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            Prepare to Be Integrated

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re gonna find you!”

      The angry voice that rang out from the top of the ridge was actually very welcome as it helped him locate his pursuers.

      About fifty yards behind and above me, Jeremiah surmised, pushing his back into the loamy soil of the ravine wall. The smell of decaying leaves mingled with the acrid smell of smoke. He could see the glow of a large fire through the trees when he looked back.

      Jeremiah grimaced. He hadn’t meant to set their barn on fire.

      Who in their right mind uses an open-flame oil lamp in a wooden building full of highly flammable material, anyway?

      He had only been exploring the compound because he’d assumed it would be empty. The Midnight Mountain Preppers were a well-known, but enigmatic, organization, and the opportunity to learn more was too much for him to pass up. Their annual recruiting event in Paris, Idaho seemed like the perfect opportunity to explore their presumedly empty encampment.

      Jeremiah felt a level of kinship with the group. He preferred to live his life largely off-grid as well and had a significant stockpile of food and supplies in his cabin on the other side of the lake. The preppers’ cultlike reputation is what intrigued him so much, as no one who became a member ever talked about the organization after they joined.

      What he’d found inside the compound was practically a paramilitary encampment. One that also manufactured and apparently distributed a very large quantity of moonshine.

      He had been inspecting—and admiring—the massive still they had set up in a large outbuilding when he’d been discovered. In his haste to flee, he’d knocked a glass jug full of high-proof moonshine over. It shattered on the ground and spilled highly flammable spirits everywhere. He wasn’t even the one who knocked down the oil lamp that started the conflagration, but Jeremiah doubted the preppers would see it that way.

      Once the fire started, Jeremiah had simply fled as fast as he could.

      He was still surprised they had chased him instead of trying to put out the fire. Of course, he wasn’t sure exactly how you put out a thirty-foot-high, raging fire in a building full of highly flammable moonshine.

      “He’s down here!” another voice shouted. This time from behind him, roughly forty yards away.

      Jeremiah started to move again, not sure how he’d been spotted. The time for hiding had passed, and now it was time to flee. All he needed to do was beat them to the lake and his boat. Then he’d be able to get away because he was pretty sure they hadn’t seen his face, so there shouldn’t be any repercussions as long as he escaped cleanly.

      He raced down the ravine, branches slapping at his face, and bounced off trees as his feet tried to keep up with his flailing body. Jeremiah could see moonlight ahead as the ravine opened up into a small clearing and beach at the edge of the lake. He smiled as he ran.

      “Prepare to meet your maker!” a loud voice boomed from ahead.

      A tall, muscular figure wearing torn jeans and a dirty white tank top stood in the clearing at the end of the ravine. The man had a red bandana tied around his forehead and a close-cropped beard. He had a shotgun in one hand and a sledgehammer in the other.

      Sunlight glinted off the gold chains around the man’s neck as he grinned maliciously.

      Jeremiah skidded to a stop, his feet slipping out from underneath him, sending him flat onto his back.

      How the hell did he get ahead of me carrying those?!

      A new voice echoed in his head, one that definitely didn’t belong to any of the men chasing him. It was somewhat feminine but had a metallic ring that reverberated through his skull.

      
        
        Prepare to be integrated.

      

      

      There was an explosion of sound and light an instant later. Pain blossomed from Jeremiah’s chest and consumed his body.

      The world faded to nothingness as he collapsed to the forest floor.

      That bastard shot me!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Jeremiah opened his eyes again, the surrounding forest was dark, and his clothes were damp. He could see stars through the branches of the trees above him. He scrambled to a sitting position, his hands frantically patting his torso, looking for signs of a gunshot wound. He hesitantly looked down at his chest but didn’t see any sign of injury. The pain that had consumed him before passing out was gone, though his head ached, feeling as if his brain was too big for his skull.

      If I didn’t get shot, what the hell happened?

      He suddenly remembered his precarious position and looked toward the clearing where the very large, very angry mountain man with multiple weapons had been standing.

      He saw the man silhouetted in the moonlight, shaking his head as he looked around, presumably trying to find his weapons, which were thankfully no longer in his hands. Jeremiah tensed, ready to run, and he looked around for the best escape route.

      “Rarhhh!”

      An earsplitting roar cut through the night. It was unlike anything Jeremiah had ever heard before.

      A loud, high-pitched screech sounded from the clearing, and Jeremiah turned back toward the sound. He saw a streak of light then . . . something . . . crashed into the large man, cutting off the scream.

      What the ever-loving . . . Jeremiah thought, fortunately having enough sense to not say anything out loud that would draw attention to himself.

      The night was eerily silent, and he couldn’t see any sign of the large man or whatever had attacked him.

      “Ned?” a shaky voice called out from the top of the ridge. Jeremiah cringed, and then he heard something moving through the forest above him. It was big and fast, and Jeremiah could track its motion as an orangish light that filtered through the trees.

      A moment later, a blood-curdling scream rang through the night air.

      Jeremiah held his breath, afraid to move or even breathe. He could see flashes of light through the trees and hear grunts from the unknown creature as it moved through the trees above him.

      It’s searching for me! The terrifying thought almost sent him running.

      The sound of breaking branches, maybe even entire trees, rang through the forest. The creature roared again, and Jeremiah felt his body tremble in fear. It took every ounce of self-control he could muster to stay still and not run.

      The third person that had been chasing him apparently didn’t possess that same level of restraint and began running, scrambling up the side of the ravine opposite where the beast had just roared. A moment later, Jeremiah heard the creature crash down into the ravine. He could feel the ground shake and could control himself no longer. He jumped up and ran toward the clearing. Just as he reached the end of the ravine, he heard a third blood-curdling scream that was quickly silenced.

      Jeremiah put his head down and sprinted toward the lake, veering to the right and the dock where he had left his boat. Another loud roar filled the night air just as he reached the dock. He instinctively looked back over his shoulder and tripped, nearly sliding into the water. He rolled over on his back, and looked toward the ravine.

      The source of that roar emerged from the trees, lumbering forth on all fours, kind of like a large gorilla. A very large gorilla. Jeremiah watched in disbelief as the creature stood to its full height at the edge of the clearing, the moonlight bright enough to illuminate the monstrosity.

      The creature easily stood twenty feet tall and was vaguely gorilla shaped but had a lion-like head with two long fangs protruding down. Its eyes glowed red, and its mane seemed to literally be made of fire.

      The gorilla-lion cocked its head to the side and looked around the clearing for a moment before its gaze settled on Jeremiah. A low growl emanated from its throat, and a smile-like expression spread across its face. It dropped down on all fours again and started lumbering toward the dock.

      Jeremiah flipped over and scrambled away on hands and knees as fast as he could before pushing himself to his feet. He ran toward the end of the dock, trying to reach the boat before the creature reached him.

      Can gorilla-lions swim? he wondered, terrified by the thought of the beast jumping into the water after him.

      Jeremiah skidded to a stop at the end of the dock and stared at the water in disbelief.

      There was no boat.
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            New Integration Party

          

        

      

    

    
      The nightclub was hopping. Laser lights flashed in every direction, and loud music blared across the dance floor. Hundreds of men and women from dozens of different races moved to the music as the citizens of the Integrated Universe celebrated another new planet entering the fold. Of course, it would be a long time before the people of the recently integrated planet would be celebrating much of anything.

      Regu ignored the raucous celebration for the moment. There would be plenty of time for dancing and cavorting later. He pushed his way through the crowd, his blue skin seeming to glow in the flashing lights as he headed toward the back of the club where a table full of beautiful women waited for him. He caught the attention of the waitress, smiling at the lithe Tigrian woman whose orange skin was accentuated with black stripes that looked as if they had been painted on by an artist, and motioned for her to bring a round of drinks to his private booth.

      When he reached his C-shaped table, five ladies turned, batting eyelashes and pursing lips toward him. Two sisters, he couldn’t remember their names, sat at the back of the table. Low-cut, colorful dresses that appeared to be made of iridescent feathers hugged their green skin. He had met them the night before, and they had invited themselves along when they heard he would be at the New Integration party. Regu didn’t mind presumptiveness.

      On the left side of the booth were two alluring ladies with ochre skin and bright emerald-green eyes. One was tall and thin and had headlined the fashion show the previous night. Regu smiled as he remembered the outfit she had worn that was supposedly inspired by the apparel of the newly integrated world. Something called a string bikini. She wore a more modest yellow dress now, but it couldn’t cover up his memory of her on the runway. Her friend had also been in the fashion show, but he didn’t remember seeing her.

      The fifth woman was a truly exotic nymph named Aethysia. She wore a top that was apparently inspired by the bikini, leaving much of her blue-green skin exposed. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a braid that ran down her nearly-bare back. She had the delicate facial features typical of her race and a curvaceous body that was not so typical, but much appreciated. Regu had just met her that night, and he looked forward to getting to know her better.

      Regu slid into the booth next to Aethysia who draped one arm around his shoulders as she ran the back of her other hand down his chest suggestively, her lips whispering promises in his ear.

      The blue-skinned man smiled widely, ignoring the daggers the other four women glared at the nymph. He always loved New Integration parties, and this time, it was better than ever. He had been a Guild Trainer for over a dozen new Integrations and an Elite Trainer for the last three, but this time, he’d won the lottery, so to speak, and had been randomly assigned number one. He would train and represent the warrior with the highest potential on this new planet: the very first person to reach Level 10.

      He had done well as an Elite Trainer the last three Integrations, all things considered, but each of his previous charges had been rather late to level up. The first two had been ambitious enough, but they simply couldn’t overcome their level deficiency. He had admired their chutzpah as they refused to back down from any challenge. Even the ones that ultimately cost them their lives.

      The third one had recognized how far behind she was and had decided to dedicate herself to serving those that had seized control of her world. Regu had actually collected a substantial commission from her for a very long time. The payments had stopped coming a few years ago, though, which meant she had ultimately met her end, but he hadn’t cared enough to find out what had happened. He had learned early in his career not to become attached to his clients since many of them didn’t live all that long after their worlds were fully integrated.

      As he enjoyed the ministrations of the affectionate nymph, Regu summoned a holographic display of the odds for the just-started Integration and the planet’s Kingmaker competition. His attention was drawn to the over-under for surviving the Integration process. The gambling houses had it set at 63 percent. It was a shockingly low number. He couldn’t remember the last time that more than a tenth of a planet’s population didn’t survive the initial Integration. The technology was nearly flawless now, and only the very old or very ill struggled with the mental and physiological enhancement process. It was a vast physical and mental upgrade that was designed to make people stronger and healthier, after all.

      Regu was savvy enough to know that if the gambling houses were posting the lowest over-under in recent memory, it was almost certain to be even lower. If he had to guess, he’d bet that this new planet had been completely unprepared for Integration. It was the only way nearly 40 percent of a planet’s population would die in the first twenty-four hours.

      He didn’t know if this would help him personally in his quest to become Kingmaker, but he was certain that the population of the newest IU planet would be significantly smaller come tomorrow.

      With a mental command, he wagered seven hundred million IU credits on the under.

      Regu glanced at the other prop bets before he looked at the Kingmaker odds. He was forbidden from wagering on the competition as he was not only participating but sitting at the top of the board with eight-to-one odds. The next best odds were twenty-to-one and belonged to his (mostly) friendly rival Thalox, an incubus who had nearly won the previous Integration’s Kingmaker competition. Regu was exceedingly thankful that Thalox had not drawn a good number. The fact that the incubus had the second-best odds, even though he would be working with the fifty-third person to reach Level 10, was a testament to how good the betting world thought he was.

      The rest of the odds were all lower than thirty-to-one due to the large number of rookies in the field. In fact, other than Regu, everyone else who would be training the first ten people who reached Level 10 were all rookies. And if that wasn’t enough, this new Integration was on a planet with a single dominant species, so he didn’t have to worry about his client having any significant deficiencies like being a halfling on a planet full of giants or something.

      A lot of bettors thought that even eight to one was too low, and an obscene amount of money had already been wagered on Regu. Those bets would likely continue to pour in until he was assigned to the first Level 10, which would mark the close of betting.

      With a thought, Regu dismissed the holographic betting screen just as the orange-and-black-striped waitress returned with a tray of drinks. She ran her free hand through Regu’s black hair, earning a glare from the two sets of sisters while Aethysia curled her lips in a snarl.

      “Are you going to finally rise to the top this year?” the waitress purred as she placed the glasses on the table.

      “I’m already at the top, Ty’Reesha.” Regu smiled at her and mentally sent her a thousand-credit tip.

      The Tigrian waitress raised an eyebrow as she was notified of the tip. “You may be on top now, but I like a man who finishes on top.” She ran her tongue over her lips seductively and blew him a kiss, earning another snarl from Aethysia. The waitress’s sultry eyes lingered on him for a moment before she turned and left.

      Regu leaned back into the nymph’s embrace and put a hand on her thigh, giving her something other than the waitress to focus her attention on. He didn’t doubt the veracity of Ty’Reesha’s comment, but he knew she was just teasing. They had been friends far too long to ruin that with a tryst, and they both knew he wasn’t looking for a real relationship. That didn’t stop his eyes from lingering on her for a moment as she walked away, before turning his attention back to the ladies at his table.

      I could definitely get used to this, he thought with a smile. He was the odds-on favorite to be the Kingmaker for this Integration. Literally everything had fallen into place perfectly for him.

      Nothing was guaranteed, of course, but he was the largest betting favorite in at least a dozen Integrations. With several weeks before anyone on this new world would reach Level 10, he had plenty of time to make all the preparations he needed to ensure his client jumped out to a big lead and never looked back until they were literally the ruler of this new world.

      And then he, Regu Rach’tha, would have all the fame, fortune, and women he could ever want. His client would be the King of a world, but he would be one of the most famous people in the entire Integrated Universe.

      There would be time enough to worry about that later though. Regu lifted his glass high, and everyone at the table followed suit.

      “To the next Kingmaker!” one of the green-skinned ladies said throatily.

      Regu laughed and threw back the drink in one big swallow.

      It will be good to be Kingmaker!
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            Sink or Swim

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah stared disbelievingly at the water where he knew his boat had been.

      What am I going to do now? Maybe I can swim.

      That thought brought him back to the question of whether a gorilla-lion could swim.

      A gorilla-lion?! What the hell is going on here?!

      A growl from the shoreline shook Jeremiah from his internal ramblings. He turned to see the gigantic monster standing at the other end of the dock, still on all fours. It appeared hesitant to step onto the dock.

      Maybe it can’t swim! Jeremiah thought excitedly, though he wasn’t sure how much good that would do him. There was no way he could swim all the way across the lake.

      Maybe it will forget about me and go away.

      The creature roared and took a step onto the dock. The wood creaked loudly but didn’t break.

      That was all the encouragement Jeremiah needed. He turned and dove into the water. He surfaced ten feet away and smashed his arms into the water as fast as he could and kicked as if his life depended on it—which it probably did.

      He could hear the gorilla-lion roar as he swam but never heard a splash to indicate the monster had followed him into the water. He dared not look back, though, and swam at least a hundred yards before he slowed and looked back toward the dock.

      Jeremiah stopped his frantic swim and began to tread water as he watched the beast pace at the end of the dock. Even at that distance, he could sense the monster’s anger.

      The beast stood and roared, beating its chest furiously. It glared across the lake at Jeremiah and smashed its fists into the dock.

      A telltale crack echoed across the mountain lake just before the end of the dock collapsed, dumping the gorilla-lion into the water.

      The beast flailed its arms, trying to scramble back toward the shore. Jeremiah’s heart beat wildly, fearing the monster would somehow learn to swim, and then he’d be in for a lot of trouble.

      He needn’t have worried. The monster thrashed around uselessly as it sank, leaving a puff of steam as the water snuffed out its fiery mane.

      Jeremiah treaded water in complete disbelief, worried the monster would resurface nearby, but as the minutes passed, the monster never reappeared.

      Another thought entered his mind.

      What other monsters are out here?

      Jeremiah was struck with fear, concerned with what might be lurking in the deep water below him, and began frantically swimming back toward shore. He angled himself away from where the gorilla-lion had sunk into the depths, just in case.

      He was halfway there when a ding! reverberated through his head, the sound startling him enough that he took in a mouthful of water. As he sputtered and spit the water out, he noticed a blinking red light in his peripheral vision. Fear drove him on toward the shore before he could give the blinking red light any thought.

      By the time Jeremiah reached the shore, he was starting to shake violently. Not only was the mountain lake very cold, the shock of what he had just experienced was threatening to overtake him. He collapsed on the shore and sat there with his arms wrapped around his knees. He looked around as he shivered uncontrollably, trying to figure out exactly what was happening.

      He thought back to his flight from the moonshining preppers and the bizarre voice that rattled his brains right before he blacked out. That was the point where everything seemed to go crazy. He wondered briefly if he’d somehow ingested LSD or some other hallucinogen but couldn’t think of any way a drug like that could have gotten into his system.

      If it wasn’t drugs, what was it? A brain tumor? He had blacked out suddenly. That wouldn’t have affected the other men though . . .

      Unless he was still asleep, in a dream-filled coma or something.

      Or maybe someone had slipped something into his drink earlier, and none of this was actually happening. He knew there were some pretty powerful drugs out there that made people see and think all kinds of crazy things.

      That thought, for some reason, comforted Jeremiah. I’ll bet the preppers were never even here.

      He pushed himself to his feet and started to walk back toward the ravine, the shaking having mostly subsided. As he neared the place where he had seen the large beast attack the first man, he looked around for any sign that a large mountain man had been there at all. It was hard to see much detail in the moonlight, but Jeremiah was sure that if someone had actually been there, he would find some sign.

      After several minutes of searching, Jeremiah was about to chalk the whole night up to some bad drugs when he saw the gray head of a sledgehammer in the grass. He walked over and tentatively reached down and picked up the sledgehammer.

      This doesn’t prove anything!

      Then he saw a bloody, severed arm.

      “Ahhh!” Jeremiah screamed, scrambling backward away from the grotesque limb, and he tripped over something else in the grass. His butt thumped onto the ground, and he looked down to see what had tripped him.

      “Ahhh!” He screamed again, even louder this time, as he saw a pair of bloody jeans and black boots, the mountain man’s lower body still inside of them.

      Jeremiah scrambled away in a backward crab crawl until he was at least a dozen feet away. He collapsed onto his back, breathing hard, his body shaking violently all over again. As he lay there looking at the star-filled sky, trying to control his breathing, he noticed the blinking red light in his peripheral vision again.

      What the hell is that?! Jeremiah wondered.

      He was answered with another ding! and a message popped up in his vision as if he were wearing a VR headset or something.

      
        
        Personal Enhancement System activated.

      

      

      Jeremiah bolted upright, swiping at the holographic image in front of his face. It disappeared but was quickly replaced by another.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 26 Lionape. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      What the—?!

      Jeremiah swiped at the air in front of his face again, only to get another message.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 1.

      

      

      Jeremiah swipe again, and another message popped up.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 1 to Level 2.

      

      

      The messages continued until he got one that announced that he had advanced to Level 10. After that, a different message appeared.

      
        
        Da da ta da!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You are one of the first one hundred to reach Level 10 and have earned the status of Elite. Additional titles and rewards have been awarded. See status menu for more details.

      

        

      
        Ding ding ding!

      

        

      
        You have earned the title of Premier Elite as the first person to earn Elite status in this newly integrated world.

      

      

      “What the ever-loving—”

      Jeremiah was interrupted by a blinding flash of light and a puff of smoke. When his vision returned, he was staring up at one of the strangest things he had ever seen—and he had just been attacked by a gorilla-lion with a flaming mane.

      The creature in front of him was roughly four feet tall and had bright blue skin. He wore a black sleeveless robe that was cinched around the waist by a silver belt and had wavy black hair that brushed his shoulders. A conical party hat sat atop his head, cocked off to one side. There were several strands of Mardi Gras-looking beads around his neck and a half-full martini glass tilted perilously in one hand.

      The blue man looked around in bewilderment. “What the . . . Where am I?”

      He spun around in a circle and nearly fell over, spilling his drink in the process.

      “Aw, dammit!” the man muttered as he stamped on the ground in frustration.

      “I have clearly gone insane,” Jeremiah muttered.

      The blue man whipped around as if noticing the man sitting in the grass for the first time.

      “Oh, shit!”

      Jeremiah could see some sort of recognition dawn on the strange man, who reached into a pocket and pulled out a small vial. He watched as the blue stranger popped the stopper free with his thumb and downed the contents.

      The blue man shook his head for a second as if clearing away whatever cobwebs had previously filled it. Then he threw the empty martini glass to the side. When he returned his gaze to Jeremiah, his eyes were clear, and he was all business.

      “Wow, that was fast,” the man said with a nod. “You aren’t even supposed to be done with Orientation yet.”

      Jeremiah looked back at him, bewildered.

      “What the hell is going on?!”
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            Meet the Trainer

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah sat on the ground under a beautiful star-filled sky next to a pristine mountain lake. The cool mountain air was invigorating. It was the type of place he would have found truly peaceful if the world hadn’t gone entirely insane and there wasn’t a strange blue man standing over him interrogating him.

      “So, what happened here?” the blue man asked again, looking down at the young man sitting in the grass, a crude sledgehammer on the ground next to him.

      Jeremiah shook his head and stared back in disbelief.

      “I don’t have any idea,” he finally said. “One minute, I’m running for my life from some psychopath preppers; the next minute, I’m being chased by a super-sized gorilla with a flaming lion’s head. And now, some short blue dude is giving me the third degree.”

      The blue man huffed, looking truly offended. “I will have you know I am above average height for my race!”

      Jeremiah couldn’t help but chuckle.

      I am clearly hallucinating. Might as well go along with it and have some fun.

      “Okay, an above-average height, but still very blue, man is interrogating me,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Not a whole lot different.”

      The strange man stood there, a thoughtful look on his face. Jeremiah could see his lips moving but couldn’t hear anything he was saying, if he was saying anything at all. It appeared that he was having a conversation with himself. Finally, the man nodded and turned his attention back to Jeremiah and smiled in a way that didn’t exactly put the young man at ease.

      “Let’s start from the beginning,” the blue man said. “My name is Regu, and you and I have found ourselves in a unique position. One that I believe will bring us both fame and fortune.”

      Jeremiah studied the man for a moment. He wasn’t opposed to the idea of fame and fortune, but there was still something basic that he needed to know.

      “What the hell is going on here?!”

      Regu nodded enthusiastically. “That is a logical question for someone who apparently missed Orientation. Let’s get you up to speed."

      “Orientation to what?!” Jeremiah demanded.

      The supposedly above-average height blue man began reciting words he’d clearly said many times before.

      “Your planet is the newest world to join the Integrated Universe. Having reached the requisite level of evolutionary advancement, you were chosen to reap the benefits offered by citizenship in the Integrated Universe.

      “As a welcome gift, you have been healed of all disease and age-related maladies. You will no longer be vulnerable to disease or aging. Do not worry; you will still grow as your species intended until you reach optimal age, so if you have not yet reached adulthood, you will continue to age normally until you do so.

      “You have also been given access to the Integrated Universe system of personal enhancement. This includes numerous physical and mental improvements, plus an interface system that will allow you to control every aspect of your new body, mind, and soul. Part of this system is the common Integrated Universe language, which allows you to communicate freely with any other citizen. There will be no language barrier to get in the way of open communication.

      “In order to ensure equal access to these amazing benefits to all people, much of your current technology had to be eradicated. Do not worry. You will soon receive access to superior technologies, and by the time the Integration process is complete, you will have access to the same technology that the rest of the Integrated Universe currently enjoys.”

      “Alright, enough of the propaganda!” Jeremiah said when Regu paused, presumably preparing to move onto some other canned speech.

      “Sorry. I used to give this speech to Orientation classes for newly integrated worlds. I could go on for hours. Days, in fact.”

      “Please don’t.”

      It was all crazy. Pure, utter insanity. Except that it kind of made sense to Jeremiah. He occasionally hung out with some really smart people who happened to work in the medical and technology fields, and the work being done to improve the human genome was very real. The idea of curing all disease and stopping the aging process was something that he already believed was on mankind’s horizon. The fact that some advanced alien species had perfected it and had forced it upon the citizens of Earth didn’t seem all that far-fetched.

      It actually sounded like a pretty good deal. Except for one really big problem.

      “What good is never aging and being free from disease if giant gorilla-apes roam around looking to eat all of us disease-free humans?”

      “To start with, you weren’t supposed to be here,” Regu said. “And they aren’t any different than the predators that roamed your planet before. Sure, the Lionape is bigger and stronger, but so are you. Relatively speaking, you should always be as strong or stronger than any beast you ever face.”

      “Not supposed to be here?!” Jeremiah asked incredulously.

      “Exactly. This area was clearly designated as Category 3 and off-limits until after Orientation.”

      “How the hell was I supposed to know that?” Jeremiah demanded.

      “It was on the map shared with your planetary leadership when they were informed of the coming Integration fifty cycles ago.” The blue man looked thoughtful for a moment then added, “That would be roughly sixty Earth years ago. The records state that the leader of the free world, one John F. Kennedy, met with the delegation from the Integrated Universe and agreed to the implementation plan on the morning of November 22, 1963.”

      Jeremiah was dumbfounded. First, the idea that the President of the United States would agree to this Integration seemed a bit dubious. “So, he actually agreed to this?”

      Regu shrugged. “Well, agreed might be a bit strong,” he admitted. “I am confident he was at least informed. The fact that he didn’t share that information with the rest of the planet is on him.”

      “That’s a valid point, I guess.”

      Freaking worthless politicians, Jeremiah thought, not surprised at all that they would cover up something of this magnitude. They were probably all sitting somewhere safe drinking margaritas on the beach right now.

      Then it hit him. That date was significant. That date was tied to one of the most tragic events of the last century. He had been to the museum on a family vacation to Texas and learned all about that specific date and its significance in U.S. history.

      And it explained why the rest of the world was never informed of the coming Integration.

      Jeremiah could only shake his head. Of all the bad luck his planet could have.

      “That was the day John F. Kennedy was assassinated,” he said. “If he was the only one told, that information apparently died with him.”

      “Oh,” Regu said, the look on his face clearly showing he realized the magnitude of the mistake that had been made.

      “There should have been a second notification to planetary leadership ten cycles before Integration,” the blue man added, “but that doesn’t always happen. The IU communications department is notoriously incompetent. It’s full of kids of the higher-ups who have never worked a day in their lives.”

      Jeremiah could only shake his head and chuckle sadly. Many people had speculated that the world would have been a very different place if the events of that fateful day had not happened. He could now say that things would have definitely been very different.

      Well, probably. Jeremiah still didn’t trust politicians.

      “Alright, so how does all of this affect me?” he asked the blue man. “You can tell me all of the finer details later. I’m talking more big picture.”

      Before Regu could answer, another thought struck Jeremiah. “And why the hell are you here? You mentioned an Orientation class, but this doesn’t seem like an Orientation class to me.”

      The blue man looked at him, a very stern expression on his face. “I am here because you are literally the most powerful human being on this newly integrated planet.”

      Jeremiah laughed out loud. It was the most absurd thing he had ever heard, but when he glanced at Regu, he could find no signs of mirth on his blue face.

      “You mentioned being chased by a monster. Tell me what happened. I assume you killed it somehow.”

      Jeremiah quickly told him everything that had happened since waking up. By the time he finished telling about the beast sinking into the depths of the lake, the man was pacing back and forth muttering to himself.

      “So, you’re not some sort of weapons expert or master fighter?”

      “Not hardly,” Jeremiah scoffed.

      “And the Lionape just fell in the water and drowned?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Ughh!” Regu shook his head. “Nonetheless, you were given credit for slaying the beast, which gave you enough experience points to advance all the way to Level 10, thus earning the title of Elite.”

      The blue man rubbed his forehead in consternation. “Unfortunately, you appear to have literally no usable skills and no weapons or armor of any kind.”

      “Hey, that’s not very nice.” Jeremiah had just been starting to warm up to the strange man before that.

      Regu blew out a breath and ran his hands through his hair. “Yeah. Tell me about it. This was supposed to be my crowning achievement. Instead, I’m stuck with the first Elite in history to make Level 10 without killing a single monster or gaining even a single item, magical or not.”

      “I didn’t understand a single thing you just said.”

      The blue man turned away from Jeremiah and took a couple steps toward the lake. His fists were clenched at his sides. After a moment, he seemed to compose himself, and he turned back to the young man he’d just declared the most powerful human being on planet Earth.

      Regu exhaled forcefully again before speaking, this time in a more congenial tone. “Alright. I think it’s safe to say that neither one of us is exactly where we wanted to be. There’s nothing we can do about that but move forward.” The blue man reached out a hand to Jeremiah and pulled him to his feet. “My name is Regu Rach’tha, and I am here to make you a King.”

      “Well, my name is Jeremiah McIntyre, and I was here to break into a prepper cult.”

      Both men laughed for a good bit before Regu spoke again.

      “Alright,” the blue man finally said. “The rest of the planet is stuck in new Integration Orientation for the next week. They will learn everything there is to know about the Integrated Universe and will even gain a level or two.”

      Regu looked Jeremiah in the eyes and assured him, “It’s almost entirely worthless information. I will teach you what you need to know, when you need to know it. As far as the levels, you’ve already made it to Level 10, and by the time everyone else finishes Orientation, you will have earned even more.”

      Jeremiah nodded. “Okay. That sounds like a good plan, I guess. But what are these levels? And what do you mean, I am Elite?”

      “Levels are essentially a measurement of power,” Regu said. “The higher your level, the more power you have. Reaching Level 10 is significant because it allows you to choose your first Pillar of Power and thus allows you to join a guild and earn a profession. Being one of the first one hundred people to reach Level 10 earns you the title of Elite and all of the benefits that go along with that. Like having a Trainer.”

      “It kinda sounds like a video game,” Jeremiah said.

      “Games are one method Integration Engineers use to train people on planets scheduled for Integration. There is an entire day during Orientation dedicated to making the connection between games and the Personal Enhancement System.”

      Regu clapped his hands together, a smile on his face. “Speaking of the Personal Enhancement System, let’s look at your personal interface.”

      The blue man spent a few minutes teaching Jeremiah how to use the system, and since he had seen messages before, he wasn’t nearly as freaked out when the first holographic display popped up in front of his face. It turned out to be very easy to use.

      “They really spend an entire day teaching people how to use this?”

      Regu nodded. “Yeah. There are thousands of newly integrated people for each Orientation Trainer, and each of them must be taught every single concept before the trainer can move on to the next topic. It can be quite an ordeal.”

      I can relate to that. Jeremiah thought about all the hours spent at the community center trying to teach kids—and adults—basic wilderness survival skills. There was always one person who couldn’t seem to understand even the simplest of concepts. He could see how trying to teach thousands of people anything would take forever.

      He was immensely grateful that he didn’t have to go through the Orientation process as he called up his personal stats.

      
        
        Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

        Level: 10

        Profession: Elite

        Health: 190 / 190

        Mana: 210 / 210

        Stamina: 210 / 210

        Agility: 12

        Charisma: 12

        Durability: 9

        Intelligence: 11

        Strength: 9

        Vitality: 11

        Wisdom: 8

      

      

      
        
        Titles Earned:

      

      

      
        	Monster Tamer. You have slain a monster ten levels higher than yourself. You have been awarded a 25% bonus on all attacks against creatures at least ten levels higher than yourself.

        	Giant Slayer. You have slain a monster twenty-five levels higher than yourself. You have been awarded a 25% bonus on all attacks against creatures at least twenty-five levels higher than yourself.

        	Premier Elite. You are the first person to earn Elite status. You have been awarded ten additional stat points and two additional skill points.

      

      
        
        You have 50 free stat points to allocate. You must allocate points within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

      

        

      
        You have earned the title of Premier Elite and have been awarded an additional 10 stat points.

      

        

      
        You have 10 skill points to use. You must use skill points within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

      

        

      
        You have earned the title of Premier Elite and have been awarded an additional 2 skill points.

      

        

      
        You have reached Level 10 and may choose a Pillar of Power.

      

        

      
        You have earned the title of Elite and may choose a bonus Pillar of Power.

      

      

      “So, are these stats any good?” Jeremiah asked.

      Regu’s eyes seemed to gloss over for a moment as if he was studying something only he could see before he answered. “They are a bit unusual because of the way you advanced, but overall, they are about what I’d expect,” he said. “The average starting point is ten for each attribute. Sometimes, a species will have a higher or lower starting point for one or more stats. From there, each individual can be a few points higher or lower on the individual stats. Health, Mana, and Stamina are all based on level with modifiers based on Durability, Intelligence, and Vitality, respectively.”

      Jeremiah looked at his stats again and had to agree they made sense. He wasn’t an overly strong man, but he was pretty fast and agile. He was happy to see his intelligence was above the average of ten and had to grudgingly admit that the low wisdom was accurate based on all the trouble he seemed to get into.

      “So, what about all these extra points and stuff?”

      Regu rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That’s a good question. Normally, you would have used most of the stat points and skills already, and you would be heading down a specific path, be it Warrior, Mage, or whatever. Unless you really messed things up, we would just go with the direction you were already headed.”

      The blue man rubbed his hands together as a broad smile spread over his face. “Given your unique situation, we have an opportunity to make sure all your stats and skills work together from the very beginning. We can make sure there is absolutely no waste.”

      The man’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Jeremiah grinned. He didn’t fully understand how this whole Personal Enhancement System worked, but he felt like sixty stat points and twelve skill points was a lot. He had never before felt like he truly had power over his own life. Now he did.

      “So where do we start?” he asked excitedly.

      Regu stepped toward him and slapped him on the arm. “You start by going for a swim,” he said. “We need to see what kind of loot you get from that Lionape. It’s possible there’s something that will help us craft the perfect you.”

      Jeremiah’s shoulders slumped. “Really? I don’t get to do anything with all my points right now?”

      The blue man cocked his head to the side and looked at Jeremiah thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose we can use some of them. Regardless of the other choices we make, I’m confident you will be adding a lot of points to Strength, Durability, and Vitality. Strength will increase the damage you do in battle while Durability and Vitality will increase your Health and Stamina.”

      Regu spent a few minutes showing him how to allocate his points, and then Jeremiah added ten points each to Strength, Durability, and Vitality.

      Jeremiah felt a tingling sensation in his chest as soon as he assigned the stat points. It spread throughout his body and felt like he was being electrocuted. It wasn’t painful though. His whole body just . . . tingled as power spread through every muscle in his body.

      He moved his arms and hands experimentally as the sensation faded. Jeremiah could sense the increased power in his arms and knew he was significantly stronger than he had ever been before.

      “Congratulations,” Regu said. “You are now the toughest and strongest human to have ever lived on this planet.”

      “World’s strongest man.” Jeremiah grinned. “I like the sound of that!”

      He had a near-uncontrollable urge to pick up a boulder and carry it across the beach.
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            Wet World of Wonder

          

        

      

    

    
      “Before we allocate the rest of your stat points, pick your skills, and choose your Pillars of Power, we need to see what kind of loot you get from that Lionape,” Regu said. “That means you need to go for a swim.”

      Jeremiah looked at his Trainer skeptically. “That lake is really deep. I’m a good swimmer, but I can’t breathe underwater.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” the blue man said. “Your Health and Stamina are ten times what they were before. I think you will be surprised at how long you can stay underwater before you need to come up for air.”

      “If you say so,” Jeremiah replied, far from confident.

      “Just touch the beast, and you will be able to automatically loot it,” Regu said. “Auto Looting is another part of the Personal Enhancement System.”

      Jeremiah nodded then started unbuttoning his red flannel shirt. His hiking boots and socks came off after that, but he didn’t feel comfortable stripping all the way down to his underwear, so he left his jeans on. When he was half naked, he resolutely walked toward the partially collapsed dock and out to the point where the Lionape had fallen into the water. He looked back at Regu, who had followed him to the shoreline and was standing at the end of the dock, then turned and dove into the cold water.

      The first thing Jeremiah noticed as his body knifed through the water was the temperature, specifically how comfortable it felt. It was a mountain lake fed by melting snow and cooled by nighttime temperatures that approached freezing, but he felt invigorated as opposed to cold.

      Must be this new Personal Enhancement System!

      As he floated ten feet below the surface, he also noticed how clear the water was and how far he could see. The fact that the sun hadn’t peeked over the mountains yet should have reduced visibility to almost nothing, but he could see all the way to the bottom, some thirty feet below.

      Jeremiah floated for several minutes, his arms and legs moving just enough to keep him suspended where he was. He could see large fish—really large fish—swimming around but none approached him. He might have superstrength now, but he didn’t think that would serve him well enough in an underwater battle with a ten-foot-long pike. And some of the fish certainly appeared to be that large.

      As he enjoyed the feeling of being suspended in the water, Jeremiah suddenly realized he hadn’t taken a breath since diving in—obviously—and didn’t feel a need to take one either. Uncertain how long that would last, he turned his attention to the bottom of the lake and easily found the gorilla-ape. He dove down further and propelled himself toward the monster with powerful kicks, making him feel like a merman knifing through the water faster than should have been possible.

      He quickly reached the corpse of the creature and treaded water just above it. It was the closest he had been to the monster, thankfully, and he was mesmerized by what he saw. The creature’s body was very much like a gorilla with short hair on the arms and legs and a bare, well-muscled chest. The Lionape was at least three times the size of a normal person, and its arms and legs were as big around as Jeremiah’s whole body.

      The lion-like head stared at him accusingly, the eyes wide open and unblinking in death. Jeremiah could see dozens of sharp teeth in its mouth in addition to the long fangs that protruded down like a saber-toothed tiger’s. The creature was now more or less bald as the fiery mane had been extinguished when the creature fell into the lake.

      Jeremiah shivered at the thought of what the powerful arms and sharp teeth of the monster would have done to him if they had met on land.

      With a couple small kicks, he propelled himself toward the monster, one of his arms outstretched. The moment he touched the creature, a message appeared in the water in front of him.

      
        
        Loot Level 26 Lionape Dungeon Lord? Yes / No

      

      

      Jeremiah mentally answered “Yes” and was rewarded with a series of messages.

      
        
        You have looted Gauntlets of Primitive Power.

        You have looted Ring of Primal Fear.

        You have looted Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      He smiled in satisfaction but then realized he had no idea where these impressive-sounding items were. They certainly weren’t in his hands, and he didn’t see anything fitting those descriptions on the Lionape.

      As he pondered that mystery, Jeremiah noticed a flashing icon in his peripheral vision that looked like a box. When he focused his attention on it, another list appeared in the water in front of him.

      
        
        Dimensional Storage

      

      

      
        	Gauntlets of Primitive Power

        	Ring of Primal Fear

        	Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt

        	Gold Coins

      

      Well, that’s handy, he thought. This must be part of the Auto Looting power.

      Jeremiah was so enthralled by his new toys that he almost didn’t notice the massive fish that was now swimming in a large circle around him. If he had been in the ocean, he would have thought it was a shark. A hammerhead maybe.

      Adrenaline shot through his body, and Jeremiah prepared to launch himself toward the surface, but then he got a clearer view of the gigantic fish as it circled closer. He could make out huge whiskers on the twenty-foot-long fish and realized it was a gigantic catfish. His heart slowed a bit, but he kept wary eyes on the fish as it circled closer and closer—not to him but the corpse of the Lionape.

      Jeremiah watched in grotesque fascination as the giant fish tore into the body of the Lionape, bits of flesh floating off into the water around it. The beast that had not so long ago dismembered at least three men was now being reduced to detritus at the bottom of the mountain lake.

      He was startled from his fascination with the macabre display by another large fish swimming toward him, this one on a much more direct route. Adrenaline surged through his body, and he propelled himself through the water with all the speed his new Strength and Stamina could produce.

      His only thought as he raced toward the surface was that he desperately didn’t want to join the Lionape as fish food on the bottom of the lake.
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            You Lost Your What?!

          

        

      

    

    
      Regu watched the surface of the lake for several minutes after his new client dove in to loot the Lionape that had given him all his experience points. Satisfied that the young man would be able to handle the simple job of looting a monster, he pulled out his VR phone and called the person on the top of his favorites list.

      A hologram of the Integrated Universe Communications Company logo appeared and spun lazily while he waited to be connected. Holographic video chat wasn’t enabled yet, so this would be a voice call only.

      He didn’t have to wait long until an angry female voice blasted from the phone. “Where the hell are you? And why can’t I see you?”

      “It’s good to hear you, too, Malinda,” Regu replied in his most charming voice. “And you can’t see me because I’m on a planet that doesn’t have an active hologram interface yet.”

      “What?!” she demanded. “Are you on a nonintegrated planet?”

      “Not exactly.” He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly before continuing. “I’m on the newly integrated world.”

      “Are you insane?!”

      Regu heard something shatter on the other end of the line, and he wondered which of his expensive crystal vases had met an untimely end. “They’ll cancel your contract if they catch you scouting the new world before the competition begins.”

      “I’m not scouting,” he assured her. “I already have a client.”

      “What? How?”

      Regu shook his head, still in disbelief himself. “Some kid was caught in a Category 3 zone and wound up killing a Level 26 monster.”

      “That’s impressive. I don’t think that’s ever happened before.”

      “Pfff! It’s not as impressive as you’d think.” Regu shook his head. “The beast that was chasing him fell in a lake and drowned. The damn thing apparently couldn’t swim. Even with the experience reduction since he didn’t actually deal any damage to the monster, it was still enough to jump him all the way to Level 10, and voilà, here I am.”

      There was another silence, and Regu could picture Malinda frantically pacing around, trying to think through what she needed to do next.

      “Well, this is a good thing, right?” she finally said. “No one has ever leveled this fast, and it’s unlikely anyone else on the planet will make Level 10 for a couple weeks. You have a huge head start now!”

      She wasn’t wrong, at least on the head start. Normally, the fastest anyone could earn Elite status was ten days—after Orientation ended.

      “Unfortunately, I wasn’t prepared to start,” Regu admitted with a sigh. “The only thing I have in my official transfer container is the IU New Planet Integration Manual.”

      “Oh,” Malinda replied. “That’s not good.”

      “No, it’s not,” Regu agreed. “Normally by Level 10, someone would have a nice selection of armor and weapons. This kid’s got nothing. And I don’t have anything to help him out.”

      “Is there anything I can send?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” he replied. “The only thing you can send is official IU gear that’s approved for Trainers. And nothing on that list qualifies as weapons or armor, which is what we need.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      Regu didn’t know if there was anything he could do. “We need to petition the council and try to get an exemption so I can bring in some of the things I would have put in my transfer container if I’d had the time to properly prepare.”

      Malinda was clearly in “get things done” mode now. “Okay. I will set up a hearing. How soon do you want to meet with them?”

      “Well, that brings me to another problem.” Regu grimaced, dreading the lecture his assistant was likely to give. “I sort of lost my personal transporter.”

      “How in the stars did you—” Malinda started, then stopped. She knew her boss all too well.

      “Let me guess. You gave it to one of your lady friends at the club and never got it back.”

      Regu put on his best smile, though his assistant couldn’t see it, hoping his voice sounded charming enough. “I was just showing a lovely young lady one of the most amazing pieces of technology in existence,” he explained. “I was expanding her horizons. How was I supposed to know I was gonna get zapped right out of the club in the middle of the party?”

      He could picture Malinda rolling her eyes so hard that they almost popped out of her head.

      “Alright, what’s her name, and how do I find her?”

      He sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. “Um, her name is Aethysia. I met her last night and didn’t get her contact information.”

      “Aethysia?!” Regu could hear the scorn in his assistant’s voice. “That’s a—”

      “Yes, that’s a nymph name.”

      “What were you thinking?! Never mind. You clearly weren’t. How many times have I told you not to . . .”

      It wasn’t the first lecture he’d ever received from Malinda. Far from it. He had expected it, though, so he just remained silent until she ran out of steam.

      “It was a party, and I was just making conversation. It’s not like I took her home with me.”

      Though that was exactly what he had been planning to do.

      Malinda sighed loudly. “It doesn’t matter. Your waitress friend Ty’Reesha should be able to help me find her. I’m assuming she will know who this temptress is.”

      “She will,” he said. “She saw us together . . . Uh, I mean she saw us talking.”

      It wasn’t hard to picture the scowl on Malinda’s face. “Alright, I will track her down and get your personal transporter back to you. After that, I will set up a hearing with the Integration Council.”

      “Thank you,” Regu said, truly grateful. “I would be lost without you. Literally.”

      “Yes, you would be,” she agreed. “I will send you a message as soon as I get your transporter back. In the meantime, I will make sure you’re getting all the public Integration updates, though there won’t be many until Orientation ends.”

      Regu had spent millions of credits creating an AI program to sift through all the data from the gambling houses and the public data released daily by the Integration Team. It would provide him with critical information as he guided Jeremiah toward world domination.

      “Thanks, and don’t forget the gambling feeds,” he said. “We’ll also need to commission some investigative research, but I need to formulate a plan first.”

      “Alright,” Malinda said. “You keep that young man alive, and I will take care of everything on this end.”

      Regu smiled as the holographic IU logo faded away and the call ended. This wasn’t how he had envisioned things going, but he had to play the cards he was dealt, and things really weren’t all that bad, anyway.

      Who knows? This might turn out to be a tremendous advantage!
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            Look at My Looty

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah made it to shore without incident but saw several very large shapes in the distance that made him believe there were definitely some underwater monsters in the lake that he did not want to face. He hoped he wouldn’t have to go back underwater.

      His new Trainer was sitting on a small boulder scanning a device a lot like a smartphone when Jeremiah came ashore. The blue man looked up with a smile when his new mentee emerged from the water then hopped down from the rock to see how Jeremiah had done with his first looting adventure.

      “Did you run into any problems?”

      “Nothing major,” Jeremiah answered. “There are some really large fish down there, though, and I get the feeling some of them would happily make a meal of anyone unfortunate enough to encounter them underwater.”

      “That’s not surprising. Everything is bigger and more powerful now. We shouldn’t have reason to go back underwater anytime soon, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      Regu tossed Jeremiah his clothes. “So, what did you get for loot?”

      “I got a pair of gauntlets, a ring, and a weapons belt,” he replied as he pulled on his shirt. “I’m not sure exactly where they are though. As soon as I looted the Lionape, the stuff apparently got put into my Dimensional Storage, whatever that is.”

      “That, my boy, is another one of the perks of being Elite. You get a free Dimensional Storage space.”

      “Huh?” Jeremiah asked as he leaned against the same rock Regu had been sitting on and pulled on his socks and boots. He frowned as they immediately got soaked by his waterlogged pants.

      “Your Dimensional Storage is an interdimensional space where you can put stuff so you don’t have to physically carry everything. Think of it as your personal inventory system.”

      Regu spent a few minutes showing Jeremiah how to use his Dimensional Storage then said, “Let’s look at what you got.”

      The first thing that Jeremiah pulled out to inspect was the gauntlets.

      
        
        Gauntlets of Primitive Power

      

      

      
        	E Grade Armor

        	Reduces damage by 20%

        	Increases Strength by ten points.

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      “Hmm, not too bad,” Regu said. “Normally, a monster of this level would have given at least D Grade loot, but since you’re only Level 10, it was downgraded to E Grade.”

      “Well, that sucks,” Jeremiah declared.

      Regu shook his head. “Not really. D Grade weapons and armor require you to be Level 20 to use, so you wouldn’t be able to use it yet.”

      Jeremiah shrugged. “Nothing I can do about it, I guess. Should I put them on?”

      “There’s no reason not to right now,” the Trainer said, then showed Jeremiah how to automatically equip them straight from his Dimensional Storage as well as how to put them back in storage with a thought.

      “That’s cool,” Jeremiah said.

      Then his pants suddenly disappeared.

      “Hey, I don’t need to see that,” Regu protested.

      Jeremiah’s hands shot down to cover himself, even though nothing was truly exposed because he was still wearing underwear. Then his briefs disappeared too.

      “What are you doing?!” Regu demanded, trying unsuccessfully to keep a smile from his face.

      “I . . . I . . . I don’t know,” Jeremiah stammered. “I was just thinking how embarrassing it would be if I accidentally zapped my pants into my inventory, and boom, it happened.”

      Regu gave up trying to control himself and doubled over laughing. When he finally stood back up, he had to wipe tears from his eyes. “Your interface cannot tell intent, so you need to be very clear with your thoughts.”

      Jeremiah’s underwear and pants flashed back onto his body in rapid succession. “Okay,” he said with a grimace. “Sorry you had to see that.”

      “No worries,” the Trainer said. “My last client used to have some pretty wild dreams, from what I can tell, and her clothes would just disappear in the middle of the night.”

      Great, Jeremiah thought. As if I don’t have enough things to worry about.

      When he looked at Regu, the blue man smiled at him mischievously. “I’m just messing with you. You have to be conscious to use the Dimensional Storage space.”

      Jeremiah scowled at his trainer before taking out the next item he’d looted: a plain gold band.

      
        
        Ring of Primal Fear

      

        

      
        Strike fear into the heart of lower-level opponents. If the level difference is great enough, enemies may be frozen in fear.

      

      

      
        	Attack damage increased by 2% per level difference.

        	Gain a 1% chance per level difference of freezing opponent in fear.

      

      “Now that is a useful item,” Regu said. “I’ve seen items like this before. It will keep low-level enemies away and potentially give you a big advantage when facing large groups of weaker monsters.”

      Jeremiah slid the ring on the middle finger of his left hand, and it automatically resized to fit him perfectly. Regu helped him figure out how to use it, and a little experimenting showed that the fear effect could be turned on and off without having to remove the ring.

      He had never been a jewelry person, and the idea of wearing a ring was a little weird, but he definitely wasn’t going to turn down a helpful buff.

      It’s not like there is anyone around to see me.

      Jeremiah shrugged and took the last item out of his inventory.

      
        
        Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt

      

        

      
        Specialized dimensional storage space designed for weapons. May hold up to six weapons. Additionally, improves the grade of weapons stored by one, up to C Grade. Level requirement to use weapons remains at the level of the original grade. Improvement expires twenty-four hours after being removed from dimensional storage space.

      

      

      “Now that’s loot worthy of a Level 26 monster,” Regu said excitedly. “All we need to do now is to get you some weapons. What else did you get?”

      “That’s it.”

      The blue man looked disappointed for a moment but quickly put a smile back on his face and clapped his hands together. “No worries. We’ve got a lot to work with already. You had a weapon when I first appeared. Where’d that go?”

      Jeremiah hadn’t thought about the sledgehammer since he had tripped over the remains of the prepper formerly known as Ned. They quickly found the weapon still lying in the grass near the dismembered corpse. He did his best to not look at the grisly sight as he picked it up, shivering with the realization that he could have very easily met the same fate.

      
        
        Sledgehammer

      

      

      
        	F Grade Weapon

        	Causes a Low amount of damage.

        	Damage increased slightly if used with two hands.

        	Requirements to use: none

      

      At Regu’s prompting, Jeremiah put the weapon in his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt and then removed it again. The improvement was immediate and impressive.

      
        
        Sledgehammer

      

      

      
        	E Grade Weapon (enhanced for twenty-four hours)

        	Causes Moderate damage

        	Damage increased by 2% per Strength point

        	Requirements to use: none

      

      Jeremiah did a little quick math, and with his current strength of twenty-nine after putting on the Gauntlets of Primitive Power, the damage done by the sledgehammer would be increased by fifty-eight percent if he used the weapon with two hands.

      I can work with that, he thought, then added, as long as I don’t have to face another Lionape.

      “Alright, now that we’ve gotten your loot straightened out, let’s use the rest of your attribute points,” Regu said. “It’s a good thing that we waited because your strength is now plenty high for your level. There’s no reason to put any more into that stat until we figure out exactly what path you will be taking.

      “So where do I use the rest of my points?”

      “I think the best thing to do is add six or seven to the four stats you didn’t increase earlier, a little more in Agility and Intelligence. The most important thing right now is to make sure you don’t have any glaring deficiencies.”

      Jeremiah did as Regu suggested, which brought every stat up to at least fifteen.

      
        
        Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

        Level: 10

        Profession: Elite

        Health: 200 / 200

        Mana: 219 / 219

        Stamina: 220 / 220

        Agility: 20

        Charisma: 18

        Durability: 19

        Intelligence: 20

        Strength: 29

        Vitality: 21

        Wisdom: 15

      

      

      He couldn’t help but smile when he looked at his personal attributes. Jeremiah wasn’t an expert, but they seemed pretty good to him. Especially the Strength. With the bonus from the gauntlets, he was literally three times stronger than he had been before this new Personal Enhancement System. He could feel the strength, too, and was more than a little tempted to see if he could lift the boulder Regu had been sitting on.

      I’m sure I will have plenty of time to embarrass myself later, Jeremiah thought and decided against attempting any feats of strength just then.

      Regu looked at him with a smirk as if he knew what his trainee was thinking. “Yeah, your stats look pretty good, especially for someone so newly integrated.”

      The blue man suddenly turned serious. “You have a long way to go, though, and that brings us to something that we need to discuss before you go any further with your Skills and Pillars of Power.”

      “Alright, let me have it,” Jeremiah said, steeling himself for the bad news he figured was coming.

      Regu motioned for him to have a seat on the boulder.

      Yep, definitely not good news, Jeremiah thought as he prepared himself for a “you better be sitting down for this” speech.

      “The final stage of the new planet Integration is establishing a sovereign ruler who can represent the planet in all dealings with the rest of the Integrated Universe.” Regu began pacing back and forth with his hands clasped behind his back as he spoke.

      “In order to ensure that a planet-wide leader rises to power relatively quickly, the top one hundred people on every new planet are given special abilities. These people are given the title Elite and are expected to vie for the leadership of the world.

      “Normally, these are people that have intentionally tried to reach Level 10 as quickly as possible and have dedicated themselves to personal improvement with the intention of vying for that leadership.

      “In addition to special abilities and extra skills, each Elite is assigned a Trainer to help them progress and guide them on their quest to literally become King of the World.”

      Regu stopped pacing and looked at Jeremiah. “When you defeated the Lionape, you skipped every single step designed to make sure that you were capable of leading the entire planet, not to mention having the desire to be that leader.”

      Jeremiah shook his head. “What if I don’t want to rule the world?”

      He wasn’t necessarily saying that he didn’t want to rule the world; it was just that he had never considered such a thing. Who had? He would be lying if he said he didn’t think he could do a better job than most of the suck-up politicians that spent their days making promises and their nights breaking them.

      Regu looked at Jeremiah with a sad expression on his face. “Unfortunately, you don’t have a choice. As the Premier Elite, you will be a target for every other person seeking to rule the world. Like it or not, your choices are pretty much lead or die.”

      Jeremiah sat there quietly for a moment as that thought settled in. Lead or die, huh?

      He remained silent for a few more minutes before finally forcing a smile. “Well, I’ve always thought I could do a better job than most of the clowns that used to be in charge of this planet. I guess it’s time to figure out if I was right.”

      Regu smiled back at him. “It’s good to hear you say that because it is literally my job to help you become King of their world.”

      Jeremiah took a deep breath then asked, “So what do we need to do first?”

      “So many things,” the blue man said. “You have twelve skill points to use and two Pillars of Power to choose, but before we do any of that, you have to make some very significant life choices.”

      “More significant than deciding to rule the world?”

      “Kind of,” Regu replied. “You have to decide how you’re going to go about it.”

      “Oh.”

      “The simplest and most common way potential Kings or Queens go about it is to try to become the most powerful person on the planet and literally defeat or subjugate every other Elite on the planet.”

      “That doesn’t sound much different than every other despot in history,” Jeremiah said.

      “A means to an end,” Regu said with a shrug. “It’s not a path I would normally recommend because it is difficult to be significantly more powerful than every other person on the planet, and it will eventually come down to battles where both parties are evenly matched, and the outcome is decided more by chance than skill.”

      The blue man looked Jeremiah square in the eye and made sure he had his full attention. “With that said, you just might have a big enough head start that you could make this strategy work.”

      “Screw that,” Jeremiah said immediately. “I’m not into that ‘there can be only one’ BS.”

      Regu smiled. “Good. Homicidal maniacs don’t always make good leaders.”

      “So, what other options are there?”

      “Build cities, form alliances, build an army so you can defend yourself and your lands. You don’t have to kill all of the other Elites; you just have to get all those remaining to support you as King.”

      “Perfect,” Jeremiah said sarcastically. “Wait, did you say I don’t have to kill all of the other Elites?”

      Jeremiah’s stomach clenched, and his chest constricted with the realization of what that meant.

      I don’t have to kill all of them, but I will have to kill some of them.

      He stood there for several long minutes, staring unseeing into the distance. When he finally turned back to his Trainer, he had the look of a man who had just been told he had a terminal disease.

      Jeremiah forced a smile. “So, my options are to become a tyrant who kills everyone or be a politician . . . who only kills some.”

      “More or less,” Regu admitted.

      Maybe I won’t have to fight very many Elites, Jeremiah thought hopefully.

      There wasn’t much of a choice to be made. Jeremiah had no desire to fight all the other Elites, but he wasn’t going to roll over and die either. Besides, he refused to believe that every Elite would be a bloodthirsty tyrant. Surely, some of them had to be willing to work together for the good of the planet.

      “Alright, politician it is.”

      Regu nodded in approval. “Now, just because you don’t plan to battle every other Elite, that doesn’t mean you won’t still be fighting a lot. There are countless monsters out there, and many Elites will fall to a monster before ever getting a chance to vie for planetary leadership.”

      The Trainer reached into a pocket in his robe and pulled out a book that was much larger than should have fit in the pocket. “As an Elite, there are hundreds of professions and specializations available to you. You are not constrained by the need to join a guild. This is the IU New Planet Integration Manual and details the myriad options you have. Don’t read it cover to cover, just refer to it when you have questions.”

      Jeremiah took the book then asked, “Can you elaborate . . . on literally everything you just said?”

      “Of course,” Regu said with a nod. “Every major profession has a guild that offers skills and specializations for that profession. Each guild has a Trainer, similar to myself, who helps guide people on their chosen paths. You can only choose a profession once you reach Level 10. Then every ten levels after that, you can choose to specialize in that profession or choose another.”

      “If you don’t get these skills until you choose a profession, what do you do with your skill points before you get a profession?” Jeremiah asked.

      “There are a lot of universal skills to choose from, but they aren’t particularly powerful, and they definitely aren’t specialized,” Regu said then smiled. “The fact that you have twelve of them to use right now is especially valuable because you can choose skills from your chosen path and not waste them on general stuff that you may or may not even need.”

      “Okay, I think that all makes sense,” Jeremiah said with a thoughtful nod. “Can you give me an example?”

      “Sure. Let’s say you wanted to be a Farmer. You would join the Agricultural Guild when you reached Level 10, which will open up certain skills for you. Each level, when you gain a skill point, you can use it to add one of these new skills or advance one you already have. When you reach Level 20, you can choose a specialization like Animal Husbandry or Fruit, which would offer skills related to raising animals or growing fruit. When you reach Level 30, you can specialize even further and choose an expertise like Breeding or Orchards, which would offer skills related to these. Every ten levels, you can choose another specialization or expertise, as long as you have the prerequisite profession or specialization. Or you can choose another profession entirely.”

      Jeremiah nodded again. “Alright. That makes sense.”

      “There is one more variable: Pillars of Power,” Regu said. “Some guilds and the associated skill paths require you have a specific Pillar of Power. Without getting into a lot of unnecessary detail, pillars are part of the Personal Enhancement System, and each one grants certain stat bonuses each time you level up as well as being required for certain guilds. You get to choose a Pillar of Power at Level 10, Level 20, Level 50, and Level 100.”

      “I got a message saying I earned an extra pillar for being Elite. Does that mean I will have five instead of four?” Jeremiah asked.

      The Trainer nodded. “Yes. That is another one of the huge advantages Elites have.”

      Jeremiah could envision a massive tree of skills, each one branching off multiple times into more and more skills. A second tree had branches for professions and specializations with even more branches for each expertise. A third variable, the Pillars of Powers, connected—and controlled, maybe—both trees. There were thousands upon thousands of possible choices, and he knew that it was critical that he make the right ones, not only now but each time he advanced a level. Poor choices could have catastrophic consequences.

      Regu stepped closer to where Jeremiah sat on the boulder and patted him on the leg. “Don’t let this overwhelm you. Most people get days to digest all this information, and I dumped it on you in a matter of minutes. There are some good visual representations of all the possible paths in the book.”

      Jeremiah exhaled and nodded. “That will be helpful,” he said as he started to open the book.

      The Trainer reached out and put a hand on the book, keeping him from opening it. “Let’s find somewhere safe before you bury your head in the book. We have until the end of the day to use your skill points, so there is still a little time.”

      “Okay,” Jeremiah agreed, not wanting to be surprised by another monster like the Lionape while he was reading. “There is a prepper encampment an hour or so from here. We can be there by the time the sun rises.”

      Regu didn’t question him on what a prepper was or how Jeremiah knew about it. He simply swept his arm out to the side and said, “Lead the way.”

      Jeremiah jumped off the rock and sent the Integration Manual to his Dimensional Storage space with a thought.

      That is going to be insanely useful, he thought with a smile as he set off toward the compound where his misadventure had started the previous day. His mind was spinning with everything that had happened and all the choices he had to make before the end of the day.

      He pursed his lips and furrowed his brow.

      And the consequences of getting them wrong could be fatal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          

      

    

    







            My, What Sharp Teeth You Have

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah walked through the forest as dawn approached. He could start to make out details in the misty gray light of the Rocky Mountain morning. The forest didn’t look any different than it had the day before, but there was a noticeable lack of noise. He didn’t hear any birds chirping, and there were no sounds of animals scurrying through the underbrush.

      Oh, and there was a four-foot-tall blue man walking at his side giving him a history lesson of the Integrated Universe.

      He had long since dismissed the idea of this being a hallucination and was starting to accept the fact that everything that had happened was in fact real, no matter how crazy it seemed. There was too much vitality surging through his body for this to be a dream, and he had literally never felt better or stronger.

      “So where are all the forest creatures?” Jeremiah asked.

      “Many of them presumably fled the area when the Lionape spawned here,” Regu answered. “In fact, the Lionape’s first task would have been to clear the area of all native species—including humans—so it could properly set up the dungeon.”

      “Oh,” the young man replied, remembering something about the Lionape being a Dungeon Lord when he looted the monster. He mentally added dungeons to the list of things he needed to learn more about.

      “Now that the Lord of this zone has been defeated, those creatures will start to return. Many of them will have also been transformed.”

      “Transformed? How?”

      “Many creatures on this planet will have been given physical upgrades,” his Trainer answered. “Those upgrades aren’t the same as what you received, but they are similar.”

      “But why?”

      “To give you monsters to fight, of course.” The blue man smiled and nodded toward the trees ahead. “And speaking of which . . .”

      There was a flash of motion in the trees a split second before a growling beast leaped forward. The creature was the size of a black bear, but more agile, and was on them in an instant. It slammed into Jeremiah, knocking him over as Regu jumped to the side, away from the attacking monster.

      Jeremiah summoned the sledgehammer from his Dimensional Weapons Belt and whipped it around in front of himself, stopping the snarling jaws of a gigantic wolf from biting down on his face.

      He shoved the handle of the sledgehammer into the wolf’s mouth and pushed away from himself as the beast bit down, trying to get at his face. The wolf growled and snapped its jaws, splattering Jeremiah with saliva, but the monster was unable to get at him.

      While he held the wolf at bay, which was surprisingly easy given the beast’s size, he activated the Analyze skill, one of the very useful parts of his new Personal Enhancement System.

      
        
        Name: Integrated Gray Wolf

        Level: 7

        Health Points: 97

      

        

      
        Prior to Integration, the Gray Wolf was one of the largest of all canine species and known for their aggressive behavior and ability to take down prey many times their own size. Post-Integration, these predators have the potential for near-infinite growth and are truly one of the apex predators in the new world. As with many canine species, Gray Wolves typically hunt in packs.

      

      

      Jeremiah had no problem holding the wolf off with his newly acquired strength, but he wasn’t sure how to get the beast off of him. He looked to Regu for advice and found his Trainer leaning casually against a tree, his bare arms crossed over his chest as he watched the battle.

      “What do you want me to do?” the blue man asked with a smile.

      “A little . . . advice . . . would be nice,” Jeremiah grunted as he extended his arms, pushing the snapping jaws of the wolf further away from his face.

      “Use your Strength,” Regu said. “You are significantly stronger than the wolf. Once you get out from underneath him, use your sledgehammer for more than a chew toy.”

      It had been fairly easy to push the wolf away, Jeremiah realized.

      Alright, let’s do this! he thought as he pulled his knees up to his chest and planted his feet on the wolf.

      “Ahhh!”

      With a powerful grunt that would make a championship tennis player proud, Jeremiah kicked out with his legs and sent the Integrated Gray Wolf flying through the air. The beast soared away from him, twisting and scrambling helplessly as it sailed through the air and crashed into a tree. The beast was incredibly tough, though, and jumped to its feet then launched itself back at its intended prey.

      Jeremiah kicked his legs up and out and pushed off the ground with his hands, flipping himself into the air. He landed on his feet, the sledgehammer gripped tightly in his right hand. He took a step forward, grabbing the wooden handle of his weapon with both hands, and swung it with all of his newfound power. The head of the sledgehammer crashed into the side of the wolf’s head and spun the beast around in a complete circle as it sailed past him and landed in a heap on the forest floor, never to move again.

      At least, that’s how he envisioned it happening.

      In reality, he rolled over in the leaves and pushed himself to his feet with his back facing the wolf, nearly dropping his only weapon in the process. He turned and swung the sledgehammer around wildly, and through luck more than any amount of skill, he avoided the leaping wolf. The head of the sledgehammer smashed into the hindquarters of the beast as it flew past, spinning it around before it crashed to the ground and tumbled to a stop a dozen feet away.

      The wolf tried to push itself to its feet, but the shattered bones of its rear legs and hips wouldn’t respond. The creature growled at the man it had intended to eat but could muster no further attack.

      Jeremiah’s heart pounded wildly in his chest, and he could feel the adrenaline coursing through his body. Even more, he could feel power unlike anything he had ever known. The sledgehammer had felt like it weighed no more than a plastic bat, and he had heard the bones crunch as the metal head slammed into the wolf. He knew that if he had connected with a more vital area, the fight would have been over with a single swing.

      “Finish it off before the rest of the pack attacks,” Regu advised, and Jeremiah suddenly remembered one very important thing about wolves. As the system message had said, they usually hunt in packs.

      Jeremiah stepped toward the beast and brought the sledgehammer down on the growling wolf, ending its suffering.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 7 Integrated Gray Wolf. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      He abruptly sensed another wolf charging him. Jeremiah turned to face the next beast, swinging the sledgehammer around in front of himself with one hand in an upward arc. The head of the sledgehammer smashed into the underside of the wolf’s head just as it leaped toward him. The blow sent it flying backward, flipping in a complete circle before crashing into the ground where it twitched for a moment then was still.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 6 Integrated Gray Wolf. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Another wolf charged from his right, and Jeremiah swung the hammer around in a backhand swing, his prodigious strength more than enough to wield the sledgehammer with ease. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a lot of experience to go with it, and the weapon sailed over the wolf’s head as it dove low at Jeremiah’s leg.

      He screamed in pain as the wolf clamped onto his lower leg and shook its head side to side, nearly pulling him from his feet. Jeremiah planted the head of the sledgehammer in the ground to help gain his balance then grabbed the weapon with both hands and swung it high overhead and down into the back of the fanged creature, driving it into the ground with a bone-shattering crunch.

      He kicked free of the wolf and delivered another quick strike to its head.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 7 Integrated Gray Wolf. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      The wolves continued to attack, but Jeremiah swung the sledgehammer wildly, trying to keep them at bay. His now-superhuman strength connected with fatal force each time a wolf got close enough, and after several fraught moments, the forest stilled as nine wolves lay in crumpled piles around him. That’s when the tenth and largest wolf stepped out of the trees. Its yellow eyes glared at the young man with malice, its teeth bared in a vicious snarl.

      
        
        Level 18 Integrated Gray Wolf Pack Leader

      

      

      The beast was nearly twice the size of the previous wolves, standing as tall as a horse. Its fur bristled as it let out a low growl and slowly stalked forward.

