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            Chapter 1

          

          
            O Christmas Tree

          

        

      

    

    
      The tree farm looked the same as it had the last time Nicholas had been there, other than the fact that the trees had not been trimmed in awhile. Before the Integration, this had been one of the premier Christmas tree farms in New England and had been the supplier for most of the live trees he sold at his year-round Christmas store.

      Fortunately, Nicholas could still see the classic Christmas tree shape on the rows of trees. That would make his job much easier.

      He moved down the rows of fragrant, dark-green trees and thought about the days before his Personal Enhancement System gave him superhuman powers. He absently rubbed his bearded chin as he remembered the time before he wielded magic and rode a mythical creature that could tear open rifts in time and space. A time that was far less exciting but much safer.

      Nicholas made his way to the area of the tree farm that had the tallest and oldest trees. This wasn’t going to be a one-time operation, so he needed to harvest trees in a responsible manner.

      This is probably the last operational Christmas tree farm on Earth, he mused.

      There were thousands upon thousands of trees, but it didn’t take Nicholas long to find the ones he wanted. They were well-shaped, having been trimmed for many years before the farm fell to neglect, like pretty much everything else, after the Integration.

      This will only take a few slices.

      Nicholas stood at the end of one row of trees, looking down at a hundred nearly symmetrical but slightly unruly trees. He summoned his swords and activated his favorite skill.

      
        
        Blades of Wind:

      

        

      
        It is said that a cold wind cuts like a knife. The Blades of Wind skill makes that literally true. By combining Master Level sword and magic skills, you can create invisible shards of air that can slice your enemy apart without ever being seen.

      

        

      
        Requirement: Master Level Air Magic skill and any Master Level sword skill

      

      

      
        	Basic Level – Create an invisible blade of wind that causes moderate damage to any target struck. Range: 10 feet.

        	Novice Level – Create one invisible blade of wind that causes significant damage or two blades of wind that cause moderate damage to any target struck. Range: 20 feet.

        	Advanced Level – Create one invisible blade of wind that causes a high amount of damage, two blades of wind that cause significant damage, or four blades of wind that cause moderate damage to any target struck. Range: 50 feet.

        	Expert Level – Create one invisible blade of wind that causes a very high amount of damage, two blades of wind that cause a high amount of damage, four blades of wind that cause significant damage, or ten blades of wind that cause moderate damage to any target struck. Range: 100 feet.

        	Master Level – Create one invisible blade of wind that causes extreme damage, two blades of wind that cause a very high amount of damage, four blades of wind that cause a high amount of damage, ten blades of wind that cause significant damage, or fifty blades of wind that cause moderate damage to any target struck. Range: 250 feet.

      

      The swords in each hand glowed a bright blue. He sliced downward in a diagonal stroke with one blade, and a thin, translucent sheet of air shot forward. The magical razor-sharp projection skimmed the trees as it sped down the row, shaving off bits of evergreen boughs.

      He stepped to the other side of the row and repeated the motion with his other sword.

      A moment later, there was a row of perfectly trimmed Christmas trees, at least, two dimensionally.

      Nicholas had seen trees trimmed numerous times on visits to various Christmas tree farms but had never actually trimmed one himself. He nodded, satisfied with his first two trimming strokes. The rest of the process would be a bit more tedious, though, as he needed to round out each tree individually.

      Superhuman attributes and master level sword skills made the process considerably easier. Nicholas weaved in and out of the trees, his swords a blur of never-ending motion, leaving piles of evergreen boughs in his wake.

      When he reached the end of the first row, he turned to admire his handiwork. The first few trees were admittedly rough—it wasn’t like he had a tree-trimming skill—but most of them would make passable Christmas trees.

      “Not bad for a rookie,” Nicholas declared with a smile.

      A loud cackling sound pulled him from his self-admiration, and he turned his attention back to the trees he’d just trimmed.

      A large black-haired creature pushed between two trees. The monster stood eight feet tall and walked on two cloven-hoofed legs. A muscular, hairy body was topped with a goatlike head complete with curved horns. The creature carried long, heavy chains in each hand.

      
        
        Name: Krampus

      

        

      
        If Santa is the hero of Christmas, Krampus is definitely the villain. Known to torture, abduct, or slay naughty children, this monster is intent on bringing destruction to anyone deemed less than worthy of Santa’s gifts. If you’re wondering who might be deemed unworthy, let’s just say you can count the worthy on one fingerless hand.

      

      

      The monster whipped its arms out to either side, and the chains wrapped around the two closest trees. The Krampus cackled again, and this time, it sounded like the bleating of a goat with smoker’s cough. Then it yanked its arms forward and snapped both trees in half.

      “Come on now! I just trimmed those trees,” Nicholas complained. They had been some of his better ones, too.

      The presence of a powerful monster wasn’t unexpected, but Nicholas had hoped to finish his preparations without having to kill any monsters. It was Christmas Eve, after all, and bringing joy to the world was more of a priority than slaying monsters.

      So much for peace on Earth.

      Nicholas sighed and sent his two short blades into his inventory and summoned his favorite weapon.

      
        
        Ice, Ice Bladie

      

        

      
        There is no better weapon than a razor-sharp sword to send someone or something into the icy embrace of death. This sword was originally forged under pressure for the Queen of Ice, but the weapon was stolen. Now, this ice-cold weapon will make anyone who wields it a champion.

      

      

      
        	B Grade Weapon

        	Causes very high damage.

        	Causes extra ice damage equal to 50% of the original base damage.

      

      There was a glowing blue snowflake at the base of the long black blade near the hilt of the longsword, and the weapon vibrated slightly, ready to unleash its power.

      Nicholas strode toward the Krampus and cast a spell. His left hand glowed blue for an instant, and he punched forward.

      
        
        Spell: Air Power Punch

        Type: Air Magic

        Requirement: Master Level Air Magic skill

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Create a concussive blast of air.

        	Causes a high amount of damage to a single target.

      

      
        
        Range: 50 Feet

        Cost: High Mana

        Cooldown: None

      

      

      An invisible punch shot forward and struck the monster in the chest, sending it flying backward.

      Nicholas winced as the creature smashed into another tree and snapped it in half.

      The Krampus bleated angrily and jumped to its feet. It lunged forward, swinging both chains high overhead and down.

      Nicholas sidestepped the attack and swung his sword in a sideways arc. The dark blade glowed blue as it sliced into the monster. Frost immediately spread from the cut, creating a line of white on the Krampus’s black hide.

      The monster whipped its chains sideways and caught Nicholas in the legs, sweeping him from his feet. The Krampus quickly slammed the chains at the prone man.

      Nicholas rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding the heavy chains, then flipped to his feet. He landed in a fighting stance, his longsword held in front of himself with both hands.

      The Krampus shook the long, heavy chains in each hand and snorted in disdain.

      Nicholas waited patiently for the monster to attack, then sidestepped and slashed his sword at the creature’s back, opening up a long, frost-covered cut.

      The Krampus whipped around, swinging its chains in a wild attack.

      Nicholas easily dodged the attack and swung down with his sword and nearly took the monster’s arm off.

      A pain-filled bleat came from the beast as it whirled around. A deep gash on one upper arm was already turning white with frost. The arm hung loosely at the monster’s side, though its hand still gripped the chain.

      He didn’t wait for the Krampus to attack again and leaped forward, stabbing at the monster’s heart with his sword.

      The creature swung a chain across in front of its body with its only good arm and knocked the attack aside.

      Nicholas had expected that and let his sword be pushed to the side as he whirled in the opposite direction. He spun around the Krampus and was suddenly back-to-back with the creature. He thrust his sword behind him, into the back of the creature, skewering it from behind.

      Keeping one hand on the sword, he spun around to face the back of the creature and kicked it forward. Frost was already blooming from the latest wound as he pulled his sword free, ready to deliver the final blow.

      The Krampus fell forward, landing on its face, and didn’t move again.

      
        
        You have defeated the Krampus. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Nicholas looked down at the large monster. Frost spread from several cuts in the creature’s hide, the white standing out against the black fur that covered its body. He’d fought Krampus before but hadn’t seen one since the prior year right around Christmas.

      Well, this one isn’t going to carry off any children.

      He shook his head. Even now that Earth was part of the Integrated Universe, old legends and myths persisted.

      Nicholas tapped the monster with his boot and initiated the looting process, sending everything to his dimensional storage space.

      
        
        You have looted Chain Whip.

        You have looted Bag of Silence.

        You have looted Chained in Place Scroll.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      He removed the scroll from his inventory and whistled. “Now, this might come in handy.”

      
        
        Scroll: Chained in Place Spell

        Type: Earth Magic

        Requirement: Magic Pillar of Power

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Bind target in place with invisible chains. Strength of bond determined by amount of mana used and skill level of caster.

      

      
        
        Duration: Until dispelled or bond is broken by target

        Range: Sight

        Cost: Variable Mana

        Cooldown: None

      

      

      The Chain Whip wasn’t anything special but was a B Grade weapon that would bring a good price at the Sword and Shield Emporium the next time he visited the Boston Integration Center.

      The Bag of Silence was a unique dimensional storage space that could transport live items, something that wasn’t normally done. Nicholas didn’t want to think about what the Krampus might have transported in the bag and what fate those lives met.

      A loud roar sounded, and Nicholas turned to see a large green dragon swooping out of the sky. He watched the huge creature approach, his longsword resting casually on his shoulder.

