
Chapter 267 

A Better Pants Solution 

 

Jason regained consciousness surrounded by a fiery, transcendent energy, which 

immediately vanished and dropped him to the floor. The feel of cold tile on his body told 

him that he was naked, which he quickly confirmed by pushing himself into a sitting 

position and doing a quick visual inspection. 

There were a bunch of system windows but he minimised them for the moment as he 

looked himself over. There was no light in the windowless room but his perception power 

let him see perfectly in the dark. He seemed intact, but feeling the cool air on his head, he 

patted it and realised that his hair had once again callously abandoned him. He thought it 

might be because hair was dead material, but so were fingernails, as far as he knew, and 

those were still present. 

“Weird. Still, you’re alive, unexpectedly. Take the win.” 

His body still carried the scars of his previous encounters. The long scar across his 

abdomen from the elemental tyrant; the many small scars where shards of star seed had 

been forced out of his flesh. They were familiar, but there were new one as well. His chest 

was marked by a series of roughly circular scars where the Builder’s spikes had impaled 

his body. All in all, his torso was a mess. 

He got to his feet, memories swirling through his head. The last thing he remembered 

was charging through the window, the pain of the stone spikes spearing into his body. The 

mad whirl as he fell, then fading into darkness, only to wake up wherever he now was. His 

brain was telling him it had only been moments since he fell from the tower, but his soul 

was telling him otherwise. 

Jason didn’t truly remember the original battle for his soul against the Builder. He had 

some mixed-up, hazy recollections as the star seed took over, then was forced out of his 

brain. The true battle had been in the spiritual realm, his soul a small ship rocked by the 

story seas of the Builder’s will. Only by outlasting the star seed and cutting off the Builder 

had been able to survive, but much of the experience were more like feelings than 

memories. They were feelings, imprinted upon his soul. 

He had a similar sense now, of his soul having experienced an encounter for which 

his brain had not been present. It left him with an incredibly strong feeling that he shouldn’t 

be alone, yet no one else was present. He spread his aura out over the entire building, his 

aura strength more than up for the task. He sensed nothing but small animals, birds, rats 

and bugs.  



Mentally shaking off the odd feeling, he examined his surroundings. He was in a 

dilapidated room that was tiled on the walls and floor, completely empty except for Jason 

himself. The air was stale and clammy, with a taste of unhealthy growth on the air, like 

fungus or mould. There was a set of swinging double doors with small windows set into 

them. There was a lingering magic that was definitely the force that had delivered him 

here. It was fading quickly but he sensed the transcendent strength of it. By contrast, the 

ambient magic around him was otherwise incredibly anaemic, even compared to 

Greenstone. That was the default, for as far as his magical senses extended. 

He was trying to collect his thoughts when he felt something building within him that 

he had experienced enough to recognise as a skill evolution. Given what he had been 

through, it was hardly surprising, although one thing was new. Instead of the blue-grey 

light of iron rank, the radiance that shining from within his body was an amber colour. 

 

 Outworlder racial ability [Inventory] has evolved to [Spirit Vault]. 

 

Jason only glanced at the notice before minimising it with the others. He had too 

much to deal with as it was, sending his mind reeling. His team, his death and revival, the 

strange discordance between his mind and his soul. He needed time to spread everything 

out into manageable chunks that he could process. 

He had no idea of what fate had befallen his team. He was almost certain he had 

bought them enough time to complete their task, but how long they survived afterwards 

was up in the air. Had Clive been fast enough to open the portal before the Builder’s wrath 

caught up with them? He had been confident enough in Clive’s ability to knock out a 

speedy ritual that he threw away his life to give him the chance, but there were no 

certainties. Jason had no regrets, knowing the lives that failure would have cost if the 

world engineers were awakened. 

“Okay,” he told himself, rubbing his hands over his face to shake the lingering sopor. 

“Take stock, formulate a plan of action. What do I need and how do I get it? I need pants. 

Again. I need hair. Well, I want hair. I need to know what happened and where I am.” 

Jason has a better pants solution than the last time he’d unexpectedly arrived 

somewhere, naked and bald. With a thought, dark mist engulfed him before disappearing 

as quickly as it had come, leaving Jason garbed in one of his prepared outfits. He went 

with a smart casual suit in the Vitesse style that looked much like a casual suit from own 

world. 



It was one of many outfits supplied for his winter wardrobe by Gilbert, although he 

looked forward to replacing everything with bronze-rank apparel once he got back to 

Greenstone.  The iron-rank clothes has basic self-cleaning and repair enchantments, 

along with some very light protection. At bronze-rank, not only would those enchantments 

be stronger but it was more cost-effective to incorporate other utility magic. 

With his clothes sorted out, he moved onto hair, carefully applying Jory’s hair-growth 

cream. He had no doubt that the result was an unruly mop, but it would suffice until he 

found a hairdresser. 

Meeting those simple needs left him feeling much more in control of his 

circumstances. He thought back to when he had first woken up in a new world, naked, 

bald and confused. Just the question of pants had been a tribulation, let alone the larger 

questions. 

Now, Jason was confident that he would better handle those larger questions the way 

he better handled the issue of pants. To figure out what happened, he started pulling up 

the system messages. 

 

 You have died. 
 All equipment has been returned to your inventory. 
 
 [World-Phoenix Token] has been consumed. 

 

“Bugger me. That explains how I survived, I guess; I didn’t.” 

He only had a vague recollection of that system box appearing as everything faded 

out. 

 

 You have been reborn. 
 
 You have received the blessing of the World-Phoenix. 
 If you accept the blessing, your outworlder racial ability [Astral Affinity] will evolve to 

[Nirvanic Transfiguration]. 
 If you reject the blessing, your ability will remain unchanged and can be evolved by 

normal means or other blessings in the future. 

 

Jason paced back and forth. Coming back from the dead was a pleasant surprise. 

The World-Phoenix token had always been a mystery, but in hindsight he felt it should 

have been obvious. Knowledge had told him that he lacked the faith to use it. He finally 

understood, since killing yourself to trigger it would require a lot of faith in it working. 

Jason stopped pacing as realisation passed through him like a bolt of lightning. He 

was focusing on the token bringing him back from death, the startling function momentarily 



pushing the function he already knew about from his mind. The moment he remembered, 

his whole body tingled with anticipation and he couldn’t open his map fast enough. His 

eyes immediately shot to the listing of his current location. 

 

 Zone: Casselton West Regional Hospital [abandoned] (maternity ward). 

 

He stared at the words like a deer in headlights. After a long, stunned moment he 

turned his eyes to the map itself and started zooming out. He expanded out from the 

hospital to the whole town, then the whole Casselton region. There was his home town, 

Casselton Beach. Large portions of the map were uncovered; most the of the region, as he 

had travelled through most of it at one time or another. He kept expanding out, through the 

mid north coast, all of New South Wales, then the whole of Australia. When he zoomed out 

to the whole world, the continents were all where they should be instead of the funhouse 

mirror of the magic world’s geography. 

Jason stared for a long time, not daring to believe. Then he closed the map, pushed 

through what he now recognised as heavy hospital doors and started rushing through the 

abandoned hospital. He had been born there but it had been closed down some fifteen 

years ago, now mostly a place for High School kids to come and smoke. It had been 

emptied out, leaving nothing to obstruct him as he rushed to find a window. 

He found a patient ward, the windows opaque from years without cleaning. Without 

hesitating, he grabbed his sword from his inventory and smashed the scabbard into the 

window, sending glass raining down outside. He was on the fourth floor looking out on the 

semi-industrial part of West Casselton where the hospital had been located. It was deep 

into the night and the sky beat down with rain. Clouds obscured the moon and stars, but 

street lights reflected off the wet asphalt street. On the other side of the road was a 

takeaway store he remembered, closed for almost as long as the hospital. Next to it was 

the main depot for the Casselton regional bus service. 

“I’m home.” 

The words came out in a tremulous whisper, as if he were scared that to say them 

would somehow make them untrue. His mind was once again sent staggering. 

Jason’s arrival in the magical world was a stark dividing line. What came before was 

so removed from what came after that the two seemed inimicable. Yet now he looked at 

his old world with his new eyes. The darkness did not obscure his sight, which was 

sharper than ever before. Colours had depth and nuance he had never realised, the air 

carried a complexity of scents he never realised. He could taste the ozone tang of water 



on the power cables, smell the grass of the overgrown hospital grounds. The damp and 

mould of the disused hospital interior, and even a lingering trace of disinfectant, some 

fifteen years after it was last used. 

His brother, Kaito, had once gotten reckless with his bicycle when Jason was nine 

years old. He was stuck spending a few days in the hospital, with Jason’s sister driving 

him in every day to visit. Afterwards they would get chips at the takeaway store across the 

road. Now, under Jason’s powerful new perception, the familiar store seemed almost alien. 

He took a long, deep breath. The ramifications of coming back were like a sudden 

storm at sea. He had no idea how to navigate what would be disorienting at best and 

deadly dangerous at worst. The things he had learned and the things he could do 

represented a fundamental shift in the general understanding of reality. His very existence 

would be an opportunity to the ruthless and a threat to those who already claimed to have 

all the answers. 

Those were just his concerns for the world he found himself back in. He had further 

concerns over his adoptive world. Most pressing was that he would have no idea how his 

team fared until he found his way back across the dimensional barriers of both worlds and 

the astral void between. He was determined to do so, but had little idea of how. 

Did they all survive? Did they know he had revived in his own world? While he had 

discussed the World-Phoenix token in broad terms with some of them, he played that 

particular card close to his chest. In any case, even he hadn’t known the specifics. Only 

Knowledge had the full truth and he would make no prediction about what the goddess 

would do. 

Those concerns were only peripheral compared to what he had to deal with 

immediately. He had no idea what his situation would be coming home. Did people think 

he was dead? How was he going to explain everything? What did he even need to 

explain? For all he knew, time moved at different paces between worlds. He may have 

been gone a week of subjective time or ten years. 

Then there were his arrangements going forward. Whatever his circumstances, he 

wasn’t going to go back to the stationary store and ask for his job back. He had a pile of 

solid gold in his inventory but that wasn’t the same as having money. 

“I can’t just rock up to the royal mint with thirty million worth of gold bullion and no 

explanation of where it came from. They’ll think I’m a drug dealer.” 

Jason didn’t know much about the gold trade in Australia, or anywhere else, for that 

matter, but he did know there was an amount of regulation. A scrap gold buyer might be 



largely overlooked, but if he dropped an unmarked ten kilo bar at a booth in shopping 

centre, they would probably call the police. 

The larger gold exchanges were watched more carefully. A retail employee who went 

missing for a year and a half, then showed up with a bunch of gold bars he couldn’t explain 

the origins of would quickly find himself in a room with federal officers. Maybe he could find 

a shady one willing to make a backroom deal, but Jason’s ignorance would make any such 

attempt fraught with peril. 

Jason could have used a sounding board but Shade was locked away within his soul. 

His familiars had retreated into his soul at the time he died, and he could still feel their 

spirits within his soul. Their vessels were no longer present in his body, however, which 

allowed him to draw certain conclusions. 

Jason had come a long way in his understanding of magic, with Clive guiding his 

studies. His focus, like Clive’s, had been on astral magic, but he still had a solid grounding 

in general magical theories. This gave him a better understanding of the processes 

involved with his summoned familiars. 

His familiar’s vessels hadn’t been literally contained in his blood, shadow and aura. 

Jason’s magical body, like that of anyone iron-rank or above, was composed of the 

biomass that made it up and the magical matrix that governed that biomass. The magical 

matrix was responsible for the ways in which the body interacted with both the world 

around it and the soul within it. 

A familiar’s vessel, on being summoned, was anchored to physical reality by 

attaching itself to aspects of the summoner’s matrix, rather than the biomass. This was the 

reason that summoned familiar’s gave enhanced abilities when their vessels were 

subsumed, as they enhanced the capabilities of the aspect to which they were attached. 

In Jason’s current situation, that knowledge allowed him to make a deduction. Since 

the spirits of his familiars were ensconced comfortably within his soul but their vessels 

were gone, his revival had been in a whole new body. He had no idea if that was a 

function of the World-Phoenix token or just of his returning to his world. Any soul entering 

a world would build a new body for itself, as Jason’s had when he first became an 

outworlder. 

If it was because of being an outworlder, it hadn’t changed his racial abilities the way 

it had the first time. His soul had already been affected by passing through the astral, 

unconsciously drawing on the astral’s power to grant itself the tools it would need to 

survive. His racial gifts remained as they were, aside from the one that had just ranked up. 



Jason pulled a chair out of his inventory and sat down. It was time to formulate a plan 

that went beyond pants. He went back to his original questions. 

“What do I need and how do I get it?” 

He needed information. If nothing had gone wonky with interdimensional time-

streams, it should be somewhere near the start of winter. The rain pounding down outside 

the broken window let in a damp cold that certainly fit, but he would need to be more 

accurate than that. He enjoyed the bleak cold coming in through the window, having spent 

much of the last year and a half in scorching desert, sweltering delta and the hot, wet 

jungle of the astral space. After the sweltering delta, the desert around it and the hot, wet 

jungle of the astral space.  

He also needed to know what happened regarding his status. Did the world think he 

was missing or dead? Was his outworlder self some kind of magical clone, with his original 

still living his life, oblivious. 

A lot of those answers could be had with an internet connection. Unfortunately, he 

had no phone, no money and no transport. He was hesitant to call in on family to get them, 

at least until he had a better understanding of his circumstances. Then he remembered a 

certain member of his family and reconsidered. 

Jason had two uncles, one of which was estranged from the family. Hiro Asano was 

the family’s black sheep due to his involvement in organised crime. Hiro might 

simultaneously be a useful source of information and a method to convert some of his gold 

into cash. He would get well-below market rates for an illegal gold sale, but he just needed 

enough money to get by for a while. 

The only problem was that Hiro was in Sydney, hundreds of kilometres to the south. 

In theory, Jason could portal his way south, reaching Sydney in a few hops. He knew from 

Clive that all portal powers had the same range of around forty kilometres per rank at 

bronze, including rank zero. Fortunately, Jason’s Path of Shadows ability was one of his 

highest rank powers, giving him a range of roughly two hundred kilometres. His only 

concern was if the power would work at all. 

Normally, portal abilities would take someone to any place they had been. Jason had 

never thought to ask if that included places they had been before they gained the power, 

or even before they were an essence user. It was something he would need to test. 

That, at least, gave Jason a tentative plan. Test his portal ability, cash up and get the 

lay of the land. It would do for his immediate, practical concerns. That left the more 

magical concerns and he resumed looking through the windows he had minimised. 



 

 You have been reborn. 

 

He wondered why had he appeared in the abandoned hospital. It had been closed for 

years, after the new big regional hospital opened in Castle Heads. Was it random? If so, 

that would be quite the coincidence, arriving in the same hospital he had been born in. 

Something occurred to him and he backtracked to the room he had arrived in. On the 

outside the room was a faded sign. MATERNITY THEATRE. 

Jason pushed the doors open and went through. He hadn’t arrived on the floor, but in 

the air, then falling to the floor. He guessed the height was about right for a hospital bad. 

“Was I reborn in the exact same place I was born the first time?” 



Chapter 268 
Time to Front Up 

 

Jason went back to the chair he had left by the broken window and sat down. The 

cool, clean air coming in as the rain continued to hammer down was a stark improvement 

over what had been sealed away in the old hospital. Before he made a move, he needed 

to go through the system messages that he had been ignoring. He pulled up the first one. 

 
 You have entered a region of magical desolation. The levels of magical density and 

magical saturation are extremely low, insufficient to produce spontaneous magical 
manifestations. 

 
 Stamina recovery reduced by 50%. 
 Health Recovery reduced by 75%. 
 Mana recovery reduced by 99%. 

 
 Consuming a spirit coin of your rank or ten spirit coins of one rank lower will restore 

your recovery rates to normal for eight hours. This duration is reduced by using 
active magic abilities. 

 
 Rituals and summoning abilities require spirit coins to enact, in addition to any spirit 

coin cost they already have. Rituals will be unable to function without artificially 
enhancing the density of local ambient magic. 

 
 Summoned familiars will need to consume a spirit coin of their rank or ten coins of 

one rank lower to sustain their vessels. Consumption of spirit coins will allow them 
to maintain their vessels outside of the summoner for one day before requiring 
additional coins. This duration is reduced by using active magic abilities. 

 
Clive had long surmised that the dimensional membrane of Jason’s world was much 

more restrictive than that of Clive’s own. The reduced levels of magic it would allow to 

seep in from the astral would account for the absence of magic that Jason had described. 

The analysis of Jason’s interface ability was completely consistent with that hypothesis, 

reflecting a level of magic so low as to be, for most practical purposes, absent entirely.  

The absence of magical manifestation meant no monsters, no essences and no 

awakening stones. Unless someone already had magical tools and abilities, interacting 

with the world’s meagre level of magic would be impossible. 

Fortunately, Jason was not short on spirit coins. The astral space had inverted the 

normal ratio of shops to monsters, leaving Jason with silver spirit coins numbered in the 

low thousands. He had enough bronze coins to use indefinitely, while his iron coin supply 

was enough to swim through like Scrooge McDuck. 



“The Builder could learn a lot from Disney,” Jason muttered to himself, opening up his 

inventory to take out a coin. Doing so, he noticed that his supply of monster cores now 

occupied currency counters like spirit coins, instead of taking up space in his inventory 

slots. He presumed it was one of the effects of his inventory power evolving. It didn't free 

up a lot of slots, given that the amount of cores he could store per slot had expanded 

greatly when he reached bronze rank. He currently had a thousand bronze-rank cores and 

dozens of silver-rank cores. As for iron-rank cores, he had long ago ditched them, even if it 

only freed up the one inventory slot. 

Spirit coins and monster cores were only the beginning of the treasures that had his 

inventory bursting at the seams. Between looting monsters and scavenging the astral 

space, Jason and his team had had dumped all their iron-rank loot to make room to the 

good stuff. The treasure had been split between Jason, Humphrey, Clive and Belinda, who 

each had their own storage spaces. Even carrying just a quarter of the team’s haul, Jason 

had essences and awakening stones enough to produce a dozen essence users with full 

sets of abilities. 

The essence users in question would be rather uniform, as the environment of the 

astral space produced a lot of duplicate essences. Half of them were plant essences, with 

most of the others spread between venom, might and a handful of animal essences. 

Those were all common-rarity essences, but he also had a few uncommon growth and life 

essences, plus a precious handful of more exotic ones. 

The rest of the haul was filled out by various magic items they had picked up. Most 

had been kept for selling, the team already having claimed anything they wanted for 

themselves. There was even more in the cloud house, which could serve as a large, if less 

convenient dimensional space. That was where they had kept items that would occupy the 

most space in their storage abilities, along with things they had a lot of but knew they 

wouldn’t be using. Basic bronze-rank weapons and armour weren’t fancy, but there was 

always a market of newly-ranked-up adventurers looking for relatively inexpensive gear. 

He moved on to the next system window. 

 
Title: [Indomitable] 

 
 Your repeated defiance in the face of more powerful enemies and willingness to 

sacrifice everything for a cause has marked your soul. Your resistance to aura 
suppression is further enhanced and ignores rank disparity. 

 
 Your aura signature has changed. Your unwavering resolve floods your aura and 

can be detected if your aura is examined by an aura sensing power or when 



projecting your aura. Allies within your aura have increased resistance to aura 
suppression. 

 
More than just the new scars on his chest, Jason could feel that his soul had once 

again passed through the crucible. He had been told that soul scars were rare, yet his soul 

had been battered and beaten to the point that his entire torso was a landscape of ragged 

marks and lumpen scar tissue. Even though his body was brand new, the tribulations of 

his soul were made manifest upon it. 

He wondered if the deepest damage remained hidden. Looking into the rainy night of 

his own world, he wasn’t sure if he belonged after what he had become. Not as a magic 

being, but as a person. He was no longer human, but how much of his humanity had he 

thrown away? 

The first person he killed was Landemere Vane, by accident in a mad scramble to 

defend himself. It had shaken him to the core, leaving him a near-catatonic wreck. It was 

not the last, that first day, and Rufus had warned him that it would only be the beginning. 

He had been so self-righteous, looking down on Rufus, Farrah and Gary for their callous 

attitude, resolving to be different. Now he had killed as much as any of them, unsure if it 

was his naiveté or his decency that he discarded along the way. 

He would never know how many Ustei tribesman had fallen to his afflictions in the 

battle on the sand barge. He regretted his participation now, but that didn’t bring the 

people he killed back to life. At the time he had been caught up in the wild rush of the 

adventuring life, not even considering the reality of what he was doing. That day he had 

just followed orders, killing wantonly and hadn’t even felt bad. So much blood on his 

hands, yet he’d been excited about his first attribute advancement instead of horrified at 

the slaughter he’d participated in 

Maybe there hadn’t been a better solution and the battle with the Ustei was 

inevitable. It was certainly true that they had to be stopped, but was any real attempt made 

at a peaceful solution? He wasn’t foolish enough to think he was done with killing, but he 

at least wanted to be confident in himself that it was the right thing, instead of just 

accepting the assurance of others. 

He had made other mistakes on his search to find a balance within the violence. His 

callousness had grown and people had died at his hands that shouldn’t have. The third-

rate adventurers Thadwick sent after him could have been sent packing with the same 

ease that he slaughtered half their number. He had taken their lives, caught up in his own 

dark mythology. Killing had become easy, casual almost. He had told himself that it had 



been necessary to send a message to the next people who came after him. He ultimately 

realised he was caught up in his own ego and power. 

Rufus had warned him that he would need to harden himself to the realities of a 

violent world. It was simply necessity when monsters threatened innocent people and 

power turned the selfish into tyrants. What none of them had warned Jason about was 

going too far and become one of those tyrants himself. The god Dominion had seen it, and 

apparently approved. 

He had tried to balance himself out. He hadn’t wanted to go after the desert bandits 

that took over a town, because he knew it would be too easy to justify the killing to himself. 

Yet, he still let himself be talked into it. The final count of bandits he killed came to thirty-

seven. Three dozen people in a single afternoon. He could not say he went unaffected by 

the magnitude of his actions but the most damning thing was that he didn’t regret them. It 

was a grim job carried out with grim satisfaction. 

The person that arrived in the magic world was not the person that returned. Looking 

out at the dark, starless sky of his own Earth, he couldn’t help but wonder if his old world 

had a place for him. He wasn’t sure he deserved one. 

Jason shook his head to dispel the dark thoughts. For all his dark deeds, he had 

done a lot of good as well. All he could do was move forward and continue trying to do his 

best. In the meantime, he brought up the next system window. 

 
 You have received the blessing of the World-Phoenix. 
 If you accept the blessing, your outworlder racial ability [Astral Affinity] will evolve to 

[Nirvanic Transfiguration]. 
 If you reject the blessing, your ability will remain unchanged and can be evolved by 

normal means or other blessings in the future. 
 

He had no idea what the World-Phoenix wanted from him, or why it had slipped him a 

token as his soul was dragged from through the astral on his way to becoming an 

outworlder. According to Clive, the World-Phoenix’s area of concern was dimensional 

stability. It’s interests lay in events that impacted the astral and whole realities, with little 

care for mortal affairs. When the World-Phoenix did act on that small a scale, it was 

oblique and subtle. Was the World-Phoenix trying to make Jason the butterfly whose 

wings led to the rise of a hurricane? 

Jason had no insights into the World-Phoenix’s objectives or intentions for him, which 

was exactly the problem. Entities existing in realms he couldn’t imagine were playing 

games on a board he was too small to see. He had no interest in being someone’s pawn 

and, if he could find a way, would rather flip the board over entirely. 



According to Clive, there was no way for a great astral being’s blessing to be used as 

a means to control the recipient, beyond ordinary methods like gratitude and obligation. 

The ability, once granted, could not be revoked like that from a divine awakening stone. 

Some great astral beings were even known to give blessings to those that opposed their 

interests, when their ideologies meshed, nonetheless. Jason himself had already received 

a power evolution from a blessing, courtesy of a Reaper token. His system had not asked 

for confirmation at that time; apparently his use of the token counted as consent. He 

looked over the description of his potential new 

power.

 
Ability: [Nirvanic Transcendence] 

 
 This ability will be evolved from the ability [Astral Affinity]. 

 
 Your body and soul will be combined into a gestalt entity both physical and spiritual 

in nature. This state will grant inherent resistance to effects that utilise the soul-body 
disconnect. 

 
 The nature of your new body will render you immune to resurrection effects, 

including those of high-rank healing magic. If your body is discorporated, your soul 
will return to a purely spiritual state, unable to reinhabit a physical form or re-enter a 
physical reality. This prevents the natural formation of an outworlder body on 
entering a physical reality. These restrictions will change on reaching diamond rank. 

 
 When suffering lethal damage, instead of dying, your new body will undergo a 

nirvanic rebirth, returning to a state of full integrity. This effect cannot be triggered 
again until you have increased in rank from the last time it was used. This ability will 
change on reaching diamond rank. 

 
 The strength of your aura will significantly increased. 

 
 Your resistance to hostile dimension effects and disruptive force damage will be 

increased. This is an enhancement of the [Astral Affinity] ability. 
 
 The effect of your dimension effects and your transcendent damage will be 

increase. This is a legacy effect of the [Astral Affinity] ability. 
 
 Physical reality around you will be more stable. You will be able to sense nearby 

astral space apertures and proto-astral spaces coterminous to your location. 
 
 You will be able to traverse astral space apertures, including those that are closed 

or have been sealed. 
 
 You will be able to directly enter proto-astral space coterminous with your location 

or directly leave a proto-astral space to a coterminous location. 
 



 While within the astral you will be able to create and maintain a small zone of 
physical reality around you. This does not grant the ability to enter or traverse the 
astral. 

 
The power seemed wildly suspicious. For one thing, no racial gift Jason had heard of 

came close to that complexity. It was more akin to an essence ability after ranking up 

multiple times. For another, it seemed very specific. It was clearly designed to push Jason 

into certain directions, for reasons that remained hidden from him. Whatever the World-

Phoenix’s agenda, Jason was certain this power was designed to serve it. 

Jason had two further misgivings. The major one was the removal of resurrection 

options. To someone from a world without magic, that might seem like a cheap cost, but 

Jason had already died twice. He knew full well that high-ranked healing magic had 

miraculous effects, to the point of bringing back the dead if the healer moved quickly 

enough. 

While the nirvanic rebirth effect was some compensation, it would take Jason 

decades to reach diamond rank, even under the far-from-certain assumption that he would 

at all. In all that time, he would have only one chance to revive at each rank, compared to 

the potentially countless times a healer could bring him back from the brink. 

His other concern was that it precluded using the outworlder effect of having his soul 

traverse the astral and form a new body in a new world. He didn’t know if it was possible to 

engineer this effect without a transcendent power like the World-Phoenix token, but 

accepting this power would rule it out entirely. 

That was not something Jason was comfortable with. His intention was to settle 

affairs with his family, then find a way back to the magical Earth. He had expected to be 

higher rank before that ever became an issue. Bronze-rank seemed too low to find a 

means of traversing worlds, and there weren’t any monsters to grind his way up with on his 

own Earth. Figuring out how to artificially trigger an outworlder effect was the only idea he 

had, thus far. 

Those concerns, plus a healthy scepticism about the agendas of great astral beings, 

left Jason unwilling to accept the power. The World-Phoenix certainly knew how to lay out 

tempting bait, however. Much of the ability seemed tailor made for taking the fight to the 

Builder’s minions, which he suspected it was. 

The question was why. Was it to push Jason into taking the ability, or was fighting the 

Builder the entire point? Why would a great astral being even go to the effort for someone 

like him? Surely there was no shortage of powerful, knowledgeable people who would be 

willing to act on the World-Phoenix’s behalf. He was self aware enough to realise that his 



ego was perhaps a touch over-sized, but even he would admit to being unremarkable on a 

cosmic scale. 

Jason had no intention of accepting that power without answering at least some of 

those questions. He didn’t flat out decline it, either. There didn’t seem to be a time limit on 

the offer, and if there had been, it would have tipped him into rejecting it outright. For the 

moment he could just leave things as they were, leaving the decision for when he had 

more information. 

Finally he moved on to the last window. This was a power evolution that he had 

received the old-fashioned way, by having the crap kicked out of him. He already had an 

instinctive sense of the power but Clive was right; having it all spelled out was extremely 

useful. 

 
Ability: [Spirit Vault] 

 
 This ability is evolved from the ability [Inventory]. 

 
 You have a dimensional storage space. 

 
 You may call up a gate and physically enter your dimensional storage space. Only 

you may enter; others cannot be invited or forcibly intrude. You may directly portal 
from within the storage space to another area using the location of the gate as a 
starting point, even if the gate is obstructed or destroyed, preventing ordinary 
egress. 

 
 You may summon familiars within the storage space without the use of a ritual, 

although any material requirements of the ritual must still be consumed. 
 

“See, now that’s how a power evolution should work. Not eighteen different things, no 

over-the-top effects. No getting killed, no agendas. Just a nice bit of extra utility, with that 

little bit of flair that makes you excited to check it out.” 

He stood up from his chair and waved a hand over the floor and in response, a line of 

darkness appeared. He gestured upwards and an obsidian arch rose up, filled with 

darkness. 

“Aren’t you familiar,” he told it. He went to step through, then stopped, picked up his 

chair and carried it through with him. 

He emerged from an identical arch into a luxurious gazebo, elaborately carved from 

marbled obsidian in swirling black and white. The gazebo was circular and had three more 

archways spaced equidistantly around it. The archway he had stepped through was filled 

with a starry void, while the next was filled with what looked like a vertical sheet of roiling 



blood. After than was one filled with pure darkness, much like his normal portal arches. 

The last had the blue and orange eye nebula that was Gordon’s signature filling it. 

The floor was a tile mosaic that looked just like the personal crest on Jason’s back; a 

daylight sky inside a cloak, surrounded by the night sky. More arresting was the 

environment in which the gazebo was located. Untethered from the ground, it floated 

through a dark, rain-filled sky. Neither rain nor wind encroached upon the gazebo’s 

interior, despite the open sides. A large crystal that looked to have naturally grown down 

from the centre of the arched ceiling gave off a cool, pleasant light. 

Outside of the gazebo, numerous objects orbited around it, glowing with transcendent 

light like stars shining in the dark. Looking at them, Jason realised that they were the items 

stored in his inventory. He threw out the chair he was holding as an experiment and it 

gained its own halo of light and it joined the other objects in orbit. Jason spied a stack of 

sandwiches, gathered together gently glowing. With a simple thought from Jason, one of 

the sandwiches separated itself and floated to his hand. 

“Nice,” he said, then took a bite. 

He turned back to the archways, clearly associated with his three familiars. 

“Alright, mates. Time to front up.” 

Items started flying into the gazebo, vanishing into the three archways. Jason had 

enough materials to summon Shade and Gordon once each, and Colin twice. Along with 

the material components being consumed, the required spirit coins came hurtling up and in 

from somewhere below the floating gazebo. 

Leeches started spilling out of the bloody arch, forming a pile from which strips of 

ragged, bloody cloth emerged to start binding the pile into shape. Motes of blue and 

orange light started streaming out of the nebula arch like a swarm of fireflies, slowly 

coalescing into Gordon’s form. A dark shape slowly pushed itself out through the final 

arch, taking the form of Shade. As his shadow familiar appeared, Jason’s own shadow 

vanished. Additional bodies emerged from the arch, one after another, before melding 

together as one. 

“It is good to see you alive again, Mr. Asano.” 

“Good to be seen,” Jason said. “It comes as bit of a surprise.” 

“Not entirely,” Shade said. “The World-Phoenix token in your possession was always 

a comfort to me, in regards to your safety.” 

“Wait,” Jason said. “You knew?” 

“Of course,” Shade said, in his usual dignified tone. “I’m not a scrub.” 



Chapter 269 

The Single Greatest Thing on This Planet 

 

In the otherworldly floating gazebo, Jason was reunited with his familiars. While he 

was pleased to see them, the revelation that Shade had known the nature of the World-

Phoenix token was startling. 

“How long have you known what token could do?” Jason asked. 

“Several thousand years,” Shade said. 

“Millennia,” Jason said. “It never occurred to you that I might want to know it could 

bring me back to life?” 

“Of course,” Shade said. “I chose quite specifically to withhold that information from 

you.” 

“Why?” 

“Mr Asano, you are more than reckless enough as it is. Your propensity to pick fights 

you can’t win was neatly demonstrated by your recent demise. If you realised you had a 

tool to bring you back from death, I have no doubt you would have been even more 

cavalier with your mortality.” 

“Yeah, well, it is kind of hard to refute death,” Jason conceded. 

“I hope that you will act with more caution in future. We all do.” 

Jason turned to the cloaked forms of his other familiars. Gordon was a disembodied 

cloak filled with power, while the leech swarm, Colin, was bound up in bloody rags in a 

cloaked, humanoid shape. Both of them nodded in agreement with Shade’s assertion. 

“My own familiars are ganging up on me. What a sad state of affairs.” 

“Then I suggest you stop trying to get yourself killed,” Shade said. “You are 

demonstrably good at it.” 

“That’s fair,” Jason said. “Do you have any insight into the World-Phoenix, Shade?” 

“Some,” Shade said. “You are undecided about the power she has offered you?” 

“Did you sense that through our connection, or did I miss something while my soul 

was making its way back across the astral?” Jason asked. 

 “I took the opportunity to reconnect with my progenitor while your soul was in his 

care,” Shade said. 

“You saw your Dad; that’s nice. He didn’t give you any insights into what the World-

Phoenix is after, did he?” 



“It only said that the power was designed in negotiation between the World-Phoenix 

and the Reaper itself,” Shade said. “I believe it withheld further information, knowing that I 

would pass it along to you.” 

“More secrets. Wonderful.” 

“The power evolution you have been offered is unusual,” Shade said. “The basis is 

something I have seen from the World-Phoenix in the past, but the Reaper’s hand in its 

design is clear.” 

“Oh?” 

“You have a habit of not staying dead,” Shade said. “This is not something the 

Reaper likes. You have its gratitude, however. The Reaper rarely involves itself with the 

mortals that venerate it; the Builder is unusual amongst astral beings in this regard. The 

Reaper appreciates that without you, the souls of its followers would still be trapped inside 

the undying flesh abominations. So long as the ability assures that the next time you die 

you stay dead, the Reaper will see you compensated in kind.” 

“This power would heal me up when I otherwise would have died,” Jason said. 

“Doesn’t he have a problem with me cheating death?” 

“The Reaper does not care if you cheat death,” Shade explained. “It only cares if you 

cheat being dead. There is a difference.” 

“Then why prevent revival magic from working?” Jason asked. “That can only be 

issued right after you die, right?” 

“There are more potent diamond-rank resurrection effects that are permitted to be 

less timely,” Shade said. “Such powers can return the soul after it has left the body, 

instead of merely restoring the body before the soul has departed. Such powers touch 

upon the domain of any local god of death, who may intercede for good or ill, as they 

choose.” 

“So, this ability would put me back together while my soul was still around,” Jason 

said. “Once it’s gone, though, it’s gone.” 

“The aspect of the ability you are being offered that prevents resurrection is not an 

artificial restriction. It is a function of the combined physical and spiritual state you would 

attain on accepting the power; body and soul as a single, gestalt entity. One of the 

ramifications of this state would be that once the physical element dies and it becomes 

fully spiritual, it stays that way. Rather than an ordinary soul, you would  be closer to an 

astral being, like myself. You would be no more able to resurrect than I am.” 

“But I could become someone’s familiar?” 



“I don’t know,” Shade said. “We have reached the limit of my knowledge on the topic. 

One more thing to mention, however, is that the ability description only briefly touches on 

the resistance to effects that impact the soul-body connection.” 

“That’s important?” 

“Much in the way your interface ability’s description leaves out the rather important 

aspect of looting, this ability does not express the value of the inherent resistances that 

come from being a physical and spiritual gestalt. This particular aspect of the ability is 

something that would become increasingly valuable as you increase in rank, when dealing 

with astral affairs, high-rank astral entities and certain high-rank ability effects. Entities that 

are both spiritual and physical in nature have significant advantages when operating on an 

interdimensional scale. This aspect is not something that would help you much at your 

current rank, but would show its value over time.” 

“So, you’re saying that your dad made sure this power is the good stuff, in return for 

making sure I stay dead next time?” Jason asked. 

“That is a part of it,” Shade confirmed. “Clearly, the power is designed to serve 

several agendas. Those of the World-Phoenix and the Reaper, certainly. But also to serve 

yours.” 

“Because it would give me the tools to fight the Builder?” 

“In part,” Shade said. “There is a balance between great astral beings, just as there is 

a balance between the gods of a world. They keep one another in check. This is why the 

great astral beings to not give power evolutions to their favoured supporters that contain 

as much magic as they can stand without it destroying them.” 

“Makes sense, I guess. Checks and balances.” 

“This ability you have been offered is a product of a bargains struck between great 

astral beings. It operates outside of that balance. There is a price to taking it, but the 

power is far greater than you would normally receive.” 

“That much I figured out,” Jason said. 

“The ability seems to be an enhanced variant of an ability that the World-Phoenix 

frequently blesses those who serve its interests with. These are generally high-ranking 

individuals whose tasks involve traversing the astral. Your intention is to find a reliable 

path between this world and the one you just left, yes?” 

“Yes,” Jason confirmed. 

“That is what makes this power most advantageous to you. This ability will not give 

you the power to traverse realities, but it will make otherwise unfeasible solutions more 

viable.” 



“So you think I should take the ability?” Jason asked. 

“My inclination would be to decline,” Shade said. “The benefits are many, but the 

danger it poses to your long-term survivability is not a risk I think you should take. On the 

other hand, the Reaper has become increasingly dissatisfied with the rising impermanence 

of death over the last few millennia. Its tolerance for cheating death has been waning and 

it informed me, while I was waiting to be resummoned, that the Reaper is finally taking 

steps. I suspect your multiple resurrections are at least part of the impetus.” 

“Great, so I’m the straw that broke the camel’s back.” 

“More precisely, the World-Phoenix. The Reaper doesn’t want the World-Phoenix to 

continually resurrect you or any of her other pawns. The World-Phoenix has always acted 

with decorum in regard to its right to do this, but the Reaper is concerned that the Builder’s 

actions may provoke an unwelcome response.” 

“What kind of steps is the Reaper taking?” Jason asked. 

“Pressuring death gods to make resurrection magic more difficult, more costly and 

less reliable.” 

“Doesn’t that invalidate certain essence powers?” 

“No,” Shade said. “Essence powers have a natural balance. In any location where the 

local death god impedes resurrection, that same change will enhance the non-resurrection 

effects of relevant abilities.” 

“And the Reaper pushed this power onto the World-Phoenix to offer me?” 

“The only requirement the Reaper made was that you stay dead next time. The rest 

of the power comes from the World-Phoenix.” 

“Which raises the question of what the World-Phoenix wants,” Jason said. “I’m not 

above helping someone out in return for mutual benefit, but there’s a difference between 

cutting a deal and being pushed into one without being told the details. Also, I’m not sure 

what I have to offer. I can’t imagine anything I can do that can’t be done better by 

someone else. I doubt the World-Phoenix is hard up for volunteers.” 

“The World-Phoenix does not like to act directly,” Shade said. “It prefers to set things 

in motion that will ultimately achieve the end it desires.” 

“So I’ve heard,” Jason said. “What does that mean for me?” 

“Most likely,” Shade said, “is that the World-Phoenix believes that you will naturally 

act in a way that furthers its goals, so long as you have the tools and the opportunity. 

Therefore, it has tried to give them to you.” 

“I’m not going to reject the power out of hand,” Jason said. “I’m not ungrateful for the 

coming back from the dead thing. I’m not just going to go a long with what it wants, no 



questions asked, though. It is true that she couldn’t use the power to unduly influence me, 

right?” 

“Blessing powers to not offer control over their recipients,” Shade confirmed. 

“I’m just going to leave it be, for the moment, then,” Jason said. “I can reassess it 

later.” 

“Prudent,” Shade said approvingly. 

“What’s say we get out of this weird dimension and hit the road, then,” Jason said. 

“Now you’re back in action, I have some more flexibility in my transport options. Having 

you turn into a magical carriage would look a bit odd driving down the street, though. Even 

a horse would be more subtle, but not great in the rain.” 

“I’ll see what I can manage,” Shade said. 

Jason’s familiars returned to his body and he went back through the archway, 

emerging back in the empty hospital ward. 

“I believe that I can manage an acceptable form of conveyance,” Shade said from 

Jason’s shadow. 

“Exactly how much control do you have over the form of mount you take?” Jason 

asked. 

“Your ability defines the general parameters,” Shade said. “Within those parameters, 

the choice of form is mine to make. In the astral space, for example, I could have 

transformed into any animal that was suited to jungle travel. I chose the mantis beetles, 

but could have easily taken the form of a large serpent or an arboreal climber.” 

“My original intention was to try portalling directly to Sydney to look for my uncle,” 

Jason said. “Since I have you, I think I might head back to my home town and check on 

the family. The question is whether I portal straight there or catch a ride. What kind of 

mount is appropriate to a hospital environment? You’re not going to turn into an 

ambulance, are you?” 

Three of Shade’s bodies emerged from Jason shadow and melded together into the 

form a sleek, black, two-door sports car. 

“Strewth,” Jason said. “Shade, you look like a space ninja’s car. Is this an actual car 

that exists somewhere?” 

“So long as I adhere to the basic properties of the conveyance ascribed by your 

ability, I am able to conform to my own sense of design aesthetics,” Shade the car said. 

“Does it meet with your approval?” 



“Does the super-sweet talking car meet with my approval? Shade, you may be the 

single greatest thing on this planet. That definitely answers whether I’m going to ride or try 

a portal.” 

The car transformed to a cloud of shadows that returned to Jason’s own shadow. 

“That’s going to make parking easy,” Jason said. “I think it’s time to get out of here.” 

From his inventory he retrieved his magic umbrella. It could shield him from water 

when he was completely submerged, so it would be more than up to the task of handling 

the rain. He leapt through the window as he opened the umbrella, his shadow cloak 

appearing around him as he drifted to the ground like Mary Poppins. 

He followed a concrete path through the overgrown grass of the hospital grounds to 

the street, not bothering to hold the umbrella floating dutifully behind him. He popped a 

bronze spirit coin into his mouth to normalise his recovery rates as he gently expanded his 

aura. Not sensing any other auras within it, he had Shade once again take the form of a 

car. Slipping inside, he settled luxuriously into the soft, shadow stuff seats. 

The interior was opulent, in Shade’s usual colourations of black and white. Looking 

over the dash, it appeared to have the full functionality of a car. 

“Shade, is that a sound system?” Jason asked. 

“I adhere to the parameters of the form I have taken. That includes something called 

Bluetooth functionality, which does not appear to involve teeth or the colour blue.” 

“Nice. Can you drive yourself?” 

“I can.” 

“Maybe I should have had you turn into an ’81 Trans Am.” 

“I don’t know what that is.” 