      A chill ran down Jeremiah’s spine, and he limped backward on his wounded leg, gripping his sledgehammer with both hands. The battle had given him confidence, but this monster was clearly in a different category.

      A whistle sounded from the edge of the clearing, and the large wolf turned toward the blue man as if noticing him for the first time.

      Regu stepped into the clearing and locked eyes with the Pack Leader. “Why don’t you tangle with someone your own size?”

      The absurdity of the statement almost made Jeremiah laugh. The wolf could swallow the small blue man in one bite. And that appeared to be the same thought the giant wolf had.

      The Pack Leader growled then charged toward the Trainer, head lowered and teeth bared in a snarl.

      Regu stood his ground calmly as the beast barreled toward him, then stepped to the side at the last instant. At the same time, he swung down with his right hand, his fist glowing a bright blue just before it smashed into the wolf’s head, driving it down into the ground.

      The large beast somersaulted, its rear legs flipping up into the air as its head slammed into the forest floor then crashed into the ground.

      Regu wasn’t done, though, and leaped toward the Pack Leader as the wolf tried to push itself to its feet. Both fists were now glowing as the blue man soared through the air and brought one fist down on the top of the monster’s head. As soon as he landed, his entire body sprang back up, and the other fist exploded upward into the bottom of the creature’s head.

      The powerful one-two punch stunned the Pack Leader, and it stared ahead blankly as Regu jumped to the side and wrapped his arms around the wolf’s neck, his hands barely clasping on the opposite side of its neck.

      Jeremiah watched as the blue man squeezed, the muscles in his blue arms bulging as the creature struggled to escape the small man’s death grip. A moment later, there was an audible snap, and the gigantic wolf went still.

      Regu released his grip and stepped away from the wolf, wiping his hands on his long black robe.

      “Why didn’t you do that to start with?” Jeremiah asked, a bit shocked by the sudden explosion of power and brutality displayed by the small man.

      “I can’t get involved unless I’m attacked.”

      “But you made it attack you.”

      Regu shrugged. “It’s a bit of a gray area,” he admitted, then added, “Fighting the low-level wolves was a good experience for you. I wasn’t sure you were ready to face higher level monsters yet.”

      Jeremiah nodded his agreement, and then a smile crept across his face. “Speaking of experience points.” He clapped his hands together and rubbed them expectantly, waiting for another system message.

      Regu looked at him, his face scrunched up a bit. “What are you doing?”

      “Waiting for my next level,” Jeremiah said, giving his Trainer a “duh” look.

      The blue man just chuckled. “You don’t really think you advance levels every time you fight something, do you?”

      “Pfff. Of course not,” Jeremiah responded. “I just figured that since I’d killed nine of them, that had to be worth something.”

      “It was. You gained experience.”

      Jeremiah nodded. He had gotten messages each time he defeated a wolf indicating as much. “So, how exactly does experience work?”

      “Hmmm, now that’s a complicated question,” Regu said. “Nobody knows the exact numbers—system secrets and such—but the higher level a monster, the more experience points you get. How many? Well, that’s anybody’s guess.”

      “So, there isn’t a set amount?”

      “There is, but the exact numbers are top secret Integrated Universe information,” Regu said. “I have spent a lot of time charting, though, and have a pretty good idea on a lot of things.”

      “Really?” Jeremiah asked.

      “Of course,” Regu said with a smile. “But it’s nothing to worry about right now. The more monsters you defeat, the more experience you get. The higher the level, the more experience you get.”

      Jeremiah rubbed his chin as he thought for a moment. “So, what if more than one person is fighting a monster?”

      Regu spread his arms and shrugged. “The total experience is divided up. There are also modifiers for things like how much damage you do, how many people are in the fight, and whether you’re doing things like defending your home or betraying a friend.”

      “So, I probably got a penalty for not actually causing any damage to the Lionape?”

      “Definitely. If you had defeated him in an actual battle, you probably would have made Level 12 or 13. Each level requires more and more experience so it will get harder to advance the higher you go.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Good.”

      The blue man pulled a small vial of green liquid out of his pocket and held it between two fingers for Jeremiah to see then tossed it to him. “Here, this will get you fixed up.”

      Jeremiah caught it and pulled the cork out of it. He held it to his nose and sniffed then brought it to his lips. He almost gagged on the thick, slimy liquid and could feel it sliding down his throat into his stomach.

      A warmth spread out from his belly, and when it reached his wounded leg, Jeremiah felt the heat intensify. He could feel his torn skin pull together, and the wound burned for a moment before the warmth dissipated. A quick inspection showed the injury to be completely healed, and there was no pain when he put his full weight on it.

      “Now that you’re healed up, let’s check these puppies for loot.”

      Jeremiah chuckled, not sure if his blue friend had meant that as a pun or not. He reached down and touched the closest Gray Wolf.

      
        
        You have looted Wolf Hide.

        You have looted Silver Coins.

      

      

      He had no idea where the coins had come from or how he could loot a wolf hide while the wolves still had their fur, but that was far from the strangest thing he had experienced in the last few hours. Each Integrated Gray Wolf provided the same loot, but when he got to the Pack Leader, he got a message telling him he couldn’t loot the monster.

      “You can’t loot something you didn’t have a part in defeating, and I don’t have the ability to loot while I’m acting as a Trainer,” Regu told him.

      “Is there a way to do it manually?”

      “Yeah, we can carve it up, but there’s nothing worth that much trouble. Besides, we need to get moving before more monsters show up.”

      That was all Jeremiah needed to hear to put boots to the ground and keep moving toward the compound.
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            Corporate Retreat Gone Wrong

          

        

      

    

    
      Takeda Kenshin shuffled over the arched bridge that crossed one of the meandering streams that flowed through the small village. His white robe was torn and stained with blood—mostly his own. The sword that he held loosely in his right hand was covered in the blood of the monsters they had been battling for what seemed like hours. The tip of the weapon dragged on the stone as he approached the huge beast that had collapsed into the koi pond in the middle of the courtyard.

      He glanced around apprehensively, looking for more monsters. The courtyard was silent, but the sweeping arches of the majestic buildings bore testament to the battles that had raged, many broken or stained with blood. Takeda spotted the corpse of one of the furry, reddish creatures dangling lifelessly off the tiled roof of a building on his right. A message popped up when he focused on the monster and told him it was something called an Integrated Red Panda, whatever the hell that was.

      The creatures had swarmed over the rooftops, surprising the security guards, who were still trying to figure out what had happened to their guns. The large security force was next to worthless without their guns and quickly fell to the sharp teeth and ripping claws. He doubted it was a planned and coordinated attack—they were only animals, after all—but it might as well have been. The security guards had been the first to fall, leaving mostly middle-aged men, their wives, and children to fend for themselves.

      The ancient weapons—swords, knives, bows, and spears—that had adorned the walls had been quickly put to use by the remaining men while the women and children were ushered into the underground saferooms. Takeda had watched these men attack the invading monsters with the same ferocity that he’d seen them attack business problems with for many years. He had done the same as he claimed an ancient samurai sword and waded into the furry monsters who had attacked their corporate family retreat.

      Takeda turned his attention back to the huge black-and-white monster that was sprawled out, nearly motionless. Dozens of arrows protruded from its body, and countless other wounds stained its fur with blood. It would be easy to assume the creature was dead, given all the obvious injuries, but its chest still rose and fell slightly as it drew breath.

      
        
        Name: Integrated Giant Panda

        Level: Unknown

      

        

      
        Prior to Integration, giant pandas were an endangered species and most spent their entire lives caged and on display for the amusement of humans, powerless to do anything other than take what they were given. Post-Integration, they have become powerful beyond anything that had previously existed on the planet. Free from captivity, they seek to make those who once held them captive pay for their transgressions.

      

      

      Level unknown? That’s new, he thought.

      With a feral scream, Takeda rushed forward, covering the last few yards in an instant, and leaped into the air. He wrapped both hands around the hilt of the sword and drove it down into the beast’s heart as he landed atop it. It was an impossible feat of agility for a seventy-year-old business executive, he knew, but his body had been performing miracles ever since waking from the bizarre blackout. It was one of many peculiarities that he had simply accepted in the heat of the battle.

      The old man pulled the sword free and did a backflip off the monster. He landed in a crouch, one hand on the ground and the other arm held to the side with his sword in hand. He stared at the creature with contempt as it shuddered one last time and died.

      
        
        Level 17 Integrated Giant Panda has been defeated. Experience points awarded to all surviving participants in the battle.

      

      

      Takeda had been receiving messages like that ever since waking and dismissed this one with a wave of his hand. He did notice that he got more information, in this case the monster’s level, after slaying it. There had been no time previously to try and figure out what was going on, and he wasn’t ready to put any time or energy into it right then either.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 4 to Level 5.

      

      

      He ignored that message as well. Takeda intuitively knew it was something important, but he needed to figure out how many others had survived.

      The old man stood and looked around the now silent courtyard, and his eyes picked up more furry corpses. And robed ones. And ones in suits. Everywhere he looked, there was death and destruction. His shoulders slumped, and he sighed heavily.

      Then there was motion to his right. A man emerged from one of the buildings. He was dressed in a tattered and stained robe like Takeda and used a bloody spear as a walking stick. Another man emerged from a building on the left carrying a bow with an arrow still nocked. Then another and another.

      In all, six men emerged. All weary and wounded. As one, they dropped to a knee and bowed their heads to Takeda. He bowed his head in return and motioned for them to stand.

      “You fought well and acted with unparalleled bravery,” Takeda said. “I do not know what has happened here, but there will be time to figure that out later. First, we must search for other survivors, if there are any, and make sure no more of these monsters lurk in the shadows. We cannot let our families out of the safe rooms until we know the compound is secure.”

      “Yes, Takeda,” all six men shouted in unison and dispersed to carry out his orders.

      Only six remaining out of a hundred, Takeda thought, shaking his head sadly.

      He watched them disperse to attend to their given task before stepping toward the black-and-white furry monster. The giant panda had been the largest and highest-level monster he’d seen, and he had only been able to see its level after it was dead. He placed a hand on the monster, and a message he had not seen before popped up.

      
        
        Loot Level 17 Integrated Giant Panda? Yes / No

      

      

      This is new, Takeda thought, though he hadn’t taken time to inspect any of the other slain monsters as the battle still raged. He said “Yes” out loud, and a pile of treasure plopped onto the ground in front of him.

      
        
        You have looted Cloak of Power.

        You have looted Giant Panda Hide.

        You have looted Giant Panda Claws.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      Takeda shook his head. The world had literally gone mad. It was as if he had been transported into one of the RPG games his company made.

      No, it’s more like a game has taken over our world.

      He needed to make sure the compound was secure and that his family was safe before he worried about it more. With that thought in mind, he gathered up the loot and walked past the panda corpse and toward the large central building that he and his family had been staying in.

      As Takeda entered the building, he was greeted by another new message.

      
        
        This settlement is unclaimed. Do you wish to claim it as your own? Yes / No

      

      

      “What?! Yes, this is my house.”

      
        
        Da da ta da!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have claimed this settlement as your own. See Civic Menu to configure settlement and claim bonuses.

      

        

      
        Ding ding ding!

      

        

      
        You have earned the title of Premier Lord as the first person to establish a settlement in this newly integrated world.

      

      

      Takeda couldn’t keep a weary smile from spreading across his face. He still didn’t know what was going on, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that being the Premier Lord of Earth could prove to be a very good thing.
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            Home Sweet Home, Shall I Make It My Own?

          

        

      

    

    
      The sounds of the forest slowly returned as they continued their journey toward the secret mountain encampment. Small creatures scurried through the underbrush just out of sight, and the calls of birds could be heard in the distance. Jeremiah was sure, however, that the creatures scampering across the dried leaves and twigs were considerably larger than the rodents that should populate the forest, and the birds sounded much more threatening than he had ever heard a bird sound.

      Jeremiah constantly scanned the forest as he walked, looking for the next beast intent on making a meal out of him. He couldn’t help but envy his Trainer, who strode down the forest path, unconcerned about any potential monster attack. Of course, the man had some apparent power that kept him hidden from monsters unless he wanted to be seen.

      “So why didn’t the wolves attack you?” Jeremiah asked.

      “Trainers have a very high-level Stealth skill that makes them essentially invisible to anyone or anything,” he answered. “It’s a passive skill that’s always active. I have to make a conscious choice to dispel it whenever I want to reveal myself.”

      “Can I learn that skill too?”

      “The skill can only be learned by Trainers,” Regu said, “but you will have access to other Stealth skills.”

      “Good. This is too much stress, always looking over my shoulder, waiting for the next attack.”

      “I’m afraid you’re in the wrong business then. You’re the Premier Elite, and there will always be someone coming for you.”

      “That’s different,” Jeremiah said out loud while wondering if it truly was.

      Regu didn’t push him on it, but instead turned the focus back to the original question. “Like I said, Trainers have a Stealth skill that makes us invisible to monsters. We are expected to stay that way and not interfere in battles, other than to defend ourselves if attacked.”

      “But you baited that wolf into attacking you.”

      The blue man shrugged. “It’s a gray area,” he said, repeating an explanation he had given before. “Right now, that’s not a big deal because there isn’t anyone around to see what happens. That will change soon enough, and then I will have to make sure I don’t break the rules, at least not in a way that will get us in trouble.”

      “What do you mean, get us in trouble?”

      The alien Trainer shuddered. “Don’t you worry about it. I’ll make sure we stay under the radar.”

      Jeremiah looked at his Trainer for a moment. It was clear there was something Regu wasn’t telling him.

      “Alright,” Jeremiah finally said. “Just don’t let these rules get me killed. I’d much rather get in trouble than get dead.”

      Regu shook his head. “If we get sanctioned for breaking the wrong rules, you won’t be much better off than being dead.”

      Alright, let’s not dwell on that getting dead idea anymore.

      Fortunately, they had reached their destination, and it was easy to focus on something new.

      “There’s the edge of the compound,” Jeremiah said, pointing at a ten-foot-high chain-link fence that was hidden amongst the trees and bushes. Strips of brown and green were woven through the fence, camouflaging it, and it was topped with razor wire that was made of a nonreflective metal that was either rusting or had been painted brown. It was the type of fence that could be easily missed unless you were right on top of it.

      “The fence encircles the entire compound, and there is only one entrance,” Jeremiah said. “But there are several spots where you can squeeze under the fence if you’re willing to get dirty and risk a few scratches.”

      The blue man shook his head, a sour expression on his face. “I’m not gonna crawl in the dirt. We go through the main entrance.”

      Jeremiah nodded his head to the left where the trail they had been following wrapped around the perimeter of the encampment. “Main gate’s that way.”

      Regu turned and began circling the camp, heading toward the entrance. At one point, he veered toward the fence and reached out, grabbing the fence and shaking it. He nodded and commented that, “This will make a good foundation for your perimeter defenses.”

      The image of a huge Lionape charging the wall and toppling it in an instant flashed into Jeremiah’s mind, but he didn’t voice his concern.

      They reached the main gate and found it closed. Jeremiah knew from his previous incursion that security cameras monitored the entrance but didn’t see them where they used to be mounted on top of the fence.

      “Devices like that wouldn’t have survived the Integration process,” the Trainer said when Jeremiah mentioned the cameras. “Anything deemed advanced technology would have been destroyed.”

      Regu stopped in front of the main gate and looked at it thoughtfully. It was a massive, two-piece gate made of solid steel. It was split down the middle, and some unseen device, likely destroyed in the Integration, would normally pull the two halves apart, leaving an opening big enough for a large truck to drive through.

      Jeremiah’s Trainer seemed unconcerned and approached the main entrance where the two pieces of the gate met. He reached forward with one hand and worked his fingers into the gap then stepped to the side and pulled, opening up enough room to fit his whole hand into the opening. The small man grabbed one half of the gate with both hands, planted his feet in the ground, and pulled. The muscles of his arms bulged as he strained, and with the screeching of metal scraping on metal, the left half of the gate began to slide open.

      After several inches, Regu had to reset his feet before pulling again, but this time, the gate seemed to move easier. Within a minute or two, there was a gap several feet wide, and the blue man stepped back and dusted his hands off on his black, sleeveless robe then swept his arm toward the opening.

      “After you,” Jeremiah replied. “You did the work, after all.”

      Regu shrugged and led the way into the compound.

      As he passed the gate, Jeremiah stopped and placed both hands on the gate and pushed on it to see if he could open it further, straining with all the force his now superhuman strength could muster. It didn’t budge. He stepped back and rubbed his hands together, grimacing.

      “You can get the next one,” Regu called out with a chuckle.

      Jeremiah felt his face flush and hurried after his Trainer.

      In the daylight, he could see that the prepper’s compound was considerably larger than it had seemed in the dark. There were dozens of buildings and one still-smoldering pile of charred timbers off to the right. He groaned and veered toward the remains of the barn while Regu moved to check out a building to the left.

      Maybe some of the product survived, Jeremiah hoped as he approached the remains of the barn.

      It was quickly apparent that nothing inside the barn was salvageable. Jeremiah could hardly believe the building had so thoroughly burned to the ground and was even more surprised that none of the other buildings had gone up in flames too.

      He sighed. “Oh well. I can’t afford to imbibe right now anyway.”

      Jeremiah turned from the charred rubble and went to join Regu, who had gone into a building on the other side of the main gate. This one was of metal construction with a concrete floor, and Jeremiah quickly identified it as a garage, one that likely used to house ATVs and trucks. There were random automotive parts scattered around the building as well as cases of motor oil, large gas cans, and dozens of barrels, both plastic and metal. There were half a dozen rectangular black patches on the concrete near the back of the building as well as three larger black rectangles near the front.

      Regu joined him where he was studying one of the large patches that looked a lot like fine black ash. “Must have been something deemed advanced technology.”

      “Probably a pickup truck,” Jeremiah agreed then pointed at the smaller rectangles in the back. “And those were probably four-wheelers.”

      “Advanced forms of transportation would definitely have been destroyed,” the Trainer said. “Let’s keep exploring. We need to find whatever is considered the Manor House so you can claim this place as your first settlement.”

      Jeremiah wasn’t sure exactly what a Manor House would look like, but he knew there was a large building in the middle of the encampment.

      “How will we know when we find the Manor?”

      “You will get a notification that the settlement is unclaimed,” Regu said, “and you will be asked if you want to claim it.”

      “What if someone has already claimed it?”

      The alien Trainer shook his blue head. “Not likely. You have to be at least Level 5 to claim or found a settlement, and even though you jumped all the way to Level 10, it’s unlikely there is another person on the planet who is anywhere near Level 5.”

      Jeremiah nodded doubtfully. There was no way that he was the only one who hadn’t been in a designated safe zone and survived, and if someone as unprepared as him had survived, he was sure there were others. Probably many others.

      “There’s a large building in the middle of the encampment that might qualify as a Manor House,” he said instead of voicing his doubts. “I don’t know what’s inside, but it appeared to be the largest building, other than the barns and garages. At least from what I could see in the dark.”

      Regu’s eyes flickered to the charred pile of rubble then back to Jeremiah. “When we get this settlement claimed and your skills taken care of, you really need to tell me what happened last night.”

      Jeremiah smiled at the small man. “It was just a typical McIntyre misadventure.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The large building turned out to be an expansive dining hall. There were enough tables and chairs for at least fifty people in the middle of the room and a large commercial kitchen on one side. A long bar complete with a keg ran along the wall opposite the kitchen. A quick inspection revealed a local craft brew on tap, and Jeremiah happily filled two mugs.

      He handed one mug to Regu then took a long drink from his, leaving a foam mustache behind when he lowered the mug.

      “Ahh,” he exhaled, a smile on his face. “That hit the spot.”

      The blue man lifted the mug to his lips to try it and shrugged. “Not bad,” he said then took another drink.

      Jeremiah walked from behind the bar and approached the back wall of the building, which was dominated by a white screen with several dry-erase boards on either side. “These look like orders,” he theorized as he walked over to one of the whiteboards, which was full of locations and amounts, presumably quantities of moonshine.

      There appeared to be a distribution network complete with multiple locations that produced and stored the bootleg alcohol. Jeremiah knew this was something worth exploring further.

      “Let’s keep looking for that Manor House,” Regu called from the door. “We can figure out what to do with this one later.”

      Jeremiah glanced at the boards one more time, noting several locations that appeared to be smaller compounds, then followed his Trainer outside.

      The large building was surrounded by smaller log cabins. They searched the one right across from the door to the central hall and found it contained two small bedrooms, a central living space, and a small kitchen. There was no notification that it was the Manor, though, and they continued to search.

      On the back side of the large central building, they found a two-story cabin, and as they approached it, Jeremiah suspected this was going to be the one. He felt a surge of excitement—and apprehension—as he reached for the door handle. He looked over his shoulder at Regu, turned the handle, and pushed the door open.

      A new message appeared.

      “I’ve got a good feeling about—”

      Jeremiah saw something fly at his head out of the corner of his eye and blocked with his hand just before a metal baseball bat could cave in his head.

      He caught the bat in one hand and yanked it to the side, pulling the woman on the other end of the bat forward. She stumbled and fell as Jeremiah stepped into the room and turned his full attention on his attacker.

      The woman rolled over onto her back and scrambled away from him in a backward crab walk. She stopped in the middle of the room and glared at Jeremiah defiantly.

      “What are you doing here?!” she demanded. “And where is my brother?”

      Jeremiah studied the woman for a moment. She had dirty blond hair pulled back in a braid and wore a light blue denim shirt and torn jeans that were a little bit darker. He couldn’t tell for sure because she was still sitting on the floor, but she appeared to be fairly tall, though almost certainly shorter than his six-foot-two inches.

      
        
        Name: Sabrina Thompson

        Level: 0

        Profession: None

      

      

      He dropped the bat, which he was still holding absently in his left hand, and held his hands out to the side, showing her that he didn’t have any weapons. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Pfff, like you could hurt me,” she scoffed.

      Regu chuckled as he walked into the room, invisible to the ornery woman, and began exploring.

      Jeremiah ignored the blue man and smiled at Sabrina, hoping it came across as friendly and not condescending. “Look, there’s a lot of crazy things going on right now, and I’m just trying to figure out how to survive. I’m sure you are doing the same thing.”

      He extended a hand to help her up.

      Sabrina scowled at him then pushed herself to her feet, ignoring his offer of help. She crossed her arms over her chest and continued to scowl at Jeremiah.

      “You didn’t answer me. What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I could ask you the same question,” Jeremiah retorted. “You don’t look like a typical prepper.”

      But if she isn’t a prepper, what is she doing here? he thought, his brow furrowing as he wondered if she might be more dangerous than she seemed.

      “Calm down,” she said. “I’m not a prepper. My stupid brother is, and I was supposed to meet him here after their little convention in town. I was just outside the gate when I blacked out. When I woke, I was lying on the ground, and my jeep was gone.”

      “That was the Integration,” Jeremiah explained. “The jeep was destroyed because it was advanced technology.”

      Sabrina looked at him like he was talking nonsense. Which he kind of was.

      I need to have Regu give her a quick Orientation.

      She shook her head then continued. “Alright, like I was saying, I woke up on the ground. I tried to get in, but my code wouldn’t open the main gate, so I had to squeeze under the fence.”

      Yeah, I definitely need to get the fence fixed, Jeremiah thought.

      “When I realized no one was here, I figured I should get some rest. My brother always talked about being a big shot, so I assumed the biggest house was his. The screeching when you opened the gate woke me, and I’ve been watching you from the window since.”

      Jeremiah sent his sledgehammer back to his Dimensional Weapon Storage Belt. “Was your brother Ned?” Jeremiah asked tentatively, bracing for her to rush him if he was.

      “No,” she said. “Ned’s kind of a prick. I used to date him in high school, but he’s gotten all fanatical since then. Running around in the woods playing soldier, preparing for the apocalypse or a government takeover.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why did you ask about him?”

      “Well, it turns out he might have been on to something,” Jeremiah said. “He was killed by a monster.”

      Sabrina’s eyes widened in shock and her mouth dropped open, but no words came out. She was clearly shaken and took several deep breaths before speaking.

      “What happened?”

      “He was torn apart by a Lionape.”

      “A what?”

      “Lionape,” he repeated. “It’s a gorilla with a lion’s head and a flaming mane.”

      Sabrina looked at him like he was crazy. “What are you talking about?”

      Jeremiah looked around until he spotted Regu. The blue man was sitting on the couch, his feet on the coffee table, flipping through an old Soldier of Fortune magazine.

      “Hey, Regu, can you help me out here?”

      Sabrina followed his gaze to the apparently empty couch, then looked back at Jeremiah, bewildered. Then she jumped backward as the blue man suddenly appeared on the couch and stood up, holding a magazine in his hands.

      She shook her head, blinked several times, and rubbed her eyes, then shook her head again.

      “What the—?!”

      “This is a neat publication,” Regu said, ignoring the young woman, who was on the verge of going into shock. “Lots of cool things in here. I’m sure none of them survived the Integration though.”

      Jeremiah nodded his head toward Sabrina. “Regu, can you tell this nice young lady what’s going on?”

      The Trainer from another world closed the magazine and tossed it onto the coffee table. He regarded Sabrina, a frown on his face, then turned back to Jeremiah. “So, is this the place?”

      “I think so,” Jeremiah replied. “I got a notification when I walked through the door, but I’ve been a little busy since then, so I haven’t had a chance to see for sure.”

      Regu crossed his arms and continued to stare at Jeremiah.

      Alright, I’ll look now, Jeremiah thought then checked the notification.

      
        
        This settlement is unclaimed. Do you wish to claim it as your own? Yes / No

      

      

      Jeremiah declined then reported, “I got the request to claim the settlement. Give her a quick overview of what’s going on, and then you can help me with that.”

      Regu started to object, but Jeremiah raised his hand.

      “Please, tell her what’s going on, then we can talk.”
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            Midnight Mountain Settlement

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah explored the buildings closest to the large central building while Regu talked with Sabrina. He didn’t find anything exciting. The cabins all seemed to be housing for the preppers that lived there. Very few of them appeared to have been inhabited, though, which made him wonder how many people actually lived there. He did find several mountain bikes that survived Integration—apparently they weren’t advanced enough technology to be wiped out—but with his enhanced body, Jeremiah knew he could move faster on foot than with a bicycle.

      Regu emerged from the two-story cabin much sooner than Jeremiah had expected.

      “Done already?”

      “I told her about the Integration, and she said she needed to process things,” the Trainer said. “Besides, she’s not my responsibility. You are.”

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t help other people,” Jeremiah pointed out. “Remember, I’m not gonna try to kill everyone else just to become King.”

      Regu raised an eyebrow. “It’s not too late. You can still go that route.”

      “No!” Jeremiah insisted.

      “Alright, alright. I just want to make sure you consider all your options.”

      “Okay, I appreciate it.”

      “Now, did you claim the settlement yet?” Regu asked.

      “No, I wanted to make sure you could answer any questions that came up.” Jeremiah took a deep breath before continuing. “Besides, I feel kinda like I’m stealing it.”

      The blue man gave Jeremiah an annoyed look. “You are the Premier Elite, the one destined to rule this entire planet. This settlement belongs to you.”

      “I’m not gonna be a tyrant, remember.”

      “There’s a difference between being a tyrant and claiming what’s rightfully yours.”

      “Grrrr.” Jeremiah rubbed his face with his hands. He knew his Trainer was right, but he had never been one who wanted to gain possessions for himself by taking them from others.

      Regu stepped forward and patted him on the arm. “Look, Sabrina couldn’t claim the settlement even if she wanted to. In fact, she doesn’t even know it’s an option.”

      Just because she doesn’t know I’m stealing from her doesn’t make it right, Jeremiah thought.

      “Look at it this way,” Regu said. “You’re actually saving her life by claiming the settlement. There is no way she will survive out here unless you claim this as your settlement and fortify it.”

      So, I’m doing it for her own good? Jeremiah thought as he rubbed his chin with one hand.

      He pushed down the thought that every dictator had a reason that was noble in their own mind. There was no denying the fact that he had to take care of himself before he could take care of anyone else.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll do it.”

      “Trust me, this is a very important part of becoming powerful enough to rule the world.”

      Jeremiah nodded his head in resignation. I guess it’s time to truly start my conquest of Earth.

      
        
        This settlement is unclaimed. Do you wish to claim it as your own? Yes / No

      

      

      He selected yes.

      
        
        Da da ta da!

        Congratulations! You have claimed this settlement as your own. See Civic Menu to configure settlement and claim bonuses.

      

        

      
        Ding ding ding!

        You have earned the title of Founding Lord as one of the first twenty-five people to establish a settlement in this newly integrated world.

      

        

      
        Founding Lord. You are one of the first ten people to establish a settlement. You have been awarded one additional building upgrade.

      

      

      “I earned another title. I’m now a Founding Lord.”

      Regu furrowed his brow. “Founding Lord, not Premier Lord?”

      “Yeah,” Jeremiah replied, then frowned. “Is that a problem?”

      The Trainer shook his head slowly, a puzzled look on his face. “No. It is curious, though. I’m gonna have to do some research.”

      Jeremiah knew something was amiss but figured Regu would tell him when the time was right. “So, what do I do now?”

      “Go to the Civic Menu and configure the settlement. You should have a defensive upgrade as well as some free buildings to choose from.”

      Jeremiah let his focus shift to the periphery of his vision where he noticed a new icon that looked like a castle. It was blinking. Selecting it brought up a new menu.

      
        
        Civic Menu

      

      

      
        	Unnamed Settlement

      

      
        
        You are the Lord of one unnamed settlement. Please name settlement to continue.

      

      

      Jeremiah had heard of some truly awful city names, and he didn’t want to follow in the footsteps of those who had named towns things like Coward, Uncertain, or Oblong.

      If I’m gonna rule the world, my first city has to be named something cool. But what?

      He looked around at the settlement, seeking inspiration. It really was a nice place, hidden away in the mountains. He had guided groups of hikers not far from here, on their way up Midnight Mountain, and had never come across anything as large or as nice.

      That’s it!

      
        
        Settlement has been named Midnight Mountain.

        Civic Menu

      

      

      
        	Midnight Mountain

      

      Maybe I’ll be known as the King of Midnight Mountain.

      Jeremiah smiled, congratulating himself on picking out a good name, then turned his attention to setting up his new settlement.

      
        
        Settlement defenses have been upgraded from Category E to Category D, which includes the addition of Gate Towers.

      

        

      
        Choose wall type:

      

      

      
        	Wood

        	Stone

        	Brick

        	Steel

      

      Hmmm.

      “Is there a reason to choose one type of wall over another?” Jeremiah asked Regu.

      “Each type has benefits and weaknesses,” the Trainer replied. “Generally speaking, all walls offer the same protection but each has a weakness. Wood, for example, is susceptible to fire.”

      “So, no to wood?”

      “Not necessarily. There are other considerations. When you found a city, you can choose any type of wall without cost, but you will ultimately need to maintain and expand that wall. If you don’t have the resources to do that, your wall will deteriorate, and you won’t be able to expand the wall as your city grows.”

      “Where do these resources come from?”

      Regu swung his arm in a circle. “They’re all around you. You definitely have an ample supply of wood. You could likely build a quarry nearby and have access to stone. It’s also possible that you could mine iron and make steel.”

      Jeremiah looked around at the endless supply of lumber and nodded. The best resource was the one that was abundantly available.

      "Wood walls it is.”

      Everything suddenly went still. It was as if the entire world had stopped. A circle of light spread out from his feet, expanding rapidly. It passed through the buildings and continued on to the wall surrounding the compound, where it stopped and rose up, suffusing the walls in bright yellow glow. On either side of the gate, the lights rose up thirty feet, forming square towers.

      Jeremiah watched, his mouth open in awe, as the light darkened, solidifying into brown wood. When the glow faded, he could see the chain-link fence had been transformed into a wooden wall made of huge circular poles, each sharpened to a point fifteen feet off the ground. A walkway ran around the top of the wall, roughly three feet from the top, and two massive towers stood on either side of the main gate. The gate itself had also been transformed and now was made of thick square wooden timbers that were hinged on either side with a massive wooden bar holding them closed.

      Now that might keep a Lionape out! Jeremiah thought with a smile then turned his attention back to the Civic Menu.

      
        
        You have earned the title of Founding Lord and have been awarded one additional building upgrade.

      

        

      
        Two building upgrades available.

      

        

      
        Existing Buildings:

      

      

      
        	Building, Small (4)

        	Building, Medium (4)

        	Building, Large (3)

        	Community Hall

        	Houses (12)

        	Manor House

        	Water Tower

        	Water Well

      

      
        
        Buildings Eligible for upgrade:

      

      

      
        	Manor House – eligible to upgrade to Palace.

      

      
        
        New Buildings Available:

      

      

      
        	Alchemy Lab

        	Archery Range

        	Armory

        	Bakery

        	House

        	Inn

        	Lumber Yard

        	Mill

        	Monument

        	Portal Room

        	Shrine

        	Stables

        	Tavern

      

      Wow, that’s a lot to choose from!

      Jeremiah was overwhelmed with the choices in front of him. Almost every single option served a purpose that he could see he might need.

      And I can only have two?!

      He blew out a breath then turned to his Trainer for advice. “So, what do I choose?”

      Regu chuckled. “Being an Elite is a blessing and a curse because you have so many options to choose from,” the alien man said. “It’s important that you choose wisely, though, as these free buildings and upgrades are the one time all the normal profession requirements are ignored because of your Elite status.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, normally, you have to be an Alchemist, for example, to build an Alchemy Lab,” the Trainer replied. “Right now, you can ignore that requirement and just build it.”

      “So, if I don’t build it now, I won’t be able to unless I become an Alchemist?”

      “Well, yes and no. As an Elite, you are essentially every profession, so you could build an Alchemy Lab if you want.”

      “Okay.” Jeremiah nodded, moving Alchemy Lab down the list of priorities.

      “Of course, you don’t have that kind of time to waste. You have way more important things to do then spend a week or two building an Alchemy Lab.”

      What the—?!

      Jeremiah raised his hands in the air in disgust. “So, do I want an Alchemy Lab or not?”

      “Depends,” Regu said. “You definitely need to get the Portal Room. It will be invaluable once you get more cities.”

      “More cities?! I haven’t even finished setting up my first settlement, and you’re already talking about more cities.”

      “It will happen sooner than you think,” the blue man assured Jeremiah. “On top of that, the Portal Room is also a one-way portal back to your primary place of residence. So, if you’re in a fight and things are going badly, you can portal back here. It can be a literal lifesaver.”

      “Okay, so after the Portal Room, what do I get?”

      Regu shrugged. “That’s up to you. The Alchemy Lab will allow you to create Health, Mana, and Stamina potions as well as a host of other buffs. The Armory will repair damaged weapons and armor plus provide a one-time upgrade. Check them out and get the one that makes the most sense to you right now. You can’t go wrong with either.”

      No wrong choice, huh? That’s just another way of saying there’s no right choice.

      Jeremiah groaned and ran his hands through his hair then turned his attention back to the Building Menu.

      
        
        Portal Room

        Bend space and time to your will as you travel across the planet, or across the universe, in a single step. Portals allow instantaneous travel between linked gateways. Distance and location you can travel are dependent on multiple factors, including but not limited to skills, city alliances, and portal level.

      

        

      
        Level 1: Transport back to your home portal from any location. Can be used once every twenty-four hours. Portal Room automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a second Portal Room is created in an owned or allied city.

      

        

      
        Build Portal Room: Yes / No

      

      

      He had to agree with his Trainer. This was an absolute must-have. Jeremiah mentally selected Yes.

      
        
        Build new Portal Room or convert an existing building?

      

      

      That’s interesting.

      Jeremiah thought about it for a moment and decided to convert one of the existing buildings into a Portal Room. There was a small building near the entrance to the large central building, now classified as the Community Hall, that he thought would be perfect. That would place the portal in the middle of the settlement near the Community Hall and all the houses, including the large one that would be his own.

      He couldn’t currently see the building, but he felt it transform into something new and powerful. He could feel an attachment to the new Portal Room, as if he was connected to it by an invisible string. There was an almost overwhelming urge to use the power that Jeremiah knew he could summon with a thought to flash himself across the settlement—just because he could.

      He pushed that thought from his mind, though, not wanting to waste his once-per-day lifeline because there was no telling what kind of monsters he might run into in the next twenty-four hours.

      Jeremiah returned to the Building Menu to evaluate his choices for the second building upgrade.

      
        
        Alchemy Lab

        Transform matter from mundane to magical. Alchemy can create countless wonders, turning ordinary objects into extraordinary treasures. Items that can be created are dependent on multiple factors, including but not limited to skills, ingredients available, and lab level.

      

        

      
        Level 1: Create Basic potions, including Health, Mana, and Stamina boosting potions. Effectiveness of created potions dependent primarily on the skill of the person creating the potions. Alchemy Lab automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professed Alchemist is assigned to the lab.

      

        

      
        Build Alchemy Lab: Yes / No

      

      

      That sounds incredibly useful, Jeremiah thought, envisioning his own broken and bleeding body instantly mending after downing a simple potion.

      He wasn’t ready to commit to the lab yet and selected no. He needed to have all the information available before making a decision and brought up the details of his other option.

      
        
        Armory

        Battle is inevitable, and one equipped with inferior weapons and armor is destined to die young. Armory will repair damaged items as well as provide buffs to the items themselves and those that use them. Speed of repair and buffs provided are dependent on multiple factors, including but not limited to skills, available metals, and building level.

      

        

      
        Level 1: Repair weapons and armor at a moderate pace. Provide a one-time, permanent upgrade to weapons and armor up to D Grade. Armory automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professed Blacksmith is assigned to the building.

      

        

      
        Build Armory: Yes / No

      

      

      “What are you doing to me?” Jeremiah moaned. Both options were great, not to mention vitally important. “What am I supposed to do?”

      He looked to his Trainer for advice, but the blue man just shrugged and gave him a look that told him he was on his own to make this decision.

      Jeremiah clasped his hands behind his neck and looked at the sky, hoping for some divine inspiration. None came.

      After several minutes of pacing, he made his decision.

      
        
        Build new Alchemy Lab or convert an existing building?

      

      

      He had no idea exactly what an Alchemy Lab should look like and didn’t know which of the existing buildings would be a good fit, so he chose to build new.

      
        
        Choose location for new Alchemy Lab.

      

      

      Even though Jeremiah didn’t know exactly what happened in an Alchemy Lab, he could imagine large explosions and noxious fumes coming from such a building. He chose a spot on the far edge of the settlement, as far away from the other buildings as possible.

      A moment later, his settlement had an Alchemy Lab. He didn’t feel a connection to it like he did with the Portal Room, but he knew it was there, nonetheless.

      With a satisfied smile, Jeremiah turned to his Trainer. “What’s next?”

      “There are tons of settings you can change and customizations you can make,” Regu said, “but for now, just leave everything in default mode. You’ve got more important things to worry about right now.”

      “Sounds good.” Jeremiah closed the Settlement Menu then the higher-level Civic Menu.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have successfully set up Midnight Mountain. Grow your settlement and add citizens to earn upgrades and unlock new buildings. This is but the first step on your quest to rule the world.

      

      

      He couldn’t keep a smile from his face. Jeremiah had never owned a home, let alone an entire settlement. The idea of being a Lord, and maybe even a King, brought him an amount of pride he wouldn’t have previously thought possible. More importantly, in that moment, he truly believed he could do it. He could become King of the World.

      His moment of self-congratulation lasted only a moment.

      “Who do you think you are?!” an angry voice demanded. “You’ve got a lot of nerve to just claim this place as your own then ask me to become your citizen!”

      Regu grimaced. “Maybe we should have told her what we were doing.”

      “Gee, ya think?” Jeremiah said then plastered his most charming smile on and turned his attention to Sabrina, who looked like she was going to punch him in the face.

      And she was almost in range to do just that.
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            Bureaucratic BS

          

        

      

    

    
      Regu watched Sabrina rip into Jeremiah. The young man easily fended off her physical attacks, deftly using his superior Strength and Agility without hurting her. She definitely got the better of him, verbally, though, and Jeremiah was left stammering apologies for everything from Ned’s death to the Integration itself.

      As much as the confrontation entertained him, there were way too many things that needed to be done to let the fight drag on for too long. He put on his best smile and inserted himself between Sabrina and Jeremiah, turning on the charm in a way that only someone with a Charisma over a hundred could do. The Level 0 woman couldn’t resist his magnetism any more than she could resist the need to breathe and quickly calmed down.

      He nodded at Jeremiah and softly said, “I’ll handle this. Go start reading about skills in the Integration Manual.”

      Regu turned his attention back to the still fuming young woman. “You have every right to be mad,” he told her. “We should have told you what was going on.”

      Sabrina crossed her arms across her chest. “Hmph.” She nodded, a self-satisfied look on her face.

      “I can assure you that what Jeremiah did was not only the best thing but also essential to ensuring both of you survive the Integration.”

      She frowned.

      “Look, I know there is a lot you don’t know yet, but you have to trust me when I say you could do worse than tying your fortunes to Jeremiah and myself.”

      “Do you really think I’m gonna trust some random guy just because his pet blue alien says I should?”

      Regu clenched his teeth then took a deep breath. “That’s fair,” he admitted. “How can I expect you to trust me if you don’t even know what’s going on?”

      Sabrina nodded triumphantly. “Exactly!”

      “So, here’s the deal. It is critically important that I make sure that Jeremiah is taken care of, but I will make time to help you get started as well.”

      She looked at him skeptically, but her face softened after a moment. “That would be appreciated.”

      Regu nodded. “I have one condition though,” he said, looking her in the eyes to make sure she understood he was deadly serious. “I will not do anything that jeopardizes Jeremiah and his progression.”

      Sabrina nodded. “I understand.”

      “No, you don’t. Not yet anyway,” he assured her. “I need to be sure that you won’t betray Jeremiah.”

      She scowled at him. “I have no reason to betray you or him.”

      “Then as a sign of good faith, I need you to accept the invitation to become a citizen of this settlement.”

      He watched as Sabrina’s body went rigid. She clenched her teeth, and he could tell she was on the verge of another outburst. Regu didn’t push her though. He stood there silently, waiting for her to come to the conclusion that he knew she must. She had been thrown into a new world where she didn’t know the rules and was surrounded by monsters that were more powerful and dangerous than anything that had even existed prior to the Integration process. He had thrown her a lifeline, giving her a chance at survival. She would not get another.

      Regu could tell the moment she came to the logical conclusion and became a citizen of Midnight Mountain as her shoulders slumped just a little bit in resignation.

      Jeremiah also knew the moment she became a citizen, and his head popped up from the Integration Manual. He shot a glare at Regu from the chair on the porch where he’d been reading.

      “Did you know this would happen?” the young man demanded. “Did you know I was going to get another building upgrade as soon as I got a new citizen?”

      “Of course I did. I am a professional, after all.”

      “And you let me agonize about which building to choose?!”

      “You should always make the best decision in the moment because you never know what will happen next.”

      That seemed to placate the young man at least a little bit, but he still heard him grumble something about it being a dick move, whatever that meant.

      Regu didn’t have time to worry about his Elite Trainee’s feelings, though, and turned his attention back to Sabrina. “Why don’t you head back inside and get comfortable? I’ll be there in a minute and give you an introduction to the Integrated Universe and show you how to use your Personal Enhancement System.”

      The young woman nodded, seeming very amused by Jeremiah’s sullen behavior, and headed back into the two-story house that was now the Manor House of the settlement.

      “Quit your moping,” Regu said to Jeremiah. “You will be faced with many decisions that are much harder than choosing between an Armory and an Alchemy Lab. It was good practice to make a semi-difficult decision.”

      “It was still a dick move,” the young man insisted, but the sullen expression was now gone. “So, what should I do while you show Sabrina how to use her Personal Enhancement System?”

      “I will be busy with her for a while,” he agreed. “And then I need to check in with my assistant and work on getting you some more resources, one way or another. Keep studying the skills, and when I get back, we will get you moving down that path to world domination.”

      The young man looked overwhelmed at the prospect, but Regu had seen a quiet strength inside him and knew he would be okay. At least, he would be if he survived the next few days.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Orientation took considerably longer than Regu had planned. Sabrina hadn’t faced a near-death experience immediately upon waking to impress the new reality upon her like Jeremiah had. She had certainly experienced some peculiarities like her car vanishing and all technology mysteriously disappearing, but the young woman was understandably skeptical. Ultimately, it was his own presence that convinced her, more or less, that her planet had undergone a significant transformation. It was hard to explain a blue man as anything other than magical or extraterrestrial, after all.

      The young woman eventually declared that her brain would explode if he tried to force any more information into it and had disappeared into a bedroom to think about her future. Regu was all too happy to let her go as he had received a notification while talking to her that he had been eagerly awaiting.

      He stepped outside, pulling his communicator out of his pocket as he closed the door. He flipped it open and activated it, anxious to get what he hoped would be good news. The hologram interface still hadn’t been activated, so all that popped up was the generic Integrated Universe Communications Company logo.

      “Hey there, future Kingmaker,” a whimsical, almost musical voice said.

      It was not the voice Regu had been expecting.

      “You disappeared on me last night before I could properly thank you for showing me a good time,” the nymph said playfully.

      How did Aethysia even get my number?

      “At first, I thought you had ditched me,” she continued, “but I realized you would never have left your personal transporter behind. That’s when I realized something must have happened to you, and I got really worried. I didn’t know who would mess with a future Kingmaker, but I knew it must be serious, so I called the police.”

      Regu grimaced. Blessed stars! Please tell me you didn’t turn over my transporter.

      “Then I realized that you had been summoned to the newly integrated planet.” The voice sounded full of awe. “No one has ever become an Elite so fast. You must be with an extremely talented warrior. You are sure to win Kingmaker now.”

      If you only knew . . .

      “Then I felt really bad for calling the police. I didn’t want to get you in trouble for losing your transporter, so I left before they showed up. I took your transporter with me so nobody would know you didn’t have it. I don’t know what the penalty for losing official Integration equipment is, but I’m sure it’s not good.”

      Regu rolled his eyes. Oh my gosh, will you quit rambling.

      “Oh my, I’m just going on and on like a ninny. I should get to the point.” Aethysia said. “Well, your waitress friend. You know, the Tigrian woman? She’s kinda rude, by the way. Well, like I was saying, she was pounding on my door this morning. I was still sleeping. I was so confused and ran to the door without thinking. I looked horrible. No makeup, nothing. I was still in my underwear. She just looked me up and down like I had done something wrong. Did I mention she was rude?”

      Will you get to the point?!

      “She wanted your teleporter,” the nymph said. “I wouldn’t give it to her though. This was my fault, and I needed to fix it myself. So, I went down to the New Integration Center and marched straight to your Elite Trainer’s dimensional transfer box and put it right in.”

      Regu exhaled in relief. Thank the stars!

      “And don’t worry, nobody saw me do it. You won’t get into any trouble because of me.”

      He wasn’t certain of that fact, but there wasn’t any prohibition for transferring official Trainer equipment, so he might be in the clear.

      Regu was actually a little impressed that the nymph had gotten into the building and to his dimensional transfer box at all. He reached into the pocket on his robe that accessed the dimensional space and pulled out the transporter.

      Regu shook his head ruefully, a smile spreading across his lips as he turned his attention back to the message.

      “. . . and once everything settles down, I will show you how truly sorry I am that I was responsible for you losing your transporter.”

      There was a kissing sound and then, “Well, I will let you get on with your business. I can’t wait to see you again.”

      There was another kissing sound then the message ended.

      Regu chuckled, not sure if he had missed out on something amazing or had dodged a bullet by getting pulled away from the New Integration party early.

      He put his communicator away and flipped open his personal transporter. He saw Sabrina looking out the window of the house at him.

      Let’s give her one more display of how much things have changed.

      He nodded at her then pushed the transport button and disappeared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Regu materialized in the small transporter room attached to his home office after relaying through the New Integration Center. He stepped into the expansive room where he spent most of his time and took a moment to gaze out the wall of windows behind his desk. His penthouse was located on the top floor of the tallest luxury residential tower in the city. It was early evening, and the bright lights of the city stretched into the distance. Looking down, he could see the gridlocked traffic on a half dozen different levels of roads below.

      Higher up, but still not as high as his suite, the private flying crafts of the ultra-wealthy zipped by. He had two of his own parked on the roof, but they weren’t allowed to fly at the level of his penthouse, polluting the view of those wealthy enough to afford accommodations at this altitude.

      He took a moment to freshen up then fixed himself a drink from his private stock of rare, high-end liqueur. When he emerged from his office, he wasn’t surprised to see Malinda still hard at work at the desk just outside his office.

      The woman with light-green skin was typing on a holographic keyboard on one side of the desk with one hand while another hand swiped through a holographic display floating above the other side of the desk. In between, her other two hands were busy updating a financial ledger and writing a letter.

      Regu shook his head in appreciation. It never ceased to amaze him how the woman could do four things at once, each of her four arms acting independently. She gave new meaning to the word multitasking, able to do four tasks simultaneously without sacrificing efficiency on any of them, her Tetrad brain able to compartmentalize in a way that allowed her to truly focus on four different things at once. She also had an impressive array of skills dedicated to things like project management and work efficiency.

      He had known Malinda since she was a child. Her father had been a championship boxer in the tetrabrachius division for many years before becoming a prize fighter in the less regulated but more profitable underground fight pits. She had grown up around those fight pits and still had many connections in the underworld.

      Her mother had been an Elite Trainer, and while Regu had never worked directly with her, he knew she had been fairly successful before retiring right around the time he was getting started. Malinda knew much about the inner workings of the Integration Council, and her mother’s name opened many doors for her that might have caused difficulty otherwise.

      In short, her skills and connections made her the absolute perfect personal assistant for an Elite Trainer looking to become the Kingmaker.

      “So, I see you retrieved your personal transporter from that tramp,” Malinda said without looking up, one of her hands brushing a strand of short brown hair back behind her ear.

      “Yes, I did,” Regu said with a smile. “And I think I might have dodged a bullet with that one.”

      “I could have told you that.”

      “If only I were so wise,” he lamented.

      Malinda stopped everything she was doing and looked up at him, a smile slowly spreading across her face. Her large, almond-shaped eyes locked on him, and she shook her head slightly. “What am I gonna do with you?”

      “The same thing you always do,” Regu said. “Take care of my every need.”

      The woman chuckled. “I’m not sure why I put up with you.”

      “Because we have a beautiful partnership,” he answered. “One that makes both of us a lot of money.”

      She nodded. “And speaking of money, you got a deposit of one point four billion IU credits this morning,” she said, looking at him sternly. “From your bookie.”

      “Oh, yeah, I forgot to tell you,” Regu said. “I made a small wager on the survival rate for this new Integration.”

      “Small wager?”

      Regu shrugged sheepishly. “I had a gut feeling that this one was going to be brutal.”

      Malinda moved one of her left hands to the holographic display hovering above the desk, dismissing several windows before bringing up several more. “Only fifty-eight percent of the population survived.”

      He pumped his fist in the air. “Yes, I knew it!”

      Regu’s face quickly fell, though, as the glare from Malinda reminded him exactly what that meant. “That means forty-two percent of the people on that planet died,” she said pointedly.

      “I know, I know,” he said. “It was brutal. They were completely unprepared.”

      “And you profited from that.”

      He held his hands out to his sides. “Hey, it was going to happen either way,” he insisted. “My bet did not change that by even a single person.”

      Malinda continued to frown at him.

      “Why don’t you take a couple million and buy yourself something nice?” he said.

      “I already did,” she said. “I bought the penthouse across the hall that was for sale.”

      Regu raised an eyebrow. “The penthouse across the hall?”

      She smiled at him. “It was a business purchase. It cuts down on my commute, and I’ve got a feeling you’re going to need me working around the clock to help make you the Kingmaker.”

      He laughed. The logic was sound, though very expensive. Malinda deserved it though.

      “I’d like to buy you a housewarming gift then,” Regu said. “Pick out something nice for yourself.”

      “Oh, I already did that too.”

      Of course you did.

      “Alright, now that we’ve gotten your accommodations and increased compensation taken care of, we’ve got work to do,” Regu said.

      Malinda’s hands became a blur of action as she swiped away holographic displays and slid papers and ledgers into desk drawers. A moment later, she had a single piece of paper in front of her, a pen in one hand, the other three resting casually on the desk.

      Regu knew she didn’t need to focus on only one thing to give him her complete attention, but he appreciated the gesture. If nothing else, it kept him from being distracted by all the other things she was doing. The pen and paper made sure her notes couldn’t be hacked.

      “Alright, now that I’ve got my personal transporter back, we need to schedule a hearing with the New Integration Council,” he said. “It would be really nice if I could bring in some supplies.”

      “On it,” Malinda assured him as she wrote a quick note.

      “Then we need to start ramping up the research. The first thing I need to know is who founded a city before we did. Someone earned the title Premier Lord before Jeremiah. That person could be a threat in the future, and the sooner we start preparing, the better off we will be.”

      Malinda looked up at Regu. “That information won’t be public knowledge until the Orientation process is over.”

      He frowned at her. “Are you telling me you can’t get a single name out of the New Integration Team?”

      “Not at all,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure you knew what you were asking because there are risks.”

      “The risks are small,” Regu said. “It’s a gamble I’m willing to take.”

      Malinda nodded. “It’s a worthwhile gamble, I think, but it’s my job to make sure you understand the risks.”

      “Of course,” he said. “Once you get the name, get our research team on it. In fact, put them on notice that we will require all of their time and resources for the foreseeable future.”

      “I have already informed them to terminate all ongoing jobs other than ours and told them I needed to clear any work done that is not for us.”

      “Perfect,” Regu said. “Now, there’s one more project I need to start setting up. It could mean the difference between life and death for Jeremiah.”
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            The Path More (or Less) Traveled

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah put the book down and rubbed his eyes. He had been studying the IU New Planet Integration Manual for hours, only taking a break to rummage around and find something to eat for lunch. It was now approaching evening, and he hadn’t seen any sign of Regu since the blue man left him to study while he showed Sabrina how to use her Personal Enhancement System and explained things like him being an Elite. Sometime after that, Regu had vanished without saying a word to him.

      The Personal Enhancement System was overwhelming him at that moment. He had reviewed the descriptions of hundreds, maybe even thousands, of skills. He had been able to skip past many of them as he had no desire to develop skills in the professions that were necessary for any society but not useful for his particular path. Jeremiah knew the ability to efficiently grow fruit trees or repair magical armor wouldn’t be critical for him in his quest to become King.

      The vast majority of the professions and related skills fell into that category: Blacksmith, Farmer, Merchant, Philosopher, Physician, Sailor, and countless others. All critical for society but clearly not what Jeremiah needed to focus on. He would just have to find people who possessed those types of skills to help him.

      Jeremiah checked his personal stats and saw that he had eight hours to use his skill points before they would be randomly assigned. Hopefully, his short blue Trainer would return soon so he could take care of assigning his skill points.

      He picked the Integration Manual up and flipped through to the first page of skills he had marked. The Basic Level skills didn’t have prerequisites, but after that, each skill seemed to have a special requirement like a specific Pillar of Power or a certain level of another requisite skill. Or both.

      The Magic skills section seemed to be the longest in the book. There were a dozen different first-level magic skills ranging from fire and water magic to things like curses and portals. Beyond that, there were second-level skills like elemental magic which required a certain level of the corresponding first-level magic. And then there were third-level skills that appeared to be nothing short of god-level power.

      Jeremiah shuddered, thinking about the third-level Resurrection skill.

      Could I really bring someone back from the dead?

      He shook his head and flipped to Swordsman specific skills. It was one of the smaller skill sections as the skills related only to the use of swords, but there were some impressive-looking second-level skills like Death Blow and Lightning Strike. And then there were the third-level skills.

      Divine Retribution. Face of Death.

      A chill ran down Jeremiah’s spine.

      The other section that Jeremiah had marked was for the Warrior’s Guild. It was very similar to the Swordsman skills but covered more weapon types, including a War Hammer skill that he assumed would apply to his sledgehammer. He wasn’t necessarily in love with the weapon, but it had proven very effective, and it was all that he really had to use. He hadn’t come across any other weapons in his new settlement other than a few hatchets and a wood-splitting axe.

      The second-level Warrior skills were largely the same as the Swordsman skills, but there was a third-level skill that was very appealing.

      Lord of Thunder. I like the sound of that!

      He knew that the third-level skill was beyond his reach right now, but the thought of smiting his enemies with lightning and thunder brought a smile to his face. Jeremiah hadn’t been a big comic book reader, but he had read a few featuring a god-like, hammer-wielding warrior.

      “Find something you like?”

      Jeremiah’s head jerked up, and he dropped the book. “Don’t do that!” he yelled at Regu.

      The Elite Trainer stood there with his arms crossed and head tilted down, giving him a stern look. “A true Warrior is aware of his surroundings at all times,” he admonished, the edges of his lips curling in a small smile.

      “Maybe if you hadn’t disappeared for half a day, I’d have used my skill points and would be well on my way to being a real warrior.”

      “Fair point,” Regu said, his mouth curling into a full smile as he rubbed his hands together.

      “So, what skill had you dreaming of conquest?”

      “Lord of Thunder,” Jeremiah said enthusiastically.

      “A powerful skill,” the Trainer agreed. “It’s also one that most people are unprepared for since very few people use blunt weapons. Have you decided to continue using the sledgehammer as your primary weapon?”

      “Don’t have much choice,” Jeremiah replied. “The only other weapons I could find were a few hatchets and a wood-cutting ax. The hatchets might come in handy if I can learn how to throw them, but I can’t imagine wielding a long-handled axe as my primary weapon.”

      Regu nodded. “You could do worse than pursuing the War Hammer skill, all things considered. Now, let’s talk about Pillars of Power and skills.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      The blue man furrowed his brow. “That’s a weird thing to say.”

      “It just means I’m listening.”

      “Alright, if you say so.” Regu shook his head then continued. “Pillars of Power are the foundation of the Personal Enhancement System. They offer benefits every time you level up, and over time, your Pillar choices will define who you become. As an Elite, the fact that you get an extra Pillar will set you apart from the rest of the planet for as long as you live.”

      Jeremiah nodded, doing his best to focus on the added benefits and not the “as long as you live” part.

      “When it comes to choosing Pillars of Power, there are many theories on the best course of action. Most people will focus on a single profession and get both a primary and secondary Pillar in the same category. The vast majority of people will never go much higher than Level 20, so they will never obtain a third Pillar, let alone a fourth.”

      “That makes things fairly simple.” Jeremiah nodded, knowing that didn’t apply to him.

      “I suppose,” Regu said. “Simple, boring, and totally irrelevant to you. The only way you will survive and have a chance to become King is if you reach Level 100 as soon as possible and claim all five Pillars of Power that you are entitled to.”

      “That’s what I figured.”

      “The only question is how you go about doing that. Countless philosophical debates have explored this topic, and while many of them agree that specialization in a single category is best for most individuals, very few people agree on what the best course of action is for an Elite individual.”

      “Of course. I guess a proven formula would be too much to ask for.”

      “If it were easy, everyone would do it,” Regu said. “In fact, that’s the exact reason there isn’t a proven formula. If everyone did the same thing, no one would have an advantage. Worse, if almost everyone did the same thing, you could easily design a system to counter that.”

      “And then everyone would do that, forcing someone to create a different system to defeat that one,” Jeremiah said.

      Regu clapped his hands together then pointed at Jeremiah. “Exactly. That’s why the best thing to do, usually, is use your skills in a manner that doesn’t leave you with any glaring weaknesses while playing to your personal strengths and preferences.”

      “Usually?”

      The blue Trainer nodded. “In rare cases, overspecialization can be very effective. Imagine if you could conjure shields to protect you from most attacks, summon demons and elementals, and then heal any damage you and your allies took, all the way up to resurrecting anyone who died.”

      “That kind of person would be very hard to beat,” Jeremiah said.

      “Yes and no,” Regu said. “Magic-dispelling armor along with any number of anti-wizard weapons can easily defeat a Mage who is overly specialized.”

      “Oh,” Jeremiah said. “Then why would anyone choose to do that?”

      “Simple,” his Trainer replied. “A highly specialized Sorcerer is almost invincible against most opponents, and if you have a group of allies that are strong where you are weak, it can make for a very effective combination.”

      The blue man raised his eyebrows. “Of course, when you surround yourself with the very type of people who can exploit your weaknesses, betrayal is an ever-present threat.”

      “It seems like you have to be a special type of crazy to go that route,” Jeremiah said. “Sure, the power is great, but I’ve already got a target on my back. I don’t need to make that target any bigger than it needs to be.”

      “I agree,” Regu said. “That leaves us to build a well-rounded skillset that has a few strengths with no glaring weaknesses. The fact that you should be able to use all your skill points on specialized skills after you choose your Pillars of Power will put you ten steps ahead of the average person.”

      “Should?”

      The blue man shrugged. “No one has ever jumped all the way from Level 0 to Level 10 as far as I know, so we are in uncharted water. I don’t see any reason it shouldn’t work though. I can’t imagine it will make you use skill points on Level 0 skills when you are eligible for higher-level skills.”

      “Alright, I guess I just need to see what happens,” Jeremiah said. “I’m assuming I will want to select both the Might and the Magic pillars.”

      “Yeah. Those will be your best two to start with,” Regu agreed. “You won’t get another Pillar of Power until you reach Level 20, so we have some time to figure out what to do next. You can either specialize further or choose a new one. The Intellect Pillar could be a good choice for general magic, and the Agility Pillar can be helpful in combat. You may also want to consider the Leadership Pillar at some point if you’re going to try to use diplomacy on your quest to rule the world.”

      Jeremiah blew out a nervous breath. “Yeah. Lots of choices.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about those right now. Just focus on what’s immediately in front of you,” the Trainer said, then added with a smile, “You might not even live long enough to worry about more Pillars.”

      “Thanks for that. You’re so encouraging.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” Regu said. “Now, let’s choose those Pillars, then get you some new skills.”

      Jeremiah brought up his personal stats and selected the message telling him he had two Pillars of Power to select.

      
        
        Choose your first Pillar of Power.

      

      

      
        	Divinity

        	Finesse

        	Intellect

        	Leadership

        	Life

        	Magic

        	Might

      

      He selected Magic.

      
        
        Magic Pillar of Power

      

        

      
        Magical energy fills the universe, but few can see it, let alone use it. When you can control this energy and bend it to your will, your power is limited only by your skill and imagination.

      

        

      
        This Pillar grants an extra 10 Mana Points per level.

      

      

      Jeremiah could feel a warmth spread through his body. It felt like every fiber of his being was on fire, but somehow, it didn’t hurt. The heat flooded him with power, and he knew he could unleash that power with a thought, creating or destroying as he chose. Or more precisely, as his skills allowed, because he could clearly feel the power but just as clearly knew he didn’t know how to use it.

      He slowly got used to the sensation of the potential energy infusing his body, flowing through his veins, and he moved on to the second pillar.

      
        
        Might Pillar of Power

      

        

      
        Strength of arms is the one true measure of power in the universe. Those who have it take what they want, force others to bow to their will, and are never truly helpless, even when they are unarmed.

      

        

      
        This Pillar grants a permanent bonus of 10 Strength Points.

      

      

      Pressure began to build inside of Jeremiah’s body. Power flowed out from his core into every muscle of his body, and he could feel his muscles grow, becoming stronger. He rolled his shoulders and felt the power. Unlike the magical energy that he could still feel flowing through his veins with an unnatural warmth, this was power that he could use immediately. No skills were needed. Every action he took would simply have more force behind it, causing more damage or accomplishing more of whatever task he was doing.

      He smiled. This really is true power.

      Regu gave him a moment to revel in his new power before moving him onto the next step. “Now that you’ve selected your Pillars of Power, you have a dozen skills to choose.”

      Jeremiah looked up, an expression of awe and wonder on his face. “Yeah. Let’s put this Magic and Might to use.”

      The Trainer looked at Jeremiah’s skill options and nodded. “Good. It looks like you have access to all the Guild-level skills. It’s not that the Basic ones are worthless, and you will have to use a few of them to get started, but the specialized skills are where you want to use most of your skill points.”

      “Twelve skill points seems like a lot,” Jeremiah said, “but there are so many choices. How do I decide?”

      “Let’s start with a list of skills you want to achieve, then figure out the best way to get there,” Regu said. “If you’re going to stay with the War Hammer family of weapons, that pushes you into the Warrior class, which also includes battle axes and throwing weapons. It’s a good place to start out.”

      Jeremiah’s eyes lit up. “I’d really like to get the Lord of Thunder skill someday,” he said almost reverently. “And since axes are the only other weapons I have available, it would probably be good to learn how to fight with them. Maybe even learn how to throw them.”

      “That could work,” Regu agreed. “You’ll also want to pick up some Magic skills. Something that will give you access to Healing spells as well as some Combat spells.

      Jeremiah already possessed the Basic Blunt Weapons skill, so he used two skill points to increase that to Advanced Blunt Weapons.

      
        
        Blunt Weapons:

        Sometimes, you just need to let out some steam, and there’s no better way to do that than to bludgeon your enemy. Blunt weapons are also perfect for fighting certain types of monsters like Skeletons and other undead creatures. Grab your favorite blunt instrument and pummel something today!

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Attack damage increased by 50% versus undead creatures.

        	Novice Level – Attack damage increased by 60% versus undead creatures and 10% versus other creatures. Chance to block increased by 10%.

        	Advanced Level – Attack damage increased by 70% versus undead creatures and 20% versus other creatures. Chance to block increased by 20%.

      

      The Advanced Blunt Weapons skill opened up the Battle Axe and War Hammer skills, and he used three points on each of those to take them to Advanced Level as well.

      
        
        Battle Axe:

        Axes are equally adept at building and destroying. Simple design, affordable construction, and ease of use make them perfect for the less experienced warrior while being extremely deadly in the hands of a master. Use your axe to cleave your enemy then cut the wood for their funeral pyre!

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Attack damage increased by 100% versus undead creatures and 30% versus other creatures. Attack damage further increased by 1% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 50%.

        	Novice Level – Attack damage increased by 110% versus undead creatures and 40% versus other creatures. Attack damage further increased by 2% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 60%.

        	Advanced Level – Attack damage increased by 120% versus undead creatures and 50% versus other creatures. Attack damage further increased by 3% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 70%.

      

      
        
        War Hammer:

        There’s nothing quite like bludgeoning your enemies, using all your prodigious Strength to break their bones and shatter their spirits. War Hammers, in all their varieties, inflict crushing damage like no other weapon can. Grab your favorite hammer and smash your enemies, body and soul.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Attack damage increased by 100% versus undead creatures and 30% versus other creatures. Attack damage further increased by 1% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 50%.

        	Novice Level – Attack damage increased by 110% versus undead creatures and 40% versus other creatures. Attack damage further increased by 2% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 60%.

        	Advanced Level – Attack damage increased by 120% versus undead creatures and 50% versus other creatures. Attack damage further increased by 3% per Strength point. Chance to block increased by 70%.

      

      That left four skill points remaining, and Jeremiah took Regu’s advice and used them on magical skills. He started by using two points on the Beginner Magic skill, which gave him a simple healing and attack spell.

      
        
        Beginner Magic:

        Magic is all around us, waiting to be used. It can smite your enemies or heal your allies. Use the power of magic to change the world around you for better or worse.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Learn the Basic Healing spell, which restores a small number of Health points.

        	Novice Level – Learn the Magic Missile spell, which causes a small amount of damage to a single target.

      

      The skill and related spells were far from impressive, but they gave him access to some of the specialized Magic skills he desired. He used his last skill points to gain the Basic Level in two of them.

      
        
        Combat Magic:

        Magic is a power that does not know good or evil. It will respond to the will of the caster and do their bidding, unaware and uncaring of the outcome. Use the power of Magic to destroy your enemies.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Learn Basic Level Combat Magic spells. Effectiveness of Beginner Magic Combat spells is increased by 25%.

      

      
        
        Life Magic:

        Magic is a power that does not know good or evil. It will respond to the will of the caster and do their bidding, unaware and uncaring of the outcome. Use the power of magic to heal wounds, cleanse the soul, and bring life to the world.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Learn Basic Level Life Magic spells. Effectiveness of Basic Healing spell is increased by 25%.

