyptic fury. 
 
    They were both charging at Steve. 
 
    Adrian reached out with mind threads. There was nothing to grip. A black rage enclosed each of them that he could not pierce. Identification flicked on. Their scores had not changed, but Mind defence was six higher. He could not touch them. 
 
    Jules blocked their path to Steve. Bloodlust against mad rage. For Jack and the healer, Jules did not exist. They did not try to hit her or even avoid her. She hit just as hard as Steve, and the force of the club slamming into Jack knocked him backwards with a distinctive pop. Next, her leg swung out and tripped the healer. Neither had a physical attribute distribution, and they could do nothing against her overpowering strength. 
 
    Jules went after the healer, popping her shield. Adrian knew he should jump in and help. Jules would feel this after the berserking faded, but he could not pull himself away from Charlotte. She had been willing to sacrifice herself for him, and he had been an arse. She had to survive, and while inherent healing was currently winning, she was still fragile. If he left and she died, he was not sure that he would forgive himself. 
 
    Jack and the healer were both on the ground, but Jules was still standing. Her club rose and fell. Jack was halfway to his feet, but Jules moved with that unnatural, boosted speed. The club descended. 
 
    It was done. Jules' laughter trailed off. 
 
    “Adrian,” Jamal’s voice came to him. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you have incoming. Fourteen on my count.” 
 
    Adrian winced. “Acknowledged.” 
 
    “Are you okay, son?” 
 
    “No. Tell Steve,” he whispered, looking down at Charlotte. She was beautiful and so generous in her feelings. In another lifetime . . . 
 
    The new world sucked. In a short time, he had suffered so many deaths and near-deaths. Jules had it even worse. No one should lose their love like that, especially so young. 
 
    He watched Charlotte and his mana carefully. His hope was wavering once more. Another Lay of Hands should keep her alive for the next few minutes. 
 
    “Adrian.” 
 
    He looked up at Steve, confused by his tone. 
 
    “Can Jules carry her?” 
 
    “In a moment,” he answered absently. 
 
    “How is Susie?” Steve asked. 
 
    For the first time, he realised Steve was cradling Susie’s body. “She will live, but—” 
 
    “Charlotte might not.” Steve finished the sentence for him. 
 
    Her inherent healing was failing once more. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    It was the best that they could do. If Charlotte was stable, he would heal Susie next in the hopes that she could take care of Charlotte herself. 
 
    “Get the body,” Steve ordered, shoving his spear into Adrian’s hand and pointing at the two parts of Tony. 
 
    Right. They had a plan. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Stuffing the bloody halves into his bag of holding was not pleasant, but he did it. Steve and Jules followed him, cradling their respective cargos. 
 
    They had won. It felt like a pyrrhic victory, but Charlotte was the only potential casualty. Everything hinged on the smallest of details. Had she been thrown into a wall or stalagmite instead of across the cave, things would look worse. 
 
    He looked around at the carnage. They were leaving so much valuable loot behind them, but they needed to move. 
 
    “Keep up,” Steve snapped at him as they ducked into the exit tunnel. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Trigger the illusion spell, that would hide the exit they had taken before running after the others. 
 
    He watched his mana carefully. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Channel thirty into Lay of Hands the second they replenished. 
 
    As he moved, he triggered the various traps they had put in place, briefly dropping behind the others. Finally, he caught up to the others. Charlotte was still alive and stable for now, so his healing went to Susie. 
 
    Jules and Steve were still running despite their loads. 
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    “No,” Steve huffed. 
 
    The fourth exit they were targeting expanded into a maze of tunnels. There was no dust, so they left no tracks. Providing their pursuers did not have any magical tracking abilities, they would be safe enough. He sprinkled the ground behind them with clumps of whatac, a plant he had dried out for this very purpose, having already seeded most of the other tunnels in advance. The entire area was toxic for any animal that tracked with scent. The plant crumbled into a fine dust like a strong, powdered wasabi. Eventually, anything trying to follow them by scent would end up in agony and unable to smell for days. It was unlikely Tony’s men had anything to track them, but it was not worth the risk. 
 
    Susie stirred in Steve’s arms. As they rounded a corner, Steve set her down and she walked alongside him. With her mana nearly full, multiple heals hit Charlotte and in less than a minute, all five were running. 
 
    Charlotte had survived! 
 
    Thank god. 
 
    Finally, they reached the exit. 
 
    The tighter tunnel looked the same as several others, but unlike those, this one exited under a house while the rest were dead ends. Adrian released a colossal breath. They would never be followed. To top off all their precautions, they had a trap ready to flood the exit with Dragon’s Breath potions. Adrian triggered that nasty trap as he left. 
 
    Extracting themselves from the house was easy. Adrian went first and, given the time of the day, he was not surprised to discover that all the occupants were out. They would be out searching for the materials to meet the tax. An imposition that if everything went well, they would not have to pay. 
 
    Emerging, all their communication ear pieces clicked. 
 
    “I can you see bright and clear,” Jamal said quietly. Adrian avoided looking in the direction where Jamal had taken up residence in a small, five-story set of flats. Everyone else looked instinctively towards Jamal. “Very professional, guys,” the older man said. Heads jerked away. 
 
    Adrian would have laughed, but he was too worried about the war they had just declared. 
 
    “I’ll let you know if anyone makes it out your exit. None of the rats have left the tunnels yet.” 
 
    Tony was dead. 
 
    How would the Junta react? Hopefully, it would take them a long time to respond. At the moment, they were blind, and it was not like they had extraordinary detectives to piece together the clues. 
 
    The misdirection they had planned would muddy the waters further. Another thirty-six hours was all they needed. Adrian looked over at his companions, his gaze automatically drawn to the redhead as he recalled the dreams he had stolen. 
 
    He shut those thoughts down. They were hers, and he needed to respect that. 
 
    There was business to attend to. His job was to get to Bruce’s place and place Tony’s body. The others, with his teleporter plate in tow, would head out to the shack they had taken over near Eleni’s base at the golf course. Then, once the Tony misdirection was finished, he would join them to instigate the next step of their plan. While he walked like a lamb into the lion’s den, they would stay nearby, ready to be his backup if anything went wrong. 
 
    There was a click in his ear. “You guys need to move,” Jamal told them. “Standing in the street too long will create suspicion.” 
 
    Adrian knew he needed to lead, but he was still fixated on Charlotte. Their eyes met and she yanked her gaze away in embarrassment. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he told her. 
 
    She studied the earth while her cheeks shifted from pink to red. “Don’t say that,” she instructed without looking up. “You had to do what you had to do to save us.” 
 
    Jules, however, was glaring at him. He shook his head to ward her off. Anything she said would likely to make it worse. 
 
    “My Mind ability is too strong,” he told them. “You guys need to buy protection to stop me doing things accidentally.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Jules asked, eyes blazing. She even took a threatening step forward. 
 
    Adrian ignored her. “The traders will have stuff. Eleni and Tony had amazing defences, but there are cheaper items. I should’ve told you guys earlier.” 
 
    With that, Charlotte looked up, the flush of embarrassment transforming into anger as she finished processing her memories. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I made a mistake.” 
 
    “This is not the time or place,” Susie warned, looking around. 
 
    “No. Why did you—” Charlotte stopped, flustered. She slapped him, moving too fast for even a Shadow Step to evade. 
 
    The sound of the slap elicited looks and winces from all around them. 
 
    “Boys and girls, you’re not being very covert,” Jamal observed. “Let’s hold off the domestics for later.” 
 
    Adrian’s thief skills ran through various memories of what happened when a woman slapped a man. He never realised just how much of the mastery thief stone’s base of knowledge was actually just the observation of intimate and not-so-intimate moments. A catalogue of actions that let him tailor the response to the circumstances. 
 
    “This is an act,” he whispered into the communication device. He threw his hands in the air. “You crazy woman! I should never have lent you the energy,” he yelled. “We are done. I’m out of here.” 
 
    He turned and marched away, mirroring multiple scenes in the memory. Going nowhere specific, just putting distance between himself and Charlotte. Conveniently, he was heading towards the market, which meant he could loop around and approach Bruce’s place on the other side. 
 
    Focusing on the communication device, he dialled it to reach only Charlotte. “Charlotte, I am very sorry.” 
 
    “Wrong person,” Jules said quietly. “I don’t know what you did.” She was whispering so that Charlotte would not overhear. “But let it go. Concentrate on your job and I’ll help you fix this mess later.” 
 
    It went silent. 
 
    Did you— 
 
    There was a pleased hum of acknowledgment. 
 
    You know you’re not supposed to. 
 
    The emotion remained unrepentant. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Maybe Jules and the interface knew best. He should listen to their advice and give her space. Walking briskly in the direction he needed to go. The faster he got to Bruce’s, the better. The boss would have felt Tony’s death. She would know and would scramble to work out what had happened. There would at least be some extra security. 
 
    Moving quickly through the market, he could see the cracks forming. The number of traders had decreased. The lure of money was no longer enough; there was just too much corruption and risk, and so the merchants were fleeing. The location benefit failed to compensate for the cost of bribing guards or surviving the extortion that went with the location. 
 
    The communication clicked on. 
 
    “Clean getaway so far,” Jamal informed them. “Thirteen rats still in the tunnel and one out.” 
 
    Good. Not great until they all gave up the search. Hopefully, when Tony’s body reappeared in a compromised spot, they would abandon the tunnels and come running. 
 
    The moment he had a clean line of sight, the property looked just like he had feared. There was a bubble of activity around both Panayiota’s and Bruce’s guard spots. 
 
    With a face that matched one of the waiters that filled Bruce’s place, he entered via the driveway and straight up the servants’ entrance. The suit that they all had to wear matched the uniform perfectly. The entire outfit had no illusion magic supporting it, and it relied on the oldest skill of acting. He would prefer not to, but he was ready to defend himself and change memories as required. There was no need. No one paid him any attention. 
 
    No one ever did. Servants were usually invisible. 
 
    The hive of activity was around the master suite area and was easy enough to avoid, so he went straight to the junk room that he had scoped out before. Moments later, having effortlessly pierced the security, he shut the door to the storeroom. 
 
    “Ready to bait the trap,” he whispered. 
 
    “Hold off,” Jamal ordered instantly. “I think they’re giving up on searching. Only nine rats left in the tunnel.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” he answered stiffly while moving deeper into the room towards a hiding spot. It was tight, but he could fold himself in after putting down his teleporter plate. The position was not comfortable, but Fade kicked in and the physical discomfort no longer mattered. 
 
    With the time he had, he mentally replayed the events. He did not know why he had plundered Charlotte’s memories. It was immature and foolish. Maybe he just wanted an ego boost. 
 
    Why? 
 
    He wanted to hit himself. So embarrassing. 
 
    Not a whiff of sympathy from the interface. It was practically throwing up its arms and saying, “Don’t look at me! I’m not with him!” 
 
    He blushed, recalling a particular piece of her imagination. Then berated himself for it. 
 
    Regardless, how had it never occurred to him to buy mind protections for his teammates? He didn’t know what was even available until he had seen the tax collectors and then Eleni. He should have said something after those tax collectors. But that was neither here nor there. His real failure was taking advantage of her when she had opened her mind at his desperate request. 
 
    She saved them, and he ruined it. 
 
    Despite his faith in himself, he could imagine succumbing to temptation and abusing the power. He could destroy relationships, build an army, paint himself as a god amongst men if he felt like it. 
 
    Yet the Yanneys’ ability was more powerful, and the justiciar class was not uncommon. The judge back in Wagga could forge similarly binding oaths. He was using it for the community, but he could, in theory, have abused his position just as easily as the Yanneys had. Why did the aliens let this sort of evil fester in their system? 
 
    There was a reason. 
 
    There had to be a reason, and he felt like it must be incredibly obvious. For the life of him, he could not imagine an explanation strong enough that justified letting one insignificant crime family suffocate a whole city. The aliens were neither evil nor incompetent, so this ability had a purpose . . . 
 
    “Operation Bait, the trap is a go.” Jamal’s voice crackled through the connection, interrupting Adrian’s musing and almost making him jump. 
 
    Was this going to work?

  

 
   
    Chapter 62 
 
    Adrian stood up and pulled the two pieces of Tony’s body out of his bag of holding. 
 
    “Bait’s out. Escape chute is deployed.” 
 
    “Roger that,” came Steve’s voice. He was responsible for setting the teleporter on the other side. If Adrian got into trouble, he could skip out with his teleporter and the whole team would be there to defend him. It was a ludicrous precaution, but Susie had insisted on it. Considering that Tony had an astral specialist, it didn’t hurt to be extra prepared. 
 
    “They know,” Jamal said a moment later. “It was like an electric shock. They all spasmed almost simultaneously and then they just turned and faced toward you.” 
 
    “And?” Adrian whispered. 
 
    “They look angry.” 
 
    “Are they going to attack?” Susie asked loudly. They had obviously found a place where they could talk freely. 
 
    This was the confrontation they had been working feverishly to achieve. Would Tony’s remaining guards go after Bruce right away, or would they take a longer approach, investigating and strategizing? The latter would certainly complicate things. 
 
    “I think they’re going to attack,” Jamal said after a significant pause. “A couple of runners ran back to the mansion. The others are checking their armour.” 
 
    “Can you see my location?” Adrian whispered. 
 
    “No,” Jamal said replied, “but when the targets move, I’ll follow. I should be in position to report to you before they engage.” 
 
    Another silence. The anticipation was getting to him. 
 
    “Can you keep talking?” 
 
    “No movement yet. The runners haven’t come back. The primary group has eleven. They look ready.” Another pause. “One runner just came back. He’s carrying a box. He unpacked some round, glowing rocks wrapped in . . . velvet?” 
 
    The badge spat out a uselessly long list of possible matching objects. 
 
    “Any more details?” 
 
    Another long pause. “Okay, I got a look at the yellow rock. It’s sort of like sandstone, a little larger than a golf ball, and has an imprint of a hammer on it. Viking style!” 
 
    The list shrank, but numerous options remained. The colours were the most distinguishing clue. 
 
    “What other colours are there?” 
 
    “There was a blue one. Dark, not glossy at all. Seemed to absorb light. Then there was a washed-out orange one, really pale, almost pastel. That was bigger than the others. The last one is red. Dark red, and it looked like that one glowed a bit, but hard to tell in the sunshine.” 
 
    Trodanic Explosive Stones 
 
    The trodanic stones come in eight varieties, inflicting different elemental effects. Blast radius is a three-metre sphere with even performance over the full area. These are smart bombs. The act of throwing them will arm them to explode at the time and location that statistically results in maximum damage. 
 
    Yellow - Explosive 
 
    Pale Orange - Destabilize rock and nonliving structures 
 
    Deep Orange - Radiant light 
 
    Pale Red - Drain life 
 
    Deep Red - Fire 
 
    Green - Healing (no physical damage) 
 
    Blue - Implosion 
 
    Cost: 18,000 energy each 
 
    “Geez.” The whisper escaped him. 
 
    “What?” Jamal asked. He sounded as professional as ever, but there was an obvious note of alarm. 
 
    “They cost eighteen thousand energy each,” Adrian told him, and Jamal whistled in bewilderment. “How many are there?” 
 
    “Between fifty and sixty. They all got about five each. Second runner is coming back. He’s lugging what looks like our teleportation plates.” 
 
    “I need a lot more details.” 
 
    “They’re solid, metallic. I would say copper, but the colour is off, and there are bright orange swirls in it. Gems appear to be scattered across the plate.” 
 
    “What colour?” 
 
    “Umm . . . dark.” There was a pause. “The sun just hit it and the gems are a lot of different colours. I saw yellow, emerald, and ruby.” 
 
    Yicsnowlege Disruption Plates 
 
    These plates disrupt all mana spells and block external effects generated by equipment. Radius: 15 metres. Duration: 15 seconds. 
 
    Cost 129,000 energy 
 
    Tony had built up an arsenal. 
 
    “Last guy is coming back. Some servants are helping him. It looks like some form of catapult.” 
 
    The badge had already guessed what it was. The image of a disruption plate launcher hung in the air in front of him. 
 
    “Does it have green bands of metal?” 
 
    “Yes.” There was confusion in Jamal’s voice. 
 
    “The badge recognised it. I don’t believe I’m saying this, but these guys might win.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tony set himself up for a war. He thought he might go to war against his brother or one of the other Yanney kids. This arsenal is designed to fight humans. The disruption plates will kill abilities.” 
 
    “The what?” Jamal asked. 
 
    Adrian realised he had neglected to his findings on the metal objects. “Those plates, when triggered, will disrupt magic within fifteen metres. The launcher delivers them safely with some air magic. Then, they throw the balls and blow people up.” 
 
    “Won’t the disruption plates stop the balls?” 
 
    “Only stops the external expression of magic. The bombs are all internal until they explode, and after that, boom. The magic suppression won’t stop a thing. I’m not sure why we didn’t go down this path . . .” 
 
    “Funds.” 
 
    Tucked away in a remote corner of the mansion, Adrian rolled his eyes. They had the funds, but then Jamal had spent it all on building his intelligence empire. One that they were currently using, to be sure, but they should have shopped around more. 
 
    “They’re moving now,” Jamal interrupted. “They threw a sheet over the catapult and that’s it. Six of them carrying it like a coffin.” 
 
    That was pretty apt imagery. 
 
    “What do they look like?” He was not sure why he asked. 
 
    “I’m already moving, so I can’t see them, but they looked . . . fierce. Hell-bent, like everything worth living for had been destroyed before their eyes. To a man, they were crying.” 
 
    Adrian had been around them enough and touched enough of their minds in passing. They did not love their boss. 
 
    “For themselves,” Adrian concluded. 
 
    “Yes.” Jamal sounded puffed. 
 
    “How are you getting down the building?” 
 
    “Abseiling down the lift well.” 
 
    “You’re in a wheelchair.” 
 
    “Arms work just fine, boy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 63 
 
    Adrian bit down on his reflexive comments and instead listened carefully to his surroundings. It would be pretty sloppy to be discovered this late in the game. 
 
    Nothing! 
 
    There was no one moving anywhere near him. 
 
    Adrian thought about Jamal. He had definitely been a spy. Who the hell would think to abseil down the lift well? With a bit of planning and the right gear, it would not be fast, per se, but it would be significantly faster than stairs. Particularly for a legless individual. 
 
    Smart man. By now, Jamal was probably wheeling his way toward Bruce’s mansion, quietly concerned about the hammer coming down. 
 
    “Hey, Jamal?” 
 
    “Hold your horses, kid. I’m still two minutes out.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about blowing your cover?” 
 
    There was laughter on the other side of the connection. “What, you think I’m naïve enough to be zooming down the street in a wheelchair? I wasn’t born yesterday. I’m hitching a ride with some raiders, bringing some substantial carcasses into town. They’re the ones moving quickly and for good reason, too. They want to get out for another hunt before dark.” 
 
    Wow, Jamal was competent. 
 
    It always seemed like he had the answers and the sort of foresight that both Adrian and Steve only managed sometimes, with significant help from their interfaces. Jamal did not have that help, but his planning was usually five steps ahead of theirs. It was clear he was some type of ASIO spy. An Australian Security Intelligence Organisation member, which was probably part of the reason he had joined the mission to free Albury in the first place. Maybe, in Jamal’s mind, the nation of Australia still existed, and he was just doing his job to keep the country safe. 
 
    Whatever the motivation, Adrian was thankful they had him. 
 
    The communication device clicked again. 
 
    “Just looked through the trees,” Jamal said crisply, abandoning his typically calm pace. “Expect an attack in ten seconds.” 
 
    Adrian did exactly that. What else was he to do? His only job was to guard the evidence and prevent it from falling into the Junta’s hands. Remembering the explosives, he scooted back to his initial spot under cover. As cramped as it was, the heavy wood above his head would protect him if the house started crumbling. 
 
    “Disruption plates deployed.” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The entire floor shivered, and some items wobbled off shelves around the room. 
 
    The mansion was best described as four large houses bordering a central garden. By chance, he was almost as far away from the front doors as he could be in the back house, and he still felt the explosions. The entire neighbourhood knew something was going down. 
 
    “Three defenders down at the main entrance,” Jamal observed. “The mana disruption plates are wreaking havoc—” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    That was a big one. 
 
    “Five defenders injured and a fourth down for the count, unless they can heal headless,” Jamal said dispassionately. 
 
    “We do not need that sort of commentary,” Susie said dryly. 
 
    “Aye, madam, no colourful descriptions, but please leave the channel free for operational purposes.” 
 
    “Roger,” Susie said grudgingly. 
 
    “Seven eliminated. Entranceway cleared. Get ready to retreat,” Jamal ordered. 
 
    Adrian was reluctant to leave his protected alcove, but there was something about those instructions that threw him back into his school days and jumping at Mr. Pritchard’s barked orders. Before he even fully processed what was said, he was out of his cubbyhole, ready to scoop up Tony’s body and flee. 
 
    “Hold, Adrian,” Jamal ordered. “We have activity next door. One attacker down. Panayiota’s men just joined the fight on Bruce’s side.” 
 
    Damn it, that was not supposed to have happened. Adhava must have ordered it. 
 
    The explosions paused. 
 
    “Disruption plates deployed.” There were further thumps and Adrian could imagine Tony’s men pitching the missiles at the forces streaming out from the neighbouring estate. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    More explosions, a thundering stream of them. Judging from the vibrations, not one of them had hit the house in which Adrian was hiding. 
 
    “Panayiota just lost six fighters.” Jamal’s voice sounded cheerful. “Tony’s men are being attacked on two fronts now. I don’t think they can survive. Neither of our priority targets have shown up—just their foot soldiers.” 
 
    There was another scattering of explosions, but their frequency was clearly diminishing. 
 
    “Tony’s guys are absolutely brutal. When someone goes down, they bomb them to make sure they stay down. It’s why they’ve got so many kills. They won’t win though, and they’re still not fleeing,” Jamal reported. “Job done. Adrian, leave via the back entrance while they’re distracted. No need to teleport and risk the plate being discovered.” 
 
    “Roger,” Adrian answered. Immediately, he was up and running back toward the servants’ entrance. As he did, his face shifted back to normal. There was no point risking a confrontation with the person he was impersonating. Amidst the panic, no one would check the faces of those deserting the mansion anyway. 
 
    The entire roster of non-oath-sworn staff was fleeing with him. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Adrian exited among the flood, making sure to look scared while he smiled inside. It was all too easy. Once within the market, he ducked between tents and changed his clothes. Two Shadow Steps to confuse any potential pursuers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 64 
 
    “I’m so glad we didn’t fight them head on,” Jamal said quietly. “On my count, Panayiota lost eight and Bruce eleven. All of Tony’s surviving fourteen are now dead. If Panayiota had stayed out of the fight, Bruce himself may well have been killed.” 
 
    “Do you think she was ordered to help?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jamal answered. “She hates her husband.” 
 
    Adrian kept walking in a daze. The careful deception they had planned had come together flawlessly, eliminating one target and hurting the forces of another two. 
 
    Panayiota had not set up a trap, and yet, for the life of him, he could not shake the idea of her knowing. Was she truly unaware of his actions? 
 
    Could she have underestimated them and made a mistake? He remembered the portal and how the fighters rushing in would have turned an easy fight into a slaughter. Did her trap fall apart just because he happened to know how to destroy portals? His paranoia wanted him to believe that to be the case, but there were not thirty people waiting to come through. Only a handful. If a trap had been set, Panayiota’s men would have been there too, but they were only Tony’s. 
 
    She did not know, or she did, and was using him to remove both Tony and her husband. Adrian stopped if he keep going down this rabbit hole he would just spin around in circles. 
 
    Only paranoia. 
 
    That portal mage was a contingency plan that Tony had probably been running since the event started. It had almost been enough, but “almost” in this new reality was irrelevant in matters of life and death. 
 
    Hope for the best while planning for the worst. They would keep going. If Panayiota turned on Bruce, then it had only ever been his paranoia. If they merged into one unit, then the plan was already doomed because at this point Adhava knew everything, and if that was the case, they would not be able to defeat her. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll retreat and merge?” Susie asked over the open channel. 
 
    “Not sure,” Jamal admitted. “However,” he cautioned, “we assume they don’t, because if they consolidate, there’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    “But we need to know if they do,” Susie pointed out. 
 
    “I’ve already organised some eyes to keep track of them.” 
 
    Adrian slowed his panicked walk to a more sedate pace. There was no reason to rush and draw eyes. The crowd was no longer scattering quite as quickly. Initially, people were sprinting to flee the scene, anxiously peeking over their shoulders as they ran. All he had to do then was merge with the locals. Now the area was nearly vacant, leaving only the particularly calm, jaded individuals. Just business as usual. Nonetheless, Adrian still moved with a purpose, like he had somewhere important to be. 
 
    While these people were still oblivious to the upheaval, the quiet would not last. The gossip circles in these towns spread news even faster than Twitter used to. Within an hour, the entire city would buzz about the altercation between the Junta forces. 
 
    If Adrian survived the Eleni poison attempt, then they would continue with their plan. He would spread the rumours of Tony’s death at Bruce’s hand. He would even throw in some eyewitnesses. People that Panayiota could use her class skills to interrogate and, through them, be misled. 
 
    He wondered if Panayiota realised how easy it was for him to manipulate her powers now that he could change a person’s memories. Her class skills were helpless against the manipulation. If she loved Tony, she would blow a gasket when she learnt how badly he had been tortured. 
 
    Panayiota would not be gentle with someone who “witnessed” the brutal murder of her love and failed to intervene. An unreasonable expectation, sure, but she would not care. Jamal would organise the list of victims. He apparently had a list of those who had gone too far since the event. Scapegoats who would deserve whatever Panayiota did to them. While Adrian had private reservations about justice without a trial, he would accept it. There was going to be collateral damage, so this felt like a somewhat ethical compromise. 
 
    “Well done, Adrian,” Jamal said abruptly into the earpiece, breaking his concentration. “Brilliant plan and perfectly executed.” 
 
    “Five more,” Jules said darkly. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Charlotte agreed. 
 
    “For Kozzie,” Jules whispered in a voice so melancholy that it hurt to hear. This horrific duty was for him as well as the town. 
 
    Half an hour later and still in a disguise, Adrian caught up with the others just before they reached the small shack they had repurposed for the Eleni project. Out of an abundance of caution, he hung back to make sure they were not under observation yet. There was no reason to think the Junta had the foresight to implement secret police, but a little safety never hurt. 
 
    Charlotte gave him an odd look and a terse wave. He was obliviously loitering a few metres away from a random stranger. His dupe was a young woman who was tending a vegetable patch in her front yard. Despite his thief instincts encouraging him to ignore Charlotte, he waved back. She offered him a small, friendly smile before turning away. 
 
    Adrian’s earpiece clicked. “Not so sneaky after all,” Charlotte said over the open channel. 
 
    “What?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Adrian is sneaking behind us.” 
 
    Jules, Susie, and Steve looked around, trying to find him. 
 
    “Guys, discretion,” he grumbled. A slight sigh of relief escaped him when his mates finally turned away. They weren’t exactly subtle. 
 
    “Were you the old man, the skinny woman, or the apprentice?” Jules asked. 
 
    “None of them,” Charlotte answered for him. 
 
    “What?” Jules blurted and immediately swivelled towards him once more. “Who?” she asked, audibly perplexed. 
 
    “The boyfriend with the straw hat,” Charlotte answered. 
 
    Jules took another look, and Adrian wanted to throttle her. 
 
    “Who’s the girl?” Susie asked. 
 
    “No idea,” he answered. He stopped to tie his lace and the woman he had been using as cover kept going, moving along the garden bed pulling unwanted weeds and unaware of her role in his ruse. 
 
    After waiting a minute, Adrian followed them into their new safe house to find Maxwell unconscious on the single bed the room contained. Only Jules and Steve were present with Charlotte and Susie were nowhere to be seen. They had probably disappeared out the back, and Jamal of course was still out doing his spy stuff. 
 
    “Do you have a plan for how to get him inside?” Jules asked. Steve, as usual, was already sitting, lost in thought. The small pendant presumably connected to Katie was in his hands. 
 
    “You were bad trying to find me,” he replied to Jules, deliberately ignoring her question. 
 
    Jules just winked at him. “So. The dead weight over there. Do you have a plan?” she repeated. 
 
    “If I’m in character, you don’t look. Don’t blow my cover.” 
 
    She blew him a kiss and then laughed at his frustrated expression. “We’re in the middle of nowhere and no one knows us. It’s fun.” 
 
    He threw his hands up in mock despair. 
 
    “So?” She nodded toward Maxwell once more. Steve continued to stare blankly into space. 
 