“It’s for making a shadowy flight into the world of a man who does not exist.” 

“That had not alleviated my confusion.” 

“Do you have a turbo boost button?” 

“I do not.” 

“Oh well,” Jason said. “Let’s hit the road.” 

*** 

“I need to work on my driving skills,” Jason said as he drove through the rain. It was 

only a short half-hour to his home town of Casselton Beach, the wet conditions only adding 

a few minutes. 

There was nothing wrong with Jason’s abilities as a driver, if his only concerns were 

driving like a normal person. His problem was the speed and power he could feel within 

Shade’s car form. Despite making very little noise, Jason could feeling the speed and 



power waiting to be unleashed. It was a hunting cat, poised and eager to pounce. The 

potential of it taunted Jason’s ordinary driving skills, which would definitely not be able to 

handle them. 

“I am perfectly capable of moving effectively and efficiently at speed without requiring 

input from a driver,” Shade said. 

“Says the guy with no turbo boost button,” Jason said. 

“I do not see how that is relevant,” Shade said. 

“Maybe I could find a driving skill book. No, that’s pretty unlikely.” 

Jason had used some skill books to give him basic proficiency with alchemy and 

artifice. Anything he made would be laughable to an expert like Jory but at least he could 

make some basic consumable items, if he could find the materials. They would be of low 

quality, but a mediocre healing potion was still better than no healing potion. 

His skill-book based crafting skills were certainly not up to the task of making a skill 

book, however. That required the skill not just to craft the book’s enchantments but to 

integrate the proficiencies and knowledge of whatever expert was providing the contents. 

The impressive functionality of Shade’s car included projecting a head-up display on 

the windscreen. That gave him his first taste of hard information regarding his return, 

including the date and time. 

“It’s my sister’s birthday next week,” Jason said. “How did you even get this 

information? Do you have wi-fi or something?” 

“I will remind you that it is your ability that is responsible for my shape-changing,” 

Shade said. “Do you have wi-fi?” 

Jason though back to his old quest ability and its power to sense things from the 

world around him that he otherwise could not. 

“I actually might,” Jason said thoughtfully. “Magic wi-fi. It’s probably not Windows 

compatible. I definitely seem to be running under a proprietary OS.” 

It had been late November when Jason left and now it was early June, a year and a 

half later. It was fully dark but not too late, being a little before nine. He still wasn’t sure 

what he would do when he arrived at his parents house. He still intended to get more 

information before making his grand reappearance. 

“There is something I think you should know,” Shade said. “You asked if you missed 

anything while your soul was traversing the astral. The Reaper placed another soul 

alongside yours, which accompanied it into this world. It was not a soul I recognised but I 

believe this soul is most likely now an outworlder, here on your world.” 



“I think I knew that,” Jason said mused. “I arrived with this lingering sense that 

someone else should have been there with me. Finding out who they are and why they are 

here should be at the top of my priority list. Why would your dad send a soul my way? Isn’t 

that antithetical to his whole purpose?” 

“It is,” Shade said. “It was the price the Reaper paid to have a say in the power 

offered to you.” 

“So, it’s to help the World-Phoenix.” 

“The choice was made to you. The Reaper does not like your continual return from 

death, but it is grateful for releasing the souls of the Reaper’s cultists trapped in the flesh 

monstrosities. As am I, by the way.” 

“Any ideas on how we can find this outworlder?” 

“It would depend on the conditions by which they were inserted into the world,” Shade 

said. “The World-Phoenix token placed you at the spot you were born, but this other soul is 

likely to have appeared at a random location.” 

“Well, an outworlder should stand out at least. How hard can it be to find one weird 

person using the internet?” 

*** 

Jason received a startling message as he reached the outskirts of his home town. 

 

 Contact [Erika Asano] has entered communication range. 
 Contact [Ian Evans] has entered communication range. 
 Contact [Emi Evans-Asano] has entered communication range. 

 

Jason took in a sharp breath. The names of Jason’s sister and her family had been 

darkened on his contact list since it appeared with his evolved interface. They lived in 

Melbourne and had most likely come north to visit. They probably had some time off and 

had come back to Erika’s home town for her birthday next week. 

 

 Contact [Kaito Asano] has entered communication range. 
 Contact [Amy Asano] has entered communication range. 

 

Jason’s brother and his wife lived next to Jason’s parents, so it made sense that they 

would come into range at the same time. He drove through the empty streets of Casselton 

Beach towards his old street. The dark, the rain and his enhanced senses made the 

familiar unfamiliar. 



He pulled to a stop across the street from the house where he grew up. Instead of 

getting out, Shade transformed into a cloud of darkness that retreated into Jason’s 

shadow, leaving Jason standing and taking his umbrella back out. 

The dark and quiet car had drawn no attention and Jason stood away from the street 

lights, the moonless, rainy night making him all but invisible. The first thing he noticed was 

the cars in the driveway. Neither of his parents cars were present, although they may have 

been in the carport. In their place were what he recognised as the cars of his sister and 

her husband. He had no idea why they would both bring their cars if they drove all the way 

up from Melbourne. 

Jason let his aura senses wash over the house. He sensed two adults, who were 

wrangling with a child. He could feel the tiredness and frustration in the auras of the adults 

and the defiance of the child. She was apparently not a big fan of bed time. 

Although he had never sensed the auras before, there was a familiarity to them. He 

had no doubt that it was his sister, Erika, her husband, Ian, and their daughter, Emi. There 

was no one else present; his parents were nowhere to be seen. 

He had not seen his brother Kaito, or his wife, Amy, since before they were married. 

Jason turned his gaze to the house next door, where they lived. His wife’s parents had 

retired early and moved to Tasmania, selling their house to their daughter. Their generous 

price gave the young family a financial head-start at a time when few young people could 

afford a home. 

He brushed his senses over the house, sensing two adults and two sleeping children. 

They just had one at the time Jason left, the younger child only being a few months old. 

The auras of the adults were drenched in the tiredness of dealing with a new baby. 

Jason turned his attention back to the house he grew up in. Had Erika and Ian bought 

his parents house, the way that Kaito and Ami had brought hers? Erika certainly had the 

money for it, but what about her TV series? 

 “Will you go in?” Shade asked. 

“No,” Jason said. “I need to know what they think happened. I need to come up with 

some kind of story that fits.” 

“You won’t tell them the truth?” 

“Eventually,” Jason said, “but I’m just going to rock up and say ‘hey, it turns out I’m 

alive and a wizard now, also, magic is real, there are alternate realities and your most 

fundamental understandings about reality fall somewhere between breathtakingly 

incomplete and utterly wrong.’” 



“Perhaps a more measured approach would be best,” Shade agreed. “You will travel 

to the city you mentioned, as planned?” 

“Sydney, yeah.” 

“Will you be trying out a portal, or do you want to drive?” 

“It’s a long drive,” Jason said, “but I think I could use that right now.” 



Chapter 270 
Some Secrets Change You Forever 

 

Jason let Shade drive through the dark and the rain. The dark did not obscure his 

vision, but he trusted Shade more than himself to drive safely in the wet. He also didn’t 

want to drive distracted; his visit home had left him contemplative and sober. 

“We should do this trip again when the weather’s better,” he said. “And during the 

day. The Pacific Coast Drive is one of the greats.” 

As Jason’s soul had grown stronger, the connection to his familiars had grown 

stronger in turn. Even with the current strength, the connection wasn’t the equal of a 

bonded familiar, but he could feel them more than ever. They could likewise feel him and 

the emotional turmoil raging beneath his placid façade. 

They did not know Jason’s complicated family history, and he doubted Colin and 

possibly Gordon could even understand if they did. What they did understand was the 

feeling it engendered. He felt them urge him on with feelings of support, smiling as he sent 

back his own feelings of gratitude. It was a comfort to have his strange but loyal 

companions on side. 

*** 

Despite the wet conditions, Shade had no regard for speed limits and every 

confidence in his ability, so Jason had arrived in Sydney before the bars stopped 

accepting people. Sydney was also suffering a downpour, so Jason’s umbrella was 

floating along behind him. 

The Stone Wall was bar in Sydney’s King’s Cross. A remnant of the wilder days 

before the lockout laws, it was a bastion of the old rough and dirty days. Working the door 

was a small mountain, in the form of a Māori dressed all in black. 

 “Hey, bro,” the bouncer said. Despite his towering figure, he had a high-pitched 

voice. His thick New Zealand accent made his use of the world ‘bro’ friendly and amiable, 

rather than frat-boy douchebag. “How’s your umbrella stay up like that?” 

Jason glanced at the magic item floating next to him. “Probably magnets.” 

“Sweet. You coming inside?” 

“I’m looking for Hiro Asano,” Jason said. “Last I heard, he was running this place.” 

“No worries, bro; I’ll give him a call. Who should I say is looking for him?” 

“His nephew.” 

“Okay, give me a sec.” 

The big man fished a phone from his pocket and made a call. 



“Hey, it’s Taika. I’ve got someone here looking for you. Says he’s your nephew.” 

The bouncer looked Jason over. 

“Good-looking half-Japanese bloke, yeah.” 

“he covered the phone with his hand. 

“Are you Kaito?” Taika asked 

“I’m the other one. Jason.” 

The bouncer went back to his call. 

“He says he’s the other one. Yeah, Jason.” 

The big man winced at whatever came through from the other end, then put his 

phone away. 

“He’s says Jason is dead, bro. He sounded pretty angry that someone was claiming 

to be his dead nephew. Said he’s sending Growl down here. My advice to is make yourself 

scarce before he gets here.” 

“Thanks, but I’m fine.” 

“If you say so. I’m Taika, by the way. Like the director, but I don’t make films.” 

“Jason Asano.” 

“You really Hiro’s dead nephew?” 

“The trick is to not stay dead.” 

“I can see how that would be useful. You might needing that soon.” 

On cue, a hulking white guy came striding out of the bar. He wasn’t as big as Taika, 

but looked like a clump of muscle that gained sentience, bought a tank top and started 

getting tattoos. 

“Is this the guy?” Growl asked in a voice that could have surfaced a gravel road. 

“This is the guy,” Taika said. 

“I thought you might have warned him to run,” Growl said. 

“I did,” Taika said. “He responded with a casual lack of concern that suggests either 

he has no idea what he’s in for or that he knows something we don’t.” 

Growl looked Jason up and down.  Even after growing a few centimetres taller with 

his ascension to bronze rank, Jason was not a large man. His lean muscle was well 

hidden under the excellent drape of his suit. 

“You think this guy is some kind of arse-kicker?” Growl asked sceptically. 

“I’ve seen movies, bro. Huge white dude goes to beat up a little Asian bloke? He’s 

probably one of them secret kung-fu guys. Trained in a hidden mountain temple or 

something.” 

Jason watched the exchange with a bemused smile. 



“What are you smirking at?” Growl asked him. He grabbed Jason by the arm and 

dragged him towards an alley. Jason let himself be pulled along, out of sight of the street. 

“Mr Asano doesn’t like people pretending to be his dead family members,” Growl 

said. “First, you’re going to tell me what you’re up to. Then I’m going to make very clear 

the degree to which Mr Asano is upset.” 

“What I’m here for is easy,” Jason said with a sinister chuckle as his face took on a 

malevolent cant. “My job was to get you away from Asano while the others go in through 

the back.” 

“What?” Growl asked, then his eyes wet wide. He swore as he sprinted out of the 

alley. Jason followed at a casual stroll. When he reached Taika, the big man was looking 

at the door growl had just barrelled through. 

“Did you kung fu Growl?” 

“I just told him a little porky pie,” Jason said, moving under the awning over the door 

and closing his umbrella. “Nice to meet you, Taika. I’m going to go in.” 

“Okay, bro.” 

Jason followed Growl’s aura through what turned out to be a loud and crowded bar. 

There was enough people that no one noticed the umbrella vanish as he returned it to his 

inventory. Growl had rushed passed a pair of beefy men standing in front of a doorway, 

who blocked Jason’s way when he went to follow. 

Jason couldn’t be bothered dealing with them, giving them just enough aura 

suppression to severely unnerve them without causing any real harm. The pair, suddenly 

terrified of Jason for reasons they didn’t understand, quickly moved out of his way. Jason 

went through the door an up the stairs, where he heard an angry voice. 

“No, no one has come in through the back. With security door back there, they’d have 

better luck coming through a wall. This is why you never move up, Growl. The only muscle 

you never work out is your damn brain!” 

“Don’t be too hard on him, Uncle Hiro,” Jason said stepping into the office where 

Growl was looking sheepish. Sitting behind a desk was Jason uncle. Hiro’s criminal 

connections had made him a black sheep of the family and Jason hadn’t seen him since 

before he had left for university seven years ago. 

“Jason?” 

Hiro came around the desk, tilting his head back and forth as he examined Jason’s 

face. 

“Is it really you?” 

“It’s me, Uncle Hiro.” 



Hiro blinked a couple of times, then collected Jason into a hug before letting him go, 

putting his hands on Jason’s shoulders. 

“You can go, Growl.” 

“Are you sure?” Growl asked. 

“Yes, Thomas.” 

Growl flinched at the use of his real name and slinked away. 

 “How did you get past the guys downstairs?” Hiro asked. 

“I’m very intimidating,” Jason said unconvincingly. 

Hiro closed the door behind Growl and waved Jason into a seat. Hiro’s office was 

decorated quite differently to the grimy aesthetic of the downstairs bar. It had exposed 

brick, stained wood and subdued art. His chair was old school leather, practically a throne.  

Jason’s own chair was very comfortable, by the standards of someone who didn’t own a 

house made of magic clouds. 

“It’s incredible to see you Jason,” Hiro said. “Even before all this, it had been too long. 

The memorial service was the first time I saw your father in years. We keep in touch at 

least a little, now. Your grandmother still won’t have anything to do with me.” 

“You did send a huge man to beat me up,” Jason said. “You aren’t exactly a model 

citizen.” 

“I am sorry about that, but you handled Growl well enough. He’s not sharp, but that’s 

acceptable in a blunt instrument.” 

“But he’s a giant tool either way,” Jason said. 

“Still a smart-arse, I see.” 

“Yeah,” Jason said. “I took a look at dumb-arse but decided to go the other way.” 

Hiro chuckled. 

“It’s definitely you, alright. You’ve changed a lot since I last saw you, though. You 

finally grew into that chin.” 

“Why is everyone so focused on my chin?” 

“Are you kidding? You could have drilled for oil with that thing. Did you have some 

work done?” 

“What work?” 

“Like chin-reduction surgery.” 

“I did not have chin-reduction surgery!” 

Hiro chuckled, then his face grew more serious. 

“What happened to you, Jason? Where have you been? Why hasn’t anyone heard 

from you?” 



“Those questions have very complicated answers,” Jason said. “For the moment, let’s 

just say that I’ve been doing some work in a place completely cut off from outside 

communication. I didn’t even know people thought I was dead until I talked to your guys 

downstairs.” 

“Didn’t the rest of the family tell you?” 

“You’re the only one who knows I’m back. What does everyone think happened to 

me?” 

“There was a gas explosion in your building. It wiped out your apartment entirely and 

a good chunk of the one around yours, but you were the only death.” 

“My building didn’t have gas service,” Jason said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. 

“That’s what your sister said. She threw up a big stink about it, but the feds were 

adamant.” 

“Feds?” 

“Your apartment blew up when there was one of those terrorist response exercises 

going on nearby. It was one of the first ones, actually.” 

“What terrorist response exercises?” 

“You really were out of contact weren’t you?” Hiro asked. “It’s been going on for more 

than a year, now. The army has been deploying forces all over the country for what they’re 

calling terrorist response exercises. It’s been happening in other countries, too, all over the 

world. There’s all this speculation going around that there’s some kind of anticipated 

attack, but more than a year later and nothing. But since one of them took place near your 

apartment at the same time, the federal police got involved.” 

“And?” 

“A lightning quick investigation,” Hiro said. “They said it was a gas explosion and 

closed it out by the end of the day. Erika pushed for more information, but the feds pushed 

back. Hard, from what I hear. They told her to back off in no uncertain terms.” 

“Well that’s only very suspicious,” Jason mused. Clearly, the destruction was caused 

by the astral event that sent him hurtling into another reality, but why were people covering 

it up? Was there someone out there who knew about magic and spent their time hiding 

any manifestations of it? 

“Why come to me?” Hiro asked. “I’m flattered, but why not your parents or your 

sister?” 

 “Like I said, I’ve been out of contact. I need to know what I’m walking into before I 

make my grand reappearance. I figured you could help me, and would be more willing to 

take ‘please don’t ask’ for an answer.” 



“Of course I’ll help.” 

“Is Erika living in Mum and Dad’s house now?” 

“She is,” Hiro said. “You went by?” 

“I took a look, but didn’t go in. Where are Mum and Dad living? Don’t tell me they 

moved to Tasmania, too?” 

Hiro face took on an awkward expression. 

“Sorry, Jason, but your parents divorced a year ago. I’m not really sure of the details, 

but your father bought a large property as a landscaping project and he’s been living in a 

little cottage on-site. Your mother moved up to Castle Heads.” 

“Damn,” Jason said. 

“So, what do you need?” Hiro asked. “Some cash? A place to stay while you get 

organised?” 

“They would both be great,” Jason said. “I’ve been working, but they didn’t pay me in 

Australian dollars.” 

“You can’t do a currency exchange?” 

Jason placed a gold bar on Hiro’s desk. 

“I was hoping you could help me move it,” Jason said. “Obviously I don’t expect 

market rates.” 

“Jesus, Jason. What have you gotten caught up in? I’m meant to be the dodgy one.” 

“I haven’t been doing anything criminal,” Jason said. “Except secretly leaving the 

country, I guess, but that wasn’t really my choice. I’ve been doing security work. In Africa.” 

Hiro reached forward, using both hands to heft the ten kilo bar that Jason had lightly 

rested on the table with one. 

“You were paid a bar of gold to secretly leave the country, and what? Be a security 

guard?” 

“Security contractor.” 

“A mercenary? Jason, do have any idea how insane that sounds?” 

Jason laughed. 

“Uncle, your smart enough to know that I’m skirting around the edges of the truth. It 

isn’t that I want to hide anything from you, but that the reality would make what I’m telling 

you now seem as extraordinary as eating a microwave dinner and going to bed early.” 

“Jason, seeing you eat a microwave dinner would be extraordinary. Why don’t you try 

me?” 

Jason shook his head. “I’m not looking to lie to you, Uncle Hiro, but I need to give 

things more consideration to before I start telling anyone anything.” 



“Alright,” Hiro said. He took a money clip from a drawer and tossed it over the desk to 

Jason. Then he tapped his fingers on the gold bar. 

“Leave this with me and I’ll see what I can do. It’s not my area, so I’ll have to ask 

around. Just so you know, I may get asked where it came from by people I can’t keep the 

answer from.” 

“That’s fine,” Jason said. “I can handle people.” 

Hiro looked at his nephew. There had always been an insecurity buried under the 

layers of lunatic wit, but no trace of that remained. There was an almost domineering 

confidence in the way he carried himself. In his line of work, Hiro had developed a good 

instinct for dangerous people. Those instincts were screaming at him right now. 

“I’ll have Taika take you somewhere you can get some sleep,” Hiro said. “I have a 

townhouse I keep for important guests. Do you have a phone?” 

“No.” 

“I’ll see you get one. A laptop, too. If you need anything else, Taika will sort you out.” 

“Thank you, Uncle.” 

“You know, I’d like to hear what really happened, some time.” 

“I’m not sure you’d be glad once you did,” Jason said. “Some secrets change you 

forever.” 



Chapter 271 

It Would Be Weirder If Magic Wasn’t Responsible 

 

Annabeth Tilden was woken by her phone. 

“Damn it, Anna.” 

So was her wife. Annabeth snatched the phone off the night stand and stumbled into 

bathroom, closing the door before turning on the light and answering. 

“What?” she answered grumpily. 

“Boss, I was going over the grid feed for the night and I found something. The 

monitoring agent passed it off as a glitch, which is why I’m only seeing it now, but I took a 

closer look and I think it warrants investigation.” 

Annabeth groaned but nodded to herself. 

“Alright. Run me through it, Keti.” 

Ketevan wasn’t in the habit of making unfounded leaps, with Annabeth placing a lot of 

trust in her analytical abilities. 

“We got a hit on the grid on the Mid North Coast but it definitely wasn’t an event. It 

was incredibly localised and lasted for less than a second.” 

“That sounds like a random reaction spike. What makes this different to the ones we 

see all day, every day?” 

“Two things,” Ketevan said. “One is that there was an almost identical hit in France at 

the same time. The other is the strength of the reaction. The grid registered it as being 

above category five.” 

“There is no above category five.” 

“No, ma’am.” 

“There’s only been the one category four and the Poms needed a Brimstone missile 

to deal with it.” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

“Actually, they needed several.” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

“Alright,” Annabeth said. “Send an investigation team. If there’s something there, look 

into it personally.” 

*** 

“Shade,” Jason whispered. “Bring the car around. Make sure there’s room for our 

hefty new friend. 



Several shadow bodies discreetly separated themselves from Jason’s shadow as he 

made his way outside, where Growl was taking over from Taika on the door. 

“It’s not like we’ll get a lot of traffic just before lock up when it’s coming down like this 

on a weeknight,” Growl was saying. They glanced out as the rain continued pouring down 

on the street. 

Jason nodded a greeting at the pair of huge men, and held a hand out for Growl to 

shake. 

“No hard feelings, mate?” 

Growl clasped Jason’s hand in his own meaty paw and shook it. 

“I’m just glad I didn’t handle you in the alley,” Growl said. “Mr Asano wouldn’t have 

been happy once he realised you really were family.” 

“No worries,” Jason said. “I wouldn’t have beaten you up too badly.” 

Taika laughed and Growl nodded at the door Jason had just emerged from. 

“What did you do to the guys inside?” Growl asked. “You scared the crap out of 

them,” 

“It’s a body language trick,” Jason said. “It triggers instinctual fear reactions.” 

“I told you, bro,” Taika said. “He learned secret kung fu in the mountains. I’ll go get a 

car.” 

“We’ll take mine,” Jason said, nodding at the black car pulling up in front of the bar. 

Unlike Shade’s previous sports car form, he was now in the shape of a sleek but roomy 

four-door sedan, although it still maintained aggressive lines. 

“That’s a choice ride,” Taika said. “You got a driver or something?” 

“Or something,” Jason said. 

In the dark and the rain, the windows looked like black glass and they couldn’t see 

inside. Jason went around to the driver side door and Taika opened the passenger door. 

He looked around the interior of the car. 

“You got one of them self-driving cars,” Taika. “I didn’t know you could buy them yet.” 

“I know a guy,” Jason said. “It’s not strictly allowed, though, so keep it under your hat, 

yeah?” 

“No worries,” Taika said and clambered inside. The massive Māori man was a snug 

fit, but settled in comfortably. “This is nice. These seats are really plush.” 

Taika directed Jason on a short drive to what looked like a dilapidated brick building, 

but the heavy security door had a gleaming keypad beside it. Taika punched in a code, 

telling Jason what it was so he could come and go freely. The interior was a stark contrast 

with the outside, the old brick storehouse had been renovated into a modern, open-plan 



townhouse. The downstairs was divided into sections by furniture, gym equipment, free-

standing bookcases and a quartz top kitchen island. The floors were polished wood and a 

set of stairs led to a mezzanine upper level. 

“There’s one bathroom through that door,” Taika pointed out, “and one more upstairs 

with the bedrooms.” 

Taika pointed out the computer tablet on the wall. 

“All the smart home functions go through that tablet,” he said. “There’s a computer 

upstairs, but I’ll bring a laptop and phone in the morning. There’s food in the fridge and you 

can order delivery though the tablet.” 

“Thanks. I’ll have to thank Uncle Hiro for putting me up somewhere nice.” 

“I think he’ll be happy having you around for a bit,” Taika said. “I know he regrets 

being estranged from family.” 

“I know the feeling,” Jason said. “Do you have family nearby, Taika?” 

“I do, yeah. Me and my brother got caught up in some gang stuff back in New 

Zealand. Dad got us out and brought us over here. Now I do security for Mr Asano.” 

“You like working for my uncle?” 

“It’s honest work, mostly” Taika said. “Mr Asano runs the legit businesses. It’s good to 

have someone out front with clean hands, yeah? We even work with the cops sometimes.” 

“Seriously?” 

“Yeah, bro. If a rich white kid takes some dodgy eccies and has a seizure, that’s as 

bad for the cops as for us. There’s no stopping the party drugs, so they look the other way 

and we make sure they find the blokes flogging off the bad stuff. The cops get to make 

some arrests and we stay out of trouble.” 

“Good to know. Thanks, Taika.” 

“Boss said that I’m at your disposal for as long as you’re in town. I’ll have that phone 

and computer for you in the morning. If you need anything tonight, I’m in the apartment 

building next door, in 2C. Your uncle lives in the penthouse.” 

Jason waited until Shade, who had a body hidden in Taika’s shadow, told him that 

the big man had arrived in his apartment. 

“Alright,” Jason said. “Lets go out.” 

*** 

When Taika entered the townhouse in the morning he found that Jason had moved 

the dining table to create a central open space, which he was making use of. Wearing 

loose pants and a plain tank top, Jason went through a graceful and deliberate kata with 



an impressive sword in his hand. On the sound system, some kind of meditative music 

was playing. 

Jason gave no indication of having noticed Taika’s arrival, which was novel to Taika. 

Most people reacted to the arrival of a hundred and fifty kilos of Māori. Taika moved over 

to the lounge area and placed the phone and laptop boxes he was carrying onto the coffee 

table. He glanced over that the gym equipment in the corner, noticing it had been moved 

since the previous night. All the weights had been set to maximum, which even Taika 

would have trouble with. 

Taika had taken the laptop and phone out and was setting them up when Jason 

walked over. Taika looked around but no longer saw the sword. 

“I knew I was right about the secret kung fu. That was a sweet looking kata.” 

“It’s more of a meditative sword dance,” Jason said. 

Taika gave him an assessing look, glancing at the door. 

“I didn’t see your car outside.” 

“It’ll be there if I need it.” 

“You’re a mysterious guy, bro.” 

“No, I just fake it for the ladies,” Jason said, flashing a grin. 

Taika laughed as he handed Jason the phone. 

“I put my number in the contacts, along with your uncle and current numbers for your 

parents, your sister and your brother-in-law.” 

“Not my brother, or my sister-in-law?” 

“Mr Asano said that might be touchy.” 

“It’s fine,” Jason said. “Put them in.” 

“No worries,” Taika said. He took back the phone and programmed in two more 

numbers from a piece of paper. 

“All done,” Taika said. “Mr Asano never did say what the issue was exactly,” Taika 

said leadingly. 

“I used to be in a relationship with my now sister-in-law, before she married my 

brother,” Jason said. 

“Your bother married your ex? That’s not cool. How longer after you were with her did 

they get together?” 

“During.” 

“Oh, damn. That sucks, bro.” 

“Agreed.” 



“So is there anything you want to do today?” Taika asked. “I’ve set up an appointment 

with a lawyer this afternoon so you can sort out the legal stuff about you not being dead 

anymore. Mr Asano wants to have dinner with you, and you can talk about what you asked 

him for then.” 

“Thanks,” Jason said. “I think I’ll spend the day on the internet, catching up on what I 

missed.” 

“You’ve been away for a year and a half, yeah?” Taika asked. 

“Yep. No TV, no movies, no internet. Not even a radio.” 

“Damn. You missed the last season of Game of Thrones.” 

“Was it any good?” 

“It was real good. Extending it to thirteen episodes so they could properly develop the 

climax was a smart move, after how much they’d been rushing things.” 

“Last I heard, they were cutting it down to six episodes.” 

“Someone leaked the scripts and the internet went crazy. They rewrote the whole 

thing and everyone really liked how it turned out.” 

“Nice.” 

“Okay. I’m going to go. You need anything, give me a call. Otherwise, I’ll pick you up 

for lunch before I take you to see the lawyer, yeah?” 

“Sounds good,” Jason said. 

*** 

Taika called Hiro, neither aware of the shadowy creature hiding a body in each of 

their shadows. 

“Are you getting Jason settled?” Hiro asked. 

“No worries, Boss. Well, maybe some worries.” 

“What’s the problem?” 

“Your nephew’s weird.” 

“He’s certainly different to what I remember. You think there’s a problem?” 

“It’s just a lot of little things. He disappeared, yeah, and now he’s back and all 

mysterious and stuff? What if he’s EOA?” 

“Clearly he’s been through something,” Hiro said. “It’s a big leap from there to the 

EOA, though.” 

“We know they’ve been sniffing around,” Taika said. “You saw how jumpy it’s made 

Growl. What if your nephew is their foot in the door?” 

“That wouldn’t be their style. They’re known to be domineering. What makes you 

think Jason is EOA?” 



“When I checked on him this morning, I saw someone had put all the weights up to 

maximum. You nephew isn’t exactly a huge bloke.” 

“You think he’s one of the EOA’s juiced-up thugs?” 

“I like your nephew, Boss, but he feels dangerous.” 

“He’s not one of their juicers,” Hiro said. “That drug cocktail they put them on messes 

up their heads.” 

“Like brain damage?” Taika asked. 

“Exactly like that. Did Jason seem brain damaged to you?” 

“No, Boss; he seems pretty sharp. I can’t help but feel like he seems dangerous, 

though.” 

“I thought the same thing. Keep an eye out, but make sure nothing happens to him. If 

the EOA do get it in their heads to make use of him, it’ll be by grabbing him, not recruiting 

him.” 

“No worries, boss.” 

*** 

The abandoned hospital’s helipad was still serviceable and Annabeth Tilden’s 

helicopter landed mid morning. She was dressed in a sensible suit, as was the woman 

waiting for her with a powerful torch in hand. They looked like government functionaries, 

which was exactly the intention. 

Annabeth didn’t bother asking questions over the noise of the winding down 

helicopter, instead letting Ketevan lead her inside, guiding the way by torchlight. They went 

down stairs and set off down a corridor. 

“What do you have, Keti?” Annabeth asked. “I’ve got the Engineers of Ascension 

pushing into Sydney that I have to keep an eye on, now the Children’s Hospital miracle 

debacle and whatever this thing here is.” 

“The hospital miracle thing is ours?” 

“A hospital full of kids were mysteriously cured by an angel made of stars, Keti. It 

would be weirder if magic wasn’t responsible.” 

“That really happened?” 

“Yeah. The media doesn’t even need to sensationalise. Not that they aren’t trying, 

bless them. Whoever’s responsible clearly doesn’t give a crap about the mess they’re 

making, but that’s Aram’s mess to sort through. What do you have for me here?” 

“It definitely wasn’t a glitch in the grid,” Ketevan said. “The magic event is over, but it 

was so powerful that we can still read the residual magic like it just happened. After our 

investigators picked up on it, I sent in an after-action team to see what we could learn.” 



“And?” 

“Well, you remember that I told you the event was localised?” 

“No. You woke me up in the middle of the night.” 

“Sorry, Ma’am. Well, it turned out to be very, very localised.” 

Ketevan turned off the torch when they reached the maternity ward, where a number 

of lamps had been set up to illuminate the area. The after-action team looked like a 

forensics team as they bustled about. In the maternity theatre, a flat board had been set 

out and a magical diagram drawn onto it. Floating above the circle was a horizontal figure 

that looked to be made of fire. 

“What am I looking at?” Annabeth asked. 

“As best we can tell,” Ketevan said, “this is the echo of a variant incursion event.” 

“That’s a rather extreme variant,” Annabeth said. 

“Yes,” Ketevan agreed. “I told you about the rated strength, which still registers above 

five in every test we run. The proto-astral space existed for less than a second, which is 

quite a lot less than the usual forty-three hours. And, of course, instead of covering 

kilometres, it was the size and shape of a person.” 

“You’re suggesting a person came through,” Annabeth said. 

“Or something person-shaped,” Ketevan said. “Maybe it was an angel made of stars.” 

 

  



Chapter 272 

Not the Regular Sort of Dangerous 

 

“How’d it go?” Taika asked as he drove Jason through the city. They were in one of 

the cars Hiro kept in a pool for his staff, a luxurious town car Taika had picked for the 

roomy interior. 

“There are some hoops to jump through in legally coming back from the dead,” Jason 

said. “That lawyer you set me up with seems to know his business.” 

“Yeah, he’s good,” Taika said. “We’ve got some time before you meet your uncle for 

dinner. Is there anything you wanted to do?” 

“I don’t suppose you know where I could get some powdered silver?” 

“I know a guy.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, bro. No worries.” 

“You’re not going to ask what it’s for?” 

“A job like mine,” Taika said, “you learn when to ask questions and when not to.” 

“You seem like a really good employee,” Jason said. 

“That’s why your uncle pays me the big bucks.” 

*** 

For each of his shadow bodies subsumed into Jason, Shade could mask his 

summoner from one form of sensory perception. He could muffle Jason’s sound, mask his 

scent and even eliminate the heat radiated by his body. The only senses Shade could not 

mask were aura senses and direct looking at him. 

While Shade couldn’t prevent direct observation, observation through a secondary 

medium was another matter entirely. How effective the obfuscation was depended on the 

medium in question. A magical telescope, for example was something that Shade could 

hide Jason from entirely, as if he were invisible. Non magical means, such as an ordinary 

telescope, Shade couldn’t block at all. 

Electronic devices, like cameras, proved to be something of a middle ground. Shade 

could not totally remove Jason from their detection, due to the lack of magic to interfere 

with, but he could still interfere with the complex process of data translation involved in 

electronic devices. The result was Jason appearing as little more than a blur to someone 

watching the feed. In shadowy conditions that Jason’s magic cloak could make the most 

of, it was the next best thing to true invisibility. 



This was not Shade’s first time in a technologically advanced world and he had a 

solid grasp of his limitations, which he and Jason had discussed at length. One advantage 

Shade offered was an uncanny sense of when they were being observed. Jason’s aura 

senses could do this for living observers, but Shade could sense any camera systems 

pointed in their direction. 

Jason was uncertain if his personal immunity to tracking powers extended to his 

phone, so he decided to take precautions. After obtaining some powdered silver with 

surprising ease, along with a few other relatively ordinary materials, he had Taika leave 

him back at the townhouse until it was time for Jason to meet his uncle. 

Shade had ascertained that there were no cameras, other than the one in his phone, 

the webcam in his new laptop and the one on the desktop computer upstairs. Jason left 

them all upstairs on the mezzanine while he worked on his new phone case downstairs. 

Clearing a space on the polished hardwood floor, Jason made preparations for the 

first of several rituals. First, he took out the mana lamps he had left to charge the night 

before. He would need them to temporarily upgrade the anaemic ambient magic to 

perform even the most basic rituals. 

The same lack of magic made the lamps very slow to accumulate charge, however, 

so he would need to work with haste. He was going to miss Clive, with his quick-fire ritual 

drawing and power to balance out ambient magic. He didn’t activate the lamps 

immediately, wanting to be as ready as he could so as to not waste their limited uptime. 

The ritual Jason wanted to perform required magically-charged silver power. Since he 

couldn’t source it locally, he would need to take some ordinary powdered silver and add 

the magic himself. It was the kind of peripheral skill he hadn’t picked up from his skill book 

knowledge. It was Farrah and later Clive pushing him into expanding his knowledge base  

that prepared him for these circumstances. 

That was not to say that skill books didn’t have their place. His skill book-derived 

knowledge of artifice would let him craft a very simple magical item using the magically-

charged silver. 

He started by using the engraving pen he had just purchased to carve a magical 

diagram onto the back of his new phone case. He had practised with it first, quickly 

becoming comfortable with its use. The superhuman coordination of his speed attribute 

and the accelerated learning speed of his spirit attribute allowed him to swiftly become 

comfortable with simple physical tasks. 

His hand moved with confidence as he engraved the phone case. One of the 

advantages of skill book knowledge was that it was imprinted like a computer file, so he 



could easily engrave the magical diagram from memory. Like most protection-type 

diagrams, it was an elaborately embellished pentagram, which made for a visually 

pleasing design. 

He set out the other things he would need. Chalk, a bag of powdered lesser monster 

cores and some iron spirit coins. He wondered if there was a way to charge the lamps 

faster with spirit coins, which was something he would need to look at later. 

Jason drew out a ritual circle on the hardwood floor with chalk, then activated the 

mana lamps. He used powdered monster cores to adjust to the ambient magic, which was 

an easy task given the magically inert conditions. It wasn’t something he’d done a lot, 

normally relying on Clive’s power to render the step unnecessary. 

“Next time I get killed and sent to another universe, I’m taking Clive with me.” 

Jason’s thoughts drifted to the other soul who had apparently arrived with him. If it 

really was an outworlder, Jason still had no idea how to track them down. Searching for a 

mysterious, naked, bald person with magic powers on the internet had brought up an 

unhelpful plethora of results. 

Setting the mana lamps to raise the ambient magic to just the minimum level for iron-

rank rituals would still only give Jason a few minutes. In that time he needed to charge the 

silver powder with magic using one ritual, rebalance the ambient magic with a quick 

second ritual, then use the magically charged silver in a third ritual. He activated the mana 

lamps, getting results in just a few seconds. 

 

 You have entered a region of normalised magic. Your recovery rates will remain at 
normal levels without spirit coin consumption. 

 

Despite the time constraint, he didn’t hurry. He knew that taking the time to do it right 

would get better results than rushing the job. 

“Slow is smooth, smooth is fast,” he muttered to himself as he worked with careful 

deliberation. 

He successfully charged the silver with magic from the spirit coins. He used a simple 

cleansing ritual to purge the residual magic from that first task, then performed a third ritual 

as the last step. His hands moved over the ritual circle like an orchestra conductor as he 

chanted out the ritual. When he uttered the final syllable, the magically-charged silver 

power became a liquid and crawled onto the phone case in the middle of the ritual circle. 

The liquid flowed into the engraved diagram and instantly turned solid, leaving a silver 

diagram set into the black case. 

“I think it looks good,” Jason said, picking it up and turning it over in his hand. 



“It is aesthetically satisfactory,” Shade agreed. 

“Of course you think so,” Jason said. “It’s mostly black.” 

“If you are unhappy with my design choices, I can make some modifications to the 

vehicle shapes I take,” Shade said. “Gordon was watching something called ‘The Love 

Bug,’ on television this morning. I could probably do something like that.” 

“Uh, no,” Jason said. “Consider my criticism withdrawn with apologies.” 

Jason turned off the mana lamps. 

 

 You have entered a region of magical desolation. The levels of magical density and 
magical saturation are extremely low, insufficient to produce spontaneous magical 
manifestations. 

 

He returned the mana lamps to various places around the townhouse, as separate as 

he could make them. The further apart they were, the less they would fight over what little 

magic there was as they charged. 

Jason then took his new case and picked up his phone. 

“I have no idea if this will work,” Jason said. 

“It should be sufficient to prevent non-magical tracking, along with most iron-rank 

tracking effects,” Shade said. “Anything more powerful will be a large enough effect to be 

caught up in your personal immunity.” 

“Magical tracking,” Jason said. “Am I reading too much into what uncle Hiro said 

about the federal police covering up my disappearance when I left this world?” 

“It is best to gather more information,” Shade said. “If your world is less ignorant of 

magic than you initially believed, your actions at the hospital will draw out those who 

know.” 

“Any nibbles, yet?” 

“I have not seen anyone with auras above normal rank amongst the investigators, but 

there are some amongst them who seem out of place compared to the others. I am 

continuing to look into it.” 

“Should we have left more of your bodies at the hospital?” 

“Two more would be useful. I will only be able to take the form of a motorcycle 

instead of a car with fewer bodies on hand, however.” 

“That’s fine. Send the bodies over now.” 

Two shadow figures slipped out of Jason’s shadow and quickly vanished. Jason 

retrieved his phone and placed it in his newly enhanced phone case. A few seconds later it 

rang. 



“G’day Uncle Hiro.” 

“Hi, Jason. Did you do something to your phone?” 

Jason chuckled. 

“Were you tracking it? I just installed some security, thanks for helping me test it.” 

*** 

Jason made his way to the apartment building next to his town house, where Hiro’s 

penthouse apartment turned out to occupy the entirety of the top floor. It was large, open 

and modern in design, with lots of white, cool grey and metal. Jason drooled over the 

kitchen where a personal chef was working on their dinner. 

“You had a haircut,” Hiro said. 

“It got a bit out of control in the process of coming back,” Jason said. 

“But you’re letting the beard grow in?” 

Jason rubbed the stubble on his chin. 

“I started wearing one while I was away.” 

“Do you go all bushy, or more of a sculpted, archvillain look?” 

“Villain all the way,” Jason said. 

Hiro led Jason to the entertainment lounge. Showing off the bar, Hiro drank 

Tasmanian whisky while Jason eyed-off the white chocolate liqueur. He made himself a 

cocktail that was milky, smooth and sweet. 

“So, I’ve been looking into moving this gold bar of yours,” Hiro said as they sat. 

“There is someone who can take it off your hands, but he wants to meet you in person.” 

“You don’t think I should.” 

“I don’t,” Hiro confirmed. “Jason, I operate on the periphery of legality. I’m useful to 

the people I answer to, at least in part, because I stay more or less clean. This guy I’m 

talking about is not clean. He’s serious. Dangerous. If you need money, I can help you 

out.” 

“I appreciate that, Uncle. I’d like to go through with it, though.” 

“Alright,” Hiro said, not trying to argue further. “We’ll go after dinner.” 

“Thank you. There’s something I’d like you to ask you about, Uncle.” 

“Oh?” 

“What can you tell me about the EOA?” 

Hiro frowned. 

“Where did you hear about the EOA?” 

“I’ve been getting the lay of the land. I heard about them, and something about 

drugged-up thugs. That’s all I know, though.” 



“They’re a gang. Or an organised crime outfit. There are a lot of stories, but not a lot 

of hard information. Word is that they have international backing, although from who I have 

no idea. They started taking things over in Perth, maybe two years ago. Melbourne a year 

after that. Now, they’re eyeing us off here, in Sydney.” 

“They just move in and take over?” 

“Word is that they’re strange. Dangerous, and not the regular sort of dangerous. They 

have some kind of drug regimen they use to turn their muscle into ’roid freaks.” 

Hiro was watching Jason carefully as he gave his explanation. 

“I’m not one of them, Uncle.” 

“Would you tell me if you were?” 

“I have no idea. I genuinely only heard of them for the first time today. What does 

EOA stand for?” 

“No idea,” Hiro said. “You are into something, though, aren’t you? Coming back from 

the dead with a walk full of swagger and pockets full of gold. Sleek sports cars and anti-

tracking software. It’s all very James Bond.” 

“I might tell you about it, someday,” Jason said. 

“Is someone going to come looking for that gold bar?” 

“It’s not just one bar,” Jason said. “And, no. I obtained the gold quite legally. I just 

didn’t bring it into the country legally.” 

“Why not?” 

“I couldn’t explain where it came from, I never left the country legally in the first place 

and I was dead.” 

“Fair enough,” Hiro chuckled. “How many of those bars do you have?” 