      The ground shook as the dragon landed, flapping leathery wings forward to stop its momentum. Nicholas turned his head to the side as he was pelted by small bits of pine bough.

      “It’s about time you showed up,” he chided the dragon.

      “Not much I can do down here,” the dragon replied in a deep growl. The creature raised an eyebrow, and a whisp of smoke curled up from his nostrils. “Unless you want me to light these trees up.”

      Nicholas shook his head. Rukysdun—Rudy for short—his gigantic dragon companion, was prohibited from battling any monster that didn’t attack him first. That restriction was the only reason the dragon had been allowed to continue partnering with him.

      “Sun’s going to set soon,” Rudy rumbled. “If you insist on doing this, we need to get going.”

      “Alright. I just need to collect the trees,” Nicholas said.

      He stepped forward and dropped to a knee as he swung his sword in a wide arc. The Blades of Wind skill sent out a sharp knife of air that sped down the row of trees, slicing through the trunks. A moment later, the entire row of Christmas trees toppled to the ground.

      Nicholas walked down the row of trees and sent each one into his dimensional storage with a touch.

      He grimaced as he reached the group of broken trees.

      Those really were some of my best trees.

      The first few trees he’d trimmed turned out to be even more misshapen than Nicholas had originally thought, and he decided to leave them behind. In total, he collected almost ninety Christmas trees that he judged good enough to use.

      “That’s plenty for what we have planned,” Nicholas announced as he approached Rudy.

      The dragon snorted before lowering his head to allow the bearded man to climb onto his back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Workshop

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas looked down at the map spread across the table in his workshop. A man with pointed ears and wrinkly dark-green skin hunched over the map on the other side of the table. He had brownish gray hair with a perpetually dirty look, not to mention disheveled. Sharp facial features, a protruding chin, and a pointed nose made the man appear particularly sinister—orange eyes with vertical slits for irises didn’t help either.

      Baldarius had never been anything but supportive, though, and Nicholas considered himself incredibly lucky to have the dark elf as his Elite Trainer. Even if he looked a lot like an overgrown gremlin that had been fed after midnight.

      The man stood up straight, though there was still a noticeable hump in his upper back. “I have identified sixty-eight potential settlements for your mission. They all have large open areas where you can land and do your thing.”

      Nicholas frowned. “This isn’t about convenience. How many got left off the list because they were inconvenient?”

      “Fourteen.” Baldarius sighed as if he knew what was coming. “You don’t have to take care of everyone, you know.”

      “I don’t have to do anything. I choose to spread some Christmas cheer to as many people as I can.”

      “Alright, alright.” The dark elf smiled, exposing a mouth full of sharp teeth. “I figured you’d say that, so I prepared packages for all eighty-two settlements.”

      Nicholas shook his head. His Trainer really did look more like a monster than a Christmas elf, but the man had a heart of gold. “Tell me about these packages.”

      “I was able to secure sponsorships from three of the largest toy distributors in the Integrated Universe.”

      Baldarius summoned a large red sack from his inventory. He reached in and pulled out a handful of items and dropped them on the table. “PlayGalaxy donated several thousand IncrediBalls.”

      Nicholas picked up a multicolored ball. It was slightly smaller than a baseball and had a rubbery feel. The weight was off, though, and it felt more like a hollow aluminum ball. The IncrediBalls logo was plastered across the ball in white and appeared to hover above the surface of the ball as opposed to being on the surface. He rubbed his finger over the logo, but the ball felt smooth and flat.

      The dark elf picked up a ball—a solid-blue version—and held it up for Nicholas to see. “It’s an ordinary bouncy ball.”

      Baldarius dropped the ball, and it bounced off the table and back into his hand. “Nothing special, but still something kids can play with.”

      “I suppose,” Nicholas said, unimpressed.

      Baldarius raised a finger. “But if you infuse it with a little mana . . .”

      The ball began to glow a bright blue and floated into the air. It hovered a few inches above the dark elf’s outstretched hand for a moment, then he grabbed it out of the air and threw it. The ball zipped across the room, leaving a line of blue light in its wake. It bounced off the far wall and zoomed back.

      Baldarius deftly snatched the ball out of the air. “The ball can do thousands of things, all controlled by the user. Kids can have a lot of fun with it, but it’s also a fantastic training device for anyone learning how to use magic.”

      Nicholas squinted, and his brow furrowed as he stared intensely at the ball in his hand. Nothing happened.

      “It’s like casting a spell,” the dark elf said. “Instead of focusing your will on the spell, focus it on the ball.”

      The ball in Nicholas’s hand started to glow, sputtered some, then lifted off his open hand. He smiled, then grabbed the ball and chucked it across the room. A line of light followed the ball as it raced toward the far wall and bounced off in a burst of multicolored light.

      Nicholas stared in awe at the ball, even as it bounced off the wall and sped right back at him. At the last instant, he threw his hand in front of his face to catch the ball.

      He missed.

      There was another explosion of light, and Nicholas staggered backward. The ball hovered in the air, an inch from where his face had been.

      Nicholas raised his hand to his face, where he could still feel a tingling sensation, as if something had just barely touched his face.

      “There are safety protocols built into the balls, so the kids don’t hurt themselves,” Baldarius said with a smirk.

      “That’s good,” Nicholas said and swiped the ball out of the air, feeling slightly embarrassed.

      Baldarius summoned another bag from his inventory. This one was green and had an assortment of dolls and action figures. Nicholas didn’t recognize any of the figures, most of them alien in nature. Some looked downright villainous.

      “These are from the Integrated Toy Corporation, the leading manufacturer of dolls and action figures,” the dark elf said. “They haven’t created very many from Earth yet, but there are a few.”

      Nicholas sifted through the pile of toys. “I don’t see anything human looking.”

      “I already wrapped them up and put them in the settlement-specific bags. These are the leftovers.”

      Nicholas reached into the pile and pulled out a dark-green action figure that showed a striking resemblance to Baldarius. “It’s a good thing you didn’t wrap this one up. This isn’t Halloween. We don’t want to scare the kids.”

      “Well, then, it’s a really good thing they didn’t make any Nicholas dolls,” the dark elf replied.

      The two men chuckled.

      Baldarius summoned a box from his inventory and tossed it on the table. “This is the crown jewel of toys in the Integrated Universe. Action blocks.”

      Nicholas picked the box up and shook it. He frowned. “Looks like Legos.”

      The dark elf shrugged. “Not certain what that is, but these are much better, I’m sure.”

      “If you say so.” Nicholas was far from convinced as he ripped the box open and dumped out the contents. A hundred pieces that looked exactly like Legos tumbled across the table.

      Baldarius grabbed a handful of pieces and put them together, creating a wall of interconnected building blocks. “Can your Legos do this?”

      The dark elf touched the block in the middle, and it turned transparent. He then touched the outermost block on each side of the top row, and the blocks started to glow. A quick touch to the blocks on the bottom row, and they instantly changed color.

      “It’s the same concept as the IncrediBalls, but the changes made will stay that way permanently. Or until they are changed again.” Baldarius touched a few random pieces in the pile, and they lifted off the table and hovered there. “You can even make the bricks float to create antigravity platforms.”

      Nicholas whistled. “Impressive.”

      Baldarius smiled. “I figure these will be everyone’s favorite, so I made sure to include enough of these for every kid on our list.”

      “Good deal. Now, let’s look at these gift bags you put together.”

      The room was suddenly filled with bags.

      “There is one bag for each settlement. Don’t let the size fool you. These are dimensional storage bags, so there are way more presents inside than what it looks like.”

      Nicholas looked around the room, and the enormity of the task at hand started to settle in.

      “Each bag is numbered,” Baldarius continued. He produced a scroll and handed it to Nicholas. “The settlements are listed here, in the optimal delivery order.”

      Nicholas unrolled the scroll and saw eighty-two settlements listed, a delivery time next to each of them. The number of children in each one was also listed. His heart started to beat faster, and he could feel his stomach fluttering.

      Wow, that’s a lot of cities.

      Nicholas looked up from the list, his eyes wide. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      Baldarius patted Nicholas on the arm. “You will be fine, but it will be a long night. I scheduled several breaks for you. If you fall behind, you can skip the breaks to get back on schedule.”

      Nicholas shook his head. “There isn’t enough time. It’s not possible.”

      “There’s plenty of time,” the dark elf insisted. “Eighty-two settlements in eight hours. That’s only ten an hour, give or take. That means you have six minutes for each city. That’s plenty of time.”

      “That doesn’t seem like plenty of time.”

      The door to the workshop flew open, and the head of a green dragon peeked in. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this,” Rudy said.

      The dragon winked at him. “I’ll get you where you need to go. All you need to do is place the tree and drop the presents.”

      “Oh yeah, that reminds me of something really important,” Baldarius said. “The bags are set up with an auto-disperse feature. Just place the bag under the tree and activate it. The presents will automatically be placed under the tree. I even set it up for aesthetic deployment. It takes an extra few seconds, but it will look so much better than just having them dumped in a pile.”

      Nicholas looked from the dragon to the dark elf then shook his head. “Alright then, let’s bring a little joy to the world!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            First Delivery

          

        

      

    

    
      Back in his room, Nicholas stood in front of a full-length mirror. He wore long red pants that had been created by a Master Tailor and were imbued with multiple enchantments. His black boots were also heavily enchanted. A lightweight chainmail shirt covered his upper body and had a hood that could be pulled up to protect him from weather or other attacks.