      

      Jeremiah felt an enormous weight lift from his shoulders knowing he had taken a significant step in his quest to rule the world. The image of an animated, big-brained mouse popped into his head, and he shook his head slightly, chuckling to himself. He couldn’t help but think this new world felt more like a cartoon than real life, but the power coursing through his veins assured him it was all very real.

      “Now that you have these new skills, there is something you must understand about them,” Regu said, interrupting Jeremiah’s contemplation on his new life. “Skills are like recipes. Just because you know them doesn’t mean you truly know how to use them. Your attacks will be more powerful and precise, but until you practice them and meld them together, they are little more than a pile of individual puzzle pieces. We must put them together to create a fearsome Warrior and a skilled Leader, one who is destined to be King.”

      “That is both depressing and inspiring,” Jeremiah observed dryly.

      The blue man shrugged. “It is what it is. I find it best to celebrate your accomplishments and appreciate what you’ve achieved before moving on to your next challenge. So, why don’t you pull up your personal stats and see how far you have come in less than a day? It really is impressive for someone who should still be in New Integration Orientation for another nine days.”

      
        
        Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

        Level: 10

        Profession: Elite

        Health: 200 / 200

        Mana: 219 / 219

        Stamina: 220 / 220

        Agility: 20

        Charisma: 18

        Durability: 19

        Intelligence: 20

        Strength: 39

        Vitality: 21

        Wisdom: 15

      

      

      
        
        Titles Earned:

      

      

      
        	Monster Tamer

        	Giant Slayer

        	Premier Elite

        	Founding Lord

      

      
        
        Pillars of Power:

      

      

      
        	Magic

        	Might

      

      
        
        Skills:

      

      

      
        	Battle-Axe: Advanced

        	Beginner Magic: Novice

        	Blunt Weapons: Advanced

        	Camouflage: Basic

        	Combat Magic: Basic

        	Hand-to-Hand Combat: Basic

        	Life Magic: Basic

        	Self-Defense: Basic

        	Swimming: Basic

        	Tracking: Basic

        	War Hammer: Advanced

      

      It was the first time Jeremiah had looked at all of his stats, skills, and titles. He still didn’t know what all of it meant, but it seemed impressive, especially his Strength. It was really high, at least compared to his other stats, and he knew he would need to focus on his other skills for awhile until they caught up. He could take off the Gauntlets of Primitive Power and drop his Strength back down by ten if he really needed them to be more balanced for some reason, but he wasn’t going to do that unless a really good reason presented itself. He decided that a sledgehammer was probably the perfect weapon for someone with overpowering strength and pushed the thought from his mind.

      When he reviewed his skills, Jeremiah noticed there were more skills than what he had used his skill points on. There were also some skills for things he had apparently learned along the way.

      “You can learn some of the general skills just by doing things or figuring them out on your own,” Regu explained when Jeremiah asked about the extra skills. “Speaking of that, be sure you use your new hand axes in the next battle and make sure you throw one at an enemy so you can learn the Throwing Weapons skill. No reason to waste a skill point on that if you can get it for free.”

      Jeremiah looked at his Trainer skeptically. It seemed bizarre that he could get a skill just for doing something, but if he could save a skill point, he was all for learning on the fly. Before he could ask more about learned skills, a scream sounded from the other side of the compound.

      “Sabrina,” Jeremiah said then took off in a run.
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            What Once Was Hidden

          

        

      

    

    
      Sabrina snuck around the building that had once been the main hall where her brother and his doomsday prepper buddies held meetings and hung out. The sun was setting, and the day was nearly over, but it was the first time she had been alone since that morning when Jeremiah had shown up. It wasn’t like he had been spying on her or anything; he had just been sitting on the porch reading a book that apparently contained top secret information about this whole Integration thing.

      In addition to that, the blue alien man, Regu, had spent a couple hours telling her all about the benefits of being part of the Integrated Universe and teaching her a little bit about her new Personal Enhancement System. He had disappeared, though, several hours ago. Literally. The small man had taken a device out of his pocket, pressed a couple buttons, and then vanished.

      Regu had just returned a few minutes prior and secreted off with Jeremiah to discuss something that she wasn’t privy to. Sabrina didn’t care. It gave her a chance to do something she had been eager to do ever since the two had invaded the compound and claimed it as their own.

      Once she was on the other side of the large building and out of sight of the two men, she strode across the compound to a barn near the main entrance, close to the one that had burned down sometime shortly before she had arrived. The air was still thick with the acrid smell of charred wood and smoke.

      Sabrina approached the barn, looking over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t being watched or followed, then slipped inside, closing the door behind her. She stood there for a moment, listening for any sounds of pursuit while her eyes adjusted to the darkness.

      There were no sounds from outside nor inside the barn as the details began to emerge from the darkness. The building was mostly filled with bales of hay, stacked to the rafters. Sabrina still wasn’t sure why doomsday preppers had a barn full of hay, but it made for a nice hiding place.

      She worked her way around to the back of the room where there was a gap between the stacked bales and the wall. It wasn’t a large opening, but she easily squeezed through and found herself in an open area that was around three feet wide and six feet across. A worn bale sat on the floor against the wall, the center dished out by someone sitting on it for many hours.

      This hollowed-out hole within the bales of hay had been her sanctuary for countless hours. She came to this hidden compound in the mountains to escape the rest of the world, but this was where she came to escape her brother and the rest of his buddies. It had been the one place she could truly escape everything and everyone. She sat down and leaned back against the wall of the barn, sighing contentedly.

      After a moment of blessed relaxation, she sat upright and started sweeping loose hay aside with her feet, uncovering the wooden floor. Sabrina bent forward and reached down with both hands, wiggling her fingers between two of the exposed boards, then she pulled up. A section of the floor lifted on squeaky hinges, revealing a hidden compartment. She held the section of floor open with one hand and reached in to grab a long burlap-wrapped bundle with the other.

      Sabrina let the section of floor drop back into place and sat down on the hay bale, settling the bundle on her lap as she leaned against the wall again. Her hands caressed the bundle, and she felt more secure than she had in a long time and definitely more secure than she had since this whole Integration thing happened.

      There was a squeak, followed by the sound of tiny scampering feet. That was followed by a hiss and more scampering feet.

      Great. Rats.

      She pushed herself to her feet with a resigned sigh. Sabrina had collected what she came for, though, and certainly didn’t want to hang out with a bunch of rats. She squeezed through the opening between the bales and the wall, then turned to walk back around the hay and toward the barn door.

      A quiet hiss was her only warning before a cat-sized creature jumped down from the rafters. She barely caught sight of it out of the corner of her eye and swung the burlap-wrapped bundle around just in time to send the creature flying before it landed on her.

      Pain erupted from her leg, and she looked down and found the largest rat she had ever seen latched onto her calf shaking its head from side to side as it tried to rip a piece of flesh out of her leg.

      She jabbed down with the bundle, stunning the creature enough to make it let go, then kicked it with all her might. The rat flew across the barn and crashed into the wall with a bone-crunching thud. She heard the creature whimper as it dropped to the ground but was beyond any sense of remorse as she could feel blood dripping down her leg.

      Sabrina leaped forward and brought her foot down on the rat, feeling its body crush under the weight of her boot.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 2 Integrated Barn Rat. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      She blinked, startled by the notification, but a squeak from behind reminded her that she was still in danger, so she dismissed the message, thankful the blue man had shown her the basics of this new system.

      Sabrina dropped the bundle in her hands and grabbed the pitchfork that was leaning against the wall, turning to face the rat that had jumped down out of the rafters.

      Four cat-sized rats glared at her with beady red eyes.

      Looks like he brought some friends.

      She held the end of the pitchfork out in front of her, jabbing forward menacingly.

      One of the rats burst forward.

      Sabrina jabbed down with the pitchfork, and the tines skewered the dirty creature, pinning it to the floor. She stomped down on the creature’s head with her boot and was rewarded with another kill notification.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 1 Integrated Barn Rat. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      One of the other rats took advantage of her focus on the now dead rat and ran up the pitchfork and leaped onto Sabrina’s shoulder. The little monster bit down, sinking its teeth into the flesh of her shoulder.

      Sabrina cried out in pain and reached up with both hands, letting go of the pitchfork, abandoning her only weapon.

      She grabbed hold of the rat and ripped it off her shoulder, tearing off a chunk of flesh in the process. She screamed as her own blood splattered the side of her face and threw the rat across the barn with both hands.

      The other two rats scurried toward her, and through sheer panic more than anything else, she sidestepped both of them. She reached for the pitchfork and pulled it free from where it was jammed in the floorboards, the dead rat still impaled on the end. She whipped the pitchfork around to face the two rats, throwing the one she had previously skewered free in the process.

      Blood ran down her back and calf as Sabrina faced the not-so-little beasts. She snarled at the creatures then lunged forward with the pitchfork. Both rats leaped forward at the same moment, and she was able to stab one. The combined momentum of the rat leaping and her lunging sent the tines clean through the creature.

      The other rat easily avoided the weapon, though, and tore into Sabrina’s side at the same moment its fellow rat was dying on the end of the pitchfork.

      Sabrina stumbled sideways as her hands scrambled to grab the rat. She fell into the hay bales, sliding down to the floor, where she began to punch the rat that was trying to eviscerate her. She screamed in rage and pain as her fists pummeled the creature long after she’d received the notice telling her she’d defeated another rat, eventually stopping when her arms felt too exhausted to continue punching the remains of the creature.

      Her breath came in ragged gasps as she looked down at her body. Blood ran from at least three different wounds, each of which would likely need stitches.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced to Level 1.

      

      

      Sabrina chuckled at the absurdity of her situation. She had nearly been killed by rats—very large rats, to be certain, but still simple barn rats. At Level 1, she was well below Jeremiah, who had already earned the title of Elite, which meant he was at least Level 10. She was clearly unable to beat any monster more powerful than a rat.

      “I guess I’ve got to start somewhere,” she murmured, using the bales of hay to steady herself as she pushed to her feet.

      She stumbled over to where she had dropped her bundle and gingerly reached down to pick it up. As she stood, she heard a growl and turned to see a rat that dwarfed the ones she had just defeated. It looked more like a rottweiler than a rodent.

      
        
        Name: Integrated Barn Rat

        Level: 8

        Health Points: 110

      

        

      
        Prior to Integration, barn rats scurried in the dark, stealing food wherever it could be found. Hunted, trapped, and poisoned, they were at the bottom of the food chain. Post-Integration, they have obtained a size and power never before seen by a rodent on this planet, making them formidable enemies for any low-level creature, people included.

      

      

      There was no way she could defeat this monster.

      Sabrina lurched toward the barn door, stumbling and scrambling her way over hay bales as fast as she could. She slammed into the barn door with a yelp and tumbled outside, rolling on the ground, clutching her burlap-wrapped bundle to her chest.

      Another growl sounded as the gigantic rat bounded out of the barn. It snarled, shaking its head as its eyes adjusted to the brighter light outside the barn. It only took a moment for the creature to settle its gaze on the woman on the ground who was doing her best to scramble away.
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            Not in My Town

          

        

      

    

    
      Fear gripped Jeremiah as he took off toward the source of the scream. Not for himself—he was still on a high from all the skill and stat increases—but for Sabrina. He didn’t know her well, but she clearly needed help.

      As he ran, the fear turned to anger. Some monster, maybe many monsters, had infiltrated his settlement and was attacking a citizen of Midnight Mountain. The anger turned to rage the closer he got.

      He broke past the buildings that surrounded the central hall and saw her. Sabrina was lying on the ground, clutching something to her chest. There was blood on her clothes.

      A monster that looked like a cross between a rat and a large dog snarled at her from about twenty feet away.

      Jeremiah’s heart raced, and he pushed himself harder, hoping to get there before the monster attacked. When he was still thirty feet away, he leaped into the air, jumping higher and sailing further than any human being had ever jumped before.

      He summoned his sledgehammer in midflight, raising it over his head with two hands. He brought it down with his now superhuman strength on this monster that dared invade his settlement and attack his citizens.

      The sledgehammer smashed into—and through—the creature, shaking the ground as it created a small crater. The gigantic rat exploded as if a stick of dynamite had been detonated inside of it, spraying blood and gore everywhere.

      
        
        Level 8 Integrated Barn Rat has been defeated. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

      

      

      Jeremiah stared down at the remains of the creature, in awe of the power he now wielded. He stood there for a moment trying to make sense of it. His Advanced War Hammer skill increased damage by 50% while his strength more than doubled it. He also had a bonus for defending citizens of his city, which doubled damage again. He wasn’t sure if the bonuses were added together or multiplied. Either way, the amount of damage he delivered with every single blow was at least tripled. And that was after his weapon had been improved by one level because of his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt, which also came with a strength-based damage increase.

      He shook his head and slowly turned toward Sabrina, who still lay on the ground looking up at him apprehensively.

      “So, what’s going on here?” he asked, trying to lighten the mood with an obvious question.

      The look of terror on Sabrina’s face stayed plastered in place, and Jeremiah realized his attempt at levity had failed.

      He stepped toward his only citizen and got down on one knee.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.

      Sabrina nodded hesitantly. “Yes, I think so.”

      “Let me see if I can help,” Jeremiah said and put a hand on her bloody shoulder and cast his first spell.

      
        
        Spell: Basic Healing

        Type: Life Magic

        Requirement: Beginner Level Basic Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Heals a small amount of damage on a single target.

      

      
        
        Range: Touch; can be used on self

        Cost: Low Mana

        Cooldown: none, cannot cast again on same target for 30 minutes

      

      

      Sabrina winced then relaxed as the healing magic flowed through her body, restoring at least a little bit of health. She still needed more healing, but the wounds had at least stopped bleeding, which was a marked improvement.

      Jeremiah stood then held out a hand to help her up. She grabbed it with one hand and let him pull her to her feet but kept the mysterious bundle held tight to her body with her other hand.

      “So, what do you have there?”

      She hugged the bundle tighter and turned to the side, keeping it as far away from him as possible.

      “I’m not going to take . . . whatever it is. I just wanted to know what was worth risking your life for.”

      Sabrina turned back toward him. “First of all, I had no idea there would be monster rats in the barn.”

      “Fair point. I honestly didn’t know there were any monsters inside the settlement either.”

      She took a deep breath then turned to face him and held the bundle out in front of herself. “Help me unwrap it.”

      Jeremiah stepped closer and began untying the twine that held the bundle together. Once that was done, he gently peeled back the cloth and looked down at an obviously well-maintained compound bow. The middle section was made of a lightweight camouflage composite, and two polished wooden arms extended in each direction to the round cams at the top and bottom. A quiver full of arrows was attached to the bow, and he could see another full quiver underneath the bow. He gently picked it up and turned it over in his hands, inspecting the weapon.

      Something small fell out of the quiver as Jeremiah was inspecting the bow. He handed the weapon back to Sabrina and bent down to pick up a small, circular silver medal. The kind you would pin to a jacket.

      “National Junior Archery Association, Outdoor National Championship, Second Place,” he read as he held the metal between his thumb and forefinger. He looked up at Sabrina with a raised eyebrow then handed the small metal to her.

      She smiled sheepishly. “I used to compete when I was younger,” she said. “And I hunt.”

      “A useful skill in this new world,” Jeremiah said. “Maybe I should have built an Archery Range instead of the Alchemy Lab.”

      Sabrina’s eyes lit up. “You have an Alchemy Lab? What’s it like?”

      “Yes, and I don’t know. Wanna come check it out with me?” Jeremiah swept his arm toward the other side of the settlement. “We should probably see what it takes to make some healing potions for you.”

      She nodded vigorously. “That would be great. I used to be a pharmacy tech at a compounding pharmacy, so I know a thing or two about mixing medicines. Maybe I can help with the potion making.”

      “Good deal,” Jeremiah said. “Let’s loot the rats then go to the lab.”

      He showed her how to loot the monsters and was disgusted when rat droppings turned out to be the primary loot.

      “Maybe we can make a poison,” Sabrina suggested.

      He wasn’t sure if she was joking or not but shrugged then turned to Regu, who had been standing off to the side with his arms crossed. His expression was unreadable, but Jeremiah got the distinct impression that his Trainer didn’t like Sabrina.“Are you coming with us?”

      “No, you two go. I’m going to set up my Trainer’s Hall. Meet me there when you’re done.”

      Jeremiah shrugged and started off toward the Alchemy Lab on the far side of the settlement, walking slowly so Sabrina could keep up by limping along on her wounded leg. He walked in silence, thinking about Regu’s apparent mistrust of the young lady, unsure if his Trainer was too suspicious or if he was too naïve.

      Sabrina followed in silence, and he suspected she was still processing everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, including the nearly fatal battle she had just experienced.

      Like I have so much experience.

      He nearly laughed out loud at that thought. Twenty-four hours ago, he had been sneaking into this very settlement to do a little recreational spying. Now, he owned the settlement and was giving a tour of his Alchemy Lab.

      Jeremiah shook his head.

      I don’t even know what an Alchemy Lab is.

      The world had gone mad. There was no doubt about it. Everything was so crazy now that it somehow made sense in a way that the “real” world never had. It had only been a day, but Jeremiah felt more at home in this place, surrounded by monsters, forced into a winner-take-all contest to rule the world, than he ever had bouncing from foster home to foster home with his sister.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

      Suze, where are you?

      Jeremiah hadn’t thought about his sister, let alone spoken to her, in a long time. She had moved on with her life in a much more successful manner than he had after their years of foster care. Suzanne had been a survivor like him, but she had known there were things you just couldn’t fight. She had chosen to go with the flow and follow societal norms like going to college and having an actual career. He didn’t resent her for following that path, but it hadn’t been a road he wanted to travel, and as happens often when two people go different directions, they fell out of touch.

      She’s probably going through Orientation right now.

      Regu had said that large population centers would be safe from monsters, at least at the beginning while they went through New Integration Orientation, and his sister had definitely become a city girl.

      I’ll have to ask Regu if he can find out where she is, he resolved.

      Jeremiah pushed thoughts of his sister from his mind for the time being as they approached the Alchemy Lab. The magically created building was made of rough-hewn boards and looked similar to many of the buildings in the settlement. There was a porch of sorts, and the roof extended out from the main building to cover it. An image of a mortar and pestle with several beakers behind it was carved into the door.

      He reached the building before Sabrina as he had quickened his pace upon seeing it then waited for her on the porch. He peered inside through the large window that dominated the front of the building on the left side of the door but couldn’t see anything. It was as if he was peering into a black void.

      Sabrina quickly caught up, and Jeremiah opened the door, inviting her to enter, then followed behind her.

      Jeremiah stumbled as he crossed the threshold into the building, his gut twisting as a wave of nausea threatened to overtake him. He looked over his shoulder as he steadied himself with a hand on the doorframe, then turned back to the interior of the Alchemy Lab.

      What was that?!

      Inside the building, Jeremiah saw a true lab and not a cabin in the woods as the exterior suggested. The room had a white tile floor that was reminiscent of a hospital, and it was much larger than the building appeared to be on the outside. Metal tables were lined up along the left side of the room, and the back wall was dominated by shelves of empty glass bottles and copper distillation equipment underneath a huge ventilation hood. There were ventilation hoods over each of the metal tables.

      Seven large cabinets were lined up along the wall on the right side of the room, each labeled by the apparent level of its contents starting with F Grade on the far-left side, going down to A Grade, then a cabinet simply labeled Epic on the far right.

      In the center of the room, there was a square table with a large book on it. Jeremiah stepped forward and looked down at the leather-bound book. It was roughly six inches thick and had a large star stamped into the cover with various triangular and circular images at each point. He flipped the cover open and saw a table of contents followed by several potion recipes. Most of the pages were blank though.

      Sabrina stepped up next to him and placed a hand on the page the book was currently open to. Her fingers traced the words, and she nodded.

      “Seems easy enough,” she said as her fingers continued to move down the page.

      Jeremiah nodded, happy she could make sense of the instructions. He, personally, had no idea what a pipette was or how to use a mortar and pestle.

      He left her there to study the book and walked over to the cabinets lining the wall. They were all empty except for the one labeled F Grade.

      Three groups of small glass bottles occupied the top shelf of the F Grade cabinet. There were ten vials filled with a green liquid, ten with a blue liquid, and ten with a yellow liquid. Jeremiah reached out to grab a green vial to inspect it, and a message appeared just before his fingers touched the bottle.

      
        
        Level 1 Alchemy Lab produces ten F Grade Health Potions, ten F Grade Mana Potions, and ten F Grade Stamina potions each day. Increase the level of Alchemy Lab to increase quantity and quality of potions created.

      

      

      “Well, that’s an unexpected bonus,” Jeremiah said and picked up the green potion he had been reaching for.

      
        
        Health Potion

      

      

      
        	F Grade Potion

        	Restores a small amount of Health.

        	Cooldown: 30 minutes

      

      He inspected the blue and yellow potions and found them to have similar properties for Mana and Stamina restoration. He noted that the Mana Potion had a one-hour cooldown as opposed to the thirty minutes for the other two.

      Jeremiah grabbed all the potions and put them in his dimensional storage space and was happy to see that they only took up a single spot for each type, showing a quantity of ten, as opposed to taking up individual spots for each potion. He didn’t know if there was a limit to how many things he could put in storage, but having each potion take up an individual spot would have been annoying.

      He removed two Health Potions from his dimensional storage and brought them to Sabrina, who absently took them and put them in her pocket, never looking up from the book.

      “You have to wait thirty minutes after taking a Health Potion before you take another,” he said. “You should take one now so you can take another one in half an hour. The second one should fully heal you up.”

      She waved at him absently. “I’ll take it in a minute,” she said then assured him, “Don’t worry; I’m fine.”

      “Alright, whatever you say.”

      Jeremiah left her to her studies. He paused after opening the door and looked back into the medical-grade lab before stepping outside. His stomach lurched again as he exited the rustic building back into the wilderness that was a stark contrast to the room he had just been in.

      He shook his head slightly then headed back toward the center of the settlement to find Regu’s new Trainer’s Hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          

      

    

    







            Trainer’s Hall

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah pulled up his Civic Menu as he walked and activated the map feature. Each building was labeled, and he quickly saw that Regu had set up his Trainer’s Hall right next to the Manor House where he’d claimed the settlement—and almost been brained with a baseball bat by Sabrina.

      He looked at the Alchemy Lab at the edge of the settlement, and it still showed as a fairly small building, even though he knew the interior was several times larger than the building appeared both on the map and in real life. He had a magical inventory that stored his stuff in some other dimension, though, so it didn’t seem too unusual for a building to be bigger on the inside than it was on the outside.

      My, how things have changed, Jeremiah thought ruefully.

      When he got to the building now indicated as the Trainer’s Hall, Jeremiah knocked on the door, then opened it after Regu beckoned him to enter.

      Jeremiah was faced with the same kind of paradox that the Alchemy Lab exhibited, though he didn’t feel the same disorientation crossing the threshold. The building had clearly been transformed, but the more he looked, he realized it was in fact the same size inside as it was outside. That was where the concept of normal ended.

      The inside of the Trainer’s Hall was now a large single room devoid of windows other than a big window next to the front door that he’d just entered through. The other three walls each had a single door that Jeremiah knew didn’t have a corresponding door on the outside of the building and were covered with charts, maps, dry-erase boards with scribbled lists, and multiple screens that looked a lot like televisions.

      Regu was standing at a sturdy square table that was roughly ten feet across and dominated the room. There was a black object in the middle of the table that looked like a pyramid with the top third cut off, and a holographic logo that looked like an intertwined I and U floated a foot above it. The rest of the table was full of papers scattered around in a manner that spoke of way more than a half hours’ worth of disorganization.

      The prohibition on technology clearly doesn’t apply to my Trainer, Jeremiah thought, then asked out loud, “What the heck is going on with these buildings?”

      The alien Trainer looked up from the papers he had been studying. He spread his arms wide and motioned around the room. “You like?”

      “Well, yeah, but you seem to have completed a total renovation of the house in less than half an hour,” Jeremiah said. “Then managed to create a disorganized mess.”

      “It’s magic,” is all the Trainer said.

      “And what’s up with these doors that apparently go nowhere?”

      “They don’t go nowhere,” Regu said then pointed at each door as he told Jeremiah what each one was. “That one’s the kitchen, that one’s my bedroom, and that one . . . well, that room is top secret.”

      Jeremiah walked to the door proclaimed to be the kitchen and opened it up to find a commercial kitchen complete with what appeared to be a robotic chef. Half convinced it was simply a hologram, he reached out with one hand before stepping through the door and experienced the same disorientation he had at the Alchemy Lab.

      Once inside, Jeremiah’s senses were assaulted with the sounds and smells of a restaurant kitchen. He could hear something sizzling in a frying pan and smell exotic spices that he couldn’t quite place, but they made his mouth water. His stomach grumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten anything in a long time.

      Regu leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed and a self-satisfied grin on his face.

      “Seriously, what is this?” Jeremiah asked.

      “It’s the benefit of working with the best damn Trainer in the universe.”

      “But is it real?”

      “Of course it is,” the blue man said. “Try the pad thai.”

      The chef—which was indeed a robot—turned around and offered Jeremiah a plate of noodles, vegetables, and some kind of meat.

      “It’s programmed to cook foods native to this planet, or at least as close as possible with the ingredients available.”

      Jeremiah accepted the plate and grabbed the chopsticks that were sticking out of the dish. He deftly grabbed a small bunch of noodles and greedily slurped them up.

      “Ohhh,” he moaned happily. “This is good.”

      The robotic chef brought a plate to Regu, who accepted it with a nod of his head to the robot then retreated back into the main room. Jeremiah slurped another mouthful of noodles then followed his Trainer.

      He barely noticed the disorientation as he left the kitchen, either getting used to the sensation or just so focused on the plate full of food that nothing else mattered.

      Jeremiah joined Regu at the table, moving papers aside to make room for the plate. He glanced at everything his Trainer had scattered around as he continued to devour his food. There were maps and drawings that may or may not have been of places on Earth as well as lists of things ranging from weapons to people to what appeared to be names of companies.

      “So, what’s all this?” he asked around a mouth full of noodles, gesturing with his chopsticks.

      “Research,” Regu said. “Millions of credits’ worth of research, and there will be more coming in every day.”

      “How can you have all this research when this is our first day?”

      “Lots of it is general information on your planet as well as potentially useful resources on every continent,” the blue man said. “I also have a list of other Trainers that might be allies if the circumstances are right, plus a list of companies that can provide valuable items.”

      “So, we can just buy stuff from suppliers like ordering on Amazon?”

      Regu gave him a quizzical look. “I’m not sure what this Amazon is, but no, we can’t order stuff. That would be against the rules. We can, however, sell sponsorships and other rights, and companies can reward you with items.”

      “Sounds a bit like ordering from Amazon,” Jeremiah commented. “So how do these sponsorships work? Do I have to tattoo a company logo on my arm or something?”

      “That actually is an option,” Regu said. “The key is that we can’t pick what rewards they send you, but we can suggest things that we might like.”

      “Let’s start shopping then,” Jeremiah said, running his right hand up and down his left arm. “I’ve always wanted a full sleeve of tattoos.”

      “Let’s not sell your body to the highest bidder just yet. It’s a long road to being King, and we don’t want to waste any resources this early if we don’t have to. Despite the unconventional route you took to Elite status, you’re actually in pretty good shape now, especially once you visit the Armory and get an equipment upgrade.”

      “I almost forgot about that,” Jeremiah said, deciding that was the next place he was going to visit.

      Regu pulled something out of his pocket that looked exactly like a TV remote and pointed at one of the blank screens on the wall near the kitchen door. A map appeared on it.

      Jeremiah walked over to the map, still slurping rice noodles, and immediately recognized the area. He dropped the chopsticks on the plate and reached out with his hand, running it over the map, stopping at a small green circle.

      “This is where we are.” He tapped the nearby lake. “And this is where the Lionape drowned.”

      “Yep.”

      “What’s this red dot?” Jeremiah asked, moving his hand to a spot that was uncomfortably close to his settlement if it was something dangerous as the color seemed to suggest.

      “Nothing to worry about yet,” Regu told him. “It’s the dungeon the Lionape was in charge of. Since the monster was vanquished so quickly, it’s highly likely the dungeon never got set up properly. It’s possible that it’s full of loot with very few monsters guarding it.”

      “Alright, when do we go?”

      “I like your ambition,” his Trainer said, “but you need to gain a few more levels and skills first. It will still be dangerous, even if it isn’t as dangerous as it would normally be.”

      Jeremiah nodded, picking his chopsticks up and grabbing more noodles. “Speaking of leveling up and the ever-present dangers all around us, I was thinking that we should help Sabrina gain some levels. If I help her, she will stay relatively safe while we split the experience points. Maybe even help her get all the way to Level 10.”

      Regu shook his head. “Absolutely not. You need as much experience as you can get. Nobody gave you experience points. She can earn them the same way you did.”

      “I earned most of my experience points by watching a monster drown in the lake,” Jeremiah reminded his Trainer.

      “We’re not talking about you,” the Trainer retorted. “You’re talking about giving away experience points to someone we don’t even know we can trust. With everyone else in Orientation for the next nine days, she would almost certainly earn Elite status too.”

      Jeremiah smiled. “That’s great!”

      “No, it’s not,” Regu insisted. “She will automatically become a threat.”

      “Come on, not everyone who becomes Elite is going to try to kill me,” Jeremiah said. “And even if she does, keep your friends close and your enemies closer, as they say.”

      “To give power to an enemy is foolish.”

      “She is a citizen of my settlement, and I am obligated to protect her, and the best way to do that is to make sure she is strong enough to take care of herself.”

      Jeremiah raised his hand to cut off the rebuttal he knew was coming. “I’m going to do it with or without you. If you help, I’m sure it will go faster, and the sooner she is competent, the sooner we can get back to focusing on me.”

      Regu glared at him, but Jeremiah refused to budge. “Alright, if you’ve got your heart set on it, I’ll help you out,” the blue Trainer muttered. “She needs to swear fealty to you though. Otherwise, I forbid it.”

      “You forbid it? Now you sound like one of my foster parents . . . all of them, really.”

      “Sounds like they were smart people.”

      Jeremiah glared at the blue man. “Look, I know you’re just trying to help, but you have to let me do the right thing, even if it isn’t always the best thing for me right away. I’m not going to kill every other Elite, and that means I need to trust some of them. Why not build a little trust by helping someone become Elite? She just might be grateful enough to support me all the way to the throne.”

      Regu crossed his arms and huffed.

      Jeremiah looked his Trainer in the eyes. “And if she betrays me, I will put her down like any other monster invading my territory.”

      A chill ran down his spine. He had said the words simply to appease his Trainer, but deep down, he knew they were true. Jeremiah knew that he would kill her if he had to.

      The blue man nodded. “Okay. I’ll help, but she still needs to swear loyalty.”

      Jeremiah nodded and forced a smile. “Then it’s settled. Tomorrow, we grind some experience points.”

      “I’ve got some things to take care of, and it’s gonna be a long night for me,” Regu said. “Make sure you go to the Armory in the morning and use your upgrades, then get started cleaning those rats out of the settlement and any other nuisances that you find. When I get back, we can head out into the forest and look for some more dangerous monsters.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll head to the Armory right now.”

      “Get some sleep first,” the Trainer advised. “Other than the time you were unconscious for the Integration, you haven’t had any sleep in a couple days. The system upgrades to your body reduce your need for sleep, but you still need to get a few hours here and there.”

      Jeremiah yawned. “I am pretty tired.”

      He put his now empty plate on the table and started to leave, then turned back to Regu. “This research you’re doing, do you think it could help find my sister?”

      The other man shook his head. “Not right now. We won’t get location information until everyone finishes up with Orientation. Once that happens, we should be able to find out where she is, if she—"

      “Don’t say it. She’s alive. I know it.”

      “We’ll find her then. You just need to be patient.”

      Jeremiah nodded and turned back to the door. Exhaustion suddenly descended on him, and it was all he could do to lift his feet and shuffle away from the table. When he got to the door, he reached out and pushed it open slowly as if it was one of the most difficult things he’d ever done. As he trudged next door to the Manor House that now belonged to him as the Lord of the settlement, he wondered how much change the next day would bring. If it was anywhere near what he had experienced in the last twenty-four hours, it was going to be another wild ride.
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      Regu watched Jeremiah stumble out of the Trainer’s Hall. It was obvious the young man was on the verge of collapse—in no small part due to the herbal blend his robotic chef had added to the pad thai. The Trainer knew from experience that newly integrated beings usually struggled to rest after they leveled up the first time, the increased vitality overriding the body’s basic need to sleep. Jeremiah had leveled up ten times plus gained bonuses from his Elite title. Without a little nudge, there was no way the young man was going to sleep.

      He pulled his communicator from a pocket of his robe and looked at the time. He still hadn’t reconciled the time on this new planet to Integrated Universal Standard Time and needed to see how long he had until his hearing with the New Integration Council.

      As expected, the time was getting close.

      Regu looked around the table and grabbed several papers, shoved them into his pocket, then went to the door that he’d told Jeremiah was top secret. He placed his hand on a small rectangular panel next to it, and a moment later, a green light flashed above the door, and it slid open.

      The room he stepped into was small, no larger than a walk-in closet, and was dominated by a single-person portal arch. It was currently inactive and looked like little more than a black wall inside an arcing door frame. A small shelf protruded from the wall next to the arch.

      Regu approached the arch and placed his right hand on the shelf. A strap appeared, seemingly out of thin air, and clamped down on his wrist. Smaller bands cinched down on each of his fingers. He felt his fingertips grow warm as they were scanned, then winced as his middle finger was pricked, collecting a blood sample for DNA analysis.

      The security on the outer door was something Regu had put in place to keep anyone other than him from accessing his IU Transfer Portal. The security measures for the portal itself were far more rigid and had been put in place by the New Integration Team. His hand would remain clamped in place until his DNA was compared to what was on file and his identity was confirmed. If, for some reason, it was determined he didn’t belong, the next prick of pain would be accompanied by an injection of poison that would incapacitate him until IU Security Forces collected him for interrogation.

      Regu hadn’t been too concerned as he was truly an Elite Trainer, but he couldn’t help sighing in relief when a green light flashed, and his hand was released. He was almost certainly the first person to use the Transfer Portal on this new planet, and it wasn’t unheard of for glitches to occur when the system was first set up. That was why they no longer used a lethal poison for failed DNA matches.

      The portal went to one place and one place only. A location shrouded in secrecy and guarded by extreme measures. A place to be visited only in extreme circumstances.

      The interior of the portal suddenly flashed to a shimmering blue color. The Elite Trainer took a deep breath then stepped forward and winked out of existence.

      A millisecond later, Regu emerged from a similar portal in a small dark room on the other side of the universe. At least, he envisioned it being on the other side of the universe. No one knew exactly where the New Integration Council actually resided.

      A tall creature with mottled gray skin waited for Regu, gazing at him impassively with solid black, almond-shaped eyes. The thin line of a mouth did not move as the humanoid being spoke directly into his mind.

      “We have been expecting you, Mr. Rach’tha.”

      The being swept an arm away from the portal, and a long corridor suddenly lit up.

      Regu recognized his apparent guide as being Andros, a race that had no sex and did not reproduce independently. They had been created by whatever power governed the Integration Council to serve in a variety of capacities, ranging from servants to guards.

      Regu followed the Andros down the corridor and wondered if they had a life outside of their service to the Integration Council. He had never heard of them being anywhere other than Council locations, but that didn’t necessarily mean they didn’t have some other life somewhere. He certainly wasn’t going to ask, though, and followed along in silence.

      The hallway seemed to stretch on much longer than necessary, he thought as he walked, especially since there didn’t appear to be any doors or corridors branching off from it. After several minutes of walking, they came to a large door made of a material that looked eerily similar to his guide’s skin. He pushed down the urge to reach out and touch his guide, then the door, to see if they were in fact made of the same material.

      Regu waited patiently as the Andros approached a panel on the side of the door and touched it in several places then swiped down with three fingers.

      The large door slid down into the floor, revealing a cavernous room with a white floor and black walls. The chamber appeared to be circular in shape, but he could not see the other side. There was no apparent ceiling—or a clear one—and a starry sky was visible overhead. In the center of the room, there was a raised dais with a long table on top. Five people sat at the table and seemed to be facing away from him. He couldn’t tell for sure as the lighting was poor, and they looked like little more than silhouettes from where he stood.

      “You may approach the council,” the Andros guide said, beckoning him forward.

      Regu had barely stepped into the room when the door slid shut behind him with a thud. He looked back over his shoulder at the now closed door, then at the rest of the room. There were dozens of gray doors set in the wall that encircled the room, and it almost felt like he had entered a colosseum. He had to fight the urge to summon a weapon from his dimensional storage.

      His attention was drawn back to the dais in the middle of the large chamber as it started to rotate. He could see that the people had been facing away from him as their faces became visible, illuminated by some unseen light source in front of them as the whole platform turned.

      A Tetrad man sat in the middle of the table and appeared to be slightly in front of or higher than the people on either side of him. Two arms were crossed over his chest, and two steepled in front of him, his chin resting on them as he studied Regu. The man’s skin was a greenish gray, unlike Malinda’s beautiful light green, and he had a neatly trimmed gray goatee. His head was either shaved or he had gone bald.

      The other four people at the table were of varying races, each having an overwhelming gray tone to the normal skin color of their respective races with either gray or black hair. They all wore black robes with silver trim, much like Regu’s but with the sleeves still intact.

      The man in the middle spoke when Regu reached the dais. “It is rare that an active participant in a new Integration requests an audience,” he said in a monotone, emotionless voice. “You are in a unique situation, though, and we are very curious as to what is important enough to pull you away from your duties on the planet.”

      “As you said, I am in an unprecedented situation,” the Elite Trainer said.

      “Unusual but not unprecedented,” the woman on the far right said. She appeared to be Tigrian like Ty’Reesha, except that her skin looked more like black-and-white stripes than the orangish brown with black stripes that his friend had. “Seventy-two cycles ago, another newly integrated being earned Elite status within three minutes of waking after receiving the Personal Enhancement System. She went on to rule her planet.”

      Regu bowed slightly. “Excuse my ignorance of Integration history.”

      “That was before your time, Trainer,” the Tigrian woman replied. “You were still farming the fields of Mar’thil back then, I believe.”

      “I was,” Regu agreed, unsure whether she was insulting him or simply stating facts. “As such, I did not know it was possible to be summoned before the designated Orientation period had passed. That has led to some difficulties for myself and my client, the Premier Elite of planet Earth.”

      “I am sure it is nothing a Trainer as skilled as you cannot overcome,” said the man sitting to the immediate left of the Tetrad who appeared to be the leader of the council. This man had deep-purple skin that looked almost black in the weird monochrome room that seemed to wash out all colors. His eyes glowed white, as did his teeth when he spoke. Regu had never come across anyone like him and had no idea what part of the universe he could be from.

      “You give me too much credit,” Regu said and gave the man a small bow. “Because of the almost unheard-of early start, I was not able to prepare the supplies my client, the Premier Elite, needs. Given the unusual circumstances, I was hoping you would allow me to purchase some items for him. Nothing extraordinary, mind you, just the standard supplies that I would have stocked my Trainer’s dimensional transfer container with, had I been given the chance.”

      The council members shared glances with one another. No audible words were exchanged, but Regu got the distinct impression that they were communicating.

      The woman on the far right was the first to speak. “As I am sure you are aware, per section 132.4.7 of the New Integration Manual, Elite Trainers are on call from the moment the new Integration starts and are expected to be ready to serve their clients immediately upon being summoned, regardless of whether that is ten minutes or ten days after the Integration begins. There are no provisions in the rules that allow for a Trainer to add items to their transfer box after being assigned.”

      “It is my understanding that the council can make special provisions when circumstances warrant,” Regu protested.

      The man at the center of the table slammed all four hands down and leaned forward, glaring down on Regu. “Mr. Rach’tha, please do not think we are unaware of your status as the betting favorite to make your client King of this new world,” the man said. “And given the unprecedented, in your own words, head start you now have, those odds are sure to improve once the Orientation period ends and the general public learns of your situation. Your attempt to garner even more advantages is, quite honestly, insulting.”

      Regu winced. He had thought there could be no harm in asking, but he was starting to second-guess that assumption.

      “I apologize for any appearance of impropriety,” he said, bowing low. “I was merely looking out for my client and didn’t want to fail him.”

      The four-armed man huffed and sat back in his seat.

      “There is no harm in trying to serve your client to the best of your ability,” the woman on the far left said. Regu couldn’t be sure, but based on her bluish gray skin tone and apparent stature, she may have come from his home world. “Just don’t let that desire to help lead you to decisions that both you and your client will come to regret.”

      The woman’s tone was friendly, but her words were clearly a warning.

      “Now, if that is all, we have other business to attend to,” the man at the center of the table said. “You may return to the integrated planet or portal to the New Integration Center and conduct any other business that is allowed, per the rules.”

      Yeah, definitely a warning to follow the rules, Regu thought, then bowed to the council again. “Thank you for taking the time to see me. I apologize again for my audacity.”

      He backed away from the dais and didn’t turn away until he was halfway to the door, where he found his Andros guide waiting for him. At least, he thought it was the same person.

      The door slid open, and the Andros turned and walked through without saying a word. Regu followed silently, truly regretting his decision to come to this unsettling place and speak to the equally bizarre members of the Integration Council.
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        * * *

      

      Regu emerged from the portal room in the New Integration Center and drank in the myriad of colors, appreciating them immensely after experiencing the washed-out, gray world of the Integration Council. He stood there for a moment, glad to be back in a place where he felt comfortable and confident, then set off to find a private conference room.

      He took out his communicator as he walked and checked for messages. There were several status updates from Malinda, and by the time he had listened to them, he had arrived in the section of the building set aside for private meetings and calls.

      Regu found a small conference room and stepped inside, activating the privacy shield as he closed the door. He sent a chat request and placed the communicator on the table. A moment later, a hologram of his personal assistant appeared.

      “Thank you for the voice updates,” Regu said. “Hopefully, they get the data tower activated soon, and you can send information directly to me instead of relaying everything via voice message.”

      “There isn’t much information to share yet,” Malinda said, “but that will change soon enough. How did the meeting with the council go?”

      “Not good.”

      “Well, you had to try.”

      “That’s what I had thought, but I’m afraid I did more harm than good,” Regu said. “I might have put a target on my back . . . and Jeremiah’s.”

      “Bah,” his assistant said, waving one of her hands dismissively. “They have more important things to worry about than one Trainer and Elite.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Malinda shrugged as if to say, Not much you can do about it now.

      “On a more productive topic, I was able to get a name for you,” the Tetrad woman said with a smile. “A man named Takeda Kenshin claimed the first settlement and earned the title of Premier Lord.”

      “Do we know anything about him yet?”

      “The research team was able to learn quite a lot, actually,” she said. “He was a fairly important man before the Integration so there were a lot of records that were readily available.”

      “Anything useful?”

      “Maybe. According to the company newsletter, Mr. Kenshin and his senior staff were scheduled for a corporate retreat at the time when the Integration happened. Financial records show they rented out a private village and hired a large security force. The village was not in a protected zone, but the large security force apparently kept him alive long enough to claim the village as his settlement. No information on what happened after that though.”

      “We definitely need to keep an eye on him. Have the team keep digging for information and put him on the priority list.”

      “Already done.”

      “Thanks. How are we coming on the other project?”

      “I shared the basic details with all the top media companies, and several of them are interested,” Malinda replied. “I set up individual meetings with the largest three.”

      A wicked smile spread across Regu’s face. “Schedule one meeting,” he said, “and don’t let them know they will all be meeting with me at the same time.”

      “Are you sure? It would be easier to work them against each other if they weren’t all together in the same room.”

      “Speed is more important than maximizing profits right now,” Regu said. “Besides, a face-to-face bidding war will be fun.”

      Malinda shook her head. “As long as they don’t all get up and leave as soon as they realize what’s happening.”

      “They won’t. The opportunity is too intriguing.”

      His assistant looked less than convinced, but Regu didn’t let her doubt dissuade him. He knew most of the people that negotiated broadcasting rights at the big media companies, and they were a prideful bunch. They would never walk away from a potential gold mine and let one of their competitors swoop it up for cheap. Even if they weren’t interested, they’d stay there just to bid the price up.

      “I’ve got one more name for the research team,” he said instead of trying to convince his assistant he was right about the meeting. “Suzanne McIntyre.”

      “Is that—”

      “Yep, it’s Jeremiah’s sister.”

      Malinda shook her head. “This will come to no good.”

      “I know,” Regu agreed. “We’ll have to deal with it sooner or later, though, and if it’s bad news, better to deal with it now before Orientation ends and Jeremiah’s got a target on his back for the whole world to see.”

      “Okay, I will find out what I can.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you get to it. I’ve got one more stop to make, then I have to get back before Jeremiah does something dumb.”
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        * * *

      

      Regu’s last stop was the Fractal Rift Orbital Lounge. The bar was closed, but he knew Ty’Reesha would still be there. The large bouncer that remained stationed outside the door looked him up and down, then escorted him inside to one of the private rooms in the back of the club.

      His Tigrian friend met him there a few minutes later and rushed forward, wrapping him up in a hug. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Regu stayed there for a moment longer, taking solace in his friend’s embrace before pulling himself together. “It’s been a crazy day.”

      “Yeah, things got wild here when everyone realized what had happened,” Ty’Reesha said. “Everyone was scrambling to place bets, at least until they stopped taking them.”

      “They stopped taking bets on me?”

      Ty’Reesha laughed. “Sure did. The gambling houses put out a joint statement citing unprecedented events as the reason for freezing bets until they could fully evaluate the effects.”

      Regu shook his head. “I’m not sure I’m worth all the hubbub.”

      “Hmm?” She raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

      “Things aren’t quite as rosy as they appear,” he said. “I hadn’t anticipated getting summoned that fast and hadn’t loaded up my transfer box. The only thing I was able to give Jeremiah was my copy of the Integration Manual.”

      “Well, clearly, he’s a capable Warrior to reach Level 10 that quickly. He probably doesn’t even need any extra equipment.”

      The blue man shook his head sadly. “A high-level monster fell in a lake and drowned. The only thing Jeremiah did was watch it sink.”

      Ty’Reesha burst out laughing.

      Regu glared at her, but her laughter was infectious, and he was soon laughing with her. It was kind of funny when you thought about it.

      He laughed until his side ached then took several calming breaths while he wiped the tears from his eyes with his palms. “All joking aside, I don’t know if I can save this kid. I’ve got an idea that might help, but it’s just as likely to get him killed as give him the tools he needs to survive.”

      Ty’Reesha stepped toward him and put her hands on his shoulders. She looked down at him, locking eyes with him. “This Jeremiah is lucky to have you, and if anyone can help him, it’s you.”

      Regu pursed his lips and nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right. I’ve got the resources and knowledge he needs. We’ll have to take some risks, but nothing worth achieving comes without them.”

      She shook him gently then took her hands off his shoulders. “I believe in you, Regu Rach’tha. You are going to be the Kingmaker.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk.”

      “I’m just reminding you what everyone else already knows,” she said with a smile. “You’re one of the best Trainers alive, and a whole lot of people have put their faith in you . . . and their money.”

      “I better not let them down then.”

      “You won’t,” Ty’Reesha assured him, then turned serious. “Be careful though. I’m hearing rumblings of something shady going on. Nothing specific, but too many whispers for them to all be wrong.”

      Regu nodded, all levity gone. “Let me know if you hear anything specific.”

      “Of course,” she said and gave him another quick hug. “Come back and see me again soon.”

      The blue man shook his head. “I can’t make any promises, but I will be back as soon as I can.” He pulled out his personal transporter and flipped it open. “I better get back and make sure the kid doesn’t get himself killed before I can properly risk his life.”

      Regu tapped the transporter and disappeared.
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            Bacon and Blades

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah rolled over and squinted at the sun shining through the window of the second-floor bedroom where he had crashed the night before. He barely remembered trudging up the stairs, and as he looked at his feet, he realized he hadn’t even taken his boots off before passing into oblivion.

      He sat up on the bed and stretched his arms over his head, then couldn’t control the urge to flex his muscles. His arms weren’t as big as one of those ’roided up bodybuilders, but he could feel the power in his taut muscles, a Strength increased by the Personal Enhancement System beyond anything that was possible before the Integration.

      The room he had slept in was devoid of any furnishings other than the bed and a dresser, and when he looked down at the bed, he realized there weren’t even any sheets on it, and the pillow was one of those square couch cushions. Jeremiah yawned and stretched one more time then pushed himself to his feet and headed downstairs.

      The sizzling sound and smell of bacon cooking greeted him as he descended the stairs, and he saw Sabrina in the kitchen when he reached the bottom. She was cooking on a portable stove that had a small propane bottle on the side.

      Glad I didn’t come down in my underwear, Jeremiah thought, suddenly feeling weird about sleeping in the same house. He had told Regu he wanted to keep his friends close and his enemies closer, but living in the same house might be a little too close. “Were you here when I came in last night?”

      “No, I spent most of the night at the Alchemy Lab,” she replied. “I heard you snoring upstairs when I came in.”

      Jeremiah frowned, slightly embarrassed about snoring loudly enough that she could hear it downstairs. Another good reason to not share the same house. “Did you try making some potions?”

      “Yeah, but there were only supplies for the Health, Mana, and Stamina potions, so nothing we didn’t have already,” she said, then pointed at the table. “I made a few of each and collected the daily batch created by the lab.”

      He could see that there were roughly fifty vials on the table. “I’m assuming you don’t have a Dimensional Storage space yet.”

      Sabrina shot him a look that was a combination of, “What are you talking about?” and, “Where would I get something like that?”

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Jeremiah said. “I can keep them for now. Just let me know when you need one.”

      “Why would I need one? I’m all healed up now.”

      Jeremiah rubbed his chin. “Yeah. I’ve been thinking about how you just about got eaten by that Level 8 rat yesterday. We need to do something about that.”

      “Like what?”

      “We need to get you leveled up, and that means fighting more monsters,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there to help with anything you can’t handle.”

      “I can take care of myself,” she shot back immediately, but a frown quickly replaced the bravado. “Well, maybe it would be good to have some backup. Just in case.”

      A sudden shiver of doubt ran down Jeremiah’s spine as he considered his ability to handle all the monsters they might run into. If there was another Lionape . . .

      He pushed that thought from his mind. Regu would be with them, too, and from what Jeremiah had seen, the little blue man seemed capable of handling just about any monster.

      “Wanna eat breakfast first?” she asked.

      Jeremiah noticed, for the first time, that there were two plates on the counter, each with a pile of what appeared to be hashbrowns and several slices of bacon.

      “Of course,” he said happily. “No sense in risking our lives on an empty stomach.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jeremiah invited Sabrina to join him on his visit to the Armory, and she gladly accepted. He figured it was the least he could do after she cooked breakfast for him.

      After choosing an existing building for the Portal Room, Jeremiah had decided not to waste any more existing buildings and let all new buildings be created by the system. He had chosen to have it built where the old barn was that he had burned down the night before the Integration. Having the Armory close to the main entrance made it a convenient location to gear up before leaving the settlement. It would also make it easy to get gear repaired upon returning.

      The Armory looked very much like the Alchemy Lab with rough-hewn timber siding. An image of a sword and shield was carved into the door of the building.

      Jeremiah experienced the same type of disorientation he had experienced entering other dimensional spaces like the Alchemy Lab and Regu’s kitchen as he stepped into the building. The inside was similar in size to the outside and had a similar style with wood-paneled walls and a hardwood floor, as opposed to be being an obviously different space.

      There was a large table on the right side of the room that had a vice and various clamps on it. Many types of tools hung on the wall behind the table. He could envision weapons and armor on the table being repaired by a trained armorer. The other walls were mostly bare, but there were a few weapons displayed on the back wall and a few pieces of armor on the left side of the room. A message appeared as he approached the armor wall.

      
        
        Level 1 Armory produces five pieces of F Grade armor and / or small weapons each day. Armory may be configured to produce all armor, all weapons, or a mixture. Increase the level of Armory to increase quantity and quality of equipment created.

      

      

      Jeremiah removed a pair of bracers from the wall and inspected them, figuring it wouldn’t be a bad idea to protect his arms from the teeth and claws of the monsters he would be battling soon enough.

      
        
        Leather Bracers

      

      

      
        	F Grade Armor

        	Reduces damage by a small amount from non-magical attacks.

        	Requirements to use: none

      

      
        
        As owner of the settlement, you may assign a cost to weapons and armor dispensed by the Armory. There is currently no cost to claim equipment.

      

      

      That was something he would have to consider once his settlement started adding more citizens or if they started receiving visitors. At that moment, Jeremiah saw no need to set a cost for anything automatically created by the Armory.

      Sabrina was inspecting a dagger on the back wall, and Jeremiah told her, “Take anything you like,” then walked over to the table.

      
        
        Level 1 Armory Table allows for armor and weapons repair at a moderate pace with no buffs provided. Armory Table also provides a one-time, permanent upgrade to weapons and armor, up to D Grade. Increase the level of Armory and Armory Table to increase the repair speed and upgrade capability, plus unlock the ability to add buffs to armor and weapons.

      

      

      That’s helpful, he thought and placed the bracers he was still holding in his hands on the table.

      
        
        Upgrade F Grade Leather Bracers? Yes / No

      

      

      Jeremiah selected yes, and they immediately began to glow, similar to the way the wall around the settlement had glowed when it had been upgraded. He watched as the light seemed to intensify in rectangular patches along the bracers, and when the light faded, he could see there were now small metal plates up and down the length of the bracers.

      
        
        Plated Leather Bracers

      

      

      
        	E Grade Armor

        	Reduces damage by a moderate amount from non-magical attacks.

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      He strapped the bracers onto his forearms and felt them adjust to fit him perfectly, lengthening slightly and growing a little bit to wrap all the way around his forearm to provide 360-degree protection.

      Jeremiah had a thought and removed the bracers, then called to Sabrina, “Come here and try these on.”

      He noticed she had strapped the dagger she had been inspecting onto her waist as she approached. Sabrina took one of the bracers and wrapped it around her forearm, but it seemed to actually grow as she tried to strap it on, even though it was too large to begin with. No amount of tightening would secure it to her forearm, and as soon as she let go with her off hand, it slipped off her arm and fell to the floor.

      “I got a message saying I was of an insufficient level to equip them,” she said as she bent down and picked up the bracer that had fallen. She shrugged and handed it back to him.

      “Very interesting,” was all Jeremiah said, then turned his attention back to the table. He summoned his sledgehammer and placed it on the table.

      
        
        Upgrade F Grade Sledgehammer? Yes / No

      

      

      He selected yes and noted after the upgrade that it didn’t recognize the temporary level increase granted by his Dimensional Weapon Storage Belt. He sent the weapon back into the dimensional storage then summoned it again to verify the increase still worked.

      
        
        Sledgehammer

      

      

      
        	D Grade Weapon (enhanced for twenty-four hours)

        	Causes significant damage

        	Damage increased by 4% per Strength point

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      Jeremiah also upgraded the hand axes he’d found around the settlement and was happy to have extra weapons that would also cause significant damage in their enhanced state, even if it was only for twenty-four hours. He really didn’t see that as a problem as he kept all of his weapons in the magical dimensional space whenever he wasn’t using them.

      He was about to leave when he received another message.

      
        
        Upgrade F Grade Body Armor? Yes / No

      

      

      Huh? Body armor?

      Jeremiah wasn’t sure what body armor was being referenced but selected yes, more out of curiosity than anything else.

      A moment later, his sleeveless red flannel shirt and jeans began to glow. He felt a slight warmth but decided that could have been created by his imagination. The clothing constricted a little bit before loosening again as the light faded.

      Jeremiah patted himself down and could feel that his clothing had stiffened somewhat, but not in a manner that restricted movement. He pounded his chest with his fist and felt the flannel stiffen on impact, absorbing the energy of the blow, then loosen back up again to lie comfortably against his skin.

      He shook his head, laughing. Oh my gosh, I’ve got freaking flannel armor!

      
        
        Enhanced Flannel Vest

      

      

      
        	E Grade Armor

        	Reduces damage by a moderate amount from non-magical attacks.

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      His jeans had been similarly upgraded, though there were some more permanent, rigid plates covering his thighs now, plus what felt like soccer-style shin guards embedded into the lower portion of his jeans. None of it hindered his motion or added any weight, though.

      Sabrina had claimed a second knife and leather vest while Jeremiah was upgrading his equipment. The fact that she was only Level 2 prevented her from upgrading any of it, and that meant the weapons would do only a small amount of damage, and the armor would provide very little protection. Jeremiah knew she needed to get leveled up fast if she was going to survive.

      “Grab your bow and get ready to do some monster hunting,” he said. “I’ll go find Regu, then we can head out and get you some much-needed experience.”

      Sabrina looked skeptical but nodded.

      Jeremiah smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll be with you. What could go wrong?”
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            Hazard Zone

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah found Regu in his Trainer’s Hall doing pretty much the same thing he had been doing the night before: looking at papers that were strewn over the table.

      “Did you get your things taken care of?” he asked his Trainer.

      The blue man nodded absently.

      “Learn anything useful?” Jeremiah prodded.

      Regu looked up from the papers he’d been studying. “Nothing immediately helpful but getting the council to make an exception for us was always a long shot.”

      Jeremiah furrowed his brow. “What does that mean? You never told me what you were going to do.”

      “I was trying to get an exemption to import some things to help you out because the unusual circumstances of your Elite status prevented me from gathering the usual supplies.”

      It might have been nice to get some extra supplies, but Jeremiah wasn’t all that upset about his unusual circumstances. His sledgehammer was a perfect weapon for him as it relied on power as much as skill, and his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt provided an extra boost to make it more powerful than he’d otherwise be able to handle. The idea of real armor was somewhat appealing, but his Enhanced Flannel Vest seemed to provide as much protection as any other armor he could currently use, so he didn’t feel like he was missing out there either.

      “No sense worrying about things we can’t control, I guess.”

      “That’s a good attitude,” Regu said. “One that will take you far. Hopefully all the way to Kingship.”

      “Yep, that’s me, overly optimistic King in the making,” Jeremiah chuckled, then turned more serious. “Did you find out anything about my sister?”

      The blue man shook his head. “No, but I’ve got my research team working on it. It will take time though. Even with a large investigative team using AI computers, it takes time to search five billion people.”

      “Five billion?” Jeremiah was confused. “There are a lot more people than that on Earth.”

      “The list of everyone who didn’t survive the Integration was released, and she wasn’t on that list. The research team is focusing on the remaining five billion.”

      “Wait! What?” Jeremiah shook his head in confusion. “Only half of the planet survived?!”

      “It was more than half. In fact, 98 percent of the planet survived the Personal Enhancement System upgrade,” Regu said. “It’s a fairly safe procedure.”

      Two percent seemed like a high casualty rate to Jeremiah, but that still didn’t explain how the population of the planet was down to only five billion people. “What happened to the rest?”

      Regu blew out a breath and grimaced. “Well, 40 percent of the population was outside of the designated safe zones—like you. Pretty much all of them died within an hour or two. Everyone that didn’t survive the first day, one way or another, is considered a casualty of the Integration.”

      Jeremiah shook his head in disbelief. His legs started to quiver, and he put his hand on the table for support. Forty-two percent of the people on planet Earth were dead.

      “Hey, the good news is that your sister is not on that list,” his Trainer said, trying to cheer him up. “And honestly, considering your planet wasn’t prepared in any way, it could have been worse. Only 10 percent of your planet is designated as a safe zone. Let me show you.”

      Regu grabbed the remote off the table and pointed it at one of the screens on the wall, and a map of Earth appeared. He motioned for Jeremiah to follow him, then walked to the screen.

      The entire map was covered by zones of varying colors, the majority in orange or red. Jeremiah wasn’t a geography expert, but he could see small green circles in many locations where he knew there were major cities around the globe. They were all surrounded by blue areas that were about twice the size of the green center. The rest of the map was mostly yellow, orange, or red, though there were some small gray areas scattered around the world.

      Regu tapped on the remote, and the screen zoomed in on the northwest region of the United States. “This is where we are.”

      Jeremiah focused his attention on the screen, trying to stop himself from thinking about all the people that had died. It stopped magnifying when it showed a region that encompassed the lower half of Idaho with a little bit of Oregon and Wyoming on either side.

      There was a circular, green region surrounded by a larger blue area on the left side of the map where he knew Boise to be located. A swath of orange ran from the top to the bottom in the center of the map with only a small gap right around the middle. Everything else was a yellow color.

      Jeremiah reached out and pointed at a black icon that looked like a simple castle in the lower right portion of the screen. “This is my settlement,” Jeremiah said more than asked.

      “Yes,” Regu said, “and as you can see, you’re right in the middle of Zone 3—the yellow areas—which means we are surrounded by monsters that can be as high as Level 30. It will take them time to reach that level, and many won’t ever get that high, but it truly is a miracle that you survived.”

      Jeremiah wondered for a moment why he had survived when so many others had not, but he forced that train of thought from his mind. He tapped on an icon that looked like a simple arched doorway that was relatively close to the Midnight Mountain settlement, maybe ten miles or so, if his estimate of scale was right. “What’s this?”

      “A dungeon,” his Trainer replied. “It will be a good source of experience and treasure once you’re ready to do a dungeon dive.”

      Jeremiah nodded then placed a finger on his settlement. He traced from the castle across the map, through the gap in orange, all the way over to the blue-and-green area. He tapped that point on the screen. “This is where we need to go. It’s the most likely place for us to find my sister.”

      The blue man shook his head. “You’d never make it right now,” he said with certainty. “You need more skills, better equipment, and a lot of leveling up before you can attempt that journey.”

      Jeremiah started to object, but Regu cut him off. “Look, I have a plan to get you all of that,” he said. “Besides, you’re the one that wanted to help Sabrina level up. You can use the experience too.”

      He glanced at the map again, eyes focused on the blue-and-green areas around Boise. Jeremiah exhaled and nodded, pushing thoughts of finding his sister from his mind. “Okay, let’s get started grinding experience.”
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            Monster Hunting We Will Go

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah strode from the Trainer’s Hall, eager to find Sabrina so they could start earning some experience . . . and almost ran into her as she was standing just outside.

      “You ready to fight some monsters?” he asked.

      Sabrina nodded, an intense look in her eyes.

      “Let me see your weapons.”

      She handed him her daggers first, and Jeremiah sent them into his weapons storage belt.

      “Hey! What’d you do with my knives?”

      The weapons reappeared in Jeremiah’s hands. “See for yourself.”

      Sabrina took the weapons and looked at them, the confused expression on her face changing to one of surprise as she analyzed them. “How’d you do that?”

      Jeremiah raised his eyebrows. “Magic.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she glared at him. “No, seriously. How did you upgrade my knives and in a way that still allows me to use them?”

      “It literally is magic,” Jeremiah insisted. “I’ve got a weapons storage belt that adds one level to a weapon’s grade for a day. The requirements of the original grade stay in effect, so you can use a weapon one grade better than your level would normally allow.”

      “That’s nice,” she said, sheathing her knives. “Can you upgrade my bow and arrows too?”

      “Of course.”

      Jeremiah repeated the process with her bow and arrows and handed them back to Sabrina.

      “Now that your weapons are all buffed up, let’s get going.”

      “Is the little blue man coming with us?” Sabrina asked as they started walking toward the settlement’s main gate.

      “Yeah, but don’t call him little. He will vigorously defend his stature as being above average for his race.”

      “So, he’s a tall blue man then.” She smirked. “And since we’ve never seen another of his kind, we have no way to verify that.”

      “Tall or short, he’s the only friend I’ve got right now.”

      Sabrina shot Jeremiah a glance that looked almost . . . offended, but she didn’t say anything.

      “Speaking of my Trainer, he has one condition for us helping you level up,” he began apprehensively. “He is very concerned about protecting my interests, and he wants you to, well . . . swear fealty to me. I know it’s—”

      “Done,” Sabrina said, cutting off the rambling explanation he had been preparing to give.

      “Really?”

      
        
        Sabrina Thompson has sworn fealty to Jeremiah McIntyre. If either party betrays this bond, attack damage done will be reduced by 90% for the offending party while increasing by 100% for the other party. Bond will last for 24 hours after being cancelled by either party.

      

      

      “I have seen what you can do with that sledgehammer,” she said. “You’ve already saved my life once and are literally the most powerful person on this planet right now, according to the blue man. I could definitely do worse in picking an ally.”

      “Oh, good,” Jeremiah said, sighing in relief. “And I will do everything I can to protect and help you too.”

      “I know. That’s why I don’t mind swearing loyalty to you.”

      “I would do those things even if you didn’t swear fealty.”

      Sabrina frowned at him. “You’re not a salesman, are you?”

      Jeremiah looked at her blankly.

      “You don’t need to keep selling after your customer says yes.”

      “Oh, okay.” He suddenly felt foolish. “Let’s go fight some monsters.”

      Regu joined them as they reached the main gate, and Jeremiah opened it using his Civic Menu to cycle the status of the settlement from Closed to Outsiders to Open then back to Closed again once they were outside the walls.

      The Elite Trainer talked about some of the history of the Integrated Universe as they walked, but Jeremiah tuned most of it out as he scanned the woods for signs of monsters. He had heard much of the information already, and he didn’t want to get surprised by another group of wolves or worse.

      Sabrina seemed to hang on Regu’s every word, but Jeremiah knew what it looked like when a woman was buttering up a guy in order to get something. He wondered if he needed to worry. She had sworn fealty to him, though, and he didn’t feel like she would be a threat to him either way.

      She’s probably just trying to get into his good graces, Jeremiah concluded.

      They were roughly two miles from the settlement when he heard a gibble, gibble, gibble sound in the forest. It was a sound he had heard many times before in the mountains and thought nothing of it.

      Until a giant bird leaped out of a tree right in front of them.

      
        
        Name: Giant Integrated Turkey

        Level: 12

        Health Points: 195

      

        

      
        Prior to Integration, Turkeys were one of the most popular foods on the planet and nearly a billion wound up on dinner plates every year. Post-Integration, Turkeys have gained the ability to fight back. If a Giant Integrated Turkey shows up for your family feast, it might not be the bird that’s on the menu.

      

      

      The giant turkey was as big as a cow, covered in dark brown feathers. The creature shook its head, and the red fleshy wattle hanging from its neck flopped from side to side. It opened its beak and hissed, a pointy tongue extending past needle-sharp teeth.

      Since when do turkeys have teeth? Jeremiah wondered as he summoned his sledgehammer.

      The turkey pawed at the ground and shook its head violently, spittle flying from its beak like it was a rabid dog. The bird’s beady eyes glared at Jeremiah.

      “Gobble, gobble, meat bag!” the turkey croaked in a raspy voice.

      Jeremiah’s mouth dropped open in shock as the Giant Integrated Turkey charged. He could hear Regu laughing hysterically somewhere behind him.

      He recovered quickly, though, and stepped forward to meet the charging monster. He swung his sledgehammer as if he was swinging a baseball bat, and the two-handed blow connected solidly with the body of the feathered monster and sent it flying backward.

      The damage from his enhanced D Grade sledgehammer was boosted by 4 percent per Strength point, and the Advanced War Hammer skill boosted it by 50 percent plus another 3 percent per Strength point. This all combined to more than quadruple the damage delivered by the two-handed blow.

      It wasn’t near enough to take down a Level 12 monster.

      The Giant Integrated Turkey jumped to its feet and hissed at Jeremiah. One wing hung useless, destroyed by the sledgehammer, but the bird clawed at the ground, ready to charge the puny human again.

      An arrow thudded into the body of the feathered monster, quickly followed by another. The turkey stumbled but still managed to charge at Jeremiah. Three more arrows thudded into the beast as it charged before it finally crashed to the ground mere feet from Jeremiah.

      
        
        Level 12 Giant Integrated Turkey has been defeated. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

      

      

      “Who’s the meat bag now?!” Jeremiah shouted, then had a thought and bent down, glaring at the large, feathered monster. “I’m gonna eat you!”

      He sent the carcass of the bird into his inventory then looked over his shoulder and smiled at Sabrina. “We’re gonna have turkey dinner tonight.”