“More than your dangerous associate can handle. I’ll have to find a way to legitimise 

it if I’m going to get any use out of it.” 

“I don’t know anything about gold regulation,” Hiro said. “I know some good lawyers, 

so I’ll see if they know someone who works in that field.” 

“Thank you, although I don’t anticipate it being a simple process.” 

“How much gold do you have, if you don’t mind me asking.” 

“The bar I handed to you,” Jason said, “plus thirty nine just like it.” 

Hiro took in a sharp breath of air. 

“You have four hundred kilos of gold? That’s a market price of…” 

“More than thirty million,” Jason said. “It’ll have to be a very good lawyer.” 

“No kidding. The lawyer I sent you to today was adequate?” 



“He was great,” Jason said. “My legal status should be cleaned up without too much 

fuss.” 

“Any more thoughts on when you’ll let the rest of the family know you’re back?” 

“It’s Erika’s birthday next Friday,” Jason said. “I thought I might start by seeing her 

then, and go from there.” 

“A birthday present she’ll really appreciate,” Hiro said. “She wasn’t happy with the 

investigation into your death. She didn’t let it go for a long time, and was never truly 

satisfied.” 

“She’s always been good to me,” Jason said. “Do you know what happened with her 

TV show when she moved home?” 

“She has a new one now. Beachside Kitchen with Erika Asano. She films outdoors, 

on the boardwalk right by the Surf Club. Big audience, cooks huge batches of food to give 

out.” 

“I hope she wasn’t meant to be filming yesterday. It was really coming down when I 

got back.” 

“She takes winter off. They asked her to be a judge on one of those cooking shows 

where they vote people off, but she turned them down.” 

Jason chuckled. 

“She hates those shows.” 

  



Chapter 273 

Boogie Man 

 

Taika was driving Hiro’s large town car, with Hiro and Jason in the back. 

“The advantage of being on the legitimate side of the business is that I can be more 

conspicuous about enjoying the fruits of my labour,” Hiro said. “The man we’re going to 

see doesn’t live in a penthouse apartment, but don’t think that means he’s not influential 

and powerful. Especially don’t make the mistake of thinking he isn’t dangerous.” 

“I’m familiar with the ramifications of crossing powerful criminals,” Jason said. 

“Oh?” 

“I received an unfortunate lesson,” Jason said, not explaining further. 

“You seem fairly comfortable with my criminal entanglements,” Hiro said. “Your 

grandmother would be disappointed in you.” 

“It wouldn’t exactly be out of her way,” Jason said. “She always liked Kaito better.” 

“The same with me and Shiro,” Hiro said. “He was the favourite, I was the 

disappointment and your father laid low in the middle. Ken didn’t really grab attention until 

he married a white girl so young. Everyone was expecting an explosion, only to be startled 

at how well your mother and mine got along. No one was expecting that.” 

“They both wanted diligent little Japanese children,” Jason said. “They got Kaito, so 

they were willing to put up with me.” 

“They care more about you than you think, Jason.” 

“Is that so?” 

“Yes. They had many regrets after you were gone. They even softened their stance 

on me. Not a lot, but they’ll at least talk to me. They still won’t be happy to know you and I 

are spending time together. I never would have expected you to become entangled in this 

kind of life.” 

“Oh, I only touched on criminal affairs peripherally in the course of my other work.” 

“Well, don’t go underestimating the man we’re about to meet. His name is Ari, and 

while he might live in a poor suburb, he is anything but. I didn’t want to involve you directly, 

but he insisted on meeting you first. Since he did, he must have tested the gold and found 

it to be what you said it was.” 

“You left it with him? That’s more than eight hundred and fifty thousand dollars worth 

of gold.” 

“Australian market price,” Hiro qualified. “You aren’t going to a gold seller in the 

shopping centre, Jason.” 



“I’m aware.” 

“Honestly, the fact that it is so much money is what stops him from just taking it. I 

suspect he wants to meet you to feel out what kind of backing you have. If he thinks you’re 

weak, he’ll try and rip you off and push to see if you’ve got more. Don’t show any 

weakness and don’t let him shake you.” 

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that, Uncle Hiro.” 

The expensive car looked increasingly out of place as it drove through the Western 

Suburbs, pulling up in front of a house obscured by large bushes rising over a high 

wooden fence with flaking white paint. The street was dark, the street lights somewhat 

dimmer than normal. 

“Ari likes to let his dogs intimidate people as they come in,” Hiro warned. 

Jason concentrated his aura senses, feeling nine people in the house and four dogs 

in the yard. He sent small, directed aura pulses at the dogs, letting them feel the strength 

and inherently domineering nature of it. 

Taika open the gate in the fence, allowing Hiro and Jason to go through. A concrete 

path ran up the front yard to the door, with an overgrown lawn on one side and a chain-link 

enclosure on the other. Inside the enclosure was a concrete floor and long, aluminium 

kennel, padded heavily with old blankets. In contrast to the disregard clearly held for lawn 

maintenance, the enclosure and the kennel within was clean and cared for. Taika and Hiro 

looked warily at the four German Shepherds hunched submissively on the floor of the 

enclosure in a line. 

“What’s up with the dogs?” Taika asked. 

“I don’t know,” Hiro said with worry in his voice. “Every other time I was here they 

tried to claw their way through the fence to get at me.” 

“Maybe they’ve gone through obedience training,” Jason said. 

“Dogs have sharp instincts,” Taika said, glancing at Jason. “Something’s got them 

spooked.” 

“I guess we go knock?” Hiro suggested. “Normally dogs barking is the doorbell.” 

They went up to the door, Taika stepping forward to knock. A man opened it up, 

looking past them with a confused expression at the dog enclosure. Jason noticed the man 

was wearing socks but no shoes. Taika gave him a greeting nod. 

“G’day, Petros.”  

“Hello Taika,” Petros responded. He was a big man, although didn’t look so in front of 

the mountainous Taika. He spoke softly, with a slight Armenian accent. He turned to Hiro. 

“Mr Asano,” he greeted. “This is your nephew?” 



“This is Jason, yes.” 

“The boss said to bring you in as soon as you arrived,” Petros said, moving deeper 

into the house. Hiro motioning to Jason and followed, with Taika bringing up the rear. 

The exterior of the house was in desperate need of paint, which fit right in with the 

neighbourhood. The interior was like a different world, having clearly been gutted and 

rebuilt from the frame out. Past the door was a tiled entryway, where shoes were lined up 

on racks. 

“Shoes off, please.” 

Jason took his shoes off along with Taika and Hiro. He slipped them into his inventory 

instead of onto the racks, using Taika’s bulk to hide the action. Petros then led them 

deeper into the house, at which point the purpose of removing their shoes became clear. 

The tiles foyer gave way to a hallway with rich carpeting that would be easy to dirty and 

hard to clean. The walls were wood panelled, with soft sconce lighting to provide a warm 

environment. 

Petros led them into a room large enough to occupy the bulk of the house, where 

Jason could see into kitchen and dining rooms, plus doors that presumably led into 

bedrooms. The room was a large lounge area, with a giant television, bar and multiple, 

luxurious coaches and chairs. In the centre of the room was a large table with a sunken 

area with a felt surface set into it. The table cellar had an elaborate board game laid out on 

it, with four people sitting around playing. 

Jason even recognised the game, due to an old friend from school named Greg. He 

had regularly roped Jason and Amy into board games that would last upwards of three, six 

and even eight hours. He absently wondered where Greg was now; the last he heard, 

Greg was studying law. 

Four more men were playing a video game on the large television. Everyone on the 

room was a burly man, except for one of the people at the table. He was slightly older, with 

less of an obvious-henchman air about him. Jason picked him out as Ari. 

“Hey boss,” Petros said. “Mr Asano is here.” 

Jason had guessed right as the man turned to give the entrants an assessing gaze, 

before getting up. He was lean, around forty five, with thinning hair. He was wearing neat, 

comfortable pants and a simple shirt. 

“Ari,” Hiro greeted neutrally. 

“Hiro,” Ari said in turn, then glanced back at Petros. 

“The dogs?” he asked. 

“They looked scared, boss,” Petros said. “Like when Vermillion comes.” 



Jason felt every aura in the room except for Ari and his own tremble on hearing the 

name Vermillion. Even the stalwart Taika radiated trepidation. 

“Is that so?” Ari mused. Unlike Petros, there was no trace of accent, although Jason 

knew from Hiro that he was an old school Armenian gangster. Ari turned his gaze back to 

the visitors. 

“My dogs aren’t scared of a lot,” he said. “They’re definitely not scared of you, Hiro. 

They probably should be scared of you, Taika, but they’re not.” 

His gaze settled on Jason. 

“There’s only one person that scares my dogs; a man I do business with from time to 

time. When he comes here, you don’t hear a peep out of them. They’re trained guard 

dogs, and trained well, but they will have no part of this man.” 

“Animals have good instincts,” Jason said. Ari’s gaze remained on him and he met it 

with casual relaxation. 

“They do,” Ari agreed. “But the thing is, this man does not just scare my dogs. He 

scares my people and he scares me. I feel no shame in admitting it. This man, Vermillion, 

is the boogie man. Isn’t that right, Hiro?” 

“It is,” Hiro said. He was clearly unhappy at the turn the conversation was taking but 

Ari paid it no mind, keeping his gaze locked on Jason. 

“Now my dogs are scared,” Ari continued, “but this man isn’t here. You are. Are you a 

boogie man too, Jason Asano?” 

“Yes,” Jason said softly. 

Ari grinned, letting out a chuckle as he turned away. 

“I didn’t know what to make of it,” he said. “Hiro calls me up and says he wants to 

move some gold. Obviously, I want to do my due diligence and what do I find but Hiro’s 

dead nephew, mysteriously returned to life and wandering about with a giant gold bar. You 

understand why this raises a lot of questions.” 

“I do,” Jason said. “but since I’m here, I’m assuming you had the gold assayed and 

were satisfied.” 

“I did. You’re certain no one is going to come looking for it?” 

“Yes. Where I got it from, it wasn’t valued very highly. That’s how I picked up so much 

for a relatively small cost.” 

“You have more?” Ari asked. 

“Yes.” 

“How much?” 



“Enough that I’m not willing to pull it out until I get a better deal and a good money 

launderer.” 

Ari laughed. 

“The thing about this man who scares my dogs,” Ari said, veering the conversation 

back to the previous topic, “is that it isn’t just my dogs that get scared. I told you this, but I 

don’t think you understand. This man is a predator. You can feel it in your bones, like 

something crawling under your skin. Being near this man is like being a mouse under the 

gaze of an owl.” 

He once again turned to focus on Jason. 

“My dogs might be scared, but is it really of you?” 

Ari stepped right into Jason’s personal space, staring him in the eye. 

“You don’t scare me, Jason Asano.” 

Jason gave Ari a slight smile. 

“Would you like me to?” 

Ari took a step back and started laughing. 

“Would you like me to?” he repeated back, still laughing. “You know, Hiro, you said 

your nephew wasn’t in the game. He’s into something, though, yes? He’s got the stuff.” 

“He doesn’t like to talk about his time away,” Hiro said. 

“But I do want to talk about it,” Ari said. “Are you EOA, Jason Asano?” 

“If I told you no, would you believe me?” Jason asked. 

“If I asked you hard enough, I’d be confident you were telling the truth,” Ari said. 

“I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that,” Jason said. 

“Then you will need to answer my questions,” Ari said, his mirth dropping like a mask 

to reveal naked threat. “You’ll need to assuage my curiosity.” 

“Ari,” Hiro said. “This isn’t what we agreed.” 

“We’ve got EOA pushing in and your boy turning up, all but waving a banner that 

reads ‘very suspicious man.’ Mr Tollman told me personally to get some answers, Hiro.” 

Hiro blanched. 

“I’m sorry, Jason,” Hiro said. “I know you don’t want to talk about it, but you need to 

answer Ari’s questions. 

There was a shift in the room. No one moved but everyone felt it as Jason slowly 

unleashed his aura. Normal humans couldn’t detect aura, unless it was projected in a 

specific way. It was a simple use of basic projection control, one of the first things Farrah 

had taught to him. It was a tool that essences user used to intimidate normals, which, is 

exactly what Jason was doing. 



With the progression of his aura manipulation skills, Jason could expertly express his 

aura slowly and deliberately, allowing the same domineering force that intimidated the 

dogs to press down on the normal rank auras the men in the room didn’t realise they even 

possessed. Only Taika and his uncle were exempted, but they couldn’t miss the growing 

dread shown on the faces around them. 

“Is this what you were talking about when you said you that man scared you?” Jason 

asked. He spoke quietly but his words reverberated with his aura, feeling like a shout to 

the beleaguered criminals. He was the smallest person in the room, yet he felt larger than 

Taika. Everyone in the room was transfixed by Jason’s suddenly tyrannical presence. 

Jason stepped into Ari’s space, the way Ari had to him. His aura settled on Ari’s soul 

like a knife at his throat. 

“Is this how your boogie man makes you feel, Ari? Do you still have any questions for 

me?” 

Ari wordlessly shook his head. 

“That’s what I thought. You can give my uncle the money for the gold; I’ll see myself 

out.” 

Jason turned to his uncle. 

“You’ll probably want to chat with Ari once I’m gone,” Jason said. “I’ll make my own 

way back. Taika can give me the money later.” 

“You don’t have a car,” Hiro said. 

“I’ll make do,” Jason said. “I’m sorry for this, Uncle. I’ve caused you trouble.” 

Jason walked out. Hiro nodded at Taika to follow but Jason was already closing the 

door behind him. When Taika opened it, Jason was nowhere to be seen. 



Chapter 274 

More Plausible Than the Reality 

 

Hiro returned home to the apartment building he owned. His penthouse floor was only 

accessible by his private elevator or through the regular elevator by using an access key. 

He walked straight to the bar and poured himself a stiff drink. It had been a strange night. 

The entertainment lounge had one wall made up of windows looking out onto the 

balcony. Just as he was about to sit, Hiro spotted a silhouette out there, easy to miss on a 

moonless night. His first thought was to shout for Taika but he recognised Jason’s figure, 

leaning on the railing as he looked out over the city. Hiro opened the sliding door and 

stepped outside. 

“How did you get up here?” Hiro asked. 

“You’ve been nothing but generous, Uncle Hiro,” Jason said, neither answering the 

question nor turning around. “All I’ve brought you in return is trouble.” 

Hiro stepped up next to Jason at the railing, resting his drink on it. 

“You’re family, Jason. All you ever have to do is ask.” 

Jason turned giving his uncle a smile. 

“I admire you for feeling that way after the way the family has treated you. I was less 

magnanimous, with less reason to be.” 

“Your brother stole the girl you loved since you were ten years old, Jason. That’s 

seriously not okay.” 

“I know, right?” Jason said. “It’s nice to have someone actually say it. My own mother 

more or less told me to suck it up and be happy for them.” 

“Seriously? I’m going to be honest, Jason; I never liked your mother.” 

“Really?” Jason asked with a chuckle. “You always hid it so well.” 

“I swear that the only reason she kept the baby was your father being Japanese.” 

“Don’t you dare say yellow fever,” Jason said. 

“I’m not that crass,” Hiro said. “I’m pretty sure she was entranced by the idea of an 

adorable Japanese baby, though.” 

“In her defence, Erika was very adorable,” Jason said. “I’ve seen the pictures.” 

“She really was,” Hiro agreed with a reminiscent smile. 

“How did things go after I left you with those hoodlums?” Jason asked. 

“Hoodlums?” Hiro asked. “Jason, we don’t carry money out of banks in a big sack 

with a dollar sign on it.” 



“How am I meant to know that?” Jason asked. “If I was a criminal mastermind, I 

wouldn’t need your help.” 

“Taika has your money,” Hiro said. “Full market price.” 

“Why?” Jason asked. “That’s highly suspect.” 

“After you left, Ari called our boss. He told Ari what to pay you, but he also wants to 

meet you. You should know that the man we talked about, Vermillion, will probably be 

there.” 

“He works for your boss?” 

“Definitely not,” Hiro said. “I’m not sure who Vermillion works for exactly, but my boss 

is very careful about how he treats them and their secrets. All I know is that there’s some 

kind of group that has no interest in criminal enterprises themselves, only maintaining 

some useful contacts. I don’t know if they’re government spooks or a bunch of shady rich 

people who occasionally need some dirty work done. They’re way above the likes of my 

boss, though, let alone me. Vermillion is someone from that group the boss calls on for 

favours, from time to time. He scares my boss as much as everyone else.” 

“Alright,” Jason said. “I don’t want to cause you more trouble than I have, so set up a 

meeting with your boss. In the meantime, I’ve brought a lot of strangeness to your door. I 

know you must have questions.” 

“I thought you came to me because you knew I wouldn’t push.” 

“And you haven’t, which I appreciate. But fair is fair, Uncle, and you deserve some 

answers. That said, there are things I think it’s better you don’t know. Some secrets open 

doors that can’t be closed again.” 

“Jason, you’re being very clandestine. Faking your own death, the self-driving car, the 

secrets practically dripping off of you.” 

“The James Bond thing again?” 

“The James Bond thing,” Hiro said. “Did you go off and join ASUS or something?” 

“Nothing so safe.” Jason said lightly. “As you said, there’s a very big secret hanging 

over me and I’m starting to suspect that there are powerful people invested in keeping it.” 

“This organisation that Vermillion belongs to?” 

“Maybe,” Jason said. “More likely, they’re only part of a wider circle. I don’t know who 

these people are or what they would do if they found out you knew the things I’ve been 

keeping from you. But if you’re willing to take the risk, I’m willing to tell you everything. To 

answer all your questions.” 

He let out a frustrated sigh. 



“You’ve been unreserved in helping me,” Jason continued. “I fear that all I’ve done in 

return is bring danger to your door. If you get involved in my affairs, you’ll have no more 

protection that what I can personally offer. Ignorance is an uncomfortable shield, but it may 

be the best one you have.” 

“Alright,” Hiro said. His curiosity was enough to strongly war against his prudence. 

“How about I ask you some questions and you tell me when we’re nudging into dangerous 

territory?” 

“That works,” Jason said. “I know you must have some pressing questions. Things 

haven’t quite seemed rational since I showed up, have they?” 

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Hiro said. “Things have been getting strange for a while 

now. We’ve all felt it, like something in the air. This EOA group with their juiced-up thugs. 

The army running around with their terrorist readiness exercises that are so transparently 

a cover up for something. This guy Vermillion and whoever’s behind him. There’s a game I 

can’t see and the rules are changing. Then you show up and you seem to understand 

what the new rules are.” 

Hiro flashed Jason a self-deprecating grin. “This probably sounds like nonsense to 

you.” 

“No,” Jason said. “I know exactly what you’re talking about. It just worries me that this 

was happening before I ever left and I didn’t know. I need answers, but for now, you were 

promised yours.” 

Hiro rubbed a hand over his face, unsure of where to start. With Vermillion, he felt like 

he had brushed up against a dangerous truth long before Jason returned. He couldn’t help 

but think of the similarities Ari saw between the mysterious man and Hiro’s now mysterious 

nephew. Ari certainly seemed to be scared of Jason in the same way, if not more. Unlike 

Vermillion, however, Jason had not scared Hiro himself or Taika. He had also not 

unleashed that strange effect until he needed it. In the presence of Vermillion, by contrast, 

Hiro felt like a prey under the gaze of a predator every moment in his presence. 

“Did you really make Ari’s dogs go submissive like that?” Hiro asked. 

“Yes,” Jason answered. 

“And the thing you did that scared Ari and his guys. That was the same thing?” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you think it’s the same thing Vermillion does?” Hiro asked. 

“I can’t be certain,” Jason said. “It’s highly likely, though.” 

“And what is that thing?” 

Jason gave his uncle an awkward smile. 



“This is where we head into dangerous territory, Uncle. I’ll try and explain enough to 

give some understanding, but I’m going to start out very vague. If you want more details, 

you can have them. But be certain before you ask for them.” 

“How dangerous is this secret you’re not telling me, Jason?” 

“I honestly don’t know. I have no idea about the local situation, which I’m hoping this 

Vermillion character can help me to rectify.” 

Jason took in a cleansing breath of winter night air, only to find it not so cleansing. 

The city was far from what he was used to, be it the rich, pleasant scents of the astral 

space jungle, or the waters of Greenstone. Whether the waters of the delta or the ocean, 

the magic carried down the Mistrun River left even bog water smelling oddly fresh and 

clean.  

Making things worse was Jason’s enhanced senses of smell and taste. Taking a 

deep breath of city air was like coating his tongue in old motor oil. 

“You alright Jason?” 

“Yeah,” Jason said. “Where I’ve been, it’s hard to get in or out. There’s no internet, 

phone, television, radio. No communication of any kind. My chance to leave came 

unexpectedly and I don’t know how things ended up after I was gone. They might think I’m 

dead.” 

“Why would they think that?” 

“Because I died.” 

“What?” 

“Let’s put that aside for the moment,” Jason said. 

“Put it aside? You just told me that you died!” 

“I got better, obviously. Uncle, it might me best if I try and give you some kind of 

overview. While I was away – in fact, the reason I left – was that I became part of… lets 

call it a community. I never realised it existed here, and in secret, until I joined it myself, 

over there. I haven’t even confirmed that it’s here, but what you just told me seems to.” 

“Well, if you’re going to brush of the whole faking your death thing, I want to go back 

to what you did to Ari’s dogs. And to Ari. Is it like pheromones or something? Did the CIA 

MK-Ultra you with designer drugs until your body odour triggers a fear response?” 

“That sounds more plausible than the reality,” Jason said with a chuckle. “But no; it’s 

something else. As for what, that would be crossing the informational Rubicon. If you want 

to know…” 

“No,” Hiro said firmly. “One of the reasons I’ve been successful doing what I do is 

knowing when not to go deeper. And these waters are getting very deep.” 



“That’s wise,” Jason said with relief. “I hope. It could be that I’ve already implicated 

you, just by coming back. The whole family, in fact. There’s a chance that some will see 

my return as a threat, an opportunity, or both. Those with poor intentions and few scruples 

may try pulling you in as leverage.” 

“You worry that not telling us what you’re involved in might get us blindsided?” 

“Yes,” Jason said. “Ultimately, though, knowing won’t help you. You aren’t equipped 

for what’s out there and I can’t get you ready in any kind of practical time-frame. All I can 

do is protect you if someone comes after you.” 

“I have Taika and Growl,” Hiro said. “Taika isn’t just big. He’s smart and observant.” 

“So I noticed,” Jason said. “He’s not enough, though. Not even close.” 

“So, what are you doing about it?” Hiro asked. 

“I’ve made a move already, to try and draw people out. For the moment, I’m keeping 

an eye on you. If trouble comes while I’m in the city, I’ll know and be there faster than you 

can imagine.” 

“Are you having me watched?” 

“Yes.” 

“They must be good,” Hiro said. “My security hasn’t caught so much as a whiff of 

them.” 

Jason chuckled again. 

“And they won’t. Suffice to say that I’ll be informed immediately if anything outside of 

your security’s purview comes along. I’ve already done something eye-catching that 

should draw out some of the players to where I can get a look at them. That will hopefully 

give me some inroads to what is happening here.” 

*** 

Annabeth walked into the conference room where an investigation team was waiting 

to update her. It was a six person team, specifically put together to investigate the 

children’s hospital event in Sydney. Also present was Ketevan, who was leading the other 

hospital investigation, up the coast. Annabeth took the position at the head of the table. 

The lead investigator of the Sydney incident was a rugged-looking man named Aram, 

with a bushy beard and a large frame. He looked like he would be more at home in faded 

overalls than a suit and tie. Like those of the other people in the room, Aram’s outfit was a 

suit of mid-range quality, designed to evoke the feel of a faceless government agent. 

In Aram’s case it didn’t work well, but despite his appearance, he was a consummate 

professional. After making sure everyone was on the same page with the basics of the 

investigation, he started detailing their progress to Annabeth. 



“We’ve looked into the families and other connections of the people in the hospital,” 

he explained. “There were a couple of hits, but we looked into them and ruled them out as 

potential instigators of the event.” 

“But that is only our Network personnel, right?” Annabeth asked. 

“That’s correct,” he confirmed. “That’s allowed us to rule out any of our people, but we 

don’t have membership rosters for the Engineers of Ascension. As for the Cabal and the 

smaller collectives, there’s no telling.” 

“But you are looking into that, yes?” Annabeth prompted. 

“Yes, Ma’am. We’ve made it very clear that we will be finding the responsible parties 

and the other groups seem to be cooperating. A lot of them don’t like it, but they know that 

this kind of overt action crosses our bottom line. None of them want us coming down on 

their heads.” 

“What’s your take on their responses?” Annabeth asked him. 

“My instincts are telling me that this isn’t coming from an established group. They 

may be capitulating, but they aren’t hiding their displeasure at our heavy-handedness. No 

one’s stepping on eggshells. That’s not to say we aren’t continuing to be thorough. My 

instincts have been wrong before.” 

“Good,” Annabeth approved, glancing at Ketevan, before turning her gaze back to 

Aram. “You think this is related to the other incident?” 

“I’d say more likely than not, at this stage,” Aram said. “The timing suggests it’s not a 

coincidence, although everything is still on the table until proven otherwise.” 

“Ketevan does have one theory,” Aram said. “Keti, if you would?” 

Ketevan nodded. 

“I had this idea about the event in the hospital,” she said. “I’ve been looking into it, but 

we have limited information. It hasn’t happened in centuries, that we know of. I haven’t 

found in what records we do have anything to contradict what we’ve seen.” 

Annabeth frowned, guessing Ketevan’s theory. 

“I won’t say the idea didn’t occur to me,” she said. “What about the simultaneous 

event in France? Isn’t that contradictory?” 

“Not if two of them came at once,” Ketevan said. “We don’t know that isn’t possible.” 

“I’m sorry,” one of the junior investigators broke in. “I’m missing something, and I 

don’t think I’m alone.” 

The other junior investigators nodded their agreement. Annabeth panned a gaze over 

them. 

“We’re talking about outworlders,” she said. 



Chapter 275 

I Suggest You Be Very Polite 

 

Jason was standing on the edge of the roof, atop a tall building in the Sydney CBD. 

Shade was beside him as they looked toward an adjacent building. To normal sight it was 

unremarkable, but to magic senses the building was lit up like a giant candle. The top floor 

was a dancing flame of overlapped enchantments. 

“I see what you mean,” Jason said. “It does seem like a lot of trouble to go to if it isn’t 

their headquarters.” 

Shade had been watching the people who had investigated the hospital incident. 

Jason’s suspicions about the existence of native magic were confirmed when Shade 

spotted a pair of essence users. Their iron-rank senses had no chance of detecting him 

and he followed them to the building he and Jason were now looking at. 

While Shade could evade even most bronze-rank senses, he didn’t risk approaching 

the enchantments in place on the Building’s upper floors. They weren’t very advanced, 

falling easily within Jason’s level of ritual magic expertise;  just basic protection and 

detection enchantments, made permanent through artifice no greater than Jason’s skill-

book derived skills. 

What the magical protections lacked in individual sophistication, they made up in the 

complexity with which they were interwoven. Having so many effects integrated into one 

another without mutual interference was an impressive feat. Breaking through or sneaking 

past any individual effect would be a breeze for Jason, but with them pressed so snugly 

against one another, he could easily trigger one defence in the process of breaking 

through another. 

Jason postulated that the simplicity of the rituals was not from lack of proficiency, but 

a need to work with the low density of ambient magic. Whoever devised the protections 

made the most of the restriction to low-rank formations and integrated them together, a 

feat not possible with more powerful effects. The low-rank magical array made it easier to 

avoid tricky magical interactions. Only something on the level of Jason’s cloud flask had 

the capacity to neatly amalgamate more powerful magic. 

The more he examined the magical emplacements, the more impressed he became. 

The cumulative effect of such basic abilities would be surprisingly tricky to deal with, 

reminding Jason of Clive’s insistence on Jason gaining a deeper understanding of magic. 

Based on his early knowledge of ritual magic, coming from skill books alone, Jason would 



have dismissed the danger of the simple enchantments. Only his study into the underlying 

principles of ritual magic allowed him to recognise the trap. 

“What do they have in the way of numbers?” Jason asked. Shade had tasked one of 

his bodies with watching the comings and goings since finding the building. 

“I have, thus far, noted eight different bronze-rankers, almost two dozen iron-rankers 

and one silver.” 

“A silver,” Jason said, frowning. 

“Their auras all show signs of heavy monster core use,” Shade said. “It seems to be 

the primary method for advancement.” 

“Where are they getting monster cores?” Jason wondered aloud. “I can understand 

how I didn’t know about the secret society of magic people, but I don’t think I’d have 

missed monsters spawning all over the world.” 

“It would appear that your world has mysteries we need to unravel,” Shade said. 

“So it would,” Jason said, fishing his phone from his pocket to check the time. 

He would have preferred to keep the phone in his inventory, but that would have cut it 

off from the networks. This was not just a factor of the dimensional displacement of his 

personal storage space, but also the state of stasis objects entered while in his inventory. 

He would like to experiment with the basic artifice technique that his magical watch used to 

keep time when stored away, but he didn’t have the materials. 

It was almost time for the appointment Hiro had set up for Jason with the  leader 

Hiro’s criminal organisation. Jason didn’t know how the local organised crime was 

structured but he didn’t much care. He had been surprised that, rather than some 

clandestine meeting spot, the meeting was in the heart of the city, in a building not far from 

the one he was standing on. 

Jason leapt off the roof as his shadow cloak formed around him. He had, in his 

personal opinion, grossly underutilised the ability to glide that it acquired at bronze-rank. 

The only properly tall building he had encountered after obtaining the power was the tower 

in the astral space, which he’d been a bit busy to take advantage of. He’d only had one 

opportunity to jump off of it, and instead of being held aloft by his cloak, he was weighed 

down by the nest of stone spikes impaling his body. 

His cloak spread out wide, like a pair of giant wings made of darkness and stars, with 

Shade gliding alongside. It was eerily quiet, with only the distant sounds of the street 

below. 

 “This a decidedly indiscreet practice in the middle of the day,” Shade pointed out. 



“What’s that?” Jason asked. “I couldn’t hear you over the sound of how awesome this 

is.” 

“Mr Asano, I’m not physically capably of giving a weary sigh, but if I were, I would be 

doing so quite pointedly in response.” 

Jason laughed as he started testing out his control over the glide. As with most 

powers, he had an instinctive proficiency. While he would obviously improve with practice, 

basic control came to him quite naturally. He quickly got a handle on turning in a curving 

arc, descending to gain speed and even catching updrafts to regain a little altitude. After 

playing around for a while, he opened up his map ability and set a waypoint for his 

destination. 

As he neared the ground, Jason projected his aura in a directed fashion that normal 

people could sense. He did so to two points, well to either side of his chosen landing point. 

He tried to be subtle yet attention-grabbing, so that all eyes turned away as he dismissed 

his cloak and dropped the last few metres into a silent landing. The momentary flash of 

aura passed, leaving the people on the street looking slightly disoriented. 

“This is not a reliable method for avoiding attention,” Shade said quietly enough that 

only Jason could hear. 

“You worry too much. If someone sees me, they won’t believe their eyes, especially if 

I gaslight them a little.” 

“I am your shadow, Mr Asano, not your conscience.” 

“Yet here you are chiding me,” Jason said merrily as he tugged his jacket into place. 

A suit generally wasn’t the best hang gliding outfit, but Gilbert’s suit, as always, was easily 

up to the task. The design had more flair than a design from his own world, but Jason 

didn’t hate being a little flashy. 

He made his way into the nearby building entrance, across a large and pleasantly 

light-filled atrium to the reception desk. 

“Jason Asano for Victor Tollman,” he said. 

*** 

Victor Tollman was a large man. In his football days he’d been a decent ruckman. His 

gym work became a little harder and a took little longer with each passing year, but he 

maintained excellent health and physique well into his fifties. He had a friendly face and 

salt and pepper hair, with a neat beard to match. 

He was sitting in his office, in a huge leather chair that seemed large even to his 

sizeable frame. If not for the swivel base, it would have made a halfway decent throne. His 

desk was a piece of oak the size of a single bed. 



Victor was watching a live feed of the reception security cameras, but the image was 

distorted, centred on the man standing in front of the reception desk.  

“Can you hide from cameras like that?” Victor asked the man standing beside him, 

likewise watching the screen. 

“Yes,” Vermillion said. 

Vermillion had pale skin, dark hair and narrow but sleekly-handsome features. He 

was tall and looked to be in his mid-twenties, although Victor suspected the man was 

older. He wore an impeccable black suit that cost more than Jason’s last car. Of course, 

Jason’s last car had been a rather dismal bomb, which he hadn’t given a thought to with 

Shade on hand. 

“Is he one of you?” Victor asked. 

“Perhaps,” Vermillion said, “but most likely not. I’ll know once he gets up here.” 

“What else might he be?” 

“I’ve warned you about fishing for information, Victor,” Vermillion gently admonished. 

“Too much knowledge and too little power is a volatile admixture.” 

“Instead of withholding knowledge, you could just give me power,” Victor suggested. 

Vermillion shook his head, a faint smile on his lips. “You’re relentless, Victor.” 

“That’s the footy player in me,” Victor said. “You’ve got to be hungry if you’re going to 

win.” 

*** 

Jason followed a blank-faced office worker from the elevator and down a corridor that 

terminated in a large set of wooden double doors. The functionary dramatically pushed 

them both open to grant access to the room beyond. It was more akin to one of Emir’s 

cloud palace lounges than an office, taking up a full third of the top floor, with two stellar 

corner views. It resembled the inside of a gentlemen’s club, with multiple sets of leather 

chairs and couches, a movie projector and two separate bars. 

If it was a gentlemen’s club, though, the gentlemen in question were of the unrefined 

sort. The walls were covered in paraphernalia glorifying football. From the preponderance 

of Collingwood merchandise, Jason guessed that Victor Tollman was originally a 

Melbournian. 

The only part that looked even remotely like an office had a leather throne behind 

what was either a very robust desk, or a somewhat rickety boat. Walking around from 

behind it were two men, who Jason turned his attention to as the office worker left, closing 

the doors behind her. 



The larger of the two men was older, but vigorous, judging by sight and aura both. He 

reminded Jason of Hiro’s thug, Growl, but with fewer steroids and more brains. The 

younger man looked like a sexy mortician. His aura was bronze-rank and rather 

disconcerting in its familiarity. It reminded Jason of the vampires he had fought in the past, 

but without the wild savagery of those turned by a monster. This man was clearly of a 

different breed, with a clean, controlled aura. 

The younger man stayed back while the older one came forward to boisterously 

shake Jason’s hand. The physical contact brought up the man’s information. 

 

 Victor Tollman 
 Human (normal rank) 

 

“G’day, mate,” Victor greeted. 

“G’day,” Jason said. “If I’d known you were a Collingwood supporter, I might not have 

come.” 

Victor snorted derision. 

“Go the mighty pies,” he said with a grin, then moved aside, a clear invitation for the 

other man. The tall, pale man stepped forward and Jason offered his hand. After a brief 

pause, the man shook it. 

 

 Craig Vermillion 
 Greater Vampire (Human, araneid bloodline, bronze rank) 

 

“Jason Asano,” Jason introduced himself. “Just call me Jason. Mind if I call you 

Craig?” 

The tall man’s lips pressed thinly together but he otherwise didn’t react as he let go of 

Jason’s hand. 

“I go by Vermillion, professionally.” 

“No worries, mate,” Jason said with a grin. Jason had grown a few centimetres taller 

with the ascension to bronze rank, but he was still towered over by the two men. 

“You can just call me Vic,” Victor said. “Let’s park it, yeah? One of the good things 

about being rich as buggery is owning good chairs.” 

They sat down in a trio of lounge chairs around a low table. 

“Would you like some refreshments?” Victor asked. “There’s nothing really worth 

drinking at noon on a Tuesday, but I can have someone bring in water, coffee, tea…” 



“I’m fine, thank you,” Jason said. “You asked to see me, presumably because you 

heard about what happened with Ari.” 

“Yep,” Victor acknowledged. 

Jason then turned to Vermillion. 

“How much does he know?” Jason asked. 

“He’s had a glimpse,” Vermillion said. “He knows what I am and that there are other 

things out there. Enough to see that there are dangers he is unequipped to combat.” 

“Dangers you are equipped to meet,” Jason chuckled. “In return for certain 

accommodations.” 

“Yes,” Vermillion said unashamedly. “What have you told your uncle?” 

“That if I tell him anymore, he may find himself involved with those dangers you 

mentioned.” 

Victor didn’t show it on his face, but Jason could see the frustration in Victor’s aura. 

He guessed that Victor was unaware that his emotions could be read through his aura. 

Vermillion presumably kept quiet about it for his own advantage. As for Vermillion, his 

controlled aura revealed none of his emotions, at least to Jason’s aura senses. It was an 

unusual level of control for a someone not an essence user. 

“Those dangers may not be something you can keep from your uncle’s door,” Victor 

said. “The EOA have seized control in Perth and Melbourne, and now they’re making no 

secret of their overtures into Sydney.” 

Jason had already guessed that the EOA to be more than ordinary criminals, 

although it was postulation based on very little information. It was starting to look like his 

world had an entire ecosystem of hidden magic, which Jason needed to learn about before 

he stumbled into trouble. 

“What is it that you want from me?” Jason asked Victor. 

“I have a level of cooperation with Vermillion’s organisation,” Victor said. “They are 

unwilling to expand the scope of that when the EOA come knocking at my door. When I 

heard that someone else from his general circle was affiliated with one of my employees, I 

wanted to see if we could come to an arrangement.” 

“We cannot,” Jason said flatly. “I’m not going to step into your fight.” 

Victor could not provide Jason with the kind of information he needed. Further, he 

wanted Jason to jump into a fight without understanding the sides, which was the opposite 

of Jason’s own intentions. It was Vermillion who had something to offer Jason. 

“What about your uncle?” Victor asked. 



“He is under my protection,” Jason said. “That protection does not extend to you or 

your interests.” 

“I can offer you substantial benefits,” Victor said. “You would be surprised at what I 

can accomplish, when sufficiently motivated.” 

“You would be surprised at what I can accomplished, when sufficiently motived,” 

Jason said in turn. He didn’t reinforce his words with his aura, but it wasn’t necessary. 

Although it didn’t show in his body language, a ripple of fear passed through Victor’s aura. 

Jason had once fought a team in a mirage chamber, using movie-monster theatrics to 

stir fear and disorient them. It only worked because they were as naïve as he was, and he 

cringed when thinking back to what he now considered a buffoonish display. 

While it had barely been a year since then, it had been a year in which Jason had 

walked though blood and death. He no longer had to make a foolish imitation of being 

dangerous; his experiences, attitude, training and transformed body had brought about a 

transfiguration. 

Jason’s old, frivolous self had increasingly become a mask he had to put on, and with 

months of constant fighting, he hadn’t put it on in a while. Wading though a sea of 

monsters, the only people around him had been his trusted friends and most reviled 

enemies. After all that, the mask didn’t fit as neatly as it used to. 

To the kind of people who recognised it, Jason unconsciously radiated danger. Even 

with his aura hidden, it was in his body language. It was in he way he moved and the way 

he watched everything around him. It was in his confidence, an unassailable self-

assurance. Ari had picked up on it even before Jason unleashed his aura, and Victor was 

a lot sharper than Ari.  

“I’d like to go over some of the things I could do for you,” Victor said. “And your uncle, 

as well.” 

“No,” Jason said firmly. “I suspected that you might have some kind of offer along 

those lines, but I want to be unambiguous in rejecting it. I know this isn’t what you want to 

hear and I want this to be an amicable relationship, but I’ve just got back from further away 

than you know there is distance to go. I don’t know the local situation or the local players 

and I’m not even going to consider intervening until I have a better understand of the pool 

I’m paddling in.” 

Jason have Victor a genuine smile, to cut the tension. 

“To be honest, Mr Tollman – Vic – I came here for two reasons. One was to give you 

some face, so as to not cause trouble for my uncle. The other was to meet Vermillion.” 



Jason turned to the pale man, who had been largely content to sit back, eyes never 

leaving Jason. 

“I’d like to meet privately for a more frank discussion, Mr Vermillion.” 

“An information exchange?” Vermillion asked. 

“Yes,” Jason said. “If Vic, here, can convince you to make another pitch on his behalf 

once I have a better lay of the land, I’ll listen. I don’t see myself agreeing, but you’ve 

approached me with courtesy. It’s only fair that I reciprocate.” 

Jason stood up. Victor and Vermillion did the same and Jason shook hands with 

Victor again. 

“It was good to meet you, Vic. I’m sorry I can’t give you what you want, but I’ve 

learned some hard lessons about carelessly picking my fights before.” 

“I understand,” Victor said congenially. 

“If you’re willing to have a further meeting,” Jason said, shaking Vermillion’s hand, 

“I’m sure you can find my number.” 

*** 

After having one of his staff escort Asano away, Victor walked behind his desk and 

fell into the big chair. 

“That bloke feels unnerving,” Victor said. “That doesn’t mean he’s the real thing, 

though. Are you sure he’s not just bluffing about being from your circle? It seemed like he 

was fishing for information.” 

“I’m certain,” Vermillion said. He had never encountered an aura as strong and rigidly 

controlled as Asano’s. It was like an impenetrable sphere, perfectly formed and revealing 

only what it wanted you to see. It was also stronger than any bronze-rank aura he had 

encountered by an order of magnitude. 

He had almost mistaken it for a silver-rank aura, and had no doubt that if Asano 

wanted to hide it from him, he could have. Asano clearly wanted Vermillion to see that he 

was an essence magician, and not one to trifled with. Vermillion was frequently the front 

man for the Cabal’s dealings with the other groups, and Asano was wholly unlike the 

essence magicians he had encountered from the Network. While he was still an essence 

magician, Vermillion had no doubt that Asano was a different breed entirely. 

“Are you going to meet with him?” Victor asked. 

“Yes,” Vermillion said. 

“Will you try an convince him for me?” 



“No,” Vermillion said. “If he were to pit himself against the EOA, it would cause 

dangerous ripple effects. I don’t think he’s part of the local ecology. If it weren’t for the 

family connection, I doubt we would ever have heard of him.” 

“So, why is he trying to sell gold?” Victor wondered. 

“That is a curiosity,” Vermillion said. “It’s why I bought it. My people are analysing it, 

chemically and otherwise. This man may be operating independently, although I’m not 

sure how it’s even possible for someone of his nature to get that strong without support.” 

“How strong?” Victor asked. “If he’s alone, would he even be of use against the EOA? 

How dangerous can one man be?” 

“Very, I suspect,” Vermillion said. “But you’re right that taking on an organisation like 

that alone is a futile gesture. Overcoming the locals would only bring greater threats down 

on him.” 

“Are you telling me to roll over for the EOA?” 

“Sometimes the harder path runs right off a cliff, Victor.” 

“How would he stack up compared to you, if it came to a fight?” 

“I don’t know what he’s capable of,” Vermillion said. “I would avoid one, if possible. 