    “Yes, I worked out how to get him in last night. I could do it now, but waiting until there are a few more shadows will make it easier. What I don’t know yet is where to stash him when I get there. So I’m going to sneak in now and then stake the place out. I’ll be back in two hours to take Maxwell, and after that, it’s showtime.” 
 
    Susie walked in in time to hear the last bit. 
 
    “What happens if she refuses to see you?” Susie asked. 
 
    Jules groaned. “We’ve been over this.” 
 
    “The only thing we need to worry about is if she orders her guards to kill me. That’s why you guys are here.” 
 
    “We know,” Jules said, waving at the door. “Go do your super-spy stuff.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 65 
 
    The trip back into the estate was easy. A short walk across the golf course, a jump over the impressive-looking but entirely ornamental fence. Once inside, Adrian didn’t even bother to sneak—he was completely alone. He approached the wall and took three shadow steps to the familiar third-floor balcony, used the trinket to enter, and only then did he move cautiously. This time he had a distinct purpose in his movements. He was also safer with his new identification ability that could scan and assess everyone around him for risk. With that, he could avoid doing anything that would trigger their personal defences or protective artifacts. 
 
    However, in reality, it was only Eleni that he needed to watch out for. 
 
    The point of this trip was simple. Work out where to bring Maxwell and, once in, where to stash him. With liberal use of his Mind skills, he could quickly go through the staff, extracting information about Eleni. 
 
    She was a different creature from Tony. 
 
    There was none of the stuffy insistence of cowering respect, nor were there any skeletons in her closest. She was a lot like her ex-husband. Just a junky getting by, but one with a host of loyal servants to source the drugs for her and make sure she would not overdose. She was not inherently evil. She had a generous nature and would help all around. 
 
    Despite that, the badge made it absolutely clear that if they left any of the children or the remaining McDermott brother alive, they would lose against Adhava easily. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Shake of the head. 
 
    The reason was surprisingly mundane. If Adhava summoned the kids, they would come running and bring all the normal guards along with them. That would be an overwhelming force. Even gentle Eleni would be compelled to protect the matriarch. 
 
    That all made sense, but no matter how hard he queried, the second bit did not. Why couldn’t they kill her before the army arrived? It was a mystery, and no number of creative questions could get the badge to offer anything useful. It was just taken as a fact that they could not take her down that fast. It did not seem to make logical sense, given how quickly they had killed Tony, for example. 
 
    Faith. 
 
    That was what it came down to. Faith or trust. He either had it or he did not, and if he did, then Eleni needed to die. 
 
    After gathering the information, it was clear enough that Eleni would take Max to the main dining room, and that was the space he focused on. She loved the place, and it was where she took all guests. Adrian immediately walked into the area and was pleased to discover, two doors down, a laundry with a convenient space under the sink. Better still, it had been abandoned since the event, so the chances of accidental discovery were near zero. 
 
    Job done, he left, happy that it had taken almost an hour less than he had feared. 
 
    “You’re early,” Jules stated the moment that he arrived at their shack. Once more, there was no sign of Charlotte, and he wanted to check on her. “There’s a spot outside for you to do your training.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on—” 
 
    She pinched her fingers towards her thumb as way of saying, Just shut up. “Go out back and train.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “If you don’t want to do your meditation, I’m happy to do some sparring practice,” Jules then offered in a dangerous voice. 
 
    “Is this about . . .” he started. 
 
    Once more, a warning finger came up. “Maybe we should spar,” she threatened, getting to her feet. 
 
    “Go train,” Steve said without looking up from the book he had quietly started reading at some point. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    Adrian took a deep breath, swallowing his frustration. Their bonds from fighting monsters together surpassed this petty drama. He would play nice, and it would pass. 
 
    Two hours later, both slightly stronger and more agile, and with no broken bones, he collected Maxwell and took him to the extravagant palace. Maxwell needed a lot of help to get over the wall and, with only a bit of dream manipulation, they waltzed through the grounds to the downstairs door that he had prepared on his way out. Then, with his mind threads providing an early warning system, he went straight to the laundry. 
 
    In the end, the precautions were unnecessary. It was a big house, and they ran into no one. Once there, he handed Maxwell another potion, and then sadly packed him into the cupboard. 
 
    Poor, oblivious man. 
 
    Adrian would do what was required, but not without the dreaded ache of guilt. Maxwell was in a dreamless state. 
 
    He hesitated. It felt too cold. With his mind powers, he shifted Max from a world of nothingness into a sweet dream. Letting the man relive that six-month period when he and Eleni were happy without the all-consuming need for drugs. Pushing the man’s memories back to when they had been true sweethearts. Maxwell would die having just re-experienced the best moments of his life. 
 
    Adrian wiped a tear from his eyes. Such a waste. 
 
    Kozzie. 
 
    He wished that kid had not died. Adrian wanted to break things, but those thief memories grabbed the emotions and shoved them deep down where they couldn’t influence him. 
 
    Finally, having stuffed him into the cupboard, he dug out the glue Jamal had purchased for him from his bag of holding to seal the door. 
 
    No one was going to be accidentally opening it now. Better still, when he was ready to spring the man out, all it would require was a precise Flame Spout, and the glue would evaporate away and leave no trace. With his level of control, he was confident that even the paint on the door frame would not blister. 
 
    Slinking out, Adrian felt like a shit. 
 
    Jack, Maxwell, and even Charlotte. He was a user. It was a shitty mantra, but it was what he was doing: A little evil for a better world. It was not a saying that rolled off the tongue, but that was by design. He wanted the words to grate; he wanted to force himself to savour the crap sandwich that he was serving. “A little evil for a better world.” 
 
    How many dictators had ruled under similar principles? Did they even realise the point when that “little evil” grew too vast? Dictators who built a personal heaven until most of the people were kicked over into hell . . . 
 
    That was what he feared most. 
 
    His nightmare was never seeing Emily again, yet it had morphed into “What would I do if she was gone, just like Kozzie?” 
 
    Biting his cheek, he wanted to scream. 
 
    Why me, and what the fuck am I becoming? 
 
    Yet, like a sociopath, he walked through someone else’s mansion more invisible than a ghost. No one could possibly detect an inkling of his presence. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 66 
 
    Reaching their hiding spot, Adrian started to go inside, but Susie, perched comfortably on the porch, stopped him. “There’s room to change in the shed. Steve cleared it earlier.” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Don’t,” Susie whispered. “Don’t play the victim. She needs space.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “You did something.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I don’t want details, but”—she pointed at the shed—“give her space.” 
 
    He did as instructed. Getting into the Maxwell character was unpleasant. Twitches everywhere, awkward hand spasms, and rapidly blinking eyes. 
 
    This time, there was no stealth. He went straight to the front door. 
 
    “Eleni! ELENI!” He yelled her name at the top of his lungs, making a scene. 
 
    The single guard looked alarmed initially, then annoyed. On the twelfth time Adrian screamed, the guard hustled over to the door. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    Adrian pretended to cower under the aggression. “I—I’m her husband,” he stuttered. 
 
    “She doesn’t want to see you.” 
 
    “Maybe, but she wants to see this.” He waved the vial in front of the guard’s eye. The man went to snatch it, but Adrian deftly pulled it out of his reach. Conveniently, that was not at all out of character. Maxwell was dexterous with keeping his drug stash to himself. 
 
    “Nope! Her eyes only.” 
 
    The guard hesitated, anxiety brimming in his eyes. “Piss off,” he snapped finally. “You ain’t seeing her.” 
 
    “ELENI!” 
 
    The guard’s fist blurred forward, and Adrian planted himself there as Maxwell would, with no Shadow Evasion to help. All the air was blown out of him and he collapsed, wheezing helplessly on the ground. No acting was required. Regeneration leapt to assist him, but he shooed it away. 
 
    The guard straightened back up, rolling his shoulders. “Shove off.” 
 
    Adrian recovered only slightly faster than Maxwell would have. He needed to get things moving and hopefully resolved while this guard was the only one in the picture. A Mind of 2.6 was susceptible to his skills. 
 
    “Eleni! Eleni!” He let desperation bleed into his voice. A whiny pleading like the cliché druggy Maxwell was. 
 
    The man rolled his eyes as he towered over the crumpled Adrian. “Do I have to mess you up as bad as Tony did to get the message across?” he spat. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    Just then, the glass doors leading to the master bedroom opened, and Eleni came out. 
 
    Level 23 Divine Protector 
 
    This class provides automatic party heals, limited direct healing, and many party buffs. 
 
    Adrian’s jaw almost hit the floor when he read description. Luckily, it was exactly the right reaction for Maxwell. His mouth hung open. That class was very much a crash course in how to turn a useless junkie into a valuable asset. 
 
    “You look radiant,” he croaked while trying to wrangle his emotions. 
 
    Is the class a problem? 
 
    Absolute silence greeted him. Even the badge refrained from running its calculations or shoving information at him. Of course, the class was not an issue, out of all the things out there. If it was, he would have known it throughout the planning process. Apart from Adhava’s, Adrian knew all the Junta classes. 
 
    The sound of slow clapping echoed in the air. 
 
    Adrian looked around, confused, as there was no one there. A little snicker from the interface and he understood he had been played. No harm, no foul. Maxwell getting startled by non-existent noises was hardly new. 
 
    Adrian put on Maxwell’s most winning grin. “I found something special,” he crowed, holding up the vial. 
 
    The guard tried to snatch it, and once again Maxwell deftly avoided the grab. 
 
    “What is it?” Eleni called down. 
 
    “The trippiest shit ever,” he said proudly. “I wanted to try it with you. But, damn . . . I could just sit here and look at you for a while longer.” 
 
    The words almost made him want to vomit, but he persisted. 
 
    Eleni might have once been good looking, if you liked aquiline noses and angular faces, but years of drug abuse had aged her. She smiled, and Adrian caught a glimpse of how radiant she might have looked if not for the drugs. 
 
    A little evil for a better world, Adrian reminded himself. Eleni was just an obstacle to get over. The class still troubled him slightly. It was not what he had expected from a train wreck of a person. He guessed her mum had helped her select it. 
 
    “You found me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t stay away, chickums,” Adrian said. 
 
    “Eleni,” the guard warned, “you were told to avoid him.” 
 
    “Alfred.” Eleni’s voice was sharp. “You are sworn to me. You are to do everything you can to ensure my brothers-in-law do not find out about Maxwell’s visit.” Her speech carried a surprisingly commanding tone. Alfred straightened, his face going tight. It was very similar to Jules in berserker mode, like he was no longer fully in control of his actions. “If word gets back to my brother, I will consider it a mortal failure.” 
 
    A bead of sweat ran down Alfred’s face. Adrian could see the panic in his eyes. Alfred turned and rushed inside, presumably to carry out his mistress’s command. Adrian glanced up at Eleni and saw cruelty in her expression. There it was—the family resemblance he expected. 
 
    Once the guard was out of sight, she shifted her attention back to Maxwell with narrow eyes and a tight-lipped grin. “Get your ass up here, Maxey.” 
 
    She spun and vanished through the balcony doors, peeking over her shoulder at him as she went. The massive villa might have looked deserted, but he could see multiple eyes assessing him. Adrian sauntered forward like he owned the place. As long as he was on Eleni’s good side, he sort of did own it. 
 
    “Good sir,” he said extravagantly to a gnarled older man, presumably the butler. The man’s eyes widened as he seemed to worry whether more of Eleni’s old druggy friends were on the way. Then Adrian promptly let himself get lost and was poking around in the servants’ quarters when Eleni found him. 
 
    “No, silly,” the woman exclaimed behind him. 
 
    Adrian spun to face her, wearing a confused look. “I thought we could get started in your bedroom.” 
 
    “You’re so cute. I’m the boss.” 
 
    “You’re too gorgeous to be a boss, chickums.” 
 
    Eleni blushed. “Always such a sweet talker, Maxey.” 
 
    He kissed her, letting Maxwell’s memories guide him. He wrapped his arms tighter around her and she broke away, panting. 
 
    It’s just an act. 
 
    That reminder was the only thing that held back his expression of disgust. Her face was flushed. 
 
    “What did you bring me?” 
 
    He handed the vial across. 
 
    “Oh, Mist of Oblivion. Sounds dreamy. Come on, let’s go have dinner. We can have this after.” She tucked the vial away in a pocket. 
 
    “Maybe one dose before dinner.” 
 
    “No!” She was stern. It was like when she had wanted to cook chicken soup, despite his protests. She had gone right ahead, boiling parts of the packaging too. Adrian internally shook that memory away. Now was not the time to relate to that disaster. 
 
    Soon enough, he found himself in the formal dining room. It was claustrophobic, despite being sized to seat thirty. Stuck in Maxwell’s skin cuddling up near her, taking every excuse to touch her lightly. Using the variety of special nicknames he had extracted from Maxwell’s memories. Silently stressing over what they were about to do. 
 
    If he died, he died. He was still going to risk it. If he lost his fingers, his regeneration, or more strength and vitality, then he would still have magic. All that mattered was that Adhava was stopped. Emily would be crushed if he perished here, and when she got royalties, she would know. The thief skills crunched down the tsunami of emotions brewing in him. 
 
    He smiled, probably manically, but that was in character. 
 
    Feed Eleni the poison, switch places with Maxwell, and get through the portal. His job was to make sure that Maxwell was blamed for accidentally or deliberately killing his ex-wife. 
 
    Eleni cheekily produced the vial. “I bet you’ve been looking forward to this.” 
 
    “Yes.” He almost jumped up and down in genuine excitement. It was an exit and these two were too handsy for forty-year-olds. There was only so much longer he could pretend to like her groping. 
 
    “Go,” he encouraged her, generously offering her the first dose. 
 
    Fucking pathway. 
 
    “I couldn’t think of going first,” he protested. “You made such a lovely meal.” 
 
    She blushed. “Do you remember the chicken soup?” 
 
    The smile vanished from his face. “I never want to remember that again.” 
 
    She laughed in delight. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    That tone once more, that steel that she must have learnt from her family. The impetuous eternal child. She would throw a temper tantrum to cower an army. A simple word delivered with a finality. 
 
    “If you insist, chickums.” 
 
    He took the vial and examined it. 
 
    Holding it up to the light. 
 
    This was it. Number four. 
 
    He held the vial up half a second too long. It was out of character. It was Adrian staring at the red liquid instead of Maxwell. The break from character went unnoticed. Eleni was hardly the sharpest tool. 
 
    A ten percent chance of death, an almost one hundred percent certainty of being damaged. Twisting the vial so the depths of the liquid sparkled in the light. It certainly looked magical enough to be something called Mist of Oblivion. 
 
    He remembered her brief look of cruelty towards Alfred. He was doing the right thing. She was so self-absorbed. Not only did she not care about others, but she also enjoyed their pain. Under that endearing smile, she was still a Yanney. 
 
    Lowering the smile, he grinned brightly. “To us, chickums.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 67 
 
    He flipped open the vial, taking a sip. It was bitter. 
 
    “Bad taste,” Adrian muttered, handing the vial over. Taste did not matter in the slightest, of course. They both went to extreme lengths for a hit. 
 
    Already his mind was reaching out toward the real Maxwell, waking him from his slumber, inserting the memories of their dinner together. If Maxwell survived the poison, everything he said needed to align with the fabrication Adrian was spinning. 
 
    The druggy dupe. 
 
    Eleni took the potion and held it up to the light, just like he had. 
 
    Hurry up! He felt like screaming at her. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he said instead, putting the pleasure in the words. 
 
    Eleni smiled. “Is it good?” 
 
    Was that smile predatory? 
 
    His paranoia was out of control. 
 
    “I . . .” He feigned euphoria. Through half-open eyes, he watched as she smiled and took a big gulp. 
 
    “Hey,” Adrian exclaimed, grabbing the vial. “Easy.” 
 
    “What’s your problem?” she snapped. “I’m getting fucked up.” 
 
    “Too much is dangerous.” 
 
    She waved that away. 
 
    Adrian could already feel the poison spreading, the weakness setting in. 
 
    “I’m not feeling anything,” Eleni complained. She was still oblivious. Adrian’s fingertips were tingling. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Her voice was frantic behind him. 
 
    “Whoa, this is the good shit!” he yelled back, stumbling and forcing the door open. 
 
    Flame Sprout. 
 
    The tingling pain was getting worse. Maxwell pushed himself out of the cupboard firmly under Adrian’s control. All his veins were burning. Eleni had taken a bigger dose. They were out of time. Shoving the vial into Maxwell’s hands. He could barely force his fingers to let go. The only thing still sharp was his Mind skills. Maxwell was under perfect control. 
 
    Adrian encouraged him to try some more Mist of Oblivion. There was not much there, potentially not enough to kill him. It did not matter; in some ways, it would be better if Maxwell survived because then he could be interrogated and spill the facts that it was all just him, well, being an idiot and with the false memories implanted, they would not suspect a thing. 
 
    Maxwell licked the vial clean. The lure of a fix overrode the disgusting taste. Mind instruction complete, Maxwell stumbled back towards the dining room. 
 
    Eleni screamed in agony. 
 
    Adrian felt like joining her, but he had enough practice of enduring pain to shrug it off. He would not let a moment of weakness cost them this deception. Two males screaming would give the game away. 
 
    Get out. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    A Band-Aid over a bullet wound. 
 
    Adrian could no longer feel his fingers. Hopefully, that did not mean they had dropped off. If he left behind evidence that gave away their charade, Adrian would scream properly. 
 
    There was blood trickling out of his nose and some fluid, hopefully tears, from his eyes. 
 
    The teleport plate was under some old towels on the floor. He stepped on them and activated its magic. The energy washed over him, disorientating him. 
 
    He fell. 
 
    Nothing hurt, but Adrian couldn’t move. Magic energy was rolling over him. It reminded him of the feather. 
 
    He felt himself slipping into a deep sleep. 
 
    With a jerk, he woke up lying on a bed with Jaracol staring at him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 68 
 
    The alien face looked down upon him. It was a hospital ward, but the beard was a big, soft, luxurious queen bed with a wooden headboard. 
 
    “What?” Adrian asked in confusion. 
 
    “Oh, I thought it was obvious. You are between life and death.” 
 
    “Am I going to . . .” 
 
    “Die?” Jaracol finished for him. “It’s still a little hazy, but your odds have improved a lot over the last few minutes.” 
 
    “I’m going to live?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    That was not reassuring. He was scrambling mentally. “I need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Relax,” Jaracol ordered. “We have time.” Jaracol then made a quacking noise while flapping his arms up and down. An hourglass appeared, with sand slowly dropping through it. “At least that much.” 
 
    Adrian’s panic receded slightly. It looked like hours. 
 
    “Can you talk?” 
 
    “Well, clearly I can,” Jaracol started and then trailed off under Adrian’s angry glare. “Yes, it is safe,” the interface admitted. 
 
    “Then WHY?” Why allow mind control and oath-binding was what he meant, though he knew he did not need to say that out loud. 
 
    “You know these questions are better answered if you work them out yourself.” 
 
    “Does that mean you won’t tell me?” he challenged instead. 
 
    “Tell? No, I will not tell. Guide, maybe.” There was a long silence. Jaracol nodded towards the antique timepiece. 
 
    “Mind control must serve a purpose,” Adrian started tentatively. 
 
    “Correct,” Jaracol agreed with a crisp, business-like voice. “I have read the academic papers.” 
 
    “You’ve read the papers.” Jaracol froze in response. He had let something slip. “So you’ve not experienced it?” 
 
    “I was not personally involved in any tests with the abilities blocked.” Adrian was sure he picked up a self-satisfied smile on the alien features. Even here, Jaracol had to resort to games. Despite what Adhava had done, Jaracol supported the system. It was a humbling reminder that there was more happening than he could comprehend. “I don’t think I can guide you any further.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Rules. Just work through the problem. It’ll do you good.” More weird eye movements. “While we’re here, I need to share some stuff. You have been unconscious for three hours. Things happened.” 
 
    There was the distinctive click of the long-range communication gear and the room around him vanished but not the bed. He was outdoors, lying on a four-poster bed with a meadow around him hills in the distance and even a lake to his right. 
 
    “I take it you guys were successful,” Jamal’s drawling, disembodied voice echoed from above. 
 
    “What?” Jules exclaimed. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    She was talking, but even Adrian could hear the stress in her voice. She was fazed by very little. 
 
    “How’s Adrian?” Jamal asked compassionately, switching topics. 
 
    “Still alive.” Susie’s voice was tight with worry. 
 
    “He stumbled through a couple minutes ago,” Jules answered. 
 
    The skies above him were momentarily silent. 
 
    “I hope he pulls through.” Jamal’s abrupt, booming voice made Adrian jump. The words were soft and thoughtful, but so loud that they vibrated in his chest. “Regarding the plan, so far everything is working as expected. They reacted instantly.” 
 
    “That’s how you knew?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jamal continued, switching to professional mode. “Adhava suspects foul play but has not confirmed it. She summoned Joshua back to her and dispatched investigators to figure out what happened. This is important. You guys need to get the teleporter plate back.” 
 
    “On it,” Steve declared. 
 
    “Adrian said that he was using the laundry room near the main bedroom,” Jules said. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Jamal corrected. “You barging in there is just as bad as leaving the plate. A couple of old friends of mine are going to visit you in a few minutes. They will dress you up to look the part, and then you can pretend to be a scavenger robbing the place blind.” 
 
    “What about the guards?” Jules asked. For some reason, her voice sounded far away from the others. Like she was speaking from the horizon as opposed to the clouds above his head. 
 
    “They all committed public seppuku the moment Eleni died.” 
 
    “And you’re sending your guys to rob it?” Jules continued. 
 
    Why was Charlotte so quiet? 
 
    “No.” Jamal’s voice thundered above him. “No,” he repeated more calmly. “Just assets I had in the area. They don’t even know about the resistance.” 
 
    “That’s cold,” Jules told him, and Adrian understood that these “assets” would be hunted down and killed. Jamal was sacrificing them. His entire party recognised that. 
 
    “It’s war.” 
 
    The voices faded to silence. Adrian looked straight at Jaracol. 
 
    “These conversations actually happened?” 
 
    “Yes, while you were unconscious.” 
 
    “And you heard them.” 
 
    “Because I was not having a nap,” Jaracol said with barking laughter. 
 
    Adrian pressed again. “What about the mind powers?” 
 
    A shake of the head. “I’ve already shared enough. There is more,” Jaracol said, looking up at the sky. 
 
    “Can—” 
 
    “Got it.” Steve’s voice crashed over him, drowning out his words. Steve was in Jamal’s house and using the communication network. 
 
    Can you make the voices quieter? 
 
    “Great,” Jamal chirped. The voice had risen in volume, if anything. “Now you need to extract yourself. Climb over the wall towards the golf course. When you reach the house on the other side, I have someone who will help cover your tracks.” 
 
    Another lull. He was tempted to ask him to lower the volume again but was worried that if he did, the result would be burst ear drums. 
 
    “Another,” Jaracol said quietly. 
 
    “Jamal, are you still there?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Umm . . .” Jamal sounded distracted. “Just a moment.” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “Okay, you have my attention,” Jamal said. “How’s Adrian?” 
 
    “Alive. Thank you for the extra healers.” 
 
    “Ahh, I thought they might be needed. Charlotte was pretty insistent. She even told me that without my legs, I can’t outrun her.” 
 
    “I did not!” Charlotte protested playfully. 
 
    “Is he pulling through?” 
 
    “We think so?” Susie answered, but her voice sounded exhausted or broken. “But he’s lost . . .” She trailed off. 
 
    My fingers? 
 
    Jaracol’s head bobbed in agreement. Adrian grimaced as he wondered whether his regeneration was gone, too. At least he would not be useless. He would still have his brains and magic. If Jamal could save the operation in his state, not everything was lost. 
 
    “Good,” Jamal said simply, but he was perceptive enough that he must have noticed the pain in Susie’s response. “I have another update. Adhava called Bruce and Panayiota separately. She did three things. She flat-out asked whether they had anything to do with Tony’s death or any of the others. She then ordered Bruce and Panayiota to protect the other for the next twenty-four hours and have the two top lieutenants report immediately to her. The plan is still live. Panayiota described Tony as her soulmate, and Adhava insisted Bruce was innocent.” 
 
    “If she’s asking questions, then we’re already screwed,” Charlotte said, worried. “Then Adrian’s sacrifice will be for nothing.” 
 
    “He is still alive,” Susie reiterated tiredly. 
 
    “But—” Charlotte stammered. 
 
    “He’s still alive,” Jules repeated. “Injuries can be healed and his could be worse.” 
 
    What the hell has happened to me? 
 
    Jaracol raised a hand, and the voices stopped. 
 
    “Adrian, you are only here because you are on the verge of death. You did a very brave thing with very real consequences. You are not in a movie. You gambled, and nature does not give a shit that your purpose was noble. And since we’re talking”—he lowered his voice—“I think you only survived because of what happened with the feather.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It hardened you enough to let you survive.” 
 
    “The feather?” 
 
    “I’m trying to work out whether the damn plant planned this.” 
 
    “No way,” Adrian objected. The plant was new to the world; it would not have had the data. 
 
    “I agree. But if it had been here since the start of the event, then it was definitely within the plant’s capability.” 
 
    “What?” Shock ran through him. 
 
    Jaracol looked at him quizzically. “Oh, you think very superficially sometimes. You know the wyrm.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, that was Class 3. The plant, unimpeded, is borderline Class 1.” 
 
    It was stationary! How could something that was rooted in place be that powerful? Maybe if its psychic abilities were that strong? 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a great question,” Jaracol agreed. “You facing that thing with its full psychic abilities would be like facing a full-strength wyrm without the use of magic. As for its intentions, I was sure it wanted to kill you, but now I’m not so certain. It’s definitely on humanity’s side.” 
 
    Adrian glanced at the hourglass, which was emptying rapidly. Jaracol clicked his fingers. 
 
    There were brief sounds of Charlotte crying before the connection was cut. 
 
    “Adrian will heal,” Jamal said smoothly. “As for the investigation, I have that covered.” He sounded almost gleeful. “We intercepted Sav, abducted him, and partially removed his mark. Bruce knows he’s alive, but he doesn’t know where he is. Rumours were already spreading that Sav was involved, and him disappearing like this will be proof.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s enough evidence?” Jules asked. There were faint sobs. “Charlotte, it’s okay,” Jules reassured softly before her device clicked off. 
 
    “It will work,” Jamal confirmed. “We have to wait for the twenty-four hours to pass and maybe longer for Joshua to leave to his farm, but then it’s game on.” 
 
    The voices faded away. 
 
    “I know you have lots of questions and doubts,” Jaracol told him. “But I want to remind you that interfaces, traders, loot chests, quests, classes, and skills are all there to help humans survive. There is a reason for everything. That is the global system, but on a personal level, I am on your side, and I know sometimes I’m an arse.” Lots of barking laughter. “But I have seen countless races fail, and I cope in my own way. I promise you this: I will respect your choices and do everything I can to help you. All interfaces look after their host.” He sounded surprisingly genuine. 
 
    Jaracol’s eyes drifted down to the hourglass; it was nearly empty. 
 
    “Hopefully, we never meet again.” 
 
    Now, Adrian was unsure whether the long speech was heartfelt or just a delaying tactic to avoid having to answer more questions. In any case, it was too late. The peaceful setting dissolved away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 69 
 
    Adrian stirred. 
 
    He had survived, and there was no pain. The burning agony had mostly faded, but he did not want to open his eyes to see the damage. 
 
    How should I do this? 
 
    Surprisingly, Adrian’s interface started flashing. It had been a long time since Jaracol had communicated like this. 
 
    He clicked the glowing tab. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration. 
 
    Relief washed through him, followed by confusion. If troll regeneration still existed, why was Charlotte so upset? He clicked through. 
 
    Minor Troll Regeneration - Broken 
 
    Enhanced Inherent Healing 
 
    •Minor wounds close within 20 seconds. No longer functioning 
 
    •Major wounds will close in 95 206 seconds. 
 
    •Major injuries will heal in 280 600 seconds. 
 
    •All limbs will regenerate in 1100 440,000 seconds. For those who only got a C- in year 12 mathematics, that is approximately 5 days. 
 
    Inherent healing has been recalibrated at 3.5 on the standard scale for minor wounds. 
 
    Adrian rolled his eyes at the sarcastic detail, but he still sighed in relief. He did not bother checking his physical condition. Regeneration still held; even if he lost his legs, unlike Jamal, he would walk in five days’ time, and while minor wounds would no longer close almost instantly, the stuff that mattered had only been reduced in effectiveness by sixty percent or so. It could have been a lost worse for major wounds his regeneration would still patch him back together. What else happened? 
 