      He reached over to the coat rack and removed a dark-red overcoat that was trimmed with white fur at the neck and wrists. Nicholas pulled the full-length jacket on and shrugged it into place on his wide shoulders. He pulled it closed, and it magically secured itself.

      The final touch was a wide black belt that served as a scabbard too. Nicholas summoned his long black sword from his inventory and slid it into place on his waist. Physically carrying the sword was unnecessary, but he felt like it completed the postapocalyptic Santa ensemble perfectly.

      He ran his hand through his short-cropped beard as he studied himself in the mirror. This is absurd!

      Nicholas shook his head and chuckled.

      “Nothing to do but to do it,” he declared and strode out of his room.

      Rudy and Baldarius waited for him outside. The dark elf was pacing nervously. “It’s about time. You haven’t even started yet, and you are already on the verge of falling behind.”

      “Relax. Everything is going to be okay,” Nicholas assured him.

      “So, now you’re the confident and cool one?”

      Nicholas smiled. “I’m just going on a Toys for Tots delivery. What could go wrong?”

      “This is a big deal,” Baldarius retorted. “If this goes as planned, we are going to make a lot of money.”

      “I’m not doing this for the money.”

      The dark elf turned on him and waved his hands wildly. “Do you think this is cheap?”

      “Well, no,” Nicholas admitted.

      “Look, I like helping out kids as much as the next guy,” Baldarius said, “but no money means no Toys for Tots, as you say.”

      The dark elf pointed at Rudy and said, “You get him to the settlements.” He then pointed at Nicholas. “And you do the peace-to-the-world and good-will-to-kids thing.”

      “It’s . . .” Nicholas started to say then stopped.

      “If you two can do that,” Baldarius continued his rant, “I can work my magic and make sure we can afford to do this little show every year.”

      “That’s all I can ask for,” Nicholas said with a smile and turned toward the dragon.

      He approached Rudy with a mischievous grin on his face. “I’ve got something for you to wear.”

      He pulled a red rubber nose from his pocket and started to reach toward the dragon.

      “I’d think twice about that if you want to keep that hand.”

      “Oh, come on. Look at what I’m wearing.” Nicholas spread his arms wide to show off his outfit. “All you have to do is wear this one little thing.”

      “I agreed to help you on this little mission because I like children.” The dragon spit a concentrated stream of fire from his mouth and incinerated the red nose. “I did not agree to dress up as a clown.”

      “Party pooper,” Nicholas mumbled. He patted the dragon on the neck. “I think you would have looked dashing.”

      Rudy blew smoke from his nostrils. “Hmph. I refuse to take fashion advice from someone dressed like you.”

      “Fair enough.” Nicholas chuckled as he climbed onto Rudy’s back and settled into the saddle in front of the dragon’s wings.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first settlement on the list was a Village of over nine hundred people with approximately two hundred children. The village was lit up and waiting for them, just as Baldarius had said it would be.

      There was a wide open area inside the village walls that was surrounded by torches and looked a lot like a helicopter landing pad. Nicholas could see hundreds of people standing around the landing area, including more than a few small children, as he and Rudy circled above the settlement.

      This isn’t how Santa is supposed to deliver gifts, Nicholas complained internally, though he couldn’t blame the townsfolk. Life had been far from easy since the Integration, and they were clearly excited to revisit an old holiday tradition.

      Rudy dove toward the landing pad and pulled up just before hitting the ground. Dragon magic more than wing power helped him to settle in the middle of the circle as softly as a feather landing on the ground.

      The crowd erupted in cheers. The adults clapped enthusiastically, and the children jumped up and down, screeching with more joy than Nicholas had seen since before the world had changed.

      I guess this isn’t that bad, he thought as a wide grin split his face.

      Nicholas waved to the assembled crowd and bellowed, “Ho, ho, ho. Merry Christmas!”

      It was ridiculously cliché, but the crowd cheered even louder.

      No sense messing with the classics, he reasoned.

      Nicholas continued to wave, turning around on the dragon to make sure he included everyone in his holiday greeting.

      Once the cheering died down, he slid from the dragon’s back and summoned a bag of gifts from his inventory. The crowd erupted in cheers again, and children ran forward, their parents unable to keep them contained any longer.

      The excited shouts of children assaulted Nicholas. He tried to calm them, but it was no use.

      “Santa, what did you bring me?”

      “Did you bring something for my brudder?”

      “Does everyone get a gift?”

      “Do you have a Christmas tree for us?”

      It was a boy of nine or ten that eventually brought some order to the chaos with a loud clap of his hands that was enhanced by some sort of air magic spell.

      “Nobody’s gonna get nothing if we don’t get out of Santa’s way,” the boy barked with the voice of a confident—and bossy—older brother.

      The children quieted, at least a little bit, and stepped back. A small path opened up for Nicholas, but he still had to step carefully to avoid bowling over children.

      An older gentleman with white hair and a long beard waited for him at the edge of the circle. The man looked at the children that had surrounded Nicholas and smiled in a grandfatherly way. He reached out a hand in welcome.

      Nicholas nodded at the man and shook the offered hand.

      He looks more like Santa than I do, Nicholas thought as he ran his hand through his short beard that was definitely more blond than white.

      “Thank you so much for doing this,” the white-bearded man said. “It means so much to the children.”

      “I’m just doing my best to spread some Christmas cheer,” Nicholas said.

      “You are doing a truly wonderful thing.”

      Nicholas felt his face flush. He wasn’t doing any of this for recognition. In fact, he had hoped to avoid recognition altogether. His throat tightened, and he had to force himself to take a deep breath. “Is there somewhere I can set up a Christmas tree?” he finally choked out.

      The man clapped Jeremiah on the shoulder and gave him a look that said he understood. And that he was truly grateful. “There’s a perfect place over here,” he said and led the way to an open area near the settlement’s Community Hall.

      Nicholas summoned one of his best-trimmed trees from his dimensional storage and held it upright while one of the villagers that had Earth Magic skills created a tree stand. Once the tree was standing by itself, he used his new Chained in Place spell to hold the tree down. He hadn’t tested the spell yet, but the bond would last until a certain amount of force was exerted on it. Since the tree was unlikely to exert much force to escape, the spell should last pretty much forever. Or until an external force acted on it.

      He stood there for a moment and admired the tree then turned to face the crowd. There were even more children than before, all of them looking at Nicholas with hopeful, expectant eyes. They were clearly on the brink of bursting with excitement.

      Behind the smaller children, older boys and girls stood. They looked at him with suspicion, but also a glimmer of hope. They were old enough to remember life before the Integration and understood what they had lost. Nicholas could see that they longed for the joy of Christmas, too, but were scared it would be taken away like everything else in their life had been.

      His heart ached for those children, but there was nothing he could do for them until he took care of the riot that was ready to explode right in front of him.

      Nicholas placed the gift bag on the ground and opened it. A simple command would magically distribute all the gifts, spreading them around the tree, but that wasn’t what this situation needed. These children—young and old—needed the personal touch of Santa.

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t use magic. In fact, the situation definitely called for some Christmas magic, and he called on the power of his Ring of Minor Levitation.

      
        
        Ring of Minor Levitation

      

        

      
        Levitate one or more small objects. Number of objects, combined weight, and control distance dependent on level of Air Magic skill. Levitated objects cannot be used to attack.

      

      

      Hundreds of wrapped presents floated from the bag, more than the bag should have been able to hold. They rose into the air, spinning in an ever-widening circle.

      The young children looked up at the torrent of presents, expressions of wonder on their tiny faces. The hope on the face of the older children intensified.

      With a flick of his finger, gifts began to drop from the sky. The younger children squealed with delight as the presents dropped among them.

      “There are enough presents for everyone,” Nicholas said, afraid a Christmas riot would break out. To his amazement, that didn’t happen. At least, not in the way he had feared. An air of explosive joy took over the children, and they scrambled to make sure that everyone got a present. Several children even gave up their only present to a child that didn’t have one. An instant later, another child would make sure they had one. In short order, every one of the smaller children held a gift in their tiny hands.

      It was a show of care and compassion that the entire world needed to embrace, even if it was only for a day.

      Nicholas kneeled down so he could be at the same level as the children. “Are you ready to open your presents?”

      Any semblance of control evaporated, and wrapping paper began to fly, forcing him to stand up and take a step back to avoid being trampled by the excited children.

      Wrapped presents still circled overhead, and Nicholas could see the older children glancing from the excited younger children—many of them likely their siblings—to the presents floating above.

      Nicholas was impressed by the restraint, yet was sad that they clearly still expected to miss out or have this joy taken from them like so many other things in their lives.

      I can’t change everything, but I can at least give them one day of joy, he thought and began sending presents their way. His hands moved like a conductor as he directed gifts into the waiting arms of every one of the older children.

      He watched as the stoic demeanor of even the most pessimistic preteen melted away, leaving a child that desperately needed some joy in their life.

      Nicholas wiped at the tears forming in the corners of his eyes and redoubled his commitment to bring Christmas cheer to as many children as possible. A task that was getting more difficult the longer he stood there because he knew he was way over his allotted six minutes per settlement.

      He pushed down the flood of emotions that threatened to overwhelm him and started to work his way through the crowd of children. He was followed by a chorus of “Thank you, Santa,” and “We love you, Santa.”