      She shook her head with mirth, then her face lit up, and she exclaimed, “Sweet! I just made Level 3.”

      Jeremiah had to admit he was a bit jealous. Sure, he’d already leveled up ten times, but he was anxious to do it again. He could feel a longing . . . a hunger to experience it again.

      “More turkeys coming in,” Regu announced. “Make sure you use your axes this time. You don’t want to become a one-trick pony.”

      Jeremiah glared at his Trainer who was standing off to the side, leaning against a tree.

      “And don’t forget to throw the axes,” the blue man reminded him.

      Six more turkeys appeared before Jeremiah could shoot back a retort. The monsters ran toward them, weaving through the trees, running with their heads forward, beaks ready to tear into flesh. These turkeys were slightly smaller than the first one that had attacked but were still huge and clearly very dangerous.

      He dismissed his sledgehammer and summoned two hand axes from his dimensional weapons storage. They wouldn’t do as much damage as a two-handed sledgehammer blow, but he could swing them quicker and land more blows, which would be critical now that there were multiple monsters to fight.

      The first turkey let out a squawk as it darted from the trees, right at Jeremiah. He deftly sidestepped and swung the right axe down, feeling the Battle Axe skill guide the blow with a precision that should have been impossible for someone who had never wielded an axe before.

      The weapon delivered a critical strike, cleanly severing the bird’s head as if Jeremiah had been harvesting the Thanksgiving turkey. He was already spinning to face the next turkey as he received and dismissed the experience notification.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 9 Integrated Turkey. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Jeremiah spun around, lashing out with the axe in his left hand. The dense metal of the axe head crashed into the body of the next turkey, and he could hear the crunch of bones breaking. The thick feathers of the bird prevented the blade from penetrating, and instead, the weapon twisted in his hand, turning it into more of a blunt weapon than a bladed one.

      The power of the blow sent the turkey flying back into the trees where it landed with a thud.

      A third turkey crashed into Jeremiah’s back, sending him stumbling forward. He cried out in pain as the giant bird’s claws raked his back, his Enhanced Flannel Vest absorbing some of the damage but unable to stop it all.

      Jeremiah heard the whistle of an arrow speeding through the air a millisecond before it thudded into the turkey. Then another, the second one knocking the creature from his back. The air was filled with the sound of whistling arrows as he righted himself to face the next turkey charging in.

      He let out a roar as he stepped forward and threw the axe in his right hand. The weapon flipped end over end as it soared toward the charging turkey . . . who deftly jumped to the side to avoid it.

      The momentary diversion gave Jeremiah time to send the other hand axe back to his dimensional storage and summon his sledgehammer. He was already stepping forward as his favored weapon appeared in his hand, and he raised it over his head and brought it down with a powerful two-handed swing.

      There was a concussive blast as the metal head of the hammer slammed into the creature, driving it into the ground.

      He quickly swapped weapons again and brought the blade of the hand axe down on the turkey’s neck, ending its life.

      Jeremiah turned back to the battle and saw two dead turkeys that resembled pincushions with all the arrows sticking out of them. A third turkey stumbled as arrows thudded home into its body. He stepped forward and hurled his hand axe at the last surviving turkey and watched as the weapon flipped end over end toward the bird then bounced harmlessly in the dirt just as another arrow slammed home, and the turkey toppled over.

      Yeah, I definitely need to improve that skill before I try throwing axes in a battle again.

      Sabrina turned toward Jeremiah and released another arrow. It whistled past his head and thumped home into the turkey he’d sent crashing into a tree at the beginning of the battle, putting it down for good.

      “Looks like three for me and two for you,” Sabrina said with a smirk. “And two shared.”

      Jeremiah started to respond then got the message that he had been longing to see again.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 10 to Level 11.

      

      

      He was so happy that he nearly laughed, but that was nothing compared to how Sabrina apparently felt.

      “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!” she yelled. “I just went up two more levels!”

      “All that for just standing back and letting me do the real fighting.” Jeremiah shot her a grin as he looted the closest Giant Integrated Turkey.

      
        
        You have looted Turkey Feathers.

        You have looted Turkey Claws.

        You have looted Silver Coins.

      

      

      “It’s no less than you did to gain your first ten levels from what I hear,” Sabrina shot back with a smile, looting one of the birds closest to her, though she had to gather up the spoils manually because she didn’t have a dimensional storage space.

      “Yeah, but I had to trick that Lionape into falling into the lake.”

      Their playful banter was cut off by a ground-shaking crash. Then another. Trees snapped, and the ground shook as something gigantic approached.

      “What is that?” Sabrina asked, her good mood and confidence gone.

      Jeremiah turned to Regu, who just shrugged and replied, “We’ll find out soon enough.”

      Another tree snapped, and Jeremiah swung back around to face a gigantic monster emerging from the trees.
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            Monsters Rock

          

        

      

    

    
      A twenty-foot-tall stone monster emerged from the forest, smashing trees on either side with its massive fists. The ground shook with each step.

      The creature stopped when it saw Jeremiah and Sabrina and lowered its hands down to its sides and roared. The sound of stone grating on stone was accompanied by a shower of rock shards, like spittle from a roaring lion.

      
        
        Name: Stone Golem

        Level: 20

        Health Points: 412

      

        

      
        Through the power of the Integration, the very stones of the earth have been transformed into a creature of great power. Pulled from the land, Stone Golems spend their lives protecting their homes from invaders. They are very territorial and view any intrusion as a direct attack on the land that gave them birth.

      

      

      Jeremiah looked over at Sabrina. “Stay back! I’ll take care of this.”

      “I can help,” she protested, nocking an arrow.

      “Arrows won’t do you any good against that thing,” Regu said as he grabbed Sabrina’s elbow and pulled her away from the coming battle.

      “Keep her safe, Regu,” Jeremiah said. “I can handle this.”

      Regu started to object then nodded. “Stone Golems are powerful but slow. Stay away from its fists, then chip away at it, literally, with your sledgehammer.”

      “Will do,” Jeremiah replied and turned his attention back to the gigantic stone monster.

      “If things get out of hand, teleport back to the Portal Room, and we’ll meet you back at the settlement.”

      Jeremiah didn’t respond or even look back. He summoned his sledgehammer and raced straight at the golem.

      The stone monster swung down with both fists to pulverize him, but Jeremiah jumped to the right at the last moment and continued around to the back side of the creature, swinging his sledgehammer in one fluid motion, aided by the innate ability imbued by the War Hammer skill. The weapon exploded into the back of the golem’s leg in a shower of stone chips and dust.

      The Stone Golem let out another grating howl and swung around quicker than a gigantic monster made of rocks should be able to move, but Jeremiah had already jumped out of range.

      He watched as the rock monster looked around for a moment before settling its gaze on him again, charging forward the second the creature noticed him.

      The golem watched him approach, and just like its first charge, smashed down with two fists which Jeremiah easily dodged, this time jumping to the left and around the back side to attack the monster’s other leg.

      He swung the sledgehammer around with two hands and was met by a stone foot as the golem kicked out, sending Jeremiah flying backward. He crashed into a tree twenty feet away and felt the air explode from his lungs.

      Jeremiah fell to the ground, gasping for breath, as a sound that was disturbingly close to a laugh rumbled from the Stone Golem.

      He pushed himself to his feet and shook his head vigorously. His ribs ached, but his flannel armor had stiffened on impact—both from the kick and from the tree—and had absorbed some of the damage. It didn’t feel like he had broken any ribs, thankfully.

      The Stone Golem didn’t give him any more time to recover and rumbled forward, apparently intent on smashing Jeremiah into the tree.

      Jeremiah took two quick steps toward the rock monster and leaped into the air, higher than should have been possible for a human being, easily avoiding the creature’s stone fists. He swung the sledgehammer with both hands down on the golem’s head as he flew past, turning in the air as he swung.

      The head of the sledgehammer smashed into the side of the creature’s head in another eruption of stone fragments, as Jeremiah bounced off the monster’s shoulder.

      The golem staggered to the side as Jeremiah fell to the ground and rolled forward, going with the momentum instead of trying to stop immediately. He came to a stop thirty feet away and jumped to his feet, sledgehammer in hand, ready for another attack.

      The monster shook with rage and bellowed, this time much louder than before, as if yelling at the mountain itself. The Stone Golem stepped forward, fists held before it.

      Jeremiah watched patiently as it approached, waiting for the attack, ready to dodge and counter. When the golem was still more than ten feet away, it lunged forward, bending at the waist and punching out with one arm.

      He dodged to the side then jumped backward when the second fist pounded into the ground where he had just been. Jeremiah quickly leaped forward and swung the sledgehammer into the golem’s shoulder, producing another satisfying shower of rocks.

      He kept his balance as he landed this time and swung around in a full circle, channeling the War Hammer skill. The sledgehammer smashed into the back of the creature’s leg, sending more bits of stone flying. Jeremiah quickly flipped backward in a move reminiscent of an Olympic gymnast, coming to a stop out of range of any quick strike the monster could deliver.

      Stone grated on stone, and the golem groaned as it struggled to stand, both legs damaged, a large portion of its head missing, and one arm hanging uselessly at its side.

      A feeling of dread filled Jeremiah as he felt the ground start to shake again.

      There are more coming!

      He pushed that apprehension aside and raced forward, angling to the side of the monster’s wounded shoulder, and easily avoided the punch from its good arm. He slid as he reached the monster and swung the sledgehammer at the already damaged leg as he passed.

      The monster’s leg buckled as the sledgehammer crushed what remained of the rock appendage, and it toppled to the side, unable to slow its fall with its unresponsive arm.

      Jeremiah jumped to his feet and swung the sledgehammer around with both hands, smashing into the creature’s head, obliterating what was left before the monster even hit the ground.

      He ignored the messages announcing he’d earned experience and increased levels again and turned to Regu and Sabrina. “We have to get out of here!”

      The sounds of breaking trees and grating stone were clearly audible now, and neither of them argued.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They ran through the trees for at least a quarter of an hour, moving faster than the lumbering golems should have been able to match. Every time they stopped to listen, though, the sounds of breaking trees and crashing rocks were always present.

      “They’re behind us, but off to the side too,” Jeremiah said. “No matter what we do, we can’t seem to shake them.”

      “They’re herding us,” Regu said. “They can communicate through the ground itself, and we can’t outrun that.”

      “And we can’t keep going this way,” Sabrina said, pointing in the direction they had been running. “I know this area, and there’s a huge cliff up ahead in about half a mile.”

      “It looks like we’re trapped then,” Jeremiah said, looking around, trying to figure out where they could go. He could hear the sounds of pursuit from every direction other than where the cliff was.

      The blue man looked at Sabrina and took a deep breath before turning to Jeremiah. “Use the Portal Room to transport back to the settlement,” he said. “I will help her hide.”

      “This is their domain,” Jeremiah said. “They’ll find you.”

      The look that his Trainer shot back said that he knew that too.

      “I’m not going to abandon her,” Jeremiah insisted.

      “You can’t defeat them all,” Regu said, “and I can’t risk getting involved again. The Integration Council is going to be watching me closely for awhile, I think.”

      “What about your Stealth skill? Can it hide her too?”

      The blue Trainer shook his head.

      “Or how about the Portal Room? Can I transport her with me?”

      “At Level 1, it only works for you.”

      “What if I hold her hand or something?” Jeremiah asked.

      Regu started to shake his head but then cocked his head. “Maybe if you held her close to you, it would take both of you back.”

      The sounds of crashing rocks and breaking trees were growing louder. The Stone Golems were closing in.

      Jeremiah looked intently at Regu, trying to gauge whether his Trainer actually believed Sabrina would be transported or not.

      “I don’t have anything to lose by trying,” she interjected. “I’m dead if we don’t do anything, so any chance is better than no chance.”

      Sabrina jumped into Jeremiah’s arms, wrapping her arms and legs around him.

      She looked Jeremiah in the eyes, and he could see the fear there. He pushed down the doubt and did his best to give her a reassuring smile, then reached out to that connection he had with the Portal Room in the settlement.

      The world went black.
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            Trying to Outrun an Avalanche

          

        

      

    

    
      The world disappeared, and Jeremiah was suddenly floating in a black void. He couldn’t see, hear, or feel anything. The only sensation was a tugging pull toward something unknown.

      No, not unknown. The portal in my settlement, he realized.

      Jeremiah floated in that nothingness for hours—or a millisecond. He couldn’t tell as time and normal senses had no meaning in the darkness.

      He stumbled as his body, mind, and soul were reunited, and he found himself in a dark room. Light leaked in through a crack under the door, illuminating the space enough for Jeremiah to see that he was in the Portal Room back in his settlement.

      And he was alone.

      “Sabrina!” he yelled, knowing it was futile. She was gone . . . or more specifically, she was still back in the forest, about to be squashed by a horde of Stone Golems.

      He flung the door open and burst out of the small room. Jeremiah sprinted toward the main entrance of the settlement and leaped as he approached, grabbing the top of the twelve-foot-tall gate and pulling himself over. He had not even considered opening it in his state of primal fear.

      Jeremiah ran through the forest with all the speed his Agility of 20 would allow.

      It wasn’t supposed to be this way. He had spent his whole life losing things: homes, families, friends. He had never had any control and could do nothing to avoid the whims of the foster care system he had grown up in. He had always felt helpless.

      This new world was supposed to be different. Jeremiah was supposed to be the master of his own destiny and have the power to protect himself and his friends. The power to build an empire . . . and maybe even rule the world.

      And now it was all going to come crashing down on him again. He couldn’t even protect one single person. This new world was already taking things away.

      Jeremiah pushed harder, ignoring the branches that slapped at his exposed skin and the thorns that grabbed at his clothes.

      Despair began to overwhelm him, but he pushed it down, focusing on the anger, forcing his body to run faster. Then he remembered leveling up. He still had ten attribute points waiting to be used and assigned them all to Agility without a second thought.

      The effect of the increased agility was immediately evident, and Jeremiah was moving through the forest faster than before, instinctively dodging the branches that had swiped at his skin before and avoiding the thistles that had torn at his clothes.

      He briefly wondered if there was a skill that would help him go even faster, but he knew he didn’t have time to look. Instead, he focused on the rage inside and used it. He pushed it into his limbs as he ran, channeling it into raw power.

      As his mind began to clear, he could hear the sounds of battle. Distant and sporadic at first, the sounds of rocks crashing and the grating sound of Stone Golem battle cries became more distinct and more frequent.

      He ran faster.

      Boulders crashed against each other, and trees snapped in the distance.

      Jeremiah tore through the forest like a man possessed and could soon see flashes of movement through the trees ahead. He summoned his sledgehammer as he approached the clearing where he could see—and hear—rocks flying around.

      He let out a primal scream and leaped out of the trees with both hands on his sledgehammer.

      The only way to describe the scene before Jeremiah was complete and utter destruction. Rocks were strewn all over the clearing. There were piles of tiny stone fragments and solitary boulders embedded in the ground as if they had been dropped from a great height.

      Nothing moved in the clearing. Jeremiah’s mind, clouded by the rage that had consumed him, couldn’t immediately comprehend what he was seeing. His eyes eventually focused on the figure on the other side of the clearing, beyond the rubble.

      Regu stood with his back to a cliff that climbed a hundred feet straight up. Jeremiah’s Trainer was covered in gray dust that had turned to a paste in spots where it mixed with perspiration on his skin. The small man’s fists glowed with a blue light as he scanned the clearing, a scowl on his face as he searched for more enemies.

      Jeremiah’s eyes met his Trainer’s gaze, and the fog lifted, everything he was seeing suddenly making sense. Regu had stood his ground and faced the horde of Stone Golems, utterly destroying them with his bare hands, protecting Sabrina—

      Wait! Where’s Sabrina?

      Regu flashed Jeremiah a small smile then nodded upward and behind himself.

      Thirty feet up the cliff, Sabrina stood on a ledge, an arrow nocked in her bow.

      Jeremiah exhaled and nearly collapsed as the tension dissipated. His Stamina had been almost depleted by the mad dash from the settlement, and he realized how much trouble he would have been in had he been forced to battle a group of Stone Golems.

      Not that he’d ever had any chance against a dozen monsters that were twice his level and ten times his size.

      He stared at the ground between his feet and shook his head.

      I’ve been so foolish.

      He had pushed so hard to save Sabrina that he had ensured that both of them would have died had it not been for Regu.

      Jeremiah shook his head again then looked up.

      Regu was helping Sabrina as she finished climbing down the cliff.

      I will protect you better next time! he vowed silently then started picking his way through the rubble toward his only two friends in this new world.

      Jeremiah knew this would not be the last time he would be called on to protect Sabrina or any number of other people that would come to put their trust in him in the future. He had failed that day, he knew, but he also knew he had the power and ability to do better.

      Jeremiah had feared that Sabrina would be angry with him for abandoning her, even if he hadn’t done it intentionally, but she wrapped her arms around him and gave him a huge hug, thankful to be alive. He held her close for a moment, silently repeating his vow to protect her while simultaneously praying he would be capable of doing just that.

      After the near disaster with the Stone Golems, they decided to end the monster-hunting expedition for the day and returned to the settlement. There were undoubtedly more of the rock monsters in the mountains, and it was abundantly clear that Regu was the only one capable of battling more than one at a time.

      Sabrina walked beside Jeremiah on the way back to the settlement, but her attention was frequently focused on Regu. She looked at the Trainer with awe and fear, kind of like the way she had gazed at Jeremiah after his display of power saving her from the giant rat, except magnified tenfold.

      Jeremiah could only imagine what she had seen as Regu battled the Stone Golems. He had seen his Trainer battle a giant wolf, and it had been clear that the man was immensely powerful. The fact that he could tear apart a horde of high-level rock monsters with his bare hands spoke of a power far beyond what Jeremiah could currently comprehend.

      Well, they probably weren’t high level compared to Regu, Jeremiah realized.

      “So, what level are you anyway?”

      “It’s not polite to ask a person their level,” the Trainer replied with a smirk.

      “Come on, you’re seriously not going to tell us?” Jeremiah pushed.

      The Trainer shook his head. “I don’t really have a level. I earned all four Pillars as a farmer on Mar’thil, my home world, decades ago, but I gave all that up when I became a Trainer. When you work for the New Integration Council, things are . . . different. We gain certain bonuses but have to give up the ability to earn experience and increase levels.”

      “So, the whole purpose of this amazing Personal Enhancement System is to provide unlimited ability to improve yourself. But you can’t actually improve yourself?”

      “The bonuses we receive are significant, and we can keep them when we retire,” Regu said. “Many Trainers choose to keep their bonuses and not return to the level system at all.”

      “That sounds a lot like Integration propaganda,” Sabrina commented, joining the interrogation.

      Regu stared at both of them, and it looked like he was going to say something, then he shook his head. “You don’t understand yet, but it is for the best, I assure you,” he insisted, then changed the subject. “Come on, let’s get that turkey you looted to my chef and let him make us a proper celebratory feast.”
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            Feast Fit for a King

          

        

      

    

    
      The trip back to Midnight Mountain was short and passed mostly in silence. Jeremiah wasn’t sure if they had offended Regu, but he had known plenty of people who were outwardly adamant about a cause they supported while they inwardly questioned their own ideals. It wasn’t crazy to think that his Trainer might not be quite as enthusiastic about the Integrated Universe as he put on.

      Regardless of the cause, Jeremiah took advantage of the silence as they walked and used his skill points he hadn’t assigned after the Stone Golem battle. He knew he would be facing many more dangerous monsters, and it was absolutely guaranteed that he would be injured many times in the coming days. Improving the effectiveness of his Basic Healing spell was imperative, so he put both points into Life Magic, bringing it up to Advanced.

      
        
        Life Magic:

        Magic is a power that does not know good or evil. It will respond to the will of the caster and do their bidding, unaware and uncaring of the outcome. Use the power of magic to heal wounds, cleanse the soul, and bring life to the world.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Learn Basic Level Life Magic spells. Effectiveness of Basic Healing spell is increased by 25%.

        	Novice Level – Learn Novice Level Life Magic spells. Effectiveness of Basic Healing spell is increased by 50%. Effectiveness of Basic Level Life Magic spells increased by 25%.

        	Advanced Level – Learn Advanced Level Life Magic spells. Effectiveness of Basic Healing spell is increased by 75%. Effectiveness of Basic Level Life Magic spells increased by 50%. Effectiveness of Novice Level Life Magic spells increased by 25%.

      

      The Basic Healing spell wasn’t overly impressive but boosting its effectiveness by 75 percent helped. Satisfied that he had done as much as he could do, at least for the time being, Jeremiah turned his attention to the upcoming feast, and a smile spread across his face.

      He had been a bit surprised that Regu had offered the use of his private chef and was even more surprised when his Trainer invited Sabrina into his Trainer’s Hall when they got back to the settlement. She had been impressed by the kitchen with a robotic chef that didn’t exist on planet Earth but had been more interested in all the stuff Regu had in the main room, like the screen on the wall that still displayed the area map.

      Sabrina put her finger on the map just below and to the right of the castle that represented the Midnight Mountain settlement. “This is where the Stone Golems were,” she said, then turned to Regu. “Will they stay there, or are they going to spread out?”

      “They are territorial creatures and will protect the land where they were created.”

      She nodded. “Are there going to be similar creatures everywhere?”

      “Probably not,” Regu replied. “It will mostly be integrated creatures like the turkeys we faced today or the wolves Jeremiah fought yesterday. That area must be particularly dense in the type of rock that created the golems.”

      “It is,” Sabrina replied. “There’s an old stone quarry not far from there.”

      Jeremiah joined her at the map. “You know this area pretty well, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I came up here a lot to visit my brother,” she said.

      That brought up a topic Jeremiah had been reluctant to broach but knew it was something that needed to be discussed sooner or later. “You haven’t really talked about your brother at all. Aren’t you worried about him?”

      Sabrina shook her head. “He’s a survivor. Wherever he is, I’m sure he’s doing fine.”

      Jeremiah and Regu exchanged a glance, clearly not as confident that her brother would be doing okay. Neither voiced that opinion.

      “What are these different colors?” Sabrina asked, unaware of the look that had been shared behind her back.

      “They’re different zones,” Jeremiah said. “We’re in the yellow.”

      She glanced at him sideways. “Thanks, Captain Obvious.”

      “As Jeremiah was trying to explain, your world has been divided into different zones,” Regu interjected. “The primary purpose of the zones is to create boundaries that help the Integration process. Zone 1 is green on this map and is a monster-free zone. Each one of these zones will have a large population center and is where everyone was supposed to be when the Integration started. People in those zones are protected from dangerous monsters and are given training to prepare them for the new world.

      “The blue zones will contain monsters that are Level 10 or lower, but they are actually monster free during the Orientation. Yellow has monsters up to Level 30. Orange is Level 50 and Red is Level 100. There are also a few gray areas that don’t have any restrictions, but those won’t come into play until someone is named ruler of the planet.”

      Sabrina turned away from the map. “What happens if we clear out a zone? Will it change color?”

      “Zones will never be cleared out,” the Trainer replied. “Monsters will constantly respawn. Many of the Stone Golems we defeated earlier today have already been reformed and are ready to do battle again.”

      “So, we will always be looking over our backs?”

      Regu shook his head. “Not necessarily. Once you’re strong enough, monsters will leave you alone. Their survival instinct will keep them from attacking anyone who is significantly higher in level. Even if they don’t, defeating them won’t be any more bother than squishing a bug.”

      “Alright,” Sabrina said. “Let’s keep grinding out experience.”

      “Not tonight,” the Trainer said. “There will be plenty of time for that tomorrow. Dinner should be ready soon. Why don’t you two get a fire started, and we can feast around a campfire?”

      Sabrina smiled. “Now that’s a plan I can fully support.”

      She headed for the door, and Jeremiah followed a moment later.

      “Hey, I can’t keep getting involved to save you . . . or her,” Regu said as Jeremiah reached the door.

      “I know. Thank you for doing it this time, though.” Jeremiah nodded solemnly then pulled the door closed behind himself.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremiah sat in a folding camp chair near a flickering fire outside of the large Community Hall. His current community consisted of his Trainer and the sister of the man who had more or less owned this settlement before the Integration. They both sat around the fire with him, enjoying a delicious Thanksgiving-style feast.

      Regu’s private chef had done an impressive job of recreating the classic Earth feast. The turkey had been masterfully cooked and was moist and tasty. The robotic chef had admirably recreated stuffing and mashed potatoes as well. The colors were a bit off—Jeremiah had to close his eyes whenever he took a bite of the bluish mashed potatoes and fluorescent-green gravy—but the tastes were spot on.

      “I’ve been thinking about something,” Sabrina said around a mouthful of turkey. “If everyone else is stuck in a training session while we’re out here earning experience and leveling up, doesn’t that give us a really big advantage?”

      Jeremiah chuckled. “As long as you don’t mind the 99.99 percent probability of getting killed by a monster.”

      “That’s what we’ve got Regu for,” she replied playfully.

      “Yeah, about that,” the Trainer said. “You have to stop putting me in situations where I have to risk everything to protect you. I’ve already done it twice, and I am not going to do it again.”

      “So, you’d just let us die?” Jeremiah asked.

      He didn’t miss the glance that the blue man shot at Sabrina.

      “Look, there are rules, and the consequences of breaking them can be severe,” Regu said. “We’ve only gotten away with it so far because everyone else is in Orientation, and the planet hasn’t been overrun by cameras yet.”

      “What do you mean, cameras?” Sabrina asked.

      “New planet integrations are big business,” the Trainer said. “They happen once every five cycles and typically last for about three cycles—that’s six and three-and-a-half Earth years, respectively. The broadcast companies and sponsoring corporations make the bulk of their profits during those three cycles then spend the next two getting ready for the next Integration.”

      “Hey, speaking of sponsors, I’ve always wanted a barbed wire tattoo around my bicep,” Jeremiah said, looking down at his flexed bicep. “Do you know any barbed wire companies that would sponsor me?”

      Regu glared at him. “Will you be serious? I’m talking about huge amounts of money that will have a direct impact on whether you survive to become King or get ground into dust by someone more powerful.”

      Jeremiah stared daggers at his Trainer for a moment before deflating in resignation. “I didn’t ask for any of this. The least you can do is cut me some slack as I deal with all of it.”

      The blue man looked at Jeremiah for a moment then nodded sympathetically before continuing his explanation.

      “So, the way the broadcast companies make money is by producing shows about what’s going on during the Integration. Once Orientation is over, there will be a huge network of cameras set up in all the major cities. Companies from all over the universe will buy those feeds and turn them into reality-based shows.”

      “How does that affect you being able to help?” Sabrina asked.

      “I’m not worried about those cameras, but they won’t be the only ones,” Regu replied. “One of the best ways for someone to make money and get supplies is to sell broadcast rights to their lives. Getting lucrative contracts for Jeremiah is one of my primary jobs, and everyone who earns the Elite title will have multiple broadcast deals. That means that everything that happens is recorded, and if we break the rules on camera, the Integration Council will come down hard on me.”

      “There are cameras watching us?” Sabrina looked around self-consciously.

      “No,” Jeremiah said confidently, then looked at his Trainer with a little less confidence.

      Regu shook his head. “We haven’t made any broadcast deals yet. Those typically don’t start until after Orientation, and I haven’t been in a hurry to put Jeremiah and myself under any undue scrutiny.”

      The blue man shot a look at Sabrina. “Video evidence isn’t required to convict a Trainer of impropriety though. A simple report could be enough to get me expelled.”

      “I would never report you,” Sabrina insisted, looking truly offended. “You saved my life.”

      “I’ve seen all manner of betrayal in my days.”

      Sabrina scowled at the blue man. “What possible reason would I have to betray you?”

      “Hey, hey, hey,” Jeremiah said. “Nobody is going to betray anyone here.”

      Regu glared back at the young woman but then softened his expression a little. “Look, you are one of only a few people outside of the safe zones to survive the Integration. You saw today how fast you can level up when partnered with someone of a higher level. It is almost guaranteed that you will earn the Elite title, probably the next time you and Jeremiah go out to grind experience.”

      “So?”

      Regu blew out an exasperated breath. “You are probably the second most powerful person on the planet right now, and that gives you a legitimate chance of becoming Queen of Earth.”

      Sabrina laughed. A truly mirthful laugh. “I prefer to do my own thing and don’t want to worry about other people. Being a Queen doesn’t seem like something I’d enjoy.”

      “You may think differently when your power starts growing,” Regu said. “It can be quite intoxicating. Ask Jeremiah.”

      She shook her head. “I will level up so I can protect myself, but trying to win some planet-wide battle royale? No way.”

      Regu shrugged. “I hope you don’t change your mind.”

      “I won’t,” Sabrina insisted as she pushed herself to her feet. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      Jeremiah watched her leave, unsure if she actually needed to use the bathroom or had just been offended.

      “If you’re so worried about her betraying us, why did you save her?” Jeremiah asked his Trainer once Sabrina was out of earshot.

      Regu shook his head. “She reminds me of my wife. So strong and defiant. I couldn’t let her get crushed by some animated rocks.”

      “You never talk about your life outside of this Integration and the Kingmaker competition,” Jeremiah said, seizing on the opportunity to learn something about his Trainer. “Tell me about her.”

      Regu stared into the fire for a long time before speaking. “Pella was such a strong woman. We worked side by side on our farm. It was hard work, but we had a good life.”

      The blue man continued to stare at the fire, lost in memories. “We had a son. Teruk.”

      The crackling of the fire was the only sound for another few moments.

      “Pella got sick when Teruk was young. That was before the Integration of my planet. I couldn’t do anything to save her.”

      Jeremiah could see moisture gathering in his Trainer’s eyes.

      “If we had only been integrated sooner.”

      Regu shook his head and looked up at Jeremiah with a sad smile on his face. “It took me a long time to move on with my life after that. Every task I did on that farm reminded me of her, but I didn’t want to give that up, even after the Integration. After my son left, I spent decades there alone, leveling up but never really improving my life.”

      The blue man took a deep breath and nodded. “I eventually realized she would want me to move on and take advantage of the gift I had been given. I decided to join the Integration Team and help people take advantage of the Personal Enhancement System. The rest is history, as they say, and now I’m here to help you reach your full potential. Maybe mine too.”

      “Speaking of reaching our potential,” Sabrina said, having returned at some point without being noticed, “I need to level up more so I can take care of myself. Can we grind some more experience tomorrow?”

      Jeremiah looked at Regu and could see the man’s moment of introspection had passed. He turned his attention back to Sabrina. “Let the monsters tremble at the sound of our approach!”
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            Level Up or Bleed Out

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah had left the settlement shortly after sunrise, Sabrina at his side. Regu had accompanied them, too, but had insisted that he would under no circumstance involve himself in their battles.

      They avoided the area where they’d encountered the Stone Golems, choosing instead to search in the opposite direction for (hopefully) lower-level monsters. A group of Integrated Wild Boars had obliged soon after leaving the settlement, and a gigantic—but fortunately only Level 15—Integrated Black Bear had attacked them soon after that. By the time they defeated a nasty group of Integrated Canadian Geese that had beaks full of sharp teeth, Sabrina had reached Level 9 and Jeremiah had made it to Level 14.

      “Have you used all your skill points?” Jeremiah asked as he looted the last of the geese.

      “Not all of them,” Sabrina replied. “I used a couple points each on Archery, Bladed Weapons, and Potions. I planned to save the rest for after I earn Elite status and unlock the higher-level skills.”

      Jeremiah nodded his agreement to her plan. “Sounds like a good idea.”

      They hadn’t talked about a specific strategy for Sabrina, but Jeremiah had shared what he had done and how he’d raised the Basic skills only high enough to open up the higher-level skills. She couldn’t save all of her skill points because the ones earned in previous days would have been randomly assigned, but the points earned today would last until she leveled up again, earning Elite status. That would likely be after their next battle.

      He had insisted on helping Sabrina earn the title of Elite, but there was a small part of him that questioned the wisdom of that decision. It would make her a potential enemy, after all.

      Or an invaluable ally, Jeremiah reminded himself.

      Either way, it was too late to turn back now. She was only one level away, and even if Jeremiah stopped helping her, he was pretty sure she could gain that last level on her own.

      He put a smile on his face, and it was mostly genuine as he truly was happy to have a friend in this crazy new world. “Let’s get you that next level.”

      They had barely left the clearing when scavengers started to descend on the remains of the geese. A loud squawk drew Jeremiah’s attention back to the clearing, and he recognized the dark-brown feathers and ugly, red head of the most common scavenger bird in North America. The creature swooped down on one of the carcasses and immediately tore into the remains.

      
        
        Name: Integrated Turkey Vulture

        Level: 6

        Health Points: 80

      

        

      
        Prior to Integration, Turkey Vultures were a common sight anywhere there was an animal carcass. They were an integral part of the circle of life, greedily disposing of animals that had moved on to the last stage of life: death. Post-Integration, they don’t need to wait for an animal to die and are more than capable of completing the circle of life all by themselves.

      

      

      The vulture was small, at least compared to what they had been facing. The next scavenger to swoop down was a little bigger, and the one after that larger still. In a matter of moments, a dozen of the ugly birds had swarmed the clearing, ranging from Level 6 to Level 10.

      Jeremiah shared a look with Sabrina, and they slowly crept back to the clearing. The birds were too busy fighting over the remains of the previous battle to notice their own demise approaching.

      Even at Level 10, the feathered scavengers wouldn’t survive more than a couple hits from his sledgehammer, and a single blow would be more than enough to end most of them. The key would be to avoid getting overwhelmed, and that was especially true for Sabrina, whose most effective weapon was her bow.

      The pair paused at the edge of the clearing, and Sabrina nocked an arrow while Jeremiah crept around to a pair of turkey vultures that were fighting over a goose carcass that was somewhat isolated from the others. He glanced back at Sabrina to make sure she was ready, then leaped out of the trees.

      A powerful two-handed blow from the sledgehammer obliterated the first vulture in an explosion of feathers at the same moment arrows slammed into the other bird in rapid succession.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 7 Integrated Turkey Vulture. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Jeremiah dismissed his sledgehammer and summoned his hand axes as he rushed the next-closest feathered monster. Arrows flew past him as he charged, and another vulture fell dead with numerous arrows protruding from its body just as he finished off a bird with a one-two strike from his hand axes.

      The clearing erupted into chaos as the remaining vultures scattered, the air filled with flying feathers and angry squawks. Sabrina fired arrows when she could, but it was hard to get good shots amidst the commotion. She continued to fire as the birds landed, but they didn’t stay still, and the remaining eight vultures leaped forward at the same time.

      Jeremiah stepped toward one of the charging birds in front of him with an overhand swing of his right arm, his hand axe sending the bird flying backward stunned or dead, he wasn’t sure. A backhand swing with his other hand sent a second bird flying.

      He spun around quickly, lashing out with his right hand again, and another vulture flew backward.

      Arrows zipped past, adding to the chaos of the battle, as one of the feathered monsters crashed into his back, its claws grabbing hold of his flannel armor as its beak tore into the exposed skin at the base of his neck.

      Jeremiah screamed out in pain as a chunk of flesh was torn from his body. Blood sprayed from the wound and ran down his back as two more vultures latched onto his legs.

      Sabrina continued peppering the winged monsters with arrows, slowing the assault so Jeremiah could effectively use his sledgehammer and axes.

      He dismissed his hand axes and reached behind his head, grabbing the turkey vulture’s head with both hands. The monster’s claws tore the flannel armor and left deep gouges in his back as Jeremiah pulled the monster free and threw it across the clearing where it crashed into a tree with a thump. He barely noticed the arrows striking home as he resummoned his hand axes and swung down at the turkeys tearing into his legs.

      Both hand axes slammed into the backs of the birds with bone-shattering force. He dismissed the axes again, sending them back to his dimensional weapons storage without wasting time to pull them free from the vultures.

      Jeremiah reached down and grabbed a bird by the neck with each hand. He flung one to the side for Sabrina to handle with her bow then swung the other bird down, slamming it into the ground with a bone-crunching thud. A quick stomp with his foot produced the desired kill notification.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 9 Integrated Turkey Vulture. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      He looked around the clearing and saw a dozen crumpled turkey vulture carcasses, many with arrows protruding from their feathered and bloodied bodies.

      Jeremiah’s shoulder throbbed, and he could feel his bloody flannel shirt sticking to his back. His thighs also stung where the vultures had latched onto him, but the plates in his armored jeans had prevented any major damage.

      Time to try out that improved healing spell.

      He cast Basic Healing and the 75 percent boost from his Advanced Life Magic skill was clearly apparent. Jeremiah closed his eyes as the feeling of a cool breeze spread through his body. He shivered a little as the healing magic focused on the wound at the base of his neck, and he felt the skin pull together. The sensation quickly passed, and he found himself refreshed and nearly pain free. His shirt still stuck to his back though.

      A loud cackling sound suddenly filled the clearing, and Jeremiah spun around, looking for the source of the sound. His eyes settled on a hideous winged creature that hopped from the cover of the trees and into the clearing that was filled with the bloodied carcasses of both the turkey vultures and the monster geese from their previous battle.

      
        
        Name: Harpy

        Level: 22

        Health Points: 470

      

        

      
        A monster from ancient Earth myths and legends with the body of a bird and the face of a woman—a very ugly woman with sharp teeth and a voracious appetite. These monsters frequently surround themselves with other flesh-eating birds and will eagerly tear into the flesh of the living or the dead.

      

      

      The feathered beast that approached was as tall as a horse and moved forward in a bouncing shuffle. The harpy had two long legs that ended in vicious talons and was covered in brown-and-black feathers from clawed feet to the neck where there was a human head. The monster’s head was vaguely feminine with gray wart-covered, wrinkled skin, a large hook nose, and thin, wiry black hair.

      The harpy cackled again, revealing a mouth full of needle-sharp teeth. “My turn to feeds on yous,” she hissed, her beady black eyes glaring at Jeremiah.

      The creature spread wings that extended out six feet on either side then flapped them once and sprang into the air.

      Jeremiah ducked as the monster soared over his head and quickly realized he had never been her target.

      The harpy soared toward Sabrina with powerful flaps of her wings as Sabrina hastily loosed arrows, but the monster’s tough hide prevented the arrows from doing any significant damage. The winged monster clamped down on the woman and lifted her straight up with powerful flaps of her wings.

      Jeremiah could only watch helplessly as the harpy tried to fly away with Sabrina in her claws.

      Sabrina had dropped her bow and was slashing upward repeatedly with daggers in both hands, scoring minor wounds to the bird woman’s legs but doing no real damage. In a desperate attempt to free herself, she dropped one of her daggers and clamped onto the monster’s leg with her free hand, then pulled herself up with one arm and simultaneously stabbed upward with her other hand. The dagger sank into the harpy, who let out a squawk and released the woman.

      And then Sabrina was falling.

      Jeremiah leaped forward in an attempt to catch her, but only ended up running into her just as she hit the ground, sending them both tumbling forward. He pushed himself up with both hands and looked down at Sabrina. She was dazed and had blood on her shirt, but otherwise looked okay.

      Sabrina nodded at him, which answered his unasked question.

      Jeremiah jumped to his feet and summoned his hand axes as he turned to face the harpy. She thumped down on the ground on the other side of the clearing, Sabrina’s dagger still embedded in her feathered chest.

      “Mine!” the harpy hissed.

      Jeremiah responded by stepping forward and throwing both axes.

      The harpy hopped to the side, avoiding one of the axes, but the second struck the creature’s chest with a crunch, eliciting another loud squawk.

      The bird woman charged, and Jeremiah summoned his sledgehammer then leaped forward to meet the charging monster with a two-handed swing. The head of the weapon slammed into the harpy a moment before she collided with him, sending him flying off to the side where he landed with a painful thump.

      He jumped to his feet to face the monster, but the harpy had already turned its attention to Sabrina. Jeremiah roared and ran toward the creature, only to be met by a backhand swing of a wing, which sent him tumbling backward, head over heels.

      Jeremiah was vaguely aware of the sound of arrows thudding into the bird monster as he struggled to his feet again. He shook his head then stalked forward, this time with a little bit of caution.

      On the other side of the harpy, Sabrina continued to loose arrows at the monster as she backpedaled into the trees, dealing a small amount of damage with every arrow.

      Sabrina was successfully keeping the creature’s attention on her as Jeremiah stepped forward and swung his sledgehammer with a powerful two-handed blow that crashed down on the harpy’s back, driving the winged monster into the ground.

      The creature let out a garbled squawk and tried to stand, but Jeremiah leaped into the air and delivered another bone-shattering strike with the sledgehammer, slamming the harpy back down with fatal force.

      
        
        Level 22 Harpy has been defeated. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

      

      

      Jeremiah stood over the corpse of the bird woman and looked from the feathered monster to Sabrina then to Regu, who strolled out of the trees, clapping his hands with a smile on his face.

      A notification cut off the sarcastic retort Jeremiah had been about to deliver.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 14 to Level 15.

      

      

      Sabrina shouted out an instant later. “I did it!”

      There was a blinding flash of light, and swirling smoke filled the clearing.

      When the smoke cleared, a seven-foot-tall man wearing a long black robe towered over them, looking around with a confused expression on his face.
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Meet the Trainer, Part Deux

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah and Regu stood at the edge of the clearing watching Sabrina converse with her new Trainer. The seven-foot man was muscular, had tanned skin reminiscent of someone who spent a lot of time in the sun, and had long blond hair that was pulled back in a braid that ran halfway down his back. His features were basically human other than a wide nose that had three slits on each side like gills as opposed to two nostrils. He also had six fingers plus a thumb on each hand.

      The man’s name was Philanthar. “He was second on the list to be assigned,” Regu said, “and this is his first time as an Elite Trainer.”

      Jeremiah shook his head and chuckled. Sabrina was literally the second most powerful person on the planet now. There was a vast chasm between her skills and abilities and his, but it was a gap that could be quickly closed. He wasn’t worried, per se, but he knew that it meant he couldn’t be complacent.

      “I’m sure they’re going to be busy for awhile,” Regu said. “You might as well take some time and use your Attribute and Skill points.”

      “Yeah.” Jeremiah nodded his agreement and pulled up his personal stats.

      
        
        Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

        Level: 15

        Profession: Elite

        Health: 272 / 345

        Mana: 216 / 419

        Stamina: 220 / 375

        Agility: 30

        Charisma: 18

        Durability: 19

        Intelligence: 20

        Strength: 39

        Vitality: 21

        Wisdom: 15

      

      

      
        
        Titles Earned:

      

      

      
        	Monster Tamer

        	Giant Slayer

        	Premier Elite

        	Founding Lord

      

      
        
        Pillars of Power:

      

      

      
        	Magic

        	Might

      

      
        
        Skills:

      

      

      
        	Battle-Axe: Advanced

        	Beginner Magic: Novice

        	Blunt Weapons: Advanced

        	Camouflage: Basic

        	Combat Magic: Basic

        	Hand-to-Hand Combat: Basic

        	Life Magic: Advanced

        	Self-Defense: Basic

        	Swimming: Basic

        	Throwing Weapons: Basic

        	Tracking: Basic

        	War Hammer: Advanced

      

      
        
        You have 15 free stat points to allocate. You must allocate them within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

      

        

      
        You have 3 skill points to use. You must use them within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

      

      

      The stat points were easy to assign because circumstances had allowed both Strength and Agility to outpace the other skills. He didn’t regret those decisions because those two were easily the most important in a physical fight, but he needed to balance out some of his other attributes. Durability, Intelligence, and Vitality were tied directly to his Health, Mana, and Stamina, which were vitally important, too, so he used his free stat points to raise each of them to twenty-five, which immediately bumped up his Health, Mana, and Stamina.

      Jeremiah almost felt bad for not allocating any points to Charisma and Wisdom as they now lagged behind everything else, but he hadn’t come across anything where he needed them yet.

      Of course, maybe I can’t see the need for them because of my low Wisdom, he thought ruefully.

      The skill points presented more of a challenge. Jeremiah really wanted some of the high-level skills like Lord of Thunder, but looking at his skills objectively, he was already pretty powerful with both his sledgehammer and the hand axes. His Magical skills, on the other hand, were pathetic. His Healing spell could only heal a small to moderate amount of damage, and his only Combat spell was so weak, it would do little more than leave a black mark on a higher-level monster.

      The problem with Magical skills was that you still had to learn new spells after you gained the skill. The only spells Jeremiah currently knew were Basic Healing and Magic Missile from the low-level Basic Magic skill, and he had no way of learning more spells until he got his hands on some magical scrolls.

      Until he could do that, the only way to learn more spells was to increase the Basic Magic skill, so he used two points and raised that skill from Novice to Expert Level. That gave him new spells at both the Advanced and Expert Levels.

      
        
        Beginner Magic:

        Magic is all around us, waiting to be used. It can smite your enemy or heal your friends. Use the power of magic to change the world around you for better or worse.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Learn the Basic Healing spell which restores a small number of Health points.

        	Novice Level – Learn the Magic Missile spell which causes a small amount of damage to a single target.

        	Advanced Level – Learn the Basic Shield spell which protects you and anyone within a five-foot radius. Shield can absorb a moderate amount of damage before dissipating.

        	Expert Level – Learn the Basic Fireball spell which causes a moderate amount of damage to a single target and a small amount of damage to anything within five feet of primary target.

      

      Increasing the Beginner Magic skill doubled Jeremiah’s repertoire of spells, giving him a second Combat spell, Basic Fireball, as well as the Basic Shield spell. He used his last skill point to increase his Combat Magic skill.

      
        
        Combat Magic:

        Magic is a power that does not know good or evil. It will respond to the will of the caster and do their bidding, unaware and uncaring of the outcome. Use the power of magic to destroy your enemies.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Learn Basic Level Combat Magic spells. Effectiveness of Beginner Magic Combat spells is increased by 25%.

        	Novice Level – Learn Novice Level Combat Magic spells. Effectiveness of Beginner Magic Combat spells is increased by 50%. Effectiveness of Basic Level Combat Magic spells is increased by 25%.

      

      Jeremiah shook his head in resignation. He had now spent his last five skill points on Magical skills and had only managed to learn two new spells while increasing the effectiveness of his spells by only a moderate amount. He knew it was the right decision, but becoming a powerful spellcaster was a much longer and more tedious process than becoming proficient at smashing monsters with a big hammer. Maybe that was the point. It would take a lot of work to become a truly powerful magic user.

      Regu patted Jeremiah on the back as if reading his thoughts. “Don’t worry. It will get better once you get your hands on some magic scrolls. The journey to becoming a powerful magician is a long one, but it will be worth it.”

      “I guess if it was easy, everyone would do it,” Jeremiah said, forcing a smile.

      “Exactly. Keep using your big hammer until your Magic skills catch up. Then you will truly be dangerous, yielding both brute force and magical power.”

      That brought a genuine smile to Jeremiah’s face as he noticed Sabrina was walking their way.

      “Why don’t you see how the world’s second-most powerful person is doing,” Regu said. “I’m going to check in with her new Trainer.”

      Jeremiah turned his attention to Sabrina, noting a new bow in her hand and a quiver strung over her shoulder. He kept an eye on the two Trainers as he spoke with Sabrina.

      “So, how’s your Trainer?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Reminds me of my last boyfriend,” she said nonchalantly. “Lots of flash but not a lot of substance.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Jeremiah said. “For both.”

      “No biggie,” Sabrina assured him. “I’m used to dealing with guys who think they are smarter or more powerful than I am.”

      She flashed him a smile, one that was truly dazzling but held little warmth. Jeremiah had seen smiles like that before. It was clearly a weapon that she brought out when she felt threatened or uncomfortable. He quickly changed the subject.

      “Got some new weapons, I see.”

      This time, a genuine smile spread across Sabrina’s face. “Yeah, he gave me a new bow,” she said and handed it to him.

      
        
        Elven Shortbow

      

      

      
        	E Grade Weapon

        	Moderate Damage

        	Increase damage dealt by E Grade arrows by 1% per Agility point

        	Increase damage dealt by F Grade arrows by 50%

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      “Very nice,” Jeremiah said, genuinely impressed, then wondered out loud, “Does that mean there are real elves out there somewhere?”

      “No idea, but it gets even better,” she replied, swinging the quiver off her shoulder and handing it to Jeremiah to analyze.

      
        
        Never-ending Quiver

      

      

      
        	F Grade

        	Produces a never-ending supply of F Grade arrows

        	Requirements to use: none

      

      “No more picking up arrows after a battle,” Jeremiah said as he handed the bow and quiver back.

      Their conversation was interrupted by a commotion coming from their Trainers.

      Jeremiah looked over just as Sabrina’s gigantic Trainer shoved Regu. The little man immediately rushed forward then leaped high in the air, slamming his fist upward into the larger man’s jaw, then somehow running up the man’s chest and backflipping away. He landed in a fighter’s stance, both fists up and ready to brawl.

      The larger man stepped forward, swinging a roundhouse punch at Regu, who deftly ducked under the blow, stepping past Philanthar. He then kicked out, his foot connecting with the back of the other Trainer’s leg, dropping him to his knees. The small blue man quickly jumped and kicked out with both legs into the larger man’s back while planting his hands in the ground and cartwheeling backward to land on his feet.

      Regu jumped forward and planted a booted foot on Philanthar’s back before the man could get up. It was a truly comical scene as the little man should not have been able to hold the much larger one on the ground with one foot.

      Sabrina’s Trainer planted both hands on the ground and tried to push himself up but only got a couple inches off the ground before Regu shifted his weight and slammed him back into the dirt.

      “Enough!” Regu roared. “We need to work together.”

      The larger Trainer turned his head to the side and spit out a mouthful of grass and leaves. “Why would I ever work with you?!”

      “Because it will make all of us rich,” Regu said, then added with a look at Jeremiah and Sabrina, “and keep them both alive long enough to enjoy the success.”

      The big man growled but stopped struggling and spread his hands out to his sides in submission. “Alright. Can I get up now?”

      Regu removed his foot from the man’s back and reached out a hand to help him. The larger Trainer rolled over onto his back and pushed himself to a seated position. He glared at the smaller man for a moment then lifted himself to his feet, ignoring the offered hand.

      Sabrina hurried over to her Trainer and put an arm around his waist, giving him the same dazzling smile she’d given Jeremiah earlier. She guided him away from the other two and back toward the compound, talking to him softly. The large man glanced over his shoulder, glaring at Regu, then turned his attention back to his Trainee.

      Yeah, this is gonna be fun, Jeremiah thought.

      He turned to Regu. “What did you say to get him all riled up like that?”

      “I just explained some things to him in terms I thought he could understand,” the blue man replied. “He needed to be put in his place. Otherwise, he’s going to get her killed very quickly.”

      “I’m not sure you turned him into a friend,” Jeremiah pointed out.

      “Wasn’t trying to,” Regu replied. “We don’t need friends. We need allies, and the best ally has a little bit of fear in them.”

      Jeremiah shook his head. He wasn’t sure he agreed with that logic, but the big man did seem like he needed to have the pecking order forcefully pointed out to him.

      “You know, it would have been really nice to get some fancy weapons when you became my Trainer,” Jeremiah said, changing the subject.

      Regu grunted. “Don’t you worry about that. I’ve got a plan to make up for that in a big way.”
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            The Big Pitch

          

        

      

    

    
      Regu strode into the conference room at the New Integration Center that Malinda had reserved for him. Six people sat around the table in pairs, each set consisting of an executive and their assistant. All heads turned toward him.

      The Elite Trainer spread his arms wide and smiled. “Thank you so much for meeting me here today. As you can imagine, I am quite busy right now, but I really wanted to take time to meet with you personally.”

      “Too busy to schedule individual meetings?” a man on the left side of the table grumbled.

      “Much too busy, and you will see why in a moment.”

      Regu approached the man who had complained and held out his hand in greeting. “Thank you for coming, Gorun.”

      The man wore a black pin-striped suit and had forest-green skin with ridges over his eyes that made him look like he was eternally scowling. His dark hair was pulled back in a short ponytail, emphasizing his pointed ears. He accepted Regu’s hand with a grunt but didn’t stand.

      Gorun was the head of the Central Galaxies Broadcasting Network, by far the largest network in the universe. The CGBN was known for producing many of the highest rated shows and never seemed to produce a loser. They definitely had the kind of money he was hoping for.

      Regu continued around the table to a woman with light-blue skin. Her long neck extended from a shimmering blue dress that added to her ethereal look. She cocked her hairless head to the side as her large pupilless eyes stared into his soul. He had to suppress a shiver.

      “You are looking as lovely as ever, Aphilia,” he said with a bow of his head. “Thank you for meeting with me today.”

      The woman bowed her head in return. “We are always interested in evaluating Integration-based programming.”

      Aphilia was the Content Manager for the Integrated Universe Broadcasting Network. The IUBN wasn’t officially part of the Integration Council, but they did receive funding from them and had special access to official Integration video feeds. They also didn’t have to pay the 20 percent fee to the Integration Council, so they could submit a higher bid without actually paying more than their competitors.

      The last person was something of an enigma. Regu knew almost nothing about the man with mottled greenish-brown skin and a row of small spikes along the side of his bald head. He represented the Independent Broadcasting Coalition. The IBC consisted of dozens, possibly hundreds, of broadcasting companies across the known universe, and when their resources were pooled together, no programming was out of reach.

      The man stood and greeted Regu. He was roughly the same height as the blue man but considerably bulkier. His clothes were an eclectic mix of styles and colors that marked the man as either eccentric or colorblind. “Thank you for inviting me to this meeting of obviously powerful people, Master Rach’tha.”

      “Thank you for attending, Master Ma’Zool.”

      Regu held the man’s gaze for a moment longer, waiting to see if the representative of the IBC had anything else to say. If he did, the man chose not to say it.

      Hopefully, he’s ready to spend some money.

      The Elite Trainer moved to the head of the table and addressed the three groups of broadcast executives.

      “As you undoubtedly know, there has been an incredibly unusual development in the current New Planet Integration. A young man almost immediately ascended to the rank of Elite and has already begun his quest to become ruler of this new world, Earth. As the Trainer assigned the first position, he has become my client.”

      He looked around the table as he spoke and could see that nothing he said had surprised them.

      “Normally, there would be no broadcast feeds until Orientation ended, and even those feeds would amount to little more than recordings of the daily lives of those who chose to stay in the safety of the protected zones,” Regu said. “What I am offering you today is a live feed of the Premier Elite battling hordes of monsters in life-or-death combat a full week before any other network will have recordings of even mundane life in this newly integrated world.”

      “Can we see a sample of your client in action?” asked Gorun.

      Regu shook his head. “Unfortunately, there are no recordings of my client at this time.”

      The head of the CGBN looked at the blue man suspiciously. “You don’t have any recordings of your own client? No highlight video?”

      “Unfortunately, his ascension to Elite happened so fast, I had not gathered all the supplies I normally would have,” the Trainer replied, shaking his head sorrowfully.

      Regu looked up suddenly with an expression that would make any infomercial star proud. “But that’s what makes the deal I’m offering you so valuable. You will literally own the rights to the first, and currently only, videos of the future King of Earth.”

      “He has to survive the next few weeks, not to mention the next several years, before he can become King,” Gorun countered. “If he has been fighting monsters already, that means he’s in a category three zone, which will have monsters that are as high as Level 30. That is a pretty dangerous place for a newbie.”

      The Elite Trainer shrugged. “I would assume the rights to the Premier Elite being torn apart by a monster would be pretty valuable too.”

      Gorun leaned back in his chair and nodded. “Perhaps.”

      “Any more questions before I continue?” Regu asked, and when no one else said anything, he continued to tell them his plan and explain what he was selling the rights to. When he finished, he slid papers across the table to each of them.

      “As I explained at the beginning, I am rather busy right now. I don’t have time for a long, drawn-out bidding war. Give me your best and final offer. I will discuss all the finer details with whoever wins the auction.”

      All three of the broadcast executives looked at the Elite Trainer in shock. None of them had apparently expected to be put on the spot after a fifteen-minute presentation, but Regu was confident they would get over their surprise and submit lucrative bids.

      After a few tense moments, all three grabbed the papers and began figuring out their bids. Gorun was the first to slide the paper back across the table. That didn’t surprise Regu at all as he knew the man was practical and decisive, and he had full spending authority for one of the most valuable companies in the universe. Aphilia slid her paper back next.

      The IBC representative took considerably more time to prepare his bid. He sent and received several messages, spoke with his assistant in hushed tones, and scratched out multiple numbers before finally sliding his offer back.

      Regu looked down at the papers for a moment before picking up the offer from Gorun and the CGBN.

      
        
        250 million IU credits

      

      

      
        	Contract voided if portal power is used during battle

      

      Ugh!

      Regu had hoped nobody would consider the Portal Room. He looked at Gorun, who smiled at him with the smug look of someone who thought they had just pulled a fast one.

      The next offer was from the IUBN. It took him a moment to decipher Aphilia’s flowing handwriting that looked as much like art as it did like writing.

      
        
        225 million IU credits

      

      

      
        	Contract reduced by 50% if portal power is used during battle

      

      He glanced at the IUBN Content Manager who stared back impassively. He wasn’t surprised that she knew about Jeremiah’s Portal Room. The Integration Council had likely given her every bit of information they had on Earth’s Premier Elite.

      Neither offer was particularly bad, but they weren’t as high as Regu had hoped they would be. He was confident he could negotiate some extra benefits, though, after selecting a winning bid.

      The Elite Trainer picked up the last bid and found it to be as sloppy as he had expected it to be after watching Master Ma’Zool scribble things out several times.

      
        
        Offer 1:

        200 million IU credits

      

      

      
        	Contract reduced by 50% if client flees battle

      

      
        
        Offer 2 (all or nothing):

        300 million IU credits

      

      

      
        	Contract void if client flees battle or dies

      

      
        
        Supplemental Offer:

        50 million IU credits for right of first refusal on future broadcast deals.

      

      

      Regu nodded to himself. It was a very thorough offer from the IBC, and the extra fifty million for right of first refusal was a nice bonus. He had been intending to negotiate that with the selected winner, but this would eliminate the need for further negotiation. The second offer also fit with his gambling nature.

      He wasn’t gambling his own money though. This was money that Jeremiah desperately needed for supplies, and the IUBN offer guaranteed the most money if things got out of hand and Jeremiah had to teleport to safety.

      Regu looked up from the offers and made eye contact with each of the broadcast company representatives. “Thank you all for your generous offers. Each of you offered something unique and valuable. At the end of the day, I need to consider what serves my client best, and to that end, I have decided to accept the Independent Broadcasting Coalition offer.”

      Goran shrugged and pushed himself away from the table. He motioned for his assistant to follow and walked away from the table. The CGBN rep nodded at Regu as he passed. “Maybe next time.”

      Aphilia stood and left the room without saying a word or even making eye contact with him. Her fluttering iridescent dress made it seem like she floated more than walked.

      Regu turned to the IBC representative once the room was empty and smiled. “Thank you so much for your generous offer.”

      “You can call me Thane,” the man said. “Let’s hammer out the details so we can both go on with our days.”

      “Alright. Let’s drop the formality and talk details.”

      “My gut tells me you’re a gambling man, so I assume you’re going to take option two,” the IBC rep said.

      Regu nodded. “We’ll also take the fifty million for first negotiating rights for future broadcast deals. Payable now, I presume.”

      Thane nodded. “Of course. Do you want credits or equivalent market value of weapons and supplies?”

      “Supplies,” Regu said. He wasn’t fond of the fee on goods transferred that would reduce what was sent, but there wasn’t anywhere to spend that kind of money on Earth yet.

      “I presume you would like your commission paid in IU credits directly into your account.”

      Regu shook his head. “No commission. Spend it all on supplies.”

      The IBC representative raised an eyebrow.

      “And see if you can find us one of these.” Regu slid a piece of paper over to the IBC rep.

      The man looked down at the paper, then back at the Trainer quizzically. “This is farming equipment.”

      “Yeah. Most high-end Agricultural Guilds should have it, but Earth won’t have any of those for awhile.”

      Thane shrugged. “Alright. It’s your money. Give me a day, and I will get whatever I can purchase into your transfer box.”

      “Thanks,” Regu said. “Now, I need to make sure we put on a good show for your viewers.”
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            Did Someone Say Dungeon Dive?

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah found himself in an unusual situation. Regu had disappeared shortly after they returned to the settlement. So had Sabrina and her new Trainer. For the first time since the Integration started and he gained access to the Personal Enhancement System, he didn’t have anything pressing that needed his attention. No monsters to fight, no skills that needed researching, no plotting or planning that needed to be done.

      Well, I’m sure Regu is plotting and planning something, wherever he is, Jeremiah mused.

      He tried to feel guilty about not doing anything productive, but knowing that Sabrina was the only other person on the planet to have reached Level 10 kept him from stressing out about it.

      Jeremiah decided the best use of his time was to recharge for whatever it was that Regu was planning, so he built a fire and grabbed a mug of beer from the Community Hall. He knew it was likely going to be awhile before he had a chance to relax like this again, and not just because the keg that had survived the Integration was pretty much empty now.

      He had invited Sabrina and her new Trainer to join him, but she had insisted they were busy setting up Philanthar’s Trainer’s Hall and moving her belongings. Her Trainer had insisted that she not stay in the same house as Jeremiah—Regu had said the same thing more than once—and since he was the Lord of the settlement, Jeremiah was entitled to the Manor House.

      Their loss, Jeremiah thought as he sipped on his beer and watched the dancing flames. He had no problem chilling out all by himself, though he did feel a slight twinge of regret that he would be alone in the two-story house.

      Jeremiah leaned his head back and closed his eyes. He thought about everything that had happened over the last three days—had it really only been three days?—as the sounds and warmth of the fire lulled him to sleep.

      He was jolted awake when Sabrina plopped down in the chair next to him.

      “Hey, my Trainer said I can be any primary profession I want to be, and when I reach Level 20, I can have a specialized profession.”

      Jeremiah shook his head, blinking several times as his heart raced. “What?”

      “I want to be an Alchemist.”

      He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “Okay . . . I’m glad you found your calling.”

      “Philanthar said you can assign me to the Alchemy Lab.”

      “Alright,” Jeremiah said uncertainly. “How do I do that?”

      “He said you can do it in your Civic Menu.”

      Jeremiah brought up the Alchemy Lab, and sure enough, there was an option to assign an Alchemist.

      
        
        Assign Alchemist to Alchemy Lab

      

        

      
        Select Qualified Citizen

      

      

      
        	Jeremiah McIntyre

        	Sabrina Thompson

      

      He selected Sabrina’s name and was rewarded with another message.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Alchemy Lab has been upgraded to Level 2.

      

        

      
        A Level 2 Alchemy Lab allows for the creation of Advanced potions and poisons. Effectiveness of potions created is dependent primarily on the skill of the person creating the potions and on the ingredients available. Alchemy Lab upgrades to Level 3 when a Master Apothecary or Master Toxicologist is assigned to the lab.

      

      

      “Hmmm.”

      That gave Jeremiah an idea. “Hold on a second. I’m going to try something.”

      He brought up the Armory.

      
        
        Assign Blacksmith to Armory

      

        

      
        Select Qualified Citizen

      

      

      
        	Jeremiah McIntyre

        	Sabrina Thompson (currently assigned to Alchemy Lab)

      

      Jeremiah selected Sabrina’s name again.

      
        
        Sabrina Thompson is already assigned. Change assignment to Armory? Yes / No

      

      

      He selected yes.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Armory has been upgraded to Level 2.

      

        

      
        A Level 2 Armory allows for rapid repair of weapons and armor and provides a one-time, permanent upgrade to weapons and armor, up to C Grade. Armory upgrades to Level 3 when a Master Weaponsmith, Master Bladesmith, or Master Armorer is assigned to the building.

      

        

      
        Alchemy Lab has been downgraded to Level 1.

      

      

      “Hey! What’d you do?” Sabrina demanded.

      “Just trying something out,” Jeremiah said then quickly changed Sabrina’s assignment back to the Alchemy Lab which upgraded it back to Level 2. “I wanted to see if you could change assignments.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said. “Are you done playing around?”

      “Yeah, I’ll leave you assigned to the Alchemy Lab unless you ask to be changed.”

      “Good,” she said, pushing herself to her feet. “I’m going to go start working on potions.”

      Sabrina turned and walked away without another word, apparently ready to start working in the leveled-up Alchemy Lab immediately.

      I guess that means I’m the Armorer, Jeremiah thought and assigned himself to the Armory, bringing it back up to Level 2.

      “Relaxation is overrated,” Jeremiah mumbled to himself. “Let’s go see what an upgraded Armory can do.”

      The upgraded Armory didn’t appear any different than the last time he had been there. It quickly repaired his flannel armor, which needed to be done, but none of his weapons and armor were upgradeable because he had previously done that to everything he possessed. That didn’t bother him much because he wasn’t a high enough level to use D Grade weapons or armor yet anyway.

      Jeremiah was curious to see what kind of weapons and armor the Level 2 Armory would create each day, but nothing new had been added yet.

      Overall, he wasn’t really impressed with the upgraded Armory but had to admit he wasn’t in a position to take full advantage of the upgrades. There was no reason to remove himself as Blacksmith, though, because there weren’t any other buildings he could assign himself to.

      Regu was waiting outside for him when he left the Armory.

      “Where the heck have you been?” Jeremiah asked his Trainer.

      A huge smile spread across the blue man’s face. “I was working on your first sponsorship!”

      Jeremiah’s eyes lit up. “Do I get a tattoo?”

      Regu’s smile quickly turned into a scowl. “I’m gonna tattoo you if you’re not careful.”

      “That’s hurtful,” Jeremiah said, sticking out his lower lip in a faux pout.

      “If you really want a tattoo, I will make sure you get one if you survive the dungeon.”

      “Oh, I’m just kidding about the tattoo,” Jeremiah said, then Regu’s other words finally registered. “Did you say dungeon?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jeremiah chewed on a piece of peppered turkey jerky in Regu’s Trainer’s Hall as the blue man showed him various maps and drawings on the table. The robotic chef had done a masterful job of drying out the meat that they hadn’t eaten the night before—and there was a lot of it. This particular batch had been brined with cracked pepper and was tender enough to easily chew. It was some of the best jerky he had ever eaten.

      The papers on the table in front of them were layouts of various dungeons the Trainer had encountered over the years.

      “These two are the most common dungeon varieties for mountainous terrain,” the blue man said. “Both start with a series of tunnels and chambers where you will fight lower-level monsters and find various treasure chests and other loot. From there, one of two things will happen. The dungeon will either continue to spread in a large, sprawling single-level structure with huge caverns, or it will descend via stairs or steep tunnels, creating a more contained, multilevel dungeon.”

      “Is one better than the other?” Jeremiah asked as he bit off another chunk of dried meat.

      “You are predominantly a close-quarter brawler right now, so a multilevel dungeon full of tunnels and small rooms would be ideal,” Regu said. “You’re not necessarily at a disadvantage on an open battlefield, but you don’t have a lot of ranged attacks to take full advantage fighting in wide-open spaces.”

      “It will be a one-level dungeon full of wide-open spaces,” Jeremiah said confidently.

      Regu nodded. “Yeah, probably best to assume the worst.”

      “So, what about this broadcasting deal?”

      The Trainer reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver sphere that had dozens of holes covering its surface. “Once you enter the dungeon, we will activate this, and it will hover above you, recording everything you do. The only time it turns off is during your designated environmental breaks. You get two per day.”

      “What?! I have to raise my hand and ask to take a leak?”

      “No need to raise your hand. Just say the words ‘designated break,’ and the drone will deactivate for five minutes,” Regu said. “And incidentally, I wouldn’t waste a bathroom break to pee. Just turn away from the drone and pee on the wall or a tree.”

      Jeremiah shook his head in disbelief. I’m the most powerful person on the planet, and my bathroom breaks are going to be monitored and controlled.

      “It was the best I could do,” Regu insisted. “And trust me, nobody wants to see you relieve yourself. They will cut the feed before they broadcast anything inappropriate. The breaks are more for you and me to discuss things that we don’t want everyone else to know.”

      “What kind of things do we not want to get out?”

      “For starters, the fact that you’ve already killed the Dungeon Lord.”

      “So there won’t be a big boss at the end of the dungeon?” Jeremiah asked excitedly.