My instincts tell me that if I couldn’t… I suggest you be very polite with his uncle.” 



Chapter 276 

A Leather Coat and Tight, Black Pants 

 

Days went past as Jason fell into a routine. In the mornings he would do strength  

training with the equipment in the townhouse, which was barely adequate for his bronze-

rank might at maximum weight. Then he would ride to Rushcutters Bay Park to do some 

running along the waterfront. 

He rode Shade in motorcycle form, as he only had one of Shade’s bodies on hand. 

Shade still kept bodies on Hiro and Taika, while four were assigned to investigating the 

nest of local essence-users he had found. That left the last with Jason, which was enough 

to take the form of a sleek, black motorcycle. Jason had gone out and purchased some 

bike leathers and a helmet for the purpose. 

He would wrap up his daily training with some meditation. This was the third pillar of 

advancing abilities, along with physical training and pushing himself to the limit. As normal 

for adventuring, being caught up in something like the astral space was heavy on the limit-

pushing, with less time for other forms of training. Now that he was away from that, he had 

the time to balance himself out. 

After all the monster fights and the confrontation with the Builder, he could feel the 

unsettled power within him, waiting to be consolidated. While he was not anticipating 

monster fights any time soon, he did anticipate his abilities advancing at least one small 

stage in the short term, maybe even two for the lower ones that were close to advancing 

already. 

His time in the astral space had not been without cost, but it had also massively 

accelerated his growth. Not only had he crossed the threshold into bronze, but he had 

jumped into fighting silver-rank monsters much earlier than expected as the magic of the 

astral space had escalated. The results were striking, bringing him all the way into the 

lower-mid range of bronze rank. 

 

Jason Asano 
 

 Race: Outworlder. 
 Current rank: bronze 
 Progression to silver rank: 25% 

 
 

Attributes 
 [Power] (Blood):[Bronze 3]. 
 [Speed] (Dark): [Bronze 2]. 



 [Spirit] (Doom): [Bronze 2]. 
 [Recovery] (Sin): [Bronze 3]. 

 
 

Racial Abilities (Outworlder) 
 [Party Interface]. 
 [Defiant]. 
 [Spirit Vault]. 
 [Tactical Map]. 
 [Astral Affinity]. 
 [Dark Rider]. 

 
Essences (4/4) 

 
Dark [Speed] (5/5) 

 [Midnight Eyes] (special ability): [Bronze 5] 09%. 
 [Cloak of Night] (special ability): [Bronze 4] 12%. 
 [Path of Shadows] (special ability): [Bronze 4] 41%. 
 [Hand of the Reaper] (special ability): [Bronze 2] 94%. 
 [Shadow of the Reaper] (familiar): [Bronze 4] 98%. 
 

Blood [Power] (5/5) 
 [Blood Harvest] (spell): [Bronze 4] 64%. 
 [Leech Bite] (special attack): [Bronze 4] 14%. 
 [Feast of Blood] (spell): [Bronze 3] 02%. 
 [Sanguine Horror] (familiar): [Bronze 4] 89%. 
 [Haemorrhage] (spell): [Bronze 3] 92%. 

 
Sin [Recovery] (5/5) 

 [Punish] (special attack): [Bronze 4] 15%. 
 [Feast of Absolution] (spell): [Bronze 4] 03%. 
 [Sin Eater] (special ability): [Bronze 3] 79%. 
 [Hegemony] (aura): [Bronze 5] 04%. 
 [Castigate] (spell): [Bronze 3] 21%. 
 

Doom [Spirit] (5/5) 

 [Inexorable Doom] (spell): [Bronze 4] 97%. 
 [Punition] (spell): [Bronze 3] 74%. 
 [Blade of Doom] (spell): [Bronze 4] 26%. 
 [Verdict] (spell): [Bronze 2] 82%. 
 [Avatar of Doom] (familiar): [Bronze 4] 16%. 

 

After his training routine, Jason would move onto the business of the day. This 

usually meant burying himself in the internet, catching up on all the things he’d missed. Of 

particular interest were the ‘terrorist readiness exercises’ taking place around the world, 

including in Australia. 

They had started not long before Jason’s departure, but after his year and a half 

absence, their escalating rate and continued lack of explanation from world governments 



was drawing more and more media attention, despite obvious attempts to downplay their 

importance. Given that one of these incidents was taking place very close to his home at 

the exact moment Jason had been sucked into another universe, he was deeply 

interested. 

From what he could gather, the exercises involved setting up a restricted area, 

completely blacking out any attempts to surveil, to the point of using signal jammers and 

even shooting down camera drones. What they were doing was a mystery he would look 

into, when the opportunity presented itself. From the rates of occurrence he was seeing, it 

was only a matter of time. 

He also did some online stalking of his family. He watched a few episodes of his 

sister’s new cooking show, checked out the websites for his mother’s real estate agency 

and his father’s landscaping business. His father had started a photo blog where he went 

through the process of developing a double block he bought from a plain stretch of even 

land into a lush garden home. At least, that was the plan, as he was still in the early 

stages. 

There was other things Jason needed doing, such as continuing to go through the 

process of coming back to life. Speaking with the lawyer Hiro set him up with, getting 

identification reissued. Taika had been put at Jason’s disposal, serving as driver and 

rather excellent body man, making many suggestions for how to resolve any minor issues 

Jason had. 

Although Taika looked like a professional wrestler, with his towering height and broad 

physique, he was actually a friendly, chatty and intelligent man whose company Jason 

quickly came to appreciate. He would usually arrive at the townhouse in the mid-morning, 

after Jason’s training routine was done, to see if Jason needed anything. One such 

morning, they sat on the couch playing video games. 

“I don’t like the courses in this one as much,” Taika said. “I think the Wii version had 

the best track selection in the whole series.” 

“I won’t argue,” Jason said. “Trying to get an online game of that now is a bit rough, 

though.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

Jason’s phone rang, which was unusual. He had, thus far, only received calls from 

Taika and Hiro. He got up from the couch and answered it. 

“Hello?” 

“Mr Asano, this is Craig Vermillion.” 



The vampire’s tone was more personable than the controlled clip he had used when 

they met in person. 

“Mr Vermillion.” 

“Craig is fine, when I’m not on the job. I have to play it sinister and mysterious around 

the normals. Maintain the mystique, you know?” 

“Sure,” Jason said. 

“If you’re still looking to meet, are you free for lunch?” 

“You’re not going to explode when sunlight hits you, are you?” Jason asked, drawing 

an odd look from Taika. 

“I’ll be fine,” Vermillion said, amusement in his voice. 

They made plans to meet at a café and Jason went outside, Taika with him. 

“You need a ride, bro?” Taika asked. 

“No, I’ve got my bike,” Jason said, nodding at Shade’s bike form. Like all of Shade’s 

vehicle forms, it looked like he’d stolen the plans from Batman. 

“Sweet bike,” Taika said. “That wasn’t out here when I came in.” 

“My friend left it out here,” Jason said. 

“I thought you were going to say it was a self-driving bike.” 

“I didn’t know they were a thing,” Jason said. “I’ll have to look into it.” 

While Taika moved forward to admire the motorcycle, Jason switched his outfit, mist 

obscuring him for a few seconds while Taika was looking the other way. When Taika 

looked back, Jason was in his driving leathers and helmet. 

“How did you…?” 

“What?” Jason asked. 

“You changed your clothes.” 

“Nah, mate. I was always wearing this.” 

Taika frowned. 

“You’re a mysterious guy, bro. There’s a lot about you that doesn’t add up.” 

Jason chuckled. 

“Mate, you’ve got no idea.” 

*** 

“When you picked a café, this isn’t what I expected,” Jason said. Vermillion had led 

him from the crowded downstairs area to a private upstairs with empty tables and a 

window wall looking out over the street. The décor was subdued, with hardwood floors and 

earthy colours. 



“I own the place,” Vermillion said. “It offers comfort and convenience for private 

business.” 

“Just give me a second to change,” Jason said, mist shrouding him to replace his bike 

gear with a casual winter suit. Vermillion was dressed much more casually than their last 

meeting, with plain slacks and a woollen sweater. 

“Are you alright leaving your motorcycle on the street like that?” Vermillion asked. 

“That wasn’t a motorcycle,” Jason said, but offered no further explanation. Vermillion 

looked out on the street, seeing that the bike was no longer where Jason had left it. 

“I always envied the convenience of conjured vehicles,” Vermillion said. 

“That’s a thing, here?” 

“Only one that I know of, here in Sydney. It’s unusual where you spent your time 

away?” 

“Vehicles specifically, yeah, but there’s lots of magic items, magical beast riding. My 

mate Humphrey rides around on a shape-changing dragon.” 

“Really?” 

“It’s a baby dragon.” 

They sat at a table with comfortable chairs. 

“Someone will come up shortly to take our food order,” Vermillion said. 

“What kind of dietary restrictions do you have?” Jason asked. “Is it a liquid diet? I 

don’t know a lot about vampires. The only ones I’ve met were created by a giant blood 

spider. We didn’t really talk, since they were trying to kill me and my friends.” 

“Lesser vampires,” Vermilion said. “They were created by a giant spider? This also 

happened during your time away?” 

“Yep,” Jason said. “It was a rough day, but vampire monster army? That was some 

epic stuff. 

“And where was that?” 

“Would you believe an abandoned jungle city in a pocket universe?” 

“Not really” Vermillion said. 

“Let’s just say southern Africa, then. More or less. What did my gold tell you?” 

“What makes you think I have your gold.” 

“I got full market price for that gold, which I shouldn’t have, given its shady origins. 

That means that someone higher up stepped in. It could have been Tollman, looking to 

make a god first impression, but he would have said something when he was trying to 

recruit me to his cause.” 

“Why would I want it?” Vermillion asked. 



“Best guess? You – or the people behind you – saw an essence user acting outside 

of the norm, almost like he didn’t know what was what. But how could someone like me be 

an independent? Where would they get the resources? Why are they doing something as 

petty as selling mundane gold? So you bought it and you’ve probably put it through every 

test you can conceive of.” 

“You seem very confident,” Vermillion said. 

“I do, don’t I?” Jason said, looking smug. “I’ll confess that I’m curious about what you 

found.” 

Vermillion shook his head. 

“My people are very interested in where that gold came from,” he said. “Apparently 

we tried to trace where it came from and the results were extremely anomalous.” 

“I’ll bet they were,” Jason chuckled. “Who are your people, exactly?” 

“The Cabal,” Vermillion said. “I would have thought that was obvious.” 

“Never heard of them,” Jason said. “I’ve been out of town.” 

“The Cabal is everywhere.” 

“I’ve been really far out of town,” Jason said. “I suspect your concept of everywhere is 

due for expansive revision.” 

“By all means, expand my horizons,” Vermillion said. 

“I can do that,” Jason said. “I’d like to get a handle on the local colour, first.” 

“If you genuinely don’t know what the Cabal is,” Vermillion said, “then you certainly 

have some catching up to do. How much do you know?” 

“Just imagine that I got sucked into an alternate universe and came back with magic 

powers to find out there was magic hidden in my world all along.” 

Vermillion raised his eyebrows. 

“Hypothetically,” Jason added. 

Vermillion leaned back in his chair. 

“I can certainly tell you what isn’t any great secret,” Vermillion said. “To people like 

us, anyway. To regular people it would be the biggest secret in the world, but we’re a long 

way beyond regular people.” 

“Vast magical power does change your perspective, somewhat, doesn’t it?” 

“The first thing you need to know about the magical world is that there are three 

dominant forces within it. There are smaller, localised groups, scrabbling after table 

scraps. They know about magic, but that knowledge is fragmentary at best and they have 

little, if any magic they command for themselves.” 

“Like our friend Victor.” 



“Exactly like our friend Victor,” Vermillion agreed. “There are also some groups that 

orbit the larger organisations. Families that have known the truth for centuries, that kind of 

thing. They vary in power, directly related to their influence within the groups to which they 

are attached.” 

“And it’s these three big groups that are the real players?” 

“Exactly,” Vermillion said. “The oldest, and most reclusive, is the Cabal. I’m a 

member, and my knowledge is extremely limited. Most of what I do know, I’m not allowed 

to share.” 

“That’s fine,” Jason said. “What’s the outside perspective of your group?” 

“The Cabal represents the old magic of this world. Things older than history that dwell 

in the dark places.” 

“Like vampires,” Jason said. 

“Yes. Proper vampires, not the puppets of some essence magician.” 

“I’ve heard of essence users making vampires,” Jason said. “Where I’ve just been, it’s 

frowned upon.” 

“As it is, here,” Vermillion said. “These lesser vampires, running around killing people. 

Even putting aside the moral repugnance, which I don’t think you should, it just makes 

things harder for those of us doing the right thing.” 

“I was meaning to ask about that,” Jason said. “I’ve been wondering about your views 

on killing and eating people, because I take a dim view on it. People have tried to kill and 

eat me before and I didn’t care for it.” 

“That is the purview of lesser vampires,” Vermillion said. “They can’t feed without 

killing, so we put them down whenever we find them.” 

“And what about you?” Jason asked. “You do drink blood, yes?” 

Vermillion was about to answer when a waitress came in from downstairs. She only 

had one menu, which she handed to Jason. 

“It’s your place,” Jason said. “What’s good.” 

“Beef carpaccio,” Vermillion said without hesitation. 

“Okay,” Jason said, handing back the menu without looking at it. 

“Same for me,” Vermillion said. “Thank you, Anika.” 

The waitress withdrew downstairs. 

“Blood is an unfortunate necessity,” Vermillion said. “There is no need to kill for it, 

though. In fact, people can’t wait to give it away.” 

“Oh?” 



“We’ve cultivated entire subcultures,” Vermillion said. “With a leather coat and tight, 

black pants, we get more blood and sex than we can consume. Literally more. I know 

people who have done their best to thin out the supply, as it were, but they didn’t even 

make a dent. There are always more young people, looking for a thrill.” 

“Is it harmful?” 

“No more than donating blood,” Vermillion said. “In fact, being fed on actually 

heightens resistance to most diseases.” 

“Really?” 

“It surprised us too,” vermillion said. “Back in the eighties, the Cabal conducted some 

studies into the potential dangers of blood-borne disease transmission by our more 

sanguinely-oriented members. It turns out that rather than spread disease, the people we 

feed on are statistically less likely to get some of the nastier diseases floating around.” 

“You conducted studies?” Jason asked. 

“We didn’t have them published, obviously. They were conducted with rigour by 

experts in the field, however, and disseminated through our own channels.” 

“And obviously, sunlight is not an issue for your kind,” Jason said. It was the kind of 

cold, clear winter day where the sky was pristine blue. Sunlight washed in through the 

large window, pleasantly lighting up the room. 

“It’s a matter of magic,” Vermillion said. “Weaker members of my kind are affected by 

sunlight, and I’ve heard of stronger vampires being affected by it in unusual situations 

where the magic around them is more powerful.” 

“Interesting,” Jason mused. “I’d have to assume the ambient magic infuses the 

sunlight with properties antithetical to your condition. I have a friend who probably 

understands the process. How harmful is sunlight, exactly?” 

“When it’s strong enough to affect us, we’re weaker and slower. Not down to a 

baseline human level, but I couldn’t speak for some of those higher-magic situations. I 

don’t know the circumstances in which they took place, so I’m largely going from second-

hand knowledge. It also makes our more unusual powers harder or even impossible to 

use.” 

“You don’t seem hesitant about sharing your weaknesses,” Jason observed. 

“These aren’t secrets,” Vermillion said. “Once you’ve spent any time in the magical 

community, you won’t find that information hard to come by.” 

“But you aren’t affected by this level of magic?” Jason asked. 

“Not at all,” Vermillion said. “Only the weakest of our kind are.” 

“But your Cabal doesn’t have just your kind, do they?” 



“No,” Vermillion said. “Aside from individuals looking to follow their own paths, all the 

old magic falls under our aegis. We have many factions, within our ranks, but we unified as 

the normals became more dangerous with the rise of technology.” 

“Old magic, as opposed to new magic?” Jason asked. 

“Yes,” Vermillion said. “You are an essence magician, yes?” 

“Yes.” 

“That is what we call the new magic.” 



Chapter 277 

A Knife in Its Sheath 

 

Vermillion and Jason paused their conversation as the waitress brought their food, 

along with wine. 

“Magic has always been a difficult and esoteric thing,” Vermillion explained after the 

waitress left, while Jason nibbled appreciatively at the food.  “Some five centuries ago, a 

new kind of magic appeared. People with no connection to the old ways could suddenly 

wield a variety of easy to use mystical powers. At that time, they were a limited threat. 

They were collected into various secret societies around the world, hoarding their 

knowledge. Most importantly, they seemed to have a limit on their power. While it can take 

centuries, many of the Cabal’s members can slowly accrue power over time. I have been a 

vampire for seventy years, which is long enough to reach the second tier of power.” 

“How do you name the tiers?” Jason asked. While the naming conventions would be 

subjective, the thresholds between magical ranks were not. 

“There have been many terms of categorisation, across culture and language,” 

Vermillion said. 

“I was taught to call them ranks,” Jason said. 

“As the magical communities have become increasingly interrelated,  the need for a 

shared terminology has led to numeric designations that are widely recognised. Whether 

you call them tiers, categories, realms or ranks, like you, the same numbers are 

recognised across the board.” 

“So, what are the numbers?” 

“It starts with zero,” Vermillion explained. “That’s people who don’t have enough 

magic to cross the first, transformative threshold and become a true entity of magic. This is 

the one tier where the lines can blur a little.” 

“Oh?” 

“Take blood servants for example.” 

“Blood servants?” 

“Normal humans who have partaken of vampire blood, without going through the 

process of transformation. They gain superhuman strength and speed, depending on the 

strength of the blood. They may even reach the power of the first or even second tier, but 

this is temporary. Without regular infusions of vampire blood, that power fades.” 

“That can’t be good,” Jason said. “As far as I’m aware, backsliding in rank has 

extremely deleterious effects.” 



Jason had heard about the side effects of ex-clergy who had offended their gods and 

been stripped of divinely-gifted essences. This caused frequently debilitating imbalance in 

the body and soul. 

“Very much so,” Vermillion said. “There is also a strongly addictive aspect to vampire 

blood, which is why the cultivation of blood servants is a widely frowned upon practice in 

modern times. Just recently, we had a problem with someone quietly building up a large 

force of blood servants.” 

“So, the other tiers are what you’d expect, lowest to highest?” Jason asked. 

“Yes,” Vermillion said. “That puts you and I at tier two of five.” 

“Not six?” Jason asked. 

“Six? I know there is a small handful of category four creatures within the cabal, but 

they spend decades at a time in magical sleep, slowly accumulating the magic required to 

operate for even a short time. The fifth tier is a myth itself, let alone beyond. From 

everything I’ve ever heard, category five is the limit.” 

“The mortal limit,” Jason said. 

“I’d be very interested in hearing more about that,” Vermillion said. 

“I don’t doubt it,” Jason said. “Consider it a teaser for what I can offer when I’m 

looking for a favour from the Cabal.” 

“I will,” Vermillion said. “I suspect my people will be very interested. In the meantime, 

I’ll continue my explanation of new magic.” 

“Please do.” 

“For centuries, the power of this new magic was trapped at the lowest tier.” 

“That changed, though, didn’t it?” 

“Yes. Our people investigated the rise of this new magic, which took place over the 

space of several decades, all around the world. Even amongst civilisations not yet 

discovered by the wider world, such as the indigenous cultures of this region of the Pacific. 

What our inquiries ultimately uncovered was that one person was responsible for all of it.” 

“One person?” 

“That’s right. One person, whose command of this new magic was more potent than 

anything seen since. Someone who could change their face and speak any language. We 

believe this person seeded these secret societies of new magic. Providing what we now 

know to be the essences that facilitate new magic. For centuries, though, new magic was 

limited and weak. It had few users, none of whom possessed any great power. But as you 

said, that changed.” 

“What happened?” Jason asked. 



“We aren’t certain, but the change appears to have been a fundamental one to the 

very nature of the world. Somewhere around the turn of the nineteenth century, some 

manner of global threat began to manifest. It was at this point that we realised that these 

secret societies had been prepared specifically to combat this threat.” 

“What kind of threat?” 

“Monstrous entities. Myths come to life. These secret societies had some way of 

seeing them coming and preventing them from arriving. We only saw what happened 

when they failed, which was the appearance of strange creatures.” 

“Let me guess,” Jason said. “The more they confronted these threats, the stronger 

these new magicians became.” 

“Indeed,” Vermillion said. “I only know limited amounts about these threats, but I know 

they have grown stronger and more frequent over the last century or so. Over time, these 

secret societies realised that they were all akin, using the same methods and powers. The 

means by which they detect the threats is the same.” 

“Which is what?” Jason asked. 

“Some manner of mystical grid, crossing the entire globe. We believe it was set up by 

the person who founded the societies, in preparation for their future purpose.” 

“So, these secret societies all work together, now?” 

“Yes,” Vermillion said. “They call themselves the Network. With their growth in 

number and power over the last century, they have become the strongest of the three 

major magical factions.” 

“The terrorist readiness exercises,” Jason said. 

“The increasing rate of these threats has made the Network stronger,” Vermillion 

said, “but the danger is escalating faster than the network’s power to meet it. They needed 

to scale up their operations to a level they simply couldn’t as a hidden organisation. More 

and more creatures were slipping through the cracks. It became harder and harder to hide. 

A little over three years ago, they made a very dangerous decision and revealed 

themselves to a variety of world governments.” 

“They didn’t turn to the other magical organisations?” 

“The Cabal would never expose themselves to that degree,” Vermillion said. “As for 

the third organisation, covering up magic is not in alignment with their principles.” 

“And who are this third organisation?” 

“The Engineers of Ascension,” Vermillion said. 

“The Engineers of… are you talking about the EOA?” 



“The very same,” Vermillion said. “As you have no doubt surmised, they are much 

less reticent about revealing themselves than the other organisations. While their true 

nature remains hidden it’s only barely.” 

“Victor Tollman wanted me to stand against the EOA,” Jason said. “I’m confident in 

my abilities, but I can’t take on one of the dominant magical forces on the planet by 

myself.” 

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Vermillion said. “The EOA is very decentralised as a 

movement. They tend to operate in clusters, which makes them flexible and resilient as a 

whole, but they’re much less protective of their individual members. They seem to like the 

freedom, but it makes dealing with them inconsistent, although with fewer repercussions. If 

you take out some Cabal or Network members, those organisations will come down on 

you like the fist of god.” 

“To make an example,” Jason said. 

“Exactly. The EOA is more likely to cut their losses, write them off as having 

overestimated their abilities. While they work toward broad goals, they are, by their nature, 

self-serving.” 

“And what is that nature, exactly?” 

“The Engineers of Ascension are largely made up of those who came to magic from 

outside the normal channels. I mentioned the smaller groups, fighting for scraps left by the 

old magic of the Cabal and the new magic of the Network. The EOA were formed by the 

strongest of those groups. Their magic is cobbled together from what they’ve managed to 

beg, borrow or steal. It might make them seem like poor cousins, and many from the cabal 

and the Network see it that way.” 

“You don’t agree with your Cabal brethren?” Jason asked. 

“I think that dismissing the EOA is foolish. They have been the driving force of magic 

innovation in modern times. New magic seems set in its forms, while the cabal is set in its 

ways. The EOA are pushing boundaries. Not without consequences, but also not without 

results.” 

“The drugged-up thugs I’ve been hearing about?” 

“Magical enhancement is the core of their magical research. In that case, old school 

alchemy combined with modern pharmaceutical approaches.” 

“Magical performance enhancing drugs,” Jason said. 

“Something like that,” Vermillion said. “The EOA’s  desire to research blood servants 

has caused some conflicts with my organisation. We don’t like it when people kidnap our 

people to use as research materials.” 



“They’re willing to take that risk?” Jason asked. 

“The EOA has been behind the pack from the beginning,” Vermillion said. “A large 

part of their ability to keep up is a willingness to go further than the rest of us.” 

“Further how?” 

“Magical body modification. Reanimating the dead. Nothing is off the table in the 

pursuit of transhumanism through magic.” 

“Engineers of Ascension,” Jason said. “They’re trying to magically engineer 

themselves to a higher state.” 

“Exactly,” Vermillion said. “The EOA knows they can’t compete with the history of the 

Cabal or the resources of the Network. They know they have to chart their own path, into 

areas the hegemonic powers won’t touch. There’s a price to that, but they’ve proven 

themselves willing to pay it.” 

“They want to be the next stage of humanity,” Jason said. “What does that have to do 

with taking control of criminal underworlds?” 

“Their driving goal is to prepare for magic being revealed to the world,” Vermillion 

said. 

“Wouldn’t that put them in direct competition with the other organisations, who are 

trying to hide it?” 

“It would, if the EOA ever made attempts to reveal it, but they don’t. They believe that 

the wider revelation about magic is inevitable, so they’re happy to play along with keeping 

it a secret. They’re far more loose with it than the rest of us, but they’re careful not to cross 

anyone’s bottom line. They’re convinced that the truth will come out, despite what anyone 

might do to hide it. If anything, the longer that takes, the longer they have to prepare.” 

“Are they right?” Jason asked. 

“Probably,” Vermillion said. “I know my people are becoming increasingly concerned, 

and the Network has already taken drastic steps. Once the Network started involving 

governments, we moved past the point where so many people know that it’s not really a 

secret anymore. Add in the progress of technology and its almost surprising that it hasn’t 

come out yet. In my opinion, these terrorist readiness exercises are the last gasp of the 

secret world before it comes out into the open.” 

“So, what do the EOA want?” Jason asked. “How are they preparing for the truth to 

come out?” 

“They believe that once magic is out in the open, there will be a fundamental shift in 

how societies function.” 

“They think those with magic will be a new ruling class?” 



“At the very least, magic will be on par with money and political power,” Vermillion 

confirmed. “The EOA are the poor third cousin in the magical community, but they’re still 

swimming in the big kids’ pool. They’re looking to position themselves for when the truth 

comes out and the Network had already insinuated themselves with political powers, so 

the EOA are working on private powers. Organised crime is really a second-tier priority, to 

which they’ve relegated their lesser members. The real game is the uber-wealthy.” 

“I can see how it would be an easy pitch,” Jason said. “Offer the people who can buy 

anything the thing that can’t be bought.” 

“Precisely,” Vermillion said. “The EOA have made some solid strides into longevity 

treatments with minimal side-effects, compared to their more radical developments in body 

modification. Once magic comes out, they’ll be able to market it openly.” 

“The other organisations aren’t competing with them over influencing the wealthy?” 

“The Network seems satisfied with political influence,” Vermillion said. “At least, as far 

as I know. They seem focused on their mission, but they may be making plans behind the 

scenes. As for the Cabal, we’ve had a tight grip on old money since literally the invention 

of money.” 

“And religion, too, I’m guessing.” 

“I can neither confirm, nor deny,” Vermillion said with a smile, leading Jason to 

chuckle. 

“The pie is large enough that no one is willing to go to war over a larger slice,” 

Vermillion said. “So long as nothing comes along to change that balance, the revelation 

should be fairly smooth, for the magical community. As for the normals, that’s a whole 

other issue. Who knows what kinds of chaos will happen, not to mention the dangers 

we’ve always been wary of. Magical power and ideology have traditionally been highly 

reactive compounds.”  

“There have been issues in the past?” 

“There have. I’m not looking forward to when aggressive countries start weaponising 

magic. The Russians already keep invading people and I hesitate to even talk about North 

Korea or the Middle East. The US is bad enough with combat drones. Do you want to see 

magic combat drones?” 

“Does it make me a bad person if I say yes?” Jason asked. “I mean, magic, flying 

death robots? You have to admit, that’s pretty awesome.” 

“Not if you’re some kid in Yemen who’s learned to fear the sky,” Vermillion said. 

“That’s disappointingly fair,” Jason conceded. 



“Those are the basics you need to know about the secret world of magic. I still have 

no idea how you could possibly have reached your level of strength without knowing any of 

this. The Network has a tight grip on new magic, although you are different than they are, 

for the most part.” 

“How so?” Jason asked. 

“There’s something in their auras that isn’t in yours. I’ve only seen one of their 

members that didn’t have it. He’s not the strongest, being a low end category two, but he 

also seems more capable than the others.” 

“Interesting,” Jason mused, absently tapping a finger to his lips. His guess was that 

the local essence users used monster cores heavily, while one of them was advancing 

himself without. 

“I think my people know more about where you’ve been than they’re telling me,” 

Vermillion confessed. 

“What did your people tell you?” Jason asked. 

“Not much,” Vermillion admitted. “That’s par for the course, with the Cabal, but I like 

knowing that they’ll protect my secrets as fastidiously as the organisation’s. I’m pretty sure 

they have some idea of where you’ve been. They told me to do my best to maintain a 

friendly channel of communication.” 

“I think you’ve done a bang-up job,” Jason said with a friendly smile. “I am going to be 

checking up on local vampire dining habits, though. Thank you for all this information.” 

“I haven’t revealed anything that you couldn’t easily learn elsewhere,” Vermillion said. 

“One piece of advice: If you’re going to affiliate yourself with one of the organisations, it 

has to be the Network. The reasons should be obvious.” 

“I’m an essence user,” Jason said. “They’re the group with the means to make me 

stronger.” 

“Exactly,” Vermillion said. “Even after learning that essences were behind new magic, 

we never bothered to acquire that power for ourselves. We just don’t have the means to 

develop it. The EOA has a small handful of essence users, but they aren’t strong. My 

people are definitely interested in you, but they wanted me to point you in the Network’s 

direction. A show of good faith.” 

 “I’ll take it,” Jason said, reaching across the table to shake Vermillion’s hand. 

He stood up, then paused, his face taking on a fierce expression. 

“Have you set up an ambush?” 

*** 



Vermillion was unsure what to make of Jason Asano, who was a nest of strange 

dichotomies, At a glance, Asano was open and friendly, even a little hapless. This was 

belied by the intelligent eyes, whether they were taking everything in or focused in an 

incisive gaze. Although his body language was casual, Vermillion had no doubt that Asano 

was listening intently. He could almost see the cogs turning behind his eyes, giving him the 

impression that for every one thing he said, Asano took away three. 

That fortress wall of an aura was nowhere on display, completely undetectable to 

Vermillion’s senses. He was beginning to understand what normals felt like under his own 

aura manipulation. Asano had the feeling of a knife in its sheath, which Vermillion was not 

unfamiliar with. He had met many dangerous people in his long life. It made little sense, 

then, that Asano could be so unversed in the wider magical world. 

Vermillion’s initial thought was that Asano was feigning an implausible level of 

ignorance. As he continued to talk and Asano continued to listen, he eventually concluded 

that Asano genuinely didn’t know even the most basic aspects of what he was being told. 

He was clearly no stranger to magic, however. 

Asano’s history gave away little. Until a year and a half ago, he had been, to any and 

all investigation, an ordinary man. He grew up in a small town, attended a private school 

for the kids of wealthy seachangers. Went to the University of Melbourne, dropped out 

after one semester and got a menial job in retail. 

Then his apartment was mysteriously destroyed during one the Network’s sham 

terrorist exercises, in which he apparently died by magical mishap. He mysteriously 

returned a year and a half later, with no more explanation than his departure, but a lot 

more power. 

The persona Asano generally affected was in line with his history, prior to his 

disappearance. Was it always something he put on, having held this power before he went 

away? Vermillion guessed not, given what seemed like an authentic lack of knowledge. 

Asano had gone somewhere and been profoundly changed, but where? 

Vermillion suspected the Cabal knew, but kept it from him. It was more likely out of 

habit than maliciousness, but still rankled. Most likely, it was related to whatever threat the 

network was facing off, given that it seemed to be the source of their power. Given that 

Asano’s power was the same, that made sense. 

Asano was unlike any member of the Network Vermillion had met, however, and he 

had met his share. Even compared to the tier three essence magician stationed in Sydney, 

Asano was a different breed. His aura was clearly discernible as tier two, but far too 

powerful for that. It was closer to the strength of a tier three, but with more control than he 



had seen from any tier. The control of other essence magicians he’d seen were lumps of  

iron ore next to Asano’s expertly forged sword. 

Over the course of their conversation, Vermilion came to believe that despite the 

danger behind his eyes, Asano might actually be as friendly as what he initially assumed 

to be his artificial persona. He was certainly easy to get along with. Then, as they were 

about to part, Asano’s gaze turned as sharp as a knife. 

“Have you set up an ambush?” Asano asked. 

“No,” Vermillion said. “If I was going to set up an ambush, I wouldn’t do it in my own 

place. I’d also bring a lot more people, if I was ambushing you.” 

“There are a lot more people.” 

“What are you talking abou…” 

Vermillion trailed off as a number of magical auras came into range of his senses. 

They were converging on the café from the outside, as well as the alley running behind. 

He recognised the auras, the blank power of the EOA’s alchemically juiced-up thugs. 

“I think things are about to go very poorly,” he said. 



Chapter 278 

Underworld Bargain 

 

“I don’t recognise the auras,” Jason said. 

“Engineers of Ascension,” Vermillion said. “Their alchemically-enhanced foot soldiers. 

This may not go well.” 

“I can live with that,” Jason said. “Sooner or later, I’ll have to make an example of 

someone.” 

“It isn’t prison rules, Mr Asano.” 

“Maybe not to you,” Jason said. “I’m all alone and surrounded by dangerous people 

who, as it turns out, are already in gangs.” 

Vermillion frowned. 

“Will you at least allow me to try and de-escalate the situation?” 

“This is your establishment and I’m your guest,” Jason said. “I’ll defer to you.” 

“Thank you.” 

Jason sat down again, his back to the door as he watched casually out the window 

and poured himself another glass of wine. Vermillion pulled out his phone. 

“Anika, some people are about to come in. Please direct them upstairs immediately 

and try not to disturb the customers. Thank you.” 

Shortly thereafter, a dozen men came up the stairs. They each had the swollen 

musculature and vacant stare of a homoerotic action figure. Each was wearing a tight, 

white t-shirt and dark green cargo pants. They looked like someone was cloning thugs and 

selling them in job lots. 

Only one the men had clear, intelligent eyes. He was just as muscular as the others, 

but wore a shirt and slacks, with leather shoes instead of sneakers. He stood at the front, 

directing his gaze at Vermillion, who stepped forward to meet him. 

“Mr Kissling,” Vermillion greeted coldly. 

“Mr Vermillion,” Kissling responded. “We’re sorry to intrude, but we need to take the 

man sitting behind you.” 

Jason didn’t react, continuing to watch the street below with a glass of wine in his 

hand. 

 “We have no quarrel with the Cabal, and will be happy to compensate you and your 

organisation for your cooperation in this matter.” 



“This man is in my establishment, at my invitation, as my guest,” Vermillion said. 

“Your words may be polite, sir, but your actions are just the opposite. If you wish to take 

this man, you have to go through me.” 

“You may wish to think though the ramifications of denying us, Mr Vermillion. I know 

that your group is remaining hands-off in regards to the activities of mine. If you stand in 

our way now, you are making a choice for your entire faction.” 

“Am I meant to allow any trespass the EOA wishes to make because they claim it 

involves larger political forces? That is a cheap tactic, Mr Kissling.” 

“It is no cheap tactic, Mr Vermillion. Your Cabal has sensibly chosen to step aside as 

we pursue our interests, but this man has not. He is a legitimate obstacle to our 

intentions.” 

“I think, Mr Kissling, that you are labouring under a misconception. I was present 

when Victor Tollman asked Mr Asano for his assistance in resisting your encroachment. 

Mr Asano flatly declined.” 

“The fact remains that his uncle is a part of the regime we are going to displace. Will 

he standby when we come for his uncle?” 

“Perhaps rather than take actions we all come to regret,” Vermillion suggested, “we 

can sit down and discuss a compromise.” 

Kissling rubbed his chin as he considered it, his henchman army lined up behind him 

like soldiers in a row. 

“It can’t hurt to at least talk,” he said. Vermillion nodded gratefully, leading Kissling 

over to the table, where they sat down to join Jason. Jason didn’t react, continuing to look 

out the window, sipping at his wine. 

“Good day, Mr Asano,” Kissling said. “We have no more quarrel with you than with Mr 

Vermillion or his people. The crux of the matter is whether you will interfere with our 

interests. If I can’t get assurances from you, then I am going to have to disappoint Mr 

Vermillion and become more direct.” 

Jason turned to face Kissling. Jason’s aura remained undetectable but his eyes were 

cold as they looked over Kissling like he was a slab of meat in a butcher shop. 

“Mr Vermillion said that you were labouring under a misconception,” Jason said 

lightly. “In actuality, you are labouring under two.” 

“And what is the second one?” Kissling asked. 

“That he is protecting me from you. He is, in fact, protecting you from me.” 

Vermillion winced. 



“I could warn you about what would happen if you and your people took action 

against me or my uncle,” Jason said, “but I realise that until someone is foolish enough to 

try, people aren’t going to take me seriously.” 

“Do you really expect to intimidate me?” Kissling asked. 

Jason let out a weary sigh. 

“I see you’re one of those people who don’t listen so much as wait for their turn to 

talk,” he said sadly. “When I came home, I wasn’t looking to go murdering anyone. I 

wanted things to be simple. I never want to kill people but in the end, the result is always 

killing and killing and killing. I think, at this point, I just have to accept that it’s inevitable. If 

it’s not you, it’ll be someone else.” 

“I think we can try and find a middle ground,” Vermillion interjected. “Mr Kissling, your 

people are going to move in and take control of the local criminal element. I think we can 

all agree that this is an inevitable outcome. You, Mr Asano, want your uncle, and 

presumably his people, to be safe. Would you both consider that an accurate description 

of our current circumstances?” 

“Yes,” Kissling said and Jason nodded. 

“Good,” Vermillion said. “Then here is what I propose. The EOA will buy out Hiro 

Asano’s interests in the city, for extremely generous compensation. Any of Hiro Asano’s 

people will be free to leave unmolested or transition into the new administration as they 

choose. The Cabal will vouchsafe Hiro and his people from reprisals from Victor Tollman 

and his organisation or the Engineers of Ascension. This will remove any reason for you, 

Mr Asano, from intervening in Engineer of Ascension affairs. What do we think about 

that?” 

“A chance for my uncle to go completely legitimate and come back to the family,” 

Jason mused, nodding thoughtfully to himself. “I like it.” 

“I would need to have a better definition of Hiro Asano’s people,” Kissling said. “You 

could interpret that as the entire organisation he works for. Then, moving in at all would 

constitute breaking the deal and the Cabal is well within their rights to intervene under the 

guise of protection.” 

“It will count Hiro himself and anyone who works for him personally,” Vermillion said. 

“It would include direct subordinates and low level staff in his legitimate business interests, 

that your people, Mr Kissling, would be assuming control of.” 

“And your uncle will go quietly?” Kissling asked Jason. 



“He already knows that things are changing in ways he doesn’t understand,” Jason 

said. “I’ll make sure he goes along. That does not mean he’ll turn on his previous 

affiliation, however. He won’t help you against Tollman’s organisation.” 

“We don’t need his help,” Kissling said. “We just need people like you to stay out of 

our way.” 

“Deal,” Jason said, offering his hand over the table. Kissling shook it. 

 

 Michael Kissling 
 Elite Converted (bronze-rank) 

 

Jason schooled his face to not let the surprise show, but he spotted that Vermillion 

had noticed something. Kissling was nothing like the converted Jason had encountered in 

the astral space, at least to his magical senses. Kissling’s followers had the familiar, 

automaton-like presence, but they were of an entirely different nature, magically speaking. 

These were clearly altered through methodology wholly unlike the modified clockwork 

cores the Builder cult employed. It would appear that the Engineers of Ascension had 

developed some alternate means to affect people in a similar way. As to how harmful that 

process was and if people were volunteering he would have to look into later. At the very 

least, Kissling seemed to have gone through the process with his mind intact. 

After the deal was struck, Kissling turned to Vermillion. 

“Will your organisation stand as guarantor for this compact?” 

“It will,” Vermillion said. “We will take on the protection of Hiro Asano and his people, 

as well as enforce the other stipulations, should either party choose to contravene this 

agreement.” 

“Very well,” Kissling said, standing up. “I’m glad we didn’t have to go through any 

unpleasantness.” 

Vermillion and Jason also got to their feet. 

“I would not consider your marching a small army of your drones through one of my 

places of business to be without unpleasantness,” Vermillion said. “Although you avoided 

anything drastic, do not expect this to go answered.” 

Kissling frowned, but nodded his acknowledgement. He led his people downstairs 

and away, while Jason and Vermillion watched through the window. 

“How long were you in action?” Vermillion asked. 

“In action?” Jason asked. 

“I’ve fought three wars,” Vermillion said. “One as a human, one otherwise and one 

half and half. I know what a man fresh from a life of constant battle looks like.” 



“Half a year,” Jason said softly. 

“Did you win?” 

“Yeah. I had to die to get there, but we won.” 

“You died?” 

“I’m trying to give it up,” Jason said. “I’m worried that dying is becoming habit 

forming.” 

“Habit forming?” 

“Yeah,” Jason said. “Coming back from the dead is kind of my thing.” 

“You are an odd man, Jason Asano.” 

“You’re a vampire,” Jason said. 

“It’s a good time to be a vampire,” Vermillion said. “Anne Rice, Twilight. Bram Stoker 

was a debacle for us, and the less said about Bela Lugosi the better.” 

“Really? Twilight?” 

“Twilight was fantastic for us.” 

They watched Kissling and his people climb into a series of SUVs and drive off. 

“So who do you think sent Kissling our way?” Jason asked. “Why did he approach 

here instead of the townhouse where I’m staying?” 

“My guess would be that they were operating on very limited information.” 

“The obvious culprit is our friend Victor,” Jason said. “If he can provoke the EOA into 

attacking you and me together, it draws two reluctant but powerful allies to his side.” 

“Possibly,” Vermillion said, “but perhaps not probably. Victor likes to amplify his 

larrikin persona to make others underestimate him, but he is, in reality, both careful and 

deliberate. Setting the EOA on us would be a desperate gamble that could easily alienate 

the very people he’s trying to ally with. Desperate gambles aren’t the way he does things.” 

“Maybe he’s desperate enough,” Jason said. 

“I still think not,” Vermillion said. “Kissling won’t be a big shot in the EOA. If he wasn’t 

hungry to prove himself, he never would have risked this blowing up in his face. Whoever 

put him onto us most likely knew this and Victor lacks the knowledge of EOA members.” 

“Then who?” Jason asked. “You think the Network has found out about a rogue new 

magician?” 

“No,” Vermillion said. “That would be Annabeth Tilden’s call and she definitely isn’t 

stupid enough to provoke the Cabal like that.” 

“Then who is?” 

“Only low-level idiots with ambitions above their station, like Kissling. No, I think that 

whoever sent Kissling our way doesn’t fear the Cabal because they’re part of it.” 



“Internal strife?” 

“The Cabal is like an old, aristocratic family,” Vermillion said. “To outsiders, we 

present a united front. Within, however, is turmoil, ambition and backstabbing. We’re the 

most fractious of the three major factions because we have history enough that some 

internal squabbling always takes place within a broader context.” 