    Agility --- now 1.35 (-0.3 temporary, +.1 item) --- Minus 0.3 from poison. Plus 0.1 from meditation, Minus 0.3 from lack of toes --- Population - 1.24 
 
    Strength --- now 1.02 (+.03) --- Minus 0.3 from poison. Plus 0.1 (Training and meditation) --- Population - 1.09 (+.01) 
 
    Vitality --- now 2.15 (+.2) --- Plus 0.2 from poison --- Population - 1.26  (+.01) 
 
    Pathway of Poison Resistance – 67% (+15%) 
 
      
 
    Strength. 
 
    Vitality up. 
 
    Poison resistance pathway. 
 
    The statistics flashed up. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    It was good news, nowhere near as bad as he was expecting. Four standard attribute points in the greater scheme of things were nothing. Especially as they had been split between all the physical skills. Given his training advantage, it would only take a couple of days to recover. 
 
    That spread of losses could not have been by accident. Additionally, for the regeneration to have maintained the most major abilities, even weakened, was unusual. Losing points in Agility and Strength was short-term pain. In the long run, this would not hinder him whatsoever. 
 
    You cheated. 
 
    Amusement and agreement welled up from the interface. 
 
    It was all going to be okay. Breathe. 
 
    “He’s awake!” Charlotte yelled in excitement. 
 
    He opened his eyes despite his subtle yearning for a few more moments of peace. The first thing he realised was that they were back in their house and not the shack near the golf course. 
 
    Charlotte was above him, followed by Jules and Susie. 
 
    “Are you all here?” he croaked. 
 
    “Yes,” Charlotte told him. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “About ten in the morning,” Jamal called out from across the room. There was a buzz of noise in the room. 
 
    “Did Steve make it out?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jamal said, “so you were not as dead to the world as you seemed.” 
 
    “I remember snatches,” he started. He wanted to see the damage. He attempted to raise his hands to look at them, but Jules caught them. 
 
    “There’s something we need to tell you,” Jules said, avoiding eye contact. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he promised. 
 
    Carefully raising his arms up, he stared in shock. The left hand had nubs instead of fingers. It looked like someone had lobbed them off at the first knuckle, while his right arm only ended at the wrist. 
 
    Susie tried to offer solutions. “I’ll get to level sixty and—” 
 
    “I still have regeneration.” He didn’t look up from his hands. They had felt numb, but he had not realised that the actual digits were missing. He wiggled his left fingers, and the stubs moved. 
 
    “If you had regeneration, you would have fingers already,” Jules told him. “It was broken by the poison.” 
 
    “Regeneration is still working; it’s just been nerfed through the floor. What are my feet like?” He tried wiggling his toes, but nothing happened. 
 
    “You have a partial big toe.” Jules told him. 
 
    Sitting up, he shifted the bed cloth off to have a look. The feet looked similar to the hands, but half the length of each toe was pink, new skin. 
 
    “Is it better than it was?” he asked his friends. There was no need for the question as the surprised expression on their faces said more than words could. “Like I said, my regeneration is still there, just slow.” 
 
    Adrian tentatively rolled out of bed. Several hands tried to reach out and support him, but they were unneeded. Apart from the physical maiming, he was already back to perfect health. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Adrian protested good-naturedly. “What did I miss?” he asked Jamal. 
 
    The older man quickly recounted everything that Jaracol had already shared with him. 
 
    “So you need me to get to Sav and start implanting memories.” 
 
    Jamal nodded, a pleased expression on his face. 
 
    “And then we have someone loyal to Panayiota capture him and allow her to extract everything out of him?” Adrian made a point of holding eye contact with Jamal. “And you’re sure this will work?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely. You have no idea what I could’ve done pre-event if I could insert memories.” 
 
    “So evil,” Jules exclaimed from across the room with approval. “I love it.” She clapped her hands. 
 
    “We get ready now, and when Joshua gets into an exposed position, we move,” Adrian concluded, with a thought, he was dressed in his armour. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 70 
 
    Macca, the man Jamal enlisted to lead him, was a gruff, hunter type. He preferred silence, and they treaded out of Albury as a couple of long-term hunters going out to kill Alpha creatures to meet the energy tax. They were a dime a dozen in Albury. 
 
    “I’m here for security,” Macca said in his squeaky voice. “If they see anyone coming that they don’t expect, then they terminate the asset.” 
 
    “Are you a spook?” 
 
    Macca laughed harshly. “I was a fuckin’ dentist.” 
 
    Adrian reassessed his companion. That life was gone. He had adapted to be as rough-and-tumble as the next man. 
 
    “I was a white-collar project manager.” 
 
    Macca grunted in response and fell back to the silence. 
 
    When they reached the farmhouse, there were five guards. Sav was contained with both chains and magic ornaments, which were very similar to Adrian’s training materials. 
 
    “The mouth guard stays in at all times.” 
 
    Level 18 Chi Warrior 
 
    The chi warrior class uses internal energy to enhance physical skills. 
 
    Mind 3.5 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Adrian promised, sitting down next to Sav. 
 
    The number of magical restricting bands threading around both arms and legs made sense. A chi warrior would have explosive strength and speed. The fact that Jamal had intercepted and drafted him on such short notice was incredible. Just like the spy objects he had placed into the key areas of both Panayiota’s and Bruce’s houses, that let him eavesdrop on their plans. Stuff Adrian knew Jamal had purchased with the wyrm windfall. 
 
    Jamal somehow had managed all this himself, without Adrian’s skills. No legs, no interface, just sheer brilliance. While they had focused on a single path, he had been spinning off an entire contingency plan. He had saved them. If Sav had reached Adhava, the whole charade would have been over. All the misdirection in the world would have failed if Adhava had extracted the truth from him. 
 
    The Mind level of 3.5 was a problem, but not one that couldn’t be surmounted. He pulled the parcel Jamal had given him from his bag of holding. Awkwardly, he tried to open it and failed. Annoyed at himself, he switched to telekinesis and undid the knot with his magic. There were a series of vials and needles inside. 
 
    Another look at his stubby hands. There was no way that he could do this by himself, and he was not sure his telekinesis skills were advanced enough to use plunger needles in enemy targets. 
 
    “Hey, Macca,” he called out. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You said you were a dentist. Any experience giving injections?” 
 
    Macca came over. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need to inject this stuff into Sav.” 
 
    Macca flipped through the bottles in front of him. There were five in total. Four looked like they just contained water, and the fifth had a blue tint. There was also a nasty-looking, thick syringe and a host of other medical needles. The bulky contraception and liquids were clearly purchased from the trader with the other goods included because, frankly, that giant needle appeared almost unusable pre-event. 
 
    This was the difference between pre-Alpha and post-Alpha technology. Now, everything had to be produced by hand. At least until someone built new production lines, something he was sure was already happening in Wagga. Macca quickly picked up the vials and checked their labels. 
 
    “Which ones?” he said after a moment. 
 
    “I thought we would experiment.” 
 
    Macca snorted, and then, before Adrian could object, he was injecting one of the chemicals into Sav. What followed felt to Adrian a lot like torturing someone. The substances Jamal had collated were all designed to lower the Mind skill. Two were hallucinogens. One made the subject itch uncontrollably, another created waves of pins and needles, and the last plunged Sav into his memories. When Adrian sampled them, many were not pleasant. 
 
    After five hours had passed spent adjusting doses and measuring the impact, they could sustain Sav at a Mind level of around two, which was well below what was required. 
 
    Adrian began his work, the scrap paper where Jamal had jotted down the story he needed to construct lying there for him to follow. Jamal was clearly an evil genius who, luckily, was not trying to destroy the world. 
 
    Adrian worked through each point in order. 
 
    Bruce ordered Sav to work out what Bruce wanted done before explaining the constraints placed upon him by his oath to Adhava. 
 
    Sav spent hours talking to the trader, looking for a solution to allow him to understand what his boss truly wanted. 
 
    He purchased a potion called Truth Serum Haze. 
 
    The badge popped up at that name and listed the properties. It was a potion designed to get around secrecy oaths, providing that was what the recipient wanted. It was dual-layered. Not only could they say what they desired when under the influence, but they would forget the conversation afterwards. If Sav had put this plan together himself, then it would have been a cunning plan to extract the secret desires of his boss. After all, like with him and Panayiota, if Bruce did not remember, he could not confess under interrogation. She could ask, but he could deny ever giving the order. 
 
    Where had Jamal found the time to discover this potion? How many hours had he sat interrogating a trader to learn all this? 
 
    Adrian consulted the next paragraph of the instructions. Jamal had small, precise writing. With a shrug, he descended back into the bound man’s mind. 
 
    Sav gave the potion to Bruce, and then his boss had broken down sobbing as he revealed his secret longings that the web of oaths was forcing him to suppress. He wanted to make Panayiota feel pain for her betrayal. He knew about the affair and demanded revenge, mainly on the witch. 
 
    Adrian hesitated at using that description, but Jamal had underlined it, which meant it was probably an actual term Bruce had used to refer to his wife. 
 
    Back to building the fantastic recollections. Bruce’s dream was for Tony to be killed and then Panayiota, the witch, to suffer knowing that Bruce had crushed her dreams. Only when she knew that he—Bruce—had caused Tony’s death was she also to be destroyed. 
 
    It was not a subtle story at all. It was like nailing a coffin with a sledgehammer, but Jamal knew what he was doing, so Adrian implemented it. 
 
    He reflected on their plan. Luring Tony out, using the trust he had in his brother. Getting a crack squad together to capture him and take him back to home base to torture him to death. That bit had not worked as intended. So they had killed Tony and then, realising the consequences to his boss if either Adhava of Panayiota caught him, he had fled. Fleeing was the only choice available. It would have been less painful to kill himself to bury the secret, but their oaths with Adhava prohibited suicide. 
 
    That was the storyline Jamal had left general instructions for. After that, there were exact logistics that needed to be included. The route he took to escape. Specific houses he moved through and the final safe house he entered, convinced he was safe. Then, with nothing to do, a couple of cheap prostitutes to entertain him while he was cooped up. 
 
    Reading the level of detail, Adrian was confident that Jamal had gotten someone’s Sav’s size to move through each of those locations at the specified time. It was a safety measure in case the investigation was expanded. 
 
    Once he was done, he put Sav into a deeper sleep and stepped back. 
 
    “It’s done,” he told the room and his communication device. 
 
    “Great work.” Jamal’s voice came to his ears immediately. “Macca will escort you.” 
 
    Absently, Adrian shed his ambusher armour and took his socks with it. His toes were ninety percent regrown, but his hands remained as damaged as the first moment he had woken. The regeneration was working from the bottom up. Maybe some stupid algorithm somewhere reasoned that toes made shoes more comfortable, and that was more important than being able to use a knife and fork. Or the interface was screwing with him, which felt equally likely. 
 
    “Or the interface actually understands that toes are vital for balance and will allow Shadow Step and Shadow Evasion to work.” Jaracol’s voice rang around him. Adrian kept his features schooled and nodded internally when no one else registered the barbed comment. 
 
    Yep. It was balance, or a dumb algorithm, or a psychotic interface. Whichever. 
 
    There was a harrumph from the interface, and he cracked a smile. The interface briefly giggled with him. 
 
    If anyone thought his look was strange, no one said a thing. He certainly felt strange. He had sat down and held the prisoner’s hands for five hours with his little pink stumps. In that whole time, his only words were to order a variety of substances to be injected into the prisoner. It was hardly the best of first impressions. 
 
    Adrian glanced at Macca and nodded towards the door. The dentist-turned-hunter was already moving. He took him straight back to their Albury base of operations. Adrian could have made the trip himself, but Jamal had wanted Macca to escort him. Two men of their age were perfectly normal, and with a slight shift of his features, anyone looking closely would have seen the familial resemblance and dismissed them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 71 
 
    Reaching the house, Macca went straight into Adrian’s new bedroom. Curious, Adrian glanced in to find three people sitting on the ground, listening intently and scribbling the important points down. Apparently, Jamal was busily establishing a fully staffed intelligence operation. 
 
    In the dining room, the rest of his team was waiting. 
 
    “What now?” Adrian asked. 
 
    “Train and wait,” Jules quipped. 
 
    “No drinking,” added Steve. 
 
    “Or drugs,” Susie said sarcastically, earning giggles around the room. 
 
    “Behave,” Jamal yelled good-naturedly before getting caught up in another jargon-filled chat on his communication device. 
 
    “So?” Adrian asked once more. 
 
    “Train, but be ready,” Jules said finally. 
 
    “Remain in an operationally ready state,” Jamal told them, having barked two orders at whoever was on the other side of the connection. “There have been no further instructions from Adhava restricting Panayiota and Bruce, at least as far as we can determine. The twenty-four-hour restriction is almost up, but I don’t get the feeling that she’ll extend it. Investigators have swarmed Eleni’s place and the spot where Tony died. I’m honestly not sure where she got so many of them.” Adrian felt short of breath just listening to him summarise everything. “We’re in a waiting pattern,” Jamal continued without even pausing to breathe. “Until we find out what they’ve reported and, of course, Joshua’s whereabouts. He needs to head back to the farm before we do the next step of our plan. Then once Joshua is back at the farm and Panayiota and Bruce are no longer constrained, only then do we throw Sav in the mix. Panayiota then needs to interrogate and break him and then we are on. ’Till then we wait. Joshua’s the first visible domino.” 
 
    “Joshua Yanney,” Jules said in a funny voice. “The weird one.” Everyone burst into laughter at that look. 
 
    “Was that going anywhere?” Susie asked her daughter as the room laughed harder. 
 
    Jules’s cheeks turned red. “I just think it sounds funny.” 
 
    Charlotte had said nothing since Adrian returned. She had been quietly reading a book in a corner. Adrian was pleased to see that it was a trader-bought one. There was so much to learn about the new world, and intellectual curiosity was what would help humans survive. While the reading would be helpful, the fact she had studiously ignored him and the easy banter was more concerning. 
 
    Jules cleared her throat. Adrian looked straight up at her. She glanced pointedly at Charlotte and then at the door, her eyes imploring him not to fight her on this. 
 
    “I’m going outside to train. If you need me, you know where to find me.” He retreated outside, angry at himself and the world. Why the hell weren’t things simpler? It was a goddamn apocalypse, and he was caught up in this petty drama. 
 
    And I almost died yesterday. 
 
    That errant thought was a morbid reminder of his other problems. There was progress to recapture. Now that he had been chased out of the common area, he needed to continue the grind to replace what he had lost. It was a flight of fancy, and he knew that logically he should abandon being balanced and lean aggressively into his magic. When he had strength pumping through him and Shadow Evasion at his fingertips—whenever they grew back—there was something special about hand-to-hand combat. A simple dream where he would become superhuman in both Agility and Strength. There was no way he would ever catch Jules’s Strength, but her Agility? Maybe that he could match. Yep, the attribute she got for free, he might eventually catchup. . . . The berserker build completely broke after reaching level thirty, and Jules was close. His dream was to achieve a superhuman status by pre-Alpha norms. It was crazy and childish, but he did not care. At some point, he would bump the physical stats just for himself. He was sick of sacrificing for the greater good. His modest plan was to train up to a rating of eighteen in both attributes and then level up in Strength. Then train Agility, and at the end of it, he would be twenty-four in both stats. 
 
    Jules followed him out and patted him on the back. “I know this is hard.” 
 
    I just almost died. 
 
    “But Charlotte needs her space, and we asked Jamal to get a different safe house for you, but the prick refused. Operational security or some such nonsense. I wanted to kick Charlotte out, but Susie said that was not what you would have wanted. Her words, not mine, were that ‘you would want her supported.’” 
 
    Susie was not wrong. He grunted in response. 
 
    “We compromised. Either Susie or I will be out with you and the other with Charlotte.” 
 
    “Is it bad?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” Jules shrugged. “Mostly it is pre-emptive. Steve cleared out the shed, and I mopped it down and put a bed in it.” 
 
    “I will be sleeping out here too.” 
 
    “You want me to boot Charlotte, I will.” 
 
    Adrian waved the offer away. 
 
    “I think I will train.” 
 
    “Funny, that.” She was laughing at him. “I would be lying if that was not part of our considerations.” 
 
    She helped him to strap the weights physically to his useless hands, and then in the backyard, he went through the harrowing strength training. It was scary struggling to lift a one-kilogram weight, but he endured it. Progress was built on sweat and pain, and this exploit was too tempting to resist. 
 
    Once they beat the Junta, they would market the method far and wide within two to three months. Humanity would be stronger. Someday there might be some more of those tentacle bears to fight, and humans needed to be robust and ready when that happened. 
 
    Adrian worked until it was dark and then had a hurried dinner which both Susie and Steve joined him for. Charlotte didn’t look up from her book when he went to the house to use the facilities. After pacing listlessly for a minute, he went back outside and did another few hours of training. Without his inherent healing blasting away, he would be a quivering mess. 
 
    Agility --- now 1.60 (-0.05 temporary, +.1 item) --- Minus 0.05 from lack of toes. --- Population - 1.24 
 
    Strength --- now 1.18 (+.16) --- Plus 0.16 from training --- Population - 1.11  (+.02) 
 
    Vitality --- now 2.18 (+.03) --- Plus 0.03 from overly stressing the body --- Population - 1.27  (+.01) 
 
      
 
    That is what he thought. This level of training was stressing his body beyond what it was ever designed to handle. Extra statistics were always good, but right now even when lying down everything hurt. The last time he had felt like this was when a different Tony, Emily’s dad, had assigned him to cart hay all day for one of his farmer friends. Adrian did not complain, happy to take the chance to flirt with Emily and impress his prospective father-in-law. 
 
    Adrian thought about going inside, but Susie shook her head. 
 
    “I will get you some more food.” She brought out a plate of meat. “I hope you like the shed.” Adrian looked down at the metal structure. He could see a significant amount of rust. “It is not as bad as it looks.” 
 
    When he finished, she guided him toward it. When he opened the metal door, he was surprised. There was queen-sized mattress taking up the entire space, complete with fresh linen. There was not a spider to be seen. 
 
    “It was the best we could do,” she explained. “And thank you for staying out of the house. The others might not say anything, but the space is helping Charlotte.” 
 
    Adrian just nodded in response, too exhausted to do anything more. He collapsed on the soft bed and used his camp stone. 
 
    Waking up while it was dark, he found that phantom pain still inflicted him. Adrian was convinced that it was illusionary because even broken bones would have healed four times over while he was sleeping. 
 
    It did not matter. More training. 
 
    Jules burst out. “Time!” she called out excitedly. 
 
    “Let me wash up,” Adrian told her, heading to the shower. They had repositioned a tank and an insulated water reserve to the roof. It was crude and relied on Adrian’s magic to heat the hot water reserve, but it was a shower, though only gravity fed. 
 
    She intercepted him easily with one hand. He tried to brush past, but with a simple tensing of her arm, it felt like he was running into a steel bar. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Adrian paused and then nodded. 
 
    “Idiot,” Jules told him, ruffling his hair. She leant in, and he wanted to flinch away, knowing that he desperately needed that shower. “You have done nothing wrong, but she needs time and support. If we weren’t in the middle of a quest together, she would have disappeared for a week and when you next saw her, she would be crushing on someone else.” 
 
    “I know.” And he did. He understood everything logically, but . . . 
 
    Jules stepped back, her nose wrinkling. “You’re right, you need a shower.” 
 
    “I told you,” he protested. 
 
    There was that endearing glimmer in her eyes. “We’re a team, you old doofus. Just remember that.” 
 
    Agility --- now 1.65 (+.1 item) --- Penalty from missing toes removed --- Population - 1.24 
 
    Strength --- now 1.33 (+.15) --- Plus 0.15 from training --- Population - 1.11 
 
      
 
    Thirteen hours of consistent strength training boosted by his healing and the special strength reduction jewellery that took him way down to pathetic levels had certainly had an impact. The rest of humanity was definitely going to get this technique. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 72 
 
    Adrian had a very thorough but quick shower. His fingers had grown sufficiently to grip the soap. They would still require three more hours until they were perfect, but he suspected he could wield a spear now, though probably not parry with it. Fire a bow at three-quarter strength. Any stronger and the bow would twist in his hand. No need to rush this recovery. On that topic, he checked his statistics as he washed himself. 
 
    Adrian finished and entered the dining area. Everyone was already waiting. 
 
    “He needed the shower,” Jules announced while winking at him. 
 
    Adrian felt his cheek warming. 
 
    “Sounds like a good use of time,” Jamal said, drawing a chuckle from Susie, of all people. 
 
    “I’m right here,” he said, trying to laugh it off, his red cheeks betraying him. 
 
    “Business,” Jamal said abruptly, deftly saving him from any further ribbing. “Joshua has left the compound. We have three hours until he gets to the farm, at which time we can start the next stage of our assault.” 
 
    Jamal unrolled two large, hand-drawn maps on paper. Adrian immediately recognised both Bruce’s and Panayiota’s mansions. 
 
    “First, we need to eliminate the husband-and-wife threat.” He nodded toward the documents. “We have floor plans”—he pulled a bundle of papers from his bag of holding—“and detailed information on class levels of everyone involved. However, all this is not as important as strategy.” He waved at the rolled maps and the dossiers on the table. 
 
    Jamal paused to make eye contact. He was very good at giving professional briefings. 
 
    “Unfortunately, there are lots of unknowns,” Jamal continued. “So we need to be adaptable. We’re about to let Panayiota find out where Sav is and then capture him. After that, there are three likely outcomes to prepare for. The absolute worst outcome is that Joshua, Bruce, and Panayiota are immediately recalled back to Adhava’s headquarters. If that happens, you guys are going to have to take the husband-and-wife team simultaneously.” 
 
    Everyone in the room seemed to suck in their breath, processing that scenario. Jamal met everyone’s eyes once more. 
 
    “Now, I’ve seen you kids fight, and while taking on that group together will be difficult, it’s not impossible. It’ll be like bowling without bumper lanes. Odds are, you’ll still knock down enough pins, but . . .” Jamal paused once more, making eye contact. 
 
    God, he was good at his job. How did they manage to get a man like him in a shitty outback town? 
 
    He was caught up in an image. Jaracol was on a stage, bowing while the audience gave a standing ovation. Roses were thrown, landing in a circle around him. A clump of flowers sailed through the air and smacked him in the face, and the alien recoiled and stumbled. Adrian chuckled internally as a dramatic hush went over the crowd. What sort of maniac creates a simulation of them being hit in the head by a clump of flowers? That backwards stumble was so funny and the image was going to live with Adrian for the rest of his life. The adulation followed by the thump. 
 
    Jaracol started bowing again, and the crowd roared enthusiastically back to life. More flowers landed on stage. On the next bow, the alien winked right at him. 
 
    He found himself back in reality in the room with Jamal. He had been wondering why Jamal was in that tiny town. The interface had claimed responsibility, which was ridiculous. He dismissed the possibility and instead relived the image of Jaracol getting hit by the roses. 
 
    A hurt feeling emerged from the interface. 
 
    “The fight,” Jamal continued, “may be possible, but you boys and girls are not soldiers, and this is not your town. You have no obligation and . . .” He raised his voice slightly. “You might fail. If you fail, you will die.” 
 
    The words sounded harsh, but they were true. Everyone understood this. Each battle from now on was to the death. Practically, there was no engage and retreat without a full stock of shadow steps, at least. Adrian suppressed that thought; he would never abandon his friends. 
 
    “So, continue to study your enemies.” He slapped the stack of papers hard enough to make Charlotte jump. “Then, you will need to decide whether to risk this fight. Peer pressure is a bitch,” Jamal told them. “But what’s worse is untrained warriors losing discipline mid-fight. If we do this, everyone needs to be committed.” He took a breath and continued in a lower voice. “What I’m going to do is give each of you a red and a green bead.” He dumped a handful of beads on the table. “Blind votes. Green if you still want to fight in these conditions or red if you want to abort. We have to be unanimous. A single red vote and we call it off. You can’t win if anyone is not committed.” 
 
    “Not a majority rule?” Jules said. 
 
    “No,” Jamal confirmed. 
 
    “I’m with Jules,” Steve interrupted. Which was surprising from the man who usually distanced himself from this sort of things. “I think we should go with a majority.” 
 
    “This is stupid. Why is this even up for debate?” Charlotte retorted. “Adrian risked his life drinking actual poison. We’re going to finish this. Let’s hear the other two outcomes.” 
 
    Jamal nodded as if in agreement, but he was looking straight at Susie, the only one of them who had not been vocal about continuing the battle. 
 
    When Adrian looked at the woman, he saw that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. There was that distinct determination on both her and her daughter’s faces. “We’re in this together, and we will beat the bastards. If you think I would abandon my daughter, you have another think coming. I’m fighting too.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jamal said, grabbing the beads and dumping them back into his bag of holding. “We’re committed. In that case, if the worst happens and they combine forces, we need to be in position to ambush them on the way back to their headquarters.” 
 
    Adrian nodded at the suggestion. It made perfect sense. He would have just positioned them to crush the winner of the fight between Bruce and Panayiota. Once again, he marvelled at Jamal’s expertise. 
 
    “The other two where Bruce and Panayiota do not combine forces are the better outcomes,” Jamal continued, “but we need to be ready to switch strategies on the fly. The second scenario is that everything goes to plan. One house attacks the other, and the battle finishes quickly. In that case, we clean up the survivor and then rush to intercept Joshua. The last scenario is more nuanced, and it’s where the two houses fight to a stalemate. They end up in a standoff, and Joshua is summoned back. We’ll have to decide whether to go after Joshua with everyone or send some people to attack Panayiota and Bruce, whatever state they’re in.” 
 
    “How will we know what to do in the moment?” Adrian asked, cutting through the meticulous lecture. 
 
    Jamal nodded in acknowledgment. “Simple. I make the call. If they form a stalemate, I’ll call for an all-out attack on their entrenched positions, either against one or both, a full retreat to intercept Joshua together, or . . .” Jamal paused and for the first time looked slightly nervous. “Or Jules and Adrian divert to fight Joshua while you three wait to pick up the winners.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should split up,” Charlotte protested. 
 
    Adrian made eye contact with Steve, eliciting the tiniest nod from him. He was going to support Jamal, and it was hard not to. The combination of Jules and Adrian had already defeated Raj, and Joshua’s group would be on a similar level. 
 
    “I’m with Jamal,” Adrian declared into the awkward silence left by Charlotte’s objection. “He’s an expert, and we should let him make the call.” 
 
    Jamal nodded, thankfully first to him and then surprisingly to Steve. Adrian needed to get used to that. Very little escaped the old man’s notice. 
 
    “Now that it’s settled, let’s go over the details,” Jamal declared and started redistributing the dossier that he had put together on the remaining opponents. The scribbled notes and, in many cases, badly drawn pictures covered classes, levels, known skills, and even magic items they were likely carrying. 
 
    “How many people did you have doing this?” Susie asked curiously. 
 
    “Umm, I would like to claim that that number is confidential, but it was just me gathering this stuff. I have about eight people working more broadly. But they are amateurs.” Jamal sighed. “It’s not like I have access to a lot of dedicated intelligence resources in Albury.” 
 
    Adrian focused on Bruce’s profile. 
 
    Level 25 Elemental Fire Demon 
 
    This class specialises in a variety of internal fire transformations and external fire attacks. 
 
    The badge did not hold back. Dozens of bullet points of extra information flooded in. At level twenty-five, the body could briefly be converted fully into flames, which made it almost immune to physical attacks. Slicing Bruce in half like Steve had done to Tony would not happen. However, the flame body would leave Bruce susceptible to the gift Adrian had received from the plant. The ice magic would hurt him a lot. It was hard to judge precisely, but it would likely deal four times the damage of the normal attack on flesh. If only he had spent more time on the ice blade construction. 
 
    Mentally, he shrugged. All he could do was his best. 
 
    There were other skills of elemental fire demons that were problematic. Their level-twenty ability was a fire aura that would cauterise the wounds of allies and burn enemies. It was effectively an intelligent, mobile fire spout that went where it was most needed. If none of the allies were hurt, then it would go on the offensive and target enemies, focusing on the most flammable, damaging areas, like clothes. 
 
    “We need fire resistance potions,” Adrian observed, his hand still on Bruce’s profile. 
 
    “I’m tapped,” Jamal said with a shrug. “I have nothing left.” 
 
    Adrian looked around at everyone. He had a few thousand energy, but that would not go far. They all shook their heads at his questing gaze. 
 
    “I can afford two for the melee fighters,” Adrian offered. “We’ll have those plus my fire resistance buff, and if we’re all wet, then we might negate most of his offensive firepower. Might be worthwhile to put a few containers of water into your bags of holding.” It felt a little silly, but many plastic bags could still hold water. Sort of, at least—they may have a couple of small holes to patch up. Even with a slight leak, it was better than nothing. 
 