      The white-bearded man met him at the edge of the landing pad. The man had tears streaming down his face, and Nicholas knew this man had worn a Santa suit in the past. “Thank you. This means more than you will ever know.”

      Nicholas choked back his own tears and said, “God willing, I will be back again next year.”

      “I will pray it is so.”

      He shook the man’s hand then headed toward Rudy.

      “Twenty-seven minutes,” the dragon said as he approached.

      Nicholas grimaced. That was nearly the allotted time for the first five settlements. He quickly scrambled onto the dragon’s back.

      “Let’s see if we can make up some time,” Rudy said and closed his eyes.

      Nicholas could feel magic swirl around them, then coalesce in a black oval above them.

      Rudy opened his eyes and said, “Hold on tight.”

      With one powerful flap of his wings, the dragon launched them through the portal and toward the next settlement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Holiday Party

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fractal Rift Orbital Lounge was decorated for what Ty’Reesha hoped would become a new holiday tradition. Lights and streamers hung in big loops from the walls and ceilings. Fragrant, cone-shaped trees were decorated with colorful balls and shiny strips that were apparently called tinsel. Red and green were the predominant colors. They were supposedly the traditional colors for the holiday.

      Ty’Reesha loved holiday parties. It gave her a chance to sell specialty drinks and souvenir items at inflated prices, all while bringing in new customers that were in a festive mood. This was her first Christmas party, but the holiday had apparently been very popular on the recently-Integrated planet Earth. That would bring in even more people who were fans of all the Integration shows—which was pretty much everyone—and those that were simply eager to try something new.

      She didn’t know if this particular holiday would be a hit as there were really weird customs and foods. There was a drink made from the eggs of a bird and some sort of highly processed mammal milk with a splash of spiced rum. She was a big fan of rum. Hopefully, that would be enough to make the drink popular.

      I doubt it though, Ty’Reesha thought, hoping she wouldn’t have hundreds of gallons left over at the end of the night.

      The specialty food was even worse. She had a hundred bricks of something called fruitcake. It was unlike any cake she had ever eaten and was literally as heavy and nearly as hard as a real brick. She hoped patrons would drink more to wash down the dense, dry “cake.”

      There were some good foods, too, like the people-shaped cookies made with a spice called ginger and a warm chocolatey beverage that the bartenders would spike with minty liqueur. Ty’Reesha was confident the cookies and hot chocolate would sell, and she could always reduce the price and push the other stuff later in the evening when everyone’s tastes were . . . impaired.

      Her staff had nearly revolted when she presented them with their costumes for the evening, but she’d assured them they were authentic and commonly worn by people on Earth before the Integration. She had no idea if that was true, but she’d been very convincing.

      The female servers and bartenders wore red off-the-shoulder dresses trimmed with white fur. Some of the more full-figured women looked to be on the verge of bursting out of the tight-fitting gowns. Ty’Reesha knew that those ladies would do exceptionally well in the tip department.

      The men wore tight-fitting yellow pants and long-sleeved green shirts with white fur at the cuffs and around the neck. The outfit was cinched at the waist with a wide black belt. Even her persuasive powers had been unable to convince them to wear the black boots that curled up at the toes and had a bell dangling from the tip.

      Ty’Reesha shook her head with amusement as she watched her colorfully dressed staff mixing and delivering drinks.

      What a ridiculous holiday!

      The food, drinks, and clothing weren’t even the most outrageous parts. The holiday apparently had a heavyset patron who broke into every house on the planet and left packages for the children.

      The cherry on the top of the ridiculousness was a powerful mage who was going to do a live-action recreation of the legend of Christmas. And it was going to be broadcast more-or-less live to the Integrated Universe.

      The lights in the club dimmed as Ty’Reesha reached her private table at the back. A huge holographic projection screen appeared at the front of the bar, and all the monitors in the club switched away from whatever they had previously been broadcasting.

      Ty’Reesha slipped into her booth and activated the holographic display at the table to get an unobstructed view of the broadcast.

      Two people faded into existence on all of the holographic displays.

      A blue-skinned man wore a bright-red coat and a pointy red hat with a white tassel on the end. An obviously fake beard hung from his chin.

      “Welcome to a special holiday broadcast,” the man announced, “brought to you by the Independent Broadcasting Coalition.”

      The woman next to him had pale-orange skin and wore a bright-green blouse and a pointy green hat that had fallen to one side. She wore pointy prosthetic ears that didn’t quite match her natural skin color.

      “And let me tell you,” the woman said. “This is going to be a very special broadcast. It will be unlike anything you have ever seen before. I can promise you that.”

      Ty’Reesha shook her head. Of course it’s unlike anything we’ve ever seen. Nobody in their right mind would do something like this.

      That didn’t mean she couldn’t profit from the insanity. This broadcast wouldn’t bring in the wagers that exclusive dungeon dives did, but there would still be a lot of betting going on. The gambling houses had assured her that they would be laying odds on everything from number of presents delivered to the color of wrapping paper.

      She turned her attention back to the broadcast.

      “This is a new holiday for most of you,” the male announcer said. “So, we’re going to give you a little history before we get started.”

      The female announcer took over. “Christmas was one of the most popular holidays on Earth before the Integration. And let me tell you, it was a weird one. You see, the people of Earth, the children especially, worshipped this guy with a long white beard and a belly full of jelly.”

      The look on the man’s face showed he had no idea what a belly full of jelly was.

      The woman leaned forward and put one hand to her mouth and said in a conspiratorial voice, “That means our hero was a bit on the pudgy side.”

      The man nodded then continued the storytelling. “So, this unshaven, overweight guy in a red coat gave toys to all the children of Earth.”

      He shook his head and smirked. “And that is what our live-action hero, a man named Nicholas, is doing tonight on our broadcast.”

      “He sure is,” the woman said. “Let’s take a peek at what our hero has been up to.”

      The screen split, and the two announcers floated to the side. A new screen appeared with a soundless video showing hundreds of presents floating around in a circle above a large group of eager children. The camera zoomed in on a man with a short whitish beard and a red overcoat who was gesturing wildly. The screen zoomed back out and showed presents zipping out of the maelstrom overhead, each one flying into the arms of an excited child.

      The male announcer stroked his long artificial beard. “Now, I’m not an expert on this Santa Claus character, but everything I read said he had a long white beard.”

      “Oh, give the guy a break,” the woman in green replied playfully. “His costume seems authentic.”

      “Hey, I’m not here to judge,” the man, said holding his hands up defensively. “You’d think this guy from Earth would know what Santa really looks like though.”

      Between the announcers, the silent video continued to show Nicholas delivering gifts to children. Once all the children had gifts, he worked his way through the crowd toward a large green dragon.

      “Now, I’m absolutely positive that isn’t authentic,” the man declared. “There were no dragons on Earth before the Integration.”

      The woman nodded. “Yeah. I guess we have to chalk that up to creative license.”

      “It doesn’t seem like a good use of a dragon either,” the male announcer continued.

      “Yeah, it’s been pretty uneventful so far,” the woman agreed then flashed a wicked smile. “But I’ve got a feeling this little adventure is about to go off script.”

      “Oh, really?” the man said with an expression of mock surprise.

      On the main screen, Nicholas climbed onto the back of the dragon. A portal appeared above them, and the dragon propelled them through the portal.

      The screen went blank for a moment, then a new portal appeared, and the man in red atop the green dragon emerged. An instant later, a huge spear shot toward them, forcing the dragon to dive downward to avoid being skewered.

      “Oh, what’s this?” the man asked with decidedly unconvincing shock. “Someone apparently doesn’t want Santa to deliver Christmas presents.”

      “It looks like this little town might not have been expecting a visit from Santa on a dragon,” the woman quipped.

      On the main screen, Nicholas yelled, “What the heck?!” as the dragon banked to the side to avoid another spear.

      White light surrounded the man dressed as Santa for an instant then exploded out in a bright pulse of light.

      The announcers’s jaws dropped open.

      “What—”

      “How—”

      The details of the spell Nicholas had just cast popped up on the screen.

      
        
        Spell: Frozen in Time

        Type: Time Magic

        Requirement: Any Master Level Magic skill

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Freeze all living objects within the area of effect besides caster and anyone touching when spell is cast.

        	Effect immediately dispelled if caster attacks, is attacked, or makes contact with any living object under the effects of the spell.

      

      
        
        Duration: 30 seconds

        Range: 500 feet

        Cost: Extreme Mana

        Cooldown: 30 minutes

      

      

      The number thirty popped up on the screen, then counted down to twenty-nine.

      “He should not have access to that level of time magic,” the female announcer said, a look of astonishment still plastered on her face.

      On the center screen, Nicholas summoned a potion from his inventory and downed it as the time ticked down to twenty-eight.

      
        
        Dualcast Potion

      

      

      
        	B Grade Potion

        	Allows double casting of one spell. 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.

        	Cooldown: 30 minutes

      

      “That seems like poor timing,” the male announcer commented, having regained a little bit of the snarky edge he’d had before. “That would have had a lot more effect before the time-freezing spell.”

      Nicholas cast another spell then disappeared in a blurry streak of near-imperceptible motion.

      
        
        Spell: Supersonic

        Type: Time Magic

        Requirement: Any Master Level Magic skill

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Increase speed of movement by 5X.

        	Effect immediately dispelled if target attacks, is attacked, or makes contact with any animate object.