      “There will be a new Dungeon Lord, but it would have taken a day or two to respawn,” Regu said. “The dungeon was always going to be on the weak side this early, and it will be even more so because the Dungeon Lord was absent for some of it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “A new Integration takes an unfathomable amount of energy and resources. Things need to be spread out as much as possible. For things like dungeons that no one should be able to access until after the Orientation, there’s no rush to get everything set up right away. You will be facing lower-level monsters than usual, and fewer of them, because we are only about halfway through the Orientation period. The fact that the Dungeon Lord was gone for a couple days will only compound that.”

      Jeremiah chuckled “So it’s going to be easy, and you didn’t tell my sponsor?”

      “It won’t be easy,” Regu insisted. “Just because the monsters are probably going to be levels fifteen to twenty instead of twenty-five or higher doesn’t mean it’s not going to be extremely dangerous.”

      “Okay, okay. Not easy, but easier then.”

      “Yes, exactly.” The Trainer nodded then a huge grin split his face. “And you’re right that I did not share that information. And I certainly didn’t share the fact that we know what kind of creature the Dungeon Lord might be.”

      Jeremiah turned serious. “Another Lionape?”

      “Probably,” Regu said. “Sometimes the Dungeon Lord changes after being defeated, but since the dungeon shouldn’t even be open yet, I’m willing to bet it will be a Lionape again.”

      “Great, all I need to do is find a lake to push the monster into.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I asked for some specific supplies that will help you out. I should have those in my Trainer’s Box by the time we enter the dungeon.”

      “Alright.” Jeremiah nodded. “What about the big payment after I beat the dungeon?”

      “We can take cash or supplies. The Integration Council has a twenty percent transfer fee on supplies, so we’re better off taking cash if we can spend it. Unfortunately, we’ve got no place to spend three hundred million credits right now.”

      Jeremiah’s eyes opened wide. “How much is a credit worth?” he asked, starting to get really excited at the apparent extreme wealth he was about to obtain.

      “A credit is worth one silver coin here.”

      Jeremiah had no clue what a silver coin was worth in this new world economy, so he decided to think of it as a dollar. At that exchange rate, he was going to get three hundred million dollars for a couple days’ worth of monster slaying! There would likely be treasures too.

      “Alright, let’s do some dungeon diving!”
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            Off to the Dungeon We Go

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah had suffered through a fitful night of sleep and was up at the crack of dawn. Regu had insisted that he get a good night’s sleep before they set out for the dungeon, but he didn’t feel any more refreshed than when he’d gone to bed.

      He left the Manor House and checked the settlement map in his Civic Menu to see where Sabrina was. She showed up as a green dot, the only one, as both Trainers showed up as blue dots. She was in the Alchemy Lab.

      The citizen map was a nice feature, but Jeremiah knew it would be difficult to keep track of a large number of people if or when Midnight Mountain grew into a village or city. But for now, it was pretty easy to figure out where anybody was at any time.

      Sabrina was leaning over a table with her back to the door when he entered the Alchemy Lab. The concoction she was attempting bubbled and steamed, but any fumes were collected by the ventilation hood over the table and vented out of the building.

      Jeremiah waited for her to finish what she was working on then approached the table. “I’m leaving for the dungeon and wanted to make sure you didn’t want to accompany me. It will be a good way to gain more experience.”

      She looked at him sideways as she poured the green liquid she had concocted into potion vials. “Or get me killed.”

      “It won’t be that bad,” he insisted. “Regu says the dungeon hasn’t fully developed yet, and most of the monsters will be at a lower level than in a few weeks. There won’t be a better time to do a dungeon dive.”

      “I’m not going to ride your coattails,” Sabrina said. “I need to make my own way in this new world. Philanthar says I need to make sure I can take care of myself.”

      Jeremiah huffed. “Phil is just upset because Regu whupped his butt.”

      She frowned at him—her Trainer hated being called Phil. “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean he’s wrong.”

      He started to protest, but Sabrina held up a hand to stop him. “Look, I am no worse off than you were when you made Level 10 and became the Premier Elite. In fact, I am probably in much better shape. I’ve already battled dozens of monsters and have the settlement to help protect me.”

      She smiled at him. “And I have the Alchemy Lab, which I’m already using to create potions.”

      Jeremiah pushed down the objections he really wanted to make. He knew he wasn’t going to change her mind, so he decided to focus on something that might be hugely beneficial. “Make any good potions?”

      “The lab still only has three recipes, but I can create E Grade potions now. And now that the lab is Level 2, there are five E Grade potions of each type created every day.”

      A dozen vials with a green liquid suddenly appeared in her hands—apparently some she had made as well as those created by the Alchemy Lab—and she gave them to Jeremiah. “I kept a few for myself, just in case something happens after you leave.”

      He nodded and accepted the vials, analyzing one before sending the lot to his inventory.

      
        
        Health Potion

      

      

      
        	E Grade Potion

        	Restores a moderate amount of Health

        	Cooldown: 30 minutes

      

      She handed over a dozen Mana and Stamina potions next, and Jeremiah put those in his inventory, too, as he walked toward the door. Sabrina followed.

      “So, how do you like your new Dimensional Storage space?” Jeremiah asked.

      “Oh my gosh, it’s amazing. Did you know you can send almost anything to storage? I sent my couch and bed there, just to see if I could.”

      Jeremiah chuckled, opening the door and letting Sabrina exit first, then following her outside. “I haven’t tried anything like that. It seems to be virtually unlimited, though, so who knows what you can and can’t send there.”

      “I tried sending the house to my inventory.” She shook her head. “It didn’t work.”

      “It’s probably considered a fixed structure,” he theorized.

      “You can only send things that are considered portable to your storage space,” Regu confirmed as he approached the pair. “Are you ready to get started?”

      “As ready as I will ever be,” Jeremiah said and began to leave with Regu.

      “Hold on a minute,” Sabrina called out. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      Jeremiah turned back, his curiosity piqued.

      Three vials appeared in her hand, one with green liquid, one with blue, and one with red. “A Level 2 Alchemy Lab also produces one D Grade potion of each type every day.”

      Jeremiah gratefully accepted the vials and excitedly analyzed the Health Potion.

      
        
        Health Potion

      

      

      
        	D Grade Potion

        	Restores a substantial amount of Health

        	Cooldown: 30 minutes

      

      “Now this will be very helpful.” Jeremiah smiled, knowing the D Grade potion was significantly better than the E Grade version.

      “It’s above my ability to create right now,” Sabrina said, “but eventually, I should be able to create them myself.”

      “That’s good enough for now,” he said, “though it will be nice to have a larger supply of these. Until then, I guess we have to make do with one per day.”

      “Make sure you collect them each day,” Regu said. “The lab will only generate new potions if the ones created previously have been taken. You can keep them in the lab if you want, but make sure to take them off the top shelf where they are created.”

      Jeremiah sent the three D Grade potions to his dimensional storage then turned to Regu. “Take me to the dungeon!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jeremiah activated his Ring of Primal Fear when they left the settlement, hoping to avoid any distractions on the way to the dungeon. He figured he was going to have all the monster fighting he could ever want once he went inside.

      The trek to the dungeon was uneventful, and in different circumstances, Jeremiah would have considered the trip enjoyable. As it was, he remembered little of the three-hour hike until the dungeon entrance came into view.

      Jeremiah’s heart rate quickened, and he felt energy surge through his body as soon as he saw the entrance carved into the side of the mountain. The large stone arch called to him as they approached, and he could feel an uncontrollable urge to enter. He realized he had been feeling that pull for quite some time as it guided his steps forward.

      “Dungeons radiate with a power that draws people in,” Regu explained. “As your experience grows, you can use that calling to guide yourself to dungeon entrances from great distances.”

      “It’s taking all of my self-control to not jump in immediately,” Jeremiah said.

      “You will enter soon enough,” the Trainer said, “and once you’re inside, you just might wish you hadn’t. The monsters you face inside will be different than most of what you’ve faced before. Dungeons typically won’t have native monsters, so you are unlikely to see turkeys or wolves again. You will be facing groups of semi-intelligent monsters whose primary task is to defend the dungeon from invasion.”

      Like the Stone Golems, Jeremiah thought, his confidence taking a sudden hit. It had been all he could do to defeat one of them. He wasn’t sure that he could defeat more than one, maybe two, at a time.

      It was too late to turn back though. He needed the rewards this contract would provide. Besides, what good was being the most powerful person on the planet if you couldn’t clear out a dungeon that hadn’t even finished growing up yet?

      “Now remember, once we’re inside, I will be invisible to everyone other than you.” Regu continued his instructions. “Not even the recording drone will see or hear me. Do your best to pretend I’m not even there. The Independent Broadcasting Coalition is hoping you will put on a good show, and that doesn’t include talking to an invisible Trainer. People know that I’m there, of course, but they will empathize with you more if they’re not constantly reminded you have an invisible helper.”

      “So, pretend I’m all alone,” Jeremiah said, shaking his head. “That won’t be a problem.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll still give you advice when I can. Just take that advice and keep fighting. If you need to talk, call for a break. Don’t do it in the middle of a battle, though, as all it does is turn off the camera. The monsters won’t stop attacking just because the fight isn’t being recorded.”

      “Alright, I’m ready,” Jeremiah declared much more confidently than he felt.

      Regu nodded and pulled the spherical drone out of his pocket. He tapped it twice and tossed it into the air where it hovered, spinning around orienting itself. After a moment, a green light began flashing then went solid. “The recording drone has been activated.”

      Jeremiah raised two fingers to his forehead and gave the drone a little salute then stepped toward the stone arch. He reached his hand out toward the darkness that filled the arch and could feel a resistance keeping him from extending his arm further.

      
        
        Dungeon Prime

      

        

      
        You have discovered the first dungeon on this newly integrated planet. You are also the first person to discover a dungeon and have earned the title Premier Dungeon Explorer. You have been awarded the skill Dungeon Mapping. Additional titles and rewards are available to you inside the dungeon.

      

        

      
        Enter Dungeon? Yes / No

      

      

      He blew out a breath then selected, “Yes.”

      The black curtain that filled the dungeon entrance arch shimmered and became semitransparent, revealing a cave with rough stone walls on the other side.

      
        
        Dungeon entrance will stay open for three minutes to allow you and your party to enter. Once it closes, it will remain closed to any further adventurers until all members of your party have exited the dungeon or died.

      

      

      Jeremiah glanced at Regu then up at the recording drone. He plastered a smile on his face, and in a deep voice, said, “Let’s get ready to rumble!”
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            Welcome to the Dungeon

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fractal Rift Orbital Lounge was packed full, and there was a line outside still waiting to get in. The club was almost as busy as it had been for the New Integration party, but the mood was decidedly different. People were excited for the exclusive broadcast, not just looking to party.

      Ty’Reesha Rosario sat in a private booth at the back of the club. She wore a dark power suit instead of the skin-tight dress she had worn just five days before, serving drinks at the New Integration party. The party had been one of the few times she allowed herself to ignore the business side of owning one of the most popular clubs in the galaxy and just focus on serving customers. She truly enjoyed those rare occasions. Tonight, though, she was back to being a businesswoman.

      She held a champagne glass in one hand that was half full of a glowing blue drink as she spoke with the well-dressed man on the other side of the table. “I can’t believe you missed out on broadcast rights for this.”

      Gorun Maltheez, President of the Central Galaxies Broadcasting Network, shook his head. “Me neither. I’d thought I was bidding against the IUBN, but it turns out my real competition was the independent coalition.”

      The man cupped a large, rounded glass in one hand. He absently swirled the amber liquid inside as he surveyed the club.

      “They’re going to have real-time betting during the broadcast,” Ty’Reesha said.

      “Yeah, they’re going to pay for the whole broadcast with the gambling profits alone,” Gorun said.

      And I’m gonna make a small fortune myself, she thought.

      Every table in the club was equipped with a betting terminal, and she earned a commission on each bet placed. Ty’Reesha had made sure the club was full of high rollers for this special broadcast and expected to cover at least a month’s worth of operating expenses in a single night. If her blue friend’s new client performed well, she just might cover an entire year’s worth of expenses before the Orientation period ended and the Integration truly began.

      “It should be starting up any minute now,” she said, tapping the bracelet on her left wrist that contained her AI personal assistant. The surface of the table lit up, the stylized letters IBC displayed in the middle of the tabletop screen. The letters faded away after a few minutes, and the entire club began thumping with the sound of music blaring from dozens of screens and speakers.

      A guitar riff started and was joined a moment later by thumping drumbeats and the ting, ting, ting of cymbals. The deep sounds of a bass guitar joined in.

      
        
        Nnn, nnn, nnn, nnn-nnn!

      

        

      
        Come into the Dungeon,

        We hope you like your stay.

        There might be lots of treasure,

        But we’re not going to give it away.

      

        

      
        If you’re looking to get famous,

        We’ve got monsters every day.

        But if you don’t watch your step,

        You’re gonna get blown away.

      

        

      
        Come into the dungeon, come into the dungeon,

        Don’t let the monsters make you bleed . . .

      

        

      
        Clang!

      

      

      The music ended, and the words, “Dungeon Dive” in big block letters popped up, followed by a rectangular stamp at the bottom with the words, “Special Edition.”

      The show’s logo dominated the screen for a few more seconds then faded away and was replaced by the images of the show’s hosts.

      “Welcome to a special edition of IBC’s award-winning Dungeon Dive,” intoned a man with grayish-green skin and bright-orange hair. He had an angular chin and sharp cheek bones, and his excited eyes looked out under huge, bushy black eyebrows.

      The woman next to him picked up the conversation. “As you know, a new Integration season is upon us, and we have a special treat for you today.” Her features were similar to her cohost’s, though less severe. Her hair was a modest, curly brown and brushed her shoulders. “This Integration has brought us a rare surprise. One talented warrior has beat the odds and risen to the rank of Premier Elite while the rest of the planet is still in Orientation.”

      “It is a truly unique situation,” the male host agreed, “and we have negotiated exclusive rights to broadcast his first dungeon dive . . . Live!”

      “Yes, you heard that right,” the woman continued. “We have a live broadcast of this monumental, life-or-death dungeon dive.”

      “And it’s starting right now!” the man with orange hair exclaimed.

      The screen faded to the image of a man wearing a sleeveless red-and-black checkered shirt and faded blue jeans. He looked up at the camera with a smile and said, “Let’s get ready to rumble!”

      Ty’Reesha laughed. “Oh my gosh, did they script this?”

      Gorun shook his head and took a long drink.

      The screen dimmed, and the dungeon diver’s stats appeared for the universe to see.

      
        
        Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

        Level: 15

        Profession: Elite

        Health: 345 / 345

        Mana: 419 / 419

        Stamina: 360/ 375

        Agility: 30

        Charisma: 18

        Durability: 19

        Intelligence: 20

        Strength: 39

        Vitality: 21

        Wisdom: 15

      

      

      “Now, you’ll notice that our friend Jeremiah is a bit lower on the level side than we’re used to seeing,” said the voice of an unseen announcer—someone different than the two hosts that had introduced the show. “But don’t let that fool you. He is an Elite, after all, and has claimed both the Magic and the Might Pillars. He also has an impressive array of powerful weapons and items. And look at that armor. Have you ever seen flannel armor?!”

      A note at the bottom of the screen declared the broadcast to be live, but Ty’Reesha knew there was a slight delay to allow for gathering and displaying stats. That delay would grow during the battles as they paused to display important and entertaining information. It wasn’t enough to interfere with live-action betting, and the odds for the most popular prop bets scrolled across the bottom of the screen.

      The stats faded away, and the action on the screen resumed.

      

      Jeremiah turned away from the camera and stepped through the arch, his body disappearing before reappearing on the other side, the camera now in front of him, catching the look of surprise on his face as something slammed into his shoulder, knocking him backward.

      The camera zoomed in briefly on the black shaft embedded in the unprotected muscle of Jeremiah’s shoulder, and a message flashed across the bottom of the screen.

      
        
        Crossbow bolt causes 10 Health points damage.

      

      

      A sledgehammer suddenly appeared in the man’s hand, and he raised it up in front of his face, barely deflecting another projectile. It sailed wide but still sliced into the exposed skin of his other arm.

      
        
        Crossbow bolt causes 7 Health points damage.

      

      

      The screen paused again, showing Jeremiah looking at the cut on his left arm, the crossbow bolt buried in his left shoulder clearly visible.

      “A sledgehammer. A freaking sledgehammer,” the announcer screamed excitedly. “That’s no ordinary sledgehammer though. It’s an E Grade weapon enhanced by a particularly overpowered weapon storage belt bestowing D Grade weapon capability. Can you believe that?!”

      
        
        Sledgehammer

      

      

      
        	D Grade Weapon (enhanced for twenty-four hours)

        	Causes significant damage

        	Damage increased by 4% per Strength point

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      
        
        Advanced War Hammer skill increases base damage by 50%

        Advanced War Hammer skill increases base damage by 3% per Strength point

      

      

      “Let me break that down for the numerically challenged members of our audience,” the announcer said, and another screen popped up, replacing the weapon’s information screen.

      
        
        Significant Damage: up to 40 Health Points

        Sledgehammer Strength Bonus: 4% x 39 Strength x 40 Health points = 62.4

        Skill Bonus: 50% x 40 Health points = 20

        Skill Strength Bonus: 3% x 39 Strength x 40 Health points = 46.8

      

        

      
        Total Damage: up to 169.2 Health points

      

      

      “One hundred sixty-nine points of damage!” the announcer said. “I feel sorry for whatever monster finds itself on the other end of that hammer!”

      The numbers faded, and the action restarted.

      

      Jeremiah dove to the side as two more crossbow bolts sailed past. He looked sideways briefly then back toward the camera. A moment later, he was surrounded by a shimmering, bluish bubble.

      
        
        Spell: Basic Shield

        Type: Air Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Creates a shield with a five-foot radius around caster

        	Absorbs a moderate amount of damage before dissipating

      

      
        
        Range: Self

        Cost: Moderate Mana

        Cooldown: none

      

      

      The man stood, looking forward, and the camera panned around, revealing that the entrance tunnel opened up into a circular chamber with multiple tunnels leading from it. A fire burned in the middle of the chamber, and there were four blankets on the ground around the fire.

      Movement appeared in one of the side tunnels, and the screen panned over as a short green creature stepped forward with a crossbow in hand. The screen split into four windows, each showing another monster stepping out of other tunnels with crossbows raised.

      The screen froze again, showing each of the green-skinned monsters with snarls on their faces, their yellowish eyes glaring forward hatefully. The screen dimmed, and another message popped up.

      
        
        Name: Goblin Scout

        Level: 12

        Health Points: 197

      

        

      
        Goblins were once the scourge of the universe, but their propensity to attack and eat anyone and everything, including their own species, has relegated them to the lower tiers of society. They eagerly take on any job that gives them the opportunity to battle—and eat—other species. They are the perfect low-cost mercenary and are liberally sprinkled into virtually every dungeon to give adventurers a false sense of security before facing the real monsters.

      

      

      The description faded away, and the action restarted with four crossbow bolts firing from the goblins.

      The screen quickly switched to Jeremiah and showed him ducking right before each crossbow bolt simply fizzed and disintegrated as it hit the barrier of the Basic Shield.

      He stood back up and looked forward defiantly then reached up and pulled the crossbow bolt from his shoulder and chucked it to the side. Blood trickled down his arm, but the wound was clearly not serious.

      The screen flashed back to four quadrants showing the goblins stepping out of the shadows and firing again then promptly switched back to the single screen of Jeremiah.

      The young man looked forward, studying the room in front of him, and didn’t flinch as the bolts sizzled upon striking the shield.

      Fzzt, fzzt, fzzt.

      The translucent shield bubble vanished.

      “Ahhh!” Jeremiah screamed as the fourth crossbow bolt passed through where the shield had been and careened off his leg.

      
        
        Crossbow bolt causes 5 Health points damage.

      

      

      “You little bas—”

      The translucent shield popped back up.

      Jeremiah’s vital stats scrolled across the screen while he continued to look forward.

      
        
        Health: 333 / 345

        Mana: 369 / 419

        Stamina: 370 / 375

      

      

      Jeremiah didn’t move, but his muscles tensed, and his legs bent slightly, indicating he was preparing to act. He held the sledgehammer at his side in one hand.

      Four boxes popped up, two on each side of the screen, while the main part of the screen stayed focused on Jeremiah. Each one of the side windows showed a goblin stepping out of the shadows again.

      In the middle of the screen, Jeremiah punched out with his empty hand, and a fireball erupted from his fist.

      
        
        Spell: Basic Fireball

        Type: Fire Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Create a ball of fire

        	Causes a moderate amount of damage to primary target

        	Causes a small amount of damage to others within five feet of primary target

      

      
        
        Range: Sight

        Cost: Moderate Mana

        Cooldown: none

      

        

      
        Novice Combat Magic skill increases base damage by 50%

        Novice Combat Magic skill increases base damage by 1% per Intelligence point

      

      

      All five screens erupted into action. On the left side, the goblins screamed in terror, their eyes going wide in fright as they dropped their crossbows and raised their hands to cover their faces. The goblins on the right side of the screen fired their crossbow bolts.

      In the main screen, Jeremiah raced forward, clutching the sledgehammer with two hands. He raised it high overhead as he ran forward.

      The display morphed into a split screen. One side showed Jeremiah racing toward the goblins that had fired crossbows, the bolts fizzing harmlessly as they struck the shield that surrounded the man in red flannel. The other side was zoomed in on the terrified faces of two goblins ducking down, covering their faces.

      At the same moment that the fireball washed over the goblins on the left, Jeremiah was swinging his sledgehammer down on the other side. One goblin raised their crossbow to block the blow while the other dropped their weapon and ran.

      Jeremiah’s sledgehammer shattered the crossbow and crashed down on the goblin, driving it into the ground.

      “That’s gotta hurt!” the announcer’s voice boomed as the damage message scrolled across the bottom of the screen.

      
        
        Sledgehammer causes 162 Health points damage.

      

      

      “Look at that other goblin run. Looks like he’s heading home to tell his mommy!”

      Jeremiah turned away from the goblin he had just struck, and the screen merged back into one view just as the fireball slammed into the chest of one of the goblins, the flames washing over the other one.

      
        
        Fireball causes 42 Health points damage.

      

        

      
        Fireball causes 17 Health points damage.

      

      

      The sledgehammer disappeared, and hand axes appeared in Jeremiah’s hands.

      “What’s this?” the announcer cooed. “Our dungeon diver has another set of weapons!”

      
        
        Hand Axe

      

      

      
        	D Grade Weapon (enhanced for twenty-four hours)

        	Causes significant damage

        	Damage increased by 2% per Strength point

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      
        
        Advanced Battle Axe skill increases base damage by 50%

        Advanced Battle Axe skill increases base damage by 3% per Strength point

      

        

      
        Damage reduced by 40% when using two weapons at the same time

      

      

      “I’m a little surprised he’s switching to a two-weapon attack, given the damage reduction that comes from fighting with two weapons,” the announcer commented, “but maybe he thinks that will work best when fighting two opponents.”

      Jeremiah rushed forward and swung down with his right hand, and the hand axe cleaved into the goblin that had taken the fireball in the chest.

      
        
        Hand Axe causes 81 Health points damage.

      

      

      He followed through, twisting at the waist, then swung back across his body with the axe in his left hand up and into the goblin’s midsection, lifting the creature off the ground with the power of the blow.

      
        
        Hand Axe causes 78 Health points damage.

      

      

      Another message followed as the goblin crumpled to the ground.

      
        
        Dun dun dun!

      

        

      
        Goblin Scout has been defeated!

      

      

      “There you have it, folks, the first official kill of the Dungeon Dive season, and you saw it live!”

      The hand axes disappeared from Jeremiah’s hands, and he was suddenly holding his sledgehammer again as he turned toward the other goblin that was still standing.

      “Look at how he changes weapons,” the announcer said. “He didn’t waste any time pulling his axes free from the dead goblin. He simply sent them back to his inventory and resummoned his deadliest weapon. I honestly feel sorry for that goblin.”

      The screen zoomed in on the goblin scrambling to pull a sword from the scabbard at their waist. The creature lunged forward with the weapon, and Jeremiah casually swatted it aside with the sledgehammer, backing into the middle of the circular chamber. The goblin pressed its perceived advantage and lunged forward again.

      “Oh my, don’t do that,” the announcer warned. “You’re doing exactly what he wants you to do!”

      Jeremiah stepped backward, away from another lunging attack, then stepped forward, swinging the sledgehammer with two hands like a baseball bat. The blow connected with the goblin and sent it flying across the room.

      
        
        Sledgehammer causes 148 Health points damage.

      

      

      “Ouch! I told you not to do that,” the announcer taunted.

      Jeremiah dismissed his sledgehammer and summoned a single hand axe. He stepped forward and threw it at the goblin as it struggled to stand from where it had landed near the wall.

      The camera angle switched to a position immediately in line with the flight of the axe and followed it as it flipped end over end then sunk into the monster’s chest. Then the camera froze the image momentarily, capturing the look of shock on the goblin’s face as the fatal blow landed.

      
        
        Hand Axe causes 36 Health points damage.

      

        

      
        Dun dun dun!

      

        

      
        Goblin Scout has been defeated!

      

      

      “That’s two down. Only one left to go.”

      Another axe appeared in Jeremiah’s hand, and he turned and launched it across the room toward the first goblin he’d smashed with his sledgehammer.

      The camera angle switched again and followed the flight of the weapon as it soared toward the goblin that had managed to push up to a seated position. Jeremiah’s aim had been true, and this one thudded into the monster’s chest with a fatal blow.

      
        
        Hand Axe causes 40 Health points damage.

      

        

      
        Dun dun dun!

      

        

      
        Goblin Scout has been defeated!

      

      

      The camera panned back to Jeremiah, who stood tall in the middle of the room, surveying the damage he had wreaked on the goblins.

      “And there you have it, folks,” the announcer said. “The first battle in this epic, live-action dungeon dive. Based on what we just saw, I’m confident there will be many more to come.”

      The screen dimmed, and Jeremiah’s end-of-battle stats filled the screen.

      
        
        Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

        Level: 15

        Profession: Elite

        Health: 333 / 345

        Mana: 344 / 419

        Stamina: 316 / 375

      

      

      Ty’Reesha tapped her bracelet, and the screen flashed off. “I think you missed out on this one,” she said to Gorun, placing her empty champagne flute on the table.

      “I think you’re right,” he agreed, then tipped his head back and downed the rest of his drink in one gulp. He set the glass down on the table with a loud clink. “Regu just might pull it off. This kid looks like he has the battle skills to win it all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 30

          

          

      

    

    







            There Might Be Lots of Treasure

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah stood in the middle of the circular cavern, his heart pounding heavily. The silver sphere that had captured the battle to be broadcast to the universe hovered in front of him. A solid-green light indicated the drone was recording. Four tiny spheres, no larger than flies, hovered around the main sphere then zipped toward the orb and were absorbed through small ports that opened for them.

      He looked away from the drone and took in the remnants of the battle around him. Three corpses lay on the ground around the chamber, and his eyes were drawn to the last goblin he had slain. The creature was in a seated position, back resting against the cave wall, hands clutched at the shaft of the hand axe that was buried in their chest.

      The goblin looked like a child—granted, an ugly child with green skin, wicked claws, and sharp teeth—but still very much like a small person. Jeremiah had battled and killed monsters without a second thought, but these creatures were clearly much more like him than a giant wolf or turkey.

      His breathing became quick and shallow, and his head started to spin.

      Jeremiah turned his attention on the floating orb and nearly yelled, “Designated break.”

      The green light on the recording drone turned red, and it lowered itself to the ground. Jeremiah controlled the urge to kick the metal sphere across the cavern and instead bent over and put his hands on his knees. He sucked in ragged breaths and tried to keep himself from getting sick.

      “Those . . . were . . . people!”

      Regu approached and patted Jeremiah on the back. “Goblins might be people, but they are the scourge of the universe,” the blue man assured him. “They are monstrous, vile creatures that do nothing but wreak havoc wherever they go. They destroy civilizations, enslave innocent people, and eat babies!”

      Jeremiah’s brow furrowed, and he turned sideways to look at his Trainer. “They eat babies?”

      “Probably,” Regu said with a shrug.

      “Probably?!” Jeremiah repeated as he stood up. Then laughed. It wasn’t a mirthful laugh, but one that was tinged with a hint of madness. Still, it brought tears to his eyes.

      He looked around the cavern, wiping his eyes as the laughter died.

      “Look, I know this is hard,” Regu said, “and unfortunately, it will only get harder. You will be faced with many difficult decisions, and you will be filled with regret for actions taken in the heat of battle. I can assure you, though, that goblins are not worthy of your remorse. They are truly nasty creatures and would have happily roasted you over the fire had they defeated you.”

      “Okay.” Jeremiah nodded and slowly walked toward the goblin leaning against the wall. He purposely didn’t look at the creature’s face but kept his eyes focused on his hand axe as he reached out and touched the weapon, sending it back into his weapons belt.

      His hand brushed the corpse, and the loot message appeared.

      
        
        Loot Level 12 Goblin Scout? Yes / No

      

      

      He sighed and answered, “Yes.”

      
        
        You have looted Silver Coins.

        You have looted Goblin Loincloth.

      

      

      “Ewww!”

      Jeremiah summoned the loincloth from his Dimensional Storage and dropped it on the ground.

      He wiped his hands on his pants in disgust as Regu stepped over next to him and looked down at the dirty undergarment. “You know, you can set your looting power to ask what to take so you don’t wind up with nasty surprises like that.”

      Jeremiah glared sideways at his Trainer. “And you’re just now telling me this?”

      “What? You can’t expect me to remember everything that would have been covered in Orientation,” Regu said. “Now, loot the other goblins and get your other axe. You need to be on your way before that goblin that fled returns with reinforcements.”

      Jeremiah strode across the chamber to claim his other axe, forcing himself to hold his head high. This was not of my doing, he insisted to himself. I am only playing the game I was forced to play. These deaths are not on me.

      “What do I do now?” Jeremiah asked his Trainer after he claimed his other hand axe and looted a few more silver coins.

      “Start exploring. The Dungeon Mapping skill will automatically create a virtual map of everywhere you go.”

      Jeremiah figured any tunnel was as good as the next, so he picked the corridor opposite the one where the goblin had fled. The broadcast orb lifted off the ground and followed him, the light turning from red back to green, indicating the dungeon exploration was again being broadcast.

      He had just reached the tunnel when Jeremiah heard guttural grunts and shouts from the passage on the opposite side of the chamber.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Put some distance between you and those goblins,” Regu advised as Jeremiah hustled down the tunnel, away from the dungeon entrance chamber. “The best thing to do is let them spread out, then pick them off individually or in small groups.”

      There was no obvious light source in the tunnel, but there was enough light for Jeremiah to see where he was going. The tunnel itself was roughly circular and relatively smooth with a flat floor. It looked as if it had been created by the burrowing of a ten-foot-diameter, D-shaped worm.

      He quickly left the sounds of goblin pursuit behind, and when he came across the first side chamber, Jeremiah instinctively stopped to inspect it. A large treasure chest in the middle of the room drew him in before Regu’s warning registered in his ears.

      “Watch out for—”

      A huge stone wall slammed down behind Jeremiah as he entered the chamber.

      “Traps!” Regu’s muted voice finished from the other side of the stone that now blocked the entrance.

      Jeremiah summoned his sledgehammer and smashed it into the stone wall, creating a shower of stone chips. He swung over and over again, but only managed to make shallow divots in the wall and a small pile of rubble on the ground.

      “Don’t waste your energy,” Regu’s voice called from the other side of the wall. “You need to defeat whatever monster is in there.”

      A shiver went down Jeremiah’s back, and he turned around to survey the room. He gripped his sledgehammer tightly as apprehension flooded his body, but the chamber seemed to be empty other than the large, ornate treasure chest in the middle of the room.

      Did that chest get bigger? he wondered as he approached, his body tingling in anticipation of an unseen trap springing on him.

      Jeremiah stopped in front of the treasure chest then looked around the room again but still didn’t see any monsters or obvious traps.

      The floating orb expelled four smaller spheres that spread around the room ominously, ready to record whatever happened next.

      As he studied the room, Jeremiah saw something move from the corner of his eye. He jumped backward, narrowly avoiding a gigantic mouth full of sharp teeth that tried to bite him in half.

      
        
        Name: Mimic

        Level: 18

        Health Points: 350

      

        

      
        Mimics are one of the most devious and dangerous monsters in the universe. Capable of becoming anything one most desires, they can easily lure unsuspecting adventurers to their own doom. Beware of what you wish for as you just might get it . . . right before you are eaten by a Mimic.

      

      

      A long purple tongue shot out of the treasure chest-turned-monster and latched onto Jeremiah’s ankle then pulled his feet out from under him. He landed hard on his back and dropped his sledgehammer in the process.

      The Mimic yanked Jeremiah forward and out of reach of his primary weapon, dragging him toward its mouth full of dagger-like teeth.

      “The treasure chest was the monster!” he called out.

      “Watch out for its tongue,” Regu replied from the other side of the stone wall blocking the entrance to the chamber.

      Gee, that’s helpful, Jeremiah thought.

      He summoned his hand axes and pulled himself to a seated position and swung down at the sticky, purple tongue that was dragging him toward the Mimic’s snapping, snarling mouth. Both axes bit into the appendage, one after another, and the toothy treasure chest screamed in pain, releasing its grip on his ankle.

      Jeremiah did a backward somersault and landed on his feet in a crouch near his sledgehammer. He sent the hand axes back into his weapons belt and reclaimed his favored weapon just as the purple tongue shot back at him again.

      He deftly sidestepped the tongue then stepped forward and swung the sledgehammer with both hands, delivering a vicious blow to the monster treasure chest. The creature groaned and shook like Jell-O, but the sledgehammer rebounded as if it had struck a rubber block, spinning Jeremiah around.

      The Mimic lashed out again with its tongue and grabbed Jeremiah around the neck and yanked him backward, off his feet, and toward its mouth.

      Jeremiah kicked and struggled to get free as he was dragged backward. He managed to flip partially around and throw his shoulder forward as the monster bit down, taking the brunt of the monster’s attack on his shoulder. His flannel armor reduced the damage at least a little bit, but he still screamed out in pain as the long teeth sunk into the flesh of his shoulder and upper arm.

      He swapped his sledgehammer for a hand axe and swung across his body. He landed two blows while the sharp-toothed treasure chest tried to ingest him, the second blow causing the Mimic to release him.

      Jeremiah rolled across the floor all the way to the edge of the chamber, hoping he was out of range of the monster’s tongue so he could regroup for a moment before trying to finish off the animated box.

      He used the wall to push himself to his feet, leaning back on it for support. The monster’s tongue darted out again, trying to pull him back in for another bite, but stopped several feet short. The creature tried twice more but didn’t get closer.

      The Mimic abruptly hopped forward, moving about a foot nearer.

      Jeremiah wanted nothing to do with the purple tongue or sharp teeth and threw the hand axe he was holding at the creature, then punched forward with his other hand and released a fireball.

      The ball of fire exploded into the creature a moment after the hand axe struck home, and the Mimic screamed as its body crackled in flames. A moment later, all that was left was a charred, green blob with a purple tongue hanging out of its mouth.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 18 Mimic. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Jeremiah slumped to the floor and leaned his head back against the stone wall. He took several deep breaths then checked his stats to see how much damage he’d taken.

      
        
        Health: 198 / 345

        Mana: 319 / 419

        Stamina: 285 / 375

      

      

      He summoned one of the E Grade Health Potions from his inventory and downed the green liquid. It left a metallic taste in his mouth, but he immediately felt the revitalizing energy course through his body.

      
        
        Health: 248 / 345

      

      

      Jeremiah followed up with his Basic Healing spell, which brought his health up another twenty-five points. Both the spell and the healing potion had thirty-minute cooldowns, so he’d have to wait half an hour for another round of healing. Once he could do that, he’d be almost back to full Health.

      He stood back up then drank E Grade Mana and Stamina potions to bring those back up. Revitalized as much as possible, Jeremiah turned his attention to the green blob that had been a toothy treasure chest trying to eat him. He reached out tentatively to touch the monster’s body.

      
        
        Loot Level 18 Mimic? Yes / No

      

      

      He answered, “Yes,” and was presented with a list of items to loot instead of automatically sending everything to his Dimensional Storage. Every item was useful, so he took them all.

      
        
        You have looted Illusion Scroll.

        You have looted Silver Coins.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      “Illusion,” Jeremiah mouthed silently. That’s going to be useful!

      There was a sudden click, and the stone wall that had trapped him in the chamber started to slide into the floor.

      “Lots of goblins out here,” Regu shouted. “And they brought their big brother!”
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            Monsters Every Day

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah turned to face the stone door that was sliding open, and he cast the Basic Shield spell. A translucent bubble appeared around him as he shifted his weight back and forth, waiting for the attack that was soon to come.

      The stone slab moved slowly until it was halfway down then dropped the rest of the way with a loud crash. Half a dozen crossbow bolts and arrows zipped toward Jeremiah as he punched out with his right hand, and a fireball burst forward. He followed up with a left-handed fireball punch, then another with his right hand and one more with his left.

      Four fireballs were in the air before the first one exploded into the chest of the closest goblin at the same moment that the arrows and crossbow bolts were zapped by the translucent shield bubble before dissipating.

      The sound of goblin screams and the smell of burning flesh filled the air as chaos broke loose. Smoldering goblins charged Jeremiah, and he met them with two-handed swings of his sledgehammer.

      He chopped down with both hands, driving the first goblin into the ground, and was rewarded with a kill notification.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 12 Goblin. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Jeremiah dismissed the notification as he reversed directions with the sledgehammer and swung sideways into the body of the next goblin, sending it flying across the room where it crashed into the wall and fell to the ground in a broken heap.

      He subconsciously dismissed the notification that popped up, and he stepped forward, swinging the sledgehammer like a baseball bat. The weapon crashed into the next goblin and sent the creature flying backward out of the chamber like it had been shot out of a cannon. Jeremiah watched the creature soar toward a gigantic monster that looked somewhat like a goblin but roughly five times larger.

      
        
        Name: Orc Overlord

        Level: 18

        Health Points: 350

      

        

      
        Orcs are large, powerful creatures that are capable of unparalleled physical violence. They also possess the ability to control their primal instincts and have effectively channeled their battle skills into civilization building and are one of the most powerful races in the universe. Orcs are frequently hired as overlords to control and direct lesser creatures like goblins, both in dungeons as well as in forced labor camps.

      

      

      The large monster stood motionless, heavily muscled arms crossed over their chest, and observed the battle, seemingly unconcerned that the smaller monsters were getting slaughtered.

      More goblins swarmed into the chamber, and Jeremiah didn’t have time to think about the orc, other than to be thankful it hadn’t entered the fight yet.

      “More goblins are on the way,” Regu shouted in warning from somewhere in the tunnel.

      Jeremiah grunted in reply then swung the sledgehammer around in a wide arc in front of himself, connecting with two more charging goblins and clearing a little bit of space. He punched forward with one hand as he simultaneously sent his sledgehammer back into his weapons storage belt.

      A fireball leaped from his fist, and Jeremiah followed right after it. He activated his Ring of Primal Fear as he raced toward the entrance, hoping to instill just enough fear in the lower-level goblins to allow him to bolt past them. He barreled over one startled goblin and punched another in the face as he raced out of the chamber and turned right. Jeremiah ran down the tunnel away from the Mimic chamber and away from the dungeon entrance. He didn’t know where the tunnel led, but it took him away from the goblins, and that was good enough for the moment.

      Jeremiah cast another shield spell as he ran, just in case the goblins landed a lucky shot, but he needn’t have worried as he was rapidly out of range and then out of sight when the tunnel turned to the right. The dungeon quickly opened up into a network of intersecting tunnels, and he took turns at random, soon becoming lost in the maze.

      He stopped running after several minutes and listened for sounds of pursuit but didn’t hear any. The silver orb that had just broadcast his frantic flight to the universe hovered overhead. Regu was again at his side, though Jeremiah was the only one who could see the blue man.

      “Designated break,” Jeremiah announced to the drone, feeling that he needed another strategy session.

      He ignored the look of disapproval his Trainer gave him. “I know that was my last break for the day, but I think a strategy session would be very helpful right about now.”

      The blue man nodded. “Okay. I can understand that. This is your first dungeon, after all.”

      “First thing. I leveled up during that last battle. Any recommendations for the skill and attribute points? Second, I looted a scroll that might be helpful, but I’m not sure how to use it.”

      “Given your current predicament, I would recommend leveling up the Dungeon Mapping skill you were awarded when you entered the dungeon. It will provide some useful information.”

      Jeremiah nodded and followed the advice.

      
        
        Dungeon Mapping:

        Knowing where one is going is essential in life, and that is especially true when dungeon diving. Without direction, you can quickly perish. With a good map, you just might make it out of the dungeon alive!

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Automatically map everywhere you travel in the dungeon.

        	Novice Level – Extend the area mapped by 50 feet in all directions. Display treasures and monsters previously seen.

      

      He brought up the virtual dungeon map and whistled in appreciation as a holographic display showed everywhere he’d been. It was a twisting and winding picture of where he’d been running, but there was also a circle extending out from his current location that showed partial tunnels he hadn’t explored yet.

      More importantly, there were nine red dots spread around the map. One of them was larger than the others, and Jeremiah presumed that dot belonged to the Orc Overlord that had seemed to be directing the goblins. Several of the dots were isolated, not in any apparent tunnel or chamber.

      “Why are some of these dots floating in open space?”

      “Those are areas you haven’t explored yet,” Regu answered. “Novice Level Dungeon Mapping shows you where the monsters are but doesn’t show you the unexplored tunnels and chambers.”

      “That makes sense. I can use this to track down and isolate the goblins while staying out of another big fight.”

      “There are other monsters down here too,” Regu pointed out, “but yeah, the map will make it easy to eliminate the remaining goblins.”

      Jeremiah dismissed the map. “I was planning to use the attribute points on Intelligence to increase my Mana supply.”

      Regu nodded his agreement, and Jeremiah added all five points to Intelligence, bringing his total up to thirty while increasing his maximum Mana to 474.

      “And I need to use this Illusion Scroll. How do I do that?”

      “That’s simple,” the Trainer said. “Just unroll it and read it.”

      Jeremiah looked at the blue man skeptically but did as instructed. He took the scroll out of his inventory and unrolled it on the ground. He held it down with both hands so it didn’t roll back up and began to read. The words were foreign, but he read them the best he could.

      As he read, the words on the scroll shimmered and started to move. They began flowing off the parchment and up the fingers of both his hands where he touched the page. The stream of words flowed up his hands like moving tattoos, wrapping their way around his wrists, flowing up his arms and over his shoulders. He could feel the words continue up his neck and spread out over his scalp, tingling as if he was using a medicated dandruff shampoo.

      The last words flowed off the scroll and traveled up Jeremiah’s arms, and the parchment turned to dust. His body suddenly seized as the last words reached his scalp and were absorbed. A blinding explosion of light filled the tunnel, disorienting him.

      Jeremiah blinked several times and looked around in confusion.

      “What happened?” he asked, then his eyes widened. “I know the new spell!”

      
        
        Spell: Illusion

        Type: Air Magic

        Requirement: Basic Level Beginner Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Create an illusion on self or anywhere within range of spell.

        	Illusion dispelled if target attacks or is attacked.

      

      
        
        Duration: 5 minutes

        Range: 20 feet; increases with Air Magic skill

        Cost: Moderate Mana

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      The spell seemed powerful, and he couldn’t wait to try it out. Jeremiah was acutely aware of his limited Mana supply, though, and didn’t want to waste any on a test just then.

      “Your break is going to be over any second, and the drone will start broadcasting again,” Regu said. “When that happens, use your dungeon map to start tracking down and eliminating all the goblins searching for you, and then defeat the boss. After that, things should quiet down, and you can move from room to room collecting treasure and battling anything that’s waiting inside. Just remember, every treasure will have a trap or a monster guarding it.”

      “Alright,” Jeremiah said with a grin, feeling confident for the first time since entering the dungeon. “Let’s give the universe a good show.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 32

          

          

      

    

    







            Killer Orc

          

        

      

    

    
      The next several hours turned into a true monster hunt as Jeremiah used his Novice Dungeon Mapping skill to isolate and track down goblins one at a time. That process also filled out his dungeon map and revealed almost the entirety of it.

      He earned another level and used the attribute points to increase his Vitality by five, which boosted his Stamina, both immediately and every time he leveled up in the future. Jeremiah had also chosen to use the skill point to help his current situation and increased the Dungeon Mapping skill to the Advanced Level.

      
        	Advanced Dungeon Mapping – Extend the area mapped by 100 feet in all directions. Display unseen treasures and monsters within 50 feet of current location.

      

      The ability to see otherwise unknown monsters and treasures would be helpful as he worked his way through the dungeon. It might help him avoid stumbling into a group of monsters, but the range was limited, and he would still be open to ranged attacks from unseen monsters beyond what the skill could identify.

      The skill also lacked any identification properties. Other than a slight size difference that appeared to be related to level, there was no way to differentiate one monster from another. Jeremiah was fairly certain he was on the trail of the large Orc, though, as the dot tracking its position was slightly larger than the others on the map. All of the other dots were stationary and located inside chambers, apparently guarding treasures and waiting to ambush unsuspecting adventurers.

      Jeremiah identified an empty chamber at the intersection of several tunnels that was on the orc’s path and made his way to intercept. He arrived before the monster and surveyed the site of the battle to come. The chamber was wide open and was at the junction of half a dozen tunnels. According to his virtual dungeon map, there weren’t any other monsters close by, but the range was admittedly low. The creatures in that part of the dungeon seemed to be relatively sedentary, though, and stuck to their assigned chambers.

      The fact that so many monsters apparently remained focused on a specific task hinted at an intelligence level that Jeremiah didn’t want to contemplate. He had a job to do, after all, and that was to defeat every single monster in this dungeon and claim the rewards it offered.

      Jeremiah stood in the middle of the chamber and waited for his quarry to appear.

      The giant Orc Overlord strode into the chamber with a mighty roar, chasing away any qualms Jeremiah had about fighting sentient beings. The monster stood eight feet tall and had grayish-green skin, similar to the goblins. Tusks protruded from its lower jaw, giving the orc a particularly masculine look to Jeremiah. The creature was bald and wore black pants and a sleeveless leather jerkin studded with metal spikes. A bone necklace hung halfway down his chest with a somewhat but not quite human-looking skull at the bottom.

      The monster carried a six-foot-long wooden club in one hand that was wrapped in spiked metal bands. The weapon must have weighed fifty pounds, but muscular arms that were at least as big around as Jeremiah’s legs swung it side to side with ease.

      Standing alone, the Level 18 monster did little to strike fear into Jeremiah’s heart, though. With only a single level advantage and no minions to help, the orc was at a distinct disadvantage.

      Jeremiah held his hands at his sides and cast a fireball spell. A ball of fire coalesced around his right hand—he had learned that he could hold a fireball for a moment before throwing it at an enemy. He cast the spell again, and a second ball of flame formed around his left hand.

      The Orc Overlord seemed to smile and beat his club into the ground in challenge.

      Jeremiah swept both hands forward, and the fireballs launched toward the orc.

      The monster roared and held his arms out wide as both fireballs slammed into the beast’s chest then flowed past.

      The apparently unaffected monster roared a grating laugh. “Ha, ha, ha. Puny human. Your magic no good here!”

      Jeremiah raised his eyebrows. “Hmm. I guess I’ll do this the old-fashioned way.”

      He raced forward, summoning his sledgehammer as he charged.

      The monster raised his club and met the charge with a casual swing of the giant weapon. Jeremiah easily ducked the blow.

      The Orc Overlord stepped forward and delivered a powerful uppercut to the still ducking Jeremiah. The giant fist exploded into his face and sent Jeremiah flipping head over heels backward.

      Grating laughter filled the chamber. “Ha, ha, ha, ha!”

      Jeremiah sat up from where he’d landed on his back and rubbed his jaw.

      A quieter chuckle sounded from behind him. “Maybe this time, don’t be so cocky,” Regu advised.

      Jeremiah didn’t respond to his Trainer’s words, not wanting to acknowledge the chastisement to the entire universe that was watching him on a live broadcast.

      He shook his head and moved his jaw side to side. The blow had certainly hurt, but the actual damage done had been minimal.

      The orc stomped forward with a wicked grin on his face, swinging his club menacingly. Jeremiah jumped to his feet and prepared to meet the monster, crouching slightly and shifting his weight to the balls of his feet, truly ready to fight now.

      With a roar, the monster leaped forward and tried to crush him with a two-handed overhead smash.

      Jeremiah easily sidestepped the blow that crashed into the ground and sent up a cloud of dust and stone chips. He swung his sledgehammer around with both hands and connected with the orc’s hip, sending the creature stumbling to the side.

      The orc screamed in pain and swung his club around with one hand, trying to catch the human by surprise, but Jeremiah had kept moving and was comfortably out of range of the weapon.

      The monster charged Jeremiah, swinging the large, metal-wrapped club side to side in front of himself.

      Jeremiah stepped backward as if to retreat then took two running steps forward and leaped over the swinging club. He sent his sledgehammer back into his weapons storage belt and summoned his hand axes as he sailed above the orc’s head, swinging down as he passed over the creature’s head.

      The axes bit into the monster’s shoulders, one on each side of the orc’s head.

      Jeremiah released his grip on the axes and sailed past, landing in a diving, forward roll. He heard a bellow of pain behind him as he jumped to his feet and spun to face the monster again. The orc had fallen forward onto a knee and was frantically trying to reach up and pull the axes free with muscular arms that weren’t quite flexible enough to reach them.

      He summoned his sledgehammer as he stepped forward and ended the creature with a powerful two-handed blow to the back of the monster’s head.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 18 Orc Overlord. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Adrenaline coursed through Jeremiah’s body as he looked at the gigantic beast that had been both intelligent enough and ruthless enough to control the group of goblins. He retrieved his axes, sending them back into his weapons storage belt with a touch, then used his foot to flip the dead orc over onto its back. The skull on the bone necklace hung off to the side and appeared to be the skull of a goblin now that Jeremiah could see it clearly.

      He shook his head in disgust. A creature that wore the skull of another sentient being as jewelry wasn’t worth his pity.

      Jeremiah looked down at the monster, because that’s all it was to him now, the corpse of a monster that needed to be put defeated.

      Kill or be killed, he concluded silently, knowing that went for the world outside the dungeon too. And take what you need from those you defeat!

      The monster had three worthwhile items to loot.

      
        
        You have looted Vest of Fire Protection.

        You have looted Grade E Metal-banded Club.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      Jeremiah turned to leave and nearly ran into the last person he ever expected to see in the dungeon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          

      

    

    







            Unexpected Visitor

          

        

      

    

    
      “Now that was an impressive fight,” Sabrina said as she sauntered into the chamber, her lips curled in a smile that seemed . . . suggestive.

      Jeremiah stared at her incredulously. He couldn’t help but notice the sway of her hips.

      “What . . . what are you doing here?”

      “I couldn’t let you have all the fun down here in the dungeon, now, could I?”

      He knew she shouldn’t be there, but he was so happy to see another human being that he ignored the nearly imperceptible voice telling him something was wrong. He felt almost giddy at the prospect of sharing the dungeon adventure with her.

      Sabrina approached and slung an arm around Jeremiah’s shoulders. “Tell me all about your adventure,” she whispered in his ear.

      Jeremiah was suddenly overcome with a rancid smell of rotting flesh. He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Let’s get out of here. This thing stinks.”

      He kicked the dead Orc Overlord as he led Sabrina out of the chamber, her arm still draped over his shoulders.

      A voice somewhere in the back of his mind screamed at Jeremiah, but he ignored it. He marveled that Sabrina cared so much that she would enter the dungeon after him, just to make sure he was okay.

      Jeremiah looked sideways at his friend, a smile on his face, just as a knife slashed toward his throat.

      He threw himself backward, barely avoiding the attack, and for a brief moment, saw a creature with pale skin and sharp teeth superimposed over his friend’s features.

      “You’re not Sabrina!”

      A voice from somewhere—in his head, maybe, but he wasn’t sure—screamed at him to run.

      The image shimmered, and his friend was there again.

      “What are you talking about?” Sabrina asked, stepping toward him with her hand outstretched beseechingly.

      Jeremiah watched his friend skeptically and shook his head to clear it. “What’s happening?”

      “The dungeon’s playing tricks on your mind,” Sabrina said. “It’s trying to get you to turn on your friends. It’s classic dungeon deception.”

      “Oh.” He did have a feeling that something was trying to exert control on him somehow. It did make sense that a dungeon would have all kinds of tricks to protect itself and the treasures inside.

      He did his best to push down the sense of wrongness. Having Sabrina at his side would definitely be helpful because there was still a lot of dungeon left to explore, and there were certain to be a lot of monsters left to battle.

      Jeremiah summoned his sledgehammer and turned to leave the chamber. “Come on, let’s clear the rest of this dungeon and get out of here.”

      He looked over his shoulder at Sabrina and motioned for her to follow him.

      The visage of the pale-skinned monster flashed over her face again as she lunged forward to skewer him with a dagger, and Jeremiah instinctively swiped his sledgehammer in front of his body, blocking the blow.

      He blinked and looked up to see Sabrina cradling her arm against her body. “What did you do that for?!”

      Jeremiah looked around in confusion. “There was a monster here. It attacked me.”

      She scowled at him for a moment before a smile returned to her face. “There are no monsters here. Just me.”

      The voice in his head screamed that something was wrong, and Jeremiah looked at Sabrina skeptically. “So, Phil is okay with you coming to the dungeon?”

      “Oh yeah,” Sabrina said. “Phil wants me to experience a dungeon firsthand.”

      Jeremiah’s eyes narrowed. “He isn’t worried about you being here with me?”

      “Oh no. He knows how powerful you are.”

      “So, where is your Trainer?” he asked, suddenly realizing Regu wasn’t there either.

      Jeremiah looked around, the wrongness of the current situation becoming more apparent by the moment. He didn’t know exactly what was happening, but he was certain of one thing.

      “You’re not Sabrina!”

      She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Of course I am!”

      Then she lurched forward, the image of a pale-skinned, sharp-toothed monster superimposed over his friend.

      He swung his sledgehammer instinctively, though his mind screamed at him not to kill his friend. At the last moment, he altered the path of the weapon, and it smashed into Sabrina’s body instead of crushing her head, sending her flying backward. His friend crashed into the wall of the cavern and crumpled to the ground.

      The young woman looked up at him. “Why did you do that to me? I thought you were my friend.”

      Panic flooded Jeremiah. What have I done?!

      He approached her slowly and bent down to see how badly she was injured.

      Sabrina quickly lunged for him, her features transforming once again into the pale, sharp-toothed monster.

      Jeremiah summoned his dagger and slammed it into the monster’s heart.

      An ear-shattering scream erupted from Sabrina’s mouth, and he reflexively put his hands over his ears, falling back in horror at what he had done.

      A moment later, the monster shimmered, reverting to its true form before dropping to the ground dead.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 19 Changeling. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Regu was instantly at his side yelling. “What were you doing? I told you to run!”

      “Hmm? That was you?” Jeremiah asked, giving his Trainer a glance before returning his focus to the creature that had looked exactly like Sabrina just a moment before.

      He was truly disturbed. Not only had he been so thoroughly deceived, he also felt remorse—sort of—for killing the creature that he’d thought was Sabrina. He had been conflicted, sure, but that hadn’t stopped him from slaying something—someone—that a significant part of him had thought was Sabrina. A person. A friend.

      Jeremiah told himself it would be different with a real human being. That he would never kill a friend.

      Deep down, though, he doubted himself, wondering if he was only a step away from becoming a true killer.

      “Why couldn’t I see the monster for what it truly was?” he wondered out loud. It was more musing than asking a question, but Regu had an answer.

      “Changelings have extremely high Charisma. When the difference is large enough, they can make their victim believe almost anything, even when their mind—or their Trainer—is screaming that the illusion isn’t real.”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been ignoring Charisma, Jeremiah thought.

      He shrugged. There wasn’t anything he could do about it other than keep moving forward. On that note, he reached down and looted the monster.

      
        
        You have looted Ring of Charisma (+2)

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      Then again, maybe there is something I can do about that Charisma problem!

      Jeremiah slipped on the ring and felt his likeability instantly improve. He looked at the floating camera orb and gave it his most charming smile.

      “It’s time to get back to clearing this dungeon,” he declared to the universe.
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            Pyramid of Doom

          

        

      

    

    
      Mido Khalil ran down the dusty chamber, a sputtering torch lighting his way. The sounds of moans and shuffling feet chased him onward.

      It had been roughly a week since the world went crazy, though he had no idea exactly how long it had been. Mido had been part of an archeological team that was exploring a recently discovered tomb in the Valley of the Kings. They had descended through several levels and found a previously undiscovered burial chamber. The lid of the ornate sarcophagus had just been removed when the entire team suddenly blacked out.

      He had awoken to the sounds of screams as a bandaged monster—a literal mummy—was tearing apart one of the archeologists. Mido and the other survivors, filled with terror and adrenaline, had fought back and torn the monster apart, killing it a second time.

      That was when things had really gotten crazy. They all received messages that they had defeated the mummy and had gained experience points. They also got a message that they’d leveled up and had both attribute and skill points to allocate.

      Mido had assumed he’d hit his head somehow and was dreaming that he was in one of the VR role-playing games he liked to play when he wasn’t in the desert digging up antiquities. The fact that he knew he was dreaming seemed weird, but no more so than the idea of actual mummies invading the real world.

      The group eventually agreed to explore their shared hallucination and set out to escape the underground monster-filled labyrinth they’d found themselves in. After several days, multiple battles, and the deaths of everyone other than himself and his friend Omar, Mido had been forced to accept the fact that the nightmare was actually happening.

      Both he and Omar were now Level 8 and had gained an assortment of useful skills, including a fireball spell that was particularly effective against desiccated corpses wrapped in flammable strips of cloth. They had also accumulated a nice assortment of weapons, looted both from monsters and the tombs of the ancient Egyptian rulers that had been buried in underground crypts.

      A large chamber suddenly opened up in front of Mido, and he ran to the center before stopping and turning back to face the dozen mummies that were shambling after him.

      He cast the Basic Fireball spell twice, and both hands began to glow with swirling balls of orange flames. Mido stepped backward, away from the entrance and the shambling horde, until the last mummy entered the chamber.

      “Now!” he yelled as he threw his hands forward and launched fireballs at the mummies.

      Behind the mummies, the wooden structure that Mido and Omar had built around the chamber entrance came crashing down, dropping the clay urns that they’d filled with lamp oil into the mess of desiccated monsters.

      Omar added his own fireballs to the mix, and the room exploded in a massive ball of fire that drove Mido from the room, the heat too great for him to withstand.

      Flames filled the room, and screams assaulted his ears. Not just from the burning mummies, but from Omar as well.

      Why is he still in the chamber?! Mido wanted to know.

      He heard his friend scream in pain, calling out for help. Begging for Mido to save him.

      There was nothing he could do. The heat was too great, and by the time the fire had died down enough for him to enter the room, everything had gone silent.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 8 Mummy. Experience points awarded.

      

        

      
        You have defeated Level 9 Mummy. Experience points awarded.

      

        

      
        You have defeated Level 7 Mummy. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      The messages continued until he received one for each of the ten mummies that had been defeated. He smiled as the messages continued. Until the last one.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 8 Human. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Mido’s shoulders slumped, and he dropped his head. Omar had been a friend and a good companion. They had shared this nightmare and slain dozens of monsters together. He would miss the man.

      Gruesome deaths had become commonplace to him, though, and Mido immediately perked up when he started receiving the messages that he had come to enjoy very much.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 8 to Level 9.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 9 to Level 10.

      

      

      He knew these announcements came with both physical attribute improvements and skill points, and Mido looked forward to further enhancing his body and improving his skills. A new set of messages interrupted him before he could use the attribute and skill points.

      
        
        Da da ta da!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You are one of the first one hundred to reach Level 10 and have earned the status of Elite. Additional titles and rewards have been awarded. See status menu for more details.

      

        

      
        Ding ding ding!

      

        

      
        You have been awarded the title of Founding Elite as one of the first ten people to earn Elite status in this newly integrated world.

      

      

      “Now, that’s interesting.”

      There was a flash of light in the chamber, and Mido stumbled backward. He blinked several times to clear his vision and found a short, furry humanoid creature with a rat-like head standing in the midst of the charred mummies.

      The creature looked around the room, nose twitching, until settling on Mido.

      “Congratulations, my friend,” the rat-creature said. “You have earned the title of Founding Elite and are one of the ten most powerful people on this planet. I’m here to help you conquer this little rock.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m your Trainer, of course. I’m here to guide you on your quest and represent you in the universe at large and make sure you earn as much money as possible.”

      Mido stared at the furry creature in confusion and started to ask a question but was forestalled by a raised hand.

      The self-declared Trainer reached into a pocket on the long black robe he was wearing and pulled out an ornate sword that was much too large to have fit in the pocket. “I have a bunch of weapons and items for you.”

      Mido accepted the sword and began inspecting it while the rodent man pulled more items out of the magical pocket.

      
        
        Scimitar

      

      

      
        	E Grade Weapon

        	Moderate Damage

        	Damage increased by 2% per Strength point.

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      His inspection was cut short as the Trainer handed him another item. Mido glanced at the second item before dropping both on the ground so he could accept a third item, which came with the recommendation to put things in his dimensional storage.

      “My what?” he asked but got no response other than another item.

      A large pile of weapons, armor, and items soon accumulated on the ground. The parade of new items was only interrupted when Mido asked, “Why is this one blinking?”

      The rodent man looked up, and a glaze of terror came over his face. “Run!”

      The small box Mido had been holding exploded in a blinding flash, and red smoke filled the room. He staggered backward, covering his mouth with his hands to try and prevent himself from inhaling the smoke. It only took a moment for him to recognize how futile the attempt was. He also realized that the smoke didn’t harm him. In fact, it didn’t even tickle his throat as he inhaled.

      The same could not be said for the Trainer. Mido could hear gagging and coughing somewhere in the smoke but couldn’t see anything. The sounds slowly subsided, and the chamber became eerily silent.

      A new message notified Mido that the rodent creature had in fact died, though he was truly puzzled as to why he had been unharmed.

      
        
        You have defeated Elite Trainer. Experience points awarded.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 10 to Level 11.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 11 to Level 12.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 12 to Level 13.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 13 to Level 14.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 14 to Level 15.

      

      

      “Holy crap!” Mido exclaimed.

      The next message wasn’t as favorable, depending on how he chose to interpret it.

      
        
        You have earned the title Judas Prime for slaying your Trainer.

      

        

      
        You have been awarded the Miscreant special ability.

      

      

      “That doesn’t sound good at all.”

      
        
        Miscreant

      

        

      
        You have proven yourself to be an untrustworthy, conniving bastard by killing a close ally. Membership has its perks, though, and you have received a 100% bonus on all attacks against previously friendly targets.

      

      

      He chuckled. The title and ability definitely weren’t flattering, but he was a realist. Mido still didn’t know exactly what was going on, but he knew the future held more battles and lots more death and destruction. He would need to use every advantage he could get, and he didn’t have to think very hard to imagine a scenario where betraying a friend could be advantageous.

      The death of the Trainer was unfortunate though. Mido was sure the rat man could have explained a lot of things to him. He looked down at the furry corpse regretfully then shrugged.

      Waste not, want not, he thought and reached down to loot the body.

      
        
        You have looted Elite Trainer Cloak.

        You have looted Personal Transport Device.

        You have looted Universal Communication Device.

        You have looted New Planet Integration Manual.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      Mido was confused for a moment because the looted items didn’t appear on the ground like they previously had when he looted a monster. It only took him a moment to realize he had a new icon in his peripheral vision. Selecting it opened up an inventory screen that included the items he had just looted.

      Ahh, that must be the dimensional storage he was talking about, he thought, then began moving around the room looting the rest of the corpses, including his friend Omar.

      When he finished looting, Mido removed the Integration Manual from his inventory. He looked down at the large, leather-bound tome and smiled, confident the book would help him figure out exactly what was going on.
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            The Great Treasure Hunt

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah swung his sledgehammer down on the shambling skeleton that reached out with boney claws. The creature exploded, bits of bone flying in every direction.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 16 Skeleton Warrior. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      The bones of a dozen shattered skeletons were scattered around the chamber, the remnants of Jeremiah’s latest battle. Nearly a day had passed since he’d entered the dungeon, and he had been fighting almost constantly. He’d cleared dozens of rooms, defeating the monsters and traps that protected the treasure in each one. He’d also cleared three other large chambers, each of them containing monsters at mid-teen level, plus a boss monster that had been around Level 20.

      The previous large chambers had contained giant spiders, zombies, and mummies. The last two had been particularly easy to defeat as his Battle-axe and War Hammer skills, both at Advanced Level, gave him bonuses against undead creatures that more than doubled the damage done.

      Jeremiah had gained two more levels from all those battles and had used his skill points on Throwing Weapons, bringing that skill up to the Advanced Level.

      
        
        Throwing Weapons:

        Sometimes you just need to throw everything you have at a problem. Literally. The Throwing Weapons skill allows you to turn any weapon into a deadly projectile.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Increase damage done by 25%.

        	Novice Level – Increase damage done by 50%.

        	Advanced Level – Increase damage done by 75%. Gain a 5% chance of scoring a critical strike.

      

      The sound of bone scraping on stone alerted Jeremiah to another skeleton approaching, and he turned, swapping his sledgehammer for a hand axe as he spun around. Using his recently updated skill, he threw the axe with deadly precision.

      The weapon spun through the air, striking the monster in the chest, shattering bones as it passed right through the creature’s undead body. Even with the Advanced Throwing Weapons skill and the bonus against undead creatures, it wasn’t enough. The skeleton looked down at the hole in its chest then continued shambling forward.

      Jeremiah summoned the other hand axe from his weapons storage belt and unleashed another precise strike. This time, shattering the monster’s skull.

      
        
        Hand Axe scores critical hit, increasing damage by 100%.

      

        

      
        You have defeated Level 16 Skeleton Warrior. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      He frowned as he listened to the sound of the axe sliding across the ground. Having to retrieve thrown weapons after a battle was a definite downside of the skill because he couldn’t send them to his dimensional storage unless he was touching them.

      Before Jeremiah could retrieve the weapons, two glowing red dots appeared out of the darkness on the far side of the chamber. He squinted as he studied the glowing orbs that were moving closer, then smiled wickedly as the source of the light appeared out of the gloom.

      The boss! he thought excitedly.

      
        
        Name: Skeleton Death Knight

        Level: 22

        Health Points: 472

      

        

      
        The skeleton is the foundation of the body. Sometimes, that foundation is so strong, it refuses to die even after flesh and bone have rotted away. When dark magic is combined with a strong will to live beyond death, a Skeleton Warrior is created. A Death Knight is the highest level a Skeleton Warrior can achieve, and there are no limits to how powerful this undead creature can become.

      

      

      The monster strode forward wearing rusted plate armor and carrying a long, two-handed sword. The creature held the weapon with two boney hands, pointing it at Jeremiah, ready to attack. The Death Knight moved with a fluidity that the shambling Skeleton Warriors had lacked, and it was clear this monster was far more deadly than its now-shattered comrades had been.

      Jeremiah summoned his sledgehammer then was forced to jump back as the skeleton leaped forward, swiping its sword faster than should have been possible.

      He felt the sting of the blade cut through his armor and bite into his chest. The warm feeling of sticky blood oozing from the wound followed.

      The undead creature continued its attack with an overhead swing, and Jeremiah raised the sledgehammer above his head to block, deflecting the skeleton’s weapon to the side with the handle.

      With the skeleton slightly off-balance, Jeremiah stepped forward, swinging his sledgehammer into the Death Knight’s midsection. The rusty plate armor crumpled, and the monster was thrown sideways.

      The Death Knight ignored the seemingly devastating blow and lunged forward again, sword extended.

      Jeremiah leaped to the side, ignoring the pain as the blade sliced into his side, and kicked down with one foot as the skeleton passed, snapping one of the creature’s lower leg bones.