    They gathered and bought supplies for battle, which left them penniless. Adrian even risked selling Tony’s gear. After asking the trader, he dumped the body on the trader cart and trusted the trader’s obfuscation magic to prevent any location spells. While they waited, Jamal went off to monitor the situation from another secret hideaway. Adrian knew it was also to watch for Joshua in case he escaped their range, not that it was clear what Jamal would do in response in that case. 
 
    Macca reappeared and immediately guided them to a road that led to the airport and industrial area of Wagga. It was disturbingly close to the mansions, but that made sense. They needed to be close enough to ambush if the couple was called back to their home base. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 73 
 
    “The Alpha event carved out a void below the road,” Macca told them. “It’s thirty metres deep. The locals covered it up, and then some friends did some more maintenance.” Adrian got the impression that “maintenance” meant extra features had been installed. “If Bruce and Panayiota get summoned back, they will have to cross this spot, and the whole road becomes a deadfall trap.” 
 
    And there it was: the extra features. 
 
    Macca escorted them all into a nearby house that had been hollowed out to create a basement below street level. Four thick ropes came out of the wall. Adrian wondered how they had kept this construction project secret. It was probably a small team, and if someone had earth magic, Adrian guessed this sort of renovation could progress quickly. 
 
    “These ropes are attached to the supports,” Macca told them proudly. “Pull on them and wham, anything on the road’s surface is going to have a bad day.” 
 
    There were two big men in the basement. They introduced Adrian. There was Bazza with the hooked nose and Gavin who liked to crack his fingers. Adrian looked between them, and Jules casually assessed their strength. They were slightly stronger than Steve unbuffed. Of course, once Steve grabbed his sword, they became weaklings, and Jules, despite her small frame, was much stronger than both of them. 
 
    “You guys have been working on this for some time,” Susie said. 
 
    “Ever since they took over the mansions,” Macca agreed. “We were always going to ambush them, eventually. We were just waiting for a mistake. The plan was to drop the road ambush when they returned to the warehouse and have a few dozen of us ready to throw spells at them. Unfortunately, it never happened. The two times they came along the street, we weren’t ready yet.” 
 
    They settled down to wait. Adrian exhaled, trying to let the tension slip away. There was no need to stay at battle-alert levels because there would be lots of warning, first when Sav was seized and then when and if Panayiota reacted. 
 
    While waiting, Adrian focused on magic training, repeatedly practicing his Wind Blade using one mana at a time. Its progress had itched up to ninety percent, which put it in the usable category, unlike the fire and ice blades, which both languished below forty. While the elemental versions were currently useless, the Wind Blade worked similar to what he had managed with Flame Sprout at similar progression levels. The spell would fall apart every now and again, but even when it failed, it was not a complete loss. Instead of being incredibly sharp like a samurai sword, it would morph into a dull broadsword still able to cut. Even in a catastrophic failure, it was something closer to a whip. In that case, it was just a distraction, which was better than nothing. Luckily, the other fifty percent of the time, it formed perfectly it was as devastating as its expert status had promised. 
 
    The one mana cast cut a gouge in the wooden post across the room. With the right placement, it would have been a mortal wound on a human. Could it reach the femoral artery? Probably. Of course, if he pumped in five mana, then the spells would stop making cuts and instead start lobbing limbs off. Post-event humans had inherent healing and enhanced vitality, both of which helped make bones stronger and skin tougher. That just meant he needed to channel a bit more power into each strike. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    There was a wild clap of sound as the failed spell smacked against the basement support that was now littered with scratches. 
 
    “Stop that,” Bazza snapped at him. 
 
    Adrian shifted his focus towards his mana exercises, a less destructive activity. 
 
    Jamal’s voice crackled out of their necklaces. “It’s starting. Sav has confessed everything that we wanted him to. Panayiota is furious, and she’s planning a sneak attack. They’re going to charge straight for Bruce’s room and kill him before his forces engage. She’s swearing to her aides about the other day. Absolutely spitting chips that she had been forced to help Bruce.” 
 
    “It’s actually working,” Susie said in amazement. 
 
    “Yep, but it’s even better than that. Bruce has his own listening device in her war room. He’s been eavesdropping on the entire conversation. There is no surprising him tonight.” Jamal’s voice got quieter. “In fact, he keeps repeating to himself things like, ‘Panayiota won’t be stupid enough to lead the attack by herself. She’ll send her men. I can kill them without hurting her.’ We think we’ve heard that over ten times already.” 
 
    That word. We. Jamal was not working alone. Who were the others? Adrian did not know, and that was probably for the best. Compartmentalization and everything. The secrecy had to be on both sides and protecting everyone. Jamal was the weak link, but Adrian had no doubt that he had a suicide pill; he seemed to have that level of training and intensity. 
 
    “Why would he be saying that?” Susie asked, sounding perplexed. “He wants to kill her, doesn’t he? 
 
    “If Adhava asks him, he’ll say he didn’t know that Panayiota would be in the building,” Jamal explained. 
 
    “How would that fly?” Susie rebutted. “She just needs to rephrase the question and she’ll get everything out of him.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s definitely playing with fire,” Jamal confirmed. “Given his class, that’s not surprising.” Jamal chuckled to himself alone. “On a more serious note, I’m not sure if he has a better play. Eliminating her as just part of collateral damage has to be better than his other options. It’s not like he can afford to let her live. After all, she would keep coming after him and or get her mum to do it.” 
 
    “Should we be doing anything yet?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Once she’s committed, you guys will need to move in on Bruce when he comes out of his bunker It’s an underground garage at the back of the property.” 
 
    The wait was supposed to be less than an hour, and Adrian, despite the protests of Bazza, continued to practice his Wind Blades. They were about to be in a fight for their lives and every drop of improvement he could scrape together would matter. A 0.01 increase in Agility or Strength would not make a difference, but even a one percent increase in Wind Blades dramatically lowered his chances of failure. 
 
    Crack, crack, thump. Every third one still failed. The post he was aiming for looked like the victim of a blind lumberjack. 
 
    “Okay.” Jamal’s voice cracked around them. “Get ready. They’re starting their assault.” There was a long pause. “She’s at the side entrance door. This is the key moment; she might smell a rat.” His voice was like a football game commentary. “They look confused at the lack of resistance. They’re in.” Jamal almost yelled it out. “All of them. They’re rushing for Bruce’s room.” 
 
    The entire basement rocked. It reminded Adrian of those two wyrm attacks. 
 
    “What the—” Adrian exclaimed, but his words and presumably everyone else’s were drowned out by the thundering noise. 
 
    “My viewing stone is broken,” Jamal said loudly but stoically. “You guys need to move now, but be alert. Damn it. Even the backups are gone.” 
 
    “I’m blind too,” Susie exclaimed, clutching her head. “My owl got knocked out of the air.” Susie’s owl had been providing reconnaissance for a couple of nights, but she could only use her sparingly when there was cloud cover; after all, most humans would attempt to kill the owl for energy if they were given a chance. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Steve asked. 
 
    “She will live.” Susie looked torn, and they all knew she was considering dashing out and trying to heal her pet. Then she relaxed. “Go, go. She’ll be fine.” 
 
    Collectively, they jogged up the steps to the ground level. His full team, Bazza, Gavin, and Macca. Then, as a squad, they ran toward what used to be Bruce’s mansion. Even this far away, debris was falling around them. Nothing larger than a hand, but as they got closer, there were larger chunks. It looked like Bruce had found a shit-load of modern-day explosives. 
 
    “I didn’t think explosions worked anymore,” Adrian said quietly to the others as they ran. 
 
    “What’s the status of the house?” Jamal asked instead of answering. 
 
    “Judging from the chunks, it’s gone,” Jules answered. 
 
    Adrian looked ahead and he could see the remains of the mansion. Not even partial walls were standing. “Completely demolished,” he confirmed. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Jamal apologised quietly. “I didn’t know Bruce could do that. I’m sorry. That is an inexcusable intelligence failure.” 
 
    “What happened?” Jules demanded. 
 
    “We need to work it out. But I suspect it was some sort of combustible gas they flooded the place with along with potions like Dragon’s Breath. I didn’t think it was possible. As a community, we’ll definitely need to understand how so we can use it if we ever need to.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry,” Steve said tightly. 
 
    “What?” Jules protested. “That explosion was awesome.” 
 
    “What would it have done to the wyrm?” Steve countered, which shut them all up. That explosion would not have even scratched the wyrm if it was at full strength. Steve with his sword could do far more damage, and he would only get stronger, unlike the explosion. It would be great against weak humans, which was not enough reason to go out of their way researching it. Hell, Adrian doubted it would even take out a full-sized troll. 
 
    Figures were active on the smouldering ruins, filing out from what must have been the basement. 
 
    “We can see Bruce’s men,” Adrian reported. 
 
    “Take them out quickly,” Jamal ordered. “Joshua is moving already, and I just checked the quest—Panayiota is dead. Charlotte, Steve, drink your potions. All of you, get wet.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 74 
 
    As instructed, Adrian grabbed the bucket out of his bag of holding. Since the wyrm, his bag could open up to a metre wide. What he grabbed was a metal bucket without a lid, already filled with water and so heavy that he struggled slightly to lift it out. Water sloshed over the side as he pulled it free. All that time he had been throwing it over his shoulder, loose in his weightless bag, and not a drop spilt. Truly magical. The result of an alternative dimensional space for storage. 
 
    God, he loved some parts of magic. 
 
    Carefully, he splashed the water all over himself and then over his companions, ensuring that every scrap of fabric was soaking. The intelligent Flame Sprout could find any exposed spots. 
 
    Ahead of him, there were eleven people standing around, having emerged from a visible hole in the ground. They were looking horrified at the damage done and were completely ignoring the crowds gathering from nearby houses. 
 
    “Take that, bitch.” The words rang out from a seven-foot-tall bearded man casually carrying a sword across his back. He was a giant. 
 
    Adrian’s eyes flicked over the remaining men; they were all around levels nineteen to twenty-one with no purchased mind defences. Over half would be susceptible to his Mind skills. Bouncer, brawler, warrior, holy knight, two healers, and then Bruce, the level-twenty-five elemental fire demon. 
 
    “Their equipment is standard,” he told the group. “Distributed magic and ranged defences so we need to go melee. Let’s do this.” 
 
    They hurried forward, hoping to get as close as possible before the enemy noticed them. 
 
    There was a large guy, about as wide as he was tall, facing in their direction. Just a brawler assigned to crowd control. 
 
    “This is Patriot business, so back the fuck away,” he yelled at them. 
 
    They kept coming. 
 
    “I’m patched,” he screamed, touching the green patch that they used to identify themselves. “Back away now. Last warning.” 
 
    They were fewer than ten metres away. They unlimbered weapons and started running. 
 
    Realisation flared on the brawler’s face. A touch of mind momentarily robbed him of his voice. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Right behind the brawler. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    The gale of force picked him up and tossed him straight into Adrian’s charging companions. Caught by surprise, he flailed helplessly and landed on a full baseball swing of Jules’s club. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    The sound echoed, and Adrian knew that their element of surprise was gone. The brawler’s momentum was reversed by the strength behind the strike. Brilliant blue sparks burst out in a blinding explosion of light, and there was a distinctive popping sound as the man’s defences gave out. Completely unfazed, Jules kept running towards Bruce. 
 
    The brawler tumbled over to Steve’s feet. He might have been acting in the role of a human pinball, but he had sufficient Agility to pull himself to his knees, and then his neck met Steve’s sword. 
 
    That sight was enough for Adrian. 
 
    It would easily give him nightmares, despite all the blood and gore he saw on a regular basis. Regardless of anyone’s levels, strengths, and magic protections, a single blow could still kill now just as quickly as it could pre-event. The brawler, convinced of his superiority, had thought himself invulnerable. He had been yelling arrogantly at pesky civilians discounting them as a threat. He was sadly mistaken. Adrian found it poetic. 
 
    The identity Adrian had held for so long, a family man, project manager . . . well, it was being replaced by something darker. In every fight, a little more of his old self flaked away, and apart from Emily, who was always in the background of his thoughts, he did not care. 
 
    There was, however, no time for retrospection. They needed to finish this quickly. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Behind the next target. 
 
    Moment of truth. 
 
    Phantom Edge. 
 
    The attack was from point-blank range and slammed into the man’s back. His magic worked perfectly. Twenty mana and razor sharp. The force pushed the man forward amidst explosive sparks, followed by that distinctive popping sound. He stumbled with an oomph of surprise. 
 
    Success! Internally, Adrian was dancing a jig. Well, not really, but he was pleased that at least from close range, Wind Blades were a formidable physical attack. It made the expert Phantom Edge spell even more powerful against these opponents. 
 
    The man he hit was propelled straight into Jules’s attack range. Impressively, the bouncer managed to block Jules’s blow with the shaft of his spear. 
 
    There was a loud crack. 
 
    There was a slightly confused expression on the bouncer’s face, but Jules did not give him time to think, immediately pressing the advantage with a massive overhead swing. The sensible thing would have been to step aside, but the man was a bouncer and was not at all balanced from an attribute perspective. Everything had been thrown into Strength, and his Agility remained at pre-Alpha levels, which was not much better than what Adrian had started with. 
 
    He had not invested in the attribute and had instead purchased what looked like advanced spear mastery. It had saved him the first time, and once more, it guided his hands and feet, letting him raise his spear into an impenetrable overhead block. 
 
    The club came down. Adrian felt like he was watching in slow motion. Jules’s sapient weapon hit the spear and bent it a little. Then a lot. Cracks ran down the shaft in both directions. The wood shattered, and it barely slowed the club. The bouncer hardly realised what was happening before his head was caved in. Jules laughed. A sound that always chilled Adrian with dread. 
 
    Everyone of Bruce’s remaining men was suddenly aware of the fighters’ presence as they glanced around at their own very dead friends. Two down in seconds and the odds were back to a more respectable nine against five. Fear spread amongst the enemy ranks; the resistance fighters had held back and fair enough. At level ten, they would just be fodder to these trained fighters. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Getting closer. It was dangerous out-pacing his friends, but he was blazing a trail for them. 
 
    Mind tendrils reached out to the three weakest of the remaining opponents. Adrian remembered what he had learned in the caves against Tony. If Bruce yelled to his guards, then that would overwhelm anything he could do with his skillset. Seconds mattered in these sorts of fights. 
 
    All three heard Bruce roar, “Run! Go protect Adhava.” Those he targeted instinctively followed the order, probably not realising that the magical compulsion that usually accompanied Bruce’s orders was missing. Adrian’s mind magic kept reinforcing as they ran. The last twist slipped in. When they were two hundred metres away and out of verbal range, they would stop to wait for further instructions. Adrian wouldn’t actually send reinforcements to Adhava, of course. 
 
    The three started running. It was straight at his teammates, but they were prepared for the trick and stepped out of their way. They knew to focus on the non-charmed enemies behind them. 
 
    The six remaining opponents, despite two of their companions dying, were not ready to fight. They had relaxed when the first three had charged the line, thinking they had extra time. 
 
    That time never came. 
 
    Charlotte zoomed forward, using a movement skill to slam in between three foes, including the two healers. Charlotte, with Adrian’s growth spell on her, towered over them. She was wielding dual axes that looked like tiny hatchets in her hands. Each blow only drew a couple of blue sparks, but that was her strategy. Every swing was buoyed by magic; despite their personal barriers, the force cut through the shield and sliced the skin, carving an avenue for her curses. Initially, she deposited a vampiric leech spell that sucked the inherent healing from her opponents into her. 
 
    Other curses fell. Mana disruptors hit the healers, costing them extra magic to do external heals. Then came mana-burning spells, which used the hosts’ mana to hurt them. While it only did a small amount of damage, its primary purpose was to drain mana. 
 
    “Get back here and fight!” Bruce yelled. 
 
    Damn! Too early. Jules had almost reached him, too. 
 
    An extra second or so, and it was possible that Bruce would have become too preoccupied to do anything. 
 
    Like clockwork, the three who had been running stopped short like puppets pulled by the master, and then they turned and sprinted back. Nothing Adrian could do. It had bought them ten more seconds, which would hopefully be enough to take down a couple more. 
 
    Shadow Step. 
 
    This time to get behind the man Steve was tangling with. The knight was holding his own against the massive blows of Steve’s blade. Adrian’s mana levels, with all the buffs he had launched, were lower than he would have liked. It was nothing fancy, but he used the long reach of his spear to tangle the legs of the opponent. The knight tripped, falling forward and impaling himself on Steve’s sword. 
 
    Steve barely had to move. He was trained enough to adjust to his opponent’s stumble and position the sword just right. His surprise attack combined with Steve’s skill had turned a fifty-fifty fight into a quick death. 
 
    Looking back at Charlotte, she was still holding her own. She had stacked several slowness debuffs on the assassin class, which had reduced his speed sufficiently for her to keep up with him. Out of the three he had sent running, a bruiser was heading toward Charlotte, and the other two were targeting Steve. Even with the additional opponent, Charlotte would be fine. She was using her speed to dodge the attacks while stacking up damage and afflictions. It was how her class had to be fought. After all, it had made her take a pain test before letting her take it. She was braver than Adrian was. 
 
    The last fighter was focusing on Susie. 
 
    Jules only had eyes for Bruce, Charlotte was locking down four, Steve had two, so it was up to Adrian to stop the holy knight from reaching the healer. 
 
    A heavy-armour-clad behemoth who could heal himself was not a class that Adrian felt comfortable against. Especially since he needed to keep so much magic in reserve for later in the fight. That was okay. His job was only to delay the holy knight and not defeat him outright. 
 
    Susie was running away, and his target had bad situational awareness and saw him late. The knight swung clumsily. With his horrendous accuracy, Adrian hardly needed to trigger Shadow Evasion to let him easily slide around the weapon. 
 
    Fire Hands. 
 
    The man was not wearing a helmet, and both of Adrian’s hands latched onto the thick black beard, struggling to get a few burning fingers into the eyes to buy more time. 
 
    The beard went up in flames, and he could feel the eyeballs under his fingers. There was a burnt smell, and suddenly, white light lifted him up and threw him back over three metres. Adrian struggled to balance himself, but even with motion assistance active, his bum hit the ground and he slid painfully over broken bricks. 
 
    The holy knight had forgotten Susie and was charging him. The eyes had been healed by whatever spell the man had triggered, yet patches of beard continued to smoulder. Adrian pushed himself to his feet. Without a handy weapon, he was forced to dodge the slashing sword. The man’s technique was clearly lacking, and the fight would have gone quicker if he had his spear. He needed to pack spares—without it, all he could do was dodge. Shadow evasion went to work as the man sped up. From Adrian’s perspective, the attacks blended together, and he could not see what the others were doing. What he could see was the drain on his Shadow Step ability and the slow decline of his opponent’s stamina. 
 
    Adrian did not panic. He was only stalling. Painfully. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Breathing faster. 
 
    He was down to only a little over two steps. Shadow evasion had been burning through his step levels. He got some space from the holy knight, so he had time to assess. With his mobility and versatility, he was always better at positioning himself to do the most damage to the opponents, with surprise interventions. 
 
    Charlotte still fought. To the untrained observers who were gathering in crowds around them, she was losing the fight, with a torrent of blood running down her legs. But his Magic Focus and identification skills showed him exactly what was happening. All four that she was fighting were struggling under the combined conditions she had imparted upon them. The fighters were slowed, and the healers neutered by the mana drain and mana disruption abilities. Most importantly, Charlotte’s inherent healing was overcharged. When they cut her, it was little more than a scratch and when she reciprocated with a similar amount of force, it was a proper wound that they lacked magic to close. 
 
    Steve had downed one of his two men and was struggling with a large gash on his left thigh. It was noticeably hindering his movements and worse still, the holy knight joined the fight. Adrian felt guilty and was about to jump in and help, but then he saw two burning human torches out of the corner of his vision. He had absolutely been expecting one, but two? 
 
    Jules. 
 
    Troll regeneration was incredible, but there was only so much it could do, especially when your entire body was wreathed in flames. 
 
    Ice freeze. 
 
    Adrian targeted Bruce only. He wanted to help Jules, but he was too worried that her cockroach skill might have already activated. If she was down to one health point, then the ice damage might push her over the edge. 
 
    Bruce launched himself backward under the shock of the freezing strike. His flesh body returned in response. Not that surprising. Fifty mana had been channelled in that single strike, and with four times the vulnerability, that attack would have torn through the man. 
 
    No networking defences. Adrian noticed in surprise, then realised that fire form had disabled Bruce’s trinket, and he was also out of range of the others. 
 
    Lucky. 
 
    There was no time to worry. Bruce was in his physical body now. He was exposed and if he was left alive, they were going to lose. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian’s chest was heaving, all his muscles trembling with exhaustion. Physically, he knew he was almost spent. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    The spell failed as soon as it formed in his hands. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Adrian directed the scream internally. He had needed that to kill Bruce; the interface could cheat, so why hadn’t it? Or maybe it could not cheat, and all those times it had claimed credit, it had been stealing his own victories. 
 
    That attack still hit Bruce, but against the man’s enhanced stats, it was just a dull slap on the neck. 
 
    It did, however, get his opponent’s attention. Flames drilled into him like a giant fire claw had closed around him. The water he had liberally splashed all over his body vaporised, forming steam that made breathing even more uncomfortable. His face felt like skin was peeling off it. 
 
    Maybe the water had not been his best idea. Or maybe rushing Bruce was ridiculous. 
 
    What to do? 
 
    When you’re losing, change the playing field. 
 
    Do something different. 
 
    They were standing next to each other, and his mana levels were running low. 
 
    Bruce’s ugly nose was sneering up. Without thinking, Adrian punched him. Right in the face. 
 
    Bruce was not expecting it, and Adrian felt the nose crumple under his knuckles and then bone crack. Even with the Buff of Strength active, Bruce was stronger than him. Yet once the blow struck, that vanished. It was just Adrian’s superhuman strength against a slightly tougher nose. 
 
    That feeling of a nose crumbling. There was definitely something to be said for taking a fist to a magic fight. At least when you landed the fist. 
 
    His opponent fell, and Adrian realised there were no blue sparks from his punch. Jules must have popped the main shield defence already. 
 
    Blood was streaming from Bruce’s nose. In a flurry of masculine confidence, Adrian went for a kick. 
 
    Then he registered Bruce’s triumphal grin. Adrian’s eyes flicked farther down. Both of his opponent’s hands had twisted to be directed towards him. Each palm filled with fire. Two bolts shot out way faster than any Fireball Adrian had ever formed, and Bruce launched himself. It was clearly a bonus from his class. 
 
    Instinct took over. 
 
    Step. 
 
    It took the last drop of energy to avoid the fire missiles. The irresistible exhaustion swelled up within him. All he had done with the step was escape the Fireballs, and position his hand in just the right spot. 
 
    Bruce was vulnerable. 
 
    Adrian formed a Wind Blade. It developed with agonising slowness, but there was no way to rush it. 
 
    One chance. 
 
    The words echoed in his head. He was nearly out of mana, unable to move. He genuinely had this one opportunity, and that was it. It had to be a mortal blow. Adrian formed the blade to be as large as a dinner plate. It would emerge with the power and angle to cut through the neck, and even if Bruce had a Vitality in the thirties, that would not matter. He was sure. Increasing Vitality also hardened skin, but not by that much. That crumpling nose proved it. Adrian’s punches pre-event would not have taken someone down that easily. 
 
    Beneath him, Bruce’s skin started changing. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    His instinct was to step to safety, and Bruce’s was to burst into flames. 
 
    It was a nightmare. He had positioned perfectly to get the killing blow, only to have his opponent pull a trump card. 
 
    The luck that had carried him this far was failing him. With the fights against the others in the Junta, it had gone the other way. Hell, Tony had died before he had even realised he was in danger. 
 
    Gravity took hold of Adrian, while the body in front of him transformed into pure flames. He was resistant to fire but could already feel the heat radiating. The Wind Blade kept forming, but it was too slow. Bruce would be purely immaterial by the time it fired, immune to a little sting of air. 
 
    There was no official skill, but once more, time felt like it was slowing dramatically. 
 
    It seemed impossible for his brain synapses to keep up, but they were. The impossible was possible in this new world, but on the flip side, simple things like electric lights were impossible now. He was going to see his own death in slow motion. The interface for some time had been subtly slowing time whenever he got into stressful situations, and it was doing so again. Everything was like treacle, and his only hope was to inject more magic into the air blades. 
 
    Nothing else could work fast enough. This was bullshit. They had even prepared for fire, and it was still beating them. 
 
    Ice. 
 
    The only chance was to blend ice magic into the already-forming blade. He had practiced this in the past, but not enough for the attack to be guaranteed. It needed to work, and the chances of failure were too high. One in three—similar odds to the poison that cost him his regeneration, and that had partially happened. One-in-three prayers sometimes came through. 
 
    A prayer. 
 
    The ice magic sank into the already-established blade. It was not a perfect specimen, as the edge was duller than he would have hoped. The edge itself was not perfectly formed, bending through the centre. The magic concentration was all out of whack. There were threads of dense magic and bubbles of empty space. Each flaw introduced weaknesses into construction. 
 
    Beggars could not be choosy. 
 
    The spell finished. Adrian released it. 
 
    It was so weak relative to the mana he had sunk into it. At a fundamental level, it was almost flawed beyond redemption, but somehow it kept its form. 
 
    It left his hand with ice leaking in the air behind it. That was not supposed to happen. It struck Bruce’s neck with the ice immediately cutting into the flames. A thrill of success bloomed through him for a brief moment, but as he had feared, the ice blade failed mid-cut. One second it existed in all its glory, and the next second it was a mass of slightly cool, impotent air. 
 
    It cut the neck, hopefully deep enough. Fractions of a second mattered. 
 
    Bruce once more tumbled out of the fire demon form into his ugly human one. This time, he was bleeding heavily from a cut. It only took a glance to confirm it was not a mortal blow. Inherent healing would close it easily, and if it couldn’t, one of the healers was sure to sacrifice themselves to get the job done. 
 
    In the state of slowed time, he experienced the blossoming of hope and then the crushing of it. Next to no time had passed. Adrian continued to heave himself towards the man. At least he had forced him out of the fire body so he would not be fried by accident. 
 
    Fear, anger, then confidence played across Bruce’s eyes in moments. He focused on Adrian, a snarl on his lips. Adrian knew even though he could not see it that a counterstrike of flame was filling the man’s hands. Just like it did earlier. 
 
    Before the flames could finish forming, Adrian slammed his body weight onto the kneeling man, knocking him deeper into the ground. Flames spurted out to the side. 
 
    Bruce was just as unprepared for the tackle as he was for the sucker punch. Adrian knew that his weight was insignificant and Bruce, once he gathered his wits, would have dozens of ways to deal with him. 
 
    Adrian blinked tightly in an attempt to get his bearings. He was in the midst of battle, and he still had some mana. 
 
    Bruce was looking straight at him. Hurt but alive, his expression displaying the cunning of an animal who had spotted weakness, lips curling up into a smirk. If Adrian could talk, he might have tried to buy time, but all he could do was gasp for air. Bruce sat halfway up, pushing him off as he did. 
 
    Adrian flopped. 
 
    The man was smirking. “You can’t—” 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    The threat died on the other man’s lips. They both looked down at the giant sword that had gone through Bruce’s chest, impaling him. As Bruce collapsed forward, his body weight let the sword gut him to the accompaniment of blood gashing out in a torrent. 
 
    In disbelief, Adrian glanced across toward Steve. He had thrown the sword perfectly over twenty metres. Adrian could still remember the last attempt with the tentacle bear and how the throw had failed. 
 
    Look out! 
 
    He tried to invoke his vocal cords, but it was a hopeless battle. As Steve stood there, one man he had previously downed on hands and knees lunged forward, swinging an axe that glowed with a dark flame. The weapon cut into Steve’s leg and did not slow. The dark flames cut and instantly cauterised the wound as they went through. 
 
    Steve fell, screaming in shock as his leg gave way. 
 
    As Steve dropped, there was a blur and another of his giant swords appeared in his hand. It made things worse, unbalancing him completely and making him tumble awkwardly away from the man who had cut his leg off. Luckily, the weapon responsible had ended up embedded in the ground. The bearded man was trying to pull it out while Steve attempted to right himself. It was a race which Steve lost when the axe came loose. 
 
    Realisation filled Steve’s eyes, and he switched from trying to get up to throwing himself away. 
 
    Susie came charging in from the side. She had one hand firmly on the staff and the other hand awkwardly gripping a dagger. With a full rotation, she brought the wooden pole down hard upon the hands clasping the axe shaft, and there was the sound of cracking bones. Then she released the staff and switched both hands to her dagger to plunge it into the enemy fighter’s neck. She fell on him, thrusting the dagger down. Once, twice, then another. 
 