      

      
        
        Duration: 30 seconds

        Range: Touch; can be used on self

        Cost: Very high Mana

        Cooldown: 10 minutes

      

      

      “What . . . There’s no way . . . He shouldn’t have . . .” The male announcer sputtered.

      “I don’t know where he got these spells, but he is using them masterfully,” the woman announcer said, her voice full of awe. “That’s going to give him almost five full minutes while the world around him is frozen.”

      The main screen showed a blur of light whipping around, then the movement slowed until Nicholas came into focus again. The timer now read twenty-four and was moving so slow that it appeared to have stopped. Ten seconds passed before the timer dropped to twenty-three, and during that time, a large Christmas tree had been placed in the middle of the settlement.

      The male announcer shook his head. “I know we’ve said this already, but he should not have access to this level of time manipulation spells. This makes him virtually unstoppable.”

      “They’re purely non-combat spells,” the woman countered. “Any attack will negate the spells and cause major backlash. On top of that, they don’t affect inanimate objects, so anything that was in motion already, like an arrow or spear, keeps going. He’s liable to get himself killed by casting those spells in a combat situation.”

      While they talked, Nicholas summoned a large red bag from his inventory and activated the auto-dispense feature. Hundreds of wrapped gifts floated out of the bags and circled the Christmas tree before settling down in organized piles all around the tree.

      The timer still read seventeen, and it appeared that Nicholas was finished with his Santa duties. He walked around for a moment, admiring his handiwork, then strolled casually toward the outer wall of the settlement.

      The male announcer shook his head. “Hmph. He squandered a lot of that spell. Such a waste.”

      “I don’t know,” the woman said. “There’s something to be said for making things easy.”

      Nicholas leaped over the wall and landed softly outside the settlement. The timer read eleven.

      He strolled casually toward the dragon, who was lying on the ground and had his head resting on his front legs.

      A red beam of light suddenly shot from the sky and exploded right behind Nicholas, sending him flying forward. The timer disappeared, and the world returned to real time.

      The male announcer laughed. “So much for easy.”

      A group of monsters swooped out of the air toward Nicholas and the dragon.

      
        
        Name: Flying Reindeer

      

        

      
        Reindeer are peaceful, grazing herd animals. The biggest danger they typically pose is blocking roads during their annual migration. Flying Reindeer are a different story. Some say an ancient conflict soured them on humans and turned them into humanity’s mortal enemy. Others say they were betrayed by Jolly Saint Nick himself. Whatever the reason, a Flying Reindeer at Christmas is something you should avoid at all cost.

      

      

      The camera zoomed in on one of the flying reindeer then froze. The creature had boney ridges that started above each eye and ran down its snout and near its nose. The ridges glowed red on the reindeer in front while the rest of the monsters glowed bluish white. Sharp teeth could be seen inside its mouth with two longer fangs in front, and each tine of its antlers was sharpened into a point.

      These were clearly not peaceful, grazing creatures.

      “It’s a herd of Flying Reindeer,” the woman announcer exclaimed excitedly. “They were outside the area of effect of the time-freezing spell, so they weren’t affected.”

      “Oh boy, he’s in trouble now,” the man said. “I believe reindeer were the mortal enemies of the original Santa Claus.”

      The woman pursed her lips, and her brow furrowed. She shook her head slightly. “I’m not sure if that’s right, but these reindeer do seem to have a serious problem with this Santa.”

      Nine reindeer swooped out of the sky, lightning crackling between their antlers. The lead monster kept shooting beams of red magic from its ridges that made it look like it was shooting lasers from its nose.

      The lightning continued to build on the antlers of each reindeer, and just as Nicholas reached the dragon, bolts of electricity ran down their antlers, through the V-shaped ridges on their snouts, and blasted toward Nicholas. The red-clad Santa dove forward, and the dragon turned to protect him from the blasts of lightning.

      The magical bolts slammed into the green dragon and danced along his scales for a moment before dissipating.

      The dragon raised his head to the sky and let out a roar that shook the surrounding area.

      “Uh oh,” the male announcer said. “I think they just brought the dragon into this fight.”

      The crowd in the Fractal Rift Orbital Lounge erupted in cheers. Ty’Reesha could hear chants of “Monster fight!” and “Dragon battle!” and knew there was about to be a huge increase in wagers placed. That meant her profit margin was about to go through the roof.

      Ty’Reesha smiled, already thinking of all the things she would do to make the next year’s Christmas party bigger and better.

      Yeah, I think I’m gonna like this Christmas holiday!

      She just needed to make sure Mr. Santa Claus stayed alive for another year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Oh No You Didn’t

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas raced toward Rudy, chased by beams of red magic. One ray exploded at his feet, sending him flying toward the dragon. He rolled as he landed and came to a stop at the dragon’s side just as bolts of lightning slammed into the giant creature.

      Electricity danced over the dragon’s green scales for a moment before dissipating, having caused no apparent damage.

      The dragon roared at the sky then turned toward the incoming reindeer. “Big mistake, fellas.” The words rumbled from his throat.

      Rudy turned to Nicholas and said, “Get on. It’s time for a reindeer barbeque.”

      “Let’s do it,” Nicholas replied with a smile on his face and climbed onto the dragon’s back.

      This wouldn’t be the first time Rudy had battled a monster, but the dragon was generally restricted from battling monsters on Earth. The only exception was if he was attacked first. Being struck by lightning bolts definitely triggered the self-defense clause.

      With a flap of his powerful wings, Rudy launched into the sky. The dragon roared a challenge at the Flying Reindeer and followed up with a blast of fire that completely incinerated the closest monster.

      There’s a good reason he’s not allowed to fight, Nicholas thought, still with a smile on his face.

      The remaining herd of eight reindeer scattered, and they likely would have left them alone after that first display of power.

      Rudy was having none of that and chased after one of the fleeing reindeer. The dragon veered from side to side as Nicholas held on tight and let the dragon have some fun.

      The dragon chased the Flying Reindeer through the sky like two fighter jets in a dog fight, the reindeer swerving erratically as Rudy closed in and lined up for the kill shot.

      Nicholas sensed another monster approaching and looked over his shoulder to see a reindeer diving toward them, its antlers glowing a bright white. He knew better than to try to attack a flying monster from the back of another flying creature swerving wildly in the air. Instead, he cast a shield spell to defend himself and the dragon.

      
        
        Spell: Orb of Protection

        Type: Master Level Air Magic skill

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Creates a translucent shield with a thirty-foot radius around caster.

        	Absorbs a high amount of damage before dissipating.

      

      
        
        Range: Self

        Cost: High Mana

        Cooldown: none

      

      

      A translucent bubble surrounded the dragon a moment before the Flying Reindeer fired a white beam of magic. The bolt of energy struck the shield, and there was a blinding explosion of light. The dragon continued forward, ignoring the neutralized attack.

      With a roar, the dragon unleashed a blast of flames that washed over the reindeer he was chasing, turning the creature black before it fell from the sky.

      Nicholas held on tight as Rudy spun in the air, magic allowing the huge creature to defy the laws of physics and spin in place, instantly changing directions. A powerful flap of the dragon’s wings sent them hurtling after the Flying Reindeer that had turned and fled immediately after making its blindside attack.

      They quickly closed the gap on the fleeing reindeer, but just as Rudy was about to blast the creature with fire, it came to a sudden stop and dove down out of the path of pursuit.

      The dragon and rider flew past the reindeer, but as the hooved monster was turning to flee again, Rudy whipped his tail down.

      The tail slammed into the Flying Reindeer and sent it spiraling downward. The dragon spun and twisted in the air, forcing Nicholas to hold on for dear life while flying upside down for a moment before they dove straight down.

      A blast of flames washed over the reindeer as it spun uncontrollably, burning it to a crisp.

      Nicholas couldn’t pull his eyes away as the charred reindeer slammed into the ground and exploded in a puff of ash, nothing solid remaining. He squeezed his eyes closed and gripped the saddle even tighter as the dragon pulled out of its dive just before crashing into the ground.

      An instant later, they were hovering in the air several hundred feet off the ground. The dragon spun around, looking for more Flying Reindeer, and a moment later, saw one in the distance that appeared to have been watching the battle.

      The observer turned and fled when it realized it had been seen.

      Rudy flapped his wings and gave chase, though not at full speed.

      “You know it’s leading us into a trap, right?” Nicholas said.

      Rudy responded with deep, rumbling laughter.

      “Silly man, you cannot trap a dragon.”

      The dragon flapped his wings again, and they flew faster toward the fleeing reindeer. Rudy seemed to be completely unconcerned about the prospect of being ambushed. Nicholas wasn’t quite as confident and cast another shield spell to surround them both.

      Ahead of them, the Flying Reindeer swerved between two hills and disappeared.

      Rudy swerved a moment later, following the exact path his prey had taken.

      A beam of red magic greeted them on the other side and shattered the shield Nicholas had cast around them.

      Four more reindeer swooped in and fired lightning bolts immediately after.

      The dragon turned sharply, his wings going nearly vertical in the process, which nearly dumped Nicholas from his back. The lightning crackled harmlessly across the dragon’s belly, though Nicholas could feel his hair standing on edge as if he’d shuffled across shag carpeting while wearing wool socks.

      It was the last attack the reindeer would get.

      Rudy completed the sharp turn and flapped his wings forward to right himself, bringing himself to a near vertical position in the air. Christopher could do nothing other than continue to hold on tight as the dragon swung his head from side to side, unleashing dragon fire in a wide swath that consumed the four reindeer. A moment later, four more charred monsters fell from the sky.