“So, you think this wasn’t really about me,” Jason said. “You think it’s about you.” 

“Most likely,” Vermillion said. “I’m afraid some of my fellows are eyeing you off as an 

opportunity to advance at my expense.” 

*** 

Two vampires met in a booth, in an upscale basement bar with old wood and dark 

lighting. 

“Kissling was a disappointment,” one of them said. His clothes were as sleek as his 

youthful features and slick, dark hair. 

“It was always less likely to work than not,” the other said. He looked to be a well-

preserved middle age, with distinguished salt and pepper hair and a grey suit that 

complimented without being ostentatious. “I’m surprised Kissling even tried at all.” 

“So what now?” the younger one asked. “Do we just let it go?” 

“Of course not. If that essence magician really is an independent operator, that 

means there’s a source for new magic outside of Network channels. I’m not willing to let 

Vermillion take all the credit for bringing that into the Cabal.” 

“Then what?” 

“I think we need to see what this essence magician is capable of,” the older one said. 

“Let’s throw something at him and see how he handles it.” 

“Like what?” 

“The Blood Riders.” 

The younger vampire looked askance at the elder. 

“I think that is a very bad idea,” he said. 

“The Blood Riders are being left to rot,” the older vampire said. “It doesn’t matter what 

happens to them.” 

“My concern isn’t what happens to them,” the younger vampire said. “My concern is 

what they’ll do. They must be desperate after being cut ff from their blood supply.” 

“Which is why they’ll do what they’re told, if they things there’s a fresh supply on 

offer.” 

“I don’t think they’re stable,” the younger one said. “Using them is courting disaster.” 



Calmly and smoothly, so as not to alarm with sudden movement, the older one drew 

a pistol and shot the younger in the head. 

“I just knew you’d be a tattletale.” 

He put two bullets in the heart and two more in the head. 

“That should hold you until I can find a saw.” 



Chapter 279 

Time to Rip Off the Band-Aid 

 

“So, that’s the long and the short of it,” Jason said. “The EOA buy you out. 

Generously. I know it’s heavy-handed of me to take control of your affairs like this, but this 

is the only safe way out. It also means I can avoid killing a bunch of people.” 

Jason and Hiro were in Hiro’s sprawling apartment. After Jason explained the 

arrangements he had made, Hiro spent a long time processing it in silence. Jason waited 

patiently. 

“You’ve learned more about the EOA than before, haven’t you?” Hiro finally said. 

“Yes,” Jason answered. “They aren’t something that Victor Tollman can resist. He just 

doesn’t have the tools. Unless people like Vermillion and myself chose to step in, and it 

would take more than just us.” 

“At which point it wouldn’t be a matter of stopping someone from taking over but 

choosing who does,” Hiro reasoned. 

“Yes. In any case, neither Vermillion nor I will be lending our assistance, let alone 

anyone else.” 

Hiro absently rubbed a hand over his mouth as he continued to think things through. 

“Did you ever happen to find out what EOA stands for?” Hiro asked. 

“Engineers of Ascension,” Jason said. 

“Sounds like a cult.” 

“Not quite, but I sense a little bit of cult flavour,” Jason said. “I’ve had some 

experience with cults.” 

“You’ve had experience with cults?” 

“A couple,” Jason said. “One was the kind who live out in the desert and eat people. 

The other was more about your classic religious extremism.” 

“Terrorists?” 

“Basically, yeah.” 

“I have to admit, I’m really curious about your time away,” Hiro said. “How did you get 

those scars, for example?” 

Jason had two visible scars on his face, where fragments of star seed had pushed 

their way out of his body. The marks that experience left on his soul were now scars on his 

body. Mostly it was his chest, but he had a small scar on the side of his chin where his 

beard no longer grew in and one that bifurcated one eyebrow. They weren’t glaring 

blemishes, but they weren’t hidden, either. 



“There was a local crime lord,” Jason said. 

“You told me you had a run in with someone like that.” 

“I did something he didn’t like, so he had me kidnapped and handed over to someone 

rather unusual, knowing he would do worse to me than anything the crime lord could 

dream up.” 

“Were you…?” 

“Tortured,” Jason said. “To be honest, I was unconscious for most of it.” 

“Those aren’t your only scars,” Hiro realised. 

“There might be one or two more. I got lucky, though. The bad guys had some kind of 

falling out. One of their henchmen did a runner and they were afraid he was going to tell 

people where I was.” 

“And they were right?” 

“Yeah. Turns out the henchman tried to kill me once, but I let him live. He was 

apparently a live by a code type. So, while the bad guys were getting into it over what to 

do, I had a chance to get free.” 

“What happened to them?” 

“I caught the crime lord and he caught the bad end of the barbaric local legal system. 

The torture guy got away, but he was way too big a deal for me to handle anyway. I did 

manage to scuttle some very big plans of his, later. A lot of his time, resources and people 

went down the drain. I still couldn’t touch him, but I managed to hurt him some. It’s a better 

chance than most get.”  

“I knew you’d been through some things,” Hiro said. 

“I’m looking forward to telling you more,” Jason said. “Once you’re out of the EOA’s 

path, I’ll be more comfortable about sharing some secrets. You aren’t going to fight me on 

this deal, are you, Uncle?” 

“No,” Hiro said wearily. “Honestly, it’s a relief. I’ve felt the changes coming for a while; 

I knew something was different about it. It feels like the pressure is constantly building and 

I’d like to get out before something blows up.” 

“I’m glad you feel that way,” Jason said. “I’m just one man and I don’t think I can 

protect you against a whole organisation. Even if I hadn’t made this deal, I’d be stuck with 

the choice of leaving you defenceless or bringing even more of them down on you as they 

try to deal with me. I’m glad that Vermillion was there to broker it, because I’m still all sharp 

edges after too much fighting. Left to my own devices, I would have made things worse.” 

“I feel bad not standing by Victor, though,” Hiro said. “He’s been good to me.” 



“Vermillion and I are going to talk to Victor,” Jason said. “We won’t support him in 

resisting the inevitable, but we’ll back him up if we can convince him to facilitate a smooth 

transition. With us standing behind him, he can do very well out of this. As will you.” 

“You’ll have a lot of capital and a lot of business experience,” Jason said. “I’m sure 

you’ll land on your feet. I’m hoping you’ll come up the coast with me. The family will be 

happy to have you out of your sordid life of hookers and blow.” 

“Your entire understanding of crime comes from eighties action movies, doesn’t it?” 

Hiro chuckled. 

“I’m learning,” Jason said defensively. “Just today I discovered that not all gang-

bangers are white guys in torn leather vests.” 

 “I’ve actually been thinking about packing it all in for while,” Hiro said. “Heading up 

the coast, buying up some land and opening a resort. I know good contractors and how to 

wrangle a land deal. I have some connections that could really help me out. It’s an idea 

I’ve been playing with, ever since things started getting weird.” 

“That’s a good plan,” Jason said. 

“I don’t want to leave without settling things properly with Vincent, though,” Hiro said. 

“It feels like running away. I want to go with you, when you meet with him.” 

Jason thought it over for a moment. 

“Alright,” he said. 

*** 

Vermillion was wearing a blousy black shirt and painted-on jeans as he stumbled out 

of the backroom of a basement club he owned, with two pretty young women and one 

pretty young man. He made sure that they had biscuits and juice before arranging them all 

rides home. His aftercare was quite similar to the Red Cross following a blood donation. 

He was changing into clothes that he was willing to be seen in out on the street when 

something unusual appeared in front of him. 

 

 You have received a voice chat request from [Jason Asano]. Accept Y/N? 

 

He glanced over at his phone, sitting on a dresser. 

“That’s highly unusual. Er… accept?” 

“Craig,” Jason’s voice came into his head. Vermillion had experienced telepathy 

before, although this was the first time it came with an operating system. 

“Jason?” 



“G’day. I’m going to bring my uncle along when we go see Victor, so can you swing 

by his place so we can all go together?” 

“I know where it is,” Vermillion said. “That’s a good idea. Victor respects Hiro’s 

opinion, and knowing that Hiro has taken the out will make it easier for Victor to do the 

same.” 

“Unless it backfires and Victor sees Hiro as a traitor,” Jason said, playing devil’s 

advocate. 

“It’s worth the risk,” Vermillion said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

*** 

Vermillion was back in tall, dark and mysterious mode when he arrived on Hiro’s 

balcony by means unknown. He was wearing a dark suit, his hair expertly groomed. Taika 

and Hiro did not notice his arrival until Jason opened the balcony door. 

“Do you need an invitation, out of curiosity?” Jason asked. 

“Only as a matter of manners.” 

“Then, by all means, come in.” 

Hiro and Taika were nervous, but Vermillion’s aura was toned down from the 

aggressive and intimidating norm he employed against his criminal associates. Both of the 

normal men had an expression of waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

“Shall we?” Jason asked, gesturing at the elevator. As they rode down, Taika kept 

glancing at Vermillion. 

“How’d you get up on that balcony, bro?” 

“Taika!” Hiro scolded. 

“No, I’ve got ask, boss. There’s some spooky stuff going on lately and I’m not sure I 

can protect you properly.” 

“I respect your work ethic,” Vermillion complimented, “but a man in my position keeps 

his capabilities as secret as he can.” 

Jason silently nodded his agreement. He had been very careful about using his portal 

arch because it was a powerful trump card, especially if no one knew that he had it. After 

testing to make sure it wasn’t impaired by the weak local magic, he had refrained from 

using it again, relying on Shade for transport. 

Taika took the wheel of Hiro’s large town car, with Hiro next to him in the passenger 

seat. That left their backs to Vermillion in the rear with Jason. Although Vermillion’s aura 

was subdued, out of courtesy to Jason, he still maintained a certain level of unnerving 

pressure. He had an image to uphold, after all. 



“Could we swap some aura manipulation tips later?” Jason asked quietly. He 

modulated his voice low enough that only enhanced senses would make it out clearly. “I’m 

pretty good at using my aura as a weapon, but I don’t have a lot of practice using it on 

regular people, so it’s bit of a blunt instrument. I appreciate the nuance of your fine control 

in projecting on normals.” 

“I’d like that. I’d love to pick up some of your high-end control. It’s like an iron sphere.” 

“Sounds good.” 

“I have a club full of blood groupies who get off on aura manipulation. You’ll get all 

the practice you can handle.” 

“Are they a bunch of emo kids?” 

“Some,” Vermillion admitted. “There are all manner of thrill-seekers in my circle, 

though. Hedonism comes in many flavours.” 

Hiro and Taika rode in silence, the unintelligible murmurings in the back making them 

all the more nervous. Then the murmuring stopped as Jason spoke out loud. 

“What are those auras?” Jason asked. “I don’t recognise them.” 

“What?” Takia asked. 

“Just be ready to drive,” Jason told him. 

“I am driving, bro.” 

“I mean really drive.” 

“What was that about auras?” Taika asked. “Are there crystal therapists coming after 

us?” 

Vermillion let out a dark chuckle that chilled Hiro and Taika to the bone. 

“You were going to tell them after the EOA deal was done, right?” he asked. 

“Yeah, but I think it’s time to rip off the band-aid,” Jason said. “There’s at least two 

dozen of them, so I don’t think holding back will be an option.” 

“Twenty-nine, by my count.” 

“Twenty-nine what?” Hiro asked. 

“Blood servants,” Vermillion explained. “People who have drank the blood of a 

vampire without going through the turning process.” 

“Did you just say vampire?” Hiro asked. 

“I don’t know about vampires or whatever,” Taika said as the car sped up, “but there’s 

a bunch of bikers riding up on us.” 

In the thick traffic, it had taken Taika a while to notice the bikers converging on them. 

Although he had sensed their auras for a while, Vermillion now turned to look through the 

window. 



“The Blood Riders,” he said. “They’re a motorcycle gang entirely turned into blood 

servants. My people forced the ones behind it to cut the bikers off. It seems that someone 

is trying to get some final work out of them before the strength leaves them.” 

“Does that help us?” Jason asked. 

“No,” Vermillion said. “Vampire blood is addictive, which is how vampires control their 

servants. Most likely, they were told that if they deal with us, their supply gets restored. 

They were probably told to be discrete, but blood servants get very focused when their 

supply is on the line. Once the effects start wearing off, they become aggressive and 

unstable.” 

“Not so good at following directions,” Jason said. 

“Exactly,” Vermillion said. “I’d bet that whoever sent them hasn’t dealt with desperate 

blood servants before. They’re nice and obedient while the blood keeps coming, but they 

get very real stroppy when it stops. Otherwise, they’d never come at us like this, in the 

open. The network is not going to be happy with this, however it plays out.” 

“Ah, Jason,” Taika said. “There’s two more bikes.” 

“More bikers?” Vermillion asked 

“No, bro,” Taika said, sounding off-kilter as he watched the mirrors. “These look like 

your bike. The riders all look like they’re wearing a big, black coat or something.” 

“Ah, my ride is here,” Jason said, then let out a gleeful laugh. “This is going to be 

wild.” 

“Your ride?” Hiro asked, then goggled as Jason was shrouded in dark mist. At the 

same time, bullets started hitting the car. 



Chapter 280 

Bullets, Bikes and Blood 

 

Hiro flinched as a bullet shattered the back window of the car. 

“Is anyone hit?” he asked, ducking down as he turned to check on Jason and 

Vermillion in the back. Vermillion was rubbing the back of his head, looking disgruntled. In 

spite of the sudden chaos, Hiro was startled to see a figure draped in shadow where his 

nephew had been. 

“Taika,” Jason’s voice came from the impenetrable darkness of the hood. “Keep 

driving and I’ll do my best to keep them off you. Hiro, call the police.” 

“You seriously think the police can help?” Hiro asked incredulously. 

“No, but a bunch of bikies attacked your car. You don’t want to be the guy who didn’t 

call the police.” 

“What do you mean, keep them off you?” Taika asked wildly.  

The traffic along the multi-lane toll road had turned into chaos as the gunfire erupted 

from the bikers pulling out pistols and even sawn-off shotguns. Accidents were taking 

place already as cars swerved into one another in the mad panic to accelerate away. 

Some even wiped out the bikers that were the source of the chaos. 

More bullets struck Hiro’s car. Hiro hunkered down but that wasn’t an option for the 

hefty Taika. Vermillion shifted position to shield the big man from the shots coming from 

behind. He winced when struck by gunfire, but while the non-magical bullets dug into his 

flesh, they were stopped dead by the strength of his bones. His vampiric regeneration 

pushed the bullets back out quickly, in any case. 

Fortunately, firing a gun from a moving bike at a moving vehicle was not a recipe for 

pinpoint accuracy and more bullets hit random vehicles or nothing at all than Hiro’s car. 

Even so, the sheer number of bikers firing off shots meant that both Vermillion and Jason 

were struck multiple times. Jason’s cloak, however, shot out tendrils of shadow-stuff that 

intercepted the bullets, stopping them dead. 

“Good thing they don’t have magic bullets,” Vermillion said. 

“You can get magic bullets?” Jason asked. 

“The Network can make them. I’m not sure how.” 

“Small mercies, then,” Jason said. “I’m more curious about where they got that many 

hand guns. This is Australia.” 

“Left over from the smuggling ring that was shut down a few years back,” Vermillion 

said. “They were having them sent from Austria to Sydney through the mail.” 



“How do you get hand guns through the mail?” 

“I remember that,” Hiro said. He had pushed his seat right back and was doing his 

best to squeeze himself under the dash to make as small a profile as possible. “Victor rose 

up not long after that, after the cops busted the whole thing open. People appreciated 

someone who could keep a lid on things.” 

The two big, black motorcycles and their shadowy riders pulled up on either side of 

Hiro’s car. 

“Are you sure they’re with you, bro?” Taika asked nervously. 

“Yep. I’m going to go do something about these bikies. Uncle Hiro, get right down.” 

“Way ahead of you,” Hiro said in a voice shot with adrenaline and fear. 

Two shadowy shapes moved away from Taika and Hiro as the bodies Shade had 

hidden in their shadows returned to Jason. Jason opened the door of the moving car and 

the two bodies slipped out to take the form of a third bike and shadowy rider, already on 

the move. That made three sleek, black motorcycles racing alongside the rapidly 

accelerating car. 

Now six of Shade’s bodies were either bikes or riders, with the last being Jason’s own 

shadow. It rose up and engulfed him, Jason immediately emerging from one of the dark 

riders on the back of a bike. The rider diminished to form Jason’s new shadow as Jason 

took its place on the back of the bike. Under Shade’s control, the bike didn’t so much as 

waver during the process. Racing on the back of Shade’s motorcycle form, Jason’s cloak 

lit up with stars as it flared out behind him like the tail of a comet. 

Jason had been a decent rider, once upon a time. As a boy, he had spent a lot of 

time riding on the farm of an uncle on his mother’s side. It had been a number of years 

since then and those were dirt dikes, as opposed to the powerful, oversized street bike 

form that Shade had assumed. 

Riding on asphalt was easier than the rough dirt trails and loose sand he had 

experience with, but the wild traffic and gun-toting bikers were an exciting new hazard. 

Jason left the control mostly to Shade, broadly guiding his familiar by shifting his weight 

and leaving his hands free. 

Two bikers rode up on either side of Jason, firing pistols. Despite the cloak largely 

trailing behind him, it still shot out tendrils to intercept bullets from all angles. The bikers 

were ostensibly out of reach, but Jason extended his shadow arms in each direction, 

grabbing the handlebars of each bike. He yanked them hard to the side, causing the front 

wheels of both to turn sharply. At speed, this cause both to flip immediately and Shade 

deftly slalomed between the tumbling bikes before swerving in the direction of more bikers. 



Jason had used his clothes-changing ability to slip on his combat robes while he had 

still been in the car. Unlike scholarly robes, these were designed for combat, so while they 

were loose fitting, it was not so much they got tangled up in the wheels. The outfit custom-

designed for him by Gilbert were sheaths across the chest for his throwing darts. They 

were incorporated directly into the custom armour, eschewing the need for the bandoleer 

he had used at iron rank. 

Taking a dart marked with a green cord, he threw it into the wheel of an approaching 

motorcycle, which was immediately tangled in conjured vines, flipping over violently. Using 

a shadow arm, he jammed a red-tagged dart into the fuel tank of another bike, which 

exploded impressively. 

Their auras told Jason that the bikies were at the low end of bronze, so they would 

likely survive a motorcycle crash. A motorcycle explosion, maybe not. He had not returned 

to his home world the same as he left and had no qualms about killing these men. If 

someone came after him, that was the life of an interdimensional man of mystery. 

Endangering others to get to him, though, was where he drew the line. 

The traffic had started to clear, as accidents caused obstructions and lucky drivers 

managed to escape down exits from the toll road. As a results, the remaining cars were 

clear to accelerate to even more dangerous speeds, only to catch up with the traffic ahead, 

triggering a fresh round of chaos. 

Jason’s shadow again rose up into the form of a shadow rider and Jason vanished 

into it, emerging from another, bringing him closer to more bikers. He reached out with a 

shadow arm and punched a biker in the face before snatching his sawn-off shotgun. The 

disrupted bike crashed while Jason moved the shotgun into a firing grip in his hand. 

He hadn’t fired a shotgun since he was a teenager, again on his uncle’s farm, but the 

cut-down double barrel wasn’t a complicated weapon. Using Shade’s superior mobility and 

control, he positioned himself to fire into the front wheel of one bikie then another, causing 

a pair of crashed before stowing the shotgun in his inventory. 

After that, Jason started testing his abilities. He started with blood magic, which he 

knew to be effective at least against lesser vampires. He reasoned that blood servants 

should, if anything, have even less resistance. 

“Bleed for me.” 

Jason’s guess was borne out as a bikie started convulsing, blood spraying from his 

mouth and nose. He lost control of his speeding bike, which toppled over into a crash. For 

the next, Jason tried a different spell. 

“Feed me your sins.” 



Jason was unsure if the vampire blood in the blood servants would count as an 

affliction, but suspected it might given Vermillion’s description of the side effects. This 

proved to be the case as the biker’s life force started bright red, with a dark red taint that 

was almost back that drained out and over into Jason’s outstretched hand. Jason sensed 

the bikie’s aura drop from the low end of bronze, though iron and down to normal as it did.  

The holy afflictions Jason’s power left behind started inflicting transcendent damage 

with Jason’s bronze-rank power on the suddenly normal-rank enemy. The biker's body lit 

up like a thermite reaction, cutting a trail of blinding light as his bike continued forward until 

it toppled over. 

Jason didn’t restrict himself to stealing guns and flinging spells. With a biker coming 

up behind him, Jason activated the gliding power of his cloak, the momentum lifting him up 

into the air off his bike. His own bike raced ahead as the biker appeared under him and 

Jason extended his shadow arms down to grab the handlebars, pulling himself down to 

land on the seat, behind the startled biker. He shoved the biker off and assumed control of 

the motorcycle. 

Jason laughed like a madman, almost surprised the outlandish manoeuvre had 

worked. His bronze-ranked attributes had made it possible, the spatial awareness of his 

spirit and the agility of his speed attribute combining to superhuman effect. Momentarily 

clear of other bikers, he glanced forward to see how well he had distracted the bikers from 

his uncle’s car. Most of them were now focused on him, although some were still in pursuit 

of the car. 

Through the back window, he could see Vermillion, still body-blocking bullets for 

Taika in the driver’s seat. Jason watched as a biker drew close to the rear of the car, at 

which point Jason sensed threads of magic emerging from the window, originating at the 

tips of Vermillion’s fingers. They were invisible to the naked eye, but the magic imbued into 

the silken threads was clear to Jason, although clearly not the biker. They invisibly drifted 

around him with no reaction before going taught, slicing through flesh like a knife through 

vegetables. The bloody wreck that was the biker lost control of his bike, which toppled over 

to gruesome effect at the speed he was going. 

Jason was forced to drive the ordinary motorcycle himself, recklessly pushing toward 

the closest surviving biker. He jumped up, standing on the bike in a dangerous balancing 

act briefly before leaping to the next biker, powerfully pushing off as he used the bike as a 

stepping stone before landing on another of Shade’s bike forms. The disrupted biker 

wobbled dangerously and Jason swerved in to finished the job with a backhand to the 

face. The biker lost control and crashed, Shade expertly avoiding being caught up in it. 



“We’re about to have eyes on us,” Shade warned from Jason’s shadow. Jason looked 

up to spot an approaching white helicopter bearing a news network logo. 

“I guess I should tone down the magic,” Jason said, dimming his cloak down to black. 

*** 

Annabeth Tilden was eating lunch and playing go with her wife in the comfortable 

private lounge in the rear of her wife’s art gallery when her phone rang. They looked at the 

phone on the coffee table and saw it was the office. 

“At least it isn’t two in the morning, this time,” Susan said. 

“Keti, what is it?” Annabeth answered, her eyes going wide at the response. “What 

channel?” 

She turned on the television. Soon she was watching coverage of a wild, running 

battle between motorcyclists on a Sydney toll road. 

There was a swath of leather clad bikers on low-slung chopper-style motorcycles, 

many of whom were firing hand guns. Most eye catching was a man in black whose 

hooded cloak trailed through the air behind him, in constant threat of being dragged into 

the back wheel of his huge, black street cycle. There were flashes of gunfire, none of 

which phased the dark figure, as he rapidly dispatched the bikers by means hard to make 

out. The news camera seemed to have a hard time keeping the man in focus, but every 

time he swerved into the direction of a biker, the biker crashed spectacularly. 

“Dear gods,” Susan said as the footage cross cut to the trail of crashed cars and 

bikes left in the rolling battle’s wake. 

Annabeth took a long, steeling breath, the phone still held to her head. 

“I’m coming right in,” she said over the phone. 

*** 

Even in a blood frenzy, the remaining bikers finally realised that their pursuit was 

futile. Jason likewise took off, flanked by the dark riders. He didn’t return to Hiro’s car 

under the gaze of the eye in the sky, instead opening up a voice chat with Vermillion. 

“How are you?” Jason asked. 

“These clothes are done for,” Vermillion said wearily. “The one I took to the head rang 

my bell pretty good. I really need someone to eat.” 

“You mean something to eat,” Jason said. 

“That’s what I said.” 

“Can you deliver Taika and my uncle to the cops safely?” Jason asked. 

“Of course,” Vermillion said. “I can liaise with the Network, who I imagine are spitting 

blood right now. I’ll have to face the music at some point anyway, given it was blood 



servants that attacked us. They will be looking for an explanation from my organisation, 

since we’re the ones with the blood servants.” 

“What will their attitude towards me be?” Jason asked. 

“I have no idea,” Vermillion said. “It probably depends on how much that news 

helicopter saw. I’ll try and set up a meeting on neutral ground.” 

“That would be good,” Jason said. “I owe you one for looking out for my uncle.” 

The helicopter continued to trail Jason and the dark riders until they moved under an 

overpass and didn’t emerge out the other side. 

 



Chapter 281 

A Good Friend and a Very Bad Enemy 

 

A sleep-deprived Annabeth Tilden was shotgunning coffee. 

“More,” she demanded hoarsely as she finished, sending her assistant to replenish 

her supply. One of the side effects of being an essence user was an ability to resist the 

effects of caffeine, leading many coffee drinkers to ramp up their intake. This was bad 

enough at category one, but if she ascended to category two, coffee would not longer have 

any power to perk her up. As it was, she was adding stamina potion like a shot of whisky. 

Annabeth was not in her office but in a conference room several floors down. 

Members of the Cabal were not just going to walk into the mystical defences of the top 

floor. She was slumped forward, elbows on the desk as she rubbed her temples, which did 

nothing to alleviate the stress headache. 

The door opened to admit the Cabal representative, Vermillion. She had actually 

come to sympathise with the man over the course of the day, despite his organisation 

being the source of her current tribulations. Not only had he been caught up directly but 

also, like her, he had the highest-ranking members of his organisation dropping 

dissatisfaction onto him from a great height. Also like her, it was his job to somehow sort 

the whole mess out. 

The footage had become an international news story. A violent gun battle on the 

streets of Sydney. A mysterious figure leaping from motorcycle to motorcycle amidst a hail 

of bullets, taking on a notorious biker gang by the dozen before vanishing without a trace. 

There were countless bizarre details, all of which were being overanalysed by media 

organisations around the world at that very moment. 

Why did the rider seem impervious to bullets? Was their strange outfit some kind of 

body armour? What was the large, intimidating motorcycle they were riding? It was 

powerful, agile and did not confirm to any model of bike that anyone could find, meaning it 

was either heavily modified or completely custom. 

The only thing that barely salvaged the debacle was that while there was a lot of 

phone camera recordings coming out, on top of the news helicopter footage, barely a few 

seconds of clear footage was captured. Be it the news camera or the phone cameras of 

the people involved, none of them were able to focus correctly on the enigmatic rider as he 

dealt with the bikers one by one. Aside from a few scattered moments, every record had 

strange, unfocused distortion. 



This made the few clear images that anyone had managed to capture get all the 

more attention. The strange spectacle of a biker seeming to spontaneously combust, 

burning up from the inside atop his bike had been posted online and picked up by the 

news. 

Another short scrap of phone footage was causing particular problems. By the time 

the news helicopter started recording, the rider’s cloak was black, trailing out behind him. 

Someone in one of the cars, though, had captured several seconds of the cloak lit up with 

shifting stars before their recording likewise became distorted. It was the only clear image 

of the rider, their unusual outfit and their unique bike. Most importantly, it was the only 

clear image of the rider trailing a comet tail of stars behind them. 

The inevitable comparisons to Batman were something Annabeth could live with, 

since it muddied the waters. After the footage of the cloak of stars appeared online, 

though, the figure was dubbed the Starlight Rider by the media. Immediate comparisons 

were drawn to the stories of an angel made of stars from just a few days earlier, the 

incident that became known as the Sydney Children’s Hospital Miracle. With the 

connection made between the SCH Miracle and the rolling gun fight, Annabeth’s job was 

made all the harder. 

Vermillion not only had to work with her to try and keep a lid on things, but bear the 

responsibility of the Blood Riders instigating the latest and most public debacle. As much 

as she hated her situation, she was glad not to be in his shoes. This whole affair could – 

and probably would – get her demoted. She had heard stories about the ways that the 

Cabal showed their displeasure, and while they were only rumours, she did not envy 

Vermillion, whatever the truth. Her sympathy for the man did not mean she would let up in 

getting what she needed from the Cabal, however. 

“Well?” she demanded of him. 

For his part, Vermillion was having as bad an afternoon as Annabeth. A figure from 

the murky reaches of the Cabal’s upper levels had arrived to take charge, reducing 

Vermillion himself to a glorified message boy. It left him off the hook for cleaning up the 

huge mess, but also without a means to redeem himself after what happened under his 

watch. He would be held to account for the Network being handed the very last thing the 

Cabal wanted them to have: a justification to interfere with the Cabal’s affairs. 

“A delegation of my people have agreed to come in to answer for the Blood Riders,” 

Vermillion said. 

“When?” Annabeth asked. 



“Our own investigation is ongoing. You will have answers when we have answers to 

give.” 

“And how long will this investigation take?” Annabeth asked. 

“We are confident we know who did this,” Vermillion said. “They have already been 

taken in hand and we are confirming the details now.” 

“That quickly?” 

“It was not a grand scheme. It was the ambition of a fool who did not realise what 

they were setting in motion.” 

“And how do I know that you aren’t just drumming up a scapegoat?” 

“As you know,” Vermillion said, “we do not like outside influence in our affairs.” 

“You have always been fastidious about handling internal affairs internally,” Annabeth 

acknowledged. 

“In this instance, however, we recognise that our internal affairs have significantly 

impacted the Network’s core tenets. I’ve been told that we’ll be handing the perpetrator 

completely over to you.” 

“Perpetrator, singular? You expect us to believe that one person is responsible for all 

of it?” 

“The person in question did try to rope in an ally,” Vermillion said. “As best we can 

determine, this person immediately saw how wrong it would go and was killed for trying to 

interfere. You don’t have to take our word for it, though. You can use whatever means are 

at your disposal to get the truth from the man in question.” 

“Any means? You’re truly giving him up instead of just a supervised interrogation?” 

“Normally, we protect our own,” Vermillion said, “but this man has violated our own 

core tenets. No one is happy about how these events have gone. You will not be expected 

to show this person the courtesy you would otherwise extend to our members. How you 

question him and what to do with him when you’re done is up to you.” 

“And if we choose to give him back?” 

“That would be one of the crueller choices,” Vermillion said. 

The decision had been made to cut out the cancer and leave it to the Network, in 

hope of avoiding more painful procedures down the line. The man in question was never a 

Cabal elite, instead a relative made into a vampire from compassion. Without being turned, 

he would have died from a fatal medical condition. 

Annabeth was satisfied with the Cabal’s gesture, at least until she actually got her 

hands on the man in question to learn more. She turned the conversation to another topic. 



“Why did you just let these blood servants keep running around?” she asked. “You 

had to understand that depriving them of blood would make them dangerous and volatile. 

I’m surprised your people didn’t kill them.” 

“It was discussed,” Vermillion said. “In the end, it was Cabal members who 

approached the gang with promises and offers. Even if the members in question were far 

outside what would have been permitted if they hadn’t operated in secret, the Cabal was 

nonetheless responsible. Killing these men for becoming the thing we made them was 

ethically unsound.” 

“You’re going to talk to me about mercy?” Annabeth asked. “Even disregarding the 

dead bikers, we have six civilian fatalities and we aren’t even done counting the injured. 

This disaster has been broadcast to every corner of the globe, on my watch. Everyone 

from the Steering Committee to the Network Council to the god damn Prime Minister has 

crawled up my arse and set up a ‘punch Anna in the colon’ booth. That’s what your mercy 

has done.” 

“Some violent lashing out would not fall outside the expectations of a known criminal 

motorcycle gang,” Vermillion explained. “If not instigated to this, it would have remained 

contained. I was already in the process of arranging to have them arrested so they could 

go through the withdrawal period in custody, where they could be locked up without hurting 

anyone.” 

“That didn’t really work out, did it?” 

“No,” Vermillion conceded. “Unfortunately, I was overruled on who should administer 

the winding down of the Blood Rider project. The ones who started it all were placed in 

charge of closing it all down. It was meant to save face and be a lesson.” 

“That seems like a recipe for disaster,” Annabeth said. “And now it’s been cooked up, 

and a disaster is what we got.” 

“Quite,” Vermillion agreed. 

“What about this rogue essence-magician?” Annabeth asked. 

“He is not opposed to meeting you,” Vermillion said. “I had already advised him to 

seek you out prior to this affair.” 

“Out of the kindness of your heart, I suppose.” 

“A weapon you are not equipped to wield is at least as much a danger to you as to 

your enemy,” Vermillion said. “I don’t know where this man came from, but he’s a naked 

edge, fresh from battle. A well-sharpened edge, at that. He went through them like a 

chainsaw through butter. Thirty blood servants and I don’t think he even saw them as a 



threat. I think he was testing out different ways to kill them, to see what worked. As it turns 

out, all of it did.” 

“So, he’s a maniac.” 

“I told you, Mrs Tilden, he’s fresh from some kind of battlefield. His instincts are still to 

react to any threat with definitive force.” 

“You think being bloodthirsty gets him a pass?” 

“I think that if we can help him rehabilitate, he’ll be a valuable ally,” Vermillion said. “If 

we forcefully suppress him, on the other hand, we’ll make a profoundly dangerous enemy. 

I suggest trying to understand him before taking action.” 

“Well, if it’s understanding I need,” Annabeth said, “I think I know where to start.” 

*** 

In a police station, Vermillion and Annabeth watched Hiro from the next room, 

through the interrogation room security camera. Hiro’s body language revealed none of the 

turmoil they could both read in his aura. From the moment he arrived in the police station, 

Hiro had played confused victim flawlessly. Once he found himself in an interrogation 

room, he had asked for a lawyer and said not another word. 

 “Hiro Asano has not been inducted into the secrets of our world,” Vermillion said. “By 

your own rules, that makes him hands off.” 

“I’ll acknowledge that if his nephew kept him in the dark like you said, that’s a good 

sign that the boy can act with decorum,” Annabeth conceded. “Will he continue to do so 

after today, though?” Annabeth asked. “He’s certainly going to tell his uncle, now.” 

“Of course he will,” Vermillion said. “But Hiro hasn’t been told yet. Is today the day to 

play fast and loose with the rules?” 

“There is such a thing as discretionary power, Mr Vermillion.” 

“Mrs Tilden. You, like everyone else, saw this man’s nephew take apart a magically 

empowered gang of hardened bikers like they were a nice, crumbly cheddar. What you 

didn’t see and I did was how he reacted when that situation began. He wasn’t scared when 

they came on us. He wasn’t worried, or even concerned. He was excited.” 

“He killed a dozen people.” 

“Easily, and without hesitation. I would be very careful about how you treat his uncle.” 

“You need to bring him to us,” Annabeth said. 

“I told you that I’ve already agreed to set up a meeting. We can discuss the terms of 

that meeting now, if you like.” 

“Terms? He can’t go running using magic to kill people on television. He comes to us 

or we go get him.” 



“Despite the nature of his power, Mrs Tilden, he isn’t one of your people. Somehow 

he gained the power that only your people wield without learning of your organisation 

before I told him about it yesterday.” 

“Do you think I care? Do you think that the people I answer to care?” 

Vermillion turned his head from the viewing window to look at Annabeth, his face 

softening. 

“Mrs Tilden. Anna. We’ve known each other for a number of years and have, I think, a 

good working relationship. As such, I hope you take this advice in the spirit it is given: Do 

not provoke Jason Asano. I’ve seen only a little of his power and a little of his mind, but it 

has been my experience that he treats kind with kind. Show him courtesy and you’ll 

receive it in turn. Come at him with force and you’ll be smeared across a highway on the 

news.” 

“The Network is not a gang hopped up on vampire blood, Craig. If we decided to deal 

with him, there’s nothing he can do to stop us. Even if he’s inclined to stand against us, he 

won’t try once he realises the magnitude of what he’s up against.” 

“Perhaps,” Vermillion said, “but I don’t think so. He may have the blood of the 

Japanese in his body, but he has the spirit of Ned Kelly in his soul.” 

“Ned Kelly made a stand against the authorities, getting friends, family and innocent 

bystanders killed in the process.” 

“And became a folk hero, none of which invalidates my point. In case it sways your 

decision, it is the official position of the Cabal that Jason Asano’s liberty and independence 

be respected.” 

“How did you get your people to agree to that?” 

“I convinced them that a favour today will pay dividends tomorrow. I strongly 

recommend that you take the same attitude.” 

“If the Cabal thinks they can use him to establish their own branch of essence 

magicians, they’re in for disappointment.” 

“That kind of ambition is above my pay grade, Mrs Tilden, but if that is their intention, 

then I’m confident that you’re correct. I’m simply of the opinion that Jason Asano will make 

a good friend and a very bad enemy.” 

Annabeth gave a weary sigh. 

“Do you know where he is now?” 



Chapter 282 

Flavour Text 

 

The art gallery displayed no more signage than a plaque beside a nondescript door. It 

was the kind of place that if you didn’t know it was there, then you weren’t meant to. For 

many years, the it had served as a money laundering operation for some of the Network’s 

shadier revenue streams. Now that the government was secretly but wholeheartedly 

involved in the Network’s activities, such clandestine operations were rarely necessary. 

The gallery was free to operate without dabbling in illegality. 

Jason was strolling through, browsing the paintings. As he lingered in front of one, 

the gallery owner, Susan, approached. She was an elegant woman whom Jason judged to 

be in her late thirties or early forties. She cut an impressive figure of poise, grace and 

appealing but understated clothing choices. 

“This is my wife’s favourite piece,” she said. “Is there something in particular that 

you’re looking for?” 

“I’m looking to make a very specific statement,” he said. 

“This piece is from Taverny’s ‘Seychelles Gothic’ series, where he seeks to visually 

recontextualise the archipelago. This is a quintessential example of Taverny’s use of 

framing and light contrast. If you told me what kind of statement you were looking to make, 

perhaps I could point you in the right direction. Only a fragment of the collection is on 

display, so I’m sure we can find something to fit your needs.” 

“My intention is to make a potent statement on the sanctity of family,” he said. “I 

thought I would have more time to arrange things, but events are moving apace. Sadly, 

nuance must give way to blunt symbolism to make my position swift and explicit.” 

“I’m not sure that the Taverny sends that message,” she said. “I have a number of 

works that touch on the theme of family and may interest you.” 

“It doesn’t have to be depicted in the art,” he said. “Show me something 

unconventional,” he said. “Something whose very purchase makes it worthy of discussion.” 

Susan gave him as assessing look. His suit was sharp and flattering, but also slightly 

strange. The cut defied contemporary trends in tiny ways; a lapel angle here, a seam line 

there. The result gave the odd illusion of an arrow in flight. The man wearing it was young 

and Asian, probably mixed-race. His accent was Australian, clearly educated. He had 

sharp, handsome features and dark, penetrating eyes. 

“I might have a work that interests you,” she said. “I cannot guarantee I can sell it to 

you, however.” 



“Oh?” 

“There is an unusual condition attached to this painting.” 

Moving through to office tucked discreetly into the rear of the gallery, he stopped 

dead still, eyes transfixed on a painting. It depicted four uniquely-stylised pillars situated 

between two planets, on a background of stars. The content arrested his attention, and 

while it had no trace of magic, something about it left him completely convinced that it was 

not the work of an ordinary artist. 

“The most enigmatic piece in the collection,” Susan said. “The artist is new and 

critical reaction is split. Some find her subjects prosaic, while others find her brushwork 

almost hypnotically beautiful. The two works in our possession were sent to us only days 

ago, by the artist herself.” 

“Who is she?” 

“The artist is as mysterious as her art,” Susan said. “We know almost nothing about 

her, not even her full name. She simply goes by Dawn.” 

“How much?” he asked. 

“There is no price,” Susan said. “The artist gave me two paintings, on the condition 

that this one be hung and given to the person who can name the four pillars depicted 

within it. I can sell you the other, which is…” 

“Jason, Colin, Gordon, Shade,” he said without hesitation, not taking his eyes from 

the painting. 

Susan was a woman of composure, but flashed a startled expression. 

“That’s right,” she said. “How did you know that?” 

“Because I’m the subject. Show me the other painting.” 

*** 

Hiro and Taika walked out of the police station to find Vermillion waiting for them. 

They were nervous, but felt none of the bone-deep fear he normally induced. Since Jason 

had arrived, he had shown them nothing but politeness and respect, although he remained 

as mysterious as ever. Hiro spoke quietly to his lawyer, who quickly made himself scarce. 

“Vermillion,” Hiro greeted. “Are you responsible for getting us out? I was worried once 

they put me in an interrogation room, but they let us out surprisingly quickly.” 

“As far as the civil authorities are concerned, you were just one more victim trying to 

escape,” Vermillion said. “By the time anyone started recording the incident, the bikers 

were after your nephew and not us in the car. The lack of firearms or other contraband in 

your car saved many awkward questions and I barely had to step in to see things smoothly 

through.” 



“I told you, boss,” Taika said. “Not having guns will solve more problems than having 

them.” 

“As for less conventional authorities,” Vermillion continued, “I have convinced them to 

leave you be, at least for the moment. It’s Jason they want to speak to.” 

“Do you know where he is?” Hiro asked. “Is he alright?” 

“He’s fine,” Vermillion said. “I’ve been keeping in contact with him via unconventional 

means, so he knows what’s happening and he’ll meet us shortly. For now, he’s sending a 

car. The police are keeping yours, for the moment. Because of the bullet holes.” 

“Speaking of which,” Taika said, “we need to have a talk about what happened. Why 

aren’t you all shot up? What was that you were saying about vampires?” 

Without Vermillion’s aura pressing down on him, Taika’s exasperation about the 

strangeness he was caught up in came out. 

“Jason has asked that I help him explain everything to you, given that there are 

certain gaps in his knowledge base,” Vermillion said. “There are still things to be done first, 

however. I’ve rescheduled the meeting with Victor Tollman; we’ll be going there directly 

from here.” 

“Can’t that wait?” Hiro asked. 

“No,” Vermillion said. “Today’s events are a riptide, creating dangerous waters that 

you can’t see unless you know what you’re looking for. Jason wants you out of those 

waters as quickly as possible, and I want the same for Victor. He’s become something of a 

friend and I believe you have the best chance of persuading him to get out of the water 

before he drowns.” 

A black town car pulled up on the street. It had sleek and aggressive lines; clearly a 

luxury car but not one Hiro recognised. 

“This is Jason’s car,” Taika said, having ridden in this variant of Shade in the past. 

Hiro didn’t even recognise the manufacturer’s badge on the front, even after stepping 

up to examine it. It looked like a starry sky with a floating cloak containing a daylight sky. It 

didn’t belong to any car maker he was familiar with and he was familiar with most, at least 

at the high end. 

He guessed that it was from one of the boutique companies that made short 

production runs of wildly overpriced custom cars. The license plate was in the thin, 

European style, white on black. He noticed the plate number, 5H4-D0W. 