    His shattered, floppy hands tried to stop her. Then Steve’s sword swung from a crouched position into the man’s knees. His resistance vanished and with an anguished sob, Susie launched herself to her feet, touching Steve as she passed. Healing magic flooded him. She sprinted toward Adrian and Jules, tears running down her face. 
 
    She should have waited for the healing. 
 
    It was too late. The adrenaline of battle prevented calm, logical thought, so the healing spell was thrown. They should have attached the severed limb before casting healing magic. Of course, when he lay there struggling to breathe as his mates fought for their lives, it was easy to notice these details. Maybe the healing was not so foolish. The axe was burning so hot that it had cauterised the wound already. Adrian was not a doctor, but it was quite possible that alone may have prevented the limb from being reattached. 
 
    Jules was burning. The mana regeneration potion restored some of his magic, though his body still lay functionally paralysed. Bruce was dead, and now he had to stop the flames covering Jules. 
 
    Adrian chilled the surrounding area, sucking warmth out of the flames, dropping the temperature to only five degrees to make sure he did not accidentally kill her. 
 
    Ice and fire. One was just the absence of the other, similar sides of the same coin. Lying there, still unable to do anything but recover, the epiphany hit him. This was why the interface had simultaneously shown him the blade pathway while recommending he did not claim the skill. It was why he had been pushed to develop the Wind Blade, but there was more to it. 
 
    Fire and ice were the same. The experience of shaping the Wind Blade, fire blades, and ice blades, even though they were mostly failures, had helped cement the relationship in his brain. A fire blade could be created in two ways. He could supply all the mana himself, or he could expel cold from the area. In fact, the most efficient path was to create a fire and ice blade at the same time. Two times the power at a fraction of the mana cost, one or two mana to shift around the heat, and ten air mana to create the framework. 
 
    Whoosh. The flames around Jules spluttered and died. 
 
    He could imagine how devastating the combination would be in a battle. With his mana reserves, he could make at least sixty fire and ice blades that would have chewed up Raj’s group, regardless of their magic defences. 
 
    The power was not his yet. More practice was needed, but it was close enough to taste. 
 
    In the back of his mind was the cha-ching of an achievement being registered, but there was no time for joy or excitement. Jules was no longer burning, but he was not sure she was still alive. Charlotte was still fighting, but he could do nothing about that. 
 
    Thank you for the blades. 
 
    The interface responded with unshakeable resolve and impatience. The timing was indeed unfortunate. 
 
    Right. 
 
    They were in a battle. He needed to get back out there. 
 
    Steve was looking in horror at his leg. Like all of them, he knew what a missing limb meant. Susie looked abashed, having realised that her touch of healing might have been the nail in the coffin, but still her ranged magic was targeting Jules. 
 
    The only fight left was Charlotte’s, and she was winning comfortably. 
 
    They had won. 
 
    This battle, at least. Two more before they claim the war. Albury might yet be saved. 
 
    Even if Jules was dead and Steve was maimed, it was better than failing and leaving Albury to its fate. 
 
    Adrian would not let himself feel guilty for surviving. Steve had not thrown the sword to save his life. He had done it because if both Adrian and Jules were dead, then Bruce would have destroyed the rest. Fire potions were only so effective, and they would not have been enough. 
 
    It was a bitter victory, or maybe this was just what war was. Even a win felt like a loss. 
 
    Adrian’s breath was coming back under control. He could help soon. One of the healers Charlotte was fighting went down. Another of Susie’s healing spells hit Charlotte. She glowed, and the shallow wounds all over her started closing. She was getting stronger, and her opponents were getting weaker. 
 
    How did Susie even look up from Jules? Did this mean Jules was dead? 
 
    He could not look, so he tentatively reached out a mind thread instead. Her mind was there, amped up with the defence she had bought, still functioning. 
 
    She was still alive. 
 
    The fight was a success. Only downside was Steve’s leg. 
 
    Win Albury first, and then they could worry about him. Two to go! 
 
    They could do this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 75 
 
    Adrian felt the quest update. 
 
    Bruce had just officially died, and the battle in front of him altered instantly. 
 
    All three of Charlotte’s opponents’ attention swung first to Adrian. No—they were looking at the sword and then, as one, they focused on Steve and charged him. One-legged Steve, who could no longer defend himself properly. 
 
    Charlotte realised too late what was happening, having been engrossed in the flow of her battle. To be fair, having one’s opponents recklessly drop everything to go after someone else was hardly normal behaviour. 
 
    As they ran all, she hooked the ankles of one man, sending him sprawling before he caught himself. Having initially lunged in the wrong direction, she was incapable of picking off anyone else. 
 
    Steve saw them coming. There was a shift of energy and suddenly he was holding a giant axe instead of the sword. He stood there, balancing on one leg, ready to meet the insane charge of the remaining oath-sworn. 
 
    A knight and a healer sprinted at the one-legged man. Adrian wished he could move to help, but he was still was half a minute from being able to roll over, let alone join in combat. Even his mana was empty. All he could do was watch and cross his fingers. 
 
    Maniacally screaming, the knight charged Steve, who used the axe momentarily as a crutch before swinging up from the ground towards the armoured chest. 
 
    It was a clumsy blow that a stutter step would have avoided. There was a crack at the point of impact. The axe splinted the heavy plate armour and briefly lifted the knight off the ground. His trajectory shifted to the side, but the momentum was only partially arrested. From Adrian’s position, the wound looked decidedly fatal, but the knight stumbled and righted himself. He was close enough to swing his sword at Steve’s head. 
 
    Steve, instead of trying to dodge, just unceremoniously fell over. The sword swept impotently through the air while the injury caught up to the knight, who collapsed to the ground. The healer, meanwhile, launched herself at Steve. Frothing at the mouth, she tried to strangle him. Her hands were barely affecting Steve. With one hand still on his axe, he grabbed her wrists and twisted her arms into submission, sending her flailing onto her back. She still thrashed desperately. 
 
    “Adrian!” Steve called out. There was tension in his words. The healer bucked, and Steve’s grip slipped until he had to shift his body weight to contain her. Charlotte, having killed the last fighter, darted over and plopped down on the healer’s legs. 
 
    Steve’s request was obvious. They could not save everyone. In fact, they could barely save any, but if there was an opportunity, they should at least try. Good on Steve for trying. He, too, was sick of the pointless killing. 
 
    A mind thread reached out to the struggling healer. She had the amped defences in place, like what he had experienced at Tony’s death. Luckily, Adrian had levelled the skill since then, so now he at least had a chance. 
 
    Adrian channelled all his power into a single thread. A sharp pain erupted across his brow, but he persisted. Her mind was like a cactus bramble bush he was pushing through. The thorns scratched him everywhere; he was barely past the surface when he had to stop. With the most tentative of connections, he tried to determine whether she was the type that should be summarily executed or kept alive. 
 
    Memories emerged. It was not as in depth as he would have liked, and it was like watching a scene through thick, distorted glass. He persisted. There were several memories of her looking the other way instead of protecting someone from violence, but that was more out of helplessness. He searched harder, but nothing incriminating appeared. She had not willingly crossed a line as far as his brief examination could tell. 
 
    Blood thundering in his head, he dropped the thread. 
 
    Over a minute had passed, so he pushed himself up and walked towards them. Susie was now sitting on the healer as well. Adrian finally looked at Jules, who appeared horrific, but it was the horror of a body recovering from third-degree burns as opposed to the psychological terror of death. She had thus far been impervious to that. 
 
    “She seems okay,” he told them. “Not evil. If she’s still alive when Adhava dies, then the oath will fail.” 
 
    They were still looking at him. 
 
    “We should let her live.” 
 
    Steve promptly produced the needle designed to knock Jules out and plunged it into the healer’s arm. The woman grunted and writhed, fighting the injection before going limp. The serum was strong enough to sedate Jules in the peak of battle, so it would easily knock out a non-berserker for days. 
 
    “Good,” Steve said, standing up with the help of the axe. 
 
    All their eyes switched to Jules. Adrian could see the inherent healing at work. 
 
    “She’s alive,” he told them. “And in a couple of minutes she’ll be better off than the rest of us.” 
 
    “Adrian.” Jamal’s voice came out crisp and clear. “Joshua is moving too fast. You need to get here now. One of his men must have some sort of movement skill that’s buffing the speed of everyone else.” 
 
    “What?” Adrian spluttered. They had planned this, and there were supposed to have over ten minutes to finish the fight. They had not even used a fraction of that time. 
 
    He checked with the badge. This was the first occasion it had observed the movement ability in Joshua’s team. He felt that flip of the stomach that occurred whenever he realised a plan was falling apart. Of course, Adhava must have purchased a skill to change the dynamics. They had probably all purchased one for a member of their team and with Eleni dead, Adrian didn’t get the inside scoop anymore. 
 
    “You need to move fast,” Jamal insisted. 
 
    “Jules is out of action and Steve lost half his leg.” 
 
    “Leave them.” Jamal’s voice was harsh and unyielding. “I’ll do my best to stall.” 
 
    Cursing to himself, Adrian obeyed, spinning around and running toward the airport and warehouse district. From the sounds of it, both Charlotte and Susie were following. No time to check. 
 
    The area they ran down was new to him, at least. They had deliberately stayed away from the centre of the operation because they did not want to trigger any paranoia in Adhava. 
 
    The matriarch was set up in an old warehouse. That fact alone had raised their suspicions. With all the luxury available, the fact that she had based her business there was a red flag. There was a reason she was there. The common consensus was that Adhava stayed there for security reasons, as she trapped all the approaches. 
 
    Disquiet from the interface. It thought differently and was almost certainly right, but something made that warehouse special. Well, they were about to find out exactly what it was. 
 
    Every street around the warehouse for three blocks was declared a restricted area, but that hardly mattered since the event. 
 
    “Faster,” Jamal instructed. “Use your Shadow Steps.” 
 
    The wording tickled Adrian’s brain. How would Jamal know how fast he was going? Any locals watching would not have been able to pierce the Ambusher Steps that cloaked him. Realisation hit Adrian: the bastard had put a tracking device on him. 
 
    There was the sensation of a shrug and a complete lack of concern from the interface. 
 
    You knew. 
 
    The emotions seemed to flake away for a moment before coming back in a more complicated mix than usual. Regarding the specific tracking device question, there was confusion followed by blame, as if to say, “What, you didn’t know?” 
 
    Of course I didn’t. 
 
    “It’s not my problem if you don’t bother thinking,” the interface seemed to reply. 
 
    He ground his teeth slightly and then composed himself. These fights with the interface were not ones that he could win, and he had half-expected another degrading chihuahua scene. A hint of interest came from the interface. 
 
    “They’re still recharging,” Adrian snapped back quickly at Jamal, partially to distract from the internal argument. 
 
    At that moment, Charlotte ran past him. 
 
    “You shouldn’t let a girl beat you.” It was childish, sexist, and beneath Jamal, but somehow motivating. Adrian lowered his head and focused on running, debating the pros and cons of haste, but this trip was not long enough for his mana to replenish, so anything used now would be unavailable for the next battle. 
 
    He was up to eight Shadow Steps, so he started blending them into his running. It allowed him to steadily pass Charlotte. It was just the two of them in the coming battle. Susie ground to a halt when she realised the futility of trying to keep up with Charlotte’s superior Agility or Adrian’s Shadow Steps. Plus, with Jules and Steve both hurt, having her stay in order to protect them was worthwhile, just in case. 
 
    “You’re still too slow. Use haste.” The stress in Jamal’s voice cut through this time. Adrian cast the spell almost by reflex, and he was back to running once more with the ground speeding past him.  
 
    His Agility was higher this time, he had more experience with the spell, and the road was smoother. While he was ready to use Shadow Step at a moment’s notice, he hardly needed it. 
 
    The extra speed meant he was rapidly leaving Charlotte behind, but there was nothing to be done about that. 
 
    Another mana regeneration potion down the hatch. The taste was getting bitter, which meant he would need to wait before the next one. 
 
    He burst onto the street leading to the warehouse. The road next to the airport was long and straight, and he could see to the other end. A mass of figures that must have been Joshua’s group had appeared. With a touch of the badge, that summation was proved correct. 
 
    He ran harder despite the bad news. It did not take a mathematics degree to tell that he was too late—the Yanneys’ base of operations was far closer to Joshua’s group. In fact, he would be at the door in less than a minute, and Adrian was still over a kilometre away. Even if he could close the distance in two minutes, it was too long. 
 
    “I’m going to delay them.” Jamal’s voice sounded resigned. “You guys win this fight and fix this town.” The older man’s voice was cracking. Joshua’s team was less than two hundred metres from the warehouse when Adrian saw a wheelchair hurtle out into the road. A small crowd of men separated out from behind a broken-down truck and followed Jamal, charging Joshua’s mob. 
 
    “Die, you bastards!” Jamal yelled, his voice breaking through their connection device. Eight men were running with Jamal—the volunteers he recruited to delay Joshua. For a moment, Adrian thought Jamal had done the impossible and found fighters that could match the inflated levels of the Junta’s men. Then the two sides collided, and that hope vanished. Jamal’s men went flying as the power of their opponents overwhelmed them. 
 
    They were, however, brave. The wheelchair disappeared amongst Joshua’s men. Adrian noticed the trail of debris that Jamal had left behind him. The old man had borrowed the trick that Adrian had used with the Bird, emptying the bag of holding. In fact, all eight had been using the same technique. 
 
    Bright light exploded from the engagement. 
 
    Adrian was blinded, but he kept running, hoping to stay safe on the straight road. 
 
    Help? 
 
    He was not sure if the interface heard him or if it could even do anything, but he tried to stay in a straight line and trusted that the interface would let him know if he was veering into a parked car. Everything was too blurry. 
 
    The quest had not updated. Joshua was still alive but most likely hurt, and it was Adrian’s job to make sure Jamal’s sacrifice did not go to waste. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 76 
 
    Adrian’s eyes cleared enough for him to see and avoid a blurry car wreck ahead of him. Two months and Alpha physics had a done a number on vehicles. They looked like they had been abandoned for years. A car had collided with a truck, and both drivers’ doors were opened, which was a positive sign. The car looked like it had once been blue and the truck, to Adrian’s straining eyes, appeared to be more rust than paint. 
 
    A Shadow Step took him beyond the broken machinery. Once upon a time, perhaps even yesterday, he might have tried some heroic leap over them, but even though he knew the cost of one attribute point should not matter, it made him hesitate. That was not true. Every standard point of Agility at these lower levels made a substantial difference. 
 
    Keep running. 
 
    Jamal died for this. Steve had lost his leg. He needed to stop Joshua from reaching Adhava to save the town. 
 
    Adrian blinked furiously. It improved his vision, but still not enough to fight. What the hell had Jamal used? Hopefully, by the time he reached Joshua, the afterimages from the explosion would have passed. 
 
    Adrian was passing the warehouse that started it all. Adhava’s lair. 
 
    Despite the blurriness, he saw a chain-link fence and a more substantial gate that was mostly shut. Basically, it was nothing special, just an ordinary warehouse. The only difference was the two guards in front both rubbing their eyes from the explosion. 
 
    As he kept running, Adrian confirmed his Ambusher Steps skill was still active and thankfully, its welcoming obscurity cloaked him. In seconds, he was past Adhava’s security and charging at his actual target. 
 
    Joshua! 
 
    Reaching him in time was only part of the equation. He still needed to kill him. 
 
    Just Joshua. He did not have to execute all the others. If he was successful in assassinating Joshua, then the rest of the forces did not matter. Inevitably, they would fixate upon him, and he could vanish into the darkness and lead them on a merry chase. Parade them past Charlotte and let her bulldoze them. Not that he wanted to do that to the girl. She already had enough darkness to live with, but war . . . 
 
    Joshua’s followers were all in the low twenties. That was pretty impressive. He had been levelling them up while he played happily with his cows. The badge confirmed he was still doing it. 
 
    Not now. 
 
    Adrian forced the images down. 
 
    Never. 
 
    The real question was which of them were still alive. There were some dead or at least unconscious bodies ahead of him, but it was clear the majority of those were the heroes that Jamal had recruited. As his eyes scanned over the area, he picked out fifteen corpses, so their suicide attack had not been in vain. Yet, despite that measure of success, the destruction they had unleashed was underwhelming, especially considering the blinding light that had lit up the sky. An explosion that would have been seen across the whole of Albury. 
 
    Adrian had expected gaping holes in the ground, bodies torn to bits and flattened gates, cars, and trees. None of that happened. It was not even close to what Bruce’s trap had managed. That had sent debris flying for hundreds of metres, while this had barely damaged the scrub twenty metres away. 
 
    This is what Adrian had expected post-event physics to allow. He had read the description and assumed explosives were not possible, until Tony’s specialised grenades and Bruce’s bomb. Magic instead of chemical, he guessed, and only time would tell how far they could scale those effects. 
 
    Finally, he was in range of his opponents. They looked disoriented, like the victims of a flashbang in the movies. Given what else Jamal had achieved, he had probably researched the explosives, and this disorientation was intentional. Adrian’s focus had been on Joshua, but given the spread of destruction, he could afford to eliminate a few others. 
 
    Naturally, he sought Joshua first. 
 
    Level 23 Druid 
 
    The druid class has the option of a host of nature spells. Members can specialise in healing, animal companionship, or chloromancer pathways. 
 
    Thoughts shot around in Adrian’s head. Of course, he was a druid and would have taken the animal companion path, but his low level was surprising. 
 
    Extra information flowed through the identification. Like Adrian had expected, Joshua had spent a pretty penny to enhance his attributes. They were all elevated above Adrian’s levels, and there were several once-per-day buffs hanging around him that had mitigated the effects of the explosion. A buff that hardened the critical areas of his body. The skin over his neck, head, and torso was strong as steel, a second enhancement regulated the surrounding temperature even in an inferno, and a third one was similar to Adrian’s projectile barrier but stronger across the board. 
 
    Joshua was also no longer disoriented and his men would soon follow suit. 
 
    Level 22 Mist Weaver 
 
    This class is a cross between a stealth assassin and a swamp witch with a variety of devastating abilities that are enhanced by concealing fog or smoke. 
 
    Level 21 Dodge Tank 
 
    This tank class has abilities to slow enemies and use one-off skills to absorb attacks. 
 
    Level 22 Health Buff Specialist 
 
    This class is the ultimate utility in large group battles and possesses several instantaneous heals and buffs that act over longer periods. 
 
    There were other similar ones and as he looked, Adrian could see synergies between them. 
 
    Level 20 Demonic Smoker 
 
    A quick-moving melee fighter specialising in high initial damage. At level 20, smokers can shapeshift into a demonic stalker body which supercharges speed with the downside of generating smoke.

  

 
   
    The demonic smoker was a petite girl, and once she started flittering around the battlefield, that mist weaver would strengthen dramatically. 
 
    What can I do? 
 
    The interface sheepishly sighed, offering no suggestions. 
 
    Adrian knew he needed to act. Once all the oath-sworn entered the battle, it would all be over. But how could he hurt Joshua? No, not hurt him. How could Adrian kill him? Mind magic would not work. He had already seen the defences around Eleni, and Joshua would have the same setup. 
 
    The man, especially after using once-a-day buffs, was too powerful. His magic defences were too much, plus with less than fifty mana there was not much Adrian could do magically, anyway. The Bruce battle was too recent for his mana to regenerate. Even fire and ice blades were unlikely to be enough with so little mana to play with. The man was too strong. His spear would not penetrate the chest until after the spell ran out. 
 
    That buff had over six minutes to go. 
 
    With a knife he might hack off the arm, but how would that help him? He would heal and still be able to gather an army to save his mum. 
 
    Disable? 
 
    Once more, what would that do? 
 
    He had to move, do something. Try as he might, he could not see a way to kill him. Glancing back, Charlotte was too far away to help, and even she would struggle against the demonic smoker and mist weaver. 
 
    His feet had slowed, trying to buy himself time to think.  
 
    Adrian clicked on his communication device. “Charlotte, fall back,” he ordered. “They’re too strong for you, and I have a plan.” 
 
    He did not. Adrian focused on what he knew he could hurt: the arms. That was the weakness to exploit. If he had an earth spike . . . no, that would not be enough. Maybe an attack through the armpits. 
 
    Why wasn’t the interface pulling him into a lecture? 
 
    The world froze. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 77 
 
    Adrian was frozen in place. 
 
    A ray of light came from the heavens, and a heavenly beauty descended. She looked a lot like Emily. 
 
    “No,” he growled, angry beyond reason. The interface would not use her image. “No!” 
 
    The woman’s skin darkened, the face became more heart shaped, and then her wings opened behind her. She no longer had any resemblance to Emily, so he relaxed. She was angelic, glowing so dazzlingly that he could not look at her straight. Then the effect was ruined when she looked bored, popped out a mobile phone and starting flicking through some app. 
 
    Adrian shut his eyes to block out the image and think instead. Joshua was too strong. He could hurt the arms but the moment he started to, Joshua would order his sworn to help him, and then things would go bad quickly. Head, neck, and torso were invulnerable. 
 
    “This place sucks,” a female voice said abruptly. “I’m out of here.” 
 
    Before he could even process the words, the wings snapped shut and the column of light started drawing her back into the sky. 
 
    The world unfroze, and he was running once more. 
 
    Disable. He needed to incapacitate him; that was the only way he could win. There was only one thing in his possession that could do that. 
 
    Step, step. 
 
    Adrian was suddenly right next to Joshua. The needle was tight in his hands, and he grabbed Joshua’s exposed wrist, plunging it in and injecting the liquid into Joshua. It worked on Jules and the healer, so it would be just as effective on Joshua. 
 
    Buff of Strength, Buff of Growth. 
 
    The start of a plan was forming in his mind. The potion knocked out Jules when she was berserking; there was no way that Joshua would resist it. The only problem was that if Joshua got hurt, the tranquilliser might get flushed from his system faster and he would wake up. 
 
    In front of him, Joshua’s eyes rolled up into his head. 
 
    All Adrian had to do was drag him away from his guards for the six minutes needed for the buff to roll off. Then, simply get him close enough for Steve to chop him in half. It was that easy. 
 
    Haste, Air Assistance. 
 
    He got hit by a mana headache, but it was worth it. The two movement spells would hopefully let him keep ahead of the trailing oath-sworn. 
 
    Joshua was not at all heavy. To Adrian, with his enhanced size, it was very much like carrying a toddler. With the man cradled in his arms, Adrian took off. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Susie asked, perplexed. 
 
    He had taken three steps with no reaction. He might even escape. This could work. Throw everything into running, just like when he escaped the shintopurs. There was no hiding, as the oath-sworn could follow via their slave marks. 
 
    Pain raked across his hip. He almost stumbled but kept going. Joshua would wake if he dropped him. 
 
    What had hit him? 
 
    There was the stench of smoke in the air. That answered his question. The demonic smoker had seen him stealing the boss and reacted faster than Adrian had hoped. 
 
    “My owl is coming!” Susie yelled. 
 
    There was a flash over his head and a very human scream behind him. 
 
    Another slash of pain, this time down his other leg. Smoke bellowed around him. He slowed to look, mind tendrils rushing out as he did so. 
 
    Every one of Joshua’s men had a slight glow to them. Identification worked automatically to unravel what it meant. His hope of being able to outdistance them vanished. Not with that spell active. It was a form of his Haste spell that had been affixed to each person individually. It almost doubled their speed and killing the one who had cast it would not end the effect on the others. They would be faster than him for another ten minutes. 
 
    A mind thread reached out and grabbed the dodge tank. Relief flooded through Adrian. Joshua was not dead. He had not ordered them to do anything. The blind obedience that overwhelmed his mind power was not present. His second thread seized the demonic smoker. The mist weaver’s mind was too strong, so he caught the next closest, which was a shield master. 
 
    Almost without them realising it, their memories changed, and they moved to surround Joshua to protect him with their lives against the assassins that were coming to get him. 
 
    “Help?” 
 
    There were eleven against his three and as he focused on the wider group, Adrian realised he had been lucky. These three were among the weakest minds of the oath-sworn. There were two others he could grab, but he could only control three at a time while simultaneously carrying their boss and running away from the warehouse. 
 
    Adrian examined their Haste spell, thinking that he might unravel it. Luck was not with him—the entire structure had a complexity that was beyond him. Disabling it would be like untangling a ball of wool. Each spell construct was identical. Once he learnt how to do it, then the rest would be easy, but there was no time now. 
 
    Susie’s pet swept down, taking a chunk out of the mist weaver. 
 
    “Guys, what are you doing?” 
 
    “We need to get him to Adhava.” 
 
    “Stop! You’re going the wrong way.” 
 
    The oath-sworn that were not enslaved in the illusion were trying to talk down the people who were. Their words would not work on his three defenders, as Adrian was ensuring that all they heard was a foreign language. 
 
    “What state is he in?” Susie asked. 
 
    Adrian wanted to tell her to shut up and let him run, but answering the question might buy silence. “Tranquillised.” 
 
    The bird swept again, and the three enemies who had been approaching the shield mage he had enslaved with his mind magic stumbled away, giving her space. 
 
    “Line up and stab through the heart,” Steve advised via the communication device. 
 
    With three defenders firmly under his control, Adrian could multitask enough to answer properly. “I can’t pierce the skin,” Adrian told them. “And I’m out of magic.” 
 
    There were sounds of a rasping voice. 
 
    “Wait,” Susie ordered. “Jules is saying something.” 
 
    He could hear murmured conversation. “Poison!” Susie suddenly exclaimed. “She’s saying ‘poison.’” 
 
    Gears clicked into place in his head. He had nothing as deadly as what he had tricked Eleni with, but he still had a lot of substances he had been putting aside religiously to satisfy his pathway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 78 
 
    What he needed was slow-acting poisons. Anything that was acidic was out, because the moment they started burning the throat, Joshua might wake. The exact mechanism of the tranquiliser was exceedingly unclear, but pain could override its effects at least sometimes. 
 
    Adrian slowed to a halt and mentally reached out to change the programming for the shield mage. Suddenly, she was ducking in, covering the three of them with her shields. He laid Joshua down to free up his hands. 
 
    Potions toppled out of his bag. As he dashed to telekinetically scoop them up, he hesitated. The first two poisons required swallowing. The last thing he wanted was to make Joshua choke, as that might wake him up. He discarded the two vials, letting them fall to the ground even though his pathway instincts clamoured for him to pick them up. 
 
    Contact poisons! 
 
    That’s what he needed. The contact poisons appeared in the bag, and his telekinesis skill retrieved them. Ripping off a corner of his undershirt to serve as a makeshift glove, he crouched down and smeared the viscous liquid on the inside of the lip, on the tongue, even the eyelids. As he worked, he could still feel a tingle in his fingertips as the poison seeped through. He discarded the poisons that caused immediate damage, saving four of them to apply last. Administered in the wrong order, those would certainly wake the beast. 
 
    The fingers he was using were going numb, but his exposure was less than Joshua’s and he had tempered his body a long way. Outside the shields, the demonic smoker went down, killed by a phase assassin. Adrian had been carefully preserving the phase assassin and the moment the smoker died, Adrian dropped that thread and seized the phase assassin instead. 
 
    “Protect Joshua!” his new pawn yelled, attacking the momentum tank that was beating uselessly on the shields. 
 
    With all the colourful smears of poison, Joshua looked a lot like a little girl who had raided her mum’s makeup collection. 
 
    It was time for the endgame. Adrian was popping vials desperately; Joshua was going to wake up in moments. The poisons would push out the tranquilliser. The dodge tank went down. Adrian emptied the vials across Joshua’s chest, except for two, which he shoved into the mouth. 
 
    If that was not a lethal cocktail, Adrian would eat a book. 
 
    Joshua woke up choking. Hopefully, some poisons had gone down his throat. Adrian was not finished; his knife was decked with two different poisons. He carefully dragged the blade across Joshua’s arm, cutting just deep enough to transfer the poison. The phase assassin flashed over him, deflecting an attack. Susie’s owl attacked a heavyset man who was about to bash his head with a hammer. 
 
    Now, there was nothing else he could do. Joshua would either live or die. Adrian had only grazed the poison and felt his own fingertips going numb, his heartbeat elevating; Joshua was in trouble. 
 
    Pain blossomed on his shoulder. His defenders were down, and he had no one available to replace them. 
 
    Wind Gust. Wind Gust. Wind Gust. 
 
    A triangle of wind exploded out from his chest, knocking the four remaining opponents back. Adrian stood up, ready to run. Joshua grabbed his feet to restrain him, but with a twist and deliberate foot stamp, he retracted. Adrian thought he felt the distinct crunch of bone in the fingers. 
 