      Nicholas saw the lone reindeer that had escaped the blast diving down in an attempt to flee.

      It’s time for me to get into this fight, he declared to himself, then released his grip on the dragon saddle and pushed off with his feet to propel himself toward the fleeing reindeer.

      As he plummeted toward the ground, Nicholas quickly realized that a couple of lessons at an indoor skydiving facility taken two decades before when he was still in high school hadn’t sufficiently prepared him for in-air combat.

      Fortunately, he had magic.

      Nicholas cast Chained in Place and anchored himself to the fleeing reindeer. The magical bond yanked him through the air toward his target, and he crashed into the Flying Reindeer an instant later.

      The impact and added weight sent both monster and man spiraling toward the ground.

      The reindeer swung its head wildly, firing red beams of magic in every direction. None of them came close to striking the man on its back or did anything to slow its fall.

      Nicholas realized there was nothing he could accomplish by riding the Flying Reindeer all the way to the ground, so he released his grip. He spread his arms wide to slow his fall—one skill he did remember from the long-ago lessons—and cast a levitation spell.

      
        
        Spell: Walking on Air

        Type: Air Magic

        Requirement: Advanced Level Air Magic

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Walk on steps of air, traversing any terrain with ease.

      

      
        
        Range: 50 Feet

        Cost: Moderate Mana per second

        Cooldown: none

      

      

      His descent abruptly stopped as he slammed into an invisible platform, and Nicholas found himself hovering fifty feet in the air as the formerly-Flying Reindeer crashed into the ground with bone-shattering force.

      
        
        You have defeated the Flying Reindeer. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      At least I got one, Christopher thought as he used invisible steps to descend to the ground.

      Rudy swooped down and landed next to him.

      “That was some impressive flying,” the dragon said with barely a hint of sarcasm.

      Christopher smiled. “Imagine what I could do if I had wings.”

      Rudy snorted. “Maybe you’ll loot a pair of wings from the Flying Reindeer.”

      He didn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Milk and Cookies

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas and Rudy emerged from the portal, and the dragon veered toward the clearing just outside the settlement wall. The Christmas deliveries had gotten easier after the Flying Reindeer battle. Most of the settlements had gone to bed for the night, leaving only a few sentries to keep watch, and they quickly acquiesced to his desire to leave presents for the children. The few villages and cities that were still up got the combination of Frozen in Time and Supersonic spells to allow him to complete his special delivery in peace.

      They were still behind schedule and probably shouldn’t be taking a break, but they were getting faster with each settlement and shouldn’t have any problem getting back on track. Besides, Nicholas really needed a break.

      Baldarius sat at a picnic table near the edge of the dragon landing zone. Half a dozen plates full of cookies were spread across the table as well as mugs of hot chocolate and a couple large glasses of milk.

      Nicholas slid from the dragon’s back and strolled toward the table of treats. “What’s this?”

      Baldarius smiled. “I thought you could use some refreshments. I believe this is a Christmas tradition, is it not?”

      Nicholas chuckled. “Why, yes it is.”

      He sat down and grabbed a chocolate chip cookie and a glass of milk. He broke the cookie in half and dunked it into the milk before taking a bite.

      “Mmm, mmm, mmm, mmm, mmm. Now this is a good cookie.”

      “I’m glad you enjoy my baking,” Baldarius said.

      Nicholas raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, my robotic chef’s baking,” the dark elf admitted. “I gave directions, so that counts for something.”

      “I don’t care who gets the credit,” Nicholas said. “I’m just happy I’ve got some tasty treats.”

      Rudy ambled to the table and looked over the assembled feast. The dragon shook his head. “Nothing for me? I’m the one doing all the work.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Baldarius said. “I’ve got something for you too.”

      A huge platter of carrots appeared in the dark elf’s hands. “Another traditional Christmas treat.”

      The dragon snorted, and smoke rose from his nostrils. “What am I supposed to do with those?”

      “Santa’s reindeer loved carrots,” Nicholas said, trying unsuccessfully to hold back a smile.

      “Do I look like a reindeer?” Rudy raised his head and blew out a short gout of flame.

      Baldarius laughed good-naturedly then summoned a huge chunk of meat from his dimensional storage. He tossed it toward the dragon, who snatched it out of the air with sharp teeth but didn’t immediately swallow it.

      “Reindeer?”

      “No, just a cow.”

      Rudy tossed his snack in the air then chomped down and swallowed it whole. “I think I’d like to try reindeer sometime.”

      “Maybe next time, don’t completely incinerate them,” Baldarius said.

      “You saw that?” Nicholas asked.

      “Of course. The entire universe saw it.”

      Nicholas had known they were being followed by a recording drone but hadn’t realized there would be a real-time broadcast.

      “And it’s a good thing so many people are watching,” the dark elf added. “I’ve already lined up several more potential sponsors and even signed one up for the rest of the night.”

      Nicholas frowned. “Come on, this is hard enough without making last minute changes.”

      Baldarius flashed a toothy smile that would have given children nightmares. “I know, but they paid a whole lot of money, and I think you’ll like what they contributed.”

      “Hmph.” Nicholas grunted. “Alright, what do I need to do?”

      “The new sponsor is Integrated Signs and Lighting. They’ve got some Christmas lights for you to hang up.”

      Nicholas looked at the dark elf skeptically. “Nobody outside of planet Earth even knew what Christmas was before tonight. How did they create Christmas lights already?”

      “They’re highly motivated, maybe.” Baldarius shrugged.

      “Alright, give me the lights,” Nicholas said. “I will hang them up sometime tonight.”

      “Perfect!”

      “I’m only doing one settlement though.”

      “I expected nothing more and told the sponsor that.”

      The dark elf summoned a box from his inventory and dropped it on the table, knocking over one of the glasses of milk. The wooden box was completely covered in lights that flashed with various neon colors. It gave Nicholas a headache just looking at it.

      He blew out a frustrated breath and put the garish box in his inventory.

      “We better get going if you want to deliver gifts to every city on your list,” Rudy said in a deep rumbling voice that could be felt as much as heard.

      Nicholas grabbed another cookie and a fresh glass of milk. He nodded his appreciation to Baldarius then climbed back up on the dragon, careful not to spill his milk or drop his cookie.

      It was quite a feat of agility.

      Rudy opened a portal and shot into the air, causing Nicholas to spill some of his milk. The dragon had a distinctly smirk-like expression on his face as he flapped his powerful wings, propelling them toward the portal and the next settlement on the list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Christmas Lights

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas and Rudy emerged from the portal outside the settlement that would get the special Christmas lights. The dragon landed just out of sight of the small village, and Nicholas slid from his back. According to the master list, there were only a few dozen children inside.

      This settlement had been chosen for the lighting treatment because Nicholas didn’t trust some galactic corporation that didn’t know anything about Christmas to actually provide appropriate decorations. If they turned out to be bad, it would affect a smaller group of people than if he’d put them up in a larger settlement.

      Nicholas approached the village, careful not to alert any potential sentries on the wall to his presence, not wanting to create any tension. Once he was close enough to make sure the entire settlement would be in the area of effect, he cast the Frozen in Time spell, then drank a Dualcast potion before casting the Supersonic spell. The spells made sure he had enough time to do the extra decorating without being interrupted by the townsfolk. For them, everything would happen in an instant.

      Once everyone was frozen in time, he hurried into the settlement. Even moving at ten times normal speed while everyone else was frozen for thirty seconds, he would only have five minutes to accomplish everything.

      Nicholas leaped over the wall of the settlement, careful not to make contact with anyone, which would immediately end both spells.

      There was an open space in the center of the village, and he placed a large Christmas tree there. He then summoned the gift bag prepared for this settlement and used the auto-dispense function Baldarius had set up.

      Aided by super speed, all of this took place incredibly quickly, and there were still twenty seconds left on the Frozen in Time spell.

      “Time to see what kind of Christmas lights these aliens came up with,” he muttered, not optimistic.

      Nicholas took the box of lights out of his inventory and placed it on the ground near the tree. He opened the box then quickly stepped back, holding his arms up in front of his face.

      A ball of white light exploded upward from the box then stopped roughly ten feet off the ground. Nicholas squinted at the bright light as it expanded and started to take shape.

      It looks like a three-dimensional star, Nicholas thought as arms extended out from the center in every direction.

      Smaller balls of light began shooting out of each arm.

      The light bursts slammed into trees, buildings, and pretty much everything in the settlement. Wherever they hit, a curtain of lights spread out and covered whatever surface had been struck.

      Within a few moments, the entire settlement glowed white. It was so bright that Nicholas could barely make out any details. His field of vision had become a glowing mass of white light.

      The ball of light that had shot out of the box began to spin. The individual arms that had launched light bombs were pulled back into the sphere and were replaced by six new arms, each of them a different color—red, green, blue, pink, yellow, and purple. The red-and-green colors were basic traditional Christmas colors, but the others had a distinctly neon hue.

      The ball of light spun faster and faster, lines of color in its wake.

      Then balls of color began shooting out. Wherever they struck, the lights would change color. Even in his speed-boosted state, Nicholas couldn’t follow the multicolored barrage of tiny lights. Trying to only made him queasy, so he closed his eyes until the process finished.