      The undead creature stumbled but didn’t fall and turned to face Jeremiah again, its red eyes glowing with hatred of all things living.

      Jeremiah didn’t wait for the skeleton to attack again and punched out with one hand, launching a fireball at the skeleton. The ball of flame slammed into the Death Knight in a huge explosion of flame.

      Jeremiah immediately followed the fireball and leaped into the flames, bringing his sledgehammer down with two hands on the undead monster, turning the Skeleton Death Knight into a pile of broken bones.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 24 Skeleton Death Knight. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      “Is that all you’ve got?!” Jeremiah yelled, raising his sledgehammer over his head as he turned and looked around the chamber. His eyes settled on the floating orb that had recorded the battle and broadcast it to the universe.

      Gotta put on a good show for the sponsor, he thought with a smile and a shake of his head, thankful that the undead creatures were such a perfect matchup for his weapons.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After defeating the Skeleton Death Knight, Jeremiah had looted all the monsters and collected their hand axes, then made camp at the edge of the large chamber, near where he’d entered. He had gathered dozens of interesting items as well as a pile of gold and silver coins as he cleared the dungeon. All of his loot was spread out before him as he sat on the ground near the cavern wall.

      Jeremiah twirled a jeweled dagger in one hand as he looked over the pile of treasure.

      “Is it always this easy?” he asked, a smug grin on his face as he looked at the floating orb that had followed his dungeon exploits over the last few days.

      After a dramatic pause, Jeremiah casually tossed the dagger onto his pile of treasure then said, “Designated break.”

      He waited for the broadcast drone to turn itself off and drop to the ground then turned his attention to his Trainer, who was giving him a disapproving scowl.

      “So, what do you think? Am I putting on a good show?”

      Regu didn’t answer right away, and Jeremiah didn’t wait before continuing on.

      “I really didn’t think it was going to be this easy,” the young man said. “These monsters aren’t even a challenge anymore. I guess I’m better than I thought I was.”

      “Hmph,” Regu huffed. “Just remember, this is still a baby dungeon that wasn’t designed to be ready for adventurers for weeks. All of these monsters should be at least five levels higher. In a couple more weeks, every one of them would have been Level 20, and some of them would have been approaching Level 30.”

      “So, you don’t think I could handle it?” Jeremiah challenged.

      The Trainer shrugged. “I’m just saying don’t get all puffed up with a false sense of security. You are supposed to defeat monsters like these. Any monster less than five levels above you should be easy to kill unless they attack you in a group.”

      “You’re the one who said we should do the dungeon now,” Jeremiah said defensively.

      “Exactly,” Regu said. “We needed to do it now so you wouldn’t get killed.”

      Jeremiah snorted then leaned back against the stone wall, closing his eyes as he refused to let his Trainer’s words dampen his spirit. The last twenty-four hours had been a blur of activity, and there had been no time to really think about what was happening. His body had moved from one fight to the next, acting almost entirely on instinct. He was getting used to the feeling of surrendering to the innate skills he now possessed, letting them guide his movements as he slayed one monster after another.

      A smile came over his face. Fighting monsters was an exhilarating experience.

      He heard the broadcast drone reactivate and lift itself off the ground.

      And the entire universe can see how good I am, he insisted to himself before opening his eyes.

      Jeremiah looked down at the pile of loot on the ground spread out in front of him as if he’d just won the World Series of Poker. He grabbed the jeweled dagger he’d been twirling earlier and inspected it more closely.

      
        
        Dagger of Bloodletting

      

      

      
        	E Grade Weapon

        	Moderate Damage

        	Afflicts with Bleed, which causes an additional 5 Health points damage per minute until healed.

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      It wasn’t a type of weapon he normally used, but the enchantment was too good to ignore. He sent the dagger into his Dimensional Weapon Storage Belt then looked down at his left hand, admiring and showing off the rings he’d collected.

      The first ring increased his Charisma and had been looted from a shapeshifter that had nearly convinced him Sabrina had come to help him. Jeremiah had known it was impossible for his friend to be there, but the monster had somehow forced him to ignore logic and believe the illusion.

      Even after he’d realized it was a trap and fought the monster, a part of his mind rebelled at the idea of attacking Sabrina. His strikes were wild and erratic as his conscious and subconscious minds warred. If he’d been fighting with a sword, his clumsy attacks might have gotten him killed. Fortunately, his sledgehammer didn’t demand accuracy, and even glancing blows were powerful enough to defeat the monster.

      The second ring increased another attribute he’d been less than focused on, Wisdom, by two points. When added to the Ring of Primal Fear, that filled three fingers on one hand, leaving plenty of room for more stat-boosting buffs.

      He wiggled his fingers for the camera then turned his attention to the rest of his loot. There were dozens of other items spread out in front of him that weren’t immediately useful to him but had still been worth looting—mostly weapons and armor—plus a large pile of gold and silver coins. He admired the pile of loot for a moment than sent it all back into his inventory.

      Jeremiah had also looted two scrolls during his dungeon exploration and had taken time to learn the associated spells immediately. The first was an Illumination spell, which he didn’t currently need because the dungeon was somehow self-illuminating, but the second one was already being put to good use.

      
        
        Spell: Tripwire

        Type: Air Magic

        Requirement: Magic Pillar of Power

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Create a magical network to detect the presence of intruders.

        	Area covered determined by highest magical skill level.

      

      
        
        Duration: Until dispelled or tripped

        Range: Sight

        Cost: Moderate Mana

        Cooldown: Until dispelled; only one network can be active at a time

      

      

      Jeremiah used the Tripwire spell to set up a network that extended beyond the chamber and some distance down each tunnel that entered the large cavern. Any creature that entered the area would immediately notify Jeremiah and give him time to get ready.

      Feeling as safe as he could be in a hostile dungeon, Jeremiah leaned back against the wall of the cavern and closed his eyes again. He let exhaustion overtake him and soon fell into a fitful sleep full of monsters and battles and loot.
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            You’re Not the Boss of Me!

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t the most peaceful sleep Jeremiah had ever had, but he woke feeling refreshed and ready to finish the dungeon. He called for a designated break so he could have a private strategy session with his Trainer before starting out.

      “It is highly likely that the final dungeon boss is down there.” Regu pointed to a tunnel on the opposite side of the chamber. “It’s the only area you haven’t explored yet, and the Death Knight was the highest-level monster you’ve faced, which indicates something important is beyond.”

      “Why don’t you just have a look and find out for sure?”

      “I’m not allowed to interfere with your battles,” the blue man replied. “You know that.”

      “But who would know? You’re invisible to everyone but me.”

      “I may be invisible, but the drone can sense my presence. It might not know exactly where I am, but it would definitely know I left the chamber.”

      “Alright. It’s not like any of this has been all that challenging.”

      Regu gave Jeremiah a disapproving glance then pulled a box out of his pocket and handed it to him.

      Each side of the box had a series of symbols carved into it—lightning, clouds, wind, and runes Jeremiah couldn’t read.

      “What’s this?”

      “It’s something I used back on the farm.”

      “What?!” Jeremiah exclaimed skeptically.

      “Just put it in your inventory. I’ll tell you if or when you need to use it.”

      “That’s it?”

      “It may or may not come in handy,” Regu said.

      “But—”

      The red light on the broadcast drone turned green, and the sphere lifted off the ground, resuming the broadcast of Jeremiah’s dungeon dive.

      Regu pointed at the drone and put a finger over his lips.

      Jeremiah groaned in exasperation then pushed himself to his feet. He glanced at the drone and announced, “It’s time to finish this dungeon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jeremiah strode across the chamber toward the tunnel on the opposite side that led to the only area of the dungeon he hadn’t explored yet. By the time he reached the unexplored corridor, he’d pushed the mysterious box from his mind. He summoned his sledgehammer as he left the large cavern and picked up the pace, ready to finish the dungeon.

      He found himself in a long, straight tunnel that didn’t have any side chambers or intersections with any other tunnels. After a few minutes of walking, he reached another chamber, as expected, and entered cautiously.

      Jeremiah continued until he reached the center of the massive cavern and checked his dungeon map again. The hundred feet that his Advanced Level Dungeon Mapping skill could see didn’t reach the edge of the chamber, and the fifty-foot radius where it could detect unseen monsters or treasure didn’t reveal anything. Jeremiah knew the chamber was too large to not have either—or likely both.

      I’ll just have to keep looking until I find whatever’s here.

      A loud roar shattered the silence, and Jeremiah’s mind was instantly transported back to the forest where he’d woken up after receiving his Personal Enhancement System. He looked up in dread and saw a huge monster illuminated by flames.

      
        
        Name: Lionape Dungeon Lord

        Level: 30

        Health Points: 764

      

        

      
        Gorillas are one of the strongest bipedal creatures in the known universe. Lions are known as the King of the Jungle. What do you get when you combine the two and light it on fire? A deadly monster you better stay away from! You might want to start running right about now.

      

      

      “Level 30!” Jeremiah screamed. “I thought you said this was a baby dungeon.”

      “Throw the weather bomb!”

      Jeremiah summoned the box Regu had given him and threw it in the direction of the giant, flaming monster.

      
        
        Weather Bomb

      

        

      
        Water is the most important element in the universe, capable of washing you clean and providing life-giving nourishment. No life can exist without water. Sometimes, nature needs a little nudge, though, and a weather bomb may just be the answer you’re looking for. Throw this bomb and wait for the heavens to open up and wash the world clean.

      

        

      
        Summoned storm will last for approximately two hours. All aspects of storm including time to start, intensity, and actual duration determined by atmospheric conditions present at time of use.

      

      

      The box arced through the air and landed halfway between Jeremiah and the Lionape Dungeon Lord. It hit the ground and exploded in a blinding eruption of thunder and lightning that caused Jeremiah to squeeze his eyes shut for a moment. When he opened them again, the chamber was shrouded in darkness, the only light coming from the flaming hair of the lionape and flashes of lightning that shot across the ceiling of the cavern between dark, angry-looking clouds.

      In the brief illumination of a bolt of lightning, Jeremiah saw a dark creature streak through the air toward him. He dove to the ground but felt pain explode from his back as sharp claws sliced across his skin.

      Jeremiah rolled forward, putting some distance between himself and where the creature had attacked. He jumped to his feet and looked around frantically, trying to find whatever had attacked him, but couldn’t see anything in the darkness.

      He checked his dungeon map and sucked in a breath as six red dots now appeared on the map, moving around him in a circle. A seventh dot denoted the location of the lionape, who stood at the edge of the cavern, thankfully staying out of the fight for the moment.

      A loud explosion shook the cavern, as if the sound from a dozen bolts of lightning had erupted at once. In the next instance, rain began to pour down in a sudden deluge.

      Jeremiah heard another roar coming from the general direction of the lionape. It was filled with fury . . . and pain. He noted that he could no longer see the light of the creature’s fiery mane and was unsure if the flames had been put out or if he simply couldn’t see them through the sheets of rain. Either way, he had more immediate problems to worry about.

      He checked his dungeon map again, noting the location of the dots that surrounded him, then bolted through what he hoped was a large enough gap to let him escape. He ran as fast as he could, using the sounds of the downpour to cover any noise he might make.

      Jeremiah quickly reached the edge of the chamber and turned back toward the center of the cavern. His dungeon map showed that the six monsters were still in the middle of the open area but were starting to spread out instead of circling the spot where he had been.

      He took a deep breath, steadying his nerves, then cast one of his new spells, Illusion, and a pillar of rock materialized out of thin air, surrounding him. Combined with the dim light in the room, Jeremiah was hopeful that it would hide him from whatever monsters were stalking him, at least until he could figure out what to do.

      The dungeon map showed the red dots spreading apart as they searched the chamber. He held his breath as he watched one of the dots approach the area where he was hiding. Jeremiah glanced in the direction of that dot, anxiously waiting to see what was stalking him.

      A flash of lightning gave him a brief glance of a large black cat.

      
        
        Name: Celestial Panther

        Level: 25

        Health Points: 574

      

        

      
        Celestial Panthers are otherworldly beings that exist on multiple planes of reality. Their claws can literally rend time and space. Imagine what they can do to human flesh.

      

      

      The beast turned its gaze in Jeremiah’s direction, sending a shiver down his spine, followed an instant later by a wave of burning pain from the claw marks on his back. Jeremiah sucked in a breath, barely biting off a cry of pain.

      He quickly cast a healing spell to give himself some relief from the wound, but the instant he felt the cool healing suffuse his body, the illusion hiding him was shattered. The Celestial Panther turned its deadly gaze on him, a low growl emanating from its throat.

      Jeremiah swore under his breath and grabbed his sledgehammer with both hands, his body tensing for battle.

      The panther leaped toward him, and he dove forward, rolling underneath the flying monster. He hopped to his feet and spun around, ready to strike the beast, but it had continued to move after missing its target.

      Jeremiah watched in astonishment as the panther ran up the wall of the cavern then back down in a circular arc, bringing the dark monster back to the ground, facing him once again.

      Rain plastered his hair to his head, and rivulets of water ran down Jeremiah’s face as he kept his focus on the Level 25 Celestial Panther—the highest-level monster he’d ever faced in an actual fight.

      He quickly checked his dungeon map and was happy to see that the other dots were still spread around the chamber. It was a small mercy, though, as Jeremiah realized the truth of his situation.

      This was a fight he couldn’t win. Not against six Level 25 monsters and a Level 30 dungeon boss.

      Jeremiah could sense the magical thread that tied him to his settlement. With a thought, that thread could yank him back to his portal room and safety. He’d lose the sponsorship but not his life.

      It was the smart thing to do. What good was money if he was dead?

      “I’m not running away again,” Jeremiah growled then leaped forward, swinging his sledgehammer in a wide arc.

      The panther jumped back, easily dodging.

      Jeremiah used the space created by the creature’s dodge and bolted toward the center of the chamber, quickly losing himself in the darkness and rain. He skidded to a stop near the center of the chamber and cast another Illusion spell.

      The panther gave chase, but even the beast’s animal senses couldn’t see or smell the young man as the rain effectively washed away his tracks and scent.

      Jeremiah watched nervously as the panther prowled around him. He swapped his sledgehammer for the Dagger of Bloodletting and waited for the perfect moment to strike.

      The Celestial Panther approached the illusory rock, its head low to the ground as it searched for any sign of its prey. Just before the monster reached him, it turned to the side, and Jeremiah leaped forward, the illusion dissolving as he plunged the dagger into the panther’s side.

      
        
        Dagger of Bloodletting delivers Sneak Attack, increasing damage by 50%.

      

      

      The blade deflected off the panther’s ribs, slicing through the creature’s black hide but failing to deliver a critical strike.

      The Celestial Panther spun around faster than Jeremiah could dodge, and the monster’s claws sliced through his armor, sending the young man stumbling backward.

      Jeremiah pushed down his instinct to strike again and used the momentum of the powerful swipe to propel him away from the panther.

      A moment later, he was fifty feet away and hidden by another illusion.

      The panther chased after him but had no more luck finding him than it had the previous time.

      Jeremiah swapped the dagger for a hand axe and waited for a clear shot, and when the panther turned to the side, he stepped forward and threw the axe. He turned and ran as soon as he threw it but was rewarded with a roar of pain and knew his weapon had struck home.

      Another Illusion spell had him well hidden before the Celestial Panther could give chase.

      “That should be enough,” Regu whispered at Jeremiah’s side. “Let the Bleed affliction do its job and focus on the other panthers.”

      Jeremiah didn’t look at his Trainer but nodded in agreement, knowing the broadcast drone was somewhere close by, recording his every move.

      He waited for the wounded panther to pass by then collected his hand axe and moved toward another one of the monsters, using the dungeon map to plot an intercept course.

      The battle turned into a cat-and-mouse game from there, and the large black panthers were relegated to the role of mouse. Jeremiah snuck around the chamber, using the Illusion spell to keep him hidden until the perfect moment to strike presented itself. The Dagger of Bloodletting became his primary weapon as he delivered slashes that slowly bled the lifeblood out of the Celestial Panthers.

      It was far from a risk-free endeavor though. The giant cats were incredibly fast and nearly every strike with the dagger resulted in Jeremiah taking damage from a powerful swipe of the panthers’ claws.

      He continued his hit-and-run tactics until each panther bled from multiple wounds, and their movements slowed. Once that happened, he switched to the sledgehammer to finish off the monsters.

      Through the entire battle, Jeremiah kept track of the lionape, hoping the large monster would present an opportunity for him to catch the beast unawares, but the Dungeon Lord never moved from where it stood at the edge of the cavern.

      Hours seemed to pass, though Jeremiah knew it was less than that because the two-hour rainstorm was still going strong, but he eventually came to the final Celestial Panther still standing. The last monster was weary, though, and had retreated to the side of the cavern. It no longer prowled around but instead waited for—or hid from—the young man that had been systematically slaying the other panthers.

      Jeremiah moved toward the large cat cautiously. He was surrounded by the illusion of a human-sized boulder but doubted a large moving rock would fool the monster. He carried an axe in one hand and his sledgehammer in the other. Rain still poured down, obscuring anything more than a few feet away and rendering anything more than a dozen feet away invisible.

      The dungeon map told him that the last panther was close, and Jeremiah strained his eyes in the direction the map indicated, anxious for an opportunity to end the fight.

      He heard the monster before he saw it, and only a split second before it barreled through the illusory rock and right into him. The panther’s claws tore into his chest, and the beast tried to bite down on his head.

      Jeremiah dropped his weapons and shoved his hands forward, grasping the panther’s neck a moment before it bit his face off. He pushed back with all of his 39 Strength points and kept the panther at bay, knowing any slip up would be the end of him.

      Time slowed as the panther leaned into him, trying to reach his face while Jeremiah’s muscles strained to push the beast back. He could feel his strength slowly eroding, but then realized rain was no longer falling on his face as the large beast blocked the downpour. He shifted his hands so they were firmly under the beast and completely blocked from the rain then closed his eyes tightly before quickly casting a spell.

      A fireball erupted from his hand in an explosion of light and heat. The panther’s fur was soaking wet and doused most of the flame in a puff of steam, but it threw the monster upward a few feet.

      Jeremiah quickly cast the spell again, his eyes still squeezed closed, and launched it blindly at the panther as it crashed down into him.

      The second fireball slammed into flesh and fur that had been dried by the previous fireball, and the beast howled in pain as it was thrown back a second time. This time, Jeremiah summoned the Dagger of Bloodletting and stabbed up with both hands as the panther slammed down into him. The dagger sunk into the charred flesh of the panther’s chest, sliding between ribs into the beast’s heart.

      
        
        Dagger of Bloodletting scores critical hit, increasing damage by 100%.

      

      

      The huge cat collapsed onto Jeremiah, nearly killing him by suffocation after its claws and teeth had failed to do the job.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 25 Celestial Panther. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Jeremiah pushed the huge black cat off himself and lay there on his back with his arms spread wide and let the rain wash away the panther’s blood. The broadcast drone hovered above him, continuing to record his every move.

      “We’re not done yet,” he said with a laugh then broke out in a fit of coughing.

      Jeremiah rolled over and pushed himself to his hands and knees then spit out a mouthful of blood.

      Hopefully, I’m not done anyway.
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Lionape, Part Deux

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah pushed himself to his feet once his coughing fit subsided. The heavy rain that was still falling had washed away all the blood—both his own and the Celestial Panther’s—but he was still severely wounded. He looked wearily in the direction of the Dungeon Lord, though he couldn’t see the lionape through the rain. A quick check of his dungeon map showed that the monster had not moved.

      Small mercies, he thought.

      “You need to heal yourself and finish this before the rain stops,” Regu said, barely visible to Jeremiah in the storm and invisible to everyone watching the broadcast.

      Jeremiah nodded without looking at his Trainer then pulled up his personal stats to see how bad off he really was.

      
        
        Health: 129 / 512

        Mana: 74 / 624

        Stamina: 286 / 538

      

      

      He groaned then summoned the D Grade potions Sabrina had given him before he left the settlement and downed them one after another like he was taking shots of tequila on his birthday. His body spasmed slightly as the power of all three potions washed through him, adding a hundred points each to Health, Mana, and Stamina.

      All of the stats were still below half other than Stamina, and Jeremiah thought seriously about retreating until he could fully recover. The rainstorm was an advantage that he wouldn’t get again, though, and that fact pushed him to confront the Dungeon Lord now.

      Jeremiah rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck side to side, then strode toward the far end of the cavern where the lionape still waited. He kept an eye on his dungeon map as he walked, making sure the creature didn’t move.

      With the heavy rain drastically reducing visibility, he had to get uncomfortably close to the Level 30 monster before he could see it. What he saw surprised him.

      The large monster sat on a rock, its long gorilla arms hanging loosely at its side. The creature’s lion-like head rested on its chest, water running down its face. Black, charred stubs of what had once been a fiery mane dotted the feline head. The lionape’s eyes looked at Jeremiah, and the monster growled, revealing sharp teeth, but the growl was that of a wounded animal more than of an apex predator.

      The Dungeon Lord looked like a depressed, waterlogged house cat, not a dangerous monster. Given the fact that his Health was still barely above two hundred, Jeremiah was hesitant to get within striking distance though.

      Here goes nothing, Jeremiah thought then threw everything he had at the Lionape Dungeon Lord.

      The Dagger of Bloodletting was the first thing he threw, quickly followed by both of his hand axes as fast as he could summon them from his Dimensional Storage Space and throw them.

      The dagger flew true, the blade penetrating the fur-covered chest of the beast.

      The lionape roared in pain and stood to its full twenty-foot-tall height just as the hand axes struck it in the torso, bouncing off but leaving gashes in the creature’s tough hide. The monster growled, baring its teeth as it casually reached up and plucked the dagger from its body and threw it aside with contempt.

      Jeremiah was already stumbling backward when the lionape leaped forward, covering the distance between them in an instant.

      The monster brought both fists down on Jeremiah and sent him flying backward twenty feet.

      Jeremiah landed with a thud, knocking the wind out of him. His head swam for a moment, and he didn’t know what was happening. His body reacted on pure instinct, though, and he rolled away from the spot where he landed before the lionape could jump on him again. Some part of his mind was coherent enough to cast the Illusion spell, hiding him inside another rock.

      He lay there unmoving for several moments, listening to the sounds of the growling monster searching for him in the rain.

      Once his head cleared, Jeremiah slowly pushed himself to his feet, careful not to make any noise. He summoned his sledgehammer and gripped it tightly as the prowling lionape moved closer.

      Jeremiah waited for the perfect moment to strike then leaped forward from the cover of his illusion, swinging the sledgehammer with two hands down on the unsuspecting monster’s head, hoping to put the monster down with a critical strike to the head.

      The Dungeon Lord sensed the attack a moment before the strike landed and spun around, swinging a powerful fist into the airborne Jeremiah.

      The sledgehammer struck an instant before the beast’s fist but missed the lionape’s head, instead shattering the monster’s hip.

      The huge monster’s fist slammed into Jeremiah’s chest in an explosion of pain. He flew backward, losing his grip on the sledgehammer as he sailed through the air, barely clinging to consciousness. He landed with a thud that knocked the wind out of him.

      Jeremiah gasped for breath, unable to move as pain coursed through his body. The skills that had become an integral part of his conscious and subconscious mind saved him again. Acting on an instinctual level, he cast a healing spell on himself, restoring a small amount of Health, then cast the Illusion spell to hide him from the lionape.

      He pushed himself to a seated position and peered out from his hiding place. He opened his virtual dungeon map and saw that the red dot of the Lionape Dungeon Master was uncomfortably close but noted it wasn’t moving closer. It wasn’t moving at all.

      “Maybe it’s hurt as bad as I am,” Jeremiah mused hopefully then suddenly realized that the rain that had been coming down in sheets for the last couple hours was now only a drizzle.

      That can’t be good, he thought.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Regu confirmed, instantly at his side.

      Jeremiah turned to his Trainer, not caring if the broadcast drone caught him talking with the invisible—to everyone watching—man. “So, what do I do?”

      “Put on the Vest of Fire Protection you looted from the orc,” the blue man said. “Once it stops raining, the lionape’s fire will relight.”

      “Perfect,” Jeremiah muttered then summoned the vest from his inventory, putting it on over his flannel armor.

      “You need to finish this fight as soon as possible. Once the fire is fully relit, the lionape will regain much of the power it lost in the rain.”

      Jeremiah nodded weakly. “Okay. Finish the fight.”

      There was one big problem with that plan though. He had no idea where his sledgehammer was after losing it during the last attack, and his other weapons had been thrown at the Dungeon Lord when the fight first started.

      Jeremiah looked toward the lionape that he could now see through the quickly diminishing rainstorm, then toward the far side of the chamber where he had originally engaged the monster.

      He blew out a forceful breath then started running.

      A loud roar sounded from behind, and Jeremiah didn’t need to look over his shoulder to know that he was being chased. The boulder illusion stayed with him, but a large, running rock was still easy to spot.

      He reached the spot where he’d first attacked the lionape and quickly gathered up both of his hand axes, then turned to face the approaching monster, once again hidden inside a stationary boulder.

      The lionape limped toward Jeremiah on all fours, using arms and legs to pull itself forward. One leg dragged behind uselessly from where the sledgehammer had shattered its hip. Blood ran down the creature’s chest, the wound from the Dagger of Bloodletting continuing to slowly leach Health points from the once mighty Dungeon Lord.

      Jeremiah was in even worse shape. His Health was below a hundred even after the healing spell, and his Mana was almost completely gone. A single blow from the still powerful lionape would end his life. He could only hope the monster stalking toward him was similarly close to death.

      There was a loud poof, and the rain suddenly stopped, the clouds winked out of existence, and the large cavern was once again lit by whatever magical light emanated from the ceiling.

      The Lionape Dungeon Lord looked at the ceiling and roared triumphantly. Jeremiah could see puffs of smoke all over the creature’s head as little flames sprang to life like trick candles relighting on a birthday cake after being blown out.

      He stepped forward and launched a hand axe with all the power he could muster. The hand axe struck the beast in the chest a moment before the monster’s head burst into flames.

      The lionape roared in triumph, ignoring the hand axe embedded in its chest. The monster stood to its full height and glared at Jeremiah, who was now exposed, the illusion having been dispelled when he threw the hand axe. He didn’t have enough Mana left to cast the spell again.

      With another loud roar, the Dungeon Lord leaned forward and sprayed a stream of fire from its mouth like a fire-breathing dragon.

      Jeremiah ducked his head and closed his eyes as the wave of flame hit him, then washed past. He felt the warmth, but the sustained wave of flames didn’t burn him thanks to the protection of the orc’s vest.

      He smiled triumphantly and stepped into the flames toward the Dungeon Lord and threw his last hand axe.

      The weapon burst from the flames and flew toward the lionape, spinning end over end, and struck the flame-breathing gorilla lion between the eyes.

      The creature fell backward, flames spraying up for a moment until they were extinguished in a puff of smoke as the Lionape Dungeon Lord landed on its back with a thump.

      
        
        Hand Axe scores critical hit, increasing damage by 100%.

      

      

      The large cavern was suddenly silent. There were no sounds other than Jeremiah’s raspy breathing.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 30 Lionape Dungeon Lord. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Jeremiah stood there, his hands hanging loosely at his sides, not daring to believe he’d slain the Dungeon Lord.

      With the battle officially over, the experience points from defeating the lionape and panthers registered.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 19 to Level 20.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 20 to Level 21.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 21 to Level 22.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 22 to Level 23.

      

      

      Jeremiah laughed as he felt each level advancement increase Health, Mana, and Stamina, suffusing him with vitality. He was far from fully healed, but he felt better than he had ever felt in his life.

      With a huge smile on his face, he turned to the broadcast drone and exclaimed, “Now that’s how you clear a dungeon!”
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            Training for Real

          

        

      

    

    
      Otto Brohm swung his greatsword around in a wide arc, and the gigantic blade cleaved through the small creature in front of him. The monster fell to the ground in two pieces, having been cut completely in half.

      The monsters of the day were imps, and the training arena had been spitting them out for nearly twelve hours. They weren’t real, per se, but more like biological robots that were created in some sort of bioengineering pods.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 0 Training Imp. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Otto spun and backhanded an imp that tried to attack him from behind, his gauntleted fist sending the small creature flying off to land in an unmoving heap twenty feet away.

      Two more imps leaped toward him, their tiny wings propelling themselves forward.

      He stabbed his sword into the sandy ground of the arena and plucked the two imps out of the air, one in each hand. Otto had always been a strong man, and the Personal Enhancement System had already allowed him to increase his Strength substantially. Using all of his enhanced strength, he smashed the two monsters together. Bones shattered and bits of imp brain and blood sprayed him in the face.

      Otto wiped one forearm across his face, clearing away some of the gore, as he grabbed his sword with the other hand to meet the next wave of attackers.

      The wholesale slaughter of the tiny monsters continued for another half an hour while Otto sliced, punched, and kicked the little demons with brutal efficiency and fatal results. When the last whimpering imp was crushed under his boot, he took a moment to review and dismiss all the experience notifications that had built up while he battled.

      He had received thousands of similar messages since the training arenas opened up several days before. Each monster was only worth a fraction of an experience point and most people didn’t bother with trying to level up by fighting them. It did add up, though, after thousands and thousands of kills, and Otto was more than happy to lap up the experience while everyone else eschewed the hard work that he knew would be necessary to thrive in this new world.

      Everyone in the city had been taken to a training arena on the third day of Orientation and had been introduced to the concept of fighting monsters and gaining experience. It had also served as an introduction to the leveling-up process, as defeating a single monster was enough to level up from Level 0 to Level 1.

      It had been quite an entertaining event as literally everyone, even children, had been tasked with slaying their first monster. Many of the parents had been horrified at the prospect, but the children had loved it. Watching five-year-olds running around with small swords smiting near-defenseless monsters was one of the funniest things Otto had ever seen. Many of the parents had been forced to drag their children from the arena as they screamed that they wanted to keep fighting monsters.

      Once everyone had defeated at least one monster and leveled up, they had been free to leave, and most did. The arenas had stayed open, though, for anyone who wanted to hone their skills and continue gaining experience. The monsters were given weapons after the initial battles, but at Level 0, the damage they could do was generally not fatal.

      Hundreds of people had stayed that first day to battle monsters and gain experience, but most of them quit after not receiving any reward beyond the experience notifications. He could hardly blame them as those messages got really annoying very quickly. Killing a hundred monsters and not getting any tangible reward would be enough to drive away all but the most dedicated of warriors. That was what separated Otto from the rest, and he knew that few people had what it would take to thrive in this new world, and even fewer would be willing to do what it would take to earn one of those Elite titles they had learned about.

      Otto was determined to do whatever it took. The thousand Level 0 training monsters he had slain to reach Level 2 were just a drop in the bucket. A small price to pay for greater power. No one else saw it that way, though, and everyone else had given up except for a single teenage boy.

      Otto looked across the arena at Mikhael. The sixteen-year-old jumped and spun, striking out with his glaive, slicing into the imps that surrounded him. He gracefully avoided every strike from the small monsters and made each of them pay for even attempting to stab him.

      The boy had grown up playing fantasy role-playing games, first on consoles, then using VR rigs. It was a way for him to escape his real life, which had been depressingly bleak. Mikhael had been orphaned and paralyzed in a car accident as a child and had been raised in the Russian foster care system. It was a small miracle that he’d even been able to escape into video games as Otto had seen how disabled orphans were frequently treated in underdeveloped parts of the world.

      The Personal Enhancement System had given the young man a new lease on life, healing his body and giving him the ability to gain near-limitless power. Otto respected Mikhael for his tenacity, but knew the youth had no idea what was in store once they started facing real monsters. As much as it seemed like a game at the moment, that would soon change.

      Otto watched Mikhael finish off the last of the monsters he was facing and look around for more, a broad smile on his face. The young man fought monsters with an obvious joy in his heart and was now doing things he could have only dreamed of before the Integration. Mikhael was living his best life—walking and fighting and earning rewards.

      The boy waved at him excitedly and walked toward Otto, stepping over the piles of monsters the two of them had defeated that day.

      “That was fun!” Mikhael exclaimed. “I loved the challenge of fighting them as they hopped and danced around.”

      The boy looked down at his arm then showed off a long cut on his upper arm and shoulder. “One of those buggers sliced my arm.”

      It was the type of wound that would have left a nice bragging scar in the pre-Integration world. Otto had many similar scars on his body. He knew Mikhael had a healing spell, though, and the wound would be completely healed as soon as he used it.

      “I can’t wait until we can do this for real!”

      Otto agreed with the sentiment but with a much more real-world perspective. He had fought in multiple wars and countless skirmishes, first in the army, then as a mercenary. The reality of wars and battles was something he had experienced firsthand, and he knew that these training arenas did not represent what the world was going to be like outside the walls of their currently protected city.

      There was no reason to burst the boy’s bubble though. They would all be safe for several more days inside the city, and Otto was determined to make sure Mikhael stayed safe even after Orientation ended. It was the job of the powerful, after all, to protect others.

      The former soldier nodded at the young man. “You fought well today.”

      Mikhael beamed with pride. “It felt like I was fighting with a cheat code after I leveled up this morning.”

      They had both reached Level 4 that morning and used their skill points on the Bladed Weapons skill, following the training and skill progression plan their Group Trainer had prepared for them. That plan went through Level 10. After that, Guild Trainers would help them—or if things went as Otto had planned, his Elite Trainer would help him.

      Otto reviewed his stats as they left the arena, happy with his current assortment of attributes and skills. The day’s fighting had done little to reduce his Health as he had rarely taken any hits. Stamina was low because every swing of his sword had a cost, but that stat replenished itself fairly quickly once a fight was over.

      
        
        Name: Otto Brohm

        Level: 4

        Profession: None

        Health: 88 / 94

        Mana: 77 / 77

        Stamina: 22 / 84

        Agility: 15

        Charisma: 10

        Durability: 15

        Intelligence: 10

        Strength: 15

        Vitality: 12

        Wisdom: 10

      

        

      
        Skills:

      

      

      
        	Beginner Magic: Basic

        	Bladed Weapons: Advanced

        	Camouflage: Basic

        	Hand-to-Hand Combat: Novice

        	Life Magic: Advanced

        	Self-Defense: Basic

        	Tracking: Basic

      

      His prior life experience had given him a number of useful skills, so he hadn’t needed to use skill points to get the Basic Level of any skill other than Beginner Magic, which he had chosen in order to get the Basic Healing spell.

      “I heard there is a training arena on the west side of town where we can battle tiny dragons,” Mikhael said cheerfully. “I was thinking we could try that tomorrow.”

      Otto grunted, wondering how small you had to make a dragon to make it safe for training.

      Mikhael sliced his glaive through the air in front of them then stabbed forward. “Dragon Slayers!”

      The former mercenary shook his head. “Come on, Dragon Slayer, let’s get some dinner and replenish our Stamina. You should also cast a healing spell on yourself and fix up your arm.”

      The young man looked down at the wound and flexed, wincing slightly as it pulled on the open laceration. “I was thinking about leaving it so I have a battle scar.”

      “Do you really want your first battle scar to be from a tiny little sprite?”

      “They were devilish imps,” Mikhael protested then sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I should have a cool story for my first battle scar.”

      The young man paused for a minute and cast a healing spell then brushed the dried blood off his arm, revealing a completely healed, non-scarred arm.

      Otto knew the young man would eventually be scarred by things that couldn’t be healed—both physically and mentally. For now, he was happy that the boy could keep his innocence just a little bit longer.
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            To the Victor Go the Spoils

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah looked at the huge Lionape Dungeon Lord that now resembled a large, soaking wet pile of roadkill more than the incredibly fearsome monster it had been only moments before. He was uncomfortably wet, too, his hair and clothes plastered to his body. The chamber, by contrast, was somehow completely dry already with no evidence remaining of the multi-hour rainstorm that had just flooded the cavern.

      
        
        Da da ta da!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have cleared the dungeon and defeated the Dungeon Lord. You have earned the title Dungeon Master and have been awarded one skill point to be used on dungeon-related skills.

      

        

      
        Ding ding ding!

      

        

      
        You have earned the title of Premier Dungeon Master as the first person to clear a dungeon on this newly integrated world. You have been awarded one skill point to be used on dungeon-related skills and the special skill, Dungeon Walker.

      

      

      Jeremiah nodded happily. The skill points were adding up, and even though these were restricted in how he could use them, he knew they were still very valuable. The title of Premier Dungeon Lord sounded impressive, too, not to mention the special skill.

      
        
        Dungeon Walker:

        Dungeons are full of magic, monsters, and power, but they hold no power over you. The Dungeon Walker skill allows you and your party of five or fewer to travel from any dungeon you have conquered to any other known dungeon. You must conquer the new dungeon in order to exit or return to the original dungeon. There are no level advancements for this skill.

      

      

      “Now that’s an interesting skill.”

      “And a dangerous one,” Regu said. “You need to know what kind of dungeon you’re transporting to before you make the leap. You could wind up in a Zone 5 dungeon with Level 100 monsters.”

      Jeremiah looked at his Trainer quizzically. “So, we’re speaking openly again?”

      “The broadcast contract ended as soon as you defeated the Dungeon Lord.” Regu bent down and picked up the now-inert silver sphere that had dropped to the ground in front of them.

      “Oh, I didn’t realize that,” Jeremiah said with a mixture of relief and disappointment. Performing for a live audience had been stressful, but it had also pumped him up, instilling him with more confidence with every monster defeated.

      The Trainer put the orb in the pocket of his robe and removed another orb. “We can use a personal drone to record everything from here, if you want, and then sell the footage to the highest bidder. I don’t recommend that right now though.”

      “Why not?”

      “There is going to be a whole lot of information out there about you, and there’s not much we can do to stop it. All we can do is try to keep a few secrets. There’s no reason to let the whole universe know exactly which skills and abilities you possess or what kind of loot you get from the Dungeon Lord.”

      “That makes sense.” Jeremiah nodded in agreement then got busy looting the monsters, starting with the lionape.

      
        
        You have looted Fire Breath Scroll.

        You have looted Jungle Fear Medallion.

        You have looted Boots of the Apex Predator.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      The items he looted from the monster were impressive. The gold would be useful if he ever found a place to spend it, though the amount seemed insignificant when compared to the sponsorship money.

      “Items are much more valuable than gold,” Regu said, confirming Jeremiah’s thoughts on money. “We will have more than enough money to buy whatever we want. At least, whatever can be bought. The magical items available during an Integration are extremely valuable, both here and in the universe at large.”

      Interesting. Jeremiah nodded absently, already thinking about opening an intergalactic import-export shop.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Regu said, somehow understanding what his trainee was thinking. “There will be plenty of time to sell your planet’s riches after you become King.”

      “Alright, I will hold off on setting up an export shop,” Jeremiah said with a smile, then moved to the closest panther and looted it.

      
        
        You have looted Celestial Panther Skin.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      Jeremiah looted the same items from each panther and was somewhat disappointed with the loot, especially now that he realized the gold coins weren’t all that valuable for someone who had lucrative sponsorship agreements.

      When he was done looting the monsters, Jeremiah rejoined Regu, who was standing near a portal. It had appeared at the edge of the chamber where the Dungeon Lord had been before the battle.

      “This portal will always be available to you now that you’ve cleared this dungeon. It will take you back to the entrance or to any other dungeon because of your Dungeon Walker skill,” the Trainer explained. “When the monsters respawn, you will have to fight through them again to get here, but once you do, you can travel to any other dungeon.”

      Jeremiah thought about diving into another dungeon, despite the previous warning. Regu quickly disabused him of that notion.

      “Don’t even think about it,” the blue man said. “I doubt any other dungeons have even been discovered yet, and you’re not ready to face a completely unknown dungeon.”

      Jeremiah wanted to disagree. He even opened his mouth to protest, but then closed it again. As much as he’d like to think differently, he knew he would have never defeated the lionape without the Weather Bomb. It was unlikely that other Dungeon Lords would have such a significant weakness and even less likely that he would be able to exploit the weakness unprepared.

      Okay, focus on things you can control, Jeremiah told himself, and there were a lot of things he needed to focus on. Namely, his personal stats, attributes, and skills.

      
        
        Name: Jeremiah McIntyre

        Level: 23

        Profession: Elite

        Health: 199 / 672

        Mana: 255 / 864

        Stamina: 466 / 698

        Agility: 30

        Charisma: 20

        Durability: 30

        Intelligence: 30

        Strength: 39

        Vitality: 30

        Wisdom: 18

      

        

      
        You have 20 free stat points to allocate. You must allocate them within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

      

        

      
        You have 4 skill points to use. You must use them within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

      

        

      
        You have 2 skill points to use on dungeon-related skills. You must use them within 24 hours, or they will be randomly assigned for you.

      

        

      
        You have reached Level 20 and may choose a Pillar of Power.

      

      

      “Choose your next Pillar of Power first,” Regu advised.

      Jeremiah agreed with that advice wholeheartedly and began reviewing his options. His body still ached from the beating he had taken during the battle with the Celestial Panthers and Lionape Dungeon Lord, and there was a definite appeal to the Shield Pillar of Power which was a Secondary Pillar under the Might Pillar.

      He knew that defending himself from attacks would get more and more important as the level of monsters he faced continued to increase, but Jeremiah felt like he could deal with that in other ways. Higher grade armor would do a lot to protect him.

      The Melee Pillar, another Secondary Pillar under Might, would provide similar benefits, but on the attack side. Being able to defeat a monster with fewer strikes would also reduce the number of attacks he took himself. Higher grade weapons could help him with this one too.

      He dismissed the Shield and Melee Pillars for the time being.

      Jeremiah briefly considered the Agility Pillar of Power and the primarily noncombat Pillars but dismissed them too. The Agility Pillar would help him with his throwing weapons, but he didn’t have any plans to take up archery, which is where that Pillar would really excel. He also had no intention of becoming a Priest or a Healer, so the Divinity and Life Pillars didn’t offer anything he really needed, while the Intellect and Leadership Pillars offered things that were tangentially important but could be gained in other ways.

      That left the magic-related Secondary Pillars. He really liked his Fireball spell and had used it as often as possible, but the rainstorm had highlighted a glaring weakness of fire magic. It could literally be doused with water. The Life Magic and Death Magic Pillars were a definite no as he had no intention of becoming a Healer or Necromancer. That left Earth, Water, and Air Magic.

      “You really can’t go wrong with any of the magic pillars, other than the Life Magic and Death Magic Pillars,” Regu explained. “Choosing one of those prevents you from casting spells of the opposite magic type. But for the others, you simply get a bonus for that type of magic without penalizing any other magic type. You also get a skill increase, so you’re essentially getting free skill points.”

      “Can’t go wrong with more skills,” Jeremiah said with a smile.

      He considered the Fire Magic Pillar of Power again after Regu told him he couldn’t go wrong with any of them, but as much as he loved the Fireball spell, it was the Illusion spell that had allowed him to survive the last battle, and that fell in the realm of Air Magic.

      In addition to the powerful Illusion spell, Jeremiah knew there were a lot of combat-related spells that fell under the Air Magic category. Besides that, he had grown up watching a bald young man with a blue arrow on his head defeat the forces of evil with Air Magic.

      
        
        Air Magic Pillar of Power

      

        

      
        The key to unlimited power is unlimited resources. Air is all around us, a never-ending resource. Those that master the power of air will never be without a weapon.

        This Pillar grants the Air Magic skill and increases it to the Advanced Level. If Air Magic skill is already known and progressed to the Advanced Level, skill will be advanced one level.

        This Pillar increases the effectiveness of all Air Magic spells by 50%.

      

      

      “Nice!” Jeremiah exclaimed. “Advanced Air Magic is like getting three free skill points.”

      Regu nodded, a self-satisfied grin on his face. “That’s why you selected your Pillar of Power first. To get the maximum benefit possible.”

      Jeremiah nodded thoughtfully. It was entirely possible that he would have used one or more skill points on Air Magic. This wasn’t the first time that his Trainer had saved him skill points, and it wouldn’t be the last, he was sure.

      The Trainer lowered his voice and leaned close to his trainee. “The great thing about the skill levels granted by Pillars of Power is that they are absolute.”

      Jeremiah’s face screwed up in confusion. “What does that mean?”

      “It means you increase a level, no matter what level you’re at. Even if you are already a Master.”

      “There isn’t a level higher than Master.”

      Regu smiled mischievously. “That’s what most people think, but I know for a fact there is a level above Master, though almost no one ever achieves it because it can’t be reached through normal skill progression.”

      Jeremiah was dumbfounded. Master Level skills had tremendous benefits and being a Master in just a couple skills would give someone power unattainable before the Integration. The fact that there was another level above that . . .

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” he demanded of his Trainer.

      “Because I thought you might do something stupid,” the blue man said bluntly. “You are not in a position to waste five skill points just to reach a level of power that you don’t need yet.”

      Jeremiah scowled at his Trainer but knew the man was right. “Are there other ways to go beyond Master Level?”

      “Maybe,” Regu replied. “There are items that can grant rare skills and increase existing skills. Both are extremely rare, and in the case of skill increases, they get rarer as the level increases because it takes more power, for lack of a better term, the higher the level.”

      “Huh?”

      “The skill points you receive when you level can be used to increase any skill to any level . . . up to Master Level,” the Trainer explained. “Items that increase skill levels work differently. Some are only good for a certain skill. Most will only increase a skill to a certain level. The more powerful the item, the higher the level it can grant. The rarity goes up exponentially at each level. For every ten objects that will increase a skill to Novice, there is probably only one that will increase a skill to Advanced. And it goes up by a factor of ten at each level, so for every object that grants a Master Level skill, there are a thousand that increase a skill to Novice Level or ten thousand items that grant a Basic Level skill.”

      Jeremiah’s mind was spinning, thinking of all the new possibilities this information brought. “Can you combine lower-level items to create higher-level items?”

      “Sometimes,” Regu said with a grin. “If you have multiple items of the same type, potions for example, it is possible to combine them. A skilled Alchemist can sometimes combine lower-level potions into a higher-level potion. It should be possible to combine skill potions to create more powerful ones if you have enough.”

      Sabrina could do it, Jeremiah thought excitedly.

      “It’s not practical though,” the blue man said, trying unsuccessfully to pop Jeremiah’s bubble. “Skill-increasing items above Advanced Level are so rare, and thus incredibly valuable, that it doesn’t make sense to combine them. You are better off just using your skill points from level increases for that.”

      “There is no price too high to pay for unlimited power,” Jeremiah said, feeling like a philosopher.

      Regu nodded slightly. “That might be true,” he admitted, “but you are a long way from being in a position to even think about something like that.”

      “You’re right,” Jeremiah agreed. “That’s a problem for future me to worry about.”

      “Yeah, and you have more important things to worry about right now, like assigning your attribute points and using your skill points.”

      Jeremiah filed the idea of supercharged skills away for future consideration and turned his attention to his Attributes and Skills. He added the bulk of the twenty points to Agility, Durability, and Intelligence, bringing each of them up to 35. He spread the remaining points across his other Attributes, just so he could say he was focusing, at least a little bit, on being well-rounded. That included adding one point to Strength to bring that up to 40, keeping it as his highest Attribute.

      Sticking with the well-rounded approach, Jeremiah used his skill points to bring Combat Magic up to Advanced Level to match his newly acquired Advanced Air Magic skill. The two skills would work well together, amplifying the effect of any Air Magic Combat skills he eventually acquired.

      
        	Advanced Level Combat Magic – Learn Advanced Level Combat Magic spells. Effectiveness of combat-related Beginner Magic spells is increased by 75%. Effectiveness of Basic Level Combat Magic spells increased by 50%. Effectiveness of Novice Level Combat Magic spells increased by 25%.

      

      I really need to learn more spells! he declared to himself. There was nothing Jeremiah could do about that problem just then, so he returned his focus to something he could do.

      With his last three skill points, he decided to learn a second-tier skill that had been on his mind since he first learned about it and progress it to Advanced Level.

      
        
        Lightning Strike:

        The ancient gods rained lightning down on their enemies, dealing death and destruction from the heavens. Now you can do the same. Imbue every strike with the power of Zeus!

      

      

      
        
        Requirement: Any Advanced Level weapons skill

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Deliver lightning damage equal to 25% of base damage of any attack.

        	Novice Level – Deliver lightning damage equal to 50% of base damage of any attack. Chain lightning strikes 1 nearby enemy, causing damage equal to 50% of primary lightning strike.

        	Advanced Level – Deliver lightning damage equal to 75% of base damage of any attack. Chain lightning strikes 2 nearby enemies, causing damage equal to 50% of primary lightning strike.

      

      Jeremiah couldn’t keep a huge grin from his face. He’d had his eye on the third-tier skill called Lord of Thunder since the first time he’d read about it. He now had both of the requisite skills—War Hammer and Lightning Strike—and all he had to do was advance each of them two more levels, then he could learn that skill. He could hear Regu’s voice telling him to be patient and not waste skill points on things he didn’t need yet, but the idea of an obviously overpowered skill called Lord of Thunder was too much temptation.

      I will have that skill sooner than later, Jeremiah vowed to himself.

      That left him with the two skill points that had to be used on dungeon-related skills. There were some new skills he could learn, but Jeremiah had a feeling that Dungeon Mapping would be the most valuable skill to him, both short-term and long-term, so he used the points and made Dungeon Mapping his first skill to achieve Master Level.

      
        	Master Level Dungeon Mapping – Map the entire dungeon before entry. Display unseen treasures and monsters within 300 feet of current location. Gain access to dungeon maps of all explored dungeons.

      

      Gaining access to dungeon maps for all explored dungeons seemed like an amazing benefit, but Regu explained that dungeon maps were pretty much common knowledge as soon as someone explored them because almost all dungeon dives are sponsored. Mapping an unexplored dungeon before entry would be incredibly useful, though, not to mention seeing monsters and treasures for a pretty substantial distance all around him.

      Jeremiah checked his virtual dungeon map and saw a few unexplored sections of the dungeon that hadn’t been on the map before but didn’t notice any new treasures or monsters. It wouldn’t have mattered if he had because he was more than ready to declare his first dungeon dive a success and return to the settlement.

      He approached the portal that had appeared after defeating the Dungeon Lord and was presented with two options.

      
        
        Exit dungeon?

      

        

      
        Travel to another dungeon?

      

      

      Regu had warned him against attempting a new dungeon, but Jeremiah couldn’t help checking that option.

      
        
        No dungeons are available for travel.

      

      

      Jeremiah shrugged then selected the option to exit the dungeon. An instant later, he felt himself being pulled through the portal and out of the dungeon.
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            Show Me the Money

          

        

      

    

    
      Regu didn’t return to the settlement with Jeremiah but instead used his personal transporter to go to the Integration Headquarters. He found an unoccupied conference room and put in a call to his contact at the Independent Broadcasting Coalition, then sat down to wait. A few minutes later, a hologram of Thane Ma’Zool appeared above the table.

      “That was quite a show we put on for you, wasn’t it?” Regu said jovially, leaning back in one of the plush chairs, his feet on the table.

      “Our most watched show ever,” Thane agreed with a smile. “It would have been nice to see what kind of loot you got though. How much do you want for that footage?”

      “There is no footage.”

      “Come on, name your price.”

      “I’m serious. There’s no footage.”

      Regu could see the incredulous look on the broadcast executive’s face. “You’re not a rookie, Master Rach’tha. I have a hard time believing you forgot to start recording after our drone deactivated.”

      “I didn’t forget,” the blue man said. “We chose not to record it. Sometimes, a secret is more valuable than money.”

      The hologram of Thane Ma’Zool shook its head. “I don’t think you understand how popular your client has already become. That dungeon dive was the most watched broadcast in the last twelve Integrations. Jeremiah has already reached a level of fame that rivals the champion of a normal Integration, and he is literally unrivaled, at least for the moment.”

      “So, it looks like I have the hottest commodity in the universe.” Regu grinned. He knew his monopoly on Integration-related entertainment would be short-lived but needed to make sure that Jeremiah wasn’t equally short-lived. “I tell you what. We will sell you the rights to any monster hunts and adventures we undertake between now and the end of Orientation.”

      “How much?”

      “Five hundred million.”

      “Half a billion credits for three days?!” Thane exclaimed. “That’s more than we paid for the dungeon dive!”

      “Five hundred million per day,” Regu corrected, doing his best to suppress a smile as the IBC executive sputtered in disbelief.

      The Trainer pulled out his phone and started scrolling through his contact list. “I’m sure Gorun would be willing to pay that after missing out on the dungeon dive.”

      Thane’s expression grew serious at Regu’s mention of the president of the Central Galaxies Broadcast Network.

      “Money isn’t everything,” Thane said. “I believe we can be a very beneficial partner to you in the long run.”

      “I don’t doubt that, and I hope you can be,” Regu said. “However, right now, we need money and supplies more than anything else.”

      Thane was silent for a moment then nodded. “Okay, one point five billion for three days. Just know that we can’t keep this up indefinitely.”

      “Understood,” Regu said as he got up. “And don’t worry, I will make sure we put on a good show for your viewers. I might even be able to stir up some drama.”

      “Just don’t get our asset killed.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I will keep him alive.”

      “Good. Now, how do you want payment for the dungeon dive?”

      Regu really wanted to take the money because it could buy so much more on planet than it could on the external market. Unfortunately, there was nowhere to spend the money on Earth yet. “Magical artifacts would be nice. Be sure to include some Air Magic spells.”

      The hologram of the IBC rep raised an eyebrow. “Can I assume that young Master Jeremiah has acquired the Air Magic skill? Maybe even selected the Air Magic Pillar of Power?”

      “I’d consider it a professional courtesy if you kept that information to yourself.”

      “Of course,” Thane replied. “Everything we send to you will be public record though.”

      Regu nodded. “I know, but there’s no reason to broadcast it openly. Starting in a few days, there will be thousands of transactions taking place every day as a hundred Trainers start striking sponsorship deals for all the new Elites. Individual transactions will get lost in the shuffle.”

      Thane shook his head. “Didn’t you hear what I said? Jeremiah is already one of the most famous people in the universe. Everything you two do will be scrutinized by every network in existence, and most of them won’t be able to do anything other than scour the public records to get information.”

      That was definitely a downside of dealing exclusively with Thane and the Independent Broadcasting Coalition. Everyone else would be forced to dig for scraps. He would have to make extra sure to follow all the rules to the letter of the law.

      Regu knew Jeremiah’s level of fame would inevitably drop, though, once a hundred new Elites were introduced to the universe, so he wasn’t too worried. He would make sure that Jeremiah stayed in a prominent position throughout the Integration, but he was also going to keep things hidden, trading some fame for a little bit of privacy.

      That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to take full advantage of the current situation.

      “Thank you for your business,” Regu said. “Send the new contracts to Malinda.”

      Thane’s hologram nodded. “I will send them over shortly and will have the payment for the dungeon dive in your transfer box no later than tomorrow.”

      “Much appreciated,” Regu said then ended the call.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Regu emerged from the portal room in his private office and found Malinda sitting in a chair across from his desk. He wasn’t surprised to find the enterprising woman waiting for him and was equally unsurprised to see several folders on his desk containing the various information he had requested.

      “I can’t wait until they turn the communications network on and you can send this information to me on planet,” he said, grabbing the folder labeled Elites as he sat down. It really would be nice to get everything digitally, but there was something to be said for holding a piece of paper in your hands. Somehow, it made it easier to truly understand what was being communicated.

      Regu flipped through the papers inside and pulled out one that caught his attention.

      “There has already been a Trainer casualty?”

      Malinda nodded. “Very bizarre case. A rookie Trainer blew himself up with a God Slayer bomb.”

      The blue man’s brow furrowed. “A rookie with a God Slayer bomb?”

      “The paper trail checks out. It was part of a lucrative prelicensing deal he’d signed with the Meffei Conglomerate.”

      Regu looked at his assistant skeptically as he put the folder back on the desk. “The Meffei Conglomerate? I’ve never known them to get involved in Integration sponsorships.”

      “I’ve already started an investigation.”

      “Good,” Regu said, picking up a folder labeled Resources and flipping through it for a moment before dropping it on top of the Elites folder.

      He picked up the last folder, which was labeled Suzanne McIntyre.

      “Anything useful in here?”

      Malinda shrugged her upper shoulders and held her lower hands out to the side. “Nothing current, but at least she hasn’t shown up on the casualty list.”

      Regu looked inside the folder for a minute then added the folder to the pile with the other two. “Looks like she might be close to Jeremiah.”

      “That was a year ago,” Malinda pointed out. “There’s no telling where she is now.”

      “Jeremiah needs to get to an Orientation city as soon as possible. This will get us moving in the right direction.”

      “Even if she’s not there anymore?”

      “The important thing is getting Jeremiah to a city as soon as possible after Orientation ends. If we find his sister, great. If not, we still accomplish our primary objective.”

      “Your objective or his?”

      “They are one and the same,” Regu assured her. “Even if he doesn’t know it yet.”
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            No Time to Waste

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah returned to the portal room at the Midnight Mountain settlement while Regu attended to “other business” off planet. He emerged from the portal room to the smell of roasting meat and immediately sought out the source of the mouthwatering aroma.

      Sabrina sat in a wooden camp chair near a fire in the middle of the camp. The hindquarter of an apparently large animal hung over the fire, fat dripping down onto the glowing embers below, creating puffs of delicious-smelling smoke.

      She stood to greet him, and Jeremiah could immediately tell that something was different. The way she stood radiated power, and she appeared to be slightly taller. Her frame seemed larger, and he was sure that it was lean muscle mass causing it.

      Jeremiah couldn’t stop himself from analyzing her.

      
        
        Name: Sabrina Thompson

        Level: 15

        Profession: Elite (Alchemist)

      

      

      Five levels! Jeremiah’s mouth dropped open in surprise.

      “How did you gain five levels? What were you doing while I was gone?”

      Sabrina smirked. “Hunting and Alchemy.”

      “What were you hunting that gave you five levels?”

      She motioned toward the meat roasting over the fire. “Giant elk, for one.”

      “Smells good,” Jeremiah said, “but why don’t you have Phil’s chef cook it up for you?”

      Sabrina frowned at him. “He doesn’t have a chef. His kitchen,” she made air quotes, “is nothing more than a room with beverage and sandwich vending machines.”

      Jeremiah chuckled. “So, no gourmet robot.”

      “Nope,” she said, shaking her head. “I think you hit the jackpot with your Trainer.”

      He couldn’t disagree with that. Regu seemed to know pretty much everything, even if the blue man didn’t necessarily share it all at once.

      “How many of these beasts did you kill?”

      “A dozen,” she replied. “Got them strung up all over camp. Maybe we can have Regu’s chef dry some of them and make jerky. Or put some in the freezer so we can have meat for awhile.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Jeremiah said then turned the conversation back to her level increases. “So, a dozen elk gave you five levels?”

      “No, they were good for about three,” she replied. “The other two came from doing Alchemy.”

      “You gained levels from doing Alchemy?!”

      She nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve been doing a lot of Alchemy. Philanthar got me a broadcast deal with some kind of educational network. There’s apparently a bunch of people out there that geek out watching me create potions and stuff.”

      Jeremiah noticed the broadcast orb floating behind her for the first time. He frowned slightly.

      Sabrina looked over her shoulder at the drone. “Oh, I forgot about that guy. I don’t even notice it anymore. Deactivate!”

      A red light flashed on the silver sphere, and it dropped to the ground.

      She picked the drone up and put it in her pocket. “The sponsorship is great. They pay me in alchemy recipes and record me using them. Then they give me more recipes and record me again. I’ve learned how to make over two dozen new potions.”

      Jeremiah shook his head. “So, you have a Fans Only channel for chemistry geeks?”

      “Hey!” Sabrina said, a look of indignation on her face for a moment before shifting to a smile. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Whatever pays the bills,” he said. “And you gained levels too?"

      She nodded excitedly. “Yeah, I gained one level when I learned my tenth new potion and another when I learned my twentieth.”

      Jeremiah was astounded by the fact that she’d gained levels just by doing Alchemy. “I wonder why Regu never told me about gaining levels that way.”

      “Philanthar said it’s not sustainable,” she said. “The requirement to level up like that doubles each time. I won’t get another level increase from Alchemy until I learn forty recipes now. It would take a hundred and sixty recipes just to level up five times.”

      “That is a lot.”

      “And it’s not very fast,” Sabrina insisted. “I spent the better part of three days with no sleep just to gain two levels. I gained three levels in half a day hunting.”

      “Yeah, definitely not the most efficient use of time,” Jeremiah agreed, though he couldn’t help but think that it might be worth learning ten recipes to pick up a free level. It might be a nice change of pace sometime. “I wonder how many other professions give levels like that.”

      “All of them, as far as I know,” she said. “You can only ever do it in one profession though.”

      Jeremiah’s daydream of bouncing from one profession to another, picking up dozens of levels by learning a few Basic skills, ended as fast as it had begun.

      Yeah, that kind of cheat would have been too good to be true, he thought ruefully.

      Sabrina told him about all the new recipes she knew, but none of them seemed overly valuable, at least not for someone who was above Level 20. She eventually would be able to make better Health, Mana, and Stamina potions, though, and that would be incredibly valuable.

      “Did you learn the Apothecary skill?” Jeremiah asked, hoping she was already working her way toward the Master Apothecary level that would upgrade the Alchemy Lab.

      She nodded. “I used a few skill points to raise Archery to Master Level, but I put a couple into Apothecary as well. I’m currently at Advanced Level.”

      “Sounds like you’re progressing nicely.”

      “Yeah, I think so. How about you?”

      Jeremiah took a seat in one of the chairs around the fire. “I’m doing well, I think. I’m up to Level 23 now.”

      “That’s impressive.”

      He gave her a self-deprecating shrug. “I’m not doing too bad,” he admitted then began telling her about the dungeon dive.

      Sabrina listened intently, getting up occasionally to turn the roasting elk. She had just declared the meat ready to eat when Jeremiah finished his story by telling her about the loot and spells. She spun on him, her eyes wide.

      “You learned a spell called Fire Breath?!”

      “I haven’t learned it yet. It’s on a scroll.”

      “What is wrong with you?” she demanded. “Take that scroll out and learn that spell right now. I want to see what it does.”

      Jeremiah chuckled but did as she suggested. He spread it out on the ground in front of the chair and began reading. A moment later, he knew a new spell.

      
        
        Spell: Fire Breath

        Type: Fire Magic

        Requirement: Advanced Level Fire Magic or Combat Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Causes a significant amount of damage to primary target.

        	Causes a moderate amount of damage to others within five feet of primary target.

      

      
        
        Range: 50 Feet

        Cost: Significant Mana

        Cooldown: 1 minute

      

      

      “That was really weird,” Sabrina said. The look on her face was a combination of intrigued and totally freaked out.

      He hadn’t thought about it before but realized the sight of arcane words flowing off the paper and over his skin probably looked pretty weird. “I’m guessing that’s not the way you learned alchemy recipes.”

      “No,” she said. “The recipe just appears in the book.”

      Jeremiah shrugged. That was okay for something that was used in a lab setting, he supposed, but having to open up a book and read a spell in the middle of combat wouldn’t work at all.

      Sabrina tossed him a vial filled with blue liquid. “Let’s see what that spell can do. This will replenish the Mana you use.”

      He looked at the D Grade Mana potion. It would more than replace the Mana used by the spell. “Alright, let’s do it.”

      Jeremiah stood and set his feet shoulder width apart. He bent his knees slightly and clenched his fists, then roared at the sky—it seemed the appropriate thing to do—as he cast the spell.

      A gout of flame erupted from his mouth, shooting fifty feet or more into the air. Jeremiah shook his head side to side, spraying fire across the sky for about five seconds before the flames finally died out.

      A huge man burst from one of the buildings surrounding the central courtyard.

      “What the—” Philanthar started to yell, then his eyes settled on Jeremiah. “Pff! Should have known it was you causing trouble.”

      “Lighten up,” Sabrina said to her Trainer. “He was just showing me his new spell.”

      “Seems a bit flashy,” the large man said then smirked at Jeremiah. “You trying to compensate for something?”

      “Gotta use what you’ve got, Phil,” Jeremiah replied with a grin. “Why don’t you put that sandwich down and join us for some real food? Sabrina looks to be a pretty good chef, and I hear that’s something that’s been lacking while we were gone.”

      Philanthar raised his lip in a sneer and threw the sandwich that was in his hand to the side then stomped over to the fire and sat down on the opposite side of Sabrina and Jeremiah. The wooden chair creaked as the large Trainer plopped down, but it didn’t break.

      Jeremiah plastered a smile on his face and eased himself into his chair. He downed the Mana potion he’d been holding and leaned back, enjoying the revitalizing energy the potion provided.

      Sabrina looked from Jeremiah to Philanthar and shook her head before turning her attention to the roasting meat. A large knife appeared in her hand, summoned from her dimensional storage, and she started carving a slice off. A plate appeared in her other hand a moment before she finished slicing, and a huge chunk of meat plopped onto the plate. She filled three plates then took one of them back to her chair, leaving the other two sitting there by the fire.

      A fork appeared in her hand as Sabrina sat down. “Help yourselves, boys. I’m not a serving wench,” she said as she stabbed a chunk of meat and took a bite. “Mmm, mmm, mmm. Now that’s some good elk!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Regu appeared right about the time everyone finished eating, and Philanthar promptly stood and stormed back to his Trainer’s Hall without saying a word.

      “I guess he’s still sore about the other day in the forest,” the blue man said with a shrug then turned his attention to Jeremiah. “I’ve got some critical intel, and we need to act quickly.”

      The Trainer turned and walked toward his Trainer’s Hall, which was on the opposite side of the central courtyard from Philanthar’s. “You can come too, Sabrina,” he called over his shoulder.

      Jeremiah exchanged a glance with Sabrina, then they both got up and followed the blue man.

      Regu turned to face Jeremiah—and Sabrina—as soon as they were all inside his Trainer’s Hall. He held up a folder and waved it in the air. “Malinda has already dug up some good information on your competitors.”

      Jeremiah stepped forward, a hand outstretched, but the blue man tossed the folder on the table in the middle of the room. “There’s nothing urgent though. Malinda is still sorting things out, so there’s no reason to worry about anything until we have all the information.”

      The Trainer held up another folder. “She has also compiled a list of potential resources and sponsors. That’s a discussion for another day too.” He threw that folder on the table as well.

      Jeremiah crossed his arms in annoyance. “So, is there anything we are going to worry about right now?”

      “Yes,” Regu said and handed him the third folder.

      Jeremiah stared down at the name on the folder then flipped it open. Sabrina crowded close and looked over his shoulder.

      The first piece of paper in the folder was a copy of a newspaper article in the Twin Falls Times. The headline read, “Local Architect Wins Prestigious Award.”

      Below that, there was a picture of a dark-haired woman accepting a plaque. The caption read, “Suzanne McIntyre accepting the Frank Lloyd Wright Award for Progressive Architectural Design.”

      “Is that . . . ?”

      “Yeah. That’s my sister.”

      Jeremiah checked the date on the article then glanced up at his Trainer. “This was almost a year ago.”

      “It was the most recent thing we’ve found so far,” Regu said.

      “Do you know if she is still there?”

      Regu shook his head. “We don’t know. She isn’t on the Integration Casualty List, though, so we believe she is still alive.”

      The blue man walked over to the screen on the wall that displayed a map of the region. He zoomed in on a city that was about halfway between their settlement and Boise, Idaho. It was right on the edge of the yellow zone that Midnight Mountain was in, and it looked like the city was half in the neighboring blue zone and half in the yellow.

      “The city appears to be bisected by the barrier between blue and yellow zones,” Regu said.

      “What does that mean?” Sabrina asked.

      “It means that the half of the city that’s in the yellow zone is likely overrun by monsters,” Regu replied. “The part of the city in the blue is protected from all monsters for the moment.”

      “For the moment?” Jeremiah asked, a feeling of dread settling in his stomach.

      “As soon as Orientation ends, monsters that are Level 10 and below will be able to enter,” the Trainer explained. “According to the official records, the city has not been claimed, so there aren’t any walls to keep monsters out. That likely means that no one who survived has reached Level 5 yet.”

      “They will be slaughtered,” Jeremiah breathed. “How long do we have?”