“Shadow?” 

“What’s that, boss?” Taika asked. “Oh, right; the plates. I noticed that too. The 

numbers for letters thing is a bit naff though, right? It’s not 2004.” 



Vermillion got in the back with Hiro, while Taika took the passenger seat. 

“There’s no driver,” Hiro said. He had heard about Jason’s self-driving car, but it was 

still startling when the car pulled into traffic with no one in the driver’s seat. “Are we sure 

this is safe? I’ve heard these self-driving systems can go wrong when faced with 

unexpected situations.” 

“I think you’ll find,” a voice came from the dashboard, “that this self-driving system is 

quite capable of handling any situation you can imagine, along with many that you cannot.” 

“Boss, the car is talking,” Taika said. “It’s like Team Knight Rider.” 

“Team Knight Rider?” Hiro asked. 

“Yeah, Boss. It’s the best one.” 

“It’s really not,” Hiro said. 

“The best what?” Vermillion asked. 

“It’s a TV show about talking cars,” Hiro said. 

“I don’t watch television,” Vermillion said. 

“Bro, you’re missing out. You know, if someone told me last week I’d be talking to you 

about Team Knight Rider, I’d have said they were crazy. You’re alright, bro. It’s a bit weird 

that you think vampires are real, though.” 

“They are,” Vermillion said. 

“You know any vampires?” Taika asked. 

“I am a vampire.” 

“The sun’s out, bro. If you were vampire, you’d catch fire or blow up or something.” 

“It would be best, I think,” Vermillion said, “to wait until Jason is with us before we get 

into explanations.” 

“This is too much,” Hiro said. “A few hours ago, there were people shooting at us from 

motorcycles. Now we have talking cars and people claiming to be vampires? I need time to 

stop and sort all of this out in my head. I need some time and I need some answers, 

instead of a constant deluge of new questions.” 

The car stopped at traffic lights and Jason slipped into the driver seat. 

“I’ll do my best,” he said. 

*** 

Annabeth managed to carve out a few minutes to call her wife. 

“I’m probably not going to be home tonight,” she told her. 

“I knew that was coming when I saw the news,” Susan said. “I bet the conspiracy 

theorists are all over it.” 

Annabeth groaned. 



“You have no idea how annoying they are when they’re right,” she said. 

“Well, it doesn’t match up to your day, but I had an interesting encounter of my own.” 

“Oh?” 

“You know that strange painting I told you about? Someone claimed it. He was a 

rather odd man. Very intense. He claimed to be the subject of the painting, even though 

there were no people in it.” 

“Oh?” Annabeth asked, her instincts tingling. “Tell me about him.” 

“His name is Jason Asano.”  

*** 

The car took off again as the light turned green. Jason was in the driver’s seat, but 

was leaving control to Shade. 

“Uncle, Taika,” he greeted. “Thanks for looking out for them, Craig.” 

“Craig?” Hiro asked, looking at Vermillion. 

“Sorry, Vermillion,” Jason said. “I’ll keep it professional, yeah?” 

“I think the mystique went out the window when we started talking about Team Knight 

Rider,” Vermillion said. 

“Ick,” Jason said. “Why they kept trying to use Mustangs instead of a Trans-Am is 

beyond me. I’m certain that’s why all the follow ups failed.” 

“Could we please stop talking about Knight Rider?” Hiro asked. “There’s something 

somehow even less plausible we need to discuss.” 

“There is,” Jason acknowledged, the amusement gone from his voice. “Shade is 

taking us somewhere we can have a talk, given that what I have to tell you is the kind of 

thing that requires proof.” 

“Shade?” Hiro asked. 

“The car,” Jason said. “I’m assuming you were talking about Knight Rider because he 

spoke to you.” 

“Jason, what’s going on?” Hiro asked. 

“Well, you know those things I said I didn’t want to tell you about? It’s time to tell you 

about them.” 

“Because of the people that attacked us?” Hiro asked. 

“Yes,” Vermillion said. “The public nature of the attack has kicked the hornets’ nest. 

Although the attack didn’t involve the EOA, they’re going to approach things differently in 

the current climate. When they move in on Sydney’s underworld, they’ll be less tolerant of 

the resistance Victor is looking to put up. I want you to help me convince him that his 

efforts are futile.” 



“At which point Vermillion will handle Victor’s next move, and I’ll see to your safety. 

For now, I’ll get you out of Sydney. Today. You too, Taika, now you’re caught up in this. 

We can organise the details of the handover to the EOA later. For now, I’ll explain what’s 

going on and then we’ll go see Victor.” 

Vermillion’s phone rang and he pulled it out to check the caller. 

“I have to take this,” he said, then answered the call. 

“Mrs Tilden,” he greeted. 

Annabeth’s voice came angrily through the phone without preamble. Jason’s bronze-

rank hearing was easily able to make it out. 

“Do you know where your friend Asano was while we had his uncle in custody?” she 

asked. 

“He was laying low after what happened,” Vermillion said. “I would have thought you 

would appreciate that.” 

“I don’t suppose you know where he was laying low.” 

“I don’t,” Vermillion said. 

“My wife’s art gallery! At the very moment you were convincing me to treat him 

respectfully, he was standing next to my wife.” 

“Ah,” Vermillion said. “Jason, did you threaten my counterpart at the Network’s wife?” 

“He’s there?” Annabeth asked. “Where are you?” 

“Hand me the phone,” Jason said. Vermillion gave Jason an assessing look, then 

passed it forward. 

“Mrs Tilden,” Jason said into the phone. “This is Jason Asano.” 

“What do you hope to accomplish by threatening my family?” 

“I’m not threatening anyone,” Jason said cheerfully. “Susan’s great, by the way; you 

did well there. I merely wanted to make it clear that while I don’t have the resources or 

personnel to protect my family from an organisation like yours, anyone who tries to use 

them as leverage will start a wave of reprisals that stains Sydney Harbour red with blood.” 

Hiro and Taika looked on, wide-eyed as Jason cheerfully threatened to slaughter 

people’s families. 

“You think it’s that easy?” Annabeth asked. 

“Of course not,” Jason said. “When the time comes for us to meet, I simply want to 

avoid the tedium of explaining why trying to use my family against me is a Very Bad Idea.” 

“Why are you treating us like an enemy, Mr Asano?” 



“Because I’ve dealt with forces more powerful than myself before, Mrs Tilden. They 

have this habit of thinking they can get what they want from me without repercussions. 

Disabusing you of that notion now will be less costly for us both than doing so later.” 

“Category two is powerful, Mr Asano, but we have stronger just here in Sydney, let 

alone around the country and the world. We’ve been building up for twice as long as this 

country has existed, and you think you can stand up to that with what you picked up in a 

year and a half?” 

“Mrs Tilden, Australia has been inhabited for more than 60,000 years. It doesn’t 

impress me that your organisation has been around since before white people got here. 

I’ve faced an enemy more powerful than you can comprehend and it’s 2-1 in my favour. 

Your group isn’t a potential enemy, Mrs Tilden; you’re flavour text. If we can get along, 

maybe even do some work together, that’s great. But I don’t need you and I don’t fear 

you.” 

“Are you quite done with the monologuing Mr Asano?” Annabeth asked. 

“It felt good, I won’t lie,” Jason said. “Maybe I’m wrong and your organisation will 

spank me like a baby. You don’t want to test me and be wrong, though, Mrs Tilden.” 

“You need to come in and talk to us about what happened today.” 

“I really don’t, but I’ll let my new friend Craig set something up. In the meantime, I 

have some affairs to attend to, so I’m going to go. Congratulations on Bella getting the 

lead role in the play, though. That niece of yours is a real go-getter.” 

Jason hung up the phone and handed it back to Vermillion. 

“Can they track that?” Jason asked. 

“No,” Vermillion said. “I thought you didn’t know anything about the Network.” 

“I didn’t,” Jason said. “After I arrived, I did something to draw them out and started 

having their people followed. That was some good work, Shade. Nice and thorough.” 

“Did you just threaten that person’s niece?” Hiro asked. 

“I’m just keeping them from threatening my family,” Jason said. “I’m not going to hurt 

anyone else’s. It’s why I need to get you out of he EOA’s path. If they see you as a part of 

my family, rather than an independent obstacle, they won’t come after you.” 

 



Chapter 283 

Time For Context 

 

Shade pulled into an underground parking structure where they wouldn’t be seen and 

parked. Jason and Vermillion got out of the car, the others following suit. Hiro and Taika 

both looked stressed. 

“I know things are coming thick and fast,” Jason said. “It’s overwhelming, but I’m 

afraid that there are miles to go before you sleep.” 

He looked at Vermillion. 

“Have you ever done this before?” Jason asked. 

“Inducted someone? I have, and it’s rarely a smooth process. The gullible ones are 

the worst, because they’ll believe in the supernatural nice and quick, but convincing them 

the supernatural stuff they already believe in is wrong can be tricky.” 

“Supernatural?” Hiro asked. “Are you going to tell us that you’re a vampire too, 

Jason?” 

“No, I’m more of a ninja warlock. I know how it sounds. Long story short: Magic is 

real, the soul is real, vampires are real. Lots of stuff is real. Werewolves?” 

“Not in this country,” Vermilion said. “There were some werecrocodiles, back before 

my time, but they were mostly wiped out during colonial days.” 

“No kidding,” Jason said. “Anyway, magic is real, is the gist of it.” 

“This is some crazy stuff, bro,” Taika said. “If you want us to believe magic is real, 

then you’re going to have to show us some magic. Like, proper magic.” 

“That’s why we’re here. Shade, why don’t you start?” 

The car they were standing next to exploded in a mass of darkness that was drawn 

into Jason’s shadow like he was sucking it with a vacuum cleaner. 

“My car isn’t a car,” Jason said. “It’s my friend Shade. Come out and say hello.” 

Shade’s shadowy form rose up from Jason’s shadow, taking on depth and substance 

while still being a figure of manifested darkness. 

“It is nice to formally meet you,” Shade said. Hiro and Taika glanced over from where 

they were waving their hands through the space the car had just been. 

“I knew…” Hiro started, before trailing off. Jason waited patiently for him to continue.  

“I knew there was something going on that went beyond normal understanding,” Hiro 

said. “None of what I came up with seemed believable. Even seeing your car disappear, I 

mean… magic? Really?” 

“It does seem pretty out there, bro,” Taika added. 



“I know,” Jason said. “You need to see something truly impossible.” 

He waved his wand over the ground, creating a line of crawling darkness like black 

fire. At an upward gesture from Jason, an obsidian arch arose from the dark line, which 

itself moved up to fill the arch. 

Hiro and Taika walked around it. 

“I’d ask how you did that, but you’re going to say magic, right?” Hiro asked. 

“Yep,” Jason said. 

“What is it?” Taika asked. 

“A door,” Jason said. 

“It doesn’t go anywhere,” Hiro said, shifting his gaze from one side of the portal arch 

to the other. 

“If you step through, you’ll see the truth,” Jason said. “I’d call it a leap of faith, but faith 

isn’t really my thing. So let’s call it a step into a wider world.” 

“You want us walk into that?” Taika asked. 

“Yes,” Jason said. “Think of it as your last chance to turn back. If you want, you can 

ignore everything I’ve just said. Go live a normal life and try not to think about it. Or, you 

can move forward.” 

“When you said you weren’t going to tell me,” Hiro said, “you said that one of the 

reasons was that I wasn’t ready to face the dangers involved. What’s changed?” 

“I said I couldn’t do it in a reasonable time frame,” Jason said. “Once you’re out of the 

EOA’s path, we’ll have the time.” 

“To do what?” 

“To give you magic powers,” Jason said. 

“You can do that?” Vermillion asked. “Turn them into essence magicians?” 

“Yeah,” Jason said. “If it’s something they want.” 

“What’s an essence magician?” Hiro asked. 

“Step through the arch and find out,” Jason said. 

“Boss,” Taika said. “This whole thing is messed up. I’m just gonna go with it. See 

where it takes me.” 

“Taika!” Hiro called out as Taika stepped through the arch and vanished. He didn’t 

even have to worry about fitting, as he did with most doors. The arch was large enough to 

accommodate even a leonid or a draconian, to which the mountainous Māori was actually 

comparable in size. 

“Vermillion, would you check on him?” Jason asked. 



“That’s a portal,” Vermillion said. “I’ve heard that some of your kind have them, but 

I’ve never actually seen one before.” 

“Then this’ll be fun for you.” 

Vermillion shook his head with a chuckle. 

“Knowing you is an exciting lifestyle, Jason Asano.” 

He shared a grin with Jason and stepped through. 

“Jason, this is insane,” Hiro said. He was still walking around the archway, staring 

disbelievingly at the object that Taika and Vermillion had vanished into. 

“Yep,” Jason agreed. “Just be lucky that you’re getting a nice, gentle introduction to 

magic.” 

“This is gentle?” Hiro asked. “We were attacked by a bikie gang!” 

“Just be glad no one tried to eat you. I’ll tell you about my introduction to magic later 

on. For now, it’s time to go. You aren’t going to leave Taika hanging, are you?” 

As he said it, Taika came back through, looking around wildly, then throwing up. 

“Holy crap, bro!” 

He went back through the arch, vanishing again. 

“See? No worries,” Jason laughed. 

Giving Jason a trepidatious look, Hiro steeled himself and stepped through. Passing 

through the veil of darkness in the arch, he emerged atop a tall building in the CBD. Jason 

followed him through, to find Hiro also emptying his stomach. Vermillion was nearby 

looking peaky. Eventually Hiro recovered, wiping his mouth on a handkerchief. 

“Where are we?” he asked. 

“On top of Victor’s building,” Jason said. 

 Hiro looked at the arch, walking unsteadily around it. 

“Can I go back, like Taika?” 

“Go for it.” 

Hiro went back through the arch, returning moments later and throwing up again. He 

staggered to the edge of the building, gripping the railing as he looked out at the city. 

“This is crazy. It’s not possible.” 

“That’s why I used magic,” Jason said. “Being impossible is kind of the point.” 

“You said you’d give us magic,” Taika said. “Will we be able to do stuff like this?” 

“Maybe,” Jason said. “There’s an element of randomness to what kind of powers you 

end up with.” 

Jason turned to Vermillion. 

“I’ve shown you one of my trump cards, here,” he said. 



“I recognise that. You know I won’t keep it a secret from my people, but I will 

remember that you were willing to share this.” 

“Consider it thanks for looking after my uncle,” Jason said. 

“There is one more thing,” Vermillion said. “Victor.” 

“Yeah,” Jason said. “Uncle Hiro, I know you just had your understanding of the nature 

of reality rewritten, but we have things to do. So, ask any questions you have now and I’ll 

answer them. Once you’ve had time to process, you can go ahead and ask me some 

more.” 

Hiro rubbed his temples. 

“I don’t know where to start. How did you find out about magic?” 

“I was in a magical accident.” 

“Your apartment.” 

“Yes. It sucked me into a magical alternate universe.” 

“What?” Hiro asked. 

“You were serious?” Vermillion said. 

“Bro, everything you say is weirder than the last. And the last thing was that magic is 

real. This is trippy.” 

“This is… I don’t know what to ask,” Hiro said. 

“I do,” Taika said. “You said we could get magic. How?” 

“There is more potential power in your soul than you can imagine,” Jason said. “I can 

use objects to unlock that potential.” 

“Is that where your power comes from?” Hiro asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Will our powers be like yours?” Taika asked. 

“No,” Jason said. “I don’t have the right items to give you powers like mine, but you 

don’t want them. I’m very specialised.” 

“In what?” Hiro asked. 

“Things best explained when I have time for context,” Jason said. 

*** 

“I’m not going to lie,” Victor said. “This feels like a betrayal.” 

With Vermillion, Jason, Hiro and Taika lined up in front of him in his office, it had the 

feel of a confrontation. 

“Victor,” Vermillion said. “Things in my world just got a lot more complicated. If you 

don’t let me negotiate a way out for you, things will end badly.” 

“So now you’re spruiking for the EOA?” Victor asked. 



“No, Victor,” Vermillion said. “I don’t need to. No one who can stop them is willing to 

stand in their way, and any support you might have been able to wrangle has gone now.” 

“Because of that rolling fight on the news?” Victor asked. 

“Yes. The people who keep that kind of thing off the news are on the warpath. 

Everyone else is hunkering down until the storm passes.” 

“And I’m the one who suffers.” 

“Victor,” Hiro said. “The things I’ve seen today. If that’s what’s coming for you, there’s 

no stopping it.” 

Victor’s gaze panned from Hiro to Vermillion. 

“He knows?” Victor asked. Vermillion nodded. 

“How much?” Victor followed up. “Did you tell him more than you’ve told me? What 

happened to needing dispensation from your people?” 

“I was the one who l told my uncle, Victor,” Jason said coldly. “I don’t belong to 

Vermillion’s group. If you have a problem with that, you can take it up with me. I’m here 

because Vermillion and Hiro don’t want you in the path of what’s coming. I don’t care if the 

EOA bury you, so long as my uncle is well out of it.” 

Victor paced back and forth, angrily rubbing his forehead. 

“You’re telling me I have no recourse, but won’t tell me why. You realise that sounds 

like you’re feeding me a line, right?” 

Jason sighed. 

“Gordon,” he murmured. 

A cluster of darkness appeared, shifting into the form of a cloak, within which a 

nebula of orange and blue light lit up in the shape of an eye. Around it, four spheres, 

likewise in the form of glowing eyes, slowly floated around it. 

The others in the room were all wide-eyed at the sudden manifestation of the familiar. 

The floating cloak-entity was unmistakably alien and unfathomable, seeming to contain 

mysterious depths. 

“This is my friend,” Jason said. “Notice that he contains what looks a lot like the Helix 

Nebula. The one they call the Eye of God. I won’t show you what he can do because it 

would be rather destructive.” 

Jason gestured with his hand and Gordon vanished again. Hiro, Taika, Victor and 

Vermillion were all staring as the space it had just occupied. 

“I speak from experience when I tell you that standing up to vastly more powerful 

forces comes with a price. If you’re willing to pay that price, then I won’t stop you. But if 

you try, expect to fail. You pay the price either way. Vermillion can’t tell you, Victor, but I 



can. There are forces out there far more powerful than you know, and sooner or later, the 

world is going to find that out. You have three options here. One, fight and die. Two, take 

the money and run. Grab everything you can and get to high ground before the wave hits. 

Three, throw your lot in with the EOA. If you want to go deeper into the world you’ve only 

caught glimpses of, they’re the only one’s who can offer that.” 

 “I think you’ve said everything you can,” Vermillion told Jason and Hiro. “Leave me 

with Victor, for now. Mr Asano, I’ll contact you to sort of the specifics of your own 

arrangements with the EOA.” 

*** 

“How long will it take you to put your affairs in order?” Jason asked Hiro. They were 

driving back to Hiro’s apartment building, once again in the care of Shade’s car form. Taika 

and Hiro had shown some hesitancy about it when the car appeared from a swirling mass 

of darkness, but they had, after all, ridden in it before. Jason was in the driver seat, with 

Hiro and Taika in the spacious and comfortable rear. 

“I keep my business under careful control,” Hiro said. “If they are really going to come 

in and take over, the actual logistics are simple, just a matter of business transfers.” 

“You’ll be fairly compensated for everything,” Jason said, “or they’ll find my next 

negotiating position to be significantly more aggressive.” 

Hiro and Taika shared a glance at the sinister expression on Jason’s face. 

“My real concern is my people,” Hiro said. 

“I made it clear that they were to be treated well,” Jason said. “Whether they want to 

stay under the new management or move on, they’ll be taken care of.” 

“It won’t be just a matter of signing some papers and walking away,” Hiro said. “I 

need to speak to my people; explain the transition to them in person. Even if I get out of 

Sydney, I’ll need to make repeated trips back to go through it all.” 

“That’s fine,” Jason said. “You just need to get the ball rolling well enough that we can 

leave town for the moment.” 

 “I can get the administrative affairs ready today and take tomorrow to talk to my 

people. I can be ready to go the day after.” 

“Alright,” Jason said. “I need to deal with the ramifications of today’s excitement. We 

leave in the morning, the day after tomorrow.” 

 



Chapter 284 

Brown Trousers Time 

 

Jason was perched on a rooftop, looking at his uncle’s town house from across the 

street. Shade appeared next to him. 

“Find anyone else?” Jason asked. 

“No,” Shade said. “Just the one iron-ranker inside.” 

“Meaning that that he’s either alone, or whoever else they sent is powerful and 

capable enough to escape our senses.” 

Jason had no intention of staying in the town house under current circumstances, but 

wanted to retrieve his mana lamps if possible. 

“I only spotted one silver-ranker during my investigation of the network’s personnel,” 

Shade said. “His aura control was insufficient to avoid my detection.” 

“It’s the ones who can escape your senses we need to worry about,” Jason said. 

“I agree,” Shade said. “I would recommend either having me go, or sending Taika.” 

Although incorporeal, Shade’s bronze-rank vessel could exert enough physical force 

to manipulate objects. He could also store limited amounts in his own dimensional storage 

space. 

“You go,” Jason said. “I can use you as a conduit to talk to whoever’s in there. It’s 

possible they sent an iron-ranker in the open to show they want to talk without applying 

pressure.” 

“The influence of Mr Vermillion?” Shade posited. 

“Or wariness. They don’t know what I can do.” 

“I don’t think finding out will make them any less cautious,” Shade said. 

“No,” Jason chuckled. “Probably not.” 

Shade sent one of his bodies into the townhouse, silently collecting the mana lamps. 

The iron-ranker didn’t sense Shade, but noticed the change as the lamps stopped 

absorbing ambient magic. Standing in the middle of the townhouse, he looked around. 

Suddenly there was a shadowy figure that hadn’t been there a moment earlier. 

“Did the network send you?” Jason asked, speaking through Shade. There was no 

friendliness in the cold flint of his voice. 

“Yes,” the man said, looking over Shade. “Am I addressing Mr Asano?” 

“Yes.” 

“My name is Michael Aram. Annabeth Tilden asked me to speak with you. We didn’t 

think you were likely to come back here, but hoped you might.” 



“I came to retrieve something I left behind.” 

“I did notice a change in the magic. May I ask what that was?” 

“Mana lamps,” Jason said. “Is that a thing you have here?” 

“We do,” Aram said. “So, you really did… go over there. The other world.” 

“What do you know of other worlds?” Jason asked. 

“Wait, worlds plural?” 

“Not that much then. What do you want, Michael Aram?” 

“Mrs Tilden asked me to open a dialogue. If you really are an outworlder, you no 

doubt acquired knowledge and resources along the way that would be of immense value 

to us. We, in turn are essential to you.” 

“Is that so?” 

“We are the only source of monster cores.” 

A murderer’s chuckle emitted from Shade. 

“You think I need monster cores?” 

“If you want to get stronger.” 

“I don’t need cores to get stronger, just sufficiently powerful enemies to fight. Which 

means I might have some use for your organisation, even if you don’t like it very much.” 

“You’ve only been gone a year and a half,” Aram said. “How can you have gotten as 

strong as you have just from fighting? We have a member who refuses to consume cores, 

and it’s taken him a eight years to reach category two. Since then, he’s been 

bottlenecked.” 

“You really do need what I know, don’t you?” Jason asked, his voice becoming more 

relaxed. “There are things you can help me with, and I am inclined toward collaboration. 

My concern is that your organisation will try to hold me upside down and shake all the 

goodies out. I’m not going to just waltz into that spider’s nest of enchantments on your 

headquarters, without a care in the… what the…?” 

The shadowy figure of Shade’s body dashed away, leaving Aram alone. 

“Mr Asano?” 

*** 

Jason was kneeling on the sloped roof with his eyes closed, channelling his sight and 

voice through Shade at he conversed with Aram. With his heightened senses and ability to 

sense both auras and magic he was far from oblivious to his surroundings, but he only 

sensed the attack at the last moment. It came fast and seemingly out of nowhere, Jason 

only detecting it as an aura bore down on him, trying to shock him with silver-rank 

suppressive force. 



It was almost the exact same manner as the last time he was attacked out of 

nowhere by a silver ranker, but Jason was a very different person from the time he was 

kidnapped. The attacking aura smashed into the iron shell that was Jason’s own aura and 

rebounded, giving Jason a warning instead of freezing him in place. 

Even so, Jason’s silver-rank attacker was faster than him and already moving as he 

reacted. He managed to avoid the hand reaching for his head, but was unable to avoid it 

gripping his shoulder.  

 

 You have been attacked. Attacker has been afflicted with [Sin]. 
 

 Special attack [Dark Slumber] has inflicted [Sopor Toxin] on you. 
 You have resisted [Sopor Toxin]. 
 [Sopor Toxin] does not take effect. 
 You have gained an instance of [Resistant]. 
 You have gained an instance of [Integrity]. 

 
 Special attack [Dark Slumber] has inflicted [Vulnerable] on you. 
 An instance of [Resistant] has been consumed to negate [Vulnerable]. 

 
 Special attack [Dark Slumber] has inflicted [Sluggish] on you. 
 You have resisted [Sluggish]. 
 [Sluggish] does not take effect. 
 You have gained an instance of [Resistant]. 
 You have gained an instance of [Integrity]. 

 

Jason’s affliction specialisation paid off against the special attack. His stacked 

resistance effects and ability to ignore rank disparity allowed him to resist two of the three 

afflictions and negate the third. 

He reacted instantly, slipping free of the hand and dropping off the nearby roof edge, 

not even bothering to take a moment to look at his attacker. His cloak formed around him 

as he dropped, but he didn’t reduce his weight to slow the fall. Instead, he formed a 

shadow arm and used it to grip the roof as he dropped, letting it stretch out before using it 

to spring back upwards. He sprung back over the rooftop just as his attacker peered over 

the edge. The attacker caught a raking slice across the torso from Jason’s conjured 

dagger, stumbling back as Jason landed lightly on the rooftop. 

 

 Special attack [Punish] has inflicted [Sin] on [Network Assassin]. 
 Special attack [Punish] has inflicted [Price of Absolution] on [Network Assassin]. 

 
 Weapon [Ruin, the Blade of Tribulation] has inflicted [Ruination of the Flesh] on 

[Network Assassin]. 



 Weapon [Ruin, the Blade of Tribulation] has inflicted [Ruination of the Blood] on 
[Network Assassin]. 

 Weapon [Ruin, the Blade of Tribulation] has inflicted [Ruination of the Spirit] on 
[Network Assassin]. 

 
 [Amulet of the Dark Guardian] has bestowed five instances of [Guardian’s Blessing] 

on you. 

 

Jason alighted back on the rooftop, his cloak floating around him. He eyed off his 

opponent, satisfied at the silver ranker’s failure to resist even a single affliction. His ability 

didn’t give him a name even after coming into contact with the man. His ability to extract 

information was hampered by the enemy’s superior rank, although the more generic label 

of Network Assassin told him a lot, too. Just as Landemere Vane had been described by 

his power as a Builder Cultist, knowing their affiliation could be more useful than a name. 

The silver-ranker looked around thirty, but there was no telling with an essence user. 

He had short-cropped hair and black, paramilitary attire. His tactical armour wasn’t 

magical, easily sliced through by Jason’s dagger. 

The man glanced down at the wound on his chest and back up at Jason. He looked 

startled that his silver-rank flesh had posed little more resistance than his non-magical 

armour. 

“You should come with me, Asano. We want to work with you, not force you into 

anything.” 

 “I could tell from the way you sneak-attacked me on a rooftop,” Jason said. The man 

had a slight French accent, but that could have been a ruse. If Jason was a German 

assassin, he’d probably fake a French accent too. 

“I don’t have time to convince you. We couldn’t take the chance you’ll say no. Don’t 

do this the hard way.” 

“You don’t know me, but the hard way is kind of my thing.” 

“It isn’t a question of whether you get away, Asano. It’s a matter of how much you get 

hurt coming with me.” 

“Pain I can handle. Your fate is to suffer.” 

 

 Spell [Inexorable Doom] has inflicted [Inexorable Doom] on [Network Assassin]. 
 Spell [Inexorable Doom] has inflicted [Inescapable] on [Network Assassin].  

 
 [Amulet of the Dark Guardian] has bestowed two instances of [Guardian’s Blessing] 

on you. 

 



“The hard way it is,” the man said, holding up his hands to conjure knuckledusters on 

each hand, with three sharp tines sticking out of each. He leapt into the attack as mirror 

images appeared around him, all springing on Jason. 

Jason lifted up his hand, which was oozing blood from the palm. A cone of leeches 

sprayed out over the images. Most passed through illusory doubles, including one in the 

position of the original body. His attacker’s real body staggered back as leeches clamped 

onto it, while the rest of the leeches were scattered across the roof by the spray. 

 

 [Sanguine Horror] has inflicted [Bleeding] on [Network Assassin]. 
 [Bleeding] already in effect, [Bleeding] is refreshed. 
 [Sanguine Horror] has inflicted [Leech Toxin] on [Network Assassin]. 
 [Sanguine Horror] has inflicted [Necrotoxin] on [Network Assassin]. 
 [Sanguine Horror] has inflicted [Bleeding] on [Network Assassin]. 
 [Bleeding] already in effect, [Bleeding] is refreshed. 
 [Sanguine Horror] has inflicted [Leech Toxin] on [Network Assassin]. 
 [Sanguine Horror] has inflicted [Necrotoxin] on [Network Assassin]. 

 

Jason regretted that Colin didn’t trigger his amulet, but he was satisfied enough with 

his familiar’s storm of afflictions. Jason was a true affliction specialist now, able to lay on 

plenty of afflictions himself. 

 The enemy was only briefly startled and didn’t bother futilely plucking at the leeches 

easily biting through his clothes. He didn’t fail to notice Gordon manifest into being and 

nimbly dodged the four beams of energy firing at him from Gordon’s floating eyes. 

The assassin jumped back while throwing out his hands and his own swarm of 

creatures appeared. Tiny, metal hummingbirds with long needles for heads, they buzzed 

with the flapping of their tiny metal wings as they darting out, spreading out to engulf 

Jason. 

“Gordon,” Jason said calmly. Two of the familiar’s orbs launched forward, coming 

together just as they met the swarm. The resulting explosion of resonating-force 

annihilated the metal creatures, although many of the leeches scattered over the roof were 

likewise eliminated. 

The assassin used the explosion to mask another special attack, with a storm of 

needled raining on Jason. His cloak intercepted the projectiles, but their silver rank power 

still pushed through more often than not. Their damage was diminished, however, and by 

the time they chewed through the Guardian’s Blessings, the damage was minimal. 



 

 An instance of [Guardian’s Blessing] has been consumed to absorb damage. 
[Guardian’s Blessing] has bestowed [Blessing’s Bounty] on you. 

 

Even that damage was quickly repaired by the ongoing healing effects of the Integrity 

buff, which continually replenished his health, stamina and mana, along with the healing of 

the Guardian’s Blessing. The needle storm was never intended to be the real threat, 

however, just keeping Jason off balance to set up the assassin lunging in with his claw-like 

weapons. 

Sophie would have been more than a match for the silver-ranker, in speed and skill 

both. As it was, The silver ranker had the clear edge in speed, while Jason’s experience 

and technique were clearly dominant. Month after month, day after day and even hour 

after hour of battle in the astral space had sharpened Jason’s skills to a razor’s edge. 

When he first started training, he had naïve ideas about being some kind of perfect 

counter-attacker. Then, the practical realities of combat slowly pounded into his head that 

he was not an anime character. Training with Rufus and Sophie, then battle after battle 

after battle had allowed him to refine that original idea into a more practical form. 

Jason and Sophie practiced the same, highly versatile combat style, but they did so 

in different ways. Sophie used the versatility to constantly dominate, adapting her attacks 

into what was worst for her opponent at any given moment. It was her style before gaining 

powers, which only enhanced its effectiveness by piling on speed and mobility. 

Jason likewise moulded his approach to his powers. With his cloak and his stretching 

arms, his approach leaned heavily on deception. Hiding unconventional movement and 

posture behind his abilities, he was hard to pin down and full of unpredictable attacks. The 

fact that he rarely went for more than superficial wounds with his daggers also opened up 

a world of attacks that others would find inconsequential. 

Jason used all this to full effect against the assassin. Leaping between Shade’s 

bodies, masking his posture and movements behind his voluminous cloak. Reaching out 

with his shadow arms to make attacks that shouldn’t be possible. 

Jason dominated the fight. Despite the assassin’s advantage in speed, his claw 

weapons never landed on Jason, even getting caught up in the cloak, which Jason used to 

yank him off balance. When the assassin tried to yank the cloak back, it passed through 

his fingers, insubstantial. 

This did not mean that Jason was relaxed. He was fully aware of the power disparity 

and knew that only a handful of blows from the silver-ranker would breach the protection of 

his amulet and take him down. 



The assassin continued to strike out literally and figuratively, hitting air as his attacks 

passed through the cloak. Jason’s body was never exactly where it seemed, and every 

failed attack was followed up with a counter attack. Realising he was outclassed, the 

assassin tried to back up and regroup his thoughts. Jason didn’t allow it, moving onto the 

offensive. 

Every moment that ticked by was gold for Jason as his afflictions became more and 

more entrenched on the enemy. Likewise, Gordon was lashing out with two beams from 

his remaining eye orbs, although the disruptive-force damage was specialised against 

magic, adding only minimal damage to the silver-ranker. If Gordon didn’t share Jason’s 

power to ignore rank disparity as Jason’s familiar, the damage would have been almost 

ignorable. 

Eventually, the assassin became aggravated at Gordon, throwing out a stream of 

shimmering force needles that managed to harm the incorporeal familiar. Jason had 

Gordon unmanifest, returned to Jason to bolster his aura strength. Neither Jason nor the 

silver-ranker could suppress one another despite an ongoing struggle, so they were each 

affected by the other’s aura. In this, Jason had the advantage, as his aura seemed to take 

full effect. The assassin’s aura inflicted a weakening debuff that Jason’s continually 

resisted, actually making him stronger. 

Although he had seen it before, Jason was still was amazed at the resilience of a 

silver-ranker. His opponent was fighting through what would have killed the most resilient 

bronze-rank anything long ago. The man looked almost undead under the ravages of 

Jason’s necrotic damage. 

Jason had more skill, not just with his combat skills but also in the tactical use of his 

abilities, outplaying one power after another despite his own being lower rank. The 

assassin, like most humans, was heavy on special attacks, and Jason was unsure if he 

was holding back the more dangerous ones. The idea seemed to be capture, rather than 

kill, after all. 

Ultimately Jason was not Sophie. Stand-up fights were where she excelled, while he 

was all about making the most of complex environments. The rooftop on which they fought 

offered nothing more than a slight slant, the open space very much to his disadvantage. If 

not for Shade’s bodies spread over it for shadow jumping, the fight would have gone far 

worse. 

His original plan had been to turn the fight into a chase. Drown his opponent in 

afflictions, the make for more complex environments as they did their work. Unfortunately, 



not all of the assassin’s powers were effectively handled by Jason, with one making his 

plan unworkable. 

The most effective power the assassin employed was a tether power, much like that 

used by Belinda. It did not impede him as long as he remained close, but trying to leave 

the rooftop brought about dangerously escalating damage. The tether even tracked him 

through teleports and he wasn’t willing to risk a portal. 

If the power managed to follow him, that kind of distance would cause the tether to kill 

him instantly. He knew that it would be possible to destroy the conjured rod to which the  

tether was affixed, but he also knew that would likely cause a powerful explosion. He 

would mostly likely survive the silver-rank blast, but it would hit him hard enough that the 

silver-ranker would have a chance to end the fight. 

Jason was willing to stick out the fight, as his position improved with every passing 

moment. He was accumulating power while his opponent accumulated afflictions. 

Crucially, this included an affliction from his Hand of the Reaper power that simultaneously 

chipped away at the assassin’s speed advantage and ability to hold off his afflictions. 

 

 [Rigor Mortis] (affliction, unholy, stacking): Penalty to the [Speed] and [Recovery] 
attributes. Additional instances have a cumulative effect. Each time a new instance 
is inflicted, deals necrotic damage for each existing instance. 

 

Jason was satisfied with how the fight was progressing. The silver-ranker was a 

monster core user, with the typical weaknesses that entailed. Rufus had long ago 

explained that without being forced to use all their abilities in order to advance, monster 

core users tended to develop certain flaws. 

One was that they weren’t as intimately familiar with their powers as someone better 

trained, using them less effectively and often more as an addendum to their combat 

instead of an integrated aspect. The big one was they developed a habit of using whatever 

subset of their powers had proven the most useful early in their careers, often ignoring the 

others and missing out on the powerful synergies of a comprehensive power set. 

Jason, by contrast, had used almost every power in his repertoire, from using his 

perception power to observe the magic of special attacks and dodge them through his 

array of afflictions to his familiars. 

His only regret was that he had been forced to blow up much of Colin’s leech supply 

before the apocalypse beast could have a definitive impact. Colin was normally Jason’s 

strongest weapon, but he didn’t regret the explosive attack, however. He’d seen the effects 

of a swarm attack too often to underestimate one from a silver-ranker. 



Jason had forced the assassin into a race against time; silver-rank speed and 

endurance against circumstances that were turning the fight further and further against him 

with every passing moment. Even when he managed to land an occasional hit on Jason, 

the afflictions were multiplying so much on the assassin that his amulet quickly replenished 

the shields. 

Jason used his Punition spell for a burst of damage, harming the assassin further for 

each of the afflictions on him. The Jason drained the afflictions away with Feast of 

Absolution and leaving a brutal mess of holy afflictions in their place. The assassin felt the 

power burning away at his insides and saw the light shining from under his skin. 

Knowing that his one advantage over Jason was the raw power of his rank, the 

assassin bet everything on a last-ditch, desperation move. He had hoped that Jason would 

be stupid enough the smash the tether rod, but he hadn’t. Betting his own resilience, 

battered though it was, the assassin smashed the rod himself. The resulting blast 

unleashed a shockwave that sent both Jason and the assassin tumbling off the roof and 

down to the street below. 

The assassin realised that his gamble had paid off as he was the first to recover and 

push his way painfully upright. Despite the ravaging power still coursing through him and 

all the shields and healing Jason had put up, the sheer superhuman fortitude of a silver-

ranker was that remarkable. 

That was not to say that Jason wasn’t recovering quickly. He was, by that point, 

drenched in ongoing healing effects from the afflictions he absorbed and the power of his 

amulet. The assassin wasted no time, reconjuring his fist weapons without spikes before 

leaping on Jason and brutally wailing into his head, relying on the obvious healing Jason 

was getting to keep him alive. 

As for keeping the assassin alive, he pulled out a cleansing potion worth more than 

most cars and tipped it down his throat. His possession of two such potions was what had 

kept him from abandoning the fight as Jason layered affliction after affliction on him. 

To the assassin’s horror, the potion he expected to wash away everything Jason had 

done like a cleansing flood only partially eliminated the afflictions. The terrifying light 

continued to glow under his skin, even if it was greatly diminished. He wouldn’t be able to 

take the other cleansing potion immediately and drank a powerful healing potion to keep 

himself alive. 

*** 

Aram had recorded almost all but the earliest moments of the fight on his phone. At a 

far remove, neither his aura nor his non-magical recording device has been spotted. He 



had been watching in disbelief as Asano fought not just evenly but at an advantage 

against a category three, their ranks clear to Aram as he felt their powerful auras clash. 

The category three looked to be on his last legs when he blasted them both off the roof 

and the category three brutally attacking Asano. 

He watched the man take a potion, which diminished the eerie glow coming from 

within his body, followed by another that partially healed the man’s ravaged body. Even 

after, the man looked less like a living being and more like a glowing zombie. As he was 

taking the potions, three men pulled up in a pair of cars. Clearly they new the man, who 

yelled a series of angry instructions, although Aram was too far away to make them out. 

The man jumped into one of the cars and tore off at speed, leaving the three men 

behind. Aram wanted to step in, but the three men were all category twos. He couldn’t 

handle one, let alone all three. He watched them inject the contents of a huge syringe into 

Asano before placing a collar around his neck and bundling him into the boot of the 

remaining car before taking off in a different direction to the man that had fought Asano. 

Aram sent the video file to Annabeth and then immediately called her. 

“How did it go?” she asked, not bothering with a greeting. 

“Ma’am, check the file I just sent you,” Aram said gravely. “I think it might be brown 

trousers time.”  

 



Chapter 285 

The Complete Set 

 

“Look at the way he moves,” said Nigel, the combat instructor of the Network’s 

Sydney branch. “That fighting style isn’t an extension of ordinary martial arts.” 

A cluster of Network analysts and investigators were watching the footage Aram had 

captured of Asano’s rooftop fight. They had already seen it three times. 

“It looks like stage combat,” Ketevan said. “Like the whole thing was choreographed.” 

“His fighting style is designed from the ground up to incorporate superhuman 

capabilities and supernatural powers,” Nigel assessed. “I don’t think he learned that on our 

world.” 

“You think this supports the outworlder theory?” Aram asked. 

“I do,” Nigel said. “The category three is completely outclassed in terms of skill. He 

only won because of the vast gulf in power between categories two and three. Trying to 

jump categories at that level is dancing on a knife edge. When facing that kind of strength 

alone, you can’t make any slip ups. Let them outpace you, you’re done. Fail to counter one 

ability, to anticipate one move and you probably won’t get a second chance. Asano made 

one mistake and that was all it took to turn the tables, because a category three’s bare 

hands are stronger than most special attacks.” 

“Alright, that’s enough,” Annabeth said as the footage finished again. “Nigel, work 

with the analysts, get me anything and everything from that footage I can use. Aram, get 

me an update on the search for that car. Keti, with me.” 

Annabeth marched out of the room, Ketevan in tow. 

“Keti,” she said wearily, “update me on the biker siege.” 

“The police standoff with the survivors of the tollway fight is ongoing. Media presence 

is exactly as bad as we projected. We’re coordinating with the Cabal on resolving the 

outcome. Mr Vermillion has assured us that the bikers are all going to have a violent drug 

reaction and die very shortly, including the ones in police and medical custody.” 

Annabeth took a short moment to play out the scenario in her mind. 

“The story will be an undirected, mass reaction to a bad batch of drugs leading to 

tragic and violent outbursts,” she said thoughtfully. “We can work with that. It’ll play well 

with the conservative crowd; let them distract everyone with a crackdown on drug 

enforcement.” 

“Mr Vermillion wanted to express that the Cabal takes responsibility for the problem. 

He also wanted to know where Jason Asano was.” 



“Don’t we all. What about this vampire they claim is responsible for unleashing the 

Blood Riders. Are they any closer to handing him over?” 

“Mr Vermillion says it will be by the end of the day.” 

The biker battle footage was still being looped on the international news and now  

phone footage was cropping up depicting flagrantly magical events. Fortunately, the 

central figure was just as blurry and indistinguishable in those as in the news footage and 

the panicked, amateurish camerawork made it all the less clear. The problems stemmed 

from the few scraps of clear footage, along with eye-witness accounts gaining media 

coverage. Fortunately, the outlandish claims were being widely dismissed. 