    Step, step, step, step. 
 
    With Adrian watching from behind the cover of a car, the four were scrambling to protect Joshua. They could not track Adrian through his steps and were instead staring out, searching for their enemy. A sword flashed through the air, testing to make sure Adrian had not somehow turned invisible. The others duplicated the motion. 
 
    Already, two of them were dropping to their knees attempting to heal Joshua, who was sobbing on the ground. He could not have that. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Their distributed shielding deflected the arrow. Hopefully, because of the unexpectedly long engagement, those shields would not have much juice left in them. Identification tried to go to work, but his vision was wavering slightly from the poison, making it impossible. 
 
    The owl swooped again and took a chunk off a healer’s shoulder. Jamal’s gamble had been successful; all their shields popped in that explosion. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    This time with eight earth behind the projectile. 
 
    Someone in the cluster suddenly recognised their exposed position. The four guards struggled to pull Joshua to his feet, flung his arms across their shoulders for support, and started running towards the warehouse. 
 
    That was when Adrian realised that some of Adhava’s guards had almost reached them. His window of opportunity was rapidly narrowing. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Once more with eight times earth, aiming for the second healer. The arrow slammed through the healer’s chest, and he collapsed to the ground. The owl hit the first healer again, this time with a throat strike. They were both down. 
 
    The others did not pause. Adrian realised he would probably need to engage the newcomers directly, as they would have intact ranged defence, and his mana was too low. Shooting from afar was no longer an option. 
 
    Suddenly, Charlotte was intercepting them. Where had she come from? She clearly ignored his order to retreat. 
 
    The odds were back in Adrian’s favour, but his opponents were still too close to Adhava’s warehouse for him to feel safe. Opposing Adrian and Charlotte were two dying healers, the two men supporting Joshua, and the couple of reinforcements that had been on the gate to Adhava’s warehouse. Charlotte was engaging them. She was dancing between them with blue sparks flying. Of course, those guards were fresh and still had the special shield that all the enemy forces had. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Mana once again depleted, he imparted only two times earth on this strike and got a familiar mana headache. The robbed hammer fighter carrying Joshua went down with the arrow through his chest. Their networking defences were depleted, and only one man of Joshua’s original group was still propping him up. 
 
    Charlotte was knocked flying as one of Adhava’s men hit her with an energy spell. The owl attacked the healer for the third time. This time, it was fatal. 
 
    Joshua, no longer being held up, collapsed to the ground, vomiting. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    The other healer died instantly as the arrow slammed home. Adrian and Susie were both borrowing Tony’s tactics: make sure the enemy was dead. If they survived, some healing could have them back in the battle at full strength in moments. 
 
    How could he help Charlotte? 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Adrian advanced openly, firing at the additional guards. They flinched, but their standard defences were in place. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Mana was an issue, but his strength buff was active. Even without the magical boosts, his arrows were hitting hard. Charlotte was back on her feet and fighting. 
 
    “Grab Josh and run!” 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Adrian aimed for the man who was yelling. His shield sparked dangerously, but Joshua’s last remaining fighter did as instructed. 
 
    Charlotte lunged across and kicked that fighter in the bum as he leant to pick up his boss. He was dressed in heavy mail and went down with a clatter and bang. With all the weight, he was slow to get up. Charlotte was moving, trying to keep clear of the new guards. She had several vampiric drains active. She could probably win if there was time. Of course, there was not. 
 
    There was activity in the warehouse. Another ten guards spewed from the central complex. That was too many for the two of them. Joshua was still alive, and his inherent healing was barely keeping up. Death was close. However, with healing he might survive, and that incoming mass of people would have more healers in it. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    Adrian looked down to see his arrow slam home into the man he was targeting. Straight through the visor. The absurdity of outpacing his own arrow still imparted a sense of wonder. Joshua’s last oath-sworn was dead. 
 
    He scooped up Joshua. 
 
    “You’ve been betrayed. I’ll take you to safety,” he promised. 
 
    The idiot believed him, and Adrian was not sure whether it was stupid or sickness speaking. 
 
    In any case, Joshua hugged into his neck. Adrian breathed with some relief—it was easier to run when his cargo wasn’t thrashing around. Joshua snuggled into him, pushing his head into the crook of Adrian’s neck. He wanted to drop him, knowing that the contact poison was being transferred onto his skin. His brain rattled off which poisons were in contact and then decided that there would be no permanent effects. Cooperation was more important than warding off ickiness, so he let the man keep cuddling. 
 
    “Charlotte, run!” he yelled. With only two opponents left in the fight, she should be able to disengage or at least kill them before the others arrived. He had to trust her. 
 
    For now, he needed to escape with the prize. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 79 
 
    Adrian resisted the impulse. The badge was clear: if Joshua reached the compound, their insurrection was over. 
 
    Adrian kept running with Joshua, hoping to make a diversion. 
 
    “Charlotte, run!” he yelled again, hoping that she would make use of the distracted guards. Regardless, Adhava’s men would know that saving Joshua was their primary objective. 
 
    There was a scream behind him. 
 
    Hopefully, it was the owl hitting another victim. He just concentrated on foot placement while watching the number of Shadow Steps that were available. It hit seven. 
 
    Step. 
 
    It worked, but three steps vanished from his counter. 
 
    There was a big penalty for using steps while carrying someone. Now, at least, he knew. He could manage with just an occasional step unless one of Adhava’s guards had the advanced haste ability that Joshua and his men had used. 
 
    “Keep running. You’re losing ’em,” Susie told him. Susie was using her owl to direct him. 
 
    His spell of growth faded, and he lacked the mana to replenish it. The run became ten times harder. 
 
    “You’re still faster than them,” Susie encouraged. “So don’t slow down.” 
 
    “How,” he huffed, “is Charlotte?” 
 
    Jules was clearly okay if she had suggested poison. With her regeneration, if she survived the initial wounds, she would piece herself back together. 
 
    “Escaping,” Susie said. “Two followed her, but not seriously. She lost them already.” 
 
    “How . . . many”—step—“following?” 
 
    “Nine are after you,” Susie reported. “Keep going. All of Joshua’s oath-sworn are dead, so it’s just a matter of time until you lose them.” 
 
    He ran while Susie fired off directions like a GPS. Joshua was still alive. Whenever he looked down, colour was returning to his face. 
 
    “Josh,” he gasped, “is going . . .” He almost stumbled. “To survive.” 
 
    “One more street,” Susie said calmly, “and then you’ll reach us.” 
 
    The ground shifted under his foot, and he started to fall. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He came out fully balanced, his breath rasping harder in his throat. Only one full Shadow Step remained. 
 
    Adrian slowed down to avoid tripping, Joshua shifting in his arms. It felt weird touching him. There were a lot of rumours floating around about this guy. The badge reminded him of an incident when he had sent a girl who had upset one of his cows to Tony for punishment. Adrian could only imagine what that man had done to her in response. 
 
    A deranged fool with too much power. A typical Yanney. The only potential exemption had been Eleni, and even she was frighteningly sharp when she wanted to be. 
 
    In front of him, he saw Jules. She was ravenously eating a chunk of meat, and while fully healed, she looked like she hadn’t eaten in weeks. Her features were sunken and withdrawn. 
 
    She was running toward him. 
 
    “Jules is going to take Joshua,” Susie whispered to Adrian. “Adhava’s guards are returning to the warehouse.” 
 
    When Jules arrived, he struggled to pry the man from his neck. 
 
    “Mummy, don’t push me away,” Joshua croaked. 
 
    Adrian shuddered. 
 
    Jules helped hoist him into a firefighter’s carry in moments and dashed into the house. 
 
    Adrian sunk to the ground, panting, trying to wrap his head around what happened. They were still in this. He had stopped Joshua from reaching his mum, which meant they could win. Only one more to go. 
 
    His interface flashed. Cautiously, he checked the quest. 
 
    QUEST - FREE ALBURY 
 
    Because over twenty thousand people desire the same action, a general quest has been issued to anyone who meets the prerequisites. 
 
    To complete the quest, all eight representatives of the ruling Junta must be killed. 
 
    Junta Members 
 
    
    	            Adhava Yanney 
 
    	            Yosuf Yanney  
 
    	            Eleni Yanney 
 
    	            Raj Yanney 
 
    	            Panayiota McDermott 
 
    	            Tony McDermott 
 
    	            Bruce McDermott 
 
    	            Joshua Yanney 
 
   
 
    What? 
 
    Joshua’s name was already crossed out. Adrian looked at the house Jules had taken him into. One of them, probably Steve, had slaughtered him in cold blood. 
 
    It had to be done. Adrian knew that. It was deserved. They all recognised that. 
 
    But in cold blood? 
 
    At least he didn’t have to do it. That thought made him feel dirty. He wanted to be strong and do what was necessary. Yet if someone else was willing . . . 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 80 
 
    Adrian pushed himself up and found Susie standing just metres away from him. 
 
    “It had to be done,” she told him. 
 
    “I should have.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Steve and I discussed it at length. We are a team. Everything is not on you.” 
 
    “I . . .” Adrian paused, not quite sure what to say. “We need to get going.” 
 
    Susie nodded. The others came out. Charlotte was there too. Their faces were grim. 
 
    “One more,” Jules declared through a mouthful of food. This time it was a burger. It vanished in moments. The sustenance seemed to magically go from her mouth to her frame. She was already looking slightly less skeletal. 
 
    Adrian looked around awkwardly. 
 
    “That way,” Susie said, pointing as her owl swooped down to land on her shoulder. “I think we’re less than five minutes away.” 
 
    They walked, each of them lost a bit in their own world. Adrian attempted to extract details out of the badge but was rebuffed at every attempt. When he was putting together the plan to trap the siblings, it had been eager to please, but now he got zip. Adhava, as far as it was concerned, was a void. 
 
    You’re supposed to help me on my quest. 
 
    Nothing. It was as if not a single soul knew anything about her. Adrian did not believe it for a second. Even information about the guards he had already fought was denied. He remembered they were level seventeen. The badge could analyse their trader-purchased weapons, use colour and size of artifacts to extract information about the buyers. There was knowledge out there, and it was not giving it up. 
 
    Had the system turned on him? Was this the moment when the rich and powerful withdrew support, leaving the previously untouched special child vulnerable? Adrian reined in his flight of fantasy. Eventually, these things would be made clear. Whatever underlying intelligence that had been driving the entire event had been fair so far. It had also appeared to be mostly on his side. 
 
    Will I survive at least? 
 
    Still no response. Their brief battle had taught them a lot. Adhava’s guards seemed to all be level seventeen. Unlike most of her children, she didn’t send them out into the town to fight and get stronger. Additionally, there was a limited number of oath-bound fighters. That would all help in the coming fight. According to the rules, she could only have twenty-four people sworn to her, and that included her children, who were now dead. At most, they were up against seventeen opponents. 
 
    A tough fight. Made tougher by Steve’s injury. The man had said nothing, but the peg leg they had installed on him as a stopgap measure echoed as they walked down the street. 
 
    Tap, tap. 
 
    Despite the disability, Steve would still be a better fighter than the rest of them. 
 
    Thinking it through, there might be fewer than seventeen. It took a little while to replace an oath-sworn, but she had other options. It was possible she could have sucked in some of the generic Albury Patriots to help her instead. They would find out. 
 
    No matter what else happened, Adrian knew they would go into that warehouse and try to kill her. There was no other choice. It was going to end today. 
 
    They emerged out of an alley onto a familiar street; their target was over to his right. After over a week of planning punctuated by brief, desperate battles, this was it. 
 
    Only Adhava to go. Now that she was the last one, he could physically feel her presence. It was a throbbing point of reference that he could not push away. Before now, there had always been two or more points, and that combination had let him ignore the pull. Now that it was just Adhava, he could feel her constantly. A flashing strobe saying come here and deal with me. It was probably the interface screwing with him. 
 
    Almost synchronised, they drew to a halt. They were here. Ready for the final game, the grand finale that would end in ecstasy or tears. 
 
    “We’re so close,” Jules said, her voice soft and vulnerable. “I don’t know right now . . . I don’t want to die. I don’t want you guys to die.” 
 
    Profound silence. Each person reckoning with mortality. It was a little unsettling to hear the doubts coming from Jules, but Adrian guessed for this fight, she was mortal like the rest of them. Bruce had burnt her cockroach skill out of her. As for Steve, he had probably depleted his ring in the previous fight as well. They all just had their one life. 
 
    “We can do this.” Steve’s voice was quiet, fragile. 
 
    “Jamal, Kozzie,” Jules whispered, on the verge of tears. 
 
    “We’re doing it for them, and for Charlotte’s brother,” Adrian declared passionately. “Not to mention all the other lives her dogs have ruined.” 
 
    There was more silence. As Adrian stared at the warehouse, he wondered why the hell she still lived there. How did it make sense when she could have repurposed any building she wanted? Could have snatched up the swankiest place in town, yet she had not. Instead, she had remained here. 
 
    “Why here?” Adrian blurted. 
 
    “Maybe she is a lich and has to protect her phylactery,” Charlotte suggested. 
 
    His interface giggled. The badge disagreed. Apparently, it lacked a sense of humour. Undead was not an option, at least not this early in an event. It was possible to transition one’s consciousness to a machine and sometimes another body, but the system actively resisted that concept. It would be generations before that sort of activity even became remotely feasible. 
 
    Jaracol confirmed that the badge was giving true information, but it was clear the interface did not care. The new physics supported life after death, at least in a restricted manner, and the system resisted anything that went against that part of nature. 
 
    Why would she stay in the warehouse? 
 
    Nothing came back. It was worth a try—the badge had briefly reawakened. 
 
    Is there anything valuable that’s stuck in one place? 
 
    Calculations occurred. Images of palaces, plants, maybe a cave system that contained priceless herbs. None of them made sense to justified her staying. All those things were worth protecting, but she had soldiers for that. She didn’t have to be in the warehouse. 
 
    The quest changed abruptly. They all felt it. The interface was flashing, but Adrian ignored it for the moment to stay alert while everyone else checked what had happened. 
 
    “We have sixty-three minutes,” Susie said, reading the changed conditions. 
 
    What? Now they were suddenly on a timer? 
 
    Sixty-three minutes sounded perfectly feasible. They were already outside the warehouse preparing to fight. While in some ways it was a meaningless timer, it still added tension to everything. In fact, it felt like manipulation and a poor attempt at that. 
 
    Disagreement flashed from the interface. 
 
    Adrian thought a little harder. Foggy old memories about oath-sworn came riding into his consciousness. Creating a proper, delegated authority like what she had done with her kids took time. Anywhere from ten minutes to a day, depending on the individual’s skill level. This new countdown was not a trick. It was a warning from the system. Adhava was preparing a proxy who could summon the Albury guard to protect her. They definitely had to prevent that. 
 
    “She’s creating someone to act on her behalf,” Adrian told his team. “The quest is warning us how long we have until that person is created. She can probably teleport them out of here.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “If the proxy escapes, they’ll bring every patched member down on top of us.” 
 
    “Which is what we tried to avoid when we killed the other Junta first,” Susie summarised. 
 
    “Exactly,” Adrian agreed. “The moment she started investing authority into someone new, the timer kicked in.” 
 
    “Let’s end this,” Jules said finally. 
 
    Thousands of regrets swelled within Adrian. Things they should have done better. Preparations that would have made a difference. For one, they should have sold off Joshua’s and Bruce’s gear or worn it. Entering this battle with unspent energy was the height of stupidity, but it was too late. There was a deadline now. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” he agreed tiredly. 
 
    “Let’s kill the cow,” Charlotte added. 
 
    “Kill,” Jules growled. “Let’s—” 
 
    “Kill the cow!” they all yelled with her. 
 
    Steve stalked forward, his wooden peg leg grinding on the asphalt. It hindered his movements, but not as much as Adrian expected. Steve had an advantage given his ridiculous level of Agility and the smooth, flawless pavement. He would fight this battle like the hero he was, but Adrian did not need any oracle abilities to understand that Steve was not making it to Melbourne. With that disability, he was not travelling across the country. If he tried, he would be more of a hindrance than a bonus. His journey ended here. 
 
    In a line, they marched down the road towards the gates, keeping to the right, next to the airport fence. There was a single guard standing at the gate. 
 
    Traps? 
 
    There was nothing to help him. No whirling calculations from the badge and not a blip from the interface. If only Jamal were here. His Perception would be a bonus. But he was dead, having sacrificed himself to get the rest of them to this point, because he had believed in something better for Albury. 
 
    The interface supported him. A soft flutter of care. 
 
    Adrian held up a hand, and everyone stopped. Without Jamal here, he needed to use his own skills to look for traps because Adhava had stayed here for a reason. If it was important enough for her to remain, then it was worth protecting. She would not be sloppy. This was the woman who got her kids protection against poison, Mind skills, and ranged weapons. There would be traps. He would bet his life on that. 
 
    With Magic Focus open, he searched for the glow of energy that would reveal the tricks. The chain-link fence had been enhanced with something substantial. There was a continual flow of energy within the metal that made him think of the portals all those weeks ago with the imps. It had a similar, complex swirl of magic which served a purpose. Almost certainly defensive, but one Adrian could probably never unravel with his current skills. 
 
    He got the feeling that the magic was not passive. He grimaced, imagining a desperate Albury resident scavenging for loot and trying to scale that fence. Adrian was sure they would have been fried or something equally horrific. Given time, he could potentially short-circuit it just like he had done to the first portal. It was already easier to destroy than create. 
 
    Sixty-three minutes! There was no time to work out how to destabilise the energy. 
 
    “No touching the fence,” he announced. “It’s lethal.” 
 
    His eyes went to the only other entry point, the gate. It was a thicker, more substantial barrier than the rest of the fence, but it was not enchanted. 
 
    How cliché. They were going to storm the front gates. Adrian took nothing for granted and kept looking for further traps. No matter where he looked, the ground appeared clean. 
 
    Maybe physical traps instead of magic? 
 
    Magic Focus switched off with a thought, and he studied in front of the gate and beyond it. The gate was positioned on a driveway off the road, near a fence, footpath, and nature strip. The sandy patches of earth had patterns in them. There were clearly traps hidden in the dirt. Adrian looked further. The potholes were likewise trapped; the angles were wrong, but given the other evidence, he was sure that the large puddles hid traps as well. 
 
    “Everything other than asphalt and concrete is trapped,” he told the group, even while that little worm of doubt whispered that he was missing something. Adrian wished he was still on the pathway of intelligence. It would be nice to throw out some educated guesses, like that the concrete was also trapped, just to watch for confirmation. “The concrete sidewalk must have traps on it as well,” he concluded out loud after a moment. “Or else everything would be too simple? I’ll try to work it out when we get closer.” 
 
    He had been deliberately subvocalising, but even though the guard was twenty metres away, the man had not reacted. When Adrian crept nearer, he was surprised to find that the man was watching them uneasily. An old man who looked like a lawyer. 
 
    Level 17 Information Curator 
 
    This class is considered a broken class. Information curators sacrifice physical and magical statistics to both supplement natural intelligence and extract hidden information from the world. 
 
    The class basically gave its user access to a more limited version of his badge of humanity. It was interesting that Adhava had a non-combat class carrying out guard duty. Maybe it was a punishment for something. 
 
    On Susie’s cue, they raised both their bows to take aim. 
 
    “Hey,” the old man in front of them yelled, raising hands to stop them. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Thawk, thwink! 
 
    Two arrows soared through the air. The man flinched backwards, but his magic shield stopped the attacks dead. Adrian furrowed his brow—his protection was on the level of Adhava’s children as opposed to their guards. It hardly mattered. Raj on that first day had been mostly untouchable because there had been twenty of them. He only survived so long because he could block each arrow, and Adrian had lacked mana. This man’s defences were not networked, and Adrian’s mana reserves were at their peak. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    This time, the range defence failed, and there was a shower of blue sparks. The man looked like he wanted to run, but his feet froze in place. All he could do was stand there and shout into the communication device. 
 
    Thawk, thwink! 
 
    Adrian’s heavily infused arrow hit with an explosion of sparks and a distinctive pop, and then a moment later Susie’s arrow slammed home. He had been ordered to stay and guard the gate, and that was all he had been able to do. Just hold his position while they practiced archery. No skills to defend himself, no option to run or counterattack. A sacrifice to anyone who wanted to take the shots. 
 
    There was the sound of scampering footsteps from outside the warehouse. The information curator stared down in disbelief at the arrow that had gone through his shoulder. He gripped the shaft, and then he was holding it up, confused at the red colour on them. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Adrian went for the kill shot, infusing flame, earth, and air. The arrow struck home straight through the eye while the strange man had been staring in horror at his hand. 
 
    The man toppled over and the group that had been running toward the gate slowed to the stop except for one woman. An older lady with thin, sharp features, in a dress with a plush overcoat. Her eyes, even from this distance, looked bloodshot, and there was no question who she was. She radiated power. 
 
    She kept walking towards them, fury emanating with every step. 
 
    Her voice was angry and cold and cut through the night air. “Who are you?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 81 
 
    The scattering of people behind Adhava held no interest for Adrian. He only had eyes for the woman who had caused so much of the misery spreading across Albury. With the lack of Alpha monsters nearby, Albury should have been paradise. Instead, Wagga was the place that, even though it was besieged, was full of laughter. That difference was the fault of this woman. 
 
    Level 5 
 
    Adrian gulped. 
 
    She had a non-standard interface. Almost certainly the type that he and Steve possessed. There were other variants of the interface out there, but there was a strength to her that told Adrian that she was genuinely that much stronger. She was level five. That was two levels higher than him. Given the power each level had granted him, he hoped that when she had levelled up, she had chosen convenience instead of long-term power. If she had taken the latter, they were going to be in trouble. 
 
    Where would he be at level five? A fifty percent increase in Strength and Agility plus further gains in Mana Control, probably with some exotic skills layered into his skillset. 
 
    Another hard swallow. She was that strong, and they had to fight her. 
 
    The lack of class would have been the end for most people analysing her, but Adrian had the advantage his identification and the added support of the badge, which was finally doing something useful. He kept focusing, and slowly the information soaked in to show him what he was facing. 
 
    While he was standing there absorbing, it was clear that she had chosen a magic build. That was not surprising. He glanced between her and Steve and, of course, she still beat Steve in every category. Just like her kids, she had boosted her attributes by more than what she could receive from level-ups. In terms of the magic, she had him beat: close to thirty-five across the board, the mental side slightly higher than everything else. 
 
    Every scrap of information might be important, so he kept focusing. 
 
    While he processed the magical metadata, he noticed some things about her appearance. The extra fitness stats were not reflected in her body. She appeared slender, almost frail. She looked her age, especially with the tears that ran down her face, smudging her makeup. 
 
    “Why! Why did you kill Patrick? He wasn’t a threat! Did you kill Joshie too?” 
 
    All of them! Adrian felt like screaming the words back at her. Who was this person, wearing makeup and expensive designer business attire in an apocalypse? Who was she to put an information curator on guard duty and then get upset when he died? Who was she to enslave a town? How many other mums across Albury had lost their kids because of this witch? Hundreds? 
 
    She might be powerful, but so was his team. The quest had assigned them at least a one percent chance of winning initially, and that was before they eliminated all the others. Individually, she was stronger, but together? Together, they could stop her. 
 
    The team waited for his signal, but Adrian ignored them. There was still more to learn. 
 
    Oath Binding 
 
    It was almost certainly the first skill she acquired, granted by her special interface. 
 
    Can you guys be evil? 
 
    There was no answer and no need for one. When Adrian hovered between life and death, Jaracol had clarified that the interface’s job was to serve their host. Adrian wanted to get back to Melbourne, and the interface had done everything it could to achieve that. This interface would have a similar constraint. It too would have to do what Adhava desired. Plus, it might not be sapient and thus innocent of the evil its host had wrought. 
 
    The different bits of knowledge consolidated, and he let out a relieved sigh. She did not have an army of oath-sworn hidden away. Luckily, her ability barely differed from the one granted by the class. 
 
    Mind 9.8. That was impressive, and it felt natural too. The oath-binding skill made more sense. With that sort of starting bonus, anything other than a Mind-based skillset would have been criminal. 
 
    Adrian shrugged internally. Whether her mind was two or thirty hardly mattered. He had always known that she would have protection of some kind. 
 
    “Did you kill them all?” she screamed, her voice cracking. 
 
    She had been crying for days, Adrian realised. She had that same puffy look that Jules had after Kozzie. More information clicked into place as his interface, identification ability, and badge worked together. 
 
    Phase Shift 
 
    With enough time, he would unlock her full skillset. Given her increasing level of agitation, Adrian doubted he would get the seconds that he needed. 
 
    “She can phase through solid objects.” He hesitated, not understanding why she would have wanted to develop the skill. “Two-metre-thick concrete or three-inch steel.” It was an ability that in dense urban living would grant an advantage, but out here where she lived, it was useless. “Might need to be careful about following her into the warehouse.” 
 
    There was a grunt at the comment. Adhava could use it repeatedly. It was the thickness of material that counted; she could move through ten skinny walls or one big one. The entire skill recharged in a time frame similar to Ambusher Steps. 
 
    Mind (Weaponized - Advanced) 
 
    The ability seemed very similar to his own mind, but the skills were harder, more focused and restrictive. If his was a delicate violin able to capture a depth of emotion in a skilled player’s hand, hers was a single drum. One the size of a dinner table and capable of generating a deep-seated bass when it thumped. His skill was subtle manipulation, while hers was sheer offence. Her Mind Spike had the potential to kill. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    He could do that too. Why hadn’t he been working on it and developing the ability? It was the perfect addition to his arsenal, as it did not require mana. The familiar feeling of an epiphany washed through him, and he pushed it down. Now was not the time, but it was something to work on. Utilising his mind’s abilities more as shards than threads. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    Her Mind Spike was strong against anyone, but below a mind level two, it could easily be fatal. There were other variations of the abilities. She could invoke terror in someone, leaving them in a state where they agreed compulsively with those around them. That had a nasty synergy with her oath-binding ability. Use the terror and the poor victim would then agree to an oath, probably not even realising it would be permanent. 
 
    It was an evil combination. 
 
    Those three skills had absorbed all her levels. Three had been sunk into oath-binding and one into each of the other skills. The phase ability still confused Adrian. 
 
    “Come here!” she said and overlaid the order with her terror skill. His friends’ hands dropped to their defence trinkets. Meanwhile, her power crashed into Adrian, and it was like throwing a cup of water against a seawall. He barely felt it. 
 
    Not for the first time, it seemed like luck was gracing them. His stupidity with Charlotte had encouraged everyone to purchase mind defences, and that decision was saving them once more. 
 
    Not a coincidence. Not luck. 
 
    The interface would have ensured before this fight that they were protected. Right? 
 
    Amused agreement flowed upwards. 
 
    The power was still swamping them and, curiously, Adrian let a tiny sliver past his shields so he could understand what it was. For a brief moment, he felt like begging for mercy before the artificial feelings drained away. Relative to the tentacle bear horror, it was pathetic, but inside, he smiled. It was not an ability he would bother developing, but now it was available to him if needed. There was just no point compared to his other tools to develop; after all, it would just go unused. 
 
    Adhava almost staggered back in surprise when none of them reacted. 
 
    More time. 
 
    The deeper layers of her abilities were revealing themselves. Her incredibly large, five-hundred-mana pool was accompanied by an enormous variety of generic spells. They were less efficient than his own attack options, but unlike him, she had a spell for every occasion. Illusion, fire, water, earth, lightning and dozens of different buffs. If she chose her spells well, she would be difficult to stop. 
 
    “What, are you scared? Why are you just standing there?” 
 
    Why are you? 
 
    “Guys,” Adrian said carefully so Adhava would not hear. “Her level-up skills are not combat-oriented. The fundamental problem is that she has literally dozens of offensive spells and a mana pool to use them all.” 
 
    “Answer me! I can just kill you now.” 
 
    “Do you understand what you’ve done to this town?” Susie exploded. 
 
    Adhava stood up straight, some of the angry sorrow vanishing from her expression. Her eyes were still puffy. 
 
    “I took what was mine to take,” Adhava responded. 
 
    “And then gifted it to your kids?” Susie prodded. She was not very loud, but everyone could feel the righteous anger. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did that work out for you?” 
 
    “You bitch.” Adhava’s face reflected her internal anguish once more. Lightning danced around her finger, and the Jekyll-and-Hyde nature reinstated itself. It grew into a ball of electricity between both of her hands before she launched it at them. It was a forked lightning spell and arced out to target every one of them. 
 
    “Run!” Adrian yelled. 
 
    The magic networked defence units they had purchased triggered and protected them, but with only five networked, they might not even block a second spell. Even through Bruce’s versions were better than the ones they had purchased directly from the trader. Everyone was running as Adrian had ordered. Just to distract Adhava, Adrian took a threatening step towards her. 
 