      “Three days.”

      Jeremiah nodded. “Alright. We leave in an hour.” He turned to Sabrina. “Are you coming with me?”

      She looked at him, clearly conflicted, but before she could answer, Regu chimed in.

      “She doesn’t have the Agility and Stamina that you do and will slow us down,” the blue man said. “Besides, we need someone to stay here and protect Midnight Mountain.”

      “I can do that.” Sabrina said. “I will keep the area around the settlement clear of monsters and keep leveling up.”

      Jeremiah nodded, feeling a mixture of relief and disappointment. He knew Regu was right though. The eight-level difference between them meant there was likely a significant difference in how fast and how long they could run, and he would definitely need to run to cover two hundred miles before Orientation ended and the monster protection came down.

      I’m coming, Suze. Just hang on!
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            Founding Elites

          

        

      

    

    
      The large striped cat growled at Takeda, long fangs bared. The old sword master turned as the giant tiger circled, keeping his sword pointed at the beast. He moved lightly on the balls of his feet, ready to dodge and slash, confident his newly enhanced body would not only be quick enough to avoid being mauled, but also powerful enough to cause mortal wounds. At the very least, wounds that would accumulate and put an end to the monster.

      
        
        Name: Integrated Siberian Tiger

        Level: 21

        Health Points: 448

      

        

      
        Prior to Integration, Siberian tigers were the largest and deadliest cats on the planet. They were the ultimate hunters. Post-Integration, their power and speed are unrivaled amongst native species. If you are hunted by one of these powerful beasts, the first you see of it may be the instant it tears your throat out with a swipe of its deadly claws.

      

      

      A grin split Takeda’s face as his eyes narrowed. The hunter had truly become the hunted as he—and the eight warriors that surrounding him and the tiger—had spent the last few days hunting monsters like this to gain experience.

      They still didn’t know much about what had happened to the world or even if it had happened to the whole world. For all he knew, this could be part of some covert government experiment playing out in the remote mountains of southeastern China. Takeda had powerful friends at the highest levels of government, both in his home country of Japan and in China, and he knew there were secret programs that sounded more like science fiction or fantasy than reality. This seemed too advanced for even the wildest of covert operations.

      Takeda and his team had spent the first several days after the initial attack by the pandas repairing and fortifying the compound, making sure their families were safe, and grieving for the dead. They had also started to piece together some of what was happening. It appeared that all diseases had been healed, as had any crippling injuries or age-related ailments. Other than some lingering wrinkles and gray hair—and those had even decreased—everyone was healthier and stronger than they had ever been in their lives.

      They had learned that battling monsters gave experience points, and once enough had been accumulated, a person increased levels, which gave them more power. And skills. The skills weren’t exotic like in many RPG games, but the fact that some of the skills were referred to as beginner implied that more advanced skills might be available in the future.

      Takeda himself had earned the title Premier Lord and had been able to magically enhance the settlement they now called home.

      He had claimed the compound, naming it Oshikatori, and was awarded a defensive upgrade to the outer wall and three free buildings. As all the survivors became citizens, the settlement was upgraded to a Hamlet and then a Village, each advancement providing another free building. The building options were apparently limited by not having people of certain professions, but it hadn’t been hard to find useful buildings to add to the settlement like the Armory, Archery Range, and Training Yard. As Premier Lord, the buildings had been given unique upgrades like the Armory producing E Grade weapons that could be used by anyone, even if they didn’t possess the proper level.

      Takeda had known he couldn’t focus entirely on battle, though, and used two of the building upgrades on noncombat related buildings. He was sure the Crafter’s Hall and Marketplace would also prove invaluable long-term. At least as sure as he could be without someone to guide him through this strange new world.

      After setting up the village for long-term prosperity, Takeda and the eight warriors that now accompanied him had gotten busy grinding experience points and had all reached Level 9. The two women who had joined them after the initial battle when their families—and so many others—had been killed quickly caught up, level wise, as it became progressively harder to advance levels. He suspected they would both surpass the original six before too long as they displayed a drive that both inspired and scared him. They showed him the proper amount of respect as an elder and leader of the settlement, but he wasn’t certain that would always be the case. For now, though, he was more than happy to have the two ruthless warriors at his side as they hunted monsters and leveled up.

      The Integrated Siberian Tiger leaped forward, possibly thinking—incorrectly—that Takeda was distracted.

      The old man responded instantly, his sword moving in a blur as he spun away, leaving a deep gash in the huge cat’s side.

      Two of Takeda’s companions leaped forward to attack as the tiger skidded to a stop.

      Himari slashed the beast with a sword that had been upgraded to E Grade by the Armory, leaving another deep gash in the cat’s side. She spun away and was out of range of the tiger’s sharp claws in the blink of an eye.

      Sakura leaped forward just as Himari stepped back. She sailed over the tiger and stabbed down with her sai, which had also been upgraded in the Armory, burying the forked, dagger-like weapons in the cat before ducking her head and rolling as she landed. She popped to her feet, turning to face the cat with two new sai in her hands.

      A barrage of arrows and short spears thudded into the striped monster’s side, staggering the beast.

      Before the tiger could react to any of the attacks, Takeda stepped forward with a powerful two-handed swing of his upgraded katana. The attack was enhanced by his Strength of 20 as well as the Basic Bladed Weapons skill which he had advanced to Master Level, all of which combined to more than double the damage. The sword scored a critical hit, doubling damage again, and sliced through the monster’s neck.

      The giant, headless cat stayed upright for a moment, its body swaying slightly, before toppling to the ground.

      
        
        Level 21 Integrated Siberian Tiger has been defeated. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

      

      

      Takeda sheathed his sword then stepped forward to see what kind of loot the Level 21 monster would have. Before he could reach down and touch the cat to loot it, a new message stopped him in his tracks.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 9 to Level 10.

      

      

      It was the tenth time he’d received a level-up notification, but he instinctively knew this was different. He was sure Level 10 would be significant in some way, and his suspicion was confirmed a moment later.

      
        
        Da da ta da!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You are one of the first one hundred to reach Level 10 and have earned the status of Elite. Additional titles and rewards have been awarded. See status menu for more details.

      

        

      
        Ding ding ding!

      

        

      
        You have been awarded the title of Founding Elite as one of the first ten people to earn Elite status in this newly integrated world.

      

      

      Takeda looked around the clearing and could see by the smiles on their faces that several others were also receiving the level-up notifications.

      A flash of light brought his attention back to the area immediately in front of himself. Red smoke swirled for a moment then suddenly dispersed, and he was staring at a scaled red monster with horns, wings, and a toothy snout.

      Takeda stumbled backward, and as he drew his sword, he saw several more puffs of smoke all around him.

      “To me!” he shouted as his sword cleared its scabbard, and he dropped into a fighting stance.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” the red dragon-like creature said, holding their hands out to the side. “I’m here to help!”

      “Who are you?” Takeda demanded, both hands on his sword.

      “My name is Drakos. I am your Trainer and liaison with the rest of the universe.” The dragon creature looked around the clearing and nodded slightly. “Hmm. This is very interesting. It seems you aren’t the only one to reach Elite status here.”

      The old sword master looked around the clearing and saw that Himari, Sakura, and three of the original six warriors to survive the initial battle were having similar conversations with distinctly alien creatures. They all gripped weapons tightly, as he still did, but like him, had not yet attacked the newcomers.

      Drakos stepped toward Takeda, pushing the sword to the side with a clawed hand. “We have much to discuss, but the first thing I need to know is: do you trust the other new Elites?” The dragon-man lowered his voice. “If not, I recommend we put an end to them now before they have an opportunity to do the same to you.”

      Takeda glanced at Himari and Sakura as a moment of doubt flashed through his mind. He knew very little about the women other than the fact that they were ferocious warriors.

      The former CEO shook his head, admonishing himself. They had done nothing to deserve suspicion. “They are all trustworthy.”

      Drakos shrugged. “That’s good enough for now. Let’s go somewhere private and talk about making you King of this newly integrated planet.”

      Takeda’s brow furrowed, and his mouth opened as a hundred questions flashed through his mind.

      The dragon-man raised a hand. “Let me explain what’s going on first, and then you can ask all your questions.”

      The old man scowled but accepted the wisdom of learning more so he could ask the right questions. “Let’s return to the settlement. You can brief me on the way.”

      Takeda turned to his companions and found all of them looking to him for guidance, even those that now had Trainers like him. “We are returning to Oshikatori to learn more about what is happening.”

      “Yes, Takeda,” all eight of his companions replied in unison, each bowing their head slightly.

      A crown abruptly appeared in Takeda’s peripheral vision with the number six inside of it.

      “What does this mean?”

      A broad, toothy smile spread across Drakos’s face. “It means you are six percent of the way to ruling the world.”
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            A City Divided

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah paced furiously in the Trainer’s Hall, impatient to be on his way to Twin Falls and possibly his sister. Regu had insisted on consulting with Malinda before they left, though, and Jeremiah hadn’t been able to dissuade the blue man, even when he threatened to leave without him.

      When the door to Regu’s transporter room swung open, it almost hit Jeremiah as the young man paced. The Trainer stepped out and shook his head. “I can’t wait until Orientation ends and communications are enabled so I don’t have to physically travel off world to get updates and give directions.”

      “Can we leave now?!” Jeremiah demanded.

      Regu patted his arm. “Relax. I was only gone for a few minutes, and that time was well spent.”

      Jeremiah looked at his Trainer skeptically. “How?”

      “I don’t know,” Regu admitted with a shrug. “What I do know is that Malinda can work miracles, but she needs all the right information to do that.”

      “Alright,” Jeremiah grumbled. “Can we go now?”

      The blue man nodded. “Lead the way.”

      “Try and keep up.” Jeremiah smirked.

      “It will take way more than you’ve got to leave me behind.”

      “Prove it,” Jeremiah said and burst from the Trainer’s Hall, running as fast as an Olympic sprinter.

      The sun was setting as they left the settlement, and Jeremiah activated his Ring of Primal Fear. He hadn’t been using the item as the whole purpose of grinding experience had been to defeat monsters, not scare them away. Now, though, he didn’t want to waste time fighting.

      They ran through the night, following mountain roads, county roads, state highways, then ultimately Interstate 84 heading west toward Boise and Portland beyond that. They never slowed, only stopping twice to take a short water break, covering two hundred miles in just over ten hours. True to his word, Regu had never lagged behind, and at times had even run backward as he egged Jeremiah on.

      The pair stood on the bank of the Snake River as the sun rose, looking at the city of Twin Falls on the other side. A shimmering translucent wall that seemed to shift from blue to green stretched as far as Jeremiah could see, bisecting the town.

      “That’s the barrier to Zone 2,” Regu said. “Normally, it would be solid blue and would prevent any monster higher than Level 10 from crossing.”

      “Why is it shifting between blue and green?”

      “During New Integration Orientation, Level 2 is also considered a safe zone. It creates a cushion around the permanent Level 1 safe zones so the Orientation cities aren’t overwhelmed immediately after the training period ends.”

      Jeremiah could see hundreds, possibly thousands, of shapes moving through the city outside the barrier. None of them were human. The city was completely devoid of life other than the monsters.

      “You wouldn’t normally see a congregation of monsters like this, but they appear to have been drawn here by the presence of the city on the other side of the barrier.”

      “Can people pass through the barrier?”

      Regu nodded. “Anyone could have passed through the barrier into Zone 2 as there are no level requirements to enter Zone 2. You must be Level 10 to enter Zone 3, though, so no one could have crossed over from the other side unless they somehow reached Level 10 or were in a party with someone who was Level 10 or higher.”

      Jeremiah noticed that there was a large congregation of monsters near the barrier. In fact, everywhere he looked along the barrier, there were monsters.

      They’re patrolling, he realized.

      “They’re preventing anyone who might have survived from crossing over into the safe part of the city,” Jeremiah uttered, turning to his Trainer, hoping the blue man would contradict him.

      Instead, Regu just shook his head sadly. “I doubt anyone lasted longer than a day or so, but the monsters are going to make sure no one reaches the other side.”

      Jeremiah turned his attention back to the barrier just as a huge monster leaped at the shimmering wall. The horned, doglike creature crashed into the translucent blue-green shield and bounced back. On the other side, a dark shape that looked vaguely human scurried away.

      The creature shook its head and growled then continued to prowl near the barrier.

      “The monsters near the barrier are likely Level 10 and below,” Regu said. “Some instinct is telling them they will soon be able to cross over. It happens every Integration. As soon as the barrier goes down, monsters flood into the previously safe zone. Normally, there is a huge distance between the barrier and the closest city, and the monsters disperse.”

      Jeremiah thought of all the people on the other side of the barrier. They were probably terrified. No one had given them an explanation as to what had happened, let alone trained them in any way.

      “That’s not gonna happen here though,” Jeremiah said. “It’s going to be a slaughter.”

      He could envision the monsters pouring into the city, tearing apart men, women, and children indiscriminately. “And my sister might be in there,” Jeremiah said softly. Even if she wasn’t, there were thousands of other people. “I need to get in there and help them.”

      Regu nodded grimly. “Let’s stay on this side of the river until we cross through into Zone 2. We can cross over the river after that and make our way into the city from the north.”

      Jeremiah looked down at the southern half of what used to be Twin Falls. The dark shapes of monsters filled the city like a colony of scurrying ants. The majority of them might be Level 10 or lower, but he knew there would be stronger monsters too. It was definitely more than the people on the other side of the barrier could handle—or survive.

      They headed north and quickly passed through the barrier into Zone 2. It felt like walking through a curtain of mist, and Jeremiah instantly felt different as a tension that he hadn’t even realized was there lifted. His body had been under constant stress since the Integration began, preventing him from ever truly relaxing, but he hadn’t realized how much tension his body had been holding until it was suddenly gone.

      Jeremiah knew, without a doubt, that he was safe. There was nothing that could challenge him inside the Zone 2 barrier. He had walked with confidence since defeating the Dungeon Lord, but danger had still been ever-present, keeping him alert. Now, he strode toward the city like an invincible god.

      There was a wide bridge just inside the barrier, and Jeremiah approached it with a spring in his step that belied both supreme confidence and unquestioned security. The river overpass had once accommodated four lanes of vehicle traffic but was now devoid of life. A barricade had been erected at the far end of the bridge, on the other side of the river. Dumpsters, scrap metal, and chunks of concrete had been piled up in an apparent attempt to prevent anyone or anything from crossing the bridge. He smiled to himself, knowing the obstacle would do nothing to stop him, nor would it be any help once the monsters were set free.

      As he approached, Jeremiah could see several dozen people behind the barrier watching him. The men and women carried bats, pipes, crudely made spears, and an assortment of handmade weapons. The only weapons that appeared modern—or remotely effective—were the compound bows carried by several people who looked far from confident in their ability to fire them. It reminded him of the old postapocalyptic movies from the nineties he’d seen from time to time on movie channels, and again, he had to suppress a smile.

      When he was about fifty feet away, a large man—at least large by old Earth standards—climbed up onto the barrier. He wore a black sleeveless vest and looked like a combination MMA fighter and biker gang member. The man carried a spiked club made from a baseball bat and nails in one hand and had a long knife strapped to his waist.

      “Stay where you are,” the man ordered, doing his best to sound threatening.

      Jeremiah stopped, putting his hands out to the side in a nonthreatening manner, and used his Analyze skill on the man.

      
        
        Name: Derek Hargrove

        Level: 2

        Profession: None

      

      

      “Hmm,” Jeremiah murmured, honestly a bit surprised that anyone was higher than Level 0.

      “He must have been on the other side of the barrier when the Integration started,” Regu observed, stepping beside Jeremiah.

      There was a chorus of gasps and murmurs from behind the barricade at the sight of the blue man, but an annoyed glance from Derek silenced everyone. The apparent leader turned his attention back to Jeremiah and Regu and demanded, “Who are you and what do you want?”

      Jeremiah frowned at the man and answered with a question of his own. “Are you in charge here?”

      Derek grunted and puffed up his chest a bit. “I’m in charge of security, and you best be answering my question if you know what’s good for you and your freaky blue friend.”

      Jeremiah tensed, his fists clenching, his good mood evaporating. He had dealt with people like this his whole life. Men who were bigger and stronger than other people and thought that gave them the right—the power—to exert their will. People who had more power, for whatever reason, and used that power to subjugate others.

      Regu put a hand on Jeremiah’s arm before he could summon his sledgehammer and leaned closer, whispering so that Derek and the others couldn’t hear what he said. “He’s just trying to protect the people of the city,” the blue man said calmly. “The man is actually terrified of you but has no idea why. He can sense your power, but it is something so foreign to him, he doesn’t know what it means. Don’t let him goad you into something you will regret later.”

      Jeremiah blew out a breath and forced his muscles to relax and his hands to open. He put the best smile he could muster on his face and said, “My name is Jeremiah, and this is my friend, Regu. You are in great danger, but I am here to help.”

      The large man rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. “What makes you think we need help from the likes of you?”

      Jeremiah shook his head, unable to keep a smirk off his face, then held his right hand out to the side and cast Fireball. He held the ball of flame in his hand for a moment than casually tossed it to the side with a flick of his wrist. The ball of flame raced toward a nearby tree and slammed into it in a bright explosion of light and heat.

      He turned back to the man and said, “I think I’ve got some skills you could use.”

      The crowd behind the makeshift barrier erupted in conversations that refused to die down even after Derek turned his angry gaze on them as he tried to regain control of the situation.

      It was another voice that eventually calmed the excited murmuring of the crowd.

      “So, what do we have here?” asked a man with gray-streaked hair and a well-trimmed white beard after being helped up onto the platform.

      “This vagrant crossed over the bridge, trying to sneak into the city,” Derek said, pointing his bat at Jeremiah then at the smoldering remnants of the tree that had been mostly incinerated. “He’s dangerous, as you can plainly see.”

      The older man patted Derek on the arm then turned his attention to Jeremiah. “I’m sure he doesn’t intend to turn his magic on us.”

      Jeremiah felt a sense of reverence for the old man. He knew it wasn’t a spell or magical influence of some type; it was simply respect. The man had a way with people that spoke of a natural charisma that had been honed as sharp as any weapon over a lifetime of use.

      A politician, Jeremiah thought to himself before answering out loud. “No, sir. Quite the opposite, in fact. I’m here to help.”

      “We are glad to have you,” the gray-haired man said. “My name is Casper Markovi. I am the mayor of Twin Falls—at least, what’s left of it.”

      So, this is the man I need to usurp, Jeremiah said to himself as he walked toward the barrier with a smile on his face.
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      Regu watched Jeremiah leap up to the top of the wall that surrounded Twin Falls. The man who had identified himself as the mayor looked openly impressed, while the tough-acting man did his best to act decidedly unimpressed. So much so that it was obvious he was envious.

      Regu activated his Mass Analyze skill to get a feel for what Jeremiah was walking into.

      
        
        Mass Analyze:

        Analyze the population of a city to determine the level makeup of its inhabitants. Only detects the level of native population and does not include Integration Team members or other non-native creatures. Does not detect monsters. This is a Trainer specific skill, and there are no level advancements for this skill.

      

        

      
        Level 0: 30,243

        Level 1: 13

        Level 2: 1

      

      

      Regu wasn’t surprised that the man named Derek was the highest-level person in the city as the man had certainly acted like he thought he was something special. He was mildly surprised that thirteen people had reached Level 1. Considering there must have been twenty or thirty thousand people in the other half of the city when the barrier went up, though, that wasn’t a lot.

      The Trainer was certain that his client was in absolutely no danger. Even if every single person in Twin Falls attacked Jeremiah, the young man—and future King of this world—would easily prevail.

      That wasn’t the goal here though. They needed to convince the population of the city to ally themselves with Jeremiah, if not swear fealty outright. He could take the city by force, sure, but that wasn’t the best course of action and not in the young man’s character—at least not yet.

      Regu checked his messages and had two that interested him greatly. The first was from Thane, informing him that the payment from the Independent Broadcasting Coalition had been deposited in his transfer box at Integration Headquarters.

      He eagerly accessed his dimensional transfer box and pulled out five items: three scrolls and two magic items. The blue man frowned slightly but wasn’t overly disappointed. Seventy million credits per item was expensive but not obscenely so. It was the best he could do until New Integration Orientation ended and magic shops opened up. Even then, things wouldn’t get significantly better until a full year passed and off-world traders were allowed to set up shop.

      The second message was from Malinda and related to something Regu would address in person as soon as he delivered the items to Jeremiah.

      The blue man followed after Jeremiah and the entourage that had formed around him. He caught up to them before they entered a large building that had been city hall before the Integration. It appeared to be serving a similar purpose now.

      As Regu approached, he heard the mayor telling Jeremiah, “I knew your sister. She was a very talented architect, but she left about a year ago. I’m not certain where she went, but I’m sure it was a large city to work for a big architecture firm.”

      The young man’s shoulders slumped momentarily, but he recovered quickly and nodded at the mayor, thanking him for the information.

      Regu stepped forward before they could start discussing anything new and pulled Jeremiah aside.

      “Jeremiah will join you in a moment,” he told the mayor and the other apparently important people of Twin Falls.

      The Trainer activated a Privacy Shield before saying anything else.

      
        
        Privacy Shield:

        Protect yourself and anyone within five feet from prying eyes and ears. Shield will prevent eavesdropping by all magical and mundane methods from anyone of a lower level than the caster. If cast by a member of the Integration Team, shield will block anyone of the same organizational level or lower and all native species below Level 100.

      

      

      “I’m sorry your sister isn’t here.”

      Jeremiah shrugged, but Regu could see the disappointment in his face. “It was a long shot that she’d still be here.”

      “Don’t worry; we’ll find her,” Regu assured him. “Once Orientation ends, every transaction will be recorded. We just need to sift through all the data until we find her.”

      Regu was happy to see Jeremiah’s expression brighten, at least a little.

      “On a more positive note, your payment from the dungeon dive came through,” the Trainer said.

      Jeremiah’s mood visibly improved further as he accepted three scrolls, a ring, and an armband, but then frowned as he looked at the five items.

      “That’s it?”

      “The only way to obtain items like this is to fight very high-level monsters during a new planet Integration,” Regu said. “That makes them incredibly rare. All five of these items will synergize with your existing skills, which is something you have no control over when battling monsters. That combination makes them priceless.”

      The young man shrugged and took the items, sending them to his inventory without even inspecting them.

      “So, what’s our play here?” Jeremiah asked. “I got the message asking if I wanted to claim the settlement as we approached the city hall. Should I just claim it and be done with it?”

      Regu shook his head. “I don’t think so. See if you can get them to give you the city. Convince them that letting you claim the city is the best thing. In fact, try to get them to ask you to claim the city.”

      Jeremiah looked skeptical. “I doubt there is anyone here who could even claim it.”

      “You are correct. Derek is Level 2, as you already know, and he is the only one that high. Thirteen others are Level 1, but everyone else is still Level 0.”

      The young man shook his head. “They won’t stand a chance when the barrier comes down.”

      Regu slapped Jeremiah on the arm. “That’s why you need to convince them to let you help. That’s what leadership is all about.”

      The young man grimaced but then nodded. “Alright, let’s go.”

      “You’re on your own for this one. I need to check in with Malinda. It sounds like she dug up something important, and I need to see what that is.”

      Regu dismissed the Privacy Shield, took his personal transporter out of his pocket, then disappeared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Regu emerged from the transporter room in his penthouse and found Malinda waiting for him. She sat in a cushioned chair opposite his desk and was quickly swiping through screens on a tablet while simultaneously manipulating a holographic display floating in front of her.

      The blue man strode toward his desk and found a red folder with a small data drive on top of it. He pocketed the drive and grabbed the folder then settled into his office chair.

      Malinda dismissed the holographic display with a flick of one hand and turned off the tablet, placing it on her lap. She folded her lower set of hands over the tablet and crossed her other arms over her chest, leaning back slightly in her chair.

      “We finished the investigation on the death of that rookie Trainer,” she said. “All the information is on the data drive, and the summary with the highlights are in the folder.”

      “So, was it truly an accident?”

      “If it wasn’t, someone went to great lengths to cover it up,” Malinda said, but then a conspiratorial smile crept across her face. “The recorded sale of the God Slayer bomb happened mere hours before the accident, and it was delivered to the Trainer’s transfer box just moments before detonation.”

      “What an unfortunate turn of events,” Regu said with a shake of his head.

      “Here’s where it gets interesting,” the Tetrad woman said, raising one hand. “As you know, these weapons are incredibly rare and expensive. They are comprised of seven different items that are controlled substances as well as a dozen more that are rare enough that it’s almost impossible to buy or sell them without being traced.”

      Regu nodded, already forming an idea of where his assistant was going.

      “In the last ten years, the materials for six bombs have been purchased, and all of them are still accounted for.”

      That wasn’t exactly what the blue man had expected. “Then where did this weapon come from?”

      “Four God Slayer bombs were found during the last Integration, but there are only records of three of them having been used.”

      Regu nodded. “Let me guess, the Meffei Conglomerate purchased one of them?”

      “No.”

      The blue man’s brow furrowed.

      “The man who possessed the undetonated bomb was killed, and his belongings were put in storage by his Trainer, who had grown very close to the man. According to official records, it’s still locked up in the Integration Weapons Vault.”

      Regu smiled. “I assume it has somehow gone missing.”

      “Sort of.” Malinda shrugged slightly. “I was able to talk my mother into using her connections to enter the vault and try to find the weapon. She was able to find it fairly easily but quickly realized it was a fake.”

      The blue man whistled.

      “I was also able to learn that a contract was placed about a year ago to steal an item from a secure Integration facility.”

      “What was the target and who took the job?”

      Malinda shook her head. “My contacts in the underworld are good, but that information simply isn’t available. The deal was brokered by an AI that is known to have frequent dealings with the Meffei Conglomerate, but there’s no way to prove it was their job or what was stolen.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Regu said. “We’re not looking to go to court. We just need to know what happened so we know how to deal with it. There’s enough circumstantial evidence to link the Meffei to what happened. That’s all we need to know.”

      A huge smile spread across Malinda’s face. “Oh, and we also identified a large payment three months ago to the replacement Trainer who was sent in after the accident. That payment went through the same AI.”

      “Yeah, I’d say it’s definitely connected,” Regu said. “Make sure the replacement Trainer and his client are at the top of our watch list along with the old man who was able to claim a settlement before us.”

      “Already done.”

      “Good.”

      Regu stood and gathered up the red folder and put it in his dimensional storage pocket. That was the only way to get information back to Earth until full communications capability was activated, but even then, he’d still avoid sending this kind of information through the network. It was too easy to intercept transmissions going to and from a newly integrated world without decryption towers that wouldn’t be installed until the planet was opened to off-world trading.

      “Keep up the good work,” the blue man said to his assistant as he headed toward his transporter room. “I need to get back and help our young friend conquer his first city.”
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            Growing Empire

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah sat behind a table on a small stage. Casper, the mayor of Twin Falls, sat on one side of him. The thug named Derek who was the only person in the city above Level 1 sat on the other side. Several dozen people waited on chairs in an impromptu town hall meeting.

      On one side of the room, a group of eight people, including a teenage girl, huddled together and stared unflinchingly at Jeremiah. There was a look of resolution in their eyes.

      A second, larger group of middle-aged men and women gathered on the other side of the room. They were well dressed and talked quietly amongst themselves, shooting occasional glances at the first group of people as well as Jeremiah.

      Five muscular men stood at the back of the room, their backs straight, eyes focused on the three men on stage. Jeremiah had seen these men talking with Derek when he entered and figured they must be the self-appointed protectors of the town. He did his best to hide a smirk.

      A quick Analyze of each person in the room told Jeremiah that everyone in the first group was Level 1 while the second group was unsurprisingly comprised of Level 0 people. Two of the men in the last group were Level 1 but the other three were Level 0.

      “As you all know, the world changed nine days ago,” Jeremiah said, capturing everyone’s attention. “We have been assimilated into the Integrated Universe, which comes with significant perks but also some serious drawbacks, even in the best-case scenario. Something went wrong many years ago, which left us all in the dark about this Integration, complicating the transition for all of us.”

      Murmuring voices filled the room, but Casper held a hand up and the room quieted. “Please, let him finish speaking.”

      “If things had gone as planned, we would all be in Orientation learning about the Personal Enhancement System as well as all the perks and dangers that go along with being part of the Integrated Universe,” Jeremiah continued. “Missing that has put you at a significant disadvantage, but it has also given us an opportunity to get a head start on obtaining the power we will need to survive—and thrive—in this new world.”

      At the mention of power, the well-dressed group of people sat up straight, and their eyes lit up with greed. Jeremiah immediately dismissed them all for his plan.

      The men at the back of the room also stood up straighter, but in a noticeably different way. They had the look of athletes who had just been inspired and were ready to crush the enemy in whatever sport they were about to play. Jeremiah knew he would have to determine which of these men would be true team players and which ones would look to usurp power for their own purposes.

      The group of people that were all Level 1 and had escaped the monsters on the other side of the barrier confused Jeremiah more than the other two groups. He had expected them to be resolute, determined to protect the rest of the city because they knew firsthand what was coming. Instead, the group seemed resigned to their fate.

      “In one day, Orientation will end, and the barrier keeping the monsters out will open. I don’t have time to give you all the details, but I can help you survive. We have to hurry though.”

      A man in a business suit stood up and asked haughtily, “So you are going to be our savior?”

      “Not likely,” one of the men at the back of the room scoffed.

      Jeremiah dismissed both of them as potential participants in his plan.

      “I have no interest in being your savior, only in helping you save yourselves.”

      “So what do you propose?” a red-haired man with a close-cropped beard asked softly. He was one of the people who had survived, at least for a brief period of time, on the other side of the barrier. He was sitting next to the teenage girl, who was also Level 1, holding her hand.

      “The barrier will start letting monsters through in a day, but it will only allow those that are Level 10 or below to pass. It won’t be easy, but they can be defeated.”

      “You expect us to defeat a horde of Level 10 monsters when the strongest of us is only Level 2?” asked a woman wearing blue slacks and a white button-down blouse.

      “No,” Jeremiah answered. “You must get stronger before the monsters get here.”

      The woman threw her hands in the air in exasperation. “And how do we do that?!”

      The man with red hair answered before Jeremiah could. “We fight monsters.” He looked at his daughter and squeezed her hand then stood up and faced Jeremiah. “You want us to fight monsters to get stronger, right?”

      “Yes,” Jeremiah answered. “And I will help you.”

      The room erupted, and Jeremiah sat back, watching the discussions—arguments, really—unfold. The conversations ranged from “we’re going to kill all the monsters” to “the monsters are going to kill all of us,” with most of the conversations being one extreme or the other. Jeremiah took note of two conversations that appeared to be less extreme. One was among the Level 1 survivors, led by the bearded, red-haired man. The other was among the self-appointed security force at the back of the room and appeared to be led by one of the men Jeremiah had identified as Level 1.

      The mayor let the lively conversations continue for several minutes before standing and raising his hands to quiet the crowd. “I know you all have valid thoughts and concerns, but as Master Jeremiah said, time is limited. I believe he has a proposal for us to consider.”

      “Several, actually,” Jeremiah said, “but let’s start with making you stronger. At least a few of you.”

      “Please share,” Casper said.

      “As you may have learned, you cannot cross the barrier. That’s because the other side is a Zone 3 region, and you must be Level 10 to enter,” Jeremiah said. “However, I am higher than Level 10 and can create an adventuring party with five other people. Everyone in that party will be able to cross over with me.”

      The room erupted in conversation again, but Casper quickly cut them off. “We don’t have time to argue. If you are interested in joining this expedition, come to the front of the room. Derek and I will quickly interview all candidates and make recommendations to Master Jeremiah, who will have the final say.”

      Two people from the group of Level 1 survivors came forward as well as all five of the men at the back of the room. None of the well-dressed men and women came forward, even though it was obvious they hungered for power.

      Jeremiah stepped away from the table and gave Casper and Derek time to talk with everyone and then discuss the candidates amongst themselves. They made their decisions quickly and waved Jeremiah back over in less than fifteen minutes, impressing him with their decisiveness.

      “To start with, Derek and I will be going with you,” the mayor said, then pointed at three others as he spoke. “Additionally, we would like to take Phillip, the gentlemen who escaped the monsters with his daughter, as well as Frederick and Laramie who also escaped the monsters.”

      “What about the woman that escaped the monsters?”

      “I’m sure Camila would do fine,” Casper said, then glanced at Derek, “but we felt that Frederick and Laramie were better choices.”

      Jeremiah hadn’t shared this part of the plan, but he hoped that everyone that accompanied him would reach Level 10 and earn Elite status. He needed people that would be true team players, and something in his gut told him that Frederick wasn’t that type of person. He also had serious reservations about taking the mayor.

      “Casper, are you sure you want to be part of this expedition?” Jeremiah asked. “It’s going to be very dangerous.”

      The mayor nodded resolutely. “I need to lead by example. Besides, maybe I can pick up some skills that will help me be a good leader in this new world.”

      Jeremiah couldn’t argue with the logic. “Okay, you’re in. I have concerns about taking the only two Level 1 people you have in your security force though. Maybe we should leave Frederick here to get the city ready for the monster attack and take Camila instead.”

      Derek started to object, clearly wanting his man included, but the mayor cut him off. “I think that’s a great idea. It will be Derek and myself plus Phillip, Laramie, and Camila.”

      To Derek’s credit, he simply nodded in agreement.

      Maybe he’s not such a hothead after all, Jeremiah thought, though he was far from convinced on the matter.

      The mayor announced their decision and then appointed Frederick as temporary head of security, which smoothed over any hard feelings.

      He definitely knows how to handle people, Jeremiah admitted to himself. Maybe I should get some pointers from him.

      “There’s one more matter we need to discuss,” Jeremiah announced before the meeting could break up.

      All eyes turned back toward him.

      “We need to do something to protect the city itself.”

      Casper eyed him suspiciously. “How do we do that?”

      “This city needs a lord,” Jeremiah said. “Once someone has claimed the city and earned that title, they can start to manage the city and improve it.”

      “And how does one become a lord?”

      “All you have to do is claim the city,” Jeremiah said. “There is a catch though. I am the only one that can do it.”

      The room erupted, a chorus of angry shouts. Derek glared at him, and all five of his security force strode toward the stage. Of more concern was the way that Casper looked at him, a stern expression on his face.

      Maybe I should have slow-played that a little more, Jeremiah thought, even though he knew he didn’t have time to try and convince the entire town that they should give him control of the city. He stood up and spoke loudly. “Hear me out. There is a reason I need to claim your city right away.”

      The mayor stood and raised his hands. “Everyone calm down. Let’s hear what he has to say.”

      Casper shot Derek a glance, and the town’s head of security called off his security force, though the men stayed close to the stage instead of returning to their posts at the back of the room.

      Jeremiah sat down, hoping that would put the crowd at ease. “Look, I have no desire to conquer your city, but there are some significant benefits to claiming a city.”

      “Of course there are, which is why you want to steal our city,” someone shouted.

      “I’m talking about benefits for the city,” Jeremiah said. “For starters, you will get an upgraded city wall to help keep monsters out.”

      “Why do you have to claim the city?”

      It was a question he had expected from the mayor, but Casper sat there with his arms crossed, content to wait for answers before speaking.

      “You must be at least Level 5 to claim a settlement, and I am the only person here that fits that description. Probably the only person on the continent, if not the entire world.”

      He knew that last part wasn’t true, but he wanted to impress upon them how uniquely qualified he actually was.

      “If I wanted to, I could have simply claimed Twin Falls as my settlement. I was given that option the moment I entered city hall.”

      “Why don’t you train us up and let one of us claim the city?” Derek asked, and Jeremiah could see that Casper was very interested in the answer to that question too.

      “We don’t have time to waste, and you need the benefits a claimed settlement provides right now,” Jeremiah said. “In addition to the upgraded city wall, other buildings will be granted. Things like an Armory, which you desperately need.”

      The mayor rubbed his chin then spoke in a calm, almost soft voice. “So, if we let you claim the city, we automatically get these upgrades?”

      Jeremiah bit off the you couldn’t stop me from claiming this city if you tried response and instead replied, “Yes. And the more people that officially become citizens, the more buildings we get.”

      Casper sat there silently for a moment before nodding. “Alright, claim the city and get us these upgrades.”
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      Jeremiah called up the message he had received when he first approached city hall and claimed the settlement, then brought up his Civic Menu.

      
        
        Civic Menu

      

      

      
        	Midnight Mountain, Settlement, Population: 2

        	Unnamed Settlement

      

      
        
        You are the Lord of one unnamed settlement. Please name settlement to continue.

      

      

      He saw no reason to change the name of the city and named it Twin Falls, then began setting up the city.

      
        
        Settlement defenses have been upgraded from Category F to Category E.

      

        

      
        Choose wall type:

      

      

      
        	Wood

        	Stone

        	Brick

        	Steel

      

      Jeremiah noted the fact that Twin Falls only had Category F defenses to start with compared to the Category E defenses Midnight Mountain had started with. That was a significant drawback, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it.

      Knowing that wood was plentiful and would provide the same protection as any other material, he chose wood and could sense a wooden wall magically being erected around the city.

      
        
        As a Founding Lord, you have been awarded one additional building upgrade.

      

        

      
        Two building upgrades available.

      

      

      Knowing they would be heading into combat almost immediately, Jeremiah chose the Armory and Archery Range upgrades. He placed them in what appeared to be the old industrial park, which was now mostly open land because the technologically advanced factories had been destroyed during the Integration process.

      Jeremiah took the group still assembled out to inspect the new wall and buildings. Casper was immediately inspired to become—or at least accepted the wisdom of becoming—the first official citizen of the new Twin Falls settlement, granting another free building upgrade. The mayor then quickly convinced everyone else present to do the same, bringing the population of Twin Falls up to thirty-seven, upgrading the Settlement to a Hamlet and granting another free building.

      With the two new building upgrades, Jeremiah chose to add an Alchemy Lab and a Portal Room.

      He assigned himself as Alchemist for the Alchemy Lab so it would upgrade to Level 2. Doing so dropped the Armory back in Midnight Mountain down to Level 1, but there would be way more need for healing potions from the Alchemy Lab than high-level weapons and armor since no one in Twin Falls could use items higher than F Grade anyway.

      
        
        Alchemy Lab

      

        

      
        Transform matter from mundane to magical. Alchemy can create countless wonders, turning ordinary objects into extraordinary treasures. Items that can be created are dependent on multiple factors, including but not limited to skills, ingredients available, and lab level.

        Level 1: Create Basic potions including Health, Mana, and Stamina-boosting potions. Effectiveness of potions created dependent primarily on the skill of the person creating the potions. Alchemy Lab automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professed Alchemist is assigned to the lab.

        Level 2: Create Advanced potions and poisons. Effectiveness of potions created dependent primarily on the skill of the person creating the potions. Alchemy Lab upgrades to Level 3 when a Master Apothecary or Master Toxicologist is assigned to the lab.

      

        

      
        Alchemy Lab produces a quantity of Health, Mana, and Stamina Potions each day. At Level 2, ten F Grade, five E Grade, and one D Grade potions are produced.

      

      

      Creating a Portal Room in Twin Falls upgraded both the Portal Room at the Midnight Mountain Settlement and the new one to Level 2.

      
        
        Portal Room

      

        

      
        Bend space and time to your will as you travel across the planet, or across the universe, in a single step. Portals allow instantaneous travel between linked gateways. Distance and location you can travel are dependent on multiple factors, including but not limited to skills, city alliances, and portal level.

        Level 1: Portal owner may transport back to home portal from any location. Can be used once per day. Portal Room automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a second Portal Room is created in an owned or allied city.

        Level 2: Transport one person at a time from one portal to another with a one-minute cooldown between uses. Portal owner can transport back to any owned portal from any location once per day. Portal owner can also control who is able to use the portal and charge a usage fee, if desired. Automatically upgrades to Level 3 when five Portal Rooms are created in owned or allied cities.

      

      

      Upgrading the Settlement to a Hamlet also gave Jeremiah the option of assigning an administrator. After discussing the position with Casper, he assigned the role to one of the well-dressed women who had been fairly vocal in their earlier meeting. The woman, named Rebecca, immediately advanced to Level 1 and earned the title Founding Administrator for being one of the first fifty assigned Administrators on the planet. She was also given a special skill called Leadership which instantly advanced to Novice Level due to the title, in addition to the free skill point for advancing a level.

      Jeremiah learned, after the fact, that Rebecca was the mayor’s daughter, but he couldn’t really fault Casper for both taking care of his family and appointing someone he trusted to an important position. The man at least had the good grace to look sheepish when the truth came out.

      There was no time to worry about a little nepotism, though, and Jeremiah simply instructed the woman to focus on getting a hundred citizens as quickly as possible. That would upgrade the city defenses again as well as give them another free building upgrade. He also asked her to find people with chemistry or pharmaceutical backgrounds to start creating healing potions in the Alchemy Lab.

      With the initial stages of city building completed, Jeremiah turned his attention to the group of adventurers that would be going with him into the monster-infested side of the city. It was decided that Derek and Laramie would focus on melee combat while Casper and Camila would focus on ranged attacks. It turned out that Phillip had chosen the Beginner Magic skill when he progressed to Level 1. It came with the Basic Healing spell, which made him the group’s healer. That left Jeremiah to be the damage dealer, shield, and finisher.

      Jeremiah led his new group of adventurers to the Archery Range to give them a crash course on using ranged weapons.

      
        
        Archery Range

      

        

      
        Learn and refine ranged attacks. Practice at the Archery Range can increase ranged attack skills and give you the advantage you need to not only survive, but thrive, on the battlefield.

        Level 1: Learn any Basic ranged attack skill or advance any known skill to Novice Level by practicing with the relevant weapon for one hour. Advance any known ranged attack skill to Advanced Level by practicing with the relevant weapon for one hundred hours. Archery Range automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professed Archer or Ranger is assigned to the Archery Range.

      

      

      It wasn’t the most efficient way to gain a skill, and it certainly wasn’t a fast way to upgrade a ranged attack skill, but it would give everyone a much-needed skill. Jeremiah left all five members of his new team, even the melee fighters, to practice for an hour while he headed to the portal room and returned to Midnight Mountain.

      Jeremiah emerged from the Portal Room at Midnight Mountain mere minutes after leaving his new team at the Archery Range. He marveled at the ability to travel vast distances in the blink of an eye and knew it represented a leap in travel technology not seen since the invention of the airplane. The benefits to humanity could be massive, and in this case, it could mean the difference between life and death for thousands of people.

      He hurried to the Armory and gathered up every F Grade weapon and piece of armor, then hurried to the Alchemy Lab where he gathered up every Health, Stamina, and Mana potion. Jeremiah left all of Sabrina’s new potions as he wasn’t sure what most of them did, and without her there to explain what the potions were used for, he was likely to do more harm than good by using them.

      He checked the settlement map to see if he could find Sabrina, but Midnight Mountain appeared to be empty, other than himself.

      Where did she go?

      There was no time to waste searching, though, so Jeremiah used the Portal Room to return to Twin Falls. Before heading back to the Archery Range, he found Rebecca to see how she was coming on her assigned tasks and was happy to learn she had already sent two people to the Alchemy Lab to start learning how to make potions.

      “Citizen recruitment is also going well,” Rebecca reported. “We should reach one hundred citizens within the hour.”

      “That’s good news,” Jeremiah replied with a smile. Reaching that level was immensely important as it would upgrade Twin Falls to Village status, giving them one more building upgrade as well as another defensive upgrade to the city walls.

      “Once we reach one hundred citizens, I’m going to start setting up information events to tell people what’s going on,” she added. “These first hundred are primarily people who know and trust me, and they are becoming your citizens just because I told them to. I wanted to get to one hundred as fast as possible, but after that, we’re going to have to spend some time educating the rest of the population before I can convince them to join us.”

      “That’s a good plan,” Jeremiah agreed. “Just don’t spend too much time. There’s a great deal that still needs to be done.”

      “Understood,” Rebecca said. “I better get back to recruiting then.”

      “Yep, and I have a few more things to take care of before heading out to help your dad and the others level up.”

      Jeremiah left the young woman and found an abandoned building near the Archery Range where he could have some privacy to inspect the items Regu had given him earlier. He took the three scrolls from his inventory first, but learning spells left him feeling drained for a period of time, so he didn’t plan to use them just then.

      
        
        Fist of Air Scroll

        Whirlwind Scroll

        Walking on Air Scroll

      

      

      He smiled, knowing that all three spells would be useful, and Regu had been absolutely correct that they would synergize well with his new Air Magic Pillar of Power. That would have to wait, though, so he sent them back into his inventory.

      The next item—the armband—was just as interesting and immediately useful.

      
        
        Dualcast Band

      

        

      
        Allows double casting of combat spells. This can be in the form of doubling power or doubling the number of attacks. Using the dualcast ability doubles the cooldown time and triples the Mana cost of casting the spell.

      

      

      “This is perfect,” Jeremiah exclaimed, though there was no one there to hear him. He wasn’t sure where the armband was designed to fit, but the name implied somewhere on his arm, so he slid it over his left hand and up his forearm, stopping about two-thirds of the way to his elbow. As soon as he stopped moving it, the Dualcast Band adjusted in size to fit snugly on his forearm, neither too tight nor too loose.

      I guess that’s where it belongs, he thought with a smile.

      The last item he’d received was a ring.

      
        
        Aircast Ring

      

        

      
        Increases the power or duration of Air Magic spells. This can be in the form of a 50% increase in damage done or 100% increase in the duration.

      

      

      It was a simple and powerful item, and Jeremiah happily slipped it onto a finger of his left hand, which now had rings on all but his index finger.

      Satisfied with the items and content that he’d done everything he could to prepare for the upcoming battles, Jeremiah headed to the Armory. He gathered up the few weapons and pieces of armor that had been created by the new building then headed to the Archery Range to equip his team of newbie adventurers.

      Let’s hope I don’t get them all killed and the rest of the city to boot!
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            So, You Want to Be a Hero

          

        

      

    

    
      It was midafternoon when Jeremiah and his new team of adventurers left Twin Falls. Casper and Derek spoke quietly as they walked across the bridge, Derek gesturing frequently in a way that made it clear he was complaining about something. Phillip and Camila walked in silence, their eyes darting around looking for danger, while Laramie chatted amicably with anyone who would listen, and that frequently included Jeremiah.

      After they crossed over the same bridge he and Regu had used to approach the city, Jeremiah led the group to the south so they could circle around to the monster-infested part of the city. The hope was that they could avoid the large groups of monsters that congregated around the barrier that bisected Twin Falls.

      Regu joined them as they left the city, having returned from his off-planet dealings.

      “Something is definitely afoot,” the blue man reported to Jeremiah quietly. “Fortunately, there’s nothing we need to worry about just yet.”

      “That’s good,” Jeremiah said. “If there’s nothing we need to worry about now, can you scout ahead and find us a good way into the city? One that hopefully won’t get everyone killed.”

      “I’m sure you can handle anything you face.”

      “I’m not worried about me.”

      “I know,” Regu said. “I just wanted to reaffirm that you would be okay. If things go bad, just remember that. Don’t get yourself killed on a lost cause.”

      Jeremiah frowned. “These people are not disposable. If you make sure I have a manageable path, everyone will come out of this alive.”

      The blue man gave Jeremiah a look that said, “I’m not worried about everyone else,” but jogged off to scout the area ahead nonetheless.

      Regu returned right before they reached the barrier to Zone 3. “The area ahead is clear. All of the monsters appear to be stuck in the city.”

      “More good news,” Jeremiah said.

      “No, that is definitely not good news,” the Elite Trainer said. “The monsters are trapped inside by the new city wall. It encompasses the entire city, not just the part of the city that’s free of monsters.”

      A chill went down Jeremiah’s spine. “There’s nothing to keep the monsters out once the barrier goes down.”

      “Nope.”

      Jeremiah put his hands over his face and groaned. He had assumed that the new wall would surround the currently occupied part of the city, creating a defensive barrier that would at least slow the monster surge down. There was nothing he could do about it, though, so he forced himself to take a deep breath then looked up, a resolute expression on his face. “Go back to the city and warn Rebecca. Help her prepare.”

      “I can’t protect them,” Regu said.

      “I’m not asking you to. Just help them prepare. You can do that if you’re helping me, right?”

      The Trainer looked at his client skeptically.

      “Look, I will be okay,” Jeremiah said. “And if we can save this city, they will be loyal to me. I might even gain a few Elites that will be loyal.”

      Regu nodded, but the frown on his face showed that he wasn’t completely convinced. “If I go, you have to promise to get to safety if things get too bad.”

      Jeremiah grimaced but agreed. “Okay, if all else is lost, I will flee before I get killed.”

      “Don’t make me come get you,” the blue man warned then turned and walked back toward the bridge to Twin Falls.

      Jeremiah watched him for a moment then turned back to his group, who were looking at him questioningly. “Nothing’s changed. We need to get you experience so you can defend the rest of the city.”

      “But there’s no wall to keep the monsters out!”

      “All the more reason to get you experience ASAP,” Jeremiah insisted. “Now, let’s go.”

      He led the group through the barrier and followed the river east for awhile then turned south. According to his city map, there were four main entrances to Twin Falls now, and one of them was in the southeast corner. They could all see the wall surrounding the city in the distance. Twin Falls had upgraded to Village status right before they left, which included another defensive upgrade, and the wall was now almost twenty feet tall and thick enough for people to walk on top of.

      The walls would be incredibly helpful in keeping monsters out of the city. Unfortunately, they were just as effective at keeping them trapped inside.

      It took a frustratingly long time to reach the gate as the rest of his team didn’t possess the same speed and stamina as Jeremiah, and afternoon was fading to evening by the time the gate, complete with two large guard towers, came into view.

      There was an eerie calm as they approached the gate. Jeremiah stopped the group and had everyone give him their weapons. He sent each weapon into his Dimensional Weapon Storage Belt for a moment, then removed it. “This will upgrade your weapon to E Grade, one level above what your level technically allows. The enhancement only lasts for twenty-four hours, but that is good enough for now.”

      When everyone’s weapons had been upgraded, he reviewed the plan of action one last time. “Once we’re inside, there will be monsters everywhere. Attacks can come from any direction at any time. Keep your eyes open so you aren’t surprised. Try to avoid direct conflict, but make sure you participate in every battle. I should be able to handle anything we face inside, but you won’t earn experience if you don’t participate. Use ranged weapons to attack from a safe distance, and I will try to leave grievously wounded, but not yet dead monsters for you to finish off.”

      Jeremiah looked each member of his party in the eyes and was met with looks of grim determination. He nodded then turned toward the city gate. He accessed the Civic Menu for Twin Falls and opened the gate.

      The city seemed abandoned on the other side of the gate, but they all knew that was far from the truth. Jeremiah summoned his sledgehammer, led the way through the gate, and closed it again once they were all inside. After making sure there were no immediate dangers, he led them into the city.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first attack came within minutes.

      A pack of doglike creatures emerged from the alleys. Each appeared to be a slightly different breed—or mix of breeds—and all were growling threateningly and foaming at the mouth. They were also larger than any canines had been before the Integration.

      
        
        Name: Juvenile Hellhound

        Level: 10

        Health Points: 154

      

        

      
        Juvenile Hellhounds are born from mutated feral dogs that once roamed the streets looking for scraps of food. While juveniles lack the fiery powers of adults, they possess an acidic, venomous bite that will burn your skin and poison your body. If you thought getting rabies was bad, you’ve never had the venom of Juvenile Hellhound running through your veins.

      

      

      The lead hound looked as if it had once been a pit bull or rottweiler. It was as stout as a wild boar and may have even been crossed with one as it had dangerous-looking tusks protruding from its lower jaw.

      The monsters really weren’t any danger to him, but Jeremiah knew that a single attack would likely kill any of his team, with the possible exception of Derek, who was Level 2. He could sense the others knew it, too, as they were all frozen in place staring at the monsters like a deer in the headlights.

      “Remember the plan,” Jeremiah shouted over his shoulder. “Get your attacks in when you can but let me do the fighting.”

      That was all he had a chance to say before the Juvenile Hellhounds attacked.

      Jeremiah ignored the monster charging straight at him and dismissed his sledgehammer. Instead, he cast Fireball, using his newly acquired Dualcast Band to create two fireballs, and sent one to each side, targeting the closest hellhound to his left and right.

      The flaming balls slammed into monsters on either side then washed over the other hounds nearby. In all, at least six monsters were struck, and the air suddenly stunk of burning hair.

      The lead hellhound leaped at Jeremiah, and he barely had time to dodge, narrowly avoiding the monster’s snapping jaws that were attempting to bite his face off. The creature still clamped onto his shoulder, causing him to cry out in pain.

      He spun around, reaching for the hound to tear it free, but Derek was already charging forward, swinging the greatsword he’d chosen. The man clearly had very little experience or skill using the weapon and swung it more like a baseball bat than a bladed weapon. Fortunately, there was a lot of mass in the greatsword, and the impact sent the monster flying. Unfortunately, it did little actual damage, and the beast spun around faster than Derek could react and swiped a sharp claw across his chest, sending him flying backward.

      Derek crashed to the ground, a gaping wound in his chest. He struggled to sit up as the Level 10 Juvenile Hellhound stalked forward to finish him off.

      Jeremiah spun around, summoning his sledgehammer as he turned, then leaped forward. He brought the weapon down on the unprotected back of the creature, using both hands, driving it into the ground. A second quick swing crushed the monster’s skull.

      The smell of burning hair filled Jeremiah’s nostrils an instant before two hellhounds crashed into him, one latching onto each arm and driving him face-first into the ground. He roared in pain and anger and pushed himself off the ground, ignoring the weight of the Juvenile Hellhounds and the blood dripping down his arms as they clung to him.

      Arrows filled the air, thudding home into the remaining three hounds, who were now cautiously approaching. Jeremiah ignored the arrows and other monsters for the moment as he reached across his body with one hound-laden arm and grabbed the other by the back of the neck. He ripped the creature free, even as it clamped down harder and tore a chunk of his shoulder off.

      With another shout of pain, he slammed the hellhound into the ground with bone-crunching force, then kicked it away from him. The monster sailed over the head of its packmates and thudded into a building before falling to the ground, where it stayed curled up in a whimpering heap.

      Jeremiah summoned his Dagger of Bloodletting to his free, though bloody, hand and stabbed across his body, driving the enchanted weapon into the Juvenile Hellhound that still clung to his other arm. After several stabs, the creature dropped to the ground, and he kicked it aside as he surveyed the battle.

      One of the remaining hounds staggered as arrow after arrow slammed into its body, then it fell over. A second was already down with a dozen arrows protruding from its body. The last remaining monster appeared to be on the verge of fleeing, but Jeremiah didn’t give it a chance. He summoned both of his hand axes and stepped forward, launching them both at the same time. The weapons flew true and struck the creature as it turned to flee, knocking the hellhound over as they embedded in the beast’s side.

      Laramie raced forward to finish the monster off and pummeled the creature with his mace until it no longer moved, then quickly finished off the other hellhound that was still moving.

      There was no reprieve, though, as several more Juvenile Hellhounds emerged from the alleys.

      Jeremiah summoned two Health Potions from his dimensional storage, drinking a D Grade potion himself while tossing an E Grade potion to Phillip, who was tending to Derek. “This should be enough to fully heal him.”

      The healing potion washed through his body, invigorating and healing him. He rolled his shoulders as the muscle instantly regrew and the gashes pulled closed, then summoned his sledgehammer.

      Jeremiah didn’t wait for the newcomers to attack and raced forward, surprising the creatures. He activated his Ring of Primal Fear, freezing several of the hounds for a moment. That was all the time he needed.

      His sledgehammer struck the first Juvenile Hellhound before it could overcome the fear that had momentarily frozen it, and the creature flew backward. Jeremiah let the momentum of the swing carry him around in a circle, leading with the weapon as he spun. The large metal head crashed into the ribcage of a second hound, breaking bones and sending the monster flying to the side.

      The remaining hellhounds broke free of the fear enchantment, and two of them leaped toward him while two others turned and fled, instinctively aware that they were no match for the true alpha dog that was attacking them.

      Jeremiah batted one of the leaping monsters aside with a one-handed swing of his sledgehammer and grabbed the other by the neck with his free hand before its jaws could clamp down on him. He held the Juvenile Hellhound there for a moment, glaring at it face-to-face, then tossed it up in the air slightly and swung his sledgehammer with both hands like a baseball bat. The weapon smashed into the beast and sent it flying as if he had just hit a game-winning home run.

      He turned his attention to the monster he had batted aside and found the hellhound on the ground, pincushioned by a dozen arrows.

      
        
        Your party has defeated 11 Juvenile Hellhounds. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

      

      

      The streets were suddenly silent. Jeremiah surveyed the city, making sure no more monsters were waiting to attack, then turned his attention to his team.

      Derek was bloody, his leather armor gashed, but he stood unaided and seemed more or less fully healed. Phillip was next to him, clearly still concerned about the man who had nearly been eviscerated by a Juvenile Hellhound moments before but was now magically healed and back on his feet.

      Casper and Camila had arrows nocked and scanned around nervously, searching for monsters.

      When Jeremiah’s eyes settled on Laramie, the young man—no younger than himself, but definitely still young—smiled broadly. He held his bloody mace at his side, gripped loosely, comfortably, but still ready to use it at a moment’s notice. There was a look in his eyes that was serious yet joyful. He had the look of a man that had found his calling and was excited to see where life took him.

      Jeremiah smiled too. They had made it through their first battle as a team, and they had all survived. The shared experience gained was only a drop in the bucket for him, but he knew that it was enough for the others to advance several levels each.

      He led the team into the relative safety of an abandoned building on the side of the road so they could use their attribute and skill points.

      “I’m assuming you have all gained several levels,” he said and was met with a chorus of enthusiastic responses indicating they had all reached Level 5, or even Level 6 in Derek’s case.

      “Let me explain a few things before you allocate your points and choose your skills.”

      Jeremiah put the group through a crash course on the Personal Enhancement System and touched on professions, skills, and the all-important Pillars of Power. He then used his admittedly limited knowledge to help each of them choose skills that would let them achieve their goals as well as benefit the party on their current expedition.

      Derek and Laramie were heading down similar paths—swordsman and warrior—and chose to advance their Basic Swordsman and Basic Blunt Weapons skills to Master Level. Jeremiah thought focusing so much this soon was a bit shortsighted but had to admit the immediate concerns of fighting off a wave of monsters was a pretty pressing need. They both also advanced their Hand-to-hand Combat skill.

      Casper and Camila both advanced their Archery skill to the Expert Level. The skill would serve the team well as they moved through the city fighting monsters as well as when they had to defend the city after the barrier started letting monsters through. Camila also increased her Camouflage and Tracking skills, both of which she’d previously had from pre-Integration experience, which would lend itself well for a Ranger-type profession. Casper had added the Beginner Magic skill to his repertoire. Jeremiah wasn’t sure exactly what the mayor was going for profession-wise, but a little extra magic never hurt, especially the Basic Healing spell.

      Phillip had a clear affinity for magic and used a few skill points to advance his Beginner Magic skill, but the options for Mages were pretty slim before choosing a Pillar of Power so he put his other skill points into Basic Bladed Weapons which would help him defend himself when magic couldn’t.

      Overall, Jeremiah was happy with the progression the team made. They were still far from powerful enough to deal with Level 10 monsters on their own, but they could now contribute more and not rely on Jeremiah to do all the heavy fighting.

      “There’s one more thing I need to tell you about,” Jeremiah said. “I’m hoping you will all help me become King of the World.”

      He proceeded to tell them about the Kingmaker competition, earning the Elite title, and how he planned to help them earn the Elite title with the hopes they would help rule the world as allies. It was a gamble that could easily backfire, but he wanted to plant the seed of cooperation before they were assigned an Elite Trainer who would push them to become King.
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            Monster Kingdom

          

        

      

    

    
      The fallout from the discussion on ruling the world was minimal, at least for the time being. Jeremiah hadn’t asked for any formal declaration of support, but it appeared Camila, Laramie, and Phillip might all support him. He was less certain of Casper and Derek, but felt that if he could show them how truly powerful he was already and would become, they would choose to be allies as opposed to enemies.

      Regardless of how the future would turn out, there was no question that working together was the only viable option in the short run. They moved through the monster-infested part of the city with the singular goal of defeating monsters and growing more powerful, all with the ultimate goal of helping the people on the other side of the barrier survive the imminent monster invasion.

      A new group of monsters attacked them every few blocks, and they cut them down, Jeremiah leading the way. The vast majority of monsters were Level 10 with only a few as low as Level 8. Fortunately, none were very high level either. The strongest monster they had faced was Level 14, and it had been alone and was no match for Jeremiah by himself, let alone the entire group, which was quickly becoming a force to be reckoned with. At least against a moderate number of fairly low-level monsters.

      Leveling up had slowed down as it required more and more experience for each increase, but all five of Jeremiah’s teammates had reached Level 9 after the hundred or so monsters they had defeated over the last few hours. They stopped each time someone leveled up so they could assign attribute points and choose skill upgrades.

      Casper and Camila had maxed out the Basic Archery skill at Master Level, and both had moved on to other skills. Camila was continuing down the path of a Ranger while Casper seemed to be selecting a broad range of skills.

      Phillip had increased his Beginner Magic to Master Level then used a couple skill points on Basic Self-defense, while Derek had continued down the path of a Swordsman and Warrior, maxing out both Basic Bladed Weapons and Basic Hand-to-hand Combat.

      Laramie had taken a similar path to Derek but had focused on blunt weapons while modeling himself after Jeremiah as much as possible. “So, how did you choose the sledgehammer as your primary weapon?” he asked as they walked.

      It had been a dozen blocks since they’d last been attacked, and it felt like the monsters were starting to learn that their group wasn’t to be trifled with.

      Jeremiah smiled at the man’s enthusiasm to learn, not to mention his apparent admiration, but what he remembered most about picking up the sledgehammer for the first time was the fear and adrenaline coursing through his body after facing the lionape. He wasn’t going to admit that, though. “I didn’t choose it so much as it was my only option.”

      “It seems to have worked out well for you,” Laramie commented. “I was working as a bouncer when the Integration happened. We weren’t allowed to carry weapons of any kind, so I woke up unarmed. I could hear screams outside, and then a bunch of the largest rats I’d ever seen burst out of the back room. I saw one of them leap on the first person it saw. It ripped the poor guy’s throat out with huge, fang-like teeth. Everything went crazy after that.”

      “How did you escape?”

      The large man looked down at his feet for a moment before facing Jeremiah again. “I stomped on the first rat that came at me—that’s how I got to Level 1—then I ran. There were hundreds of rats and blood everywhere. There was nothing I could do. I would have been killed too if I had stayed.”

      Jeremiah patted him on the shoulder. “You did the right thing. Sometimes, it’s every man for himself.”

      Laramie shook his head. “Thankfully not. I ran into Derek outside, and he pulled me aside and talked some sense into me. He had gathered up a couple of the other bouncers and was organizing a retreat. Well, more of a mad dash to safety.”

      Jeremiah nodded, wondering if he had misjudged Derek. The man had apparently kept his head and helped save some lives.

      “If it wasn’t for him, none of us would have gotten out.”

      “How many of you were there?”

      The bouncer shook his head sadly. “There were a dozen of us at one point. Half didn’t make it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jeremiah consoled him.

      Laramie forced a smile. “In times like these, you can’t dwell on what you lost. You have to focus on who you can save.”

      It was a remarkably profound thought.

      “That’s a great attitude.”

      The bouncer shrugged. “Something else Derek said. Made sense at the time and still does now, I guess.”

      Jeremiah nodded. “Yeah. I might have misjudged Derek.”

      “He’s a little intense,” Laramie admitted, “but he’s just trying to help.”

      “Well, I think he’s doing a good job.”

      They walked in silence for a few minutes then Jeremiah said, “I’m going to let Derek know I think he did a great job saving you and protecting the city.”

      “He’d appreciate that,” Laramie said with a smile. “I don’t think he got much positive feedback growing up.”

      Jeremiah nodded at the bouncer then turned and walked toward Derek, figuring he would at least butter him up a bit, hopefully making him more receptive to supporting him.

      “So, Laramie was telling me how you saved him and a few others. It sounds like you were quite the hero.”

      Derek gave him a questioning look, then his features brightened a bit as he realized Jeremiah was truly complimenting him. Before he could answer, an ear-splitting screech rang through the night.

      All eyes turned toward the sky as a huge, winged creature swooped out of the dark clouds.

      
        
        Name: Wyvern

        Level: 28

        Health Points: 685

      

        

      
        The smaller cousin of dragons, Wyverns are powerful creatures that indiscriminately destroy and kill. Lacking the intelligence of their larger cousins, Wyverns cannot be reasoned with, and the only way to deal with these monsters is to kill or be killed. As dragonkin, they are largely immune to fire-based attacks, and their tough scales provide significant defense against ranged attacks and moderate protection against bladed weapons. Their sharp claws, barbed tails, and acidic spray venom are highly effective at rending, tearing, and burning their prey.

      

      

      Time seemed to slow as the monster swooped down, landing on Laramie’s shoulders, knocking him off balance. The creature’s sharp claws dug into the bouncer as he stumbled to the ground.

      Laramie screamed out in pain but was quickly silenced as the Wyvern bit down on his head.

      Jeremiah could hear bones crack as the bouncer’s head was crushed in an instant. Everyone stared in shocked silence for several seconds before anyone responded.

      “No!” Phillip screamed, punching out with one hand, launching a fireball at the Wyvern.

      The fire washed over the monster, doing no apparent damage. The creature turned toward the Mage, grinding Laramie’s corpse into the ground as it spun.

      The Wyvern glared at the human that dared attack it for a moment then roared, spraying a stream of acid. Phillip dove to the side, his Basic Self-defense skill helping him avoid most of the spray, though the Mage’s clothes sizzled in several places where the acid had struck.

      Jeremiah roared in anger, drawing the Wyverns attention to himself. He summoned his hand axes and threw them one after another with all the power he could muster.

      “Run,” he yelled as the weapons struck the creature and bounced off, doing little more than angering it.

      The Wyvern roared, acidic spittle flying from its toothy mouth. It stalked toward Jeremiah, using its wings as legs, ambling forward on four limbs.

      “Get back to the safe zone,” he yelled to the remnants of his team. “I’ve got this.”

      A barrage of arrows zoomed past in response but bounced harmlessly off the Wyvern’s scales. The impotent arrows quickly stopped while the rest of his team escaped, leaving Jeremiah to face the monster alone.

      With the rest of his team safe—at least safe from the Wyvern—Jeremiah glanced regretfully at the body behind the monster, then cast his Illusion spell as the winged beast stalked toward him. He used the Dualcast Bands and created two copies of himself.

      The creature stopped, suddenly faced with three enemies. The Wyvern looked from one to another, trying to decide what to do.

      Jeremiah didn’t give the monster a chance to figure it out. He leaped forward, summoning his sledgehammer, and slammed the weapon down with both hands on the Wyvern’s head.

      Even with the 100% increase for a critical hit to the head, the blow was far from fatal, and the Wyvern immediately whipped its tail around, catching Jeremiah in the side, sending him flying backward. He landed thirty feet away and slid into the wall of an abandoned coffee shop.

      The monster’s tail had swiped through the illusions and dispelled them, so Jeremiah was alone again, facing the enraged Wyvern.

      He cast a Fireball spell and launched it at the face of the monster. The spell did very little damage due to the Wyvern’s fire resistance, but it provided a brief moment of cover, allowing him to cast the Illusion spell again.

      This time, he only summoned a single illusion of himself, then raced to the side so when the fireball explosion cleared, the Wyvern was staring at a single clone of its human enemy.

      The winged monster stalked forward, bobbing its head side to side, keeping its focus on the illusion. The Wyvern lurched forward, jaws open to bite into the human, but got only air.

      Jeremiah raced forward and swung his sledgehammer with two hands, again attempting to smash the monster’s head into the ground. The Wyvern was too quick, though, and turned at the last moment, and the head of the weapon smashed into its shoulder. The blow staggered the creature but was far less effective than a strike to the head.