      Once the village was quiet, he slowly opened his eyes and found himself in the middle of a literal neon jungle. The settlement looked like it had been constructed by a series of random Lite-Brite pegs. Everything glowed wildly.

      His head dropped, and he shook it back and forth in dismay.

      These people are going to hate me!

      Nicholas sensed movement and looked up.

      The sphere that had covered the settlement in light was transforming again. It flattened out then transformed into three-foot-tall letters spelling out Integrated Signs and Lighting. The letters then wrapped around in a circle, creating a ring.

      The ring of letters rose into the air and floated toward the Christmas tree. The individual letters began to change colors as the ring settled over the top of the tree like a halo

      The sponsorship halo began to spin. And flash. And rapidly change colors. It pulsed slowly then blinked rapidly.

      Somehow, the light from the spinning logo overpowered the already blindingly bright lights covering the rest of the settlement. The end result was a seizure-inducing cacophony of lights.

      Yeah, Santa’s gonna get hate mail from this village, he declared to himself.

      Nicholas seriously considered removing the lights but didn’t really know how to do that. They had been automatically dispensed, and he could only hope the people of the village didn’t hate it too much.

      He hurried from the village and reached Rudy right before the Frozen in Time spell expired. He pulled himself into the saddle and said, “Let’s get out of here!”

      Nicholas did not want to be around to see what exactly the villagers thought of the “Christmas” lights.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Christmas: Past and Present

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas sat on the roof of the Old South Church in what was now known as the Boston Integration Center. The bell tower rose high above, and Rudy was perched next to him like a gigantic gargoyle. The church was hundreds of years old and was a Boston icon that had survived the Integration process, unlike many—most—of the modern buildings.

      The sun rose over the ocean to the east, and Nicholas looked out over Boston as the first rays of sunshine illuminated the city.

      The night had been more successful than he had hoped. He had delivered gifts to thousands of children and had spread at least a small amount of cheer in this otherwise cruel world.

      Nicholas couldn’t help being bitter though. Before the integration, Christmas had been a time of joy for many, many people, both from a religious and a simple family-and-friends standpoint. All of that had been taken away when Earth had been forcefully assimilated into the Integrated Universe.

      The powers granted by the Personal Enhancement System that each person now possessed were highly beneficial, and Nicholas had a hard time even remembering what life was like before he—and everyone else—possessed superhero powers. The cost had been incredibly high, however. Not only in lost lives, but also in lost joy.

      In years past, the city—and the entire world, practically—would be waking up to Christmas gifts under the tree right now, and families would be together, celebrating life and happiness.

      Nicholas had done a great deed the previous night, but he knew that there were more children in Boston than in all the settlements he had visited combined. And none of them would be waking up to presents under a Christmas tree.

      He closed his eyes and fought against the despair that threatened to overwhelm him and wash away the good he had done.

      Snow began to fall while Nicholas was lost in thought. The Integration had significantly moderated Earth’s climate, and snow was rare outside of the mountains and the far north—like Canada—and its presence didn’t immediately register.

      The sound of children shouting in excitement finally shook him from his reverie, and he realized what was happening.

      Nicholas looked at the sky and laughed, the feeling of melting snowflakes on his face bringing him joy he hadn’t felt in a very long time. When he looked down, he saw that same expression of pure happiness on the faces of the children running around in the street.

      Rudy snorted and shook his head. “You humans are so strange. I’ve never seen frozen water make people happy before.”

      “It’s a white Christmas,” Nicholas started to explain, then saw a mischievous grin on the dragon’s face.

      “You know, there’s one more bag of presents left,” Rudy said.

      “Yeah, there is,” Nicolas replied with a wry smile. “I think I know what I can do with them.”

      He stood up and summoned the bag from his inventory. He slung it over his shoulder as he walked down the roof. As he reached the edge, Nicholas cast the Steps of Air spell and stepped off the roof.

      The snow continued to fall as he stepped through the air toward the children playing in the street. By the time he reached ground level, the children had noticed him and turned their attention toward the man in a Santa suit walking through the air.

      Nicholas stepped down onto the sidewalk and was instantly surrounded by dozens of children. “So, what day is it?”

      A chorus of, “It’s Christmas day!” answered him.

      He looked down as he felt a tug on his sleeve and saw a small girl looking up at him with wide eyes. “Are you Santa?”

      Nicholas laughed a good hearty laugh then kneeled down so he could be at the girl’s level. “Do you think I’m Santa?”

      The girl’s brow furrowed, and she pursed her lips as she studied him. “Do you have presents?”

      He smiled and reached into his bag of gifts, pulling out a perfectly wrapped present with a bow on top. He handed it to her with a smile. “Why, yes. I do.”

      She hugged the wrapped box to her chest and said, “Thank you, Santa!”

      Nicholas began pulling presents out of the bag as fast as he could manage. Each gift was snatched up as quickly as he could remove it from the bag, and by some miracle, there were just enough presents in the bag for the crowd of children.

      He stood up after the last present was distributed and could see a crowd of adults had gathered behind the children—parents, he assumed. They looked at him with open admiration, and more than a few eyes glistened with tears. As he made eye contact with them, many mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

      Nicholas was filled with warmth, and he did nothing to hold back the moisture forming in his own eyes. He lingered a moment to take in the scene and bask in the joy he’d brought, then said in a loud voice, “Merry Christmas, everyone!”

      He cast the Steps of Air spell again and took the invisible stairway back up to the roof of the church where Rudy waited.

      “So, are we going to do this again next year?” the dragon asked.

      “Yeah, I think we will.”

      “Then we better get started. Christmas Eve is only 364 days away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Simply Abominable

          

        

      

    

    
      Rudy landed outside the settlement near the picnic table where they had taken a milk-and-cookie break. Nicholas slid off the dragon’s back and patted his neck.

      “Thank you for all your help.”

      Rudy blew a puff of smoke from his nostrils. “It was a good night,” the dragon rumbled.

      “Yes, it was. Why don’t you get yourself something to eat?”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice!”

      The dragon flapped his wings and launched himself into the sky, and an instant later, Nicholas was alone.

      He looked past the picnic table toward his settlement and smiled. He could see the top of a huge Christmas tree behind the walls and knew that the wrapped presents he’d left were already in the hands of the excited children.

      Nicholas was halfway to the wall surrounding the city when a roar sounded from behind.

      “No rest for the weary, I guess,” he muttered as he drew his sword and faced another monster.

      
        
        Name: Abominable Snowman

      

        

      
        Abominable Snowmen appear to be combinations of man and ape, having many of the best characteristics of both. They possess humanlike hands and can wield any weapon. They have an advanced intellect that allows them to learn skills and communicate with a rudimentary verbal language. On top of that, they possess the size and strength of the largest apes that ever roamed the planet. Despite their prodigious ability to fight, they are reclusive creatures that prefer to be left alone . . . until someone invades their home.

      

      

      Nicholas regretted sending Rudy away. The dragon wouldn’t have been able to fight but might have been enough to deter the Abominable Snowman from attacking.

      He doubted it though. Monsters like this were usually pretty intent upon attacking anyone they came across.

      Nicholas charged, sword in hand. He ran toward the picnic table, leaping onto it then propelling himself higher into the air. He raised his sword high overhead with both hands and started to bring it down as he descended on the white-haired monster.

      The Abominable Snowman roared in defiance, spittle spraying from its mouth. The creature stepped into the fray and swung a powerful fist into the flying attack.

      The monster’s fist connected with Nicholas an instant before he could bring his sword down and sent him flying sideways.

      The impact of the monster’s huge fist cracked his ribs, and the air exploded from his lungs. He flew to the side and crashed into the ground.

      Nicholas gasped for breath, each ragged breath sending waves of pain through his body. He coughed and could taste blood.

      The exhaustion that had threatened to send him into a weeklong slumber was instantly banished, replaced with an adrenaline-fueled fight-or-flight response.

      Nicholas chose to fight.

      He summoned a health potion from his inventory.

      
        
        Health Potion

      

      

      
        	A Grade Potion

        	Restores an extreme amount of Health

        	Cooldown: 30 minutes

      

      Nicholas wiped blood from his lips with the back of one hand as the potion knitted his broken bones back together and suffused his body with healing energy.

      He smiled at the monster and charged again.

      This time, Nicholas went low with his attack and slid under the Abominable Snowman’s reach and unleashed an attack with his sword.

      The black blade bit into the monster’s leg as he slid past, and the creature howled in pain and rage.

      Nicholas jumped to his feet than dove to the side as the monster spun around, swinging its fists wildly, trying to smash him.

      He rolled to his feet and held his sword in front of himself as the creature roared at him again.

      Nicholas threw one arm toward the monster and cast Air Power Punch. He stalked toward the Abominable Snowman with his arm extended forward as he cast the spell over and over.

      Repeated invisible blows slammed into the large monster, driving it backward. The creature staggered as the invisible blows rocked its body.

      The monster roared defiantly then leaped forward.

      The attack surprised Nicholas as he was in the middle of casting another Air Power Punch, and shaggy white arms wrapped around him before he could dodge.

      The Abominable Snowman lifted him off the ground and shook him side to side as it squeezed him against its chest.

      Nicholas could feel the air being forced from his lungs, and the pressure on his body threatened to break his ribs again. He sent his longsword, which was too big to maneuver, back into his inventory and summoned a set of daggers. He twisted them around and jabbed them into the sides of the monster.

      The monster raised its head and roared in pain but didn’t release its grip.