Then came the revelation that one the French branches of the Network had snuck a 

category three operative into the country without notifying them and kidnapped someone 

without any of the Australian branches being any the wiser. If Aram hadn’t been present, 

the operative could have spun any kind of tale as to why they arrived on the Sydney 

branch’s doorstep on the verge of death. If not for the Australia’s strongest healer being 

stationed in its largest city, the French agent would be dead. 

Annabeth stormed into medical, looking for said healer. She found her sprawled on a 

couch in the medical admin, looking like she’d run a marathon. There were a few empty 

potion bottles lying on the floor, along with a pair that still contained mana potion. Gladys 

had an old lady name and an old lady age, but her category three powers gave her the 

looks of an Olympic beach volleyballer, with an athletic body, vibrant skin and dark, 

lustrous hair. 

“Well?” Anna demanded. 

Gladys forced her eyes open unhappily. 

“It’s done.” 

“Did you tell him you were too exhausted to fully heal him?” 

“I am too exhausted to fully heal him.” 

“Good. Just being collared doesn’t stop him from being dangerous and I doubt the 

shackles will hold him. Keti, have him moved to containment. Do not give him a spirit coin 

if he asks.” 

Ketevan left and Annabeth turned back to Gladys, still laying back on the couch. 

“He was really that damaged?” Annabeth asked. 

“I’m amazed he survived long enough to get to us. I’m constantly astounded at the 

resilience of category three essence magicians, and I am one. I just never want to test that 

kind of trauma on myself. I completely tapped myself out keeping him alive.” 

“What made it so hard?” 



“For one thing, those conditions were too resistant to my abilities. I should have been 

punching down on category two magical ailments. The real problem, though, was the 

condition type. It was holy.” 

“We don’t say holy, Gladys. We say luminous.” 

“Stick your nomenclature guidelines up your arse, Anna. It was holy and it was brutal. 

I only have one power that removes holy conditions and I can’t use it in quick succession. I 

had to keep healing him between uses to keep him alive while I slowly cleared the 

conditions off in chunks. Even then, if the damage condition hadn’t been dropping off by 

itself, I’d have run out of steam before the job was done, even with mana potions.” 

“What about cleansing potions for him?” 

“He took one before he came, which is the only reason he got to us still alive. I 

shoved another one in him every time he could take it. What the hell did this to him?” 

“You saw the news?” Annabeth asked. “The man knocking over blood servants like 

bowling pins?” 

“It was that guy?” 

“Yeah. I really want to get a hold of him, but our French friend had accomplices 

bundle him up and take him away. Answers are only the beginning of what I want from the 

Frenchman. I’m going to juice him like an orange.” 

“Are you allowed to do that?” 

“He didn’t even request entry to Australia, let alone notify us. I’m very much looking 

forward to discussing protocol violations with whichever French prick has the plums to pick 

up the phone and complain.” 

“And the man who did this to him was taken away?” 

“Yes,” Annabeth said unhappily. “We have people looking, but we don’t have a lot to 

spare while we scramble to clean up the original crap storm. I told the Steering Committee 

that letting the EOA get their hooks in the media barons was a bad idea. Anyone with a 

functional brain could see that, but them? No, they’re too clever to bother with a blatantly 

obvious threat.” 

“You have an issue with the Steering Committee, Mrs Tilden?” 

The cool, amused voice was a stark contrast to Annabeth’s increasingly wild ranting. 

She whirled around, trying to school her expression before giving up and letting the rage 

spill over. 

“You know what, Keith?” she asked. “I do. I’ve got a list of emails so long you could 

deforest a national park and not have enough paper to print them all out. Every one of 

them is a warning about the problems we need to solve today so they don’t blow up on us 



tomorrow. The EOA’s influence in the media. The government weakening our position with 

our international partners. THE FRIGGING BLOOD RIDERS! I warned the committee 

about the Cabal playing fast and loose months ago, and do you remember what you told 

me, Keith?” 

“Not precisely,” Keith said, his amusement gone in the face of his unhinged 

subordinate. 

“You said ‘don’t rock the boat, Anna. We don’t want to cause trouble with the other 

factions, Anna.’ Well, the boat’s goddamn capsized, Keith, because I warned you 

yesterday, now it’s today and everything blew the fuck up! And I know who’s going to eat it 

for this, and it sure as hell won’t be you, will it Keith?” 

“Anna…” 

“Keith did you come here to tell me what a terrible job I’m doing? To replace me? No, 

no you didn’t, because you need a goat you can stake out to shoulder all the blame when 

the International Committee comes slavering for meat. You think I don’t know that I’m done 

after this? You’ve got two options, you little prick. Kick me out now, or shut your face while 

I do my last job however I damn well please.” 

The young man in the sharp suit looked like he’d been blasted by a gust of wind, 

while Gladys was tiredly clapping from the couch, even letting out a feeble, laughing cheer. 

Keith turned a glare on Gladys, who fired an insolent glare right back. 

“Go on, little boy,” she told him, getting up from the couch to stand next to Annabeth. 

“Try and tell me off. Then go explain to the Steering Committee how their category three 

healer heard about their intentions for my good friend Anna and we ran off to join the Fiji 

branch and live on a beach. I’m pretty confident they’ll take us.” 

Keith frowned unhappily. 

“You’re right that people are watching, Anna,” he said, “but you and I both know that if 

anyone can salvage this, it’s you. Yes, if this goes wrong, I can’t shield you. If you manage 

to get the lid back on the pot, though, this is your way up. Committee membership. A say 

in all those decisions you keep protesting.” 

A lot of the hot air deflated out of Anna. 

“Are you blowing smoke up my arse, Keith?” 

“Regardless of what you might think, Anna,” Keith said, “there are those of us that 

believe you can be a valuable voice on the committee. I know you’re having a rough day, 

but I need a little less conversation and a little more action, please. A seat at the big table 

is on the line and not every committee member is as accommodating as I am.” 

“If you say hysterical woman…” Gladys warned. 



“Wouldn’t dream of it. I’m going to take one of the small offices until this thing is 

sorted. If you need any extra resources, come to me and I’ll clear it. Today, you get 

anything and everything you need. Just ask and I’ll make it happen.” 

Anna looked a little sheepish at her blow up. 

“Thanks, Keith. Sorry I kind of exploded on you.” 

“Kind of?” Keith asked with a chuckle. “I get it, Anna. You were proved right about all 

the wrong things and now you’re the one stuck holding the bag. Now that you’ve blown off 

some steam, are you ready to get back to work?” 

“Yeah,” Anna said. “I’ll get it done. Can you try and figure out who the hell sent this 

French operative here?” 

“I’ll even try and figure out why,” Keith said. 

“Oh, I know why,” Anna said. “The French caught their outworlder and they wanted 

the complete set before anyone could confirm what they were.” 

“You’re convinced this Asano is an outworlder?” 

“Go take a look at the footage Aram took of their fight,” she told him. “Talk to Nigel. 

He thinks the guy’s fighting is literally out of this world.” 

“I’ll do that,” Keith said. “I’ll stop interrupting and let you get back to it. Just remember 

that some of us do have your back, Anna.” 

He left, leaving Annabeth and Gladys together. 

“Am I crazy, or did he quote Elvis in there?” Annabeth asked. 

“Yep,” Gladys said. “I actually slept with Elvis. Young Elvis, too, not squishy Elvis.” 

Annabeth gave her a sideways look. 

“He was rubbish,” Gladys continued. “Now Marlon Brando; that guy knew his 

business. Turns out he was cheating on Rita Moreno with me, though, and then she went 

and slept with Elvis. She didn’t like it any more than I did.” 

*** 

Jason groggily came to in the boot of a moving car. From the rough ride that finally 

shook him awake, he knew they were on a gravel road. He felt the familiar sensation of a 

suppression collar, which didn’t worry him. At this point he used them on himself for aura 

training. 

Even a powerful version like the one the Builder had crafted and put him in was 

something he could negate for at least a few crucial moments. Short of a collar designed 

to suppress gold-rankers, he was confident that he could deal with it. His problem was that 

once he did, anyone nearby with aura senses would know about it, while he wouldn’t 

sense who was in the car until he pushed off the suppression. 



He didn’t know what condition the silver-ranker was in after their battle. He knew the 

man had to be in a bad state, but what healing did he have access to?. Even if he 

survived, it should have taken a powerful ally or significant resources to keep him alive. He 

might not be fully recovered. 

Jason, on the other hand, felt physically in top form, to his surprise. Much of Colin’s 

biomass had been destroyed and would need to slowly recover before restoring Jason’s 

full regenerative power, which left a question of why. He would need his system interface 

back before he got answers. 

He knew that the best time to act was while they were still on the move, when his 

enemies had limited resources in place to deal with him. When he made his move, it would 

need to be definitive. Once he did, his enemies would learn that suppression collars 

couldn’t truly suppress him. That was not information he was willing to let out. 

He pushed out with his aura, negating the bronze-rank suppression collar with ease. 

Immediately he sensed three bronze-rank presences in the car, but not the silver-ranker. 

Given that the silver-ranker had snuck up on Jason before, though, it did not mean he 

wasn’t present. 

With the return of his interface power, a system message popped up. 

 

 You have been afflicted with a massive dose of [Carfentanil]. 
 You have resisted [Carfentanil]. 
 [Carfentanil] does not take effect. 
 You have gained multiple instances of [Resistant]. 
 You have gained multiple instances of [Integrity]. 

 

Apparently they had tried to sedate him before putting the collar on, allowing his Sin 

Eater power absorb the affliction. That had given him enough stacks of Integrity to heal 

him up, explaining his current condition. Even after the collar suppressed the ability that 

bestowed them, the buff effects apparently continued to work, restoring Jason to full 

health. 

He sensed the reactions from the auras in the front of the car as they became aware 

of his own. Shifting himself around, he got himself some leverage and pressed his legs 

against the lid of the boot. After only a few seconds, his superhuman strength was enough 

to force open the lock and the boot popped open. He conjured his cloak as he pushed 

himself out of the moving vehicle, which allowed him float into a gentle impact on the 

gravel road. 

The car pulled to a rapid stop. It was night, with no lights in the middle of nowhere 

other than those of the car. The overcast winter sky blocked out the stars, the moon a 



diffuse glow behind the clouds. With his ability to see through darkness, he could clearly 

make out the three people in the car, one for each of the bronze-rank auras. 

The silver-ranker was not present. For the moment it didn’t matter if he was dead or 

just absent, so long as he wasn’t around to pose a threat. As for the three bronze-rankers, 

Jason was about to fill the final moments of their lives with misery, torment and fear. 



Chapter 286 

More Valuable Than a Life 

 

The building looked like any of the other industrial warehouses around it. The inside, 

however, was an operations centre for the Cabal. Three reinforced security doors lay 

between the exterior and a set of concrete stairs leading down to a square, concrete room, 

behind a fourth, even more secure door. The room was empty apart from a cot fixed to the 

wall and the vampire sitting on it. His hands were held in alchemically-treated handcuffs 

while his legs were chained in similarly treated manacles. 

His clothes were bloody and bedraggled, although the injuries that left them in that 

state had already been healed by his vampiric regeneration. The effort of doing so had left 

him hungry and only blood fresh from the source could slake vampiric thirst. They had only 

allowed him to feed on a live goat which, compared to human blood, was like drinking raw 

sewerage. 

The door opened to admit Vermillion. He had a folding chair that he opened up and 

placed so he could sit facing the prisoner. 

“Hello, Clinton.” 

“You must be loving it,” Clinton said, sneering at Vermillion. “Seeing me like this.” 

Vermillion sighed. 

“You think any of this is good for me?” 

“You have the satisfaction of seeing a rival brought low.” 

“Rival?” Vermillion said pitying look. “That’s what you think? Clinton, before you 

perpetrated this spectacularly woe begotten disaster, I never gave you a second of thought 

any time you weren’t standing right in front of me. Is that what this is all about? Trying to 

prove that you’re better than me?” 

“My lineage alone makes me better than you,” Clinton said. “My uncle turned me, and 

you know who he is. We don’t even know who made you into one of us.” 

Vermillion shook his head. 

“The Cabal doesn’t care where we came from, Clinton. We each have to prove our 

worth. You gave the Cabal your measure, yesterday, and this is where it’s gotten you.” 

“My uncle won’t stand for this.” 

Vermillion shook his head, not bothering to respond. He stood up, left the cell and 

walked up the concrete stairs. Another man was waiting at the top with a grave 

expression. 

“Craig,” the man greeted. 



“Franklin.” 

“Sorry again about all this.” 

“It is what it is,” Vermillion said. “Instead of complaining about what we can’t fix, we 

need to get on with fixing what we can.” 

Franklin nodded soberly. He made his way down the stairs and into the cell. 

“Hello Clinton,” Franklin said, claiming the seat left by Vermillion. Franklin’s features 

had a vague resemblance to Clinton, but Clinton’s appearance was middle-aged, while 

Franklin looked no more than thirty at most. 

“Uncle Frank, you have to get me out of this.” 

“I tried to keep you from getting into it,” Franklin said. “You never met the 

requirements for the clan to consider making you one of us, but I convinced them to be 

compassionate. The only reason they let me tun you was that without it, you would have 

died.” 

“I’ve proven myself.” 

“Yes,” Franklin said. “You’ve certainly made your value clear. Your ambitions have 

outstripped your abilities at every turn. The unrelentingly disappointing results of every 

task assigned to you has demonstrated the value of the clan’s recruiting policies. Getting 

involved with the Blood Riders was very nearly the final straw and I had to fight to give you 

the chance to clean up your own mess. I warned you that this was a final chance for you, 

and what did you do? You caused a disaster.” 

“It’s just a few dead bikers.” 

“Innocent people are dead, Clinton. The Network is on the warpath. We’re burning 

political capital like kindling to stop this from permanently hurting the Cabal’s position in 

this city. This entire country. The world is watching and not just the magical world.” 

“It wasn’t my fault. If people didn’t show so much favouritism to Vermillion, I never 

would have needed to make such bold moves.” 

“Bold? It is that what you call the most idiotic act of self destruction I can conceive of? 

Did someone put you up this? I know your not smart enough to be a conspirator, but if 

someone used you, then they found a fine tool indeed.” 

“It was Vermillion that pushed me to this!” 

“Vermillion? I suppose I can see that. He draws favour because he’s competent; 

cautious and meticulous, with excellent foresight. A poster child for everything you lack. He 

might be careful and patient enough to set you up for this without it being tracked back to 

him, but he’s smart enough to know that this has a million unseen ways to go wrong. He’s 

in the doghouse now for failing to stop you before you caused this debacle.” 



Clinton sneered, only to be startled as Franklin slapped him hard across the face. 

“You’re happy? Do you have any idea of what I owe him, now? You’re my 

responsibility, which means the blame for your actions falls on me. I’m in a worse position 

than Vermillion because of this. So now I have to make a gesture to prove my loyalty and 

contrition, both to the clan and to the Cabal.” 

“What kind of gesture?” Clinton asked warily. 

“A sacrifice. After all the trouble you’ve caused me, you will finally demonstrate some 

worth. Like everything else about you, it’s only your relationship to me that gives you any 

value at all. The Cabal and the clan are both severing ties with you. You’re being handed 

over to the Network. My facilitation of this is my show of loyalty and contrition. One of 

many that will continue until long after you’re dead.” 

“You can’t.” 

“It’s already done, Clinton. You were never going to get out of this with a clean death 

after killing Julius. He had some actual potential, which is why we had him riding herd over 

you. We wanted him to see what not to do, but you taught that lesson too well. Then, true 

to form, you mess up disposing of the body. I mean, bloody hell, boy. If you’re going to 

saw a man into pieces, get some garbage bags or a plastic sheet or something. I mean, 

pillow cases? You can’t even fail properly. You are the worst vampire in the world.” 

“My actions were decisive and ruthless,” Clinton argued. “Those are the things a 

vampire should be.” 

“In control is what a vampire should be, Clinton. That was never you. I should have 

refused my sister. I apologise for not letting you die the death of a normal man. You would 

have died quietly and been remembered fondly.” 

“Surely there’s something that you can do,” Clinton begged. 

“I will be paying for your sins for a long time, Clinton. I have neither the ability nor the 

desire to absolve them. Even before this, you were baiting the EOA into making a move on 

Vermillion. That is an act directly in contravention of Cabal interests, in service to your 

personal ambition. If Vermillion hadn’t defused the situation, you’d have antagonised the 

Network, the EOA, our own people and a potentially valuable ally all in one fell swoop. 

Thankfully – and true to form – you failed. But for some inexplicable reason, this was the 

one time that you didn’t let one knock back stop you and did what it took to aggravate 

them all anyway. You even went above and beyond, throwing them into a frenzy. At least 

you can die knowing that your actions left a large footprint.” 

“You can’t hand me over,” Clinton said angrily. “I’ll tell the Network every clan and 

Cabal secret I know!” 



“I know,” Franklin said sadly. “As much as I hoped that time would temper you into 

steel, I knew from the beginning that you were pig iron. This is why you were never 

inducted into our greater secrets. You can’t give the Network information they don’t 

already know, although I expect they will be very thorough in checking.” 

Franklin got to his feet. 

“This is the last time we’ll meet, Clinton. Anything you have left to say, say it now.” 

“Uncle, it wasn’t my fault…” 

“I meant something new, Clinton. I’ve heard that many times before.” 

Franklin made his way back upstairs, where Vermillion was waiting for him. 

“That can’t have been easy,” Vermillion said. 

“It was a long time coming,” Franklin said. “All of our problems today can be laid at 

the feet of my mercy. How bad is it?” 

“Bad,” Vermillion said. “Magic came within a hair’s breadth of being revealed today, 

and the Network are on the warpath. The big question mark is this man Asano. I don’t 

know what he’ll do after what happened.” 

“Didn’t the Network take him?” 

“I believe the answer to that is complicated,” Vermillion said. “Not least by the 

question of whether or not they can hold him.” 

*** 

 “I don’t like that Sebastian isn’t with us,” Luc said. He was in the front passenger 

seat. 

“You think any of us like it?” Paul asked. He was driving the car along the gravel 

road, through the open landscape of the Australian Bush. The dark sky hid the panorama, 

forcing him to drive carefully. 

“You saw the condition Sebastian was in,” Paul said. “I’ve never seen anyone more in 

need of healing.” 

“That’s exactly my problem,” Luc said. “We all saw what the target did to Sebastian. 

What if he wakes up?” 

“He’s not going to wake up,” Nicolas said from the back seat. “With what we pumped 

into him, I’m amazed he’s still alive, category two or no. When he finally comes to, I won’t 

be shocked if we need to get the brain damage healed.” 

The three Frenchmen were driving along a rural back road in rural New South Wales, 

heading for a largely disused airstrip. With an overcast night sky and an absence of 

population centres by design, the headlight of their car was a lonely ship in a sea of black. 

“What I hate is that we have to fly back out,” Paul said. 



“Nothing to be done about it,” Nicolas said. “You can’t force someone through a 

portal, even if they’re out cold.” 

“What about Sebastian?” Luc asked. 

“What about him?” Paul asked. “He told us to go without him.” 

“I know he said that, but are we really going to just leave him?” Luc asked. 

“You’re damn right we are,” Nicolas said. “At this point he needs to be extracted 

diplomatically, not tactically. It’s out of our hands. Our job is to get the target home without 

the locals pinning us down. Sebastian left us his phone so that none of us…” 

He looked pointedly at Luc. 

“…would be stupid enough to try and make contact.” 

“Is the target going to stay unconscious all the way to France?” Paul asked. 

“I have some top-ups to keep him out,” Nicolas said. “He’s not waking up any time 

soon.” 

Suddenly all three felt an aura sweep over them from the boot of the car. 

“That’s not possible,” Nicolas said. “Even if he did somehow wake up, he’s collared.” 

“Maybe there was something wrong with the collar,” Luc said. 

“You think they sent us all this way without checking the collar?” Paul asked. 

“Pull the car over!” Nicolas ordered. 

As they argued, they heard the boot spring open. Paul pulled the car to a rapid stop, 

throwing up gravel as he braked hard and the three piled out of the car. They saw the 

open boot and looked around in the darkness. 

“I can’t see a thing,” Luc said. 

“He’s going to be a pain to track down like this,” Nicolas said. “Paul, give us some 

light.”  

As they peered out into the black, Paul raised an arm above his head and a large, 

flaming sphere appeared, floating in the air and shedding a red light. Shockingly, it 

revealed that the group was surrounded by figures of inky darkness, almost on top of 

them. 

They all reacted immediately. Luc transformed his body into solid stone, while Paul 

summoned a whip made of fire. Nicolas conjured an assault rifle and started wildly 

spraying bullets all round them. As bullets were directly conjured into the gun, he was not 

forced to pause and reload, feeding his mana into it as quickly as the conjured weapon 

would take it. The muzzle flash caused a blinding strobe as  he swept the gun back and 

forth, spewing bullets in every direction. When Nicolas finally stopped and the blast of 



gunfire was replaced by eerie silence, the dark figures were gone, as if they had never 

been. 

“What were those things?” Paul asked. 

“You think I know?” Nicolas asked. 

“I think you killed them, or drove them off,” Luc said. As he did, blue and orange lights 

lit up in the distance, drawing the attention of all three. Focused on the distance, they only 

noticed the shadowy figure moving behind them in the red light when they turned after 

feeling the sting of a blade slicing along their skin. Nicolas and Paul both received cuts on 

the neck, but Luc’s bubble shield briefly flared into visibility. It intercepted the attack before 

it even reached his stone flesh. 

The light that had distracted them had dimmed into nothingness. 

“Not much of a wound,” Paul said, patting his neck. “I’ve had plenty worse.” 

“I bet Sebastian had too,” Nicolas said. “This prick uses poison, genius.” 

“Should we start searching?” Luc asked. 

“Forget that,” Paul said. “We knew going in that this mission had a high failure 

chance. I’m not fighting the guy that did that to Sebastian in the dark.” 

“Agreed,” Nicolas said. “Let’s just get in the car and go.” 

As their short debate over what to do came to an end, the blue and orange lights 

appeared again. There was one larger light, with four smaller ones orbiting it. Two of the 

smaller lights broke away from the others and started flying towards them. They were not 

slow, but did not match the speed of a bullet or even an arrow. 

“Block or dodge?” Luc asked, even as the other two were scrambling out of the light’s 

path. The two lights made a direct line for their car, merging together just as they impacted 

it. The resulting explosion blasted Paul and Nicolas, even having fled, although they were 

only sent tumbling with minimal damage. 

Luc was closer but also barely hurt. His bubble shield absorbed enough of the blast, 

which seemed poorly suited to penetrate the magical shield. The sheer power of the blast 

did make it collapse, but what little force remained splashed against Luc’s stone body, 

leaving small cracks in it. Luc felt a flicker of panic, realising that the blast was clearly more 

effective against his stone body than the magic shield, but it was a spent force. 

The car, unlike its former occupants, was far more than superficially damaged. It had 

been torn open like someone with fat fingers and no coordination had tried to split a 

sandwich with someone by pulling it in half. It was certainly no longer driveable. 

Lying in the light scrub off the side of the road where he had been thrown by the 

explosion, Paul yelled out in fresh pain. Nicolas scrambled to his feet as Luc went to check 



on him, only for a shadowy figure to appear behind Nicolas, lashing out several times 

before vanishing as Nicolas echoed Paul’s exclamations. 

“What’s going on?” Luc asked in a panic as he helped Paul to his feet. “This shouldn’t 

be possible! He’s meant to be collared!” 

“What do we do?” Paul called out to Nicolas, but Nicolas had no answers. He stared 

at the wreckage of the car under the bloody illumination of the fiery orb, the car’s own light 

having died. The only answer came from a voice as cold and dark as the black winter 

night. 

“Bleed for me.” 

*** 

Luc had strong defensive powers, with his magical shield and his earth form powers. 

His means of attack were powerful but simple, and he generally relied on his teammates to 

pin down the enemy for him to finish off. His teammates had died around him, however, 

without his catching more than a glimpse of their attacker. There had only been the 

merciless voice chanting sinister incantations as Paul and Nicolas fired powers wildly into 

the dark to no discernable effect, until they succumbed to death. 

Luc broke down as his companions ended their screaming, leaving dark carcasses of 

blackened flesh with the unnerving stillness of death. More lights lit up on the empty road, 

this time not blue and orange but the silver pinprick of stars. The night sky, hidden beyond 

the dark clouds of winter, had taken the form of a man. Luc remembered the stories of the 

starlight angel that had been on the news. He knew that for him, this was no angel of 

mercy. 

He didn’t fight back, merely watching the approaching figure with defiance. He wasn’t 

even thinking of it as the target anymore. It was more like a monster, born of the dark. It 

moved slowly, finally appearing before him, all darkness and stars. It moved over Paul’s 

body, then over Nicolas. It reached up and pulled a suppression collar from the 

impenetrable dark of its hood. The collar then vanished from its hand and it turned its 

attention to Luc. 

“You’re going to tell me the things I want to know,” came the hard, ruthless voice. 

“I don’t care if you collar and torture me,” Luc said. “Even without my powers, my 

body can take the pain.” 

“I believe you,” the voice said as Luc felt something crushing down on his aura like a 

fist around an egg. 

“Can your soul?” the voice asked. 

*** 



Jason discovered that the advantage of holding a person’s soul in his hand was that 

the person was quite incapable of lies and evasions going undetected. He didn’t feel good 

about executing the man in cold blood after exhausting his knowledge. Being honest with 

himself, he didn’t feel all that bad, either. The ability to negate the effects of suppression 

collars was a trump card for Jason’s most vulnerable moments, as his current 

circumstances neatly demonstrated. The secret was more valuable than a life, at least the 

life of a man that had kidnapped him. 

Before he died, the man filled in many important details for Jason, both about why the 

men had come for him and about the Network. For centuries the Network had been a 

series of independent secret societies and apparently old games of competitiveness and 

resource hoarding continued through to the present. It was a more fractious organisation 

than Vermillion’s description had led him to believe, although Vermillion was an outsider 

and total accuracy was not to be expected. 

This did not automatically mean that the local branch would be an ally, rather than an 

enemy. Given what the man had revealed, he hoped they would be. The most important 

thing he had learned from the Frenchman was that the Network branch in Lyon had the 

other outworlder in its custody. Jason hoped that the factional conflict was sufficient that 

the local Network would help him take the outworlder from the Lyon branch, as he knew 

that trying it alone was suicide. 

Jason failed to learn anything else about the other outworlder as the Frenchman 

knew nothing about them. He suggested that their leader, Sebastian, might, but he had 

gone to the local Network branch for healing. The man Jason questioned suspected that 

the local branch would detain Sebastian to squeeze some concessions out of the French, 

given that they were not meant to be in the country at all. 

He opened his map ability to check his destination. He could get back to Sydney in a 

couple of portal jumps, as he had visited places in his range in the past. He was even 

within range of his uncle’s farm, where his mother grew up. He could use some time to 

think; to consider what he’d learned and weigh his options. He had Shade take a car form 

and take off back toward Sydney.  

His demolition of the biker gang and what he did to his attackers, even the one that 

most likely survived, demonstrated the kind of threat he presented to those who chose to 

provoke him. Now was the time to show that he wasn’t just a mad dog and could be 

reasoned with. He’d shown plenty of big stick and it was time for some juicy carrot. He 

needed to test the waters with the local Network branch and, if possible, ask Sebastian 

some pointed questions. It was time for a meeting with Annabeth Tilden. 



As he sat in thought, Shade taking care of the driving, Gordon manifested in the seat 

next to him. Unlike normal vehicles, Shade was able to contain Gordon’s incorporeal form 

without him passing right through. Gordon’s floating eyes looked at Jason expectantly and 

Jason nodded, pulling out his phone. 

Jason had looted it from one of the bodies before he had Colin and Gordon annihilate 

them. Their bodies were not sufficiently composed of magic to dissolve into rainbow 

smoke, but his power did save him rifling through their pockets. He had retrieved his own 

phone, plus theirs and the key to the suppression collar around his neck. 

He had crafted some single-use keys that probably would have worked, but he wasn’t 

entirely confident that his self-made product  would work. He also didn’t have a lot of them.  

After the bodies were disposed of, he had Gordon break the car down into chunks of 

scrap he threw off into the scrub. It was possible someone could use a GPS record to 

track the spot, but there was nothing left that could cause him any problems. 

Getting rid of the bodies sent his thoughts drifted to his own corpse, left behind in the 

astral space. It probably did dissolve into rainbow smoke, at least partially. He had known 

for a long time that he was no longer a human, but thinking about his body dissolving like a 

monster brought it home in a fresh way. 

He had used a precious droplet of crystal wash to prevent his phone from picking up 

a corpse smell. He loaded up a movie, which Shade was able to project onto the 

windscreen. 

“This one’s called Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory,” Jason told Gordon. “It’s a 

good one.” 



Chapter 287 

Uncontrolled Factor 

 

Annabeth’s eyes snapped open. As a category one, her senses were only slightly 

heightened, but something had triggered an instinctive reaction and awakened her. 

Straining her aura senses, she couldn’t detect anything that might have set them off. 

Next to her, Susan remained in blissful slumber. Anna silently slipped out of bed, 

taking a pistol and a flask from her nightstand. She took a swig of the flask, the stamina 

potion kicking her senses fully awake. She would have preferred a spirit coin, but the 

Network insisted on using the whole stockpile to make bullets or use in rituals. Her pistol 

was loaded with exactly those magical bullets, as well as being enchanted itself. 

Wearing only her underwear, she slunk downstairs, spotting a light from the kitchen. 

Moving into it without a sound, she found someone peering into the fridge, which was the 

source of light. 

“You broke into the wrong house, mate.” she said, levelling her gun. 

“Tell me about it,” Jason complained, turning to the kitchen island and putting down a 

plate holding a sandwich. “Your condiment selection is terrible. Susan clearly didn’t marry 

you for your culinary skills.” 

He looked over at her, standing in her underwear with a gun pointed at him. 

“Still, I can see the appeal,” he acknowledged. “I mean, a beautiful woman in her 

underwear pointing her gun at me?” 

He took a big bite of his sandwich. 

“I love my life,” he mumbled through the food. 

“You’re Jason Asano.” 

“Yep. Have been for a while, which makes it easy to remember.” 

He frowned at the sandwich in his hand. 

“With what you had in the fridge,” he said, “I could barely assemble an above average 

sandwich, and I do not appreciate being reduced to mid-tier sandwiches. I’ll add it to the 

list of things the Network needs to answer for. Did you get this bread from a supermarket?” 

“What are you doing here?” Annabeth asked. “How are you here? You were 

kidnapped, drugged and collared.” 

“Silver-rankers kidnap me from time to time. It’s kind of my thing. You should just go 

to a bakery. You’ll be supporting local business and you won’t get bread that tastes like 

sadness.” 

“Silver-rankers?” 



“Right, uh, tier three? Category three? Is that what you call it? If I hadn’t spent the last 

six months in a pocket universe fighting evil, I’d at least have a decent sauce on hand.” 

“What about the people that took you?” 

“The three French guys? You don’t need to worry about local authorities stumbling 

into them. I’m more interested in the fourth one, Sebastian. You do have him, right? He 

and I never got the chance to talk.” 

“What do you want with him?” 

“My needs are many and varied; he’s just a part of it. Craig Vermillion seems to think 

that you and I can help each other. I’m hoping that he’s right.” 

“So you broke into my house?” 

“I wanted a meeting on my terms. If I wandered into your headquarters, you might 

start thinking like your counterparts from Lyon.” 

“You know about that?” 

“I had a little chat with the blokes who took me for a drive. If you’re looking to dig 

deeper, these might help.” 

He took out two mobile phones and placed them on the counter. 

“One of these belongs to Sebastian, the other to one of his flunkies. I reset the unlock 

codes to 0-0-0-0.” 

“You can hack phones?” 

“I know a few simple unlocking rituals. One of the more esoteric ones got the job 

done. One of the cheaper ones, which was nice, although I don’t have any shortage of 

iron-rank spirit coins. That’s category one, I guess. Like you. And that gun. Magic guns are 

a thing, I guess. You do have spirit coins, here, right?” 

“Yeah. What’s with the iron-rank, silver-rank thing? Is that what they call the 

categories in the other world?” 

“Yep. They named the ranks after the colours of spirit coins. They’re all crystal, but 

the category ones look like iron, twos like bronze and so on. It’s the same colour that 

shines out of you when your attributes advance or you get a gift evolution. You do 

understand these concepts, right?” 

“We call it minor threshold advancement.” 

“See? We’re learning from each other already. That gun isn’t conjured, right?” 

“No.” 

“One of the French blokes kept conjuring guns. Is there a gun essence?” 

“There is.” 



“No kidding. I have this mate who theorised that different worlds had different 

essences.” 

“You really were over there, weren’t you?” she asked, finally lowering the pistol she 

had been holding on him the whole time. “What was that you said about a pocket 

universe?” 

“Oh, I spent about a year in the other world, then another six months a small side-

reality. To be honest, I was only fighting evil at the end. Mostly it was just monsters.” 

“I can’t imagine the kind of experiences you must have had.” 

She looked down at his t-shirt, emblazoned with the text I WENT TO A MAGICAL 

ALTERNATE UNIVERSE AND ALL I GOT WAS VAST COSMIC POWER. 

“I’m not entirely sure that I want to,” she added as Jason flashed her an impish grin. 

“Look,” Jason said. “I have a lot to offer your organisation. Knowledge, insight. 

Smouldering sensuality. You know it; the French certainly know it. I’m sure you recognise 

the potential of someone who’s been where I’ve been. On paper, your Network and me are 

a good fit, but the relationship has started out very poorly.” 

“We would like to work with you, obviously,” Annabeth said. “You have a 

demonstrated penchant for public chaos that troubles us, though.” 

“That’s fair,” Jason said. “But since you have a demonstrated penchant for 

kidnapping me, I wouldn’t go claiming the moral high ground.” 

“That was the Lyon branch.” 

“And why should I think you will act any different than the people who sent that 

French prick to kick my arse?” 

“You kicked back pretty hard. If we didn’t have a category three healer, he would 

have died.” 

“You’ve got a silver-rank healer? Nice.” 

“She’s more subtle than roaming the halls of a hospital playing faith healer,” 

Annabeth said. 

“She does help regular people, then?” 

“Of course. What’s the point of having healing magic if you can’t help the people that 

need it most? We run a private clinic that allows us to find and help needy people without 

the news talking about angels made of stars. We can quietly find patients and clean up 

any troublesome hospital records. Do you realise how much what you did has hurt the 

operation of the children’s hospital? There’s investigations, oversight, the media debacle. 

Yes, you helped some people that really needed it, but you hurt people, too. Do you have 

any understanding of consequences?” 



“That’s… traditionally been a weak area for me,” Jason said, head bowed in 

contrition. “I like that clinic you mentioned. I’d like to get in on that, if we end up working 

together.” 

“That’s one of the things you have to offer,” Annabeth said. “What is it that you want 

from us?” 

“If you’re not smart enough to figure that out, I don’t want to work with you,” Jason 

said. 

“The Lyon branch,” Annabeth said. “We’re pretty sure they have an outworlder. You 

want that outworlder.” 

“Bang on,” Jason said. “I’m not what you’d call happy with the Network right now.” 

“We’re not over the moon with you, either,” she said. “Killing people on the news. 

Playing angel at a children’s’ hospital.” 

“The latter was to draw you out so I could investigate you,” Jason said. “As for the 

bikers, I did go overboard, there.” 

“Overboard? Six innocent bystanders were killed and we still don’t know how many 

were injured.” 

Jason paled. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I really am. I didn’t think when they attacked. I just fought. I’m not 

used to worrying about collateral damage.” 

“It’s why we have rules.” 

Jason nodded. 

“I’m not going to work for your organisation,” he said, “but I will work with you, if we 

can hammer out an arrangement. Including rules. I think that some boundaries might be 

good for me, right now.” 

“Then we need to have a conversation somewhere other than my kitchen,” Annabeth 

said. “While I’m wearing clothes.” 

“Do you sleep in a bra?” Jason asked. “That can’t be comfortable.” 

“I just kind of crashed out,” Annabeth said defensively. “Someone’s antics didn’t leave 

me time to sleep for two days. Finally I get to bed and you pop up in my damn kitchen.” 

“Sorry,” he said, plucking a fistful of spirit coins from his inventory and placing them 

on the table. “By way of apology.” 

“So, what now?” she asked. 

“Now, I’m taking my uncle and getting out of Sydney for a while. If your people come 

after me, I know that a deal is off the table and we go to war. If not, we can work 

something out.” 



“War?” 

“If the Network is going to keep coming after me,” Jason said, “I’m not just going to sit 

back and wait.” 

“You lost to one category three. You can’t take us all on.” 

“I don’t need to fight you to beat you,” Jason said. “I just need a press conference. If I 

go public, you’ll have bigger problems than me to deal with. Also, I can start flogging 

Starlight Rider merch. That’s a whole thing.” 

“I can talk cooperation,” Annabeth said. “I have people that I answer to, though. They 

don’t like uncontrolled factors, and you’re an uncontrolled factor in an absurd shirt.” 

“I do have a way of frustrating authority figures,” Jason admitted. “I’m not what you’d 

call sorry about that, but I do recognise that my personal proclivities make things more 

difficult. Talk to your people and ask what they’d like to see as a gesture of good faith. I’ll 

see what I can do.” 

“You’ll want a similar gesture from us, too right?” 

“Of course. I want everything you know about this outworlder in France.” 

“What do you know already?” 

“Nothing,” Jason said. “All I know is that when I came back, someone came with me.” 

“We don’t know anything ourselves.” Annabeth said. “We’re working on that. I’m 

pressing Sebastian and my boss is pressing his boss. They haven’t even admitted to 

having an outworlder yet. In the meantime, how do I contact you?” 

“I left my phone number on the whiteboard on your fridge. I also added some things 

to your shopping list. Get your kitchen in order, lady. Your pasta sauce selection alone is a 

travesty. Buy some damn tomatoes.” 

“Your sister’s a TV chef, isn’t she?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Does she know you’re back?” 

“I wanted to get some things settled before I come back from the dead. I don’t want to 

bring my mess down on my family. Will your people come looking for trouble?” 

“I think everyone will be happier if our interactions are civil,” Annabeth said. “There’s 

been far too much action going on. What do you think of Craig Vermillion as a middleman 

for the moment.” 

“You’ll use Cabal personnel?” 

“They owe us big, and they know it.” 

“Alright,” Jason agreed. “I’m going to work under the assumption that I can walk down 

the street without the Network trying to drag me into a van. But don’t think that I’ll keep 



letting your people keep coming after me without reprisal. I’m going to let you get back to 

bed. Keep in touch.” 

He closed the fridge, which was the only source of light. Annabeth found the light 

switch in the dark but he was gone by the time she flipped it. 

“Go to bed, right,” she muttered. 

Flicking the light back off, she trudged back upstairs, not for her bed but for her 

phone. 

“I should have shot him.” 

*** 

In Hiro’s apartment, Hiro clasped Jason in a hug. 

“We heard some kind of explosion outside and saw those men pile you into their car. 

I didn’t know what to do, so I contacted Vermillion. He said to hold tight.” 

“Sorry to worry you, Uncle. I’m fine.” 

“That’s good,” Taika said. “You’re our guide to all the crazy stuff that’s happening.” 

“Well, I shouldn’t be dragged away any time soon,” Jason said. 

“You were literally just dragged off,” Taika said. “What happened, bro?” 

“It’s political. Some people from France wanted me and weren’t too worried about it 

being on a voluntary basis. They’ve been handled, for the moment, at least. Has anyone 

bothered you?” 

“Vermillion brought the EOA people around and we came to a preliminary 

agreement.” 

“They gave you good terms?” 

“Very. It seems like Vermillion talked Victor around and the EOA are feeling generous 

now they’re looking at a smooth transition.” 

“How did he get Victor on board, do you know?” 

“He said that the EOA can give Victor something that he’s always wanted but 

Vermillion was never permitted to give himself.” 

“That makes sense,” Jason said. 

He knew that Victor wanted to learn more about the magical world, but the Cabal had 

always kept him at a remove. From what Vermillion had told Jason, the EOA had no such 

qualms. 

“Alright,” Jason said. “I’ve made contact with certain people and, for the moment, we 

should remain unmolested. In the morning, we’re going to pack it up and head for home. 

Have you made your arrangements, Taika?” 

“Yeah, bro. I talked to my family. I don’t want them anywhere near this.” 



“Good call. We’ll be on the road for a few hours tomorrow. I can give you a proper 

introduction to the world I’ve landed you all in.” 

*** 

In front of Hiro’s apartment building, Jason looked at the cloud flask in his hand with 

dissatisfaction. Instead of the cloud stuff emerging when he opened the stopper, he 

received a system message. 

 

 Cloud constructs cannot operate in zones of barren magic. 
 Add vortex accumulator to cloud constructs to allow operation in zones of barren 

magic. 
 

 
Vortex Accumulator requirements (bronze rank): 

 
 1 [Magic Essence]. 
 1 [Gathering Essence]. 
 100 bronze-rank [Vortex Quintessence Gems]. 
 1000 [Bronze Spirit Coins]. 

 
 Bronze-rank vortex accumulator will allow for cloud constructs of up to current rank 

(bronze) forms to function in zones of extremely low magical density. Higher-rank 
materials will be required for higher-rank forms to function. 

 

“That’s suspicious,” he muttered to himself. 

“What is?” Hiro asked. 

“My magic item here needs a bunch of very expensive materials for an upgrade. 

Materials I just so happen have on hand. I’m starting to wonder if it took a look at my 

supplies and decided to scam me.” 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Hiro said. 

“I get that a lot.” 

Jason had fed a lot of materials into the cloud flask to enhance its utility, mostly 

varieties of quintessence gems, but also crystal wash and various kinds of magical metal, 

stone and fabric that helped create surfaces that were not just soft and malleable. It was 

difficult to chop vegetables when the knife just pushed them through a countertop made of 

nice, soft clouds. Emir had warned him that the most powerful upgrades would require full 

essences, such as his current circumstance, but the specifics were a little coincidental. 

A magic essence wasn’t an oddity, as they were common and Jason had several on 

hand. The gathering essence, on the other hand, was a rare essence that he also 

coincidently happened to have. 



In the only instance of it ever happening in his experience, the blood weaver his team 

fought in the astral space had produced not one but three essences when looted. The 

spider essence and blood essences were no surprise, beyond appearing together. The 

gathering essence was, due to being a third essence from the same monster, as well as 

being the rarest of the three. 

As for the vortex quintessence gems, Jason had a goodly amount after fighting 

dangerous silver-rank monsters called vortex elementals. All his vortex gems were silver-

rank, though, rather than bronze. 

“Can I set up a silver-rank accumulator before I rank up the flask to silver?” he asked. 

 

Vortex Accumulator requirements (silver rank): 
 

 1 [Magic Essence]. 
 1 [Gathering Essence]. 
 100 silver-rank [Vortex Quintessence Gems]. 
 1000 [Silver Spirit Coins]. 