      The attack to the body completely stopped Jeremiah’s momentum, and he was forced to leap backward as the Wyvern bit down. The powerful jaws of the monster clamped down on Jeremiah’s leg with bone-crushing force, but his high attributes and armored pants kept the bite from doing too much damage.

      The Wyvern shook its head back and forth, shaking Jeremiah violently, then tossed the human against a nearby building.

      Jeremiah crashed to the ground and sat there for a moment, then shook his head to clear it. He cast his Illusion spell again as soon as he was coherent, using the Dualcast Bands and creating two more copies of himself. When the Wyvern turned to face him, the creature was again facing three enemies and seemed no closer to figuring out what was happening than the first time.

      I’m glad this thing is so stupid, Jeremiah thought as he dove to the side, leaving his clones standing in the path of the winged monster.

      The giant winged monster stalked forward, looking back and forth between the two remaining humans. The creature stood to its full height and roared, then lunged forward, snapping at one of the clones, sharp teeth biting down to tear its enemy apart.

      Jeremiah rushed the monster at the same instant, swinging his sledgehammer with all his might. This time, he connected with the monster’s head just as it passed through an illusory copy of himself, slamming the creature’s head into the ground with bone-shattering force.

      He smashed the Wyvern one more time for good measure then stood there, staring down at the monster, daring it to get up, but all he got was a final huffed breath. Then the monster was still.

      
        
        Level 28 Wyvern has been defeated. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

      

      

      Jeremiah’s shoulders slumped, and his head dropped before looking toward the remains of his teammate. He automatically reached down and looted the Wyvern then walked slowly toward the young man—he still thought of Laramie as a young man, even though they had been roughly the same age.

      There was a lump in his throat, and it was hard to swallow, let alone talk. He looked down at the former bouncer and knew this wouldn’t be the last death he would have to face, but that didn’t stop him from regretting it.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”

      Jeremiah thought about taking the body with him, but it was in pretty bad shape, and there really wasn’t any time to worry about a funeral. Laramie had been wearing armor that would have been useful, but he couldn’t make himself loot the body.

      Instead, he reached down and grabbed his friend’s mace, figuring a part of the man could live on if someone else used the weapon to protect Twin Falls. Jeremiah stood there a moment more, then cast a Fireball spell, using the Dualcast Band to double the intensity of the fireball. He held the ball of flame in his hand as he stepped back, then launched the fireball at the body.

      He downed a healing potion as he watched the flames consume the body, then turned away and started jogging toward the barrier separating the safe side of the city from the monster-infested side.
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            Desperate Preparation

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah activated his Ring of Primal Fear and ran. He could see the barrier clearly in the distance but didn’t head straight for it. Instead, he weaved his way through the city, jogging aimlessly. He told himself he was scouting the city beyond the barrier, but in reality, he wasn’t ready to return to the “safety” of the city beyond the barrier.

      Soon enough, he would have to face one of two tragic truths. Either his entire team was dead, and he would have to live with the fact that he had gotten them killed, or they made it back safely, and he would have to face them, admitting that he had failed to protect Laramie.

      Jeremiah knew that he could check his party interface and see who, if any, had survived, but he avoided doing that. Just like the cat in the unopened box, everyone in his party was still alive until he checked. Except for Laramie; he couldn’t unsee the corpse.

      His mind wandered as he ran, and the guilt slowly faded. Jeremiah knew that he had done everything he could do to prepare his team to not only fight the monsters on this side of the barrier, but also to protect everyone on the other side once the monsters were let loose.

      That brought him to another unfortunate truth. The people on the other side of that barrier had zero chance of survival without him and his team. He wasn’t sure they had much chance with them, but there was at least a glimmer of hope, especially if the others could reach Level 10 before the barrier went down and reap all the rewards that went along with that milestone.

      Determined to make the best of the situation, whatever it turned out to be, Jeremiah changed course and ran straight toward the barrier. No monsters dared stand in his way, and within minutes, he burst through the barrier.

      And nearly ran into a crude wall that now blocked the road he was running down.

      Jeremiah skidded to a stop but still slammed into the barricade with enough force to shake the new structure. The roadway was completely blocked from building to building, forming a wall that stood at least fifteen feet tall.

      The wall was roughly twenty yards from the barrier, and the buildings on either side of the road stood four stories tall and had balconies facing the road on each floor. As he looked around, Jeremiah could see that all the first-floor doors and windows had been boarded up or barricaded. It was the equivalent of a large dead-end alley with nowhere to go.

      “So how do you like our little kill zone?” a familiar voice asked from atop of one of the buildings.

      Jeremiah looked up and smiled at his blue-skinned Trainer. “It looks like you’ve been busy.”

      “Not just me,” Regu said as he jumped down from the top of the four-story building, landing lightly in front of Jeremiah. “Everyone in the city has been hard at work all night.”

      “Is every street blocked off?”

      “No,” the Trainer replied. “We didn’t have the time or materials to block every road. Some streets have been left open. Others are blocked off further down. There’s no way to completely stop the thousands of monsters that will swarm the city, so the goal is to slow them down and divert them to places where we have the upper hand. These kill zones are one of the places we can control the battle.”

      It sounded like a good plan, but there were still a lot of monsters to be accounted for. Individually, they posed no threat to him, but even he would be hard pressed to battle more than a dozen at a time. They needed more high-level fighters.

      It was time to ask the question Jeremiah had been dreading. He couldn’t avoid it any longer. While he ran, he had pulled up his party interface to see if his party was still alive, but the only person left was Laramie, who clearly wasn’t alive. The others didn’t show as dead; they weren’t listed at all.

      “Did the others make it back?”

      Regu chuckled. “Yes, they made it back, and they brought their Trainers with them.”

      “Trainers?!”

      “Yep,” the blue man said with a nod. “Apparently, as soon as you killed that Wyvern, the shared experience bumped all four of them up to Level 10. They were in the middle of a battle—one it sounds like they were not winning—and as soon as the Trainers materialized, all hell broke loose.”

      “The Trainers fought monsters?” Jeremiah asked. “I thought you said Trainers can’t get involved in fighting monsters?”

      Regu shrugged, holding his hands out to the side. “They all insist they were attacked the moment they materialized, which gives them the right to defend themselves. All four of them tell the same story, and there is no recording to show otherwise. Who am I to question?”

      “It sounds like these rules are more suggestions than actual ironclad laws.”

      “Until they aren’t,” Regu said, suddenly serious. “I wasn’t joking when I said you don’t want to run afoul of the Integration rules. Once the cameras start recording everything, there can be no rule bending. The Council cannot allow even a hint of favoritism or impropriety. It would undermine the perceived integrity of the Kingmaker competition and destroy the gambling markets.”

      Jeremiah didn’t miss the “perceived” part of the statement. He felt like that was the ultimate gray area. They just had to make sure that everything they did was perceived as being fair, and then they’d be okay.

      He shook his head. That was a topic for another day. “So, what do we do now?”

      “We keep preparing,” Regu said. “You should have gotten some more city upgrades as the population is well over a thousand now. We’ve got about three hours until the barrier comes down.”

      Jeremiah wished the barrier would have waited until the sun came up. “I guess it would have been too much to ask for the barrier to come down when it was light out.”

      “It happens at the same time everywhere, so it’s all hours of the day or night in places. It has to be that way to make the Kingmaker competition fair.”

      Jeremiah raised an eyebrow. “Battling thousands of monsters in the middle of the night is fair?”

      “It’s a relative term,” Regu admitted. “Now, go set up your new buildings, then find Rebecca. I’d recommend adding a Training Yard. She has a large group lined up to start training. If we hurry, we can cycle through three groups of people and get them at least a Basic Level of skill. After that, a Hospital would make a lot of sense.”

      The blue man casually jumped to the top of the four-story building he’d been standing on earlier then called back down. “Come find me when you’re done.”

      Jeremiah nodded, glad he didn’t have to spend any time trying to figure out the best way to use the building upgrades. The suggestions were good ones, so he accessed his Civic Menu and did as his Trainer recommended. He placed the Hospital in the center of the city for easy access and put the Training Yard next to the Archery Range.

      
        
        Hospital

      

        

      
        To kill is human, to save is divine. It takes great skill to put back together what has been damaged by the weapons of war, and when the body needs mending, a hospital can provide the healing required to save lives.

        Level 1: Wounds heal 50% faster than normal. Health points restored by spells cast and potions used inside the hospital are increased by 100%. Automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professed Physician is assigned to the Hospital.

      

      

      Jeremiah knew that the hospital would be critical for saving lives, so he assigned Phillip to the building, increasing it to Level 2. Phillip wasn’t striving to be a Physician, but that didn’t matter just then. His Elite status made him all professions at once so he could be assigned to any building.

      
        
        Level 2 Hospital: Wounds heal 100% faster than normal. Health points restored by spells cast and potions used inside the hospital are increased by 200%. Automatically upgrades to Level 3 when a professed Surgeon or Battlefield Doctor is assigned to the Hospital.

      

      

      The Training Yard would be just as important as the Hospital but for a very different reason.

      
        
        Training Yard

      

        

      
        Learn and refine Melee attacks. Practice at the Training Yard can increase Melee attack skills and give you the advantage you need to not only survive, but thrive, on the battlefield.

        Level 1: Learn any Basic Melee skill or advance any known skill to Novice Level by practicing with the relevant weapon for one hour. Increase any known Melee skill to Advanced Level by practicing with the relevant weapon for one hundred hours. Automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professed Swordsman or Warrior is assigned to the Training Yard.

      

      

      There wasn’t an immediate need for the benefits of a Level 2 Training Yard as there wasn’t enough time to take advantage of the higher-level training capabilities, but it didn’t hurt to increase the level, so Jeremiah assigned Derek to the Training Yard.

      
        
        Level 2 Training Yard: Advance any known melee skill to Expert Level by practicing with the relevant weapon for two hundred hours. Automatically upgrades to Level 3 when a professed Blade Master or Duelist is assigned to the Training Yard.

      

      

      After setting up the buildings, Jeremiah sought out Rebecca to let her know she could start sending people to the Training Yard. Finding her turned out to be easy with the help of the map in his Civic Menu, and by the time he located her, she already had the first group of people ready to start training. The entire first group had earned Basic Level skills from their previous life experience, so they would all be leveling up to Novice within the hour.

      There was no question that Rebecca was a natural Administrator. Jeremiah was glad to have her help and let her know that with a smile before leaving again. She nodded her appreciation then turned her attention back to the notebook she carried, apparently looking for the next item to cross off her to-do list.

      Jeremiah had no reason to get in her way, so he left her to her list and searched out a quiet place to learn the spells he’d been given by Regu. The effort would drain him somewhat, but there was enough time until the barrier went down that he should be fully recovered by then. He knew he would need every advantage he could get.

      An abandoned café gave him a perfect place to learn the spells. He removed the first scroll from his inventory and spread it out on a table then began reading. The words on the scroll flowed into him, and a moment later, he staggered slightly as the spell took hold in his body, and he knew how to cast Fist of Air.

      
        
        Spell: Fist of Air

        Type: Air Magic

        Requirement: Basic Level Air Magic or Combat Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Create a concussive blast of air.

        	Causes a moderate amount of damage to a single target.

      

      
        
        Range: 50 Feet

        Cost: Moderate Mana

        Cooldown: none

      

      

      He removed the second scroll and repeated the process.

      
        
        Spell: Whirlwind

        Type: Air Magic

        Requirement: Advanced Level Air Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Create a whirlwind of air with a twenty-foot diameter.

        	Causes a significant amount of damage to anyone within the area of effect.

      

      
        
        Range: Sight

        Cost: Significant Mana

        Cooldown: 1 minute

      

      

      Now this is gonna be useful! Jeremiah thought, picturing a group of monsters being tossed around by his own miniature tornado.

      He was less optimistic that the last spell would be a useful combat spell, but the title was intriguing. He spread the scroll out and added the spell to his repertoire.

      
        
        Spell: Walking on Air

        Type: Air Magic

        Requirement: Advanced Level Air Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Walk on steps of air, traversing any terrain with ease.

      

      
        
        Range: Self

        Cost: Moderate Mana per second

        Cooldown: none

      

      

      The idea of walking on air sounded really cool, but the Mana cost was steep, especially if used for more than a few seconds. Jeremiah also wasn’t sure if he could cast another spell after Walking on Air or if he would have to wait until he was back on the ground to cast again. Either way, he would definitely need to test the spell out before trying it in battle.

      A wave of exhaustion washed over Jeremiah, and he collapsed into one of the chairs that surrounded the table he’d been using. He knew the feeling would pass, so he laid his head on the table and closed his eyes for a moment until his head cleared. It didn’t take long, though, as he was starting to get used to the crash after learning spells.

      A half hour later, Jeremiah emerged from the café feeling better and just a little more confident about the coming battle. He stopped by the Training Yard and the Archery Range to check on the training for a few minutes, then sought out Regu for last-minute strategizing.
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            Otto

          

        

      

    

    
      Otto stood in a grassy field surrounded by dozens of men and women. They all stared at the translucent blue-green barrier that shifted back and forth between the two colors. There were dark shapes on the other side. Most walked on all fours and showed some resemblance to bears or wolves, only bigger. A few were more humanoid in appearance and walked upright on two legs. It was impossible to make out details though.

      The sun was high overhead now, and it was approaching noon. The group had set out shortly after sunrise, even though they had been told the barrier was only ten kilometers from Stuttgart, their Orientation city. It had taken them a couple hours to cross the distance, and they’d been waiting there for several hours now. They were too eager to face monsters and battle for one of the coveted Elite promotions to be patient.

      Otto had only arrived in the last half hour, having no desire to rush to a fight, only to wait for hours. He was a veteran of many battles and had slept in then eaten a hearty breakfast before gathering up his gear and leaving the city. He’d given himself a little extra time in case something unexpected happened, but nothing had.

      He studied the people around him. Most carried shortswords, spears, or bows. A few carried axes or longswords, like him. One young man even carried a glaive.

      Otto felt a twinge of guilt at seeing the bladed polearm. Mikhael, his frequent training partner, fought with a glaive—almost certainly far better with it than this person. The young man had wanted to be here, battling to become Elite. He likely would have achieved that goal too.

      That was why Otto had taken him out for drinks the previous night and made sure the young man overindulged. It would keep him out of the very first battles, but he knew Mikhael would be out fighting monsters once he finally woke and shook off what would likely be a terrible hangover. The delayed start should be enough to prevent him from earning the Elite title, though, and that was Otto’s primary goal.

      He knew it sounded cruel—selfish at best—but Otto knew what being an Elite would really mean. You would spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder, wondering when the next attack would come. Sure, you would have near-unimaginable power, but the thing about having power was that there was always someone looking to take it from you. Even if a person were to win this competition and literally become King of the World, that would just throw you into a larger pool of even more powerful people.

      A sane person would wonder why anyone would want that. Otto had tasted power before, though, and it was addictive. He knew that and accepted that it was part of who he was.

      The power he had previously tasted was never truly his though. There was always someone else higher up the chain of command. This Kingmaker competition gave him a chance to be the one at the top. He would answer to no one. Not now, not ever again.

      Otto was a realist, though, and knew his chance of survival was virtually zero. He would need more than pure power to win, and he simply didn’t have the skills it would ultimately take to rule the world. He didn’t have any desire to learn them either. He simply wanted to be master of his own destiny for as long as he could survive. If he happened to defeat everyone else and claim Kingship, so be it.

      That kind of life was okay for an old war veteran, but it was no way for a sixteen-year-old boy who had literally just started learning how to live. Otto was determined to make sure the boy was okay, and the first step to doing that was to make sure the young man didn’t have a permanent target on his back.

      A scream of pure terror brought him back to the present. Otto looked up and saw the barrier had stopped shifting colors. Monsters—literal monsters—were emerging from the translucent blue curtain.

      Half of the men and women around him had already broken rank and were fleeing in terror. He wasn’t surprised. Everyone wanted power, but few people were willing to put in the work to obtain it. Even fewer could stomach what it really took to grasp power.

      Over the last ten days, Otto had visited every training hall in the Orientation city multiple times. He had only seen a handful of people. No one other than Mikhael and himself had dedicated themselves to training. While both he and the boy had reached Level 5, he had it on good authority that no one else was higher than Level 2.

      Monsters continued to emerge from the barrier, and soon there were a dozen scary-as-hell creatures. They had spotted the group of humans waiting for them a mere hundred meters away. A huge bear-like beast reared up on its hind legs, standing at least five meters tall, and roared.

      Another group of men and women shrieked in terror and ran.

      Otto looked around. There were fewer than three dozen people left. He shook his head.

      Time to seize the power, he thought, then began giving orders.

      “Melee fighters, form up,” Otto bellowed. As far as he knew, everyone had spent time at the Training Yard to level up at least one melee skill. He had done the same. The difference was that he had also leveled up multiple times and received more skill points. He was now a Master of Basic Bladed Weapons.

      “Archers, open fire as soon as the first monster is in range and don’t stop firing until every monster is dead. Just don’t shoot us.” The archers had all leveled up at least once at the Archery Range, so their accuracy should be fairly good and the damage done as high as possible, given everyone’s low personal level.

      A barrage of arrows immediately flew toward the monsters, falling well short. Otto shook his head and groaned.

      The monsters were closing in fast, though, and the arrows soon began to strike home. A reddish creature separated itself from the monstrous onslaught. It looked like a fox but was as big as a bear.

      
        
        Name: Integrated Red Fox

        Level: 10

        Health Points: 140

      

        

      
        Prior to Integration, the Red Fox was an intelligent and cunning predator, the bane of farmers everywhere. Post-Integration, these crafty predators have become more powerful than ever, making them extremely dangerous.

      

      

      Otto stepped forward to meet the monster’s charge as a dozen arrows sped toward the fox, each one striking the animal, but barely seeming to affect it. A second volley slammed into the fox when it was about ten meters away. The damage from each arrow was minimal, but two dozen still added up.

      The Integrated Red Fox leaped toward Otto, looking like a red porcupine with all the arrows sticking from it.

      The mercenary stepped to the side and swung his enormous greatsword down on the fox as it sailed past. The huge weapon scored a critical hit, nearly severing the beast’s head. After all the arrows, the blow finished off the first real monster any of them had faced.

      
        
        Level 10 Integrated Red Fox has been defeated. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

      

      

      The rest of the monsters barreled into the front line of melee fighters. Otto ducked under a creature that looked like a flying squirrel but was as big as a dog. Warm blood splattered him as he stood back up and heard the gurgling cry for help from the man next to him as the creature sliced through the poor soul’s unprotected throat.

      Otto sliced down with his sword, cutting deeply into the monster, but the creature continued to tear at the now-dead man’s flesh. The mercenary kept slicing the monster apart until it fell over dead next to the man.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 9 Integrated Flying Squirrel. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Hmm, it was a squirrel, Otto thought as he turned back to the battle at large.

      The humans were being massacred.

      A large bearlike monster was shaking a woman in its mouth even as she hacked down on its head, each blow growing progressively weaker as her life drained away. Two other people were trapped beneath the monster and appeared to be dead already.

      A dozen arrows stuck out from the bear’s fur but did nothing to slow it.

      With a mighty scream, the woman in the bear’s mouth brought her axe down on the bear’s head, and it bit into the creature’s skull, finally causing some real damage.

      The bear roared in fury then bit down ferociously. Otto heard the woman’s back snap, and she moved no more.

      The monster tossed her aside and turned its attention to the archers who were still pelting it with arrows. Otto knew he couldn’t let the archers fall and faced forward with a mighty war cry of his own.

      The bear turned toward Otto, who crossed the ten meters that had separated them in an instant. The mercenary lunged forward with his sword, and the blade slid into the beast’s eye socket and through its brain, killing it instantly.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 10 Integrated Grizzly Bear. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Otto slammed into the bear, knocking it over and taking him with it as he clung to his sword. He desperately tried to pull the sword free as he fell on top of the dead monster. As he struggled to free his weapon, he could hear the screams of terror and pain and knew the monsters were quickly winning this battle.

      The battlefield was suddenly silent as Otto pulled his sword free. He spun around and was surprised to see a mostly stilled battlefield.

      Two archers remained and were firing arrows at a four-meter-tall creature with a bull’s head that stalked toward them on two legs, a gigantic two-headed axe in one hand. The monster swatted the arrows away as if they were gnats. The creature’s strides were far longer than the humans’ it was chasing, and it was quickly closing the distance between them. Otto could see the panic rising as the archers scrambled to fire arrows, knowing that if they turned their backs to run, they would be cut down by the monster’s giant axe.

      Otto started to run but had only made it a few steps when the obvious conclusion played out. One of the archers stumbled, and the other reached out to keep them from falling. The monster lashed out with its mighty axe and cleaved them both in half.

      The mercenary skidded to a halt.

      The huge monster slowly turned toward him, revealing a dark-skinned human body with bulging muscles, twice the size of any ordinary person. Two stubby horns jutted from the creature’s bovine head.

      
        
        Name: Juvenile Minotaur

        Level: 10

        Health Points: 160 / 177

      

        

      
        A monster from ancient Earth myths and legends with the body of a man and the head of a bull. While not as large and powerful as a full-grown Minotaur, Juvenile Minotaurs are still twice the size of an average human and significantly more powerful.

      

      

      Otto had somehow slain three monsters without sustaining any damage himself, but his Health was still significantly lower than the barely wounded monster. He looked around, searching for anything that might give him an advantage, but found nothing.

      The Juvenile Minotaur cocked its head and smiled. The monster knew the same thing Otto did. This was not a battle the human could win.

      The creature stalked forward casually, swinging its axe side to side. The mercenary backpedaled, trying to keep as much distance as possible between them, but the monster’s large strides ate up that distance quickly.

      Otto saw quick motion out of the corner of his eye. He fought the urge to turn his head, not wanting to give the Minotaur an opening to cut him in two.

      “Aiyee!”

      A familiar cry cut through the air, causing the monster to stop. It turned toward the sound just as a long blade sliced down, opening a cut on the side of the creature’s face.

      The Juvenile Minotaur cried out in pain and swung its axe in the direction of the attacker but caught only air as the nimble young man had already spun away and was now standing next to Otto.

      “I can’t believe you left me behind,” Mikhael said, a broad smile splitting his face.

      Otto shook his head in disbelief. This kid is something else.

      “I didn’t want to interrupt your beauty rest.”

      “Hmph! You just didn’t want me killing all the monsters.”

      The monster stared at the two in confusion.

      “We should probably finish this guy off,” Otto said, nodding his head in the direction of the Juvenile Minotaur.

      “With pleasure!”

      Mikhael stalked around to the right while Otto moved to the left. The monster tried to follow both of them, but as the two circled, the Minotaur could only keep eyes on one at a time.

      The moment the creature turned its attention to Otto, Mikhael danced in, the long glaive singing through the air, slicing into the monster’s back.

      The Juvenile Minotaur spun around, swinging its axe in a futile attempt to catch the nimble young man, and Otto raced in. The mercenary’s large blade slid into the creature’s back.

      The monster roared in pain and frustration and began swinging its large axe around wildly. The weapon was too slow to catch Mikhael as he spun and dodged, and every time it tried to attack the young man, Otto would strike.

      The battle was over quickly as Otto delivered a fatal blow while the minotaur tried to strike the quick Mikhael.

      
        
        Level 10 Minotaur has been defeated. Experience points awarded to all participants in the battle.

      

      

      The two stood next to the corpse of the monster, Otto somewhat ashamed of his efforts to keep Mikhael out of the battle while the young man continued to grin widely as if he’d never had so much fun in his life.

      Sudden movement caught their attention as two apparently not-dead monsters stirred. Otto raced toward one, ending its life for good with a single thrust from his greatsword while Mikhael finished off the other with a couple quick swipes of his glaive.

      
        
        You have defeated Level 10 Krampus. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      He almost felt guilty for finishing off a near-dead monster and gaining experience points for it. The level-up notifications washed that away.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 5 to Level 6.

      

        

      
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 6 to Level 7.

      

      

      Mikhael’s grin grew even wider as Otto read his level-up notifications. “Awesome, I went up to Level 6!”

      “I leveled up too,” Otto said, not mentioning that he’d gone up two levels. He took a deep breath and smiled to himself. The barrier had only been down for a few minutes, and he was already Level 7. It wouldn’t take long to reach Level 10, but he needed to find more monsters, and he needed to do it fast. The entire world was chasing Level 10, and those one hundred Elite titles would get awarded very quickly.

      There had been dozens of groups going out to fight for experience. Otto knew they would likely draw the monsters in, like his group had. He just needed to find more of those groups and help finish off any remaining beasts. With Mikhael at his side, he knew he could do it.

      They took a few seconds to loot the corpses, each of which provided a few gold coins and a creature-specific item. Otto only collected the coins as it wasn’t feasible to carry anything else at the moment. He told himself he could return later to scavenge more, but if all went as planned, he’d have higher priorities than collecting scraps. He’d be focused on taking over the world.

      First, I need to find some more monsters.

      “Come on, there’s another group over there,” the young man said as if reading Otto’s thoughts. “I saw a group about a kilometer this way. Let’s go see if they need help.”

      They started jogging toward a hilly area where Mikhael had seen a large group of wannabe warriors heading before the barrier came down. They moved quickly but didn’t overexert themselves. They also took time to assign their new attribute points and upgrade skills.

      They were both at Master Level in the Basic Bladed Weapons skill, and after that, Otto was focusing on being a brute-force damage dealer who could take punishment as well as dish it out. He increased his Basic Hand-to-hand Combat skill to Master Level then added his last point to Basic Self-defense, bringing it up to Novice Level, figuring it wouldn’t hurt to avoid a few attacks.

      “So, why did you leave me behind?” Mikhael asked as they jogged.

      Otto looked down for a moment before answering. “I wasn’t sure you even wanted to fight,” he said. “You sounded pretty conflicted last night at the tavern. When you didn’t get up this morning, I thought I’d give you time to figure out what you wanted to do.”

      It was at least partially true.

      “I don’t remember much about last night,” the young man admitted, shaking his head. “I’ve never drunk that much before. I guess it went to my head.”

      “Don’t worry. There are still plenty of monsters left.”

      The sounds of battle reached their ears, and based on the cries of terror and pain, the humans were not faring very well. Otto and Mikhael started to run, crested a hill, and looked down at a battle that was coming to an end.

      Three badger-like creatures circled a large man, a Knight who held a longsword in one hand and a giant shield in the other. The monsters were clearly injured and cautious. Then they rapidly lurched forward at the same time as if they had coordinated the attack.

      The Knight smashed one of the creatures with his shield and sliced another with his sword in midair. The third badger-monster reached him unscathed,  landing on his back, its sharp claws digging into armor as it bit down on the man’s neck and shook back and forth violently.

      The fight ended quickly after that. Unable to reach the creature or break free from its sharp teeth, the man quickly succumbed to the ferocious beast, but not before falling backward with all his weight, crushing the monster in a last defiant act.

      Otto surveyed the battlefield and could see that it had been complete chaos. He didn’t know how many people had originally been in the group, but he could only make out about two dozen bodies.

      “How many people did you see earlier?”

      Mikhael shrugged. “Five dozen, maybe six.”

      Otto shook his head in disgust. Cowards, he thought.

      No, not cowards, he corrected himself. Weaklings. They just weren’t ready for this.

      “Hopefully those that fled made it back to the city,” he said. “At least the deaths of those that stayed mean something then.”

      Monsters still stirred on the battlefield, injured but alive.

      “Come on,” Otto said. “Let’s clean up this mess and get more experience.”

      He led the way down the hill toward the grassy field that had been turned into a bloody battleground, keeping an eye out for previously unseen danger. They didn’t face any new enemies and quickly reached the battlefield where they found over a dozen monsters that had been badly injured but were somehow still alive.

      Otto smiled. Level 10, here I come!

      The mercenary circled the battlefield, finishing off monsters with powerful thrusts of his greatsword while Mikhail used long fluid strokes of his glaive to deliver the final strikes.

      The expected notice flashed in front of Otto after he finished his share of the monsters.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 7 to Level 8.

      

      

      This filled him with a level of excitement and anticipation he hadn’t felt in a very long time.

      He forced himself to take a moment to loot the monsters, again keeping only the coins, then set out to look for the next battle.

      The afternoon was turning to evening when they came across a particularly gruesome battle. Not that any of the battles had gone the way of the humans. The seven battles that Otto and Mikhael had come across had yielded exactly zero survivors, except for the monsters that they’d eagerly finished off to gain experience.

      Otto was beginning to suspect that he and Mikhael were the only ones who had survived the initial confrontations. Of course, the Orientation Trainers had warned them it would be incredibly difficult to defeat Level 10 monsters out in the open.

      There was no way someone would earn the Elite title playing it safe, though, and that had been enough to entice thousands of people to venture out to be the first ones to face monsters.

      The site of the most recent battle they’d come across was larger than any of the previous battle sites. There were well over a hundred bodies strewn across an area larger than a football stadium.

      Dozens of monstrous rats blanketed the battlefield, feasting on humans and monsters alike.

      “Rat battle!” Mikhael exclaimed excitedly.

      Otto looked sideways and shook his head. He had seen the young man eviscerate deadly monsters, both in the training arena and now in the real world, but at the end of the day, he was still very much a boy.

      The young man’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Otto couldn’t help but laugh. “Let’s go have some fun then.”

      And gain a level! he added to himself, knowing he was getting close to Level 10. He just hoped there was still time to earn the Elite title.

      That was all the encouragement Mikhael needed, and he raced toward the battlefield, glaive held high overhead as he charged.

      The rats put up surprisingly little resistance as they had clearly been gorging themselves for hours. Many died before they even knew Otto and Mikhael were there, and the ones that turned to fight were far too slow for the young man’s glaive or the mercenary’s greatsword.

      A moment after the battle ended, Otto received the message he had been waiting for.

      
        
        Ding!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have advanced from Level 9 to Level 10.

      

      

      Otto raised his hands in the air and shouted in celebration.

      
        
        Da da ta da!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You are one of the first one hundred to reach Level 10 and have earned the status of Elite. Additional titles and rewards have been awarded. See status menu for more details.

      

      

      He looked around expectantly and was rewarded a moment later by swirling green smoke that quickly dissipated, revealing a green-skinned, reptilian humanoid.

      Otto draped one arm over the creature’s shoulder and smiled more broadly than he ever remembered smiling in his life. “It’s time to get to work. We’ve got a lot to do if I’m gonna rule the world.”
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            The Floodgates Open

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeremiah spent the last couple hours before the barrier opened using the special ability of his Dimensional Weapons Storage Belt to increase the grade of everyone’s weapons for twenty-four hours. That would be enough time to turn back this first wave of monsters.

      He now stood in the middle of a mostly empty street. Barricades had been placed on either side to prevent monsters from circling around and attacking from behind. A dozen Level 0 men and women fidgeted nervously behind him. Another dozen stood on the rooftops to provide support from above.

      At Jeremiah’s side was a man named Yuri, who stood almost as casually as him. The man had retired from Ukrainian Special Forces before moving to Idaho to raise his family in the natural beauty of the Rocky Mountains. Yuri had earned multiple Basic Level skills from his prior life experience and had used the Training Yard to raise both Basic Bladed Weapons and Basic Blunt Weapons to Novice Level. He'd also spent an hour at the Archery Range raising his Throwing Weapons skill to Novice Level.

      If the ex-soldier could survive the first couple waves of monsters and level himself up, he would be truly dangerous. Jeremiah intended to make sure that happened.

      This wasn’t the only group preparing to meet the onslaught of monsters. Derek and Phillip both led similar groups. Casper and Camila were stationed with groups of archers at two of the larger kill zones created by blockading streets just inside the barrier.

      Jeremiah could sense the nervousness in the men and women behind him, a stark contrast to Yuri and himself.

      The monsters on the other side of the barrier were equally anxious, constantly slamming into the wall. They prowled back and forth, snarling and snapping, ready to tear into human flesh.

      Then a monster leaped toward the barrier, and this time, it didn’t bounce off. The creature passed through and skidded to a stop. It shook its head in confusion, then turned a toothy maw toward them and growled.

      And then the onslaught began, led by that first monster through, a creature that looked like a cross between a large hairless dog and an enraged bull, complete with horns.

      
        
        Name: Dread Dog

        Level: 10

        Health Points: 154

      

        

      
        Dread Dogs are cousins to Hellhounds and just as ferocious. They exude a strong sense of terror, affecting anyone of lower level, potentially leaving them frozen in fear. Dread Dogs are known to incapacitate their prey and consume their flesh while still alive, further cementing them as one of the most feared monsters in the Integrated Universe.

      

      

      The Dread Dog outpaced the monsters behind it, and Jeremiah let it charge unimpeded. He raised his right hand and cast one of his new spells, Whirlwind, and targeted the group of creatures following the dog.

      A whirlwind appeared in the midst of the monsters behind the Dread Dog, catching a dozen in a miniature tornado. The creatures were thrown around, smashing into each other, each taking a significant amount of damage, which would make them much easier to finish off.

      Now that’s a useful spell! Jeremiah smiled as he summoned his sledgehammer and twirled it once. He waited eagerly for the Dread Dog.

      The monster leaped at him, jaws wide, ready to tear out his throat.

      Jeremiah casually swung his weapon with two hands as if he was swatting a tennis ball back over the net.

      The sledgehammer smashed into the body of the creature before its jaws could bite down and sent it flying across the road. The Dread Dog crashed into a building and fell to the ground stunned.

      Jeremiah smiled grimly. A single strike with his sledgehammer would nearly kill a Level 10 monster, leaving it an easy target for his lower-level companions.

      “Finish it off!” Jeremiah told Yuri then turned his attention back to the monsters that had just been dropped in a bedraggled heap by his Whirlwind spell.

      He cast Whirlwind again before the monsters could recover and resume their charge. Jeremiah pushed down the temptation to use the Dualcast Band to double the power of the spell. It would have likely been enough to defeat the entire group of monsters, but he couldn’t afford the triple Mana cost. As it was, two castings of the spell had already drained a significant amount of Mana.

      
        
        Mana: 769 / 869

      

      

      On top of that, he needed to make sure everyone with him gained experience. “Archers, fire!”

      A barrage of arrows rained down from the rooftops, followed quickly by another and another until every monster was lying dead on the ground, filled with arrows.

      A single beast had attempted to flee, but Yuri stepped forward and quickly put an end to the monster with a two-handed chop of his battle-axe.

      Just like that, the first wave of monsters had been defeated. Jeremiah knew they didn’t have long though. “Everyone who leveled up, assign your points and level up your primary skill,” he ordered, even as he saw the next wave of monsters breach the barrier. “Do it quickly. There are more monsters coming.”

      The next wave of monsters filled the street from building to building. Jeremiah cast two more Whirlwind spells in rapid succession, attempting to slow down the advancing monsters, but three monsters avoided both mini tornados, and many more were only struck by one.

      The three creatures that escaped unscathed—Juvenile Hellhounds—charged forward. Jeremiah attempted to cut them off but could only engage two of them while the third lunged for Yuri.

      The beasts were no match for Jeremiah, and he knocked the first Hellhound to the side with a swipe of his sledgehammer. He dodged the second beast as it lunged for him and spun around, swinging the sledgehammer in front of him. He clipped the hindquarters of the beast as it soared past him, sending it spinning around in circles before crashing into a building.

      Jeremiah glanced toward Yuri and saw the man was holding his own against the Juvenile Hellhound, then turned his attention back to the two he was fighting. He could see that arrows were raining down on the monsters that had been caught up in his Whirlwind spells.

      That was all the time he had before the two hellhounds he was battling attacked again. They both jumped for him at the same time. He jabbed one with his sledgehammer, knocking it backward while blocking the other beast’s attack with his forearm. The monster latched onto his arm with sharp teeth, and Jeremiah grunted in pain as he dismissed his sledgehammer and grabbed the Juvenile Hellhound with his now-free hand and pulled it off. He tossed the creature to the side and resummoned his weapon.

      Before he could finish off the discarded monster, a grunt of pain drew his attention back to Yuri’s fight with the other Juvenile Hellhound. The man was on his back swinging his axe back and forth, trying to fend off the monster.

      Jeremiah extended his bloody arm toward the hellhound and unleashed another of his new spells, Fist of Air. An invisible blast sent the beast flying away from the ex-soldier.

      Screams of panic, and then pain, followed as the Juvenile Hellhound was blown right into the midst of the other men and women behind Jeremiah.

      A heavy form slammed into Jeremiah’s back, and sharp claws began raking his back as knifelike teeth bit down on his shoulder. He swung around, trying to free himself of the monster.

      Yuri was instantly there, swinging his battle-axe into the creature. After a second powerful blow, the hellhound whimpered and let go, which was all the opening Jeremiah needed to swing his sledgehammer around into the creature’s head, smashing it into the pavement with bone-crunching finality.

      The screams behind him had subsided but had been replaced by groans of pain. A quick glance told him the last Juvenile Hellhound had been put down, but there had been a significant cost. Jeremiah couldn’t see any bodies, but the group standing there was a lot smaller than it had been moments before.

      Cries of alarm brought his attention back to the approaching monsters, and he turned to see catlike creatures climbing the buildings toward the archers on both sides of the street. They were scaling the buildings far faster than the archers could kill them as it was taking dozens of shots to kill a single monster.

      A cry sounded, and Jeremiah whipped around to see one of the catlike creatures chomp down on an archer’s arm. The man tumbled backward, out of sight, with the monster on top of him.

      Another scream.

      Jeremiah turned to see a winged creature crash into an archer, lashing out with sharp talons. The archer tumbled forward and fell four stories to the ground, landing with a wet-sounding thump.

      They were being overrun already, and more monsters continued to pour through the barrier.

      He cast another Whirlwind spell, this time using his Dualcast Band, ignoring the increased Mana cost. He sent the larger whirlwind toward the oncoming monsters in an attempt to slow them down.

      “Everyone fall back!” Jeremiah ordered. “Help the injured but leave the dead!”

      Growls from monsters and screams from men and women could be heard from the rooftops as they retreated.

      Fled in terror was a more accurate term.

      Jeremiah did his best to slow the monsters down, casting spells when needed while letting his sledgehammer do most of the dirty work.

      Yuri stood at his side, never wavering. The ex-soldier had a knack for avoiding fatal attacks and knowing when to strike a finishing blow. They fought together as if they had spent years battling at each other’s side. Jeremiah knew that was due to Yuri’s prior experience more than anything he was doing, and he was more than happy to let the man cover his back.

      The pair successfully kept any monsters from getting past them, allowing all the men and women behind them to flee safely.

      When they eventually reached the intersection they had designated as their fallback point, they were not alone. The space was already crowded with people fleeing toward the wall that had been hastily erected and climbing rope ladders that had been lowered down from the top.

      This was the first time that Jeremiah had seen the wall that had been built at the central intersection of the city. The area was an intersection of ten streets with a small, almost parklike central area. It reminded him of Times Square, with a large open area that was now designed to be a kill zone in front of the wall that was supposed to keep monsters from advancing further into the city. All of the streets had been funneled toward this point where the defenders of the city could make a final stand.

      It wasn’t supposed to have happened this quickly.

      Regu appeared at Jeremiah’s side. “Every position has already been overrun. There were too many monsters.”

      “Tell me about it,” Jeremiah muttered. “We handled the first wave easily enough, but the second wave nearly broke us. We had to retreat before the third wave could overwhelm us.”

      “You did better than most.”

      “Hmph. What now?”

      “Stand and fight,” the blue man advised. “This wall is defensible. I made sure of that.”

      Despite how fast everyone had been overwhelmed, the defenders seemed to have outpaced the monsters, and almost everyone was over the wall or climbing toward the top. Everyone that hadn’t fallen, anyway.

      Jeremiah met up with the rest of his previous team at the base of the wall. Each of them had their Trainers at their side. He leaned down and whispered to his own Trainer, “Any chance you can help us out on this one?”

      The blue man shook his head, a clearly annoyed look on his face, and pointed up.

      A small silver sphere hovered above them.

      Jeremiah glared at the recording drone. His last contract had expired when Orientation ended, and he’d hoped they would be out of the spotlight for a little while.

      “What the—” Jeremiah sputtered. “How did that thing get here?!”

      A chagrined look on Casper’s face told him all he needed to know.

      “Jaquelle got a really good contract for me,” the mayor said. “And if we survive, the city gets a huge bonus.”

      If we survive?!

      Jeremiah shook his head.

      “Midnight Mountain is but a thought away,” Regu reminded him.

      It wasn’t something he wanted to do, but Jeremiah knew he could hold out far longer than anyone else. If he was in bad enough shape that he needed to use the portal-home ability of his Portal Room, it was likely everyone else would already be dead.

      “Alright, we need to keep these monsters away from the wall so everyone on top can kill them with ranged attacks,” Jeremiah shouted. “Spread out so we can cover more area, but don’t get so far apart that we can be isolated. The ends of the wall will be vulnerable, but that’s far better than the middle of the wall getting overrun.”

      Jeremiah looked at the group he had spent the night fighting with, making eye contact with Casper, Derek, Camila, and Phillip, then he realized Yuri was also there. The ex-soldier shook his head when Jeremiah tried to send him over the wall.

      “I’m already Level 5. I stand at your side.”

      Jeremiah raised an eyebrow then shrugged. “Just like back there. Let me do the heavy lifting, and you finish them off when you get a chance. Don’t engage a full-strength monster by yourself.”

      “Pfff. I’ve seen worse than this.”

      Jeremiah knew the ex-soldier exaggerated, but he couldn’t fault him for a little bravado as they faced overwhelming odds.

      “Alright, then, let’s get ready to battle.”

      That was all the time they had to prepare. As if coordinated by some monsterly instinct, sinister creatures began pouring out of the six streets that led into the area on the south side of the wall.

      “Wow, there’s a lot of them,” Derek said under his breath. The self-appointed head of security for Twin Falls didn’t seem scared or intimidated though.

      Jeremiah wasn’t sure if the man’s apparent confidence was misplaced or not. It had only been a couple hours since they had last fought together, but each of his four prior teammates had reached Level 10 since then, earning Elite status and all the rewards that went along with it. They all had new weapons and skills that he hadn’t seen yet.

      He hoped it would be enough.

      Arrows began to rain down on the approaching monsters and even a few larger projectiles that looked like spears.

      Jeremiah cast Whirlwind in the middle of the closest group of monsters, then another to his left and then one to his right.

      Lightning suddenly rained down in the midst of the monsters, over and over again, and out of the corner of his eye, he could see Phillip casting spells.

      The battlefield turned to chaos. The arrows raining down from the top of the wall didn’t do a lot of damage, but there were so many of them that it added up. Despite their clear advantage in numbers, monsters began to fall. Jeremiah wasn’t sure if his Ring of Primal Fear was having an effect on them or if there were simply too many monsters that were all used to acting independently and didn’t know how to work together.

      Then the winged monsters appeared, swooping out of the sky toward the archers on top of the wall.

      
        
        Name: Werebat

        Level: 10

        Health Points: 139

      

        

      
        Werebats are humanoid creatures with leathery wings that can see in the dark using both night vision and echolocation. They hunt at night like their smaller brethren, but instead of feeding on mosquitos, they prefer human blood. Using their sonar-like ability, they swoop down on unsuspecting prey and carry them away to be feasted upon.

      

      

      Several of the winged monsters landed on the wall, disrupting the barrage of arrows as archers had to turn to self-defense. Then many of the archers turned their arrows on the sky, attempting to bring down the werebats before they could attack.

      That left the small group in front of the wall to fend for themselves, and the monsters quickly advanced, sensing their advantage.

      Jeremiah quickly cast Whirlwind on the closest group of monsters. Then cast it again and again. He scattered monsters, flinging them around, killing many.

      A few short moments later, his Mana was drained. Dozens of monsters were dead. Dozens more were badly injured, and Yuri was ruthlessly finishing them off with his battle-axe.

      Jeremiah summoned a D Grade Mana Potion and downed it, giving him enough Mana for two more Whirlwind spells. He quickly cast them.

      The rest of his team had acquired an impressive array of weapons, skills, and spells, but they lacked the power that Jeremiah could put behind an attack or spell at Level 23. They were still very effective at taking down monsters, though, especially the ones that Jeremiah had already softened up.

      Jeremiah realized it wasn’t going to be enough.

      Monsters had already reached the wall on either end, and with the archers still busy with the werebats, there was nothing to stop the deadly creatures from scaling the walls. More screams sounded from the top of the wall, then more distant screams from the other side as monsters dropped down into the northern part of the city.

      A streak of light abruptly crashed down into the monsters. Then another. A barrage of flaming arrows flew overhead, each exploding as they slammed into monsters.

      “Get to the top of the wall,” a familiar voice shouted out. “Hurry!”

      An unidentifiable object soared from the top of the wall and crashed down in the middle of the square with a loud sound of breaking glass.

      “I said hurry!” the voice shouted again as a thick mist began to fill the area.

      Jeremiah and the rest of the group battling on the ground turned and ran toward the wall where they quickly scaled the rope ladders. They reached the top of the wall just as the fog made it to the barrier, creating an impenetrable veil that extended halfway up.

      An eerie quiet settled over the city as the fog snaked its way through the streets toward the barrier.

      “What the heck was that?!” Jeremiah asked no one in particular.

      A woman with her dirty blonde hair pulled back in a braid walked toward him. “That was a Sleep bomb,” Sabrina said proudly. “Puts any creature below Level 20 to sleep.”

      “What are you doing here?!” Jeremiah exclaimed.

      “I figured it was my turn to save the day,” she said with a smile.

      Jeremiah chuckled. “Well, I’m glad you did.”

      He nodded at the people on the wall who had been mere moments away from being overrun by monsters. “You saved a lot of people. And with an impressive new weapon, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “I got a new bow,” she replied. “I call him Fire Shot.”

      “I can see why.” Jeremiah said then paused before looking her in the eyes and asking again, “So, really, what are you doing here?”

      “Long story,” Sabrina said. “One we don’t have time for right now. That fog is only going to last for sixty minutes, and we need to be ready to act when it dissipates.”

      They couldn’t go into the fog without being put to sleep themselves, so they spent the next hour preparing to assault the monsters as soon as it dissipated. There would be a brief opportunity to attack before the monsters were fully aware, and the survivors of Twin Falls were going to take full advantage.

      When the fog lifted, seven strike teams of a dozen people each raced toward the largest pockets of monsters to deal with them before they fully woke. Each of the teams was led by one of the Elites and their Trainers, except for Yuri, who was accompanied by Regu at Jeremiah’s insistence.

      Nothing stood in their way as they cleared the city of Twin Falls, and by the time the sun rose, the people of Twin Falls were safe from monsters. At least as safe as they could be on the Integrated Universe’s newest planet.
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            Aftermath

          

        

      

    

    
      Hundreds of monsters were slain in the minutes after the fog lifted. Dozens more were tracked down by the strike teams in the first few hours after the sun rose, which not only cleared the city but provided an insane amount of experience. Over fifty people reached at least Level 7, and almost a dozen reached Level 10, though only Yuri achieved that fast enough to earn Elite status.

      Jeremiah even earned enough experience points to increase to Level 24. He was a little tempted to put all his attribute points into Intelligence to increase his Mana supply but knew that Stamina would be critically important when he got into prolonged non-magical battles. He suspected those types of battles would be far more common than he would like, so most of the points went into Vitality.

      His choice for skill increase was an easy decision. The Air Magic spells were incredibly powerful, and by raising his Air Magic skill to Expert Level, he would increase their power even more.

      
        
        Air Magic:

        The key to unlimited power is unlimited resources. Air is all around us, a never-ending resource. Those that master the power of air will never be without a weapon. Use the power of air to destroy your enemies.

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Learn Basic Level Air Magic spells.

        	Novice Level – Learn Novice Level Air Magic spells. Effectiveness of Basic Level Air Magic spells increased by 25%.

        	Advanced Level – Learn Advanced Level Air Magic spells. Effectiveness of Basic Level Air Magic spells increased by 50%. Effectiveness of Novice Level Air Magic spells increased by 25%.

        	Expert Level – Learn Expert Level Air Magic spells. Effectiveness of Basic Level Air Magic spells increased by 75%. Effectiveness of Novice Level Air Magic spells increased by 50%. Effectiveness of Advanced Level Air Magic spells increased by 25%.

      

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t all happy news and good times in Twin Falls. They had lost over two hundred people that had initially gone out to defend the city from monsters and several hundred more that were in the safe zone when monsters surged over the wall into the protected part of the city.

      “It could have been much worse,” Regu said as they looked over the city toward the barrier. They both knew Twin Falls was far from safe, and there wouldn’t be even an illusion of peace until they were able to clear out the city on the other side of the barrier and secure the outer wall. It would be awhile until they were ready for that. Until then, they would have to stay vigilant and make sure to intercept any monster that crossed the barrier before it could ravage the city.

      “If Sabrina hadn’t shown up, it would have been much worse,” Jeremiah said. “How did she get here anyway?”

      “She used the portal.”

      “But how did she know about it?”

      Regu shook his head. “I’m not sure, but I think Malinda had something to do with it. You’ll have to get the details from her.”

      The Trainer nodded toward the end of the wall where Sabrina was working her way toward them. “I’m going to start working on the other Trainers. We need to get all these new Elites firmly into your camp. They could be a great asset for you . . . or a problem that needs to be dealt with.”

      Jeremiah was in no mood to contemplate fighting the people he had just helped raise up. “The mayor’s the key. If we get Casper on board, we won’t have any issues. That shouldn’t be a hard sell given the fact that they have no chance of clearing out the city beyond the barrier without me.”

      “Without us,” Sabrina corrected.

      Regu nodded to the woman. “Good to see you, Sabrina. Glad you could join us.”

      “Save your butt, you mean,” she replied with a mischievous smile.

      “That too,” Jeremiah said. “What made you decide to come here?”

      Sabrina shook her head ruefully. “It’s been a crazy couple days. I had planned to just focus on making potions and learning more alchemy recipes, but Philanthar had other ideas.”

      “Did he now?” Regu asked suspiciously.

      “Right after you left, some guy from the Central Galaxies Broadcasting Network contacted him and offered me a massive contract,” she replied. “He offered five hundred million IU credits for me to do a dungeon dive. The only stipulation was that I needed to do it right away before Orientation ended.”

      “You did a dungeon dive?” Jeremiah asked, eyebrows raised. Then the amount registered, and his eyes went wide. “You got half a billion credits?!”

      “Yeah, it was a huge contract,” Sabrina said. “I was hesitant at first, but Philanthar got them to pay half up front in the form of weapons and items and also negotiated an emergency transport device to get me out if I ran into anything I couldn’t handle.”

      “Well, it looks like it worked out for you,” Jeremiah said. “Is that where you got your bow?”

      “No, the bow was from another contract.”

      “Another contract?” Jeremiah asked. “Three contracts already. You’re becoming quite the influencer.”

      “Yep, that’s me,” Sabrina said with a smirk. “The bow was from somebody called Tetrabrachius Fight Network. I think they’re an intergalactic MMA broadcast network or something. They gave me the bow and wanted me to come here for the battle.”

      A glimmer of recognition crossed Regu’s face, and the blue man mouthed, Malinda.

      Jeremiah nodded slightly. “And the Sleep Bomb? Can you make those in the Alchemy Lab?”

      She shook her head. “Hardly. That was from my first contract. I can make a Sleep Potion. It’s a D Grade potion and has a five-foot area of effect. A Sleep Bomb is a Grade A potion. The lab needs to be upgraded to Level 3, and I need a lot more skills before I can make those. They gave me a single Grade A version as payment. I guess to give me something to strive for.”

      “You’ve certainly been busy,” Jeremiah said. “What level are you now?”

      Sabrina looked down sheepishly, then back up. “See for yourself.”

      
        
        Name: Sabrina Thompson

        Level: 22

        Profession: Elite (Alchemist)

      

      

      Jeremiah’s mouth dropped open. “What the—?!”

      She smiled. “I got partial credit for every monster killed after the Sleep bomb. I gained five levels right there. The other levels came from the dungeon dive.”

      “So, have you changed your mind about the contest?”

      “Oh, heck no,” she assured him. “I am not leader-of-the-world material.”

      Jeremiah wasn’t sure he was, either, but he needed to push forward. “So, will you support me then, officially?”

      “Of course,” Sabrina answered without hesitation. “What do I need to do?”

      “Formally declare fealty to him,” Regu said.

      She looked confused. “I already did that.”

      “When you earned the Elite title, any previous allegiances were reset,” the blue man explained. “So, you need to do it again.”

      “Done.”

      
        
        Sabrina Thompson has sworn fealty to Jeremiah McIntyre. If either party breaks this bond, attack damage done will be reduced by 90% for the offending party while increasing by 100% for the other party. Bond will last for 24 hours after being cancelled by either party.

      

      

      A crown appeared in Jeremiah’s peripheral vision with the number two in the middle. He turned to Regu for an explanation. “What’s this mean?”

      “It means you are 2% of the way to being elected King,” the Trainer said. “All you need is ninety-eight more people to swear allegiance to you.”

      “Ninety-eight more people?” Jeremiah asked. It had been explained to him before, but the number seemed so much more daunting now that he could see a measly two listed. “That’s a lot of people to convince to support me.”

      “You can kill them instead,” Regu said nonchalantly. “When you kill another Elite, you automatically get their vote.”

      “I’m not going to do that,” Jeremiah insisted, though he knew deep down that ultimately, he would have to at some point. It was inevitable that some people would never support anyone other than themselves.

      The blue man shrugged. “That’s a problem for another day . . . maybe. Let’s start with the votes right here in Twin Falls.”

      Jeremiah nodded. He had just helped save the city, and there wouldn’t be a better time to ask for the support of the remaining leaders of the town. “Alright, let’s find the other Elites.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jeremiah sat at the same table in City Hall where he’d sat when he first convinced the leaders of Twin Falls to follow his plan to protect the city. Regu sat on one side while Sabrina and her Trainer, Philanthar, sat on the other side. The other five Elites were with their Trainers in the audience.

      The four remaining members of the team he had battled monsters with before the barrier opened up—and had helped earn Elite status—had all reached Level 14 and were some of the most powerful people on the planet. The fifth person was Yuri, who had been one of the last people on Earth to earn the Elite title and had now reached Level 11.

      “There is still a lot that needs to be done to protect Twin Falls,” Jeremiah said, choosing to focus on helping the city first. “The monsters will keep coming until the city on the other side of the barrier is cleared.”

      “We aren’t strong enough to do that yet,” Derek said, “and you know that.”

      Jeremiah smiled. The man saw right through him. “That may be true, but that doesn’t make the problem go away. Even if Sabrina and I cleared out the city for you, the monsters will just come back if you aren’t vigilant. You will need a lot of people to defend the walls on the other side as well as a powerful and vigilant city watch to deal with any problems that do get in.”

      “You’re talking like you think we don’t know that,” Derek said, annoyance clear in his voice.

      “Of course, you know that,” Jeremiah said. “I just wanted to make sure we were all on the same page. There are definitely things I can do to help, but you need to help yourselves too.”

      “What do we need to do so that you will help us?” Casper asked suspiciously.

      Jeremiah turned to the mayor. “You don’t need to do anything. Sabrina and I will clear out any monsters on the other side. If you choose to support me, help would be appreciated but not required.”

      “We already support you,” Derek said. “We agreed to let you claim the entire city as your own.”

      “Claiming Twin Falls doesn’t mean I own the town. It simply means you are part of my little group of friendly cities.”

      “The fact that Jeremiah claimed your city is the only reason this city is still standing,” Regu said. “You never would have survived otherwise.”

      “He has a very valid point,” Phillip said.

      “Yeah, his point is that we need to bow down to him if we want to survive,” Derek said.

      “No, the point is that there are benefits of being part of an empire instead of being all alone,” the blue man retorted.

      Tension was rapidly rising, and Jeremiah didn’t want things to get out of hand. “Look, I have no desire to rule over you, but Twin Falls needs to remain loyal to me. I won’t relinquish control without a fight, and let’s face it, that’s not a fight you can win.”

      He knew it was the wrong thing to say the moment it left his mouth, but Jeremiah was reaching the end of his patience. He had been largely responsible for saving the city. He had helped raise five Elites. Without him, they would literally all be dead.

      Sabrina put a hand on his arm before he could say something else that might make things worse. “Look, the world has changed, and there is nothing we can do about it. You can either wait for someone to come along who is powerful enough to take everything, or you can join with Jeremiah and focus on creating a great new world for your family, your town, and the world at large.”

      “She’s right,” Casper said. “Seven of the one hundred most powerful people on the planet are in this room. If we work together, it will be very difficult for anyone to take what we have here.”

      Jeremiah breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe this is going to work out after all.

      “So, are you going to run the city yourself?” the former mayor asked.

      “Absolutely not,” Jeremiah insisted. “In fact, I would like you to run things. That’s what you did before, and I don’t see any reason to change that.”

      “After you swear allegiance to him,” Regu interjected.

      Casper nodded. “Of course.”

      Jeremiah mentally sent a fealty request to the mayor, and a moment later, the number on the crown ticked up to three.

      
        
        Casper Markovi has sworn fealty to Jeremiah McIntyre. If either party breaks this bond, attack damage done will be reduced by 90% for the offending party while increasing by 100% for the other party. Bond will last for 24 hours after being cancelled by either party.

      

      

      Jeremiah reciprocated the oath of allegiance by assigning Casper the role of Mayor, which would give the man authority to make critical decisions related to Twin Falls, including who to assign to other posts, like head of security. With that done, he turned his attention to the rest of the assembled Elites.

      “Who else will join me?”

      “I will,” Yuri said, and a moment later, the three became a four.

      The number then increased to six when Phillip and Camila swore loyalty to him.

      That left only Derek.

      “This is best for everyone,” the Mayor told him. “You’ve seen what’s out there. We cannot hope to survive on our own.”

      “It feels like he’s shaking us down for protection money,” Derek replied.

      “Look, I don’t care if you swear allegiance or not,” Jeremiah said, though he really did want that. “As long as you keep protecting the city, we’re on the same side, as far as I’m concerned.”

      The man looked like he wanted to argue further, but his Trainer leaned in and said something. They conversed for a moment, then Derek turned back to Jeremiah. “I will remain a citizen of this city and protect it, and I will remain neutral as far as the Kingmaker competition goes. That’s the best I can do.”

      “I hope we can remain on friendly terms,” Jeremiah said, adding to himself that, you don’t want me as an enemy.

      But he couldn’t help but be disappointed after single-handedly making sure the man reached Elite status.

      He knew the smart thing to do would be to put an end to the man then and there. It wouldn’t be much of a fight, given their level disparity. Fortunately, it was a fleeting thought, and Jeremiah didn’t have any actual desire to do it.

      I will just have to convince him.

      “Now that we have that settled,” Jeremiah said, “who wants to move to Midnight Mountain?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long to find a hundred people willing to relocate to Midnight Mountain to help Jeremiah grow his primary settlement. He had received a lot of credit for saving Twin Falls, deservedly so, and many people trusted him to protect their families. The fact that Sabrina had become somewhat of a cult hero didn’t hurt either.

      He had tried to recruit Yuri to join him. The man had politely but firmly declined, insisting that Twin Falls was his home. The ex-soldier had explained that he wanted to open a Tailor Shop and focus on skills related to that.

      Jeremiah was more than a little shocked by the man’s desire to focus on something so mundane, but Yuri’s Trainer had been adamant that it was far more than just making clothes. There were skills that allowed for the creation of everything from magical armor to dimensional storage spaces. A skilled Tailor could also imbue powerful spells and wards into virtually any piece of clothing or accessory.

      It sounded like having a good Tailor would be important in the long run, which made Jeremiah redouble his efforts to get Yuri and his family to relocate to Midnight Mountain. He didn’t push too hard, though, as Twin Falls was only a portal away, so it would be easy to visit Yuri’s Tailor Shop whenever he wanted.

      Jeremiah had been successful in convincing Phillip to relocate to Midnight Mountain with his daughter. From what he knew of the man, he felt like his interests would synergize nicely with both Sabrina’s alchemy and his own magical interests.

      There was a lot that needed to be done to ensure that Twin Falls remained safe, so Jeremiah stayed for several days to help out. He wasn’t an expert in governing or leading people, but he was the most powerful person on the planet, so it gave everyone else a measure of confidence simply having him around.

      The biggest challenge that Twin Falls was going to face was controlling the half of the city that was on the other side of the boundary in Zone 3, where monsters as high as Level 30 resided. Beasts that strong were powerful enough to breach the wall, and that didn’t even account for monsters that could fly.

      Jeremiah spent the better part of three days scouring the side of the city in Zone 3, frequently with Sabrina, and made sure there weren’t any high-level monsters hiding out. By the time they were done, he was confident nothing overly dangerous was left, and had gained another level in the process. That was all he could do. Casper and his chosen Head of Security would have to take it from there. It made him a little bit nervous to have a Head of Security that had not sworn fealty, but Jeremiah had to trust that Casper, who had sworn fealty, knew what he was doing.

      The last day before Jeremiah planned to return to Midnight Mountain, Regu told him that the initial power rankings for the newly crowned Elites had been published. Jeremiah was officially the most powerful person on the planet, followed closely by Sabrina. The blue man had also mentioned that this had been the fastest that all Elite titles were earned in history.

      Apparently, Earth humans were more stubborn, resilient, and ambitious than virtually any others in the galaxy. Another word being thrown around was foolhardy. Jeremiah couldn’t argue with any of it.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






YURI THE TAILOR

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Name: Yuri

        Level: 11

        Profession: Elite (Tailor)

      

      

      The following morning, Yuri sought out the man who had helped give him the opportunity he now embraced. The new Elite Tailor had earned several boons when he founded the first Tailor Shop on the planet and wanted to craft some truly unique and powerful armor for the young man who saved Twin Falls. In order to do that, he needed the original pieces.

      Jeremiah had been understandably reluctant to part with his gear, even for a few hours, but Yuri had promised him that he would return the armor before he left and that it would be well worth it.

      The young man had looked him in the eyes, then shrugged and handed over the requested gear.

      The two pieces of armor now lay on the table in front of Yuri in his Tailor Shop.

      
        
        Enhanced Flannel Vest

      

      

      
        	E Grade Armor

        	Reduces damage by a moderate amount from non-magical attacks.

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      There was literally nothing remarkable about the first piece. It was little more than an old shirt that had been upgraded by a Level 1 Armory. He would be better off starting with any normal piece of real armor.

      What’s the fun in that though? Yuri thought ruefully.

      The second piece was much more interesting and would make up for the mundane flannel vest.

      
        
        Vest of Fire Protection

      

      

      
        	E Grade Armor

        	Reduces damage by a significant amount from fire-based attacks.

        	Requirements to use: Level 10

      

      The vest already offered magical protection one level above its official grade, and the first thing Yuri did was use the power of his Tailor Shop to raise it to D Grade.

      
        
        Tailor Shop

      

        

      
        Whether you fight your battles with magic and swords or wit and words, you should always dress for success. A skilled Tailor can make sure your clothing is fashionable, functional, and deadly.

        Level 1: Repair and craft clothing that provides E Grade protection. Provide a one-time, permanent upgrade to non-metallic armor up to D Grade. Tailor Shop automatically upgrades to Level 2 when a professed Tailor is assigned to the building.

        Level 2: Repair and craft clothing that provides D Grade protection. Provide a one-time, permanent upgrade to non-metallic armor up to C Grade. Tailor Shop automatically upgrades to Level 3 when a professed Couturier is assigned to the building.

      

      

      The result was a piece of armor that would make the wearer near-impervious to fire damage from monsters below Level 30.

      
        
        Enhanced Vest of Fire Protection

      

      

      
        	D Grade Armor

        	Reduces damage by a high amount from fire-based attacks.

        	Requirements to use: Level 20

      

      Yuri rubbed his hands together, a grin on his face as an idea of how to combine the items formed in his mind. I can work with this.

      The ex-soldier had spent many years and countless hours repairing military uniforms, both his own and those of others. His most recent tailor experience had been decidedly more civilian—alterations, torn seams, customizations. Now he had the chance to use all of his skills.

      When Yuri had designated his pre-Integration business as an official Tailor Shop, he’d received a message indicating he had created the first Tailor Shop on the planet and was gifted two Tailor-related skills to help him repair, create, and combine articles of clothing and armor. The shop was also bestowed a special ability to combine two items of clothing or non-metallic armor and bestow the highest grade of the two on the final piece. The ability could only be used once per month, but Yuri had no qualms about using it for Jeremiah.

      The Elite Tailor took a few moments to gather the supplies and tools he needed. He also grabbed some rune-covered leather straps that had been added to the Tailor Shop’s inventory when it upgraded to Level 2.

      The plans for the armor had solidified in his mind as Yuri gathered the tools and materials, and he quickly got to work crafting his first masterpiece. The work was very much like it had been before the integration except for the fact that all sewing had to be done by hand because his sewing machine had been considered advanced technology and had been destroyed. The only real difference was that Yuri could feel an energy flowing through his hands and into the clothing.

      The alterations didn’t take long as his increased personal stats, Agility in particular, allowed him to work faster than he ever had before. Half an hour after starting, he looked down at the near-finished product. He had kept the flannel look of the original armor while incorporating the Vest of Fire Protection. The rune-covered leather straps increased the durability and added to the overall aesthetics, making the armor look like a combination of ancient gladiator armor and a modern-day lumberjack flannel.

      Yuri reached into his pocket and pulled out the third item Jeremiah had given him: a handful of black wyvern scales. These would further enhance the fire protection as well as provide improved protection from physical attacks. He skillfully sewed them into the armor, hiding them in the black patches of the flannel so they weren’t noticeable once he finished.

      The Elite Tailor looked down at the finished product with a smile on his face. He nodded approval at his own work.

      There was a brief flash and a bright light washed over the armored shirt, molding it together into a single piece.

      
        
        Flannel Vest of Fire Protection

      

      

      
        	D Grade Armor

        	Reduces damage by a high amount from non-magical attacks.

        	Reduces damage by a very high amount from fire-based attacks.

        	Requirements to use: Level 20

      

      Now this is armor befitting the future King of the World, Yuri thought with a satisfied nod.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Yuri quietly opened to the door to the three-bedroom house he shared with his wife and two sons. He slipped inside and closed the door behind himself, a smile on his face. For the first time since the Integration started, he felt confident his family would be okay come morning.

      A short, winged man with a dark-red complexion sat on the couch, waiting for him. The imp wore the black robe that was the hallmark of Elite Trainers, though he wore a white-collared, long-sleeved shirt underneath, complete with gold cufflinks. A pair of dainty, wire-rimmed glasses sat on his nose and gave the imp a rather dignified look.

      “You did well to convince them you weren’t a threat,” Tairlen said.

      “I’m not a threat,” Yuri insisted as he took a seat next to his Trainer on the couch. “I have fought my battles, and I have no intention to return to that life.”

      “Exactly,” the imp said. “Let the others kill each other until there are only a few left.”

      Yuri shook his head. “I meant what I told Jeremiah. I owe him my life and the lives of my family. I won’t fight for him, though, and I certainly won’t fight against him. I offered to craft him armor as a way to say thank you. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” the Trainer said excitedly. “Build trust and good will.”

      “I intend to, and I will do the same for everyone.”

      Tairlen nodded emphatically. “Perfect. You do that, and I will take care of everything else.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading King Maker. Jeremiah has come a long way in a short amount of time and made some friends that can help him on his quest to rule the world. Will it be enough to make him King? Not sure yet, but he’s going to make it happen or die trying . . . because he doesn’t have a choice.

      I really hope you enjoyed reading the story as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you could take a minute and leave a review for me, that would be very much appreciated.

      The next book in the Integrated Universe series is called King of the Mountain and it will be available soon. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon.

      
        
        You can order King of the Mountain now and it will automatically be delivered to you when it releases:

        amazon.com/dp/B0CBNVWV6N

      

      

      

      If you would like to know whenever I release a new book, be sure to sign up for my newsletter. In addition to all the new books I have planned, I have some special surprises in the works, like an exclusive short story featuring Fafnir, the blue dragon. As a newsletter subscriber, you will get that story for free when it’s ready and be the first to know about everything else I’m working on.

      

      
        
        Sign up for my LitRPG newsletter at:

        fairfieldpublishing.com/newsletter-sign-up-litrpg/
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