      Nicholas’s upper arms were held tight against his body, but he was able to move his lower arms and hands enough to stab with his daggers.

      He stabbed the monster over and over, turning its white fur red. The Abominable Snowman roared each time. Its grip tightened, and Nicholas could see stars as his peripheral vision started to turn black. He kept stabbing, and the monster’s grip started to loosen. That gave him more freedom of motion, and his daggers began to dig deeper into the monster’s flesh.

      The Abominable Snowman suddenly dropped Nicholas then began to swing wild punches at the man that had been mercilessly cutting into its hide.

      He rolled away from the blows and stumbled backward, drawing several ragged breaths until the stars cleared from his vision and he could see without dark spots clouding his vision. He resummoned his longsword and rushed the monster.

      Nicholas ducked under the monster’s wildly swinging arms and thrust his sword with both hands. The blade sliced into the creature’s abdomen and opened up a long red gash that quickly frosted over.

      The ice attack from the cold-infused sword didn’t do much extra damage because the Abominable Snowman was mostly immune to ice attacks, but that didn’t matter.

      Nicholas used the momentum from the first attack and spun around in a circle. He screamed in rage at the monster that would ruin Christmas Day as he turned, putting all the power he could muster into the attack as he finished his spin.

      The long black blade sliced completely through the monster’s leg with a crimson spray.

      The Abominable Snowman stumbled to the side, but with only one leg remaining, had no way to keep from falling.

      Nicholas leaped onto the monster as it landed on its back, and he drove his sword down into the creature’s heart.

      
        
        You have defeated the Abominable Snowman. Experience points awarded.

      

      

      Nicholas dropped to a knee on top of the dead monster and took in a few deep breaths before sliding off the monster’s chest, holding onto the hilt of his sword for balance. He sent his sword back into his inventory before releasing his grip.

      “You couldn’t even give me one day of peace,” Nicholas mumbled then kicked the creature and initiated the looting process.

      
        
        You have looted Antifreeze Armor.

        You have looted Snowblower Scroll.

        You have looted Gold Coins.

      

      

      Nicholas chuckled. What the heck is this?

      
        
        Scroll: Snowblower Spell

        Type: Ice Magic

        Requirement: Magic Pillar of Power

        Effect:

      

      

      
        	Create a brief snowstorm that causes substantial damage to any creature in the area of effect.

        	Small chance of causing ice blindness.

      

      
        
        Duration: 5 seconds

        Range: Sight

        Cost: High Mana

        Cooldown: None

      

      

      The spell wasn’t overly powerful, but Nicholas could already see ways of using it to decorate.

      Who needs fake snow if you can create the real thing? he thought wryly.

      The Antifreeze Armor was also useful, though not for him personally. It was much heavier than what Nicholas preferred to wear, but it would sell for a decent amount.

      He gave the Abominable Snowman one last dirty look then turned away and headed toward his settlement.

      “You can’t take that Christmas spirit away from me!” Nicholas declared as he walked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            The Future of Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicholas went straight to bed once he was safely inside his settlement. He slept through the day, and the sun was setting by the time he woke, still wearing his red pants and light chainmail shirt from the night before. He didn’t see any reason to immediately change clothes.

      Baldarius was waiting for him just outside his room. The dark elf was shuffling through a stack of papers and looked up as the door opened.

      “It’s about time you woke. We’ve got a lot of business to discuss.”

      “I need something to eat first,” Nicholas said. “You can talk while I eat.”

      Baldarius nodded his head. “I anticipated that and had a holiday feast prepared.”

      Nicholas brightened at the idea. “Lead the way.”

      The dark elf led him to the airplane hangar-sized building that Rudy called home near the outer wall of the settlement. The dragon lounged outside near a table loaded with food.

      “My robotic chef prepared a traditional Christmas dinner, including something where a roasted bird was shoved inside a bigger bird which was shoved inside a still bigger bird.”

      Nicholas chuckled. He’d never eaten turducken before, but was hungry enough to try anything. In addition to the three-bird roast, the table held other classics like cranberry sauce, candied yams, mashed potatoes, and stuffing. Or at least, reasonable imitations.

      Agriculture hadn’t been completely reestablished on Earth after the Integration, so many culinary ingredients came from other planets. There were usually items similar to anything that used to exist on Earth, but not always. That left some glaring differences at times, particularly in color. In this particular case, that meant the gravy for the stuffing and potatoes had a distinctly blue color.

      Nicholas refused to be put off by a little color discrepancy and loaded up a large plate, sampling every dish on the table. He also grabbed a mug of eggnog then took a seat at the end of the table.

      Baldarius began reviewing the previous night from his perspective.

      “Overall, the night was very successful.”

      Nicholas grunted as he chewed a mouthful of food.

      “If this is something you want to pursue on an annual basis, I believe we can significantly expand our sponsorships. That will both increase revenue and provide us with a wider variety of toys to distribute.”

      “I definitely plan to continue,” Nicholas said between bites. “I also want to include the children in Boston next year.”

      Baldarius sucked in a breath. “That’s a pretty tall order. There are ten times more kids in the Boston Integration Center than in all the settlements you visited this year.”

      “You just said we could get more sponsors.”

      “Getting toys isn’t the problem,” the dark elf said. “Time is the problem.”

      “I can use the Frozen in Time and Supersonic spells.”

      “You don’t have enough mana to cast those at every settlement.”

      “Then we better work on that this coming year,” Nicholas said.

      Baldarius sighed. “Alright. You need to get way more powerful then. That means lots of dungeon diving, monster fighting, and new sponsors.”

      “I’m willing to do all of that.”

      “Good,” the dark elf said, “because I’ve already got some sponsorship offers we need to discuss.”

      Nicholas raised an eyebrow.

      “Your holiday LARPing was very popular.”

      “Okay . . .” Nicholas said, suddenly suspicious.

      “Well, there are lots of old Earth holidays that could use a live-action hero.”

      “No,” Nicholas said bluntly.

      Baldarius ignored the protest. “I’m told there is a large egg-laying bunny that delivers candy and boiled eggs to children. There’s a company that has entire planets dedicated to egg production and would pay handsomely to sponsor this furry, long-eared hero. That seems like it would be right up your alley.”

      “I’m not going to be the Easter Bunny!”

      “Okay, okay. No rabbits.” The dark elf held his hands up in surrender. “Don’t worry. I’ve got more.”

      Nicholas groaned.

      “There’s a chain of lingerie stores that wants you to be somebody called Cupid or something,” Baldarius said. “The money was good, but you’d have to put on a diaper and shoot people with magical love arrows.”

      Nicholas glared at his Trainer.

      “Don’t worry. I told them you weren’t into things like that.”

      Nicholas nodded. “Good.”

      “Yeah, I told them you didn’t like bows.”

      Rudy snorted a laugh.

      Nicholas glared daggers at both the dragon and the dark elf. “Very funny.”

      Baldarius shrugged his shoulders and put on an innocent-looking face. “What? I have no idea what holidays you want to LARP.”

      Rudy came to Nicholas’s rescue. “Oh, quit messing with the kid. He has made some questionable life choices, but he did a good thing last night.”

      “Thanks. I think."

      Nicholas knew that both of his friends had way more life experience than he did. They also had no qualms about messing with him. He was pretty sure they both actually approved of what he was doing though.

      He shook his head, then took a long drink from his mug.

      “Eggnog really is a weird drink,” Nicholas declared, and his two companions laughed, the dragon with a deep rumbling sound and the dark elf with a cackle that sent a shiver down his spine.

      No weirder than my friends, he concluded.

      Nicholas smiled as he looked from Baldarius to Rudy. “Merry Christmas, my friends, it was a good night.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading this S-Ranked LitRPG novella (S-ranked for Santa, of course). This story takes place in my Integrated Universe world, and Nicholas and friends will be featured in their own series, starting in 2024. You will see how Nicholas got to where he was in this story and get to see where he goes next.

      Christmas is only 1 day a year, though, and the other 364 days a year are full of dungeons, monsters, loot, and leveling up. Nicholas will have to become one of the most powerful people on the planet, if not in the entire Integrated Universe, if he hopes to bring joy to every child on the planet in a single night. It’s going to be an incredible adventure and I can’t wait to share it with you.

      While you wait for more S-Ranked adventures, be sure to check out the Integrated Universe series. Nicholas, Rudy, and Baldarius will be making an appearance in that series in book 3 and again later in the series.

      
        
        You can check out the Integrated Universe series on Amazon:

        amazon.com/dp/B0CBCZQSTQ

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Christmas Delivery. I hope you enjoyed this fun, action-packed story. If you could take a minute and leave a review for me, that would be very much appreciated.

      

      If you haven’t read them already, be sure to check out the books in the Integrated Universe series, and be sure to follow me on Amazon so you get notified when new books are released.

      
        
        You can check out the Integrated Universe series here:

        amazon.com/dp/B0CBCZQSTQ

      

      

      

      If you would like updates from me, including when I release a new book, be sure to sign up for our LitRPG newsletter. In addition to all the new books I have planned, there are some special surprises in the works. As a newsletter subscriber, you will 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/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LitRPG Resources

          

          LITRPG FACEBOOK GROUP

        

      

    

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LitRPG Resources

          

          GAMELIT SOCIETY FACEBOOK GROUP

        

      

    

    
      To learn more about LitRPG and GameLit books, be sure to check out the GameLit Society group.
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