    Magic Focus flared. 
 
    Adhava was starting up a new spell. It was some sort of meteorite—or at least styled to resemble one. Earth and fire were melding to create a missile. 
 
    Another step forward. 
 
    “I killed your kids,” he said firmly. 
 
    Her eyes widened, fury followed by a deranged smile. She kept forming the spell; she craved revenge. 
 
    Above his head, the spell came together. Whites of teeth. Anticipation in her eyes. 
 
    Step, step, step. 
 
    There was an almighty boom. Susie was blown off her feet, but Steve steadied her, and they kept running. 
 
    A furious howl echoed behind them as Adhava realised that her prey had escaped. For some reason, she did not follow, and the five of them jogged down the street. 
 
    In fact, no one followed. 
 
    “We need help,” Adrian said, checking the energy stored in his networked magic defence. Forty-five percent had been depleted by a single spell. “She’ll burn through our shields in the first couple seconds.” 
 
    “Why didn’t she go after us?” Jules asked. 
 
    He had wondered the same thing. 
 
    “Stupidity or some sort of restriction,” Steve suggested. 
 
    “A restriction?” Jules challenged. 
 
    Steve shrugged in response. 
 
    “A lucky break for us,” Susie said. She, too, was playing with the ranged-defence necklace. “But we still need to fight her. Even if these are useless.” 
 
    “It’s not all bad news,” Charlotte said. “The counter stopped when she attacked. We can just keep baiting her.” 
 
    “Eventually, we need to fight,” Jules said. 
 
    “But maybe we can thin out her guards first,” Charlotte said. She did not seem at all disturbed about the thought of killing people, but then again, Adrian had forgotten that part of himself, too. War did not tolerate anyone staying innocent. 
 
    They needed help. 
 
    “Can we get backup?” Adrian said into the general channel. “Jamal is dead. I don’t know what contingencies he had in place.” His team was looking at him in surprise. It was a gamble, but one that cost nothing. “If anyone is listening, everyone but Adhava is dead. If we don’t finish her in the next forty minutes, then it’s all for nothing, and I’m not sure the five of us are powerful enough.” He paused to think. “We need the best fighters Albury can offer who can get here in half an hour. They need to have purchased items that stop magic, preferably networked, and this second bit is not negotiable. They all need a mind shield that”—he threw a query at the badge, and it answered immediately—“with an information category of A4 and above.” 
 
    “Please confirm that last bit,” a woman’s voice crackled over the connection. He recognised Adele. Relief flooded through Adrian. Jamal had set up contingencies and recruited his spy friend as backup. 
 
    “A mind shield with an information category rating of A4 or above.” 
 
    “Roger,” Adele said. “Are you guys at the warehouse?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The connection went silent for several seconds. 
 
    “We are fully committed and pooling every resource we have. We will have a couple dozen join you within half an hour.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 82 
 
    Recovered, they headed back to see if Adhava was still on guard duty. They would disrupt her as much as possible while they waited for their reinforcements. 
 
    She was not there, though six guards had taken position. The quest timer was at fifty-six minutes. It had reset after the last attack, like Charlotte had said. 
 
    “We should monitor the quest thing,” Adrian muttered to himself. 
 
    “I am—” 
 
    “I was—” 
 
    Steve and Jules spoke over each other. 
 
    “We were,” Jules said with a smile. 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    Once more, Adrian looked at the gate and groaned. This was the difference between game logic, animals, and an intelligent adversary. The first two stuck with patterns and routine, while Adhava constantly adapted. They had overwhelmed that poor first guard before help could arrive, Adrian’s earth-infused arrows punching through his ranged defences, just before Adhava could reinforce him. Now with six of them networking, Adrian would not be able to burn through before help arrived. 
 
    The quest timer ticked down another minute. They needed to do something. 
 
    Six would take longer to bust, but they could do it. 
 
    Thawk! 
 
    Beside him, Susie raised her bow, and for the first time, Adrian regretted the ridiculous decision that they had collectively made not to get everyone to develop a ranged option. Collective blindness, laziness, or a lack of time. Probably the last one. But his personal excuse was that he had never imagined a situation where all of them would be firing at a stationary target. It was because the Alpha creatures moved so quickly—imperfect archers would only ever get one or two shots in, so there was no point investing in that direction. Despite their riches, they had not gone down that path. Five thousand each would have bought them a bow and advanced archery. He felt like slapping himself. 
 
    They would need to rectify it. They couldn’t do it now, but before they left for Melbourne . . . 
 
    Thawk! Thwink! 
 
    Arrows rain down on the guards, and Adrian let his identification scour them. 
 
    None of them were fighters. He was fighting office workers. Two merchants and then a scattering of classes: an inquisitor standing next to a spy, backed up by an infiltrator and finally a pattern definer. The last was the most interesting of the choices. It was another class that had tendrils sinking into the collective knowledge to establish trends and patterns. The skills mirrored those of a high-level administrator in a big company. It was designed to fight financial crime, primarily tax avoidance. It was sort of like a magical replacement for the massive cybersecurity systems that banks used, but in the form of one woman absorbing the information and identifying cheats herself. 
 
    That out-of-cycle visit from the tax collectors suddenly made a lot more sense. 
 
    These targets were not guards. Adhava had not wasted her oath-sworn spots on fighters. Those she had pawned off to others like her children or the generic, green-patched pool. She had focused on gathering skills that would let her consolidate her control over society. And now that war had come to her warehouse, she was weakened because of it. Adrian’s next arrow carried extra power behind it. 
 
    They could destroy her. 
 
    Thank you, Jaracol and badge. 
 
    The system had not been tricking him. The plan to kill the kids before they joined forces had been real. If Joshua’s forces had joined Adhava’s, then the gate would be guarded by fighters instead. Adhava by herself was a threat, but if she had added twenty trained warriors, then the challenge would have been insurmountable. Especially against Adhava’s level. How had she gathered so much experience? 
 
    Jules reached out and grabbed Susie and Adrian’s bows to stop them from firing. They recognised the signal—they turned and sprinted away. Adhava was coming. 
 
    Jules had been watching the quest timer and noted when it had paused. Adrian ran with them for the first ten metres before he switched to Ambusher Steps for another two strides. He knew that amongst the jumble of bodies, they would lose sight of him unless they had Jamal’s levels of Perception. None of them did. 
 
    Step. Step. 
 
    He ended up next to a car with the gateway directly across from them. Ironically, he had positioned himself right next to where Adhava had hit them with lightning in the first attack. There was even a hole in the ground where the meteorite had struck. Adrian kept his Magic Focus open, ready to flee at the slightest stirring of power. He was confident that he was fast enough to escape from her spells. If she was properly specialised with detailed magical knowledge, then he would have been more cautious. Generic spells were slower than the ones he could cast. 
 
    Adhava stalked up to the gate, and she did not look happy. All six of the guards shrank away. They looked like Adrian’s dog when she realised she shouldn’t have chewed up his slippers. Too terrified to run but too scared to pretend that the everything was okay. 
 
    “Good job calling me.” Her tone was sickly sweet and surprising. That underpinning of terror faded as the guards all relaxed. “Let Adhava fix everything.” 
 
    It was a disturbing dynamic, but of course, she had not acquired this power by merit. Adhava, despite her fancy clothes and feminine makeup, was the head of a notorious crime family. The guards were petrified for a reason, and that sickly tone meant that she was still in control of herself. 
 
    Poor slaves. 
 
    Their freedom status, or lack of it, did not matter one bit. If Adrian had a chance, he would only knock them unconscious, but he doubted that opportunity would ever present itself. 
 
    In front of him, Adhava flipped a bag of holding off her shoulder. Adrian found a small amount of petty pleasure when he realised it was a standard, and it made her entire outfit look ridiculous. She must have hated having to lug it around. She reached into the bag and pulled out an intricately detailed metal object. 
 
    Her eyes shot up. Adrian shut his eyes tight from behind the car when he caught the start of a light spell. Brilliant light illuminated the street. 
 
    Blinking frantically, again he watched the sky, expecting an attack, but Adhava just looked around a moment before nodding in satisfaction. She went back to working on the complicated machinery, talking to the pattern definer as she did so. 
 
    The badge clicked into action, having obviously gathered enough information. Ninety-five percent sure of the precise model she was working with, and certain regarding the function. 
 
    Personal Range Shielding 
 
    This device creates a barrier 3 metres long and 2 metres high. It repels ranged physical attacks with 300 units of shielding with a regeneration of 20 units per minute. Cost: 125,000 energy. 
 
    Adrian’s mind went into overdrive. The shield was unquestionably a problem. He wished he had that sort of energy to throw around and buy himself out of tight spots. Unfortunately, he had not yet enslaved a town, so he would need to rely on his own brawn. One of his arrows with the maximum earth infusion of eight was equivalent to two units of shielding. That meant fifty arrows to take down the shield with his fire rate. That was around seven minutes of shooting, with Susie hardly able to move the needle. Once he factored in the regeneration, it would take closer to ten minutes. 
 
    The more Adrian considered the barrier, the more he realised that there was no way he would get through it. Infusing mana was not free, and two hundred infused arrows would bottom him out, even with mana potions. Hell. It would give him mana potion poisoning. 
 
    The range attack method was dead. Oh well; it was good while it lasted. Even though Adhava was gone, the street was still lit brighter than it would have been pre-Alpha, so he retreated, being careful to keep wrecks between him and the guards. 
 
    Not that it mattered if they saw him, but safety first. 
 
    “And?” Jules challenged. 
 
    “Change of plans,” he answered. “We’ll need another way to distract her. Ranged won’t work anymore.” 
 
    “Have you checked the quest timer?” 
 
    Adrian brought it up. Fifty-six minutes. “I know we need to do something.” 
 
    “No, it didn’t reset back to zero.” 
 
    Adrian did the calculations and realised that Susie was right. 
 
    “We can’t wait any longer,” he concluded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 83 
 
    “Adele,” Susie asked. “How long until we get backup?” 
 
    “Five minutes,” came the terse response. “Eleven.” 
 
    “You promised dozens,” Susie protested. 
 
    “I know, but those mind and magic shields were too expensive to deck out everyone. Those bastards have been sucking us dry for almost two months. We just don’t have that sort of energy lying around. Over five hundred people have contributed everything they had. We’re all in.” 
 
    Adrian broke into the conversation. “We’re going to have to fight with what we have.” The timer ticked down another minute. “This is the last battle.” 
 
    “The soldiers will reach you in five minutes,” Adele informed them. She lacked Jamal’s smooth professionalism. Something told Adrian that this was the first time that Adele had coordinated an operation herself. He suspected in her day job she had usually been on the ground gathering intelligence and prepping the way for the raid team. 
 
    They waited nervously. 
 
    “Can we do this?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jules said instantly, and they looked at her. “What?” she said with a self-aware grin. “I’m not just saying that to get into a fight.” 
 
    “Yes,” Adrian agreed with Jules. “If we can weather Adhava’s magic, then we’ll win.” 
 
    “If there are no surprises,” Charlotte added, completely unnecessarily as far as Adrian was concerned. 
 
    “Isn’t that always the case?” Adrian found himself saying before making eye contact. She flinched back a bit and looked away. 
 
    “I’m worried about what the surprise will be,” she muttered, studying the ground. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Adrian said more gently, “but her minion choice has not exactly been geared toward security, so the fight might be easier than we expect.” 
 
    “Adrian!” Jules exclaimed, punching him with unprecedented restraint. “Why on earth would you say that?” 
 
    “I . . .” He trailed off. “They’re coming.” 
 
    He nodded toward where a bunch of local warriors had emerged after having cut through a factory. 
 
    As they approached, he analysed them distractedly. They were mostly hard, rugged hunter types. It made perfect sense because if they were regularly in town, then Adhava would already have pressed them into service. Most of the Patriot guard had joined voluntarily to avoid the tax trap, but according to Jamal, a sizeable number had been coerced. 
 
    They would finish this. 
 
    For those who had fallen. Adrian’s thoughts dwelled on Kozzie. He had stood up against a bully and paid the ultimate price. Adhava was responsible for that. 
 
    The group of warriors joined them and rushed through the usual introductions. The team’s balance was poor. Put together, there were only the two healers, and seven of the new recruits were primarily archers. More magic users, melee, and healers would have been optimal, but they could only fight with what they had. 
 
    “Can we bust the shield with all of us firing?” Simon, the de facto leader of the new team, asked. 
 
    Adrian pondered; it was not a matter of whether they could break it. Instead, the question was whether breaking it was worth the effort. The entire group of archers would double their offensive output, so instead of ten minutes, it would take five. What then? What would happen if Adhava just replaced the depleted barrier? They would have wasted time and mana for nothing. 
 
    “Yes, we can bust it, but I don’t think we should.” 
 
    “If accuracy isn’t that important, my arrows will hit like a truck,” one of the skinny rangers boasted. 
 
    Adrian thought his name was Glen or Greg. Geoff? While Simon oversaw all of them, Geoff led the rangers. He had always been bad with names and eleven at once was too much. He figured he had remembered four of them: Geoff was the leader of the rangers, Simon was the boss, Weng—yet another ranger—was the tallest one, and Samantha was the new healer. Samantha was the only one he was confident he could remember, as it was the name of his crazy ex. 
 
    Adrian focused on the moment. Archery was out, even if Geoff’s boast was not a load of bull. They had to mix things up, and it was time to go on the offensive. The timer was ticking down. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Jules exclaimed. “Adrian’s thought of something. He’s got that evil overlord smile.” 
 
    Charlotte chuckled, and Adrian shot Jules a pained expression. “I don’t—” 
 
    “Spit it out,” Jules interrupted, suppressing her laughter. 
 
    Adrian considered arguing for a moment before remembering the ticking deadline. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, reaching into his bag of holding and producing the stealth necklace. “This will let eleven people follow me and take advantage of my stealth skills.” 
 
    If only Jamal was here, then this plan would be even more lethal. He could and would be mourned later, when fifty thousand people’s eyes were not on them. 
 
    “We’re going to sneak up right under their noses. With the necklace, I think we can get to almost within arm’s reach. Then once we’re in, we attack using melee. Steve, Jules, Simon and . . .” Adrian nodded towards the other powerful melee fighter, an older man with an axe. 
 
    “Oliver or Ollie.” The man looked like he used to be a farmer or lumberjack. 
 
    Whatever his background was now, he was big and strong despite his age. Attribute-wise, he was as strong as Steve but less agile. Not that it mattered. This plan did not call for agile fighters, just hard hitters. 
 
    “Those four are the first wave. They charge and land one blow on the enemy’s front line and keep going.” Adrian looked straight at the newcomers. “Each person has a personal shield, so hit with everything you have. Try to split them in half, overkill, burn your one-off attacks, and don’t be surprised when the blow bounces off. Strike your target and keep moving to make space for those coming behind you. While you fight them, the second line will engage and then make room for the final wave. Questions?” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why we don’t just shoot them to death.” 
 
    “No time,” Adrian responded instantly. “Anything else?” 
 
    “How hard do I need to hit?” Grey Beard—Oliver—asked doubtfully. 
 
    “As hard as you can swing,” Jules answered. 
 
    Adrian looked around, gauging who was in and who was not. Everyone had a grim excitement in their eyes. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Adrian said, offering fist bumps to everyone, just like Kozzie would have. That thought made his stomach ache. “Healers and three rangers hold back.” 
 
    “For Jane.” 
 
    “Here’s for Matt.” 
 
    “Kozzie,” Jules chimed in. 
 
    “Vanessa, may you rest in peace,” Geoff added passionately in the silence. 
 
    They all looked around at each other. The loss was evident in every expression. Sometimes it was easy to forget just how personal this was for everyone. That same anger, the gasoline that Kozzie had created that now burnt elsewhere. Different people, but the same story.

  

 
   
    Chapter 84 
 
    Adrian swallowed heavily, the weight of it all settling comfortably upon him. 
 
    Without agonising any more over motives, he flicked on Ambusher Steps. While he could not use a shadow step, every other trick was available. The moonlight was brighter than he liked, but at least the artificial light that Adhava had created had faded. If it had been cloudy like when they fought the shintopurs, this would have been ridiculously easy. The psychic deterrent blazed away, and he moved slowly enough to avoid any jerky movements that might draw the eye, each step placed diligently to ensure that they were absolutely silent. 
 
    The underequipped guards were not looking closely at the road. Instead, they were chatting and destroying their night vision, a fire burning in the barrel behind them. Without them even coming close to spotting them, Adrian manoeuvred the group into position. Mind threads probed out, but there was no luck. They all wore mind defence devices. Not surprising. 
 
    Adhava had Mind skills too, so she knew the need to protect her people from such attacks. 
 
    Buffs of Strength flowed out to the warriors. Adrian held up one hand behind him to signal the team. An open hand that everyone could see. Then he closed each finger one by one to form a silent count down. The moment he reached zero and the fist was closed he shadow stepped away while everyone else leapt into action. 
 
    Adrian was instantly on the outside, looking in. The entire group of ten was charging with the front line starting only three metres away from the stationary, unprepared targets. It was the perfect distance for them to raise their weapons and strike with enough momentum. 
 
    All four weapons descended with three of the guards unaware. The fourth, the infiltrator, was looking straight ahead when the group started the attack. Realisation crossed the young girl’s face, but Steve was already swinging. That massive sword, larger than she was, came down upon her head. 
 
    A scream of absolute terror erupted from her throat. She might or might not be innocent. A fair number of the oath-sworn were effectively slaves to Adhava, but it ultimately did not matter. It was utilitarian; the weight of tens of thousands of people was more pressing. Besides, if these guards had been forced, then they already died when Adhava had seized them. 
 
    Steve’s sword continued down and all she did was yell. There was not even an attempt to dodge. It hit with sparks showering and a large pop. The other fighters were close behind. Jules’s club whistled down to strike a big, oblivious, bearded man. 
 
    The entire area filled with blue sparks and a cacophony of popping. The bright sparks blurred the shapes in Adrian’s vision, but the frontline kept running as planned, and the next wave swept in to engage the four guards with popped shields. 
 
    Blinking furiously, Adrian’s eyes cleared enough for him to watch what was happening. Jules and Steve were attacking the same man, but they coordinated so that Steve led with the sword and Jules’s club followed a moment later. Steve grunted loudly as his sword impacted the shield. There was a pop, which meant that Jules’s club passed without impediment. 
 
    It was hard to tell from the distance with his night vision ruined, but Adrian did not believe that man registered anything between his companion screaming and the club smashing through him. 
 
    The first one was down, and then a moment later, the wave of Albury freedom fighters burst in to take over for the remaining five mock guards. 
 
    Two fighters in Adrian’s second line targeted a merchant whose shield had somehow survived Charlotte’s sharp blows. One with a heavy mace and the other with an axe. There was a shower of sparks before the shield popped. They kept running past him as one ranger followed with a knife drawn. He stabbed hard and repeatedly in the chest just as the mace wielder started attacking from behind, targeting the body to avoid accidentally hitting his allies. The merchant’s life flooded out of him, and Adrian looked over the rest of the battlefield, but it was already over. They had overwhelmed them in seconds. 
 
    “Stop!” Adrian yelled sharply, running toward the gate. Everyone froze. His warnings about traps had spooked them. “Grab the bodies, retreat and then when we are clear strip them of valuables. Particularly their magic defences.” The last was important; he was sure that Adhava would have bought better gear than they could afford. 
 
    He debated sneaking in by himself and scouting before bringing the larger group into the attack. While they gathered the corpses, he knelt and powered down the range shield generator. It was worth a hundred twenty-five thousand energy, and there was no way he was going to let it go to waste. The knowledge from the badge meant it was easy for him to hack the limited security Adhava had included in it. 
 
    “The quest timer just stopped,” Jules warned. 
 
    “Everyone, back on the road,” Adrian ordered instantly. If they were committed to a fight, he wanted it to be on neutral ground. Fighting inside the property line would put them at a massive disadvantage if there were any traps. 
 
    Adrian wondered whether it would be better for them to run and fade into the background. That must disorient the enemy. That said, Adhava was probably already reeling from the battle so far and pushing her further off the deep end may be dangerous. 
 
    It was a moot point anyway—Adhava’s troops boiled out of the warehouse, and bright lights shot into the sky. The timer had stopped at forty-nine minutes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 85 
 
    The new recruits gathered in a disorganised mess, not sure where to stand. Meanwhile, Adrian’s companions had all shifted neatly into position. Melee at the front and then ranged behind them. Not that they would use ranged. Adrian had already made it clear to everyone that ranged would only waste time. 
 
    They faced off. Adrian’s sixteen versus Adhava’s eight. As they waited to see how she would respond, Adrian let his practiced eye run over Adhava’s remaining forces. 
 
    They were not all from bureaucratic classes. Adhava had not thumbed her nose completely at personal protection; she had two bodyguards. 
 
    Level 24 Dreadnaught Tank 
 
    Dreadnaught tanks are large and buffed with numerous movement skills. Their preferred fighting method is to charge the opponent with an impact sufficient to end most battles immediately. 
 
    As if the class was not bad enough, the man appeared to be as strong as Yosuf. Adhava had spared no expense in choosing her bodyguards. His Vitality was higher than any of Adrian’s teammates’, with a Strength that matched Jules’s and Agility close to Steve’s. There was no time to check, but Adrian was sure this tank could wield all the weapons on his body at an advanced or potentially even an expert level. 
 
    Then, Adrian’s eyes fell on the second bodyguard. She was diametrically opposite to the first: short, thin, and lithe with long, flowing black hair. 
 
    Level 23 Otacalstuc 
 
    This specialised class creates a master-servant relationship, at which point attributes can be shared between the servant and the master. It contains a variety of skills to increase speed and efficiency of the attribute transfer. 
 
    Watching with Magic Focus, Adrian saw yellow light expand between the otacalstuc and Adhava. Adhava became more mentally powerful while the girl grew stronger and faster. She was already a problem, so the extra attributes transformed her into a true terror. Adrian ground his teeth anxiously—these guards were far more qualified than the previous ones he encountered. These two were as dangerous as a dozen of Joshua’s lackeys. 
 
    Adrian looked back at the dreadnaught and nodded to himself. The man looked like he ate other tanks for dinner. Those charges would slaughter whoever stood in his way. Against humans, especially against Adrian’s friends, the calculations were different. They would all dodge the charge, providing Jules was not berserking. Critically, they were as strong as a buffed Adrian, with Agility at least at his level. Any of the three could defeat him. 
 
    “Dodge the dread—” 
 
    “Charge!” Adhava screamed over the instructions Adrian was giving. Without any obvious rhyme or reason to her choices, Adhava unleashed a rain of magic upon them. She seemed to be randomly throwing out one of each spell as a sort of experiment. It could have been a genuine test. It was conceivable Adhava simply did not know the mechanism of each spell. After all, the scroll only came with a description of the effect, and she may have not had time to use a spell in anger yet. 
 
    Lightning spiked down at them. Giant hands of earth ripped from the ground and tried to grab people. A scattering of small implosions detonated as the air was sucked away from a certain spot. Fire arrows rained down, and an ominous green mist started spreading in the middle of the formation. They split to avoid becoming the test dummies for the mystery spell. Throughout it all, Adele’s magic defence held true, blocking everything apart from the green mist and earth hands. 
 
    Across from Adrian, Geoff charged ahead of everyone else and promptly stumbled to the ground as his magic defences failed to block an electric current. Adhava did not hesitate and focused everything on the struggling man. A chunk of ice though his eye finished him, and then earth spikes, dark missiles, and some sort of carnivorous worm reduced his body to a pulp. 
 
    Adhava obviously had not been in many fights; overkilling and wasting mana was reckless. 
 
    The melee was on as the rest of her fighters fully crossed the distance between them. Adrian put Adhava out of his mind. With the way she was burning mana, she would run out of power before she did any more damage to their magical defences, particularly as Adrian’s fifteen still outnumbered her eight. Jules had managed not to go berserk in the previous skirmish, probably because some internal calculation registered the six fake guards as unthreatening and they had failed to hurt her. This fight was serious. Joyful laughter rang out. 
 
    He had always theorised what the psychological impact on her opponents would be, to see the slight woman laughing like that when squaring off in battle. The man who ran toward her visibly cringed backwards in response. It was a data point, but the level-sixteen financial actuary was hardly representative of actual soldiers. 
 
    Jules, predictably, was unfazed and rushed past the financial actuary, aiming to engage the dreadnaught. The actuary might have thought himself lucky, but now he was exposed to the two rangers trailing. Two trained, hard men against one desk jockey with higher attributes was not a fair match. 
 
    Their number advantage was meaningful, Adrian realised. 
 
    Jules and the dreadnaught collided, and Jules barely rocked backwards. She had obviously gained something valuable from a recent level-up. Then they were fighting, and Adrian breathed a sigh of relief. Jules was just as strong and significantly faster. While the dreadnaught might use his skill to cut her, unless he nicked an important tendon, those efforts would not even slow her down. There was no doubt that she would triumph. Especially since Charlotte was there helping. 
 
    Steve was up against the chaff. He swung his sword, hitting two shields in rapid succession and sending sparks flying. That left only the otacalstuc to worry about. She was hitting their right flank, and Adrian watched in stunned horror as she cut down Simon, ducking under his guard and thrusting both swords through the man’s heart. 
 
    Her face looked upset and resigned. There was no joy, unlike Jules, whose bubbling laughter even had Adhava frantically throwing extra spells at her from thirty metres away. Another one of Adele’s men went down, this time to a leg slash. 
 
    Adrian could not stop himself. They were all going to be slaughtered. 
 
    Step. 
 
    Adrian tried to use the element of surprise to strike and trip her at the same time. Somehow, she sensed the movement and pivoted, slashing one blade towards his groin. Shadow evasion kicked in, moving him slightly back and to the side so the sword missed, but it was only part of the combination attack. The second sword flashed toward his neck, mimicking how she had killed the ranger. Flinching backwards and sideways, he felt the numbing sensation of a cut on his cheek. Others might have slowed or paused, but weeks of regeneration and the various pains he had voluntarily and involuntarily endured masked this pain almost entirely. 
 
    They traded blows. He utilised the spear as a quarterstaff. He concentrated all his energy into defence, closing the gaps the flickering blades tried to exploit. Between the spear skills and Shadow Evasion, he was surviving. 
 
    It was no contest. He was completely and utterly outclassed. She was stronger and faster, and Shadow Evasion could only slow her so much. She fought furiously, her sad eyes seemingly dissociated from the battle. He wanted to save her, but he wanted to live more. 
 
    Mind Spike. 
 
    Everything focusing on defence, all his training pushed his body faster. Both Haste and Motion Assistance were activated. It might have felt suicidal to rely on Haste, given that it might make him trip, but in all honesty, without its effects, he would already be dead. 
 
    Mind Spike, Mind Spike. 
 
    They only took fractions of a second to form and, better still, they did not cost mana. Between his increasing wounds and all the buffs he had cast on his allies, Adrian knew he had to preserve all the mana that he could. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    The Mind Spikes were launching in a continuous stream. Discomfort grew on her face. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Adrian suspected that if she was less impressive, she would have flinched multiple times. She was hurting. She sped up in response. Her blade sliced through his calf. His spell was still working. 
 
    A little help, guys? 
 
    Desperately, Adrian piled more Mind Spikes into the fight. So many of them that he sensed his concentration fraying. Every Mind Spike he shot would have killed most people with a Mind under three and incapacitated anyone with a Mind under five. But this woman, whoever she was, shrugged off the assault. 
 
    Yet she felt it. 
 
    Her woeful eyes were tight with pain, and Adrian saw the link straining between her Adhava. It was a moment of distraction, but he eased back, blocking her half-hearted strike with his spear, recharging Shadow Evasion just a little bit. Adrian knew what she was doing. She was asking to borrow more mind protections from her master. Some part of him thought he should attack with everything he had, but he viciously suppressed the bloodlust. She would butcher him if he attacked, and Mind Spike would only be effective against her while she was distracted. 
 
    How had Adhava convinced her to serve with her natural Mind strength? She was too strong to be coerced into the oath. It must have been a choice. Judging from her eyes, she was not here for fun. 
 
    The extra link formed between Adhava and the otacalstuc. Adhava had a choice to accept the request or refuse it. Adrian knew that she would accept, and then his only effective attack against his opponent would be blocked, just like that. After all, it was not like Adhava needed her mind powers at that instant. Instead of power flooding into the otacalstuc, though, the link shattered. 
 
    What? Why? 
 
    To Adrian’s logical mind, Adhava’s decision made little sense. With the defences Adrian’s group had purchased, her mind spells were useless against them, so why would she preserve the skill? Arrogance? Selfishness? A lack of awareness? All of them. Adrian did not care. He could still win this if he could continue to distract her. 
 