 
 Silver-rank vortex accumulator will allow for cloud constructs of up to silver rank 

forms to function in zones of extremely low magical density. Higher-rank materials 
will be required for higher-rank forms to function. 

 

“A thousand silver coins,” he muttered. “That’ll take a good chunk out of the supply.” 

Taika and Hiro looked at each other as Jason continued to mutter seeming nonsense 

to himself while staring at what looked like a boiling flask in his hand. Then they watched 

as he started pulling objects out of the air, like a stage magician. 

He started with a funnel, which he placed into the end of the flask. Then he started 

shoving silver coins into the funnel by the fistful, followed by what looked like opals. Then 

there was a blue, glowing cube, which dissolved into mist, followed by another cube that 

was black and white that likewise dissolved into the flask. Afterwards, he took out the 

funnel and replaced the flask’s stopper. 

“Sorry about this,” he said to Hiro and Taika. “It needs a few minutes to percolate, but 

it should be fine now. You can bring down the bags.” 

“You’re a weird bloke, bro,” Taika said and headed back inside. 



Chapter 288 

Agendas 

 

“Finally,” Jason said. He was standing in front of Hiro’s apartment building with the 

cloud flask in his hand. 

 

 Vortex accumulator (silver rank) complete. 
 

 Available forms (iron rank): Cloud house (grand), cloud house (adaptive). 
 Available forms (bronze rank): Carriage house (grand), carriage house (adaptive). 

 

“Alright,” Jason said happily. 

“Are you certain you should do this in front of the apartment building?” Shade asked 

from his shadow. “We are fully exposed to the street.” 

“Yeah, I’d best take it around the side,” Jason said. “Flaunting it out in the open might 

not be the best.” 

“What are you doing exactly?” Hiro asked. 

“I told you,” Jason said. “Sorting out a ride.” 

“Will it be like a magic carpet or something?” Taika asked. He had luggage for himself 

and Hiro piled outside the building entrance. 

“Sadly, no,” Jason said. “It will be a bit more roomy, though.” 

Jason made his way around the side of the building, between the apartment complex 

and the townhouse in which he had been staying. He pulled the stopper from the cloud 

flask and two wisps of cloud-stuff came snaked out to form two separate shapes, floating 

above the opening. One was a house and one was a long, multi-wheeled carriage. Jason 

waved his hand through the carriage and it changed shape into something more like a bus 

as he switched the carriage house form to the adaptive variant. He then sat the flask on 

the ground, where cloud stuff started streaming out in earnest. 

“It’ll take about ten minutes,” Jason said to Hiro and Taika. 

The three men watched as the stream of cloud-stuff slowly compressed itself into the 

form of a huge recreational vehicle. It was double-decked and generally enormous, at four 

metres high and fourteen metres long. The driving station was visible through a glass 

bubble sticking out from the top level of the vehicle’s front. 

“Bro, that’s one of them super-expensive motorhomes. How’d you fit it in a bottle? Oh 

wait, magic. I’m still getting used to that.” 



“These things are basically a luxury yacht on wheels,” Hiro said. “They normally go 

for upwards of three million, but I’m guessing this one cost a little more.” 

“I’m not clear on the exchange rate,” Jason said. “I won this one in a competition and 

I’ve still been sinking money into it. Often literally.” 

“What kind of competition?” Hiro asked. 

“Retrieving the symbolic weapon of an ancient order of assassins from a pocket 

universe.” 

“I have no idea how to respond to that,” Hiro said. “I no longer have any basis for 

what ridiculous is.” 

“What’s with the license plate?” Taika asked, prompting Jason and Hiro to look. It 

read RPR-MAN.  

“Are you a repair man?” Taika asked. “That seems odd to put on an expensive 

magical motor home.” 

“Nope,” Jason said. “I’m not sure what that’s about.” 

“It’s not repair man,” Shade said, emerging from Jason’s shadow. “It’s Reaper Man.” 

“Shade, have you been messing with my cloud flask?” 

“No,” Shade said. “I think it recognises that I’ll be the one driving.” 

“That’s fair,” Jason said. “I’m starting to have some suspicions about the cloud flask, 

though. It seems awfully reactive for a magic item.” 

“The cloud flask is a profoundly sophisticated item, bound to your soul. What you 

perceive as reactions to its environment are, in fact, effected by your unconscious control.” 

“So, you’re saying that I’m the repair man,” Jason reasoned. 

“It’s Reaper Man,” Shade insisted. “I am quite certain it refers to me.” 

Hiro and Taika were watching the pair converse, their eyes glued warily on Shade. It 

was not the first time they had encountered him, but they were still unnerved by having the 

magical entity in their midst. Jason glanced in their direction. 

“Blokes, I know this is all still fresh, but you’re in the shallow end of the pool. You 

haven’t even met Colin, yet.” 

“Colin?” 

“He’s my other mate. He’s still recovering after fighting with that prick who kidnapped 

me.” 

“Is he going to try again?” 

“I don’t think so,” Jason said. “The local authorise have him in custody. Of course, 

those local authorities might try and kidnap me themselves, but hopefully they decide to go 

in another direction.” 



A sleek, black, two-door car pulled up in front of the apartment. Jason wasn’t a car 

person and didn’t recognise it, but it was clearly an old classic. Vermillion emerged, 

walking around the side of the building where the others were gathered. His attention was 

immediately drawn to Shade, while Jason eyed off Vermillion’s car. 

“Nice car,” Jason asked. 

“1967 Maserati Ghibli,” Vermillion said proudly. “I’ve actually had it since ’67, too.” 

“It’s a little on the nose isn’t it?” Jason asked. “I mean, if you asked me what kind of 

car a vampire drives, that’s exactly what I’d think of.” 

“I do have an image to maintain,” Vermillion said. “And I don’t think you’re the one to 

go throwing stones over ostentatious black cars. Hello Shade.” 

“Mr Vermillion,” Shade returned the greeting. 

Vermillion greeted Hiro and Taika, inquiring how they were handling the recent 

revelations they had experienced. Their still uneasy reaction to him, once an object of 

deep fear for both, told Vermillion more than their mumbled responses. 

“Is this yours?” Vermillion asked Jason, looking over the huge, white motorhome. 

“Yep.” 

“Is it that crazy expensive European model? I didn’t pay you that much for the gold.” 

“No, it’s custom,” Jason said. “Very custom. I brought it back with me.” 

“You brought a motorhome back from an alternate reality?” 

“I brought the power to teleport back from an alternate reality and this is what 

surprises you?” 

“It’s a matter of perspective,” Vermillion said. “Teleport powers I can see in a magical 

alternate universe. RV dealerships seem like they’d be less prominent.” 

“They had all kinds of magic vehicles,” Jason said. “There were magical carriages 

that were kind of like old-timey cars. I had a friend who used to drive us around a river 

delta on an airboat to do jobs. It was great.” 

“An airboat? Like an Everglades-style airboat?” 

“Yep. There was kind of a hover version for travelling through the desert, too. Oh, and 

giant sand barges. It was very Jabba the Hutt. Oh, and an underwater subway. That was 

awesome.” 

“I’d love to see all that,” Vermillion said. 

“I have recordings of a lot of it,” Jason said. “I’ll show you some time. So what brings 

you by? Is it about the Network, or are you just sending us off?” 

“Annabeth Tilden did contact me.” 

“What do you think of her?” Jason asked. 



“She’s one of the good ones,” Vermillion said. “Be aware that she has people she 

answers to, however. She may be in charge of direct operations for her branch, but the 

people above her have the ultimate oversight.” 

“Is that why she wanted you to play go between?” Jason asked. “Someone outside 

her chain of command?” 

“I think she’s sensitive to what happens if you get pushed too far. She was very 

happy that you didn’t lay your kidnapping at the feet of the entire Network.” 

“I’m not ruling anything out, at this stage,” Jason said. 

“How are you holding up?” Vermillion asked. 

“It’s not like I’ve never been kidnapped before.” 

“It’s not?” 

“I’ll tell you about it sometime.” 

“We might have that chance sooner rather than later,” Vermillion said. “I actually 

came to tell you about my demotion. After everything that happened, it’s been decided to 

give someone else oversight of the Cabal’s Sydney operations. I’m being moved to 

somewhere more modest.” 

“They’re banishing you to the middle of nowhere?” 

“It shouldn’t be too bad,” Vermillion said. “It’s a little tourist town up the coast. We’re 

anticipating a rise in magical activity in the near future, so they’ve decided to assign 

someone to keep an eye on things. Namely, me.” 

Jason laughed. 

“I see. Well, would you like to travel with us, then?” 

“I have my car,” Vermillion said. 

“Oh, I can sort that out,” Jason said. 

The size and weight limit of Jason’s inventory slots had increased with his rank and 

he successfully managed to fit Vermillion’s car. He lifted up the front end with his 

formidable strength and pushed it into the inventory window, causing the car to vanish. 

“What did you do to my car?” Vermillion asked as Taika and Hiro goggled at the 

space it had been in. They were still far from inured to Jason’s casual use of magic. 

“I just stored it,” Jason said. “It’s fine. Probably.” 

“Probably?” 

“I’ll pull it back out when we get there. Come on, let’s check out the new wheels. I 

haven’t had a chance to test this thing out, yet.” 

“I’m certainly curious,” Vermillion said. “Why does the license plate say repair man?” 

*** 



Annabeth stood at the end of the table addressing the Steering Committee. 

“Asano knows his value to us,” she said. “Or at least he’s made some good guesses. 

Look at the coins I just handed out. He left those for me on my kitchen counter. We’ve had 

them checked and they’re authentic, iron-rank spirit coins. Note the personalised design.” 

Keith peered at the coin between his fingers, depicting a man giving a thumbs up. On 

the other side was embossed text. 

PRODUCT OF JASON 

G’DAY MATE! 

“He didn’t just leave these on a whim,” Annabeth said. “He wanted us to see them. 

These are personalised, which means he not only has however many coins he brought 

back with him, but a looting power. If he’s figured out that looting powers are the only 

source we have for spirit coins in our world, and that our branch doesn’t have one, he 

knows that his value to us is immense. Even if he doesn’t, the actions of Lyon branch 

highlight how valuable he is. If we get Asano on board, our reliance on the international 

committee for spirit coins is ameliorated, if not eliminated entirely.” 

“That’s attractive, certainly,” a committee member said. “But in return he wants to put 

us at odds with the Lyon branch. The European branches are just as strong as the Asian 

branches. I’m not willing to accept that kind of risk.” 

The committee member, Miranda, had once been Annabeth’s counterpart at the 

Melbourne branch. Her overly-aggressive methodology was viewed as a problem but her 

political connections made getting rid of her less than easy. Instead, she was promoted to 

Sydney’s steering committee. This was an increase in authority, but removed her from 

direct operational control, as well as having the rest of the committee to balance out her 

inclination for direct action. Since her arrival, she had been at constant loggerheads with 

Annabeth, to the point of resisting anything she proposed as a default position. 

 “We have leverage to push the Lyon branch,” Keith said. “They massively violated 

protocol in sending operatives here. Especially a category three assassin. Who we have in 

custody, for even more leverage.” 

“But we have to answer for the other operatives,” Miranda said. “We have to assume 

they’re dead.” 

“I’m sure they are,” Annabeth said, “but we aren’t responsible for that. They made a 

move on a politically independent entity, outside of our knowledge and in violation of our 

territory. If anything, their death in our backyard is another mess the Lyon branch has to 

answer for.” 



“We’d still be making a political enemy of a powerful branch,” Miranda said. “All for 

someone you admit won’t join our ranks and capitulate to our authority.” 

“We wouldn’t be unleashing him on the world,” Annabeth said. “He’s already out 

there. Check the news. Every behavioural concession we get from him is a win.” 

“We can take him in hand forcibly,” Miranda said. 

“Go to the holding cells and ask our guest how well that went for him,” Annabeth said. 

“He came crawling to us just to survive.” 

“We know he cares about family,” Miranda said. “We can leverage them.” 

“And he can leverage magic itself,” Annabeth countered. “What happens when he 

starts a national tour of children’s hospitals and talk shows? Are you going to threaten the 

family of the guy curing adorable kids of leukaemia?” 

“Then we act directly,” Miranda said. “If we take him alive, we can extract his 

resources. The Lyon branch clearly think he’s valuable enough, even unwilling, to take the 

risks they took.” 

“Are you suggesting we kidnap and torture him?” 

“Of course not. He’s already threatened the secrecy of magic and left a trail of bodies 

behind him,” Miranda said. “Bringing him in is our responsibility.” 

“Miranda,” Keith said. “No one at this table believes you want to bring him in out of 

duty. Let’s at least be honest with one another.” 

*** 

While Jason had added enough extra materials to the cloud flask to have the interior 

of the adaptive form mask itself as thoroughly as the exterior, he declined to have it do so. 

One thing he had missed since reviving was the luxurious comfort of cloud furniture. As 

they boarded, the sides of the vehicle extended out to create interior space, like an 

ordinary, high-end motorhome. 

Vermillion frowned oddly as he stepped inside. Jason realised why as he followed, 

immediately feeling better about the exorbitant resource cost of the vortex accumulator. 

 

 You have entered a region of normalised magic. Your recovery rates will remain at 
normal levels without spirit coin consumption. 

 

The interior of the motorhome was a mansion on wheels; two levels of opulence plus 

a roof deck on top. There weren’t stairs, but an elevating platform moving between the 

three levels. 

“Bro, your magic RV has an elevator.” 



On the lower floor was a luxurious lounge, bar and kitchen and dining area, all 

surprisingly roomy once the walls were extended. The level above had a main bedroom 

with a sprawling bed, plus a second one with single beds and a bathroom. It also had the 

driving station at the front, which felt more like the cockpit of a spaceship, looking out 

through the curved glass oval. The roof deck had comfortable seating and another bar. 

Jason had a large amount of control over the interior, able to reconfigure entire 

rooms. The four explored the vehicle, Jason relishing the chance to introduce the others to 

the luxuriant joys of cloud furniture. The interior was mostly cloud white but with 

embellishments in glorious sunset colours of orange, gold, blue, red and purple. 

“It feels like I’m in the womb,” Taika said happily from his cloud chair. “Except there’s 

a bar. It’s not easy finding chairs that are comfy for someone my size.” 

“Don’t drink anything from the bar,” Jason warned him. “It’s magic-infused alcohol. It’ll 

probably kill you.” 

“Even your booze is magic?” Taika asked. “That’s hardcore.” 

Once the cloud flask had been ranked up to bronze, Jason had been able to store 

things in the cloud constructs even when it was in the flask. He didn’t have the chance to 

stock up of amenities, since he had ranked it up in the astral space. It had some drinks his 

team had used to celebrate their rank ups, but mostly just lower-value loot that was stored 

in the motorhome’s discreet storage spaces. They themselves were dimensional spaces 

that could be contained within a dimensional space when the cloud construct was stored in 

the flask, which had excited Clive immensely. It was a feature only something as 

sophisticated as the cloud flask was capable of. 

“This is nice,” Vermillion said. “Really nice, but why aren’t you just teleporting?” 

“A few reasons,” Jason said. “For one, I’ve been hankering to test this thing out for a 

while. For another, things have been chaos over the last few days.” 

“That’s a severe understatement,” Hiro said. 

“Exactly, Uncle Hiro,” Jason said. “Some luxurious, uninterrupted hours on the road is 

a chance to give you a proper explanation of what happened to me and how we ended up 

where we are. So, let’s get going, yeah? Shade, get behind the wheel. You can drive this 

thing right?” 

“I am certain I can manage, Mr Asano.” 

*** 

Despite what the other organisations believed, there was a peak leadership structure 

that existed within the Engineers of Ascension. It had been quietly making preparations for 

years and a group of the top leadership were meeting in an office in New York City. There 



were four of them, two men and two women, each in an immaculate suit. They were sitting 

at a conference table, watching footage of the Sydney tollway shoot out, intercut with 

images from phone footage of the Starlight Rider and coverage of the hospital miracle. 

“This man threatens our agenda,” Mr North said. “We cannot allow him to beat us to 

the punch.” 

“Do we kill him?” Mrs West asked. 

“He’s an unknown factor,” Mr East said. “Too much could go wrong. The better 

response is to accelerate the timetable.” 

“That will still take months,” Mrs West said. “What about a more immediate 

response?” 

“The Network will not allow these public displays to continue,” Mrs South said. “We 

keep our hands clean and allow them to deal with it.” 

“Agreed,” Mr East said. “I formally propose we move up the timetable. All in favour?” 



Chapter 289 

Hegemons 

 

The magical motorhome made its way north long the coast. On the bottom floor, the 

windows had turned opaque as Taika, Hiro and Vermillion watched some of Jason’s 

earliest recording on a hologram-like recording crystal projector. Jason’s clean-shaven, 

iron-rank appearance was somewhat different to his currant visage. 

“What’s going on with your Nephew’s chin, boss?” 

Vermillion sensed an unusual surge of magic from above. He got up and rode the 

elevating platform up through a veil of sound-suppressing mist to the middle floor. There, 

in a room with three single beds, he found Jason’s disconcerting magical companion that 

was a nebula within a floating cloak. It’s four disembodied eyes were affixed on the 

television on the wall, which was playing the old Music Man movie from the sixties. 

Vermillion had actually seen it during the original cinema run. 

He could feel the magical surge coming from the next room and he touched the 

orange patch of mist on the white wall, next to the door. The mist door dissipated, allowing 

him access. 

Jason was sat cross-legged on a large bed. There was an amber light shining from 

within his body, just dimming as Vermillion entered. It was clearly the source of the magic 

as he sensed the surge dim with it. 

“Are you all right?” 

“Yes,” Jason said. “Just consolidating the gains from my recent fights.” 

“I don’t suppose you’d care to tell me how essence magicians get stronger?” 

“You, I’d tell,” Jason said. “The Cabal, though, they have to pay for the good stuff.” 

“I think they know already,” Vermillion said. “Institutionally, I’ve found that we 

overvalue secrets as a commodity. Maybe you could answer another question.” 

“Sure,” Jason said. 

“Why is a whatever your friend is watching The Music Man?” 

“Gordon likes old movies,” Jason said. “Mostly family movies and musicals. I have no 

idea what he gets out of them.” 

“Gordon?” 

“That’s his name.” 

“His name’s Gordon.” 

“Yep.” 

“You live an odd life, Jason.” 



“You have no idea,” Jason said with a laugh. 

“Did your magical recreational vehicle come with the television installed?” 

“Are you familiar with quintessence?” Jason asked. 

“No.” 

Jason plucked one that looked like a sapphire from his inventory and tossed it to 

Vermillion. 

“I’ve seen these,” Vermillion said, peering at it closely. “We call them affinity gems. 

I’m pretty sure the Network is the main supplier.” 

“Well, I collected a truckload of them where I’ve been. Since the magic flask that 

makes this vehicle can absorb items to gain new functions, at some point I just started 

shovelling in the low-rank stuff to see what happened. I’m still figuring out all the utility 

options, like the crystal recording projector you were watching downstairs.” 

“You might want to keep quiet about this thing,” Vermillion said. “People will come 

after you for this alone.” 

“It won’t do them any good,” Jason said. “It’s bound to me and me alone. I don’t 

suppose people will believe me if I tell them that, though, will they?” 

“No,” Vermillion chuckled. 

“What do you think of these paintings?” Jason asked, gesturing at the wall behind 

Vermillion. 

Vermillion turned to examine them, hanging side by side on the wall. He could 

immediately tell that the artist was the same and the brushwork seemed familiar, 

confirmed when he checked the signature in the corner. 

“This is by Dawn,” he said. “An unusual new artist. Polarising, enigmatic.” 

“You’re know her work?” Jason asked. 

“A passing familiarity. When you get to my age, you develop a variety of interests, 

and art is timeless.” 

He more closely examined the first painting, which showed two planets. At first 

glance, they both seemed to be Earth. Then he noticed that one had an accurate 

representation of the continents, while the other was slightly, but noticeably off. In between 

the two planets, against a dark void, were four pillars. 

The leftmost was filled with indistinct dark shapes and bright stars. The next depicted 

a grotesque, Lovecraftian mass of monstrous leeches with rings of lamprey teeth. The 

third was dark but contained an eye-like Nebula, immediately making him think of the 

entity in the next room. The last was similar to the first with its dark and indistinct shapes, 

but without the starts shining within. 



He turned his attention to the second picture, which he realised depicted the planet 

from the first picture with the distorted versions of Earth’s continents. Orbiting the planet 

were a swarm of strange, floating cities. They ranged in style from ancient, with castles 

built of stone, through industrial age to modern and even sleekly futuristic. There was a 

nameplate in the frame giving the painting’s name. 

“The Invasion of Pallimustus,” he read. “A lot of her critics have dismissed her work 

as fantasy kitsch because of works like this.” 

“I don’t think she’s painting for art critics,” Jason said. “Do you know how long she’s 

been working?” 

“I think her works first appeared around a year ago. A year and a half, maybe.” 

“I need to find this woman.” 

“I can make some inquiries, although she’s famously reclusive.” 

“I’d appreciate that.” 

Vermillion’s gaze went back to the first image and the pillar that reminded him of 

Gordon. The he glanced at the first pillar of darkness and stars. His thoughts drifted back 

to Jason’s spectacular demolition of the Blood Riders and his startling appearance as he 

did so. If the first pillar represented Jason, then, and the third Gordon, Shade would fit the 

dark column at the end. That left the most horrifying of the four, with the mass of toothy 

leeches. 

“Do you have a third mysterious companion?” Vermillion asked. 

“Colin,” Jason said. “He took a hit when that category three came after me, so he’s 

resting up.” 

Vermillion turned from the painting to look at Jason. 

“Mind if I sit?” 

The cloud bed shrank into an armchair and another one rose up under Vermillion. 

“That’s handy,” Vermillion said, settling into the chair. “So, you fought a category 

three essence magician.” 

“Yeah, but he was crap. Last time I fought one, it took my whole team and we barely 

managed. I almost took this guy down solo. If he was even halfway decent he would have 

kicked the snot out of me.” 

“If you get the chance, will you kill him?” 

“No,” Jason said. “As long as people come at me and not my family, I’m not going to 

hold grudges.” 

“That’s good,” Vermillion said. “You killed the others, though. The ones that took you 

away.” 



“I could have just gotten away. But as I told my uncle, some secrets are dangerous to 

learn, and they learned one of mine.” 

“I see,” vermillion said. 

“What is it you’re working up to?” Jason asked. 

Vermillion nodded to himself. 

“I watched to handle those bikers. You would have done the same to the EOA muscle 

in my cafe, right?” 

“They came after me.” 

“And you would have killed them, just like the bikers. I haven’t known you long, 

Jason, but I’ve seen people like you before. I’ve been where you are.” 

“You have not been where I’ve been.” 

“No? Drenched in battle? Possessed of powers that make you a danger, yet people 

keep coming, no matter how many you put down. Sound familiar?” 

“A little,” Jason conceded. 

“I understand where you are, Jason, and I’d like to give you some advice. But I also 

understand that we don’t know each other well and it will probably come across as 

patronising.” 

“You know what?” Jason said. “Last time I switched worlds and friends gave me good 

advice, I was stupid enough to think I knew better. If you have some words of wisdom, I’m 

willing to at least listen.” 

“Alright,” Vermillion said. “You need to stop killing people.” 

“I know,” Jason said. 

“No, you don’t,” Vermillion said. “You tell yourself that you do, but there’s always a 

good reason to kill the next guy that comes along. Maybe you need to stop them from 

coming back for revenge later. Maybe they’re the kind of bad that the world is better off 

without. Maybe you need to keep a secret. There’s always a reason, but the real reason is 

that it’s just easier. Somewhere along the way you lose that revulsion you had for taking a 

life. But you need that thing, to be a person.” 

“You’re saying I’m not a person?” 

“I’m saying you won’t be, if you keep down this road you’re on. Take it from someone 

who already walked it; the further down you go, the harder it is to come back. You need to 

start choosing not to kill people. Not just when killing them isn’t the right choice but even 

when leaving them alive is the wrong one. If you can get away with not killing them, even if 

that comes with a price, then let them live.” 

“I’m not some wild killer who can’t stop myself.” 



“No? Turn on the news, Jason. It’s been nothing but all the people you killed for days, 

and they aren’t even the latest people you killed.” 

“I’m not good at leaving people alive,” Jason said. “Once the fight starts, my powers 

aren’t designed to leave survivors.” 

“Then that’s all the more reason to avoid fight altogether. I know hitting back is your 

instinctive reaction, but you’re not at war anymore. You need to start acting like it.” 

Vermillion got up from his chair. 

“I’m going to leave you be,” he said. “I’m sorry if I crossed a line. It’s just something I 

wish someone had told me a long time ago.” 

*** 

Jason sat staring at the four columns in the painting. His senses detected no magic, 

yet it felt like there was something hidden away, like the embedded image in a magic eye 

poster. He couldn’t shake the feeling that if he could look at it in just the right way then 

secrets would be revealed. 

Eventually he gave up, although only for the moment. He rode the elevating platform 

up the roof deck and looking out at the Pacific Ocean. The winter air was cold but his 

bronze-rank body would not be uncomfortable even in almost any climate that Earth could 

offer. He would no longer need the bracelet in his inventory that had shielded him from the 

desert heat during his time in the other world. That said, he would certainly not throw it 

away, given the sentimental value. 

Once again his thoughts turned to the magical world and the friends left behind. He 

hoped they fared well and that they knew he was gone but not dead. He was troubled by 

the second painting, the one he had purchased after claiming the first under such odd 

conditions. The world it depicted was quite obviously the magical one on which his life and 

very nature had changed forever. 

The symbolism was clear and the continents matched up with those on his map 

ability. Although he was no longer there, he was still able to call up the map of it. Even 

more, once he had two world maps to access, his inventory had labelled them. One, Earth, 

and the other Pallimustus, the name marked on the painting. He had never learned the 

name of the planet while he was there, as the inhabitants all just called it ‘the world.’ 

He would need to find the artist, Dawn. Whatever connection she had to the other 

world, it was the closest he had to a clue on how to get back. In the meantime, though, his 

own world had affairs that needed tending. He had once thought to come home and 

resolve old wounds of the heart before leaving again, perhaps forever. Inevitably, life had 

become more complicated. 



He had no idea what the World-Phoenix wanted out of him, and for the moment he 

didn’t care. The revelation that his world was full of magic, weak and thin though it may be 

meant that he would not be satisfied leaving his family unprepared. If the revelation of 

magic to the wider world was truly inevitable, then he wanted his family to be ready for the 

changes to come. 

In this regard, dealing with the magical hegemons was an inevitability. The Cabal was 

the one to which he had the least inherent connection, but they were the group he had the 

more pleasant encounters with, through Vermillion. One man, however, was not the same 

as the organisation behind him. This was especially true when, by his own admission, they 

kept many secrets to which Vermillion himself was not privy. 

The Engineers of Ascension represented the closest to Jason’s own motivations. 

They were preparing for the coming changes, which was what Jason wanted for his family, 

but he was deeply hesitant regarding the group. The strange drone men he met, and the 

circumstances under which he met them, left him deeply wary of the EOA’s methodology 

and values. 

That left the Network. They were the best fit for Jason, being essence users, but he 

had many well-founded reservations. For one thing, there was the mystery of how they 

made their members stronger. From his few brief encounters, it seemed that advancing 

through monster cores was the norm. Annabeth had not infused her aura with cores but 

she had the anaemic aura of a fresh iron-ranker. He suspected that a set of essences was 

mandatory for executives of the Network. 

He could forgive some of their heavy-handed approach in regards to Jason himself. 

He had certainly caused some very public trouble, and was even responsible for a number 

of innocent deaths. While he had never invited the biker attack, he had gotten caught up in 

his own power trip instead of putting an end to it as quickly and efficiently as possible. 

People without the power to protect themselves had been the ones to pay the price of that. 

From the Network’s perspective, he was a powerful and reckless force that had 

appeared out of nowhere. He had trouble arguing against that assessment and it was not 

a surprise that they wanted to rein him in. His problem was that there did not appear to be 

a unified set of values. One branch might be acceptable to work with, while another would 

try and throw him in a hole. 

Annabeth Tilden seemed to be a more or less decent person trying to do a job he had 

made far from easy. That was a long way from the assassin who attacked him from 

ambush. Although ostensibly untied, his interrogation of the man who was trying to 



transport him back to France revealed that the branches were caught up in often deep 

rivalries, especially across geographical lines. 

Each continental zone apparently had rivalries within it, ranging from the friendly to 

the stark. Across continental boundaries, branches might be more even antagonistic with 

each other than with the local arms of the other hegemonic powers. The arrival of the 

assassin and his attempt to take Jason had apparently been as much an attack on the 

Sydney branch as on Jason himself. This was according to the man he questioned; Jason 

felt differently on that particular point. 

The complicated interplay of the Network’s internal factions made Jason wary of 

becoming involved, but he was choosing to do so for several reasons. One was that the 

Sydney branch, from what he could tell, seemed decent. He was reserving final judgement 

until he saw more of how they operated. Another was that an affiliation might stave off 

some of the other groups who saw Jason as an opportunity rather a danger. Their 

inclination to follow the Lyon branch in taking a shot at him might be curtailed by a Network 

connection. 

Most importantly, the Network apparently had access to monsters. Monster cores 

were coming from somewhere, and Jason had developed a rough hypothesis. Vermillion 

had already told him that the Network was somehow intercepting monsters. Jason 

suspected that these monsters, unable to manifest normally, were somehow appearing in 

astral spaces, which the Network was entering in order to exterminate them. The terrorism 

readiness exercises would be cover for mobilising against those threats in populated areas 

as they seized control of apertures that were forming. 

Jason had studied enough astral magic to know that regular astral spaces were 

unlikely to be the culprits. There was such a thing as a proto-astral space, more unstable 

and short-lived than a regular astral space. He postulated that for some reason, these 

proto-astral spaces were forming on the border of his world’s physical reality with 

accelerated frequency. 

One of the key reasons Jason felt confident about this was one of the many effects of 

the racial gift evolution he had still neither accepted nor refused. 

 

 You will be able to directly enter proto-astral spaces coterminous with your location 
or directly leave a proto-astral space to a coterminous location. 

 

The power to access those spaces for himself certainly seemed like solid bait for 

taking the power. Until he better understood the World-Phoenix’s motives, however, he still 

declined to even consider taking the power. 



For the moment, his intention was to do exactly what the Network wanted and quietly 

go away for a while. Once they had some kind of framework for cooperation, things could 

move forward from there. He had caused the Network a lot of trouble and was not 

opposed to extending them some of his resources by way of apology. He would not forget, 

however, that the Network had their own amends to make. 

The possibility of cooperation came down to two factors, both related to the Lyon 

branch. If the locals were willing to stand up for their international counterpart’s actions, he 

was done with them. If they were willing to stand against them on his behalf, though, he 

was willing to reciprocate that goodwill. The second factor was the related issue of the 

other outworlder. He needed to know if the locals would help him, remain neutral and stay 

out of his way or actively obstruct him. This was the crucial element that would determine 

his relationship with the local branch of the Network. 

For the moment, it was time to put that aside. He was on his way home and his 

sister’s birthday was tomorrow. He needed to figure out exactly how to make a grand 

reappearance. 



Chapter 290 

Guilty Conscience 

 

“How long since you’ve been back?” Jason asked Hiro as the motorhome drew closer 

to their hometown of Casselton Beach. 

“Your memorial service. There wasn’t a body, obviously, so no burial or cremation.” 

“The body is just a vessel,” Jason said. “It probably sounds weird, me talking about a 

soul, but I know more intimately than most.” 

“It still…” 

Hiro shook his head. 

“It still doesn’t seem possible. I mean, you’ve shown me the impossible and I still 

have trouble believing it.” 

“Good,” Jason said. “Don’t go losing your sceptical outlook just because your nephew 

turned out to be a wizard.” 

“See, this doesn’t help,” Hiro said. “You go out of your way to make it seem absurd.” 

“It is absurd,” Jason said. “We’re in a magic motorhome made of clouds being driven 

by the son of Death.” 

“The what?” 

“Actually, that might be a bridge too far,” Jason said. “There’s still a lot to ease you 

into. How Taika doing?” 

“He’s gotten on board weirdly fast,” Hiro said. “His father did me a good turn and I 

promised to keep Taika out of trouble. Give a good job, make sure he doesn’t get pulled 

too deep into the life. I have no idea how I’m going to explain all this to his Dad. Have we 

pulled him into something dangerous?” 

“That’s on me,” Jason said. “I’ve been treating this world like the rules are the same 

as the other one and they’re not. I need to get my head around that before even more 

people get hurt. I’ve been on a war footing in my head and that needs to stop. If I keep 

being violent, then I’ll just bring violence down on us all.” 

Jason sighed. 

“I got you and Taika caught up in my mess. I’ve been telling myself that I’ll do what it 

takes to keep you safe, but in my head that meant being willing to go further and hit harder 

than the other guy. I’ve realised that’s less about being willing to do whatever it takes and 

more about getting caught up in a story I’m telling myself. It’s an ongoing problem I have 

that always seems to blow back on the people around me rather than myself. A willingness 



to do what it takes means that if what it takes is eating some humble pie, I have to be 

willing to do that.” 

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Hiro said. 

“I used to think I was so clever. A natural politician. The reality is, even in a simpler 

society I was out of my depth and here I’m just flailing, like an angry child with a gun.” 

“Maybe going home is what you need,” Hiro said. “Step away from all the magic and 

madness. Let yourself get grounded for a while. No one brings you down to Earth like 

family.” 

Jason suddenly burst out laughing. 

“What?” Hiro asked. 

“I just realised that I’m more nervous about seeing my sister than when I had to go 

see a bunch of gods.” 

“What?” 

“Oh, yeah; gods are real. Just not local, that I’m aware of. I mean, they could be. I 

won’t know unless one of them rocks up to say g’day, which puts me in the same boat as 

everyone else, I guess. I think I might go check in with Taika and see how he’s doing.” 

“Wait, gods?” Hiro asked incredulously as Jason wandered toward the elevating 

platform. 

“Don’t feel bad,” Jason said. “Atheism’s a valid position to hold, based on the 

information you had available. It’s wrong, though. I’ll tell you all about it later.” 

Jason rose to the upper level, where Taika and Gordon were sitting in front of the 

television on the wall. 

“The reason it’s the best one is because there’s five of them,” Taika said. “If one man 

can make a difference, then five people can make five times as much difference.” 

“Taika,” Jason said disapprovingly. “Are you introducing Gordon to the wrong Knight 

Rider?” 

“Your magic bus yacht has good internet, bro. Who’s your provider?” 

*** 

In winter, Casselton Beach went from sleepy tourist town to outright hibernation. The 

marina was at only a fraction of capacity, with only a few charter boats still operating, 

catering to seasonal fishers. With the warmth of spring, wealthy pleasure boats would 

return as wealthy holidaymakers arrived like bears emerging after their winter slumber. 

Jason had hired out a Marina berth for his cloud house, much as he had done in 

Greenstone. Shade drove the motorhome directly only the water, to the alarm of Taika and 



Hiro, but it floated perfectly well. Then Jason ushered everyone off and he pulled out the 

flask to start the transformation from motorhome to houseboat. 

“That’s quite a magic item,” Vermillion said. “Are there many like that… where you’ve 

been?” 

“It’s pretty special, even over there,” Jason said. “I won it in a contest.” 

“Like a raffle?” 

“Not exactly,” Jason laughed. “Where are you staying?” 

“The Cabal bought a place. It turns out there are a lot of expensive homes around 

here, once you get out of the town proper.” 

“Yeah,” Jason said. “Lots of rich people keep holiday homes here.” 

“I have to go see your mother,” Vermillion said. 

“You bought it from my Mum?” 

“She is the pre-eminent upscale realtor in the Greater Casselton area.” 

“Just because it says that on her website doesn’t make it true.” 

“The house is close to town, but apparently secluded enough that people won’t notice 

the donors coming and going.” 

“As in blood donors?” Jason asked. 

“That’s right,” Vermillion said. “I only need to feed around once a week, unless I get 

very active. Recruiting locals is not a good idea, so the Cabal will send along one of the 

people we’ve cultivated for the purpose each week. They get a nice drive and enough 

money to live on for a month, so they aren’t exactly losing out. They don’t even have to do 

the driving themselves, since we aren’t going to send them on a road trip woozy from 

donating. They get a driver.” 

“You know, I did check out that club of yours,” Jason said. 

“You did? My people didn’t notice.” 

“They weren’t meant to,” Jason said. “I wanted to make sure you weren’t lying about 

not killing people.” 

“Where’s the trust?” Vermillion asked. 

“I trust,” Jason said, “but I also verify. Tell me your people didn’t run my whole life 

through a sieve and I’ll apologise.” 

“You’re not worth that kind of effort,” Vermillion said. 

“Is that right?” Jason asked. 

“Yes it is.”  

“What’s my mother’s middle name?” 

“How would I possibly know that?” Vermillion asked. 



Jason looked at him from under raised eyebrows. 

“Okay, it’s Marie,” Vermillion admitted. “Can I have my car back, please?” 

*** 

“You know, I’m going to be dealing with your mother a lot as well,” Hiro said as they 

watched Vermillion drive off. “If I’m going to start up a development here, working with her 

commercial office just makes sense.” 

“Is that going to work out?” Jason asked. “As I recall, my mother came down firmly on 

your mother’s side regarding your vocational choices.” 

“Once your grandmother comes around, Cheryl won’t be a problem.” 

“And Nanna’s going to come around, is she?” 

“She cares more about being right than anything I might have done. The prodigal son 

contritely returning home having learned his lesson is exactly what she wants.” 

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Jason said sceptically. 

“You know, we’re both here to make awkward homecomings,” Hiro said. “I’m going to 

start by going to see Ken.” 

“I’m going to wait until tomorrow night and pay Erika a visit,” Jason said. “I’ll wait until 

her birthday celebration wraps up. It’s falling on a Friday, so she’ll probably be having a 

party. If you go see dad, he’ll probably drag you along.” 

“Yeah,” Hiro said. “To annoy your mother, if nothing else.” 

Jason sighed. 

“I want to say that I can’t believe they got divorced, but I can.” 

“What will you be doing before tomorrow night?” Hiro asked. 

“Oh, I have some things to do.” 

*** 

Kaito was on his way home when the phone affixed to his dash rang and he tapped 

the screen to answer. 

“Hey, Ames,” he greeting. 

“G’day,” Amy said, Kaito recognising the particular brand of weariness in his wife’s 

voice. 

“Council meeting?” he asked. 

“They’re all morons,” she said. “Why did I run for mayor again?” 

“Because the mayor was a moron.” 

“Right. Can I just dissolve the senate and rule with an iron fist?” 

“I don’t think the Casselton Regional Council has a senate, Ames.” 

“Boo. How are the girls?” 



“They’ve been good,” he said. 

“You sound weird,” Amy said. “You alright?” 

“I’m having a… I thought… I don’t know. I’m having a weird day.” 

“Weird how?” she asked. 

“I’ll tell you about it tonight. I’m on my way home now.” 

“You should go talk to Erika,” she said. 

“Maybe I will.” 

“See if you can talk her into cooking,” Amy said. 

“Your ulterior motive is revealed,” Kaito said. “You know it’s her birthday tomorrow.” 

“Tell her I’ll get her TV show a tax break.” 

“We’ve told her that before,” Kaito said. 

“Tell her I’m not lying this time.” 

“But you are lying this time.” 

“Of course I am. I can’t force that through the budget.” 

“I’ll see what I can do. We’re coming up on home; see you tonight, love.” 

“Love you.” 

He ended the call and pulled into the driveway of his house. A glance in the mirror 

showed that he was looking haggard. He looked over the house next door, seeing his 

sister sitting by the window in her lounge room, typing away on her laptop. He pulled out 

his phone and called her. 

“Hey, brother,” Erika greeted, waving through the window. “What’s up?” 

“Mind if I come over for a cuppa?” 

“No worries. I don’t need to pick Emi up from football practice for an hour.” 

Kaito extricated his two daughters from their safety seats, leading Hana by the hand 

and carrying Jace across the yard and up to the door, where Erika opened it to greet them. 

Erika brewed some tea while Kaito settled the girls in the lounge. Erika and Kaito then sat 

in the dining area where they could keep an eye on them. 

“What’s got you so frazzled, brother. You don’t look so good.” 

“I’ve been… seeing things. Since this morning. The first time I thought it was a weird 

reflection, then that I just saw something wrong. I mean, it had to be my imagination but I 

just kept seeing him, over and over.” 

“Him?” 

“Jason. I went out, late this morning. Some shopping, some chores. Everywhere I go, 

there he is. I know I’m just seeing things but I can’t stop seeing them anyway.” 



“Well,” Erika said. “Maybe you should talk about this with your wife. See if you can’t 

figure out some reason you might feel guilty about something.” 

“Erika.” 

“Don’t ‘Erika’ me. You know what this is, Kaito. Ultimately, it’s better that she ended 

up with you than Jason, but that was going to be a train wreck in the best case scenario. 

The way you actually did it? It’s like you found a psychological warfare specialist to devise 

the most effective way to hurt him, and you never had the chance to make amends for 

that.” 

“He never agree to see us.” 

“Because he knew that he’d stab you in the face.” 

Kaito sighed. 

“You really think that she’s better with me than him?” he asked. 

“Long term, yeah,” Erika said. “Jason was a lot to deal with. He had a lot of hard 

edges and he never stopped pushing. I like Amy, I do, but she was always going to get 

consumed in Jason. But you’re Jason with the hard edges sanded down. You know when 

to stop.” 

“There was no stopping Jason,” Kaito agreed. 

“Yes, there was, Kaito. You and Amy stopped him like a speeding car hitting a wall. 

He was finally starting to get it together when…” 

She shook her head. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you’ve heard this from me before and I don’t mean to go 

dredging up the past. We all have sins behind us.” 

“I just never had the chance to make amends.” 

“I hate to break it to you, Kaito, but that isn’t the tragic part.” 

“I know, I…” 

He was interrupted by his phone. 

“It’s Benny,” he said. “I should take this.” 

“Go ahead,” she said. 

Kaito took the phone into the kitchen. Shortly after, Erika started hearing incredulous 

sounds coming from Kaito. 

“They what? Yellow? Wait, the bad guy from those movies? I’m not coming in if 

there’s paint fumes. I have the girls with me. Because she’s the frigging mayor, Benny.” 

Kaito came out of the kitchen looking disgruntled. 

“What happened?” Erika asked. 



“Benny’s been maintaining the helicopter in the off season, but he went in today and 

someone had painted it bright yellow.” 

“Someone painted your helicopter?” 

“Yeah. They got into the hangar somehow, painted it yellow and wrote the name of 

the villain from those superhero movies across it. What do superheroes have to do with my 

helicopter?” 

“Are you talking about Thanos?” 

“Yeah, the purple one with the weird skin beard.” 

Erika erupted into laughter.  

 


	Chapter 267
	A Better Pants Solution