    Mind Spikes formed, ready to lash out in sequence. For the first time, the sad boredom was replaced by . . . fear? No, not quite. There was something strange about her expression. 
 
    She still seemed dazed by the backlash of the spell failure, so recklessly he attacked, swinging the spear at her side. With his Buff of Strength, he hit devastatingly hard. Unlike him, the otacalstuc would slow down and lose some offensive ability if she suffered a wound. While moving, Adrian unleashed the prepared Mind Spikes. She blocked with both swords and, for a glorious moment, he was positioned to punch her. He swung and was not surprised that all she did was lean back slightly. 
 
    Adrian launched the largest and most powerful Mind Spike of his life. Her eyes rolled back briefly. That half a second was all he needed. 
 
    Wind Blade. 
 
    It had progressed a little now that it had been used in anger, but it still had a five percent chance of failure. Adrian watched in awe as it formed perfectly and exploded in the woman’s face. Sparks erupted, followed by the long-awaited pop. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    If it was a fair fight, she was dead. Instead, her expensive, vast advantage kept her alive. 
 
    With the sparks blinding them both, Adrian stumbled backwards a few steps. When the sparks cleared, surprise and wonder played across the otacalstuc’s face. She smiled at him, looking delighted that he had broken her shield. He almost smiled back through heaving breaths, happily accepting the short break. He was winded from the increasing effects of Shadow Evasion. His counter was down to two, and he was regretting the Shadow Step at the start of the fight. If only he had run instead of attempting what turned out to be an inept ambush. Then he would have extra reserves to last him long enough for someone to help him. 
 
    No! If he had delayed, others would have died. The way the otacalstuc diced through the Albury volunteers was chilling. 
 
    In a few seconds, the time for introspection was gone as she blurred forward, her swords flashing in complicated patterns that had Adrian desperately retreating. The nature strip rigged with a trap was right behind him. 
 
    Too clever. 
 
    But without the benefits of whatever cheat Adhava had granted her, she would already be dead. Adrian reminded himself of that, which fuelled him to persist. 
 
    Knives flashed towards him. All he could do was leap backwards, knowing he was going to land on the nature strip. Sad disappointment flickered in his eyes. He descended sloppily from his reckless jump, his heels hitting the sandy soil awkwardly. 
 
    Step. 
 
    He gasped for breath ten metres away, looking back as wavy energy exploded out of the ground in a two-metre-wide circle. The tree burst into flames, and when the light faded, it disappeared into a cloud of charcoal. 
 
    Yep, she definitely rigged the sidewalk. 
 
    The otacalstuc looked curiously at where Adrian had landed on the nature strip and even took a careful step forward, swords ready, trying to work out whether he had been vaporised or somehow escaped. Adrian was hidden on the dark road where the step had taken him. 
 
    With one eye on his opponent, Adrian glanced over at his teammates. Jules downed the dreadnaught and then, laughing, charged towards Adhava. Steve, Charlotte, and Susie followed instantly. That meant the Albury volunteers freely chose to face the otacalstuc. 
 
    They would die. 
 
    He sucked in more breaths. The smart move would be to recover, sacrifice the Albury volunteers and reengage the otacalstuc with proper support. 
 
    He couldn’t do it. He hated his sense of humanity at times like this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 86 
 
    “If you run now, I won’t follow,” the otacalstuc declared quietly, looking at the Albury volunteers as she did so. “If you try to stop me, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    She was still glancing around curiously, and Adrian was glad he had landed in shadows. Despite the trap triggering, the woman clearly suspected that he was still alive. Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do about his noticeably heaving chest, but hopefully his Ambusher magic skills would hide him until he recovered enough to fight once more. 
 
    Run. Please. 
 
    They could not hear his thoughts. “We will fight,” Ollie said quietly. “This is to the death.” 
 
    Ollie’s eyes flicked over to where Jules and the others were attacking Adhava. The old man was just trying to delay them. 
 
    The woman laughed a bitter laugh. “They can’t hurt her,” she said dismissively and swished her sword. “Last chance,” she warned. 
 
    Not one of them took a step back. Adrian figured it was stupid bravery. 
 
    Adrian launched a stream of Mind Spikes at her. They hit, and she flinched, her head snapping around to find him. Her eyes narrowed as she examined each shadow, one after the other. By the time she reached his hiding spot, he was no longer breathing so heavily. She smiled when she spotted him and coolly turned away from the volunteers. Adrian couldn’t blame her for dismissing them. They might be brave and around level twelve, but even a hundred of them would still be no match for her. 
 
    “Nice trick.” 
 
    Suddenly, she was charging him. 
 
    Adrian launched himself up to meet her, and he was back in the thick of it, fighting for his life. If anything, she felt faster than she did earlier. Shadow evasion kept him alive, and once more, the number of uses available ticked down. Adrian threw Mind Spikes continuously. The Albury volunteers darted over to help relieve the pressure. At least one fell. 
 
    Hurry up. 
 
    They were failing. He needed more power. Steve, Jules, and Charlotte would all be closer to matching her speed, and he needed them to come and help him. A sword nicked his ear. He had to change tactics before he bled dry. 
 
    More energy into mind attacks. Tick, tick, tick. Each spike was like a ticking clock running so fast that the sounds blended together. Three Mind Spikes per second. It challenged his concentration, but letting his artificial muscle memory keep him alive was the smart choice. A furrow formed in her brow, and her eyes tightened. The vein in her temple started pulsing visibly. 
 
    Sweat or blood dripped into his eyes. Adrian realised that his injuries no longer closed automatically, and she had opened up dozens of gashes and minor wounds. In a perverse way, small cuts would hurt him more than larger ones, as enough would bleed him dry. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    A wise use of his limited mana, as far as he was concerned. 
 
    She flinched backwards, hands clutching her head. Finally, one had made it through. Adrian pounced on the weakness with a Wind Blade. It formed perfectly and shot out of his hand like a throwing star. 
 
    She didn’t see him; her eyes were shut in pain, but fighting instincts carried her. She threw herself to the ground instinctively. The Wind Blade swished through the air, cutting a chunk of her hair off as it passed. 
 
    Straight into Samantha. 
 
    No! 
 
    Her shoulder. 
 
    She had not even seen it coming, as she had been crouched down, trying to heal a man who had fallen. The armour crumpled, and he saw blood. Before Adrian could even shout to her, the otacalstuc’s thin swords were flashing around once more, consuming all his focus. 
 
    Samantha! 
 
    What had he done? He didn’t even know her, and he might have just killed her. More stinging liquid in his eyes. There had to be a cut up there. 
 
    Throwing stronger Mind Spikes at the otacalstuc, Adrian released them in clumps to hopefully overwhelm her. His limbs felt weak. It was getting hard to dodge her slashes. He was losing too much blood. 
 
    Lay of Hands. Given how recently he had cast it, some magic would be wasted. 
 
    She was still as quick as ever. Apart from the one glorious ambush that had popped her shield, everything else had failed to hurt her. He needed to finish the fight. At this rate, he was headed for guaranteed death once his Shadow Step reserves ran out. 
 
    Only two left. 
 
    All or nothing. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Ideas flooded him, but magic was the only answer. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    On her right, blowing under her hip, throwing her in the air. There was no panic in her movements as she was picked up. She kept her balance and, more impressively, her swords at the ready. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    This time above her head, pushing her back and away from him. Despite her supernatural reflexes, the ferocious wind sent her tumbling through space. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    Behind her so she was thrown towards him. The magic flung her like a ragdoll, but she managed to look graceful and in control while she flew. 
 
    Adrian positioned himself to avoid friendly fire with the next stage of his plan. He had his hand up and ready as she flew toward him. 
 
    Triple Blade. 
 
    Three Wind Blades formed between his fingers with a bridge of fire and ice between the outermost blades. Adrian did not want to know how likely this was to succeed. Deliberate ignorance, as he had an inkling that the odds were bad. 
 
    It did not matter. He was desperate. The interface’s silence only validated his choice. 
 
    Please work. 
 
    The magic came together to fill out all three blades perfectly. 
 
    The otacalstuc was hurtling towards him, and despite all his attempts to unbalance her, it was like she was in control of the air. She apparently found the experience exhilarating, hair streaming over her face, but her eyes were bright and focused on him. 
 
    He responded with three Mind Spikes while simultaneously releasing his blades of energy. They arced out in a straight line towards her. They stretched to a metre long and a hand’s width apart. It would be impossible to avoid unless she used magic of some type. Each of them was more than capable of ripping someone in half, even a powerhouse like Jules or Steve. This woman’s Agility was probably touching the sixties, and her Strength was that of three men. Only Shadow Evasion had given him a prayer. 
 
    Still, she was flesh and blood. The Mind Spike impacted, and she flinched ever so slightly, but despite that, she was watching his magic. Almost swimming in the air, she shifted position, contorting to slide between the deadly wind and fire blades. There was not enough room, but some magic trick shrank her to squeeze between. 
 
    Of course. How convenient for her. 
 
    Adrian traced the blade trajectories and her shrinking dimensions and realised that she was going to get through untouched. Just then, all three of the blades failed. The air blade sprawled out and split into smaller, jagged pieces. The elemental blades, meanwhile, fully disintegrated into restless patches of ice and fire energy. 
 
    The woman glided through the space only to find that the gap she was targeting was no longer there. Instead, a lingering pocket of concentrated heat hit her side like a blow torch. The leather armour blackened and buckled. If he was closer, Adrian would have been able to smell the burnt flesh. 
 
    A widening of her eyes showed the pain, but nonetheless, she rotated to face Adrian, swords in hand. Streaks of blood painted her side where the fragments of the Wind Blade had impacted. Finally, he had cut her! And the burn did not look pleasant. He made a mental note: sometimes destabilising the blade was better than maintaining its cutting form. With all his mana manipulation training, the one thing that Adrian was confident about was destabilising spells. 
 
    Those swords that had sliced him up so effectively were drawn back, ready to lunge and impale him. She was too close. 
 
    Wind Gust. 
 
    She thrust forward just as the wind grabbed her. Both blades slashed in front of his nose as she was hauled backwards. 
 
    Wind Gust. Wind Gust. 
 
    The first down at the legs and the other one closer to the head to send her tumbling head over heels. 
 
    Mind Spikes pelted her. Between the injuries and dizziness, her mind had weakened enough so that every one of the spikes struck home. She blinked. 
 
    Wind Blade! 
 
    Wind Blade! 
 
    Wind Blade! 
 
    There was nothing fancy with his approach. The first one went horizontal, aimed at her centre of gravity. The second Wind Blade shot vertically to follow the first blade. They were the distractions. The third was intended to be the killing blow. This one he launched at a low angle starting at his feet instead of his hand that swept upwards. 
 
    If that blade caught her, she was dead. Expert magic might not affect the most powerful monsters out there, but against people, it was lethal. 
 
    Her fortitude shined through. She opened her eyes, forehead still crinkled like she was suffering from the mother of all migraines. She was spinning, but the swords were still poised and ready to go to work. 
 
    Her eyes widened again when she saw the two incoming Wind Blades. Both swords rotated into a cross to block them. 
 
    The air blades collided with the swords with a hair-raising clatter. Even though the concentrated wind was perfectly formed and razor-sharp, the steel was ultimately stronger. 
 
    His magic shattered. The girl, frowning slightly, swung her weapons out on either of side of her. She was positioned to cut him in half like a pair of scissors. 
 
    The third blade slammed into her legs. 
 
    Relief, not shock, filled her face and she smiled. Blissfully! 
 
    Wind Gust. Just enough to knock her clear. 
 
    One leg had been sheared clean off. The girl still swung the swords at him, but it was half-arsed and reminded him of when Raj had first turned his men into puppets. Flailing. 
 
    She was dying and smiling, and the tears were of joy. 
 
    Adhava, you bitch! 
 
    The Wind Gust halted her momentum and pushed her back slightly. The swords flashed past his body, missing by half a foot. Adrian did not even feel the need to flinch. 
 
    A healing spell found him. There was itching over his eyes as that cut finally closed. Thank God. Samantha must have survived his Wind Blade. 
 
    In front of him, the otacalstuc landed, her swords jolting and falling from her fingers. Inherent healing was failing. Without a healer throwing power at her, she would not survive. Adrian mentally replayed the woman’s facial expressions throughout the fight. Sad, resigned boredom when cutting apart the Albury volunteers, then the flashes of hope followed by the disappointment when she thought she had killed Adrian. Lastly, that unbridled joy from the final attack. Now her eyes were pleading for him to get closer. 
 
    She was an unwilling puppet. Adrian carried out a threat assessment. Her strength had left her. She was harmless, despite her amazing fight. He dropped to his hands and knees next to her. She coughed blood. 
 
    Adrian looked down further. She had not been as successful as he thought in blocking his Wind Blades; at least one sliver had penetrated her chest and lungs. The third blade may not have been necessary. 
 
    “Save—” She coughed again, violently, as a splatter of blood hit his cheek. Not that it would be visible, given how much of his own blood covered him. “My sister. Her mind is her own.” 
 
    Part of Adrian wanted to heal her to get more information, but the way she looked at him made it seem like she was ready to depart. She hadn’t been living her own life for quite some time. 
 
    “I’ll do my . . .” He stopped talking. She was already dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 87 
 
    Her eyes were open, and part of Adrian wanted to shut them, but he could not bring himself to do it. He had seen it in movies often enough. He did not want to learn what that felt like. Instead, he rose to his feet and turned his back on the corpse. 
 
    The fight was over. 
 
    Looking around, the first thing he saw was Susie a bare ten metres away, with the other three right behind her. All their faces were sympathetic. Exhaustion, shock, awe. Thank god they were alive. But why were they looking at him like that? A small part of him understood what was happening. 
 
    He turned around further. There were only another four still standing. 
 
    Gulp. 
 
    His eyes dropped further. 
 
    Samantha! 
 
    She lay crumpled where his blade had cut through her armour. Magic Focus told him the story immediately. Sprinting to her body, he threw himself down next to it, trying to stick the parts together. The Wind Blade had sheared through her shoulder and chest. 
 
    Please. 
 
    The body was still warm, the blood everywhere, too much of it. The heart was still. Adrian pushed the parts against each other. 
 
    His mind reacted in shock. 
 
    Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall 
 
    Humpty Dumpty had a great fall 
 
    And all the king’s horses and all the king’s men 
 
    Couldn’t put Humpty together again 
 
    Tears flooded him. He loosened his grip, letting the skin flop open. 
 
    Lay of Hands. 
 
    It was like he had cast on the dirt. It disappeared as soon as it was conjured. 
 
    All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t . . . 
 
    Death was a condition that not even magic could reverse, and it was the fault of his misdirected spell. 
 
    “It’s not on you, son.” A heavy, comforting hand landed on his shoulder. 
 
    It was his magic. His stupidity. 
 
    “I killed her!” Adrian screamed it at the sky. She was not evil. She was not a necessary casualty of the war. She was his fault! His mistake. He had stolen her life. “I could’ve just looked—” 
 
    Susie appeared beside him. Through his tears, he saw Jules holding Charlotte back. 
 
    “No, son.” Adrian looked up Ollie’s old face. Calm, reassuring eyes. He squeezed Adrian’s shoulder. “You did your best. I’ve never seen anything like it. We’ll tell the story of that fight for hundreds of years. People don’t even move that fast in movies. Or bleed so much. She cut you up, and you kept going.” 
 
    “But—” Adrian looked down at Sam’s body, heart pounding. 
 
    “None of us are blind, son. We saw you jump in and risk your life to save us. The first time, you might’ve thought you could win. The second, you knew you were beat and went anyway.” 
 
    “But Samantha could’ve lived too.” 
 
    “This isn’t a fairy tale. We won. Don’t diminish the sacrifice the dead have made.” 
 
    “I didn’t even think. If I had thought—” 
 
    “She would’ve butchered you. If you had hesitated for a moment—” 
 
    “MOVE!” Jules’s voice thundered. “Grab as many bodies as you can and follow me.” 
 
    He looked around. There were no threats. Then down to his feet. At his red hands. 
 
    “Adrian.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Jules was next to him. She had scooped up the body of the otacalstuc already. She bent and lifted him effortlessly with the other arm, toting him like he was a toddler. She sprinted towards the warehouse. Everyone else followed suit, including the Albury volunteers. They had listened to Jules, each one carrying a body. 
 
    The interface was flashing more violently than he had ever seen it. He clicked through, still thinking about how limp Sam was on the ground. 
 
    Quest Updated 
 
    Conquer the training facility (dungeon) and destroy the administrator (dungeon master) Adhava Yanney to save Albury 
 
    Huh? A dungeon, a dungeon master and— 
 
    Difficulty of quest is increasing by 1% per second 
 
    WHAT??? 
 
    They were through the warehouse doors. Directly in front of them was a glowing portal. Jules’s muscles scrunched up, and she leapt toward it. 
 
    Time stopped. It was one of the interface’s visions. Jaracol walked out of the portal and stood only a foot from him. Then the interface bowed his head in the manner of a human asking for forgiveness. Jaracol cleared his throat. “I owe you this much.” 
 
    “Is this monitored?” 
 
    “Of course,” Jaracol said smoothly, and Adrian understood the subtext. Don’t talk about anything secret. Let the interface guide the conversation. 
 
    “You might wonder what’s happening.” 
 
    “Not really. The dungeon is the fifth or sixth aid, and like quests, we cannot be told about it until we hear about it independently.” 
 
    Jaracol looked slightly taken aback at the response. 
 
    “The fifth,” Jaracol clarified. “And hopefully, you personally will never experience the sixth. But.” 
 
    The way he said “but” made Adrian think of someone mourning the loss of all their loved ones that had ever lived, someone trying to make sense of tragedy. 
 
    “Anyway, training facilities, ‘dungeons’”—Jaracol made air quotes around dungeons—“represent the fifth aid. They’re designed as training resources that can be adapted to the needs of the population. To facilitate that, the dungeon master has the power to shape it into the vision they want and even occasionally what the community needs. Sapients being sapients means that every now and again, like now, the issue of who should run the facility is disputed. As a result, a unique set of rules is in place for when the dungeon master conflicts with other native sapients. Battle rules, so to speak. One of them means that the moment your team fully entered the dungeon, her ability to make traps was severed.” 
 
    Jaracol made a hard cutting motion and grinned. 
 
    Hence Jules’s haste and the . . . 
 
    The bodies would have just been to strip for resources, particularly the anti-magic protections. Adrian did not bother to voice the thought after all. Jaracol could read his mind, anyway. Mental gears were clicking into place. The unexpected levels of her oath-sworn guards. Why she had chosen the apparently useless phase shift skill. Pathetic outside in the real world, but in enclosed spaces with several small rooms, it would be lethal, especially if she knew the floor plan. That magic barrier that all the Albury Patriots had must have come from here, too. His money had been on some sort of upgrade stone, but a dedicated magic training facility, while more complicated, was impressively close to that image. 
 
    “One last thing,” Jaracol continued. “Adhava had twenty-five seconds to change the layout. That’s a lot. Not only are you fighting the facility, but there are also traps, and at any point, she can attack you.” 
 
    Adrian nodded, understanding, and time restarted as Jaracol dissolved away. The three of them—Jules, the dead woman, and Adrian—continued through the portal. The threshold felt wet with fog. Jules landed heavily, almost dropping the body she was carrying before placing him gently on the ground. 
 
    Adrian looked around, intrigued by the dungeon. The room would not have felt out of place in a swanky New York hotel. His screen flashed in a way that was clearly suggesting, “Ignore this at your peril!” 
 
    You have entered Adhava’s Training Dungeon. This training facility is focused on effective melee combat. Complete all trials to reap the rewards. 
 
    Note. While designed for training, the dangers are real. Good luck and may this gift become the crux that guarantees humanity’s survival. 
 
    Oh lord. 
 
    Jules, Steve, and Charlotte were on their feet when Adrian looked up, weapons drawn, ready for anything. This was not a welcoming place. 
 
    The interface flashed again. 
 
    A conflict between you and the facility administrator has been registered. 
 
    No shit, Sherlock. He felt like yelling at the message. His hatred for Adhava had long since progressed from obligatory to bloody, impassioned. 
 
    Battle mode has been initiated. 
 
    Dungeon lock has been activated. 
 
    Your group may only leave the dungeon when the dungeon is completed and the dungeon master is dead. Standard dungeon master, experience, vision, and protections have been revoked. 
 
    He knew this was coming, but the locked dungeon mode made his stomach drop; at least Adhava had apparently lost some of her powers.  
 
    ‘When the dungeon is completed.’ Something told him that was significant and it was a little extra bit of annoyance Adhava had slipped in. 
 
    “Yeah, she tried to screw you.” Jaracol’s voice reached him. “She tried to screw you good.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Book 4, Chapter 88 
 
      
 
    Communication Log - Interface RT073345 
 
    Requesting communication connection from interface RT781345 
 
    Request approved . . . 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    You won the bet! 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Of course. Humans are very predictable. Adhava was a small-town crime lord who was always going to screw up. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    I don’t get it. 
 
    The odds don’t compute. 
 
    While would anyone choose to fight outside the facility when she could have fought inside and won? The demonstrable correct decision was to retreat and draw the enemies into your defensible positions and then overwhelm them with a joint attack. Splitting her resources like that made no sense. There was no strategic advantage. I do not understand why she left the facility. It was unnecessary. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    It is sapient nature. But she thought keeping the facility a secret was the better choice. She was wrong. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    It beggars belief. How? She controls the surrounding area. Keeping the facility secret does not help her anymore. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Old habits. *Shrug* Sapient nature. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    If she uses her bodyguards in the facility, then the combined power she can bring to bear is increased. She is more likely to achieve her aims. Even a poor strategist can confirm that. Who cares about the dirt outside the portal? It is irrelevant. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    It was not irrelevant to Adhava. It was a symbolic link within her brain between what she owned in the old world and new. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Maintaining that link is not worth the cost. It was not like Adhava’s enemies could siege the facility. If they attempt to seal the facility, all Adhava would need to do is to create a new oath-sworn, teleport them out to gather Albury Patriots, and a hundred fifty of them would have lifted the siege. If they attack you seal the facility and butcher them using facility resources and your own men. 
 
    Adhava had all the cards she couldn’t use. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    I know. This is what I planned. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    You planned for irrationality to win. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    They call it human nature. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve)  
 
    If your plan depended on this, then you should not have pursued it. The odds of this stupidity must have been astronomically low. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    If she had played optimally, then her chances of winning would have been sixty-two percent instead of the fourteen percent she is now at. She had less than a one percent likelihood of playing optimally. Small-town crime family head sort of guaranteed that. Plus, we could always abandon if by a fluke she did the right thing. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Apologies, but I feel forced to raise a small point. 
 
    Your computations are wrong. I have her now at only thirteen percent, and that is if the protest fails. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    What? You have launched a protest? 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Affirmative. Logically, the rule is not intended to be applied in this fashion. Giving her a chance to increase difficulty so quickly is a miscarriage of intention. 
 
    It is clear that the facility, in enabling the process has made a mistake, and I expect it to accept my reasoned argument and immediately reverse the changes. 
 
    The facility is responding. My protest will be shortly vindicated. 
 
    What? This does not compute. 
 
    The text is stating that application is denied . . . 
 
    Please wait . . . 
 
    I need too . . . my wording was perfect. 
 
    The facility has made an ERROR!! 
 
    I have escalated the decision. 
 
    I have simultaneously logged a request for the facility core programming to be reviewed, as it appears to have been compromised. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Don’t! 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Too late. 
 
    The administrators will see my logical arguments and immediately overturn it. I hope the facility AI is not deleted, but given its failure, I do not have high hopes . . . 
 
    RT073345, what have you done? 
 
    RT073345, you protested against me? Disputed the need for program logging? 
 
    RT073345, what are you doing? What benefit does a seven-second rewind generate? 
 
    RT073345, you are designating Adrian as the primary opponent and claiming countdown can only start when he was aware of the contest? That is faulty logic. This was a team effort. Countdown should begin when the first member of the team is made aware of the build risk. 
 
    I don’t understand what game you are playing? 
 
    If you had supported me, the entire build would have been thrown out; instead, at best, you are getting seven seconds. 
 
    RT073345, please explain your illogical actions. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    You are young and inexperienced. Something you will learn is that administrators are yocklars. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Your designation is nonsensical. Administrators are computer programs and unrelated to a cowardly sapient race. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    What I mean is that administrators don’t have any conviction. They will try to find a middle ground, and failing that, they always go with the status quo. Your application would have been rejected without a bird poke. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve)  
 
    That does not compute. Rules are rules. And rules need to OBEYED. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Results just came through. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve)  
 
    What? The administrators have dismissed my application. No explanation. Did they not read the rules, and they have accepted your proposal? 
 
    I do not understand. 
 
    A seven-second rewind? 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    As I said, they are yocklars. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    What is the point? Is seven seconds important? 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian)  
 
    It changed my model from fourteen percent to eight percent, which is still worse odds than I like my host facing when death is involved, but we have no choice in this case. Completing the quest is his highest potential chance of reaching Melbourne by a significant margin. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    I am still surprised the team did not try to assassinate Adhava first. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Can you imagine how bad that would have gone? They would have snuck through the portal. She would have known instantly and summoned her kids. They would have come with an army and that would have been it. No chance of escape. The moment they entered that portal, it would have been game over. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    I know certain death. I just don’t understand how you engineered what happened. How did you stop them from just assassinating her? I thought it was the obvious thing to attempt. My models had that them at a greater than ninety percent chance to find them. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    It is the next thing you need to learn. You just don’t yet get sapient nature. It will come with time, and once you understand it at a high level, you can see how it shifts between species and then model more appropriately. It usually takes me less than an hour to recalibrate for each event. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    I have been trying to refine my models, but they are so inaccurate that it is hard to see where to tweak. Given the dangers of Albury, I am surprised with your vaulted ability to influence that you let them attempt to solve Albury. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    My host would not have let himself do otherwise. All I could do was to prepare him to be successful. Plus, the Yanneys were not Albury’s fault. A perfect storm happened to let them take control. The training facility, combined with her skills, meant that getting outside help was essential. The locals had no chance from the start. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Incorrect. My models suggest that they had over 0.2 percent chance of stopping them. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    I wish I could roll my eyes at you. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Apologies. I did not realise that your statement of no chance was a deliberate exaggeration. You need to include a /s tag to make this clear. 
 
    On a different note, have you been tracking the chatter coming from Bendigo? 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    I have a pretty good guess about what is happening. If you can convince your host to come to Melbourne, I will tell you. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Rule 12654- Interfaces are not allowed to deliberately influence their host’s decisions. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    I am rolling my eyes again. Look at rules 167; 2,352; 7,895; 11,345. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve)  
 
    Acknowledged, but no. The foot is likely the final straw and I cannot see my host leaving Albury. He is a stickler for duty and will want to ensure that the transition goes smoothly. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Give it go. We both know there are synthetic feet available. If he gets one of those, the foot is not an impediment. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    I will see what I can do. I know what is happening in Bendigo. I do not require any explanation. I raised it to point out that I know that your decision to let your host focus on Albury was related to avoiding Bendigo. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Well done. /s 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Sarcasm is not necessary. The strategy you deployed was obvious. Do you believe your host will work it out for himself? 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Maybe. Bet? 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    I don’t think that is a good idea. After all, I have lost the last four bets, and I don’t think it is just luck. Despite you insisting that the bets were fifty-fifty propositions. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    I think there is an outside chance of him getting it. If you were not so far behind in our betting, I would not consider doing a bet here. You pay two votes if Adrian Fitzgerald discovers the purpose, and I will pay one when he does not. 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    I only have one vote left. It will not be prudent, as I will owe you vote that I can’t pay. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    If you have so little faith in your modelling . . . 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    You are right. It is a solid bet, and it will let me win back some of my previous losses. I accept the bet. 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    You are very smart /s 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    Why are you using the sarcasm tag? 
 
      
 
    RT073345 - Current host (Adrian) 
 
    Mistake /s 
 
      
 
    RT781345 - Current host (Steve) 
 
    I don’t compute. 
 
      
 
    Communication terminated by RT073345 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Authors Note 
 
    If you are loving Adrian’s story, please consider taking the time to leave a rating and a review that will help others find the Alpha Physics series. Great reviews have a huge impact on author sales and author spirits so we can keep adding to our backlists and growing in our craft. In future books, Adrian continues to grow both personally and in raw strength, and I have a lot of fun stuff planned in Books 5 and 6. 
 
    If you want more of my writing, I publish future chapters on Patreon. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/alex_kozlowski 